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Abstract:

This thesis examines the social interaction and media ideologies of Finnish TikTok
users and how they are different from the discourses about TikTok in Finnish news
media. My aim is to understand how TikTok is seen as a social media platform and
what kind of social interaction and face-work users do when encountered with
differing views of their media ideologies.

I use Gershon’s framework of media ideologies to understand the implied and
explicit opinions of Finnish TikTok users of the proper ways of using the medium and
to compare those views to Finnish news media’s representations of the app and its
use. By analysing discourses of the online news of Finnish Public Broadcasting
Company (YLE) and the online news of Finland’s biggest newspaper Helsingin
Sanomat (HS), I identify main categories of discourse about TikTok and its use. To
understand the users’ perspective, I have conducted online ethnography in TikTok
with two separate user accounts to collect data from videos, comments and video
replies. From this data, I identify multiple media ideologies voiced out among the
users of TikTok. Lastly, I compare these two data sets to see where they overlap and
where they live separate lives. In order to understand the social phenomena related
to the debates over different media ideologies, I utilise Erving Goffman’s concept of
face and face-work.
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By exploring these questions with these methods and theoretical frameworks I wish
to contribute to the discussion of how young users might adopt new ways of
interacting and expressing themselves within a new medium, and how that might be
different from the views of the people outside that medium. The goal of my thesis is
to create an analytical overview on social interaction and media ideologies in TikTok,
especially among Finnish TikTokers and how that differs from the discourses
represented in Finnish news media
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Preface

TikTok is a social media app that focuses on short videos that users can edit, post,
download, share and comment. Typically in the beginning of the app’s life videos
include some sort of dance or stunt challenge, although the variety of content has
grown while the app has gained more popularity and users. My first encounter with
TikTok was back in 2018, when I downloaded the new social media app that was
becoming popular among teenagers and children in Finland. From the beginning, I
made a conscious effort to immerse myself in the new forms of sociality, interaction
and online culture of TikTok. I was interested in how this medium was different from
the other media I was using at the time. TikTok turned out to be very different from
them, and learning its language was exciting as I was becoming more interested in
media anthropology. Some years later, I was still hooked and considered TikTok as
my favourite social medium. Also, there was a gap of anthropological literature on
this new media and I was curious of what kinds of questions could be raised about it,
so I decided to write my MA Thesis on this subject.

First, I want to thank Toomas Gross for being an accessible and constructive
supervisor, without whom this thesis would not have been completed on time. I
would also like to thank Johanna Ylipulli for acting as an anthropological mentor for
me since my time doing Bachelor’s degree in University of Oulu, your example has
encouraged me to explore the new frontiers of our discipline. Second, I wish to thank
my family and especially my parents Kirsi and Petteri for providing endless support
throughout my studies. You have always been there to challenge my thoughts and to
have insightful discussions with, on the nature of scientific inquiry and life in general.

Much of the blame of my studies being delayed for so many years is due to my
involvement in the student and youth movement. However, the National Union of
University Students in Finland (SYL), is also to be thanked for being a flexible
employer, and my colleagues there for providing mutual support for each other’s
thesis struggles. Without the skills learned in student and youth organisations, this
project would have been impossible to complete. These organisations in which I
have been fortunate to spend most of my 20’s in have brought wonderful, intelligent
and fierce friends to my life, who have been an essential support in my journey to
become a Master of Social Sciences and growing as a human being.

Veera Alahuhta
Helsinki 2022



1. Introduction

1.1. Background of TikTok

TikTok was published in 2016 first by the name Douyin in China and in 2017 its

publisher ByteDance expanded it to other countries by the name TikTok. In 2017

ByteDance bought the app Musical.ly and merged it with TikTok . TikTok is a new1

chapter in the continuum of video based social media, such as VINE and YouTube.

TikTok users were largely young adults, teens or children in the beginning of the

app’s life cycle but starting from the beginning of the Covid19 pandemic in 2020,

TikTok’s downloads started to rise rapidly, as much as 34 per cent in the UK in March

2020 (Kennedy 2020). According to a survey study made by a marketing research

company Nepa for Finnish teleoperator DNA in 2021, TikTok was dominantly popular

among age groups 16-24-year-olds: from that group, 52 % said that they use TikTok

once or more per day. Compared to slightly older users, 25-34-year-olds, that rate is

only 19 %, and in 2020 the number in that age group was even lower, 6 %.

Although TikTok was already published in 2017, the year 2020 was when it started to

gain much more users and also media attention. In news media TikTok was first

perceived as a fun app for children to do dance challenges (Kennedy 2020).

Kennedy analyses the discussion of TikTok in different news media pieces during

2020. She says that TikTok was characterised to be the “best antidote of boredom”

during wide lockdowns when large parts of the world population would have to spend

most of their time inside their houses. During the Covid-19 pandemic, social media

was the main “public sphere” of social discussion, when entering the physical

“public” was close to impossible for large parts of the global population. As I present

1 See: The Verge 2017
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in chapter 4, in the year 2020 TikTok started to be seen as a more serious social

medium in Finnish news media as well. For example in 2020, several news articles

analysed TikTok as a major platform for the organisers of Black Lives Matter

-protests in the United States and in their view, the effective use of TikTok was

possibly one of the reasons why these protests grew to become global. In the

summer of 2020, TikTok also provided a platform for teens to organise a “secret

campaign” to humiliate Trump in his first rally after the lockdowns and this was also

widely reported in Finnish news media. Users circulated content about how they had

reserved tickets to the rally and had no intention of attending. The plan worked, and

the media images of the half empty rally hall spread globally.

This short history of TikTok, and the development of a single app is one

demonstration that technology and social media platforms are no longer only tools

for social interaction. They are spaces of resistance, politics and the struggle for

power (Barassi 2017). Civil society has organised online for some time now, and it

has led to real life political revolutions such as during the Arab Spring (Howard and

Hussain 2013). Online social media platforms are still much more than political

spaces, however contested as they might be. This thesis takes a look at the politics

of the political and apolitical, by examining the negotiations between different media

ideologies that users have.

1.2. Social interaction in TikTok

In this subchapter, I give a brief overview on what functionalities TikTok has as a

social media platform and how it is different from other social media currently widely

used. Hopefully this will help readers, who do not use or have not used TikTok, to

understand the terrain of my fieldwork better.
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When uploading TikTok to one’s phone (and one should use it with a phone, since it

is most adapted to mobile technology. It is possible to use it with a Internet browser,

but the user experience is not as smooth and immersive), and opening the app, the

first thing that opens is the TikTok “For you-page”, also known as “fyp” as I will call it

later in the text. In fyp there’s a video, and when one scrolls the video up with their

finger, they will see another video, and another video. The stream of videos is

endless. It is impossible to run out of videos to see in fyp, because the TikTok

algorithm will show the user anything it thinks they might find interesting. One might

see teenagers dancing, dogs doing cool tricks, people giving a rant speech for the

camera or someone giving a video summary of their day . Zulli and Zulli (2020) write2

that TikTok’s basic use is based upon “the principles of mimesis - imitation and

replication”. They argue that this principle can be observed in three major features:

(1) the homepage or so-called “for you”-page that displays recommended content to

the user, (2) the technical possibilities in which the users can create video content,

and (3) social norms that define how users create content. All of them encourage the

users to “participate in trends” that can be anything from dances to using audio

templates to make jokes and sharing “story times” of their lives.

At first the videos might feel weird, and it might be hard to understand why people

are doing what they are doing or who these people are at the fyp. Different from for

example Facebook , the user does not need to follow anyone to have a starting page3

full of content. When the user has scrolled enough videos, they might find a pattern

emerging, because the algorithm learns from their behaviour and adapts itself to

show the user content they tend to engage with: if the user has liked and shared cute

puppy videos, it will show them more cute puppy videos. If the user has commented

in rage to videos that they find appalling, it might show them more appalling videos.

3 Although in 2022 Facebook has begun to show more recommended content from previously
unknown people in the feed page.

2 These are called “my day”-videos, and they usually consist of the creator filming and editing a lot of
video clips together, with a background music and recording of their voice narrating what they did,
with whom and why.
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The exact composition of the TikTok algorithm is a corporate secret, but it can be

observed with time that it does in fact adapt its recommendations to user’s

behaviour: just comparing the fyp to someone else’s reveals how different TikTok as

a platform might seem to different people. This is also viewed as common

knowledge among the users and is sometimes discussed explicitly or implicitly in the

comments, as users might say things like “oh, so I’m on this side of TikTok now” or

“commenting for the algorithm” (so that the user might communicate to the algorithm

to let them see more that kind of content). In other words, users communicate not

only with each other, but with the platform itself. I will discuss this theme in depth in

chapter 5.

1.3. Research questions

Initially I was interested in online debates and arguments in TikTok, because they

seemed to reveal something that triggered many different people engaging in an

effort to convince the other party or at least - to save one’s own face. The concept

of face was the preliminary theoretical framework I started to do fieldwork with,

and I tried to get an idea of how people saved face and what kind of face-work

they did in TikTok. In sociology and anthropology face is a concept used to

describe a set of actions, talks and behaviour to protect one’s honour, dignity and

reputation (Goffman 1959; 1967). As in most ethnographic fieldwork, my

questions and theoretical angles soon started to feel like missing something, or

pointing to some different direction. Face was indeed a factor that had a part to

play in social interaction and conflicts in TikTok, but they also seemed to be

connected to some underlying ideas the users seemed to have. Those ideas were

media ideologies (Gershon 2010a; 2010b), sets of beliefs people have on how a

medium should or could be used and why. Face-saving seemed to be a process

that was merely triggered when a conflict between different media ideologies
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appeared. During the time of my fieldwork in 2021 and 2022, and at this point of

TikTok’s lifecycle, there appeared to be a lot of debate on this topic, and so I

shifted the focus of my thesis to that direction. I started off with a different set of

questions, but the right questions were found from the process of doing online

participant observation:

1. What kind of media ideologies Finnish TikTok users have on the correct

ways of using the medium?

2. How is the Finnish news media’s representation of TikTok different from the

users’ views?

3. What kind of face-work users do when encountering conflict of different

media ideologies?

The term media ideology was introduced to anthropological discussion by Ilana

Gershon, who combined the work of linguistic anthropologists and media scholars.

By drawing from the pre-existing concept “language ideologies” she described a4

new way to understand the beliefs and notions people had of new media and how

the medium shaped their messages. Media ideology combines the linguistic world

with the material, by examining mediated social interaction, and putting emphasis

on how people creatively use different forms of communication in

ever-complexifying networks of different media. (Gershon 2010a; 2010b)

In this thesis, I aim to utilise Gershon’s framework of media ideologies to

understand the implied and explicit opinions of Finnish TikTok users of the proper

ways of using the medium and to compare those views to Finnish news media’s

representations of the app and its use. By analysing discourses of the online news

of Finnish Public Broadcasting Company (YLE) and the online news of Finland’s

biggest newspaper Helsingin Sanomat (HS), I identify main categories of

discourse about TikTok and its use. To understand the users’ perspective, I have

4 “people's beliefs, attitudes, and strategies about linguistic function and structure” (Gershon 2010)
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conducted online ethnography in TikTok with two separate user accounts to collect

data from videos, comments and video replies. From this data, I identify multiple

media ideologies voiced out among the users of TikTok. Lastly, I compare these

two data sets to see where they overlap and where they live separate lives. In

order to understand the social phenomena related to the debates over different

media ideologies, I utilise Erving Goffman’s concept of face and face-work.

By exploring these questions with these methods and theoretical frameworks I

wish to contribute to the discussion of how young users might adopt new ways of5

interacting and expressing themselves within a new medium, and how that might

be different from the views of the people outside that medium. Every now and

then new social media is bound to emerge that gets popular among certain,

usually young, people and a gap appears between those within and outside of the

app, and new bubbles of sociality are born that some people are part of and

others not. Bridging that gap of understanding between and within generations is

always useful and important, and providing these kinds of “intercultural”

explanations is one of the core tasks of social and cultural anthropology. The goal

of my thesis is to create an analytical overview on social interaction and media

ideologies in TikTok, especially among Finnish TikTokers and how that differs from

the discourses represented in Finnish news media. I also wish to raise new

questions for further research or thesis writers.

In chapter 2, I present the main theoretical frameworks used in my work: media

ideologies and face-work. I also make connections to previous anthropological

discussions on digitality and media, that have contributed my own research

questions. In chapter 3, I discuss the challenges of ethnographic fieldwork online

and especially in heavily algorithmic social media platforms. While describing my

methodological choices, I also reflect the ethical aspects and limits of this thesis.

In chapter 4, I describe and analyse the discourses discovered in the field while

5 Especially people under 25.
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doing participant observation in TikTok, as well as discourses and representations

of TikTok in Finnish news media. In chapter 5, I analyse the findings through the

lense of my theoretical framework and concepts, and in the sixth and final chapter

I conclude my thesis and raise questions for further research on the topic.
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2. Theoretical framework

2.1. Anthropological discussion

Rather than just being another internet social media platform, TikTok has brought

new perspectives on what it is like being digitally human. Since the 1990’s

anthropologists have made efforts to redefine the discipline’s view on the rise of

new technologies, the internet and new media that shift the ways people interact

with each other. Scholars have invented new theoretical and methodological

approaches, or simply renamed old ones. Digital anthropology, online

ethnography, netnography and other “new” forms of anthropology are relevant

efforts to recognise the societal change that the internet might cause and how this

change might also change us as humans, as well as to understand how we as

humans shape them in return. These approaches are deeply rooted in the

historical continuum of classical anthropology, because after all, we humans still

live also in the offline world and are shaped by its logic. However, new

approaches are needed, because there are more and more communities that exist

only within digital worlds. These communities need to be studied, understood and

analysed with their own terms, by their own logic.

I position my thesis in the intersection between digital anthropology and media

anthropology. TikTok is a social media platform where people comment on each

other’s videos, reply to the comments with videos and chat with each other in

private messages. The technological solutions behind the platform, especially the

algorithm of TikTok is also a very important factor in the user experience. That is

why I think these two anthropological fields of discussion have meaningful

concepts to be used in this thesis. In the next subchapters I will give a brief

overview on recent anthropological discussion in these branches of research and

further explain their relevance to my work. After that I continue to dive into the
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theoretical approach of my work and explain central concepts of media ideologies,

face and face-work in detail.

2.1.1. Digital anthropology

The digital environments, the digitalisation of our everyday lives and the power of

global tech companies have raised new questions of where to shift anthropological

and ethnographic focus. From the 1990’s and early 2000’s, anthropologists have

studied what it means to be digitally human. From the effects of the cell phone to

contemporary societies (Horst & Miller 2006), to the creation of new virtual

communities (Boellstorff 2008) anthropologists have expanded the frame of interest

to areas that have become essential parts of our everyday lives: information

technology, communication devices and the Internet. The question that these new

innovations and their mainstreaming to our lives has raised is that have they

changed us (Hine 2015) at the same time? Most anthropologists would possibly

answer with the “annoyingly” typical anthropological way: yes and no. In many ways

most humans lead the same lives as before, working, living and dying in the same

cultural contexts as before. Yet, some new horizons in the possibilities of human

interaction and imagination have changed permanently. For anthropology, that

means a continuous stream of new questions to ask and answers to pursue.

Beginning from the 1990’s and with the introduction of the World Wide Web and the

mainstream use of information and communication technology (ICT), and especially

with the growth of social network sites in 2000’s, a large part of people’s lives shifted

into online environments (Rosen 2022). The early anthropologists studying people

on the Internet (Miller & Slater 2001) essentially had similar questions than we do

today, although the general language describing the possibilities and imaginations of

the Internet do seem a bit old-fashioned these days. However, the question was and
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still is today: will digital technology change us as humans and if yes, how? Daniel

Miller and Heather Horst provided a general overview on digital anthropology in their

2012 book “Digital Anthropology” and they presented that the purpose of digital

anthropology is not to only study the new developments, but also look at the new

ways of doing the old things in human life. In their definition, digital is “everything that

has been developed by, or can be reduced to, the binary - that is its bits consisting of

0’s and 1’s”. They also argue that the fate of anthropology studying accelerating

cultural change via technological advancements is to become ever more important,

because those changes still tend to become normative and therefore subject to

anthropological inquiry. (Horst & Miller 2012: 3-30)

In addition to some already established technologies, new frontiers in digital

anthropology open all the time. Data and data structures have become important

ethnographic objects that cannot be ignored in anthropological research. “Data” is

associated with digital technologies: they are “networked computing systems that

register, store and analyse ever more information about ever more aspects of life”

(Douglas et al. 2021). Simplistically data consists of numbers and other forms of

computational information, but it also has a cultural value within public discourse and

has become a charismatic object. Anthropologists have taken a few approaches: first

is to position ethnographic and other qualitative methodologies as the “Other” to big

data, the second is to intentionally or accidentally become anthropologists of data.

What many anthropologists face today, is the necessity to address the datafying

effects of modern technology in people’s lives. Therefore, theory of data in

anthropology is a necessary pursuit. Also, the everyday practice of anthropology and

the diversifying ethnographic possibilities have raised discussion of how

anthropologists should analyse, organise and rethink their data collected in the

varying fields of research (Crowder et al. 2020; Douglas et al. 2021).

Ruckenstein (2016) also gives a short summary of the discussion of the role of data

analytics in social sciences, and how it has evolved with the rise of accessible, big
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data sets and tools to analyse them. She raises a question if the purpose of

qualitative research and traditional methodology in, for example cultural

anthropology, has become useless in today’s research, when big data can give us a

wider picture of human behaviour? Essentially, she argues no. In her article, she

discusses the traps that mathematicians and researchers of other disciplines might

fall into, if they aren’t critical and literate enough of various complex power structures

and cultural phenomena. By ignoring them, the researchers might just end up

empowering the existing biases and power imbalances. According to Ruckenstein,

the role of qualitative research is to amend the big data analyses and give

explanations and contextualisation to their results. (Ruckenstein 2016)

To summarise, digital anthropology not only seeks to ask questions of the human

conditions in digital worlds and environments, but also rethink and develop the

approaches used in anthropological inquiry. During the last few decades, old

methodologies and theories have been tested, and some do prevail in digital

contexts. However, new approaches are needed too, and many anthropologists have

made efforts to introduce new ideas to anthropological theory and methods. With the

mainstreaming of digital social media, media anthropology and digital anthropology

have started to overlap more and their approaches many times amend each other.

Next, I will go into detail with this theme by presenting some of media anthropology’s

central questions and approaches.

2.1.2. Media anthropology

The task of media anthropology is to understand the human conditions in mediated

forms, the effects of mass and social media in people’s everyday lives and the

various media practices existing in different social and cultural settings. Media

anthropologists are interested in the relationships and tensions between the
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producers of the media and their audiences - or the mixing of the two, and the

engagement of the public in media production. The roots of media anthropology are

linked with debate of what kind of anthropology constitutes as academic and what

kinds of subjects of research are at the centre of anthropological interest. Media

anthropologists have drawn inspiration from applied theories and methodology, as

well as linked their research with media studies from other disciplines. By the timing

of this thesis, study of media is already a quite established field of research in

anthropology. (Rothenbuhler & Coman 2005: Pink 2015)

The study of social media might give more possibilities to discover the media

practices in everyday life, more than with the study of mass media, or news media.

“Traditional” news media and mass media are good starting points for analysing

wider discourses and socio-political structures in given societies. Social media

however penetrates the everyday lives of a large portion of the global population,

through technological and social practices. It is relevant to recognise the history of

social media and mobile phones together and separately, in order to truthfully

describe either, and especially the sociality in social media. In the early years of

2000’s, mobile phones and social media developed separately since mobile phones

were not that adapted to internet connections yet and social media platforms

operated mainly in web browsers. When mobile phones became developed enough

to enable fast and reliable Internet access and social media applications for mobile

phones started to appear, new kinds of intimacy with sociality practices were

reached. Before that, social media was more separable from other interactions and

could be seen as something that happened “out there”, “online”. (Pertierra 2018:

100-118)

Different social media have started to get their own specialised anthropologists to

study them. For example, Patricia Lange (2019) has conducted extensive

ethnography in the video based social media YouTube and her main interest was to

analyse the participatory sociality in YouTube. She argues that in YouTube sociality
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and participation consisted of many non-video-making actions, such as commenting

and subscribing other channels, there was a strong pull to create one’s own videos.

This is very similar to many of my own observations in TikTok, although the cultural

references, certain practices and the rhythm and intensity of content creation are

somewhat different in TikTok, as mentioned previously in this work.

To summarise the importance of media anthropologists work to my own thesis, I

would argue that if an anthropologist wishes to understand any contemporary society

and sociality within it, they cannot bypass the practices of social media. Social media

and digital technologies have become so mainstream in people’s everyday lives

globally that it is beneficial for most anthropologists to understand the basic ideas

and principles guiding anthropology specialised in the study of media. For my own

work it is essential since my interest lies in social phenomena that would not exist

without very highly developed social media platforms and people who mostly grew

up with mobile phones in their hands. In the next subchapter I dive into this topic

more when I present some approaches to the study of social interaction in online

environments.

2.2. Online social interaction

What does online social interaction mean? The word “online” and its counterpart

“offline” gives us a clue that online is something that happens via technology, for

example via landline telephone or the wireless internet. Online is therefore

something that is mediated through technology and is not necessarily a direct

interaction between humans who physically exist in the same place. One other word

commonly used to describe online events and realms is “virtual”. Virtual might be

understood as something that happens in between the people in mediated

interaction with each other, in a place that does not physically or even technologically
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exist. Virtual is something that in large parts exists within our minds (Boellstorff

2008).

Tom Boellstorff was one of the first anthropologists to write a comprehensive virtual

ethnography on virtual sociality. His work has inspired much research conducted

within digital platforms and virtual communities. Boellstorff spent 2 years in the field,

studying the “Second Life” online platform. Second Life is a graphic-based online

game, where players can create an avatar for themselves, explore the virtual world

of Second Life and create new environments within the world . By the time writing6

this thesis, Second Life was almost a 20-year-old platform, but during Boellstorff’s

field work it was a brand new environment for anthropologists to study. What made

Second Life so interesting for anthropologists, was that it was a “smooth landing” to

the era of online ethnography. Second Life is a virtual reality game, which means

many of its basic building blocks for social interaction mimic the “real” or “offline” life.

The users would get visual stimuli that really resembled their daily lives offline. Social

interaction in Second Life was released from the boundaries of time and space, but

still the users, people, chose to interact with each other in very similar ways to their

offline life. (Boellstorff 2008)

Even in the early years of Web 2.0 ., it was visible that offline and online social7

worlds are not completely separate, but especially the online world draws a lot of

influence from the offline world (Boellstorff 2008). However, at that time it was not

clear yet how the offline world could be affected by what took place online. 20 years

later, it is clear that we as humans have transformed our way of being: many of us

exist in different social media, get influenced by their logic and let them alter our own

understanding of ourselves and people around us. In the next subchapters I will

explore how other authors have conceptualised this transformation process of

7 Web 2.0. refers to the “second” stage of Internet, where technological advancements enable reuse
and circulation of content more easily and therefore made the birth of social media platforms possible
(Horst & Miller 2012)

6 https://secondlife.com/

19



human interaction. Ilana Gershon’s concept of media ideologies and Erving

Goffman’s concept of face and face-work are the theoretical basis of this thesis and

therefore require thorough description.

2.2.1. Media ideologies

How does a person know how to communicate with other people in a world where

new technologies and social media platforms emerge constantly? What are the rules

of what to do and where, and who defines them? Finding answers to these questions

is important, because without them it is impossible to get a full view on the

undercurrents of change within our societies. Social media is one of the main

channels of contemporary sociality and social phenomena within them can have

impacts in life offline. Constant study of them is needed, because what was true

about social media ten years ago might feel outdated now, not only because there

are new platforms, but also because the use of old ones have changed, because

people use them in different ways. On the other hand, what is true today, might as

well change soon. As ethnographers we might be able to take historical snapshots of

realities in a certain time, and use these snapshots to make sense of the logic of

change in these platforms and society in general.

Anthropologist Ilana Gershon writes in her book “The Breakup 2.0: Disconnecting

over New Media” (2010a) about media ideologies, which is one framework to

understand the process of how people figure out how to interact with each other in a

jungle of different ways to communicate. She describes media ideologies as ideas

that shape the way we think about and use different media. They are a “set of beliefs

about communicative technologies with which users and designers explain perceived

media structure and meaning”. Media ideologies can be seen as a cycle where

people have certain ideas of what a medium is like, act according to those ideas and
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those actions will shape the medium in turn. They will communicate their ideas to

other people explicitly or through mediated actions, and so those actions might start

to circulate and affect other people's ideas on the medium. That process is called the

idioms of practice, where “people figure out together how to use different media and

often agree on the appropriate social uses of technology by asking advice and

sharing stories with each other”. These practices become intuitive with time, such as

linguistic idioms or dialects do. (Gershon 2010a: 3-6)

What Gershon studied and described in her book was what kind of unconscious or

conscious rules people have about which medium to use to engage in certain private

activities. Gershon’s book describes the use of cell phones (calls and texts) and one

social media platform, Facebook, especially in the context of break-ups. It is however

a bit different from my thesis. I am interested in views on how people engage in

social activities in public, where others may see them. What is different in her

research to mine, is that Gershon’s informants manifest their media ideologies

privately, in interviews and other face-to-face discussions. My thesis aims to analyse

the way media ideologies about TikTok are spoken about publicly within the platform

and how it is different from the views in news media. At the same time my interest

lies in between the public and private, personal spheres of media use, since much of

TikTok’s media ideology debates concern the question of what kind of social media

use is appropriate in public.

One other aspect where my thesis goes in a different direction from Gershon’s

writings, is that Gershon studies essentially real-life interactions that are being

mediated, how and why they are being mediated the way they are, and what people

think about them. I, however, am interested in interactions and social phenomena

that exist and originate in virtual space. Media ideologies of how TikTok should be

used cannot exist without TikTok. The users might draw comparisons to real-life

social order examples, but the real-life alternatives are always a suggestion of a

social setting in which to locate TikTok phenomena, not the source of original
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sociality. Where Gershon tried to understand how mediated interactions change the

real-life social conditions, I intend to explore what kinds of mediated social conditions

are born out of mediated virtual space.

2.2.2. Face and face-work

What kinds of goals people have for social interactions and what do people try to

achieve with them, in terms of sociality and status? Sociologists and other social

scientists have always been interested in how people interact with their audiences in

order to maintain themselves in a respectable way. “Face” is a common social

scientific theoretical concept used to describe a set of actions, talks and behaviour to

protect one’s honour, dignity and reputation (Goffman 1967). In all human life there is

some kind of need to protect oneself and others from embarrassment. Naturally

there are cultural, personal and historical variations on how sufficient protection is

achieved, because understanding of what is respectable behaviour varies as well.

Erving Goffman, who worked mainly as a sociologist, is one of the theorists of face

and his work has also influenced anthropological literature. In his book Interaction

Ritual (1967) he defines face-work as “actions taken by a person to make whatever

he is doing consistent with face” (1967), describes its basic components and

explains its meaning in social interactions. He points out in his writings that one’s

face is something that is real and important for both oneself and others around them.

People will make much effort in maintaining and saving each other’s faces.

Goffman’s ethnographic examples are gathered from mental asylums, and they

demonstrate how face is maintained, lost, protected and created in different social

relations, varying in power balances. Goffman argues that once an individual

engages in a certain activity in relation to others, they must commit to the image they

are building of themself. Others will treat them according to that image and others

will have to invest energy to uphold that image. That image is real and important to
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the face’s owner especially. A person finds their own creation of a face as something

that demands attention and something that guides their action in social interactions,

in order to protect and build the face. (Goffman 1956; 1967)

As Kendon suggests in the book Rethinking context: Language as an interactive

phenomenon (Duranti et al. 1992), the negotiation of a context in face-to-face

interaction is based on not only what is explicitly said but also what is communicated

through non-formal and “unofficial” actions. For example body language, non-verbal

sounds or hand gestures create a context in which participants in certain situations

operate in and they contribute to the systems of meaning (Kendon 1992). Brown

and Levinson took Goffman’s work further and built theoretical ground for more

refined analysis of social interactions. They argued that face-work consists of

positive and negative strategies of politeness (Brown & Levinson 1987). Their

contributions for Goffmans’ ideas was to try to give a more universal theoretical

framework for face-work, although anthropologists would criticise their efforts for

oversimplifying complex and context based phenomena. Building a universal theory

of any social practice is a pursuit that has widely been rejected in modern

anthropology, and “face” as a concept is no different. Face, its relevance and the

work done to maintain it vary too much from time to time and culture to culture, that it

would be impossible to say anything substantial and truthful about it that would apply

in every situation. However, their notions, as well as Goffman’s, give inspiration to

some of the analysis conducted in this thesis.

What these theorists were talking about was especially face-to-face interaction, since

during the time of their writing the Internet and social media did not exist yet and

therefore only face-to-face interactions could be studied in this way. Therefore, I

need to draw some comparisons to the interaction in social media and discuss where

their ideas are useful in my thesis. While many social media platforms base their

interaction in literate forms of social behaviour, TikTok especially gives users the

possibility to express their sociality in many ways that resemble face-to-face
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interaction, like for example video answers and duet videos, that include the users’

faces and gestures. I would argue that it is not the same kind of interaction, but more

similar to it than for example plainly written interactions like in for example Twitter or

Facebook. That is why Goffman and other theorists from the pre-Internet-era can

contribute to the theoretical base of my thesis. It is notable however, that while social

media can give possibilities for virtual replicas of face-to-face social interactions, the

same rules regarding the maintaining of face might not apply but rather people

create new rules for different online environments.

The two central concepts of my work - media ideologies and face - give me a twofold

perspective on the analysis of this topic, as well as a starting point for my

methodological choices. First, media ideologies and conflicts around them reveal the

cracks in TikTok’s social network and the differences between different user groups,

and their differences compared to people who do not use TikTok. Second, face

provides a tool to analyse and understand the different strategies that the users

navigate in these conflict situations and further build the new social practices in order

to continue with their face-work. Media ideologies especially are identified with very

explicit conversations that I encountered during my fieldwork, and therefore they are

discussed more in chapter 4 while presenting my fieldwork data. Face however is a

concept that requires more analysis and interpretation from the side of the

researcher and therefore I discuss it more while analysing my data in chapter 5.

Before that, in the next chapter I explain how these concepts guided the

methodological choices of this thesis and the formulation of my ethnographic field.
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3. Ethnography and methods

3.1. Methodological approach

In this thesis my aim is to understand the media ideologies the Finnish TikTok users

have, how they communicate them and how they are different from the

representations of TikTok in Finnish news media. The social phenomena I wish to

analyse is something that does not exist without the realm of online. As present in

chapter 2, the early anthropologists doing research in online communities were

interested in how life in offline environments impacted online communities, but now it

is as relevant to discuss how the online world leaks to the offline world. Especially in

this thesis I study a community which was created in an online environment, and

which has its own logic. That logic has leaked into the offline world, as I will present

in chapter 4, and the phenomena that originated in TikTok have spread to other

social media platforms as well.

When studying something so inherently “online” in nature, such as social interaction

and media ideologies in TikTok, the most natural approach is to do online

ethnography, and that is the basis of my thesis. Ethnography in general is

anthropologists' bread and butter, the most applied approach to the study of cultures

and societies within this discipline. Ethnography is a set of methodologies,

theoretical approaches and a genre of scientific literature aimed to describe and

make sense of a particular culture or cultural practices in a particular time (Spradley

and McCurdy 1972; Van Maanen 1988; Falzon 2009; Ingold 2017). It is most

commonly and originally practised within anthropology and sociology, but

researchers from other disciplines or professional life practise or claim to practise it

as well (Harrison 2018:1-6).
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How is ethnography in general different from any other qualitative fieldwork-based

research? Harrison (2018) provides some possible answers to that question, and

similarly argues in favour of a strict definition between these two research

approaches in contrast to some other scholars suggesting a more inclusive view to

see different kinds of research “ethnographic”. Methodologically ethnography

typically includes participant observation, fieldwork note writing and immersing the

researcher to the field to produce knowledge together with the participants in

question with for example ethnographic interviews. Theoretically ethnography is a

process of producing literature - ethnographies - of these research encounters while

providing interpretations of the cultural contexts. What distinguishes ethnography

from some other research approaches is also its reflection and accountability

(Harrison 2018). Anthropologists thrusting themselves in the ethnographic fieldwork

throughout the last 100 years have also made efforts to see the past wrongdoings

done in the name of research and to develop the research processes to more ethical

terrain (see: Asad 1973; Madison 2012).

As much as anthropologists do ethnography, anthropology does not equal

ethnography. According to Ingold’s (2017) critical essay on the nature and use of

ethnography, ethnography “aims to describe life as it is lived and experienced, by a

people, somewhere, sometime” and anthropology’s goal is more general, to

understand “the conditions and possibilities of human life in the world”. This

distinction is an important one, and something I kept in mind while constructing my

ethnographic approach. By writing my fieldwork experiences into a text format I aim

to do ethnography, but by comparing that description to other qualitative data and

analysing these data sets and their comparisons in the light of previous

anthropological literature, I aim to do a little bit of anthropology.
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3.1.1. Online ethnography

Online ethnography in its core is not that different from ethnography in general, but

some theoretical and methodological differences make it necessary to distinguish

from “traditional” ethnography. First, the subjects of research require appropriate

approaches and with digital or online environments, it is appropriate for an

ethnographer to apply methods suitable with the logic of the fieldsite. It would be

unthinkable for me to do ethnography on TikTok without actually immersing myself in

the platform and familiarising myself with its language. Ethnographers must

recognise the cultural phenomena within the realm of online environments they

study, rather than just chasing the online expressions of “offline” culture. Second,

online ethnography is an opening of ethnographic practices to new forms of

methodology such as quantitative practices and combining them with the traditional

forms of interpretive knowledge production. (Hjorth et al. 2017)

Addressing the nature and structure of the online environment being studied is

important, and in the context of this thesis the logic of algorithmic media is

especially important to understand. According to Christin (2020), not enough

attention has been given to updating social science’s methods to meet the challenge

of conducting qualitative research on algorithmically mediated platforms. Especially

ethnographers should review their methodological choices when studying platforms

such as TikTok. Christin proposes that “First, scholars need to follow the data and

take into consideration the tracking strategies, monetization systems, and business

models of the platforms where online interactions unfold. Second, ethnographers

should focus on the details of algorithmic sorting, since platforms typically have more

content than they can display and thus rely on algorithmic procedures to personalize

their pages. Third, ethnographers should include metrics in their fieldwork and study
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their effects on interactions, hierarchies, and representations” (Christin 2020). For

my thesis Christin’s text raises a few points. I am equipped with sufficient

ethnographic skills and qualitative methods to approach my field in a more

“traditional” ethnographic way, but not include metrics or many quantitative methods.

Therefore, the focus of my research had to be carefully considered, so that I might

be able to collect sensible data and say something meaningful about it. I could have

also used other researchers’ quantitative studies to amend my data or to use as a

framework for analysis. However, the purpose of my thesis is not to get answers on

how people use TikTok, but on how some of them say they use them, why they say

that and in what kinds of settings. The idea is to gain some understanding of the

cultural reality in which the users live in TikTok. It is also beyond the scope of this

thesis to fully understand the logic in which the algorithm of TikTok operates.

However, it is possible to examine what it is like to conduct ethnographic fieldwork in

an algorithmic environment and how to tackle some of the issues the environment

creates for a researcher.

Even though TikTok is still quite new social media compared to for example

Facebook or Instagram, some research has been done among communication

sciences and other disciplines, many of them using ethnographic methods.

Anthropological research is still not quite extensive yet on this topic. One of my first

tasks of starting the fieldwork was to identify and construct my field. Where exactly is

my point of interest, what kind of social interaction is worthwhile observing? How to

prevent the scope of this research to widen too much? Burell discusses in her article

that constructing a fieldsite online requires constant reflection and reshifting the

central questions of the study. She proposes six steps for constructing the fieldsite:

“1) seek entry points rather than sites, 2) consider multiple types of networks, 3)

follow, but also intercept, 4) attend to what is indexed in interviews, 5) incorporate

uninhabitable spaces, and 6) know when and where to stop” (Burell 2017). As Burell

draws from her own experiences in the field while studying the use of Internet cafés,

not all of her points are applicable to my thesis. However, my fieldwork construction

28



started with the same kind of mapping of entry points, since getting the whole picture

of TikTok is impossible (Christin 2020) and it is more fruitful to first find the

contradiction points in social activities that reveal something interesting to follow. For

my fieldwork, the entry points were the debates in videos’ comments about the

users’ media ideologies: what they thought was appropriate content in TikTok and

what they thought TikTok was about.

Alessandro Caliandro writes that “the main task for the ethnographer moving across

social media environments should not be exclusively that of identifying an online

community to delve into but of mapping the practices through which Internet users

and digital devices structure social formations around a focal object (e.g., a brand)”

(Caliandro 2018). The purpose of Calliandro’s arguments is to provide means to use

ethnography flexibly and in ways that reflect the nature of the online environment

that is currently being studied. The idea is to “follow the medium”, so that new

questions and methods can arise from the fieldwork, just as in “traditional”

ethnography. After finding the Burell’s proposed entry points - media ideologies and

the debates about them - I started to follow the debates across the medium: to video

replies, to their comments and so on.

One practical challenge with collecting ethnographic data from TikTok is that some of

the material is in video form, some are comments in the videos and some of the

videos are responses to comments in some previous videos. Compared to online

articles, web forum discussions or other forms of textual environments, TikTok

creates a unique challenge to the ethnographer. The relationship between different

posts might be impossible to understand when the creations are extracted from the

app itself by for example downloading a video to a mobile device. That is why I first

tried to use my TikTok account to save the subjects and posts of my research as

“favourites”. “Favourite” videos section is only visible to myself, so no one else can

see which videos I have favourited. However this quickly developed another ethical

and practical issue: the destruction of my algorithm. TikTok is a heavily algorithmic
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platform. That means that TikTok’s algorithm not only defines what content users

see, but also subtly guides the way users interact inside the platform. By liking,

saving, favouriting, screenshotting or saving content from TikTok, I was continuously

giving the algorithm clues of what to show me next. Eventually that will lead anyone

in an echo chamber of content that aims to please, arouse or addict the user. Since I

also used my original TikTok account for my “personal” use (sending messages to

friends, liking and sharing content that was non-relevant to this topic), my algorithm

made me blind of what was happening outside “my own side of TikTok''.

One solution to tackle the algorithmic problem was to create alternative digital

versions of myself: in other words, create two different TikTok accounts on different

mobile devices. It is probable that even with these different accounts my algorithms

resembled one another, since TikTok most likely uses basic background information

(gender, location, age etc.) to personalise the algorithm. However, this allowed me to

get a little bit past the loophole of my highly personalised algorithm. Since online

fieldwork is not the only source of data I have, because I combine it with discourse

analysis of the news media, I think this solution was sufficient for the purposes of this

thesis. With the approaches suggested by Burell and Caliandro, and with my own

solution to the algorithmic problem, I constructed an online ethnographic field from

which I collected screenshots, downloaded videos, favorited videos and wrote

extensive notes about. The fieldwork period lasted from autumn 2021 to spring 2022,

although as a platform TikTok had been familiar to me since I started to use it

actively in 2018. The most intensive period of fieldwork lasted from February 2022 to

the beginning of May 2022, when I spent on average 1-2 hours a day on the app and

made notes and took screenshots of anything interesting related to the user’s media

ideologies. I will discuss the findings in detail in chapter 4. In the next subchapter I

discuss my approach to analyse the discourses in Finnish news media about TikTok

and the role of that methodological approach to my thesis.
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3.1.2. Discourse analysis

Jokinen et al. (2016) describe the basic elements of discourse analysis, its

theoretical ground, the purpose of that practice and its relationship to ethnography as

well. According to them, the theoretical framework for discourse analysis consists of

five basic principles: 1) assumption that the nature of language is to create reality 2)

assumption that multiple parallel and competing systems of meaning exist 3)

assumption that meaningful action is contextually bound 4) assumption that actors

are attached to systems of meaning 5) assumption that use of language is

consequential in nature. (Jokinen et al. 2016: 26) For my thesis especially principle 2

gives food for thought, since I’m interested in how TikTok is represented in Finnish

news media and how that is different from the views of the users. What I want to

understand is how the systems of meaning (see: Fitch et al 2004: 323) within TikTok

are seen from outside, and whether they are recognised at all by those not familiar

with its language. Hanks (1996) approaches language first as a system of meaning,

with its own inner logic and second, as a set of practices, “a social phenomenon that

is inextricably part of the world of action and, indeed, partly constitutive of it”

(O’Connor 2000).

On the connections of ethnography and discourse analysis, Jokinen et al. write that

both are interpretative practices and base their methodology on the researcher's

ability to contextualise what is being said and also make interpretations of the

different forms of linguistic texts. Both aim to make clear of actors’ cultural

knowledge and look past what is taken for granted culturally. Where they go different

ways is in the way data is collected and analysed. In ethnography, the collection of

data and analysis cannot be fully separated, since the reflection of the researcher in

the field is a form of knowledge production itself. For discourse analysis the data

exists without the existence of the researcher and their interpretation, and it can be
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collected by any other researcher and the same interpretations can be made

regardless of time and place. (Jokinen et al. 2016)

Due to my own background in anthropology and previous experience of

ethnographic fieldwork, I would say my take on discourse analysis is a bit

ethnographic in style. While collecting the news media articles, I was continually

writing and analysing the texts and their discourses rather than collecting the data

first and analysing only then. Later, I realised that there could have been a danger of

cutting out some relevant media articles, should there have been more articles

written on TikTok during 2019-2022, because my own interpretations guided me in

analysing the texts. However, because the pool of possible data was limited , my8

interpretative process did not fortunately limit out possible data. The relatively short

time period, and the rise of TikTok to wider public knowledge during that time period

meant that I collected 232 news articles, opinion pieces or other texts from Finnish

public broadcast company (YLE) and the biggest Finnish newspaper Helsingin

Sanomat (HS). Since my main interest in this thesis is to understand the media

ideologies of TikTok users, the task for discourse analysis of TikTok in the news

media is to provide context and basis for comparison for my ethnographic fieldwork. I

will give more voice and emphasis to users in their own context but understanding

the world around them hopefully gives more weight on my conclusions. To

thoroughly assess this, I move on to discuss my ethical reflections related to my

work.

3.2. Ethical reflections

I started to do my fieldwork in 2021 and my TikTok use was recreational before

that. I think that my relatively long history in the app gives me a good perspective

8 I analysed the online news articles of YLE and Helsingin Sanomat from January 2019 to May 2022.
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for this thesis. A lot of the platform’s developments that are presented in the

Finnish traditional media’s texts, I have personally witnessed while using the app.

I lived through the early pandemic months of “cottagecore”, I saw my for you-

page (fyp) get filled with Black Lives Matter protests in 2020 and I got cast into a

more local, Finnish TikTok after the algorithms were altered in 2020 to favour local

content over global. Of course, it could be argued that my own perspective is a

limited one, due to the heavily algorithmic nature of TikTok. However, I think I am

in a perfect position to understand the logic of TikTok, because I had prior

understanding of the platform as a user, when I decided to do my thesis on

TikTok. Combining my own experiences with the discourse analysis of traditional

media can help me to contextualise my observations in the field.

In one of the previous subchapters about methodological choices I discussed the

challenges of participant observation within heavily algorithmic media. My

personal perception of interaction is necessarily flawed and incomplete - not only

because of my limited time on the field, but because so much of TikTok’s content

is something I cannot find or even imagine searching for. There is simply too much

content for one person to see or imagine. That is of course the problem of any

ethnographer studying any particular field, but in online environments this creates

a unique challenge for the construction of the field, since the cultural boundaries

are not as visible as in a physical field when interacting with people face-to-face.

Therefore, I had to spend a lot of time thinking about the scope of my research

and also my perspective on the observations I make, so that something

meaningful can be said about them. Besides methodology, also ethical challenges

arise. Central questions in the context of my work are:

1. Who am I observing? Am I giving too much representation to certain

groups over others?
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2. Since I did not conduct interviews with people I’m observing, how can I

make sure I interpret their intentions correctly?

3. Were the observed people able to give consent or should they, if they post

and comment on public platforms?

4. How ethical is it to observe (public) content “incognito” in the case of

creating multiple accounts for the fieldwork?

I did not specifically choose some users over others, but let the algorithm do that.

With the tools available to me, there were two options: either choose certain people

to observe and think carefully who they would be and why, or just observe whatever

the algorithm chooses on my fyp. The latter option was more interesting in my

opinion, since it gives more possibility to follow discussions across the platform and9

identify discourses that overlap different sides of Finnish TikTok. Obviously, as I did

not choose any certain people to observe, I did not collect any background

information, such as age or gender of the users either. One exception was made to

this, and this is explained in chapter 4 when I analyse the discourse regarding

gender and TikTok. By following the content offered to me by the algorithm, it is

possible and very probable that I am giving more representation to some groups of

people over others. This is however a reality of an ethnographer conducting

participant observation in a highly algorithmic medium, and must be accepted. Just

as an ethnographer in a physical field among physical people will not get access to

certain spaces, an online ethnographer has a limited sight of view as well.

In regard to interpretations, I must admit there is room for misinterpretation in my

data. Many of the comments and videos collected in the app might represent the

user’s actual views or they might be humour or sarcasm, that I simply do not

understand. Here comes the issue of online and offline worlds leaking to each other:

many of the younger TikTok users have their own idioms, customs or trends that they

9 Or in Caliandro’s words: it gave me more flexibility as an ethnographer, when I was able to follow the
medium (Caliandro 2018)
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share in casual, offline interactions with each other and those come to TikTok in

some form. On the other hand, some idioms and customs are created in online

spaces where I might not have access to. It might be impossible to fully understand

everything that is stated in TikTok, without contextualising discussions with some

users in face to face discussions. This is however not necessarily a huge problem in

this thesis. My goal is to identify what kind of media ideologies are being discussed

within and outside the app and provide some possible interpretations of them. They

most likely do not give a whole view of the reality of all Finnish TikTok users’ points of

view, just as no ethnography will not. As Ingold argues, ethnography is for describing

the lived experiences of some people at some time, and it does not exist to explain

the whole of all human reality (Ingold 2017). My thesis and its conclusions are a

starting point for understanding this topic more. After that, it is the responsibility of

other thesis writers or researchers to continue from the questions raised in this work,

if they are seen relevant.

Regarding the question of acceptability to observe users without their knowledge, I

decided to compare them to any content created in the public sphere. A TikTok user

can limit the visibility of their videos to themselves, their friends or just post them in

public. It is common knowledge in the app, that if you post your video publicly, it is

possible that other users might see them in their fyps and also that accessing TikTok

videos does not even require signing up to the platform. Publicly posted videos can

be seen comparable to newspapers’ opinion pieces, or other forms of

self-expression that a person might produce and publish. Observing and making

interpretations of published creations that are available to all public is inside the

sphere of ethical ethnography. However, it is important to make the distinction that I

am indeed studying the public side of TikTok and limit my scope outside of more

personal and intimate interactions in the app, even though they might be an10

interesting field too. Studying them would however require different methodology and

research questions.

10 Videos for friends, private messages.
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To summarise my methodological choices and their ethical implications; my goal is to

understand the views and media ideologies of TikTok within and outside the app. My

methodological choices reflect on the different possibilities of data collection for

different perspectives for this issue. To understand the wider societal discussion

about TikTok, it is justified to analyse the texts available to the wider public and that

means the news media’s texts. However, to understand the user’s perspective,

online ethnography gives room to follow the community’s own logic and therefore

give room for relevant interpretations. Combining these two methodological

approaches gives a comprehensive view on what TikTok has looked like from the

outside during this research period and how that reflects on the users’ own views.

Next, I present the data collected and findings I made in the field. I also discuss how

these notions can be reflected in the light of my theoretical framework and central

concepts of media ideologies and face-work.
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4. Research data

4.1. Representations in Finnish news media

In this subchapter I analyse the discourses of Finland’s two biggest news media

(YLE and Helsingin Sanomat) on the representations of TikTok during January 2019

- May 2022. From that time period, I collected most news pieces from these two

news media’s websites that had a mention of TikTok. From the data I identified

different categories of articles and then started to analyse the language used to

describe TikTok and its use. The categorisation is necessary because, as presented

next, the types of articles concerning TikTok were quite varied and subscribed to

different discourses. The goal of this analysis is to gain information on how the

Finnish news media represents TikTok, its use and its purpose. The reason I’m doing

this is to have a view of how people who are outside TikTok, experts on media

studies or people who might be older and of a different social status than the

average user , see TikTok and what it’s for.11

In my data there are roughly 5 types of articles that address TikTok:

1. Cases of someone becoming very popular in TikTok or a cultural phenomenon

becoming popular (hobbies, dance trends, challenges)

2. Structural view addressing TikTok’s relation to political power, corporate

actions, music industry and foreign policy

3. Managing the young people and discussions on their actions in and outside

TikTok

4. Columns, essays, analyses and opinion pieces analysing the nature of TikTok

or mentioning it

5. TikTok only a side mention, while the article itself is about something else

11 See chapter 1.2.
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The first type is a fairly often occurring type, that tells a case-like story of someone

(usually a Finnish) person, who has become popular in Tikok or about some cultural

trend becoming popular in TikTok. Usually these articles do not really discuss so

much the nature of TikTok, but rather just state that someone or something has

become popular and go on explaining the phenomena or the nature of fame in the

person’s life. Especially in the beginning of the observation period these articles

would compare or underline the amount of followers to other kinds of social media

that Finnish social media influencers used to have. For example, the Finnish TikTok

user Jennifer Käld, with 4 million followers and their video with over 50 million views,

was mentioned in both YLE and HS in the beginning of 2019 as an example of how

“anyone” can gain global popularity within the app.

Another quite common type of article was a type that discussed the structural issues

behind and around TikTok. This included corporate actions of ByteDace , TikTok's12

influence on the music industry and the relationship between TikTok and foreign

policy. Especially in 2019 and 2020 TikTok was regularly on the news because of

worries of its data security, and the plans for US officials and politicians to ban the

app, or US corporations to buy it to the United States. This was part of especially

Trump era political discussion and the contradictions between China and the US.

These articles however did not so much address the way people used the app, or

the nature of its social interaction, so I will not discuss these discourses so much in

detail. However, they draw a context to the way TikTok was presented in the news

media, especially in 2019 and 2020.

The two types of articles that most included the writers’ ideas of what TikTok is like

were the articles that aimed to “manage the young people” and on the other hand

columns, analyses, essays and opinion pieces. The first type of articles were mainly

stories of TikTok trends seen as harmful, that encourage young people to do

12 ByteDance owns TikTok and its Chinese version Douyin.
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dangerous things, even violence towards other people or otherwise harming

themselves. They also discussed how young people and children should be

protected from violent content, like in the context of Black Lives Matter protests with

police brutality in 2020 or the war of Ukraine in 2022. These articles often also gave

advice to parents on how to limit the underage young people’s screen time, time on

TikTok or how to ban them from using TikTok. One article in HS even started their

story with a headline “What is TikTok, an app feared by parents, about?”. However, in

the analysis and opinion pieces, a more nuanced view was given. These articles

discussed what kind of content can get popular in TikTok, general rules and customs

of how to make (popular) TikTok videos and generally how TikTok’s content differs

from other social media and how that affects the use of media in other platforms.

Lastly, in my data there were numerous articles that only talked about TikTok as a

side note. These did not really go into detail of what TikTok is like, but their very short

characterisations of TikTok were however insightful. When only mentioned briefly, the

journalists were forced to clearly state their view on what TikTok essentially is, and

this gives an interesting look on how that view changes during the observation

period. For example, phrases like “TikTok, which is popular among young people” or

“a video based social media service TikTok '' are a bit different in nature. The first

was more common in the beginning of the observation period and in time the last

one, that could be seen as more neutral, became more common.

4.2. Manifestations of media ideologies

As explained in chapter 3, my methodology for this thesis included a mix of online

ethnography in TikTok and discourse analysis of Finnish news media. In short, my

observational data from TikTok consists of videos (excluding livestreams) and

comments of Finnish or Finnish-speaking TikTok users, and most of my fieldwork
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was done from fall 2021 to spring 2022. My way of doing online ethnography in

TikTok was to download videos from the platform, write down interesting comments

and discussions, take screenshots and keep a systematic diary of my observations.

Because TikTok is a network of different kinds of media forms that have different

meanings, I thought it would be important to put emphasis on continually writing

while collecting the data. It would be technically impossible to organise all of the

material in a single platform, because some of it is textual, some audio-based and

some visual. I tried to limit the scope of my fieldwork to Finnish TikTok users, but of

course it is impossible to completely ignore the cases where Finnish and other

“sides” of TikTok overlap. Because of the nature of TikTok as an international

platform, it would be artificial also to say that some trends or discussions would

touch only Finnish TikTok users, and my thesis does not try to do that. It simply tries

to describe the Finnish TikTok users’ ideas and ideologies, impacted by international

cultural influences or not. Limitations of fieldwork were necessary for this thesis and I

will try to further explain these overlaps whenever relevant.

To determine what kind of content to record, I tried to focus on a few aspects. First, I

was interested in conflicts and how people resolve or survive them. I read through

comments and subcomments and followed threads of video replies and their

comments. The focus was to encounter as many conflict situations as possible and

identify any patterns emerging from them. By doing that, I realised that one

constantly emerging pattern of conflicts is the meta discussion of what TikTok is

about. That is where I found the core of this thesis. By “following the medium”

(Caliandro 2018) and moving across the platform by using the platform’s own logic, I

discovered that varying media ideologies and debates over them are a part of

Finnish (and possibly international) TikTok online sociality, at least during the period

of my fieldwork. Gerhson’s (2010) definition of media ideology - a set of beliefs and

strategies users have on how to use the medium and why - was explicitly visible in

the content I collected during my fieldwork. Second, I tried to focus on debates

where users discussed the nature of TikTok, appropriate content to publish or some
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other rules for sociality within the app. By doing that, I started to get an idea what

kind of media ideologies were said out loud, but also how the discussion of media

ideologies was actually a part of sociality in TikTok.

“This used to be a dance app”

One common phrase that I often stumbled upon, not only among Finnish TikTok

users, but also in “international” TikTok was a comment that TikTok “used to be a

dance app” and variations of this comment. This was often commented on videos

that could be considered sexual, explicit, gross or somehow weird. Of course this

comment in itself does not necessarily provide information on what the commenter is

trying to say, other than its literal context, that TikTok’s original genre of content was

dance challenges and most of TikTok’s content consisted of them.

TikTok has however evolved past being just that and in my view the user saying

comments like this is addressing that change or protesting it. This form of interaction

can be seen as a negotiation of what TikTok used to be about, what the commenter

thinks it should be about and what it could be about in the future, and this video in

question is contributing to that change negatively or positively, since other ways of

using TikTok have been developed and other ways of self-presentation have become

more popular. Second, this is a way to implicitly say that the commenter does not

think the video represents the kind of content that is wanted or valued. An example

of a more “serious” debate on this topic:
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Video: I’ve been watching [TikTok user 1] who has

published their first book and now they are already

shaking their ass with [TikTok user 2] in a children’s

app

Comment: this is no children’s app. It's the

responsibility of the children’s parents to watch what

their kids are doing on their phones.

Reply (original poster): originally and still meant for

over 13 year olds and teenagers

Comment: “today we did a 0f together, go13

subscribe link in bio *heart eyes emoji 2x*”

Reply (op): There is nothing wrong with starting a 0f,

but it's a different thing where you advertise it!

(Spring 2022)

Thirdly, this phrase can be used in an ironic sense, to jokingly “disapprove”

semi-inappropriate content that the commenter still finds funny. This especially might

be the case when the original poster likes these comments, also in an ironic way.

13 0f=OnlyFans, a subscription based social media platform where creators make content for their
followers for payment. Unlike most other platforms, OnlyFans allows sex work and pornographic
content, but creators make other kinds of content as well.
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Video: *a downloaded clip of a Finnish show Siskonpeti,

a sketch where a fictional children’s TV show host is

singing a instructional song of a woman’s clitoris*

Comment (liked by op): Again, Tiktok is still a

dance app

Reply: And Facebook is a website for American

universities

Reply: hasn’t been for a long time

(Spring 2022)

These comments that say something about the users’ ideas about TikTok itself were

a starting point to see what kinds of content are in the sphere of negotiation, of

whether they belong to TikTok or not. I have identified at least 5 attributes that

whenever included in a video, draw a lot of debate about the nature of TikTok as a

social media. These attributes might not themselves trigger debate but especially

content that overlap some or all of these usually get more comments. According to

my observations, they include content made by or portraying women or non-men,

sexual content, political content, content including something redeemed repulsive

(disease, injuries, human substances) and violent content (BLM protests, war videos

from Ukraine or other places).
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In the fringes of human comfort

One genre of content in TikTok especially attracted comments of rejection, and this

was any kind of content that could be seen as violent, traumatic, repulsive or

otherwise harmful. They included videos where people do dangerous tricks while for

example skiing or parkouring and get injured, content that promotes extreme eating

disorders, or people’s storytimes about their experiences with different diseases.

Usually they had an element that was somehow graphic visually or verbally. This

kind of content would attract debate about media ideologies, but it is also a tricky

genre to analyse since it also is reported to the TikTok administrators so much that

this kind of content often disappears quickly from the platform. In the instances

where I first encountered some content, it might have been deleted when I tried to

return to it. As an ethnographer I also had to consider my own responsibility in

reporting harmful content. I tried to apply same kinds of rules to that as I would in a

physical field: if a crime or something similar occured, I should report it to the police,

and so if I encountered content violating the community rules and some basic moral

principles (equality, right to self determination and to live without harassment), I

would report it. Engaging in debate with other users, or publicly pointing out possible

violations, was however not something that I would do.

In the comment sections of these kinds of videos, the earlier presented “children

''-card was often used. Many users would say that this platform is popular among

children and therefore content that might disturb younger users should not be

posted. Compared to the discussion in the sexual content, this debate did not

typically include ridicule or other kind of harrasment towards the original poster, but

rather very strongly point out their view of appropriate content in TikTok.
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Gender and public space

My initial interest in this research topic was not to study gender or the position of

women in social media. However, I must address my observations made in the field.

Let us go back to chapter 2 and the discussion on research ethics and the limitations

I have in this topic. My personal background is political, and I have strong feminist

views on society. Although the specific logic of TikTok’s algorithm is unknown, it is

likely that my algorithm is warped by my conscious or unconscious actions within

TikTok or other apps. Since most social media platforms aim to get the users

involved and committed, they tend to show them content that triggers them positively

or negatively. That is why my personal TikTok algorithm very often shows me cute

puppy videos or feminist rant videos - and something in between. It is very unlikely

that I ever get to the side of TikTok where my observations do not hold any ground

and where this thesis couldn’t argue anything meaningful. However, my experience

is likely similar to someone with the same background as me: a Finnish 27-year-old

female with a higher education and strong political views. Therefore I argue that

these observations might give interesting inputs to the feminist discussion in media

anthropology, and show what TikTok appears to be to a woman like myself.

During my fieldwork period, sexual videos made by women seemed to be especially

triggering, and the comment section usually “exploded” when users began to have a

debate about what TikTok is or should be about. These debates sometimes got

gendered, where users who are most likely male (based on their profile pictures

and/or names or the way they talk about their own gender) argued that TikTok should

not include sexually explicit content or who said that women degrade themselves by

producing this kind of content of their bodies. In turn, assumably female users

argued for women’s right for self-determination and sexual independence. Of course,

not all views in the comments were not this strictly gendered, but it was an emerging

pattern I identified after reading through several thousands of comments.
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During my observation period I encountered multiple discussions and debates about

the differences of TikTok content made by women/non-men and men. These

discussions also included implicit or explicit insults made towards “women’s sense of

humour” and its inferiority to that of “men’s”. However, what most caught my

attention was that the comment “this used to be a dance app” was something that

was frequently brought up in sexual videos or so called “thirst traps” made by

women, but not that often when men made videos with sexual elements, or videos

which included even sexual harassment or other kind of references to sexual

violence. For example, some certain dance trends circulating in TikTok are repeated

mostly by women, and many times they include moves that can be seen as

“seductive”. Especially during the beginning of my fieldwork I could still see a lot of

“this used to be a dance app”-comments, but during the fieldwork period these

comments started to become less common within these kinds of videos. Either there

was a shift in what appeared to be acceptable content in TikTok, or my algorithm

cleaned videos with these comments out of my timeline.

Still, it can be argued that there is a fairly common media ideology within a visible

portion of Finnish TikTok users, that sexual content from women and men are seen

differently and different rules apply to different people based on their gender. At least

those videos attract very different kinds of comments and debates. There were a few

(presumably male) TikTok users who made harassing content that eventually

became popular “as a joke”: some people seemed to follow them and interact with

their content in an ironic way. Their content included them talking to the camera

about their sexual preferences, about how they thougt about women simply as

sexual objects. These videos would generally gain comments praising the users as

“alpha male” or “king”, but some of them seemed to be commented in a semi-ironic

way. However, it is notable that for some reason the same sense of irony was not so

often applied towards women’s content. That is why I had to ask myself many times:

do different media ideology rules apply to different genders? Did women have a
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different kind of public space and different roles in TikTok, that was more limited than

that of men’s?

Cringey politicians

One category of content was also represented in my data, and that is political

content and content made by politicians or political actors. Saying that political

content would increase interaction and debate is too simplistic: rather, it’s important

to first identify who makes political content and how. During 2021 and 2022, I saw

that many politicians and parliamentarians started to join TikTok and started to

produce videos. One main reason for the increase of politicians in the app was the

Finnish municipal elections in the summer of 2021, and it is possible that at that point

TikTok was probably established enough to be seen as a relevant platform for

political communication. The problem was that these politicians (who usually were

around their 30’s and therefore much older than most other users) did not

necessarily understand the language and correct ways to create content. Even

though I am also older than an average TikTok user in Finland, even I felt that their

content was “cringey” . They obviously had learned enough about TikTok to know14

that you had to participate in trends, use certain music in the background of your

videos and try to create original content at the same time. The problem was that they

did not have the same sense of aesthetics (used camera angles that were outdated

or had someone else filming with shaky hands), did not stay on beat with the music

or use the trends in the right ways (for example, mixed the idea of one trend with the

wrong music). Their content did not feel enjoyable, original or interesting. This

created a impression similar to the famous meme “How do you do, fellow kids” from

the scene in TV-show “30 Rock” : a weird older man trying to be relatable among15

young people and obviously failing.

15 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fiOMbqPHFwo
14 Cringe or cringey is a term used when someone is being or doing something embarrassing.
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In these politicians’ comment sections people of course engaged in (party)political

debate, but the discussion on TikTok’s proper use was also present. Comments

regarding the way these politicians used TikTok usually focused on three things:

either asking the politician to leave the platform indefinitely because the commenter

did not want to see political content in the app, instructing the politician how to use

audios or trends because they used them incorrectly, or then thanking the politician

for providing fact-based content on political issues that are bound to attract

disinformation in TikTok. Especially the first two common comment types imply that

the politician is an outsider, who is infiltrating a space that is not meant for them and

a space that is full of rules that these politicians do not understand. I generally did

not encounter advising others on proper use of TikTok, except when it came to

politicians and sometimes some significantly older than average, over 35-40 years

old, users. The younger users would not simply advise, but rather point out the

mistakes the video creators made, sometimes in a rude or mocking way. This could

be seen as an attempt to embarrass the original poster and even maybe to provoke

an angry reaction out of them.

To conclude, the ethnographic data collected during my time in the field observing

the Finnish TikTok users points out that many users are very aware of the ongoing

discussion and debate about proper TikTok use and participate in it eagerly. The field

of media ideologies about TikTok is a contested one, and full of contradicting views.

It can be argued that different media ideologies and the debates themselves are a

part of the ideology of TikTok. Is this kind of meta discussion necessary or inevitable

at a certain stage in the life cycle of a social media platform? Does it regenerate at

some point, as it becomes more established? To answer these questions, I will move

on to the analysis and comparisons of my two data sets.
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5. The social worlds of TikTok

When comparing the two data sets collected for this thesis, one quite obvious

observation needs to be addressed first: in them, the discussion of what TikTok is

about seems to be from two completely different planets. That is to say, Finnish news

media are interested in social and cultural phenomena that contradict their previous

media ideologies of other social media. For example, much of the news media

writing in 2021 consisted of explanations of different trends in TikTok that have

spread across different social media and become a bigger cultural phenomena. One

example was when a Finnish blogger’s recipe for oven baked feta pasta became a

global hit in TikTok and it resulted in feta cheese shortages in many grocery stores in

the USA. However, TikTok users themselves do not seem to view those discussions

to be at the centre of the debate of what TikTok is about. As presented in the

previous chapter, much of the cracks in social orders in TikTok were more about the

contradictions within the social code among TikTok users, which had its own inner

logic created inside the platform.

As early as in 2010 Gershon argued against some popular ideas that young people

adapt and use new technologies over-eagerly and uncritically. On the contrary, she

said that young people were very aware of the ways in which different media shape

their social interactions (Gershon 2010a; 2010b). Based on both of my data sets, it

can be argued that these conditions have not changed in a decade. Different news

media are full of opinion pieces and articles on how young people are affected by

TikTok’s harmful content and algorithms, even though there is not much evidence to

support these claims. There is no proof that TikTok would do any more permanent

damage to young (or older) people than any other previous social media, such as
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Facebook or Twitter. However, more nuanced views also prevail and many of them

became more common during the observation period, compared to negative and

worried writing.

Based on my data and Gershon’s framework of media ideologies (Gershon 2010a;

2010b) and Goffman’s concept of face-work (Goffman 1959; 1967), I argue that

TikTok changes the nature of social interaction within and outside the app, but it does

not happen without awareness and agency of the users. Media ideologies are not in

isolation from the social world and social orders, but rather they are tools for

maintaining them. Analysing the ideas and beliefs that TikTok users have about the

medium is interesting in itself, but it is not the end goal of this thesis. The way I use

media ideologies as a theoretical concept in this work is to reveal the cracks in social

order, help show where something meaningful is happening and guide into a

direction of analysing the social world behind these ideologies. In this subchapter I

try to give possible frameworks for understanding the social life in this medium.

5.1. Strategies for face-work

Let us go back to the concepts of face and face-work. Face is a concept in social

sciences that aims to describe the implications of everyday social life to one’s sense

of selfhood and the effort one makes to maintain their expected social

representation. Face can be lost or saved, and people usually engage in face-work

not only individually but also communally: others might act in a way that helps some

individual to save their face that is in danger of being lost due to action unfitting to a

situation. According to Goffman (1959; 1967), face is something that is real to the

person themself, and it guides their actions as they thrive to keep in line with their

face. In a way face-work can be seen as a cycle of both actions and ideas: ideas of

the face guide the actions the person takes, and the actions build and maintain the
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idea of the face. Face-work as this kind of a cycle is a tool for a person to remain

relevant in social interactions, and to avoid being cast out by the embarrassment of

improper conduct.

Where face-work was visible in TikTok was in instances where there was a conflict

between different ideas and media ideologies. Where some groups of people would

argue that some video was not to be posted in TikTok, and the original poster (and

sometimes other groups of people) would engage in action to defend themselves, by

arguing in favour of their video or by attempting to make the critics lose their faces.

This pattern brought up also a new meta level media ideology: the discussion of

what the TikTok community should be like. By this I mean discussion on how people

comment on each other's videos, cases of cyberbullying and overall debates over

the atmosphere in TikTok.

In most cases where the media ideologies on what TikTok should be about were

debated, a few rules of thumb can be seen. When the original poster would engage

in debate with a criticising comment, the debate would most likely be dragged out

indefinitely in the subcomments and other people would join the discussion. This

usually quickly lead to a situation where the original poster would be implicitly

claimed to have lost face or be ridiculed for the lack of quality in their arguments.

Sometimes the original poster would however seem to try to avoid this situation

happening, by putting themselves “above” or “outside” the situation by acting in an

(self) ironic way. This would happen by liking the criticisers’ comments, replying to

them with an emoji or “agreeing” with their critique. Another way of avoiding the

conflict and maintaining face would be to comment on their own video about the

nature of discussion in their comment section. For example, one might say that “hyvä

meno täällä kommenteissa” which does not fully translate to English, but means that

they ironically congratulate the commenters for being so enthusiastic in criticising

their video or subtly comment on the quality of discussion in the comments. These
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moves of face-work would usually keep the debate to minimum, in other words it

de-escalated the situation.

One question that I want to raise is whether a TikTok “trend” is essentially a strategy

for face-work within the platform. Trends are phenomena of social or cultural value

that include certain kinds of acts, use of music, dance or other cultural elements.

They subscribe to the idea of mimesis (Zulli & Zulli 2020); the users watch, learn and

mimic other users’ content. It could also be seen as an act to show that you belong

and understand the principles of the community, therefore as a method for

face-work. Conducting the trend appropriately or breaking the rules of the trend in an

intentional way helps the user to build a face, but by participating in a trend and

failing to understand the rules of it results the user to lose face. Just as in the

example of “cringey” politicians, they lost face immediately after entering the platform

because they tried to participate in actions they did not fully understand. Then, rather

than trying to help them maintain face, other users on the contrary pointed out the

politicians’ failure.

This is an interesting result, since in Goffman’s (1967) and other interaction theorists’

one core idea was that other people around an individual would participate in the16

effort to maintain someone’s face that was in danger of being lost. The observations

made of Finnish TikTok users seems to suggest that their ideas do not apply, but it

would be the task for future research to find out if that is because of the culture of the

online platform itself, because of the anonymity or young age of the users in TikTok

or some other reason. My suggestion is that this lack of interest in someone else’s

face is not a unique feature of TikTok’s social order, but rather is the feature of online

social order in general, since anonymity and physical distance enables different

kinds of sociality than in real-life interactions and this would be true for other social

media as well.

16 See chapter 2.2.
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What kind of TikTok user should one be, in order to build and save face? In a

platform as public as TikTok, this is an interesting question to pose, because it tells

us something of the ways in which TikTok shapes the users and their view of what it

means to be digitally human. Drawing from my observations in TikTok, I would say

there is an archetype of a TikTok user who is considered as something one could

aspire to become in order to guard their core selves from the vicious mobs of other

users. That archetype includes an ironic or self ironic sense of humour, not taking

other people’s views seriously and being always confident in their own views and not

letting other people affect them.

TikTok offers a stage where acting this role is a central part of social interactions

happening inside the platform. At that stage the other users are one audience, to

whom the users try to maintain their face. One other audience is the platform itself,

and especially its algorithm, which users use as a kind of a mirror of themselves.

Next, I will analyse the relationship between the users and the platform’s algorithm.

5.2. Communicating with the algorithm

According to my observations, the Finnish TikTok users not only interacted with each

other, but with the platform itself. I previously described how some users might

comment things such as “commenting for the algorithm”, so that by commenting they

could ensure that their own algorithm might know that the user finds this content

especially interesting or funny, or to boost the video for other users to see. Even

though no one other than TikTok employees really know how the algorithm works

exactly, the users seem to feel that not only are they influenced by it but can

influence it themselves. Asking for the algorithm for good content, “cleaning” it by

blocking and reporting other users or intentionally following accounts that produce

the right kind of content are some methods for creating a desired online space. It is
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also worth noting that engaging in debates in TikTok is sometimes intentional. As

explained earlier, comments and activity in a video generally make the algorithm to

favour the visibility of that kind of content to new users. If one’s goal is to gain as

much visibility as possible, it would be wise to attract as much debate as possible

and further escalate it so that more people would engage with their content.

The TikTok algorithm also represents a digital mirror for some of the users’ self

image. For example, sometimes one might see comments where users react in a

relieved fashion to a duet video: “For a while I was worried why this was on my for

you page”, since duet videos usually start with a short clip of the original video, and

the duet might be of the complete opposite angle or criticises the original video. The

commenter probably is on the “same” side of TikTok (similar values, similar likes)

than the duet maker but not the same as the maker of the original video. These kinds

of comments reveal that users are quite aware of their own algorithm and they might

feel that the algorithm “knows” them. Seeing the kind of content on their fyp, that

they might despise, makes them worried if they themselves have become something

they think they are not. In other words, algorithms create a mirror for the users to

reflect their self image and some of them - at least those who comment like this -

happily accept that image. Seeing the “wrong” kind of content on their for you -page

does not necessarily make the users question the viability of the algorithm, but

sometimes rather make them question themselves. Reflecting this notion with the

ideas of face and face-work, makes me think if after all the audience, for which the

users display their face, is not the crowd of other users but rather the platform and

the algorithm itself?

The algorithmic nature of TikTok was sometimes discussed in Finnish news media.

However, the discourse related to how the algorithms work was structural and did not

give much agency to the users themselves. The idea of communicating with an

algorithm and having a reciprocal relationship with it might sound like something

from a sci-fi novel or from the TV-series “Black Mirror'', but in TikTok at least, it is
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everyday life for users. Just as humans have in many cultures have interacted with

their environment and asked for favourable harvest or hunting from deities, in today’s

digital environments users maintain a relationship with algorithms in order to get

more favourable content or promote a better online environment for other users as

well. Finnish TikTok users seem to accept the fact that the algorithm of the platform

recognises their behaviour and in turn, they recognise the algorithm as a party they

are communicating with. Therefore I argue that extending Gershon’s concept of

media ideologies to non-human media actors would be beneficial for the purpose of

conducting anthropological analysis of TikTok users’ experiences.

In chapter 2, I presented Gershon’s definition of media ideologies (2010a; 2010b)

and said that media ideologies can be seen as “a cycle where people have certain

ideas of what a medium is like, act according to those ideas and those actions will

shape the medium in turn.” In Gerhson’s ethnographic context, this shaping meant

that by engaging in different actions, the users of a medium slowly change the ways

and purposes for which the medium is seen to exist for. In the context of my thesis,

the users however literally change the medium by intentional and unintentional

actions, because the algorithm continuously reads the clues users leave for it and

adapts to them. But what is the process the algorithm has for interpreting those

clues? What kind of results and conclusions it draws from them? And what is the

meaning of those processes for humans interacting with the algorithm? In

anthropological sense this is an interesting question, since the logic of the algorithm

of TikTok is at the same time as inaccessible as different deities with which humans

have interacted with, but at the same time as real and physical as other human

beings around us, since we can indeed interact with it.

To conclude my analysis, I argue that for Finnish TikTok users, TikTok represents a

platform where self image is built in relation to other users as well as to the platform

itself. The latter notion is also something that is mostly disregarded when the

platform is represented in the Finnish news media. The different media ideologies
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being contested within the app reflect on the wider debates and social phenomena

seen elsewhere in society (gender, political power, social orders), but some are

debates that have their original source in the platform. In the last chapter of this

thesis I will go back to the research questions and reflect my analysis with them.
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6. Conclusions

After presenting the background of this thesis, the theoretical and methodological

approaches, and describing and analysing my research data, it is time to reach

conclusions. I have strived to answer the questions posed in the beginning of this

thesis: 1) What kind of media ideologies Finnish TikTok users have on the correct

ways of using the medium? 2) How is the Finnish news media’s representation of

TikTok different from the users’ views? 3) What kind of face-work users do when

encountering conflict of different media ideologies? By using Ilana Gershon’s

concept media ideologies, I have analysed what Finnish TikTok users think TikTok is

about and how it should be used. The different media ideologies I identified revealed

cracks in sociality and social order in TikTok, and to understand these cracks, I

utilised Goffman’s and other social interaction theorists’ ideas of face and face-work,

which brought up different strategies for the users to present themselves within the

social media platform. By using these theoretical frameworks I have reached a few

conclusions, which I present in this chapter.

First, I have discovered that there are multiple contesting and conflicting media

ideologies among Finnish TikTok users, which are implicitly or explicitly said out loud

in their interactions on the platform. These media ideologies are visible in the

comment sections of the videos, in the videos themselves and video replies and

duets to other users’ comments and videos. Many of the users do not avoid open

conflict about their different views on how TikTok should be used or what TikTok is

for. In fact, some of the users might even initiate conflicts or provoke others to

interact with their content, in order to gain visibility for their videos because TikTok’s

algorithm is seen to favour content that gains much interaction from other users. By

getting the other users to interact with their videos, the original poster gain more

popularity and visibility
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Second, the media ideologies Finnish users have about TikTok are related to what

kind of content is appropriate, who makes the content, for whom the medium is for

and what is the user’s role inside the platform. As discussed in chapter 4, videos that

include sexual content, or is made by women for example, is one type of content that

attracts a lot of debate whether TikTok is meant for posting it. The debates also

include discussions of who is allowed to access the platform and who TikTok is

meant for. What these debates over different media ideologies reveal are the cracks

in social order, discontinuity between different people’s ideas of social media in

general and TikTok in particular. What these debates result in, is the building and

maintaining face, when the users’ ideas are being challenged. As I presented in

chapter 5, these strategies for face-work include irony, cynicism and putting oneself

above the debates and in that way message their own media ideology’s

incorruptibility.

Third, I discovered that the discussion of media ideologies within and outside the

platform are quite separate from each other. Where Finnish news media tends to

reflect TikTok’s features and ways of use to their previous knowledge of other social

media platforms, the TikTok users themselves base their media ideologies to the

platform itself. The users also recognise and adapt to the changes of the platform

much more intentionally and in an aware fashion, than what could be understood

from the discourses visible in the news media. One example of this intentional

adaptation is the interaction with the TikTok algorithm, as presented in chapter 5. As

Gershon argued in the beginning of 2010’s, young people do not use new media

without critique and intention (Gershon 2010a). This is also true in the light of my

thesis and in the context of Finnish TikTok users.

Ilana Gershon studied university students’ media ideologies of the proper use of

different media for real-life social interactions such as breakups (Gershon 2010a;

2010b). In this thesis I have however strived to understand the logic of online life and

social interaction, that originates in an online platform. According to my observations,
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much of the media ideologies of TikTok are not related to how to conduct oneself in

social interactions, but rather what kind of image or face one should uphold within

the platform. TikTok as a platform can be seen as a stage of self-expression, where

the users display themselves to each other and also the platform’s algorithm itself.

Especially the relationship between the users of a social medium and the structures

of it would be an interesting starting point for future research. As our lives and daily

online environments become ever more algorithmic, it is necessary to understand

the meaning and role they play in people’s minds and actions.

I have tried to answer the questions posed in this thesis with the best tools and

methodologies available and the time given to me. However, the process of writing

this thesis has raised new questions that would be interesting for future inquiry. One

of them is the question of ownership of the platform, the content posted in it and its

community. Previous ethnographic work on video based social media reveals that

questions of ownership are central for the video creators in other platforms. Lange

argues that in Youtube one of the main media ideologies concern the ownership of

the original creation of the videos but also the network of sociality within the platform

(Lange 2019). She argues that the “artefact” produced is “not just a single video, and

not even just a video along with its text description, text comments, and video

responses, but rather is part of a collection of videos and all their associated

discourses''. According to her, what is important to understand from these platforms

is that “videos do not exist in isolation as texts”. (Lange 2019)

Just as in YouTube, in TikTok videos are not meaningful as themselves only, but

rather as parts of a broader network of meanings and social interactions. Media

ideologies identified in this thesis reveal something of what the users think the

essence of this network is. In this thesis, the aspect of ownership was discussed

very briefly and implicitly in chapter 4, when I described the users’ reactions to other

users who they saw as “outsiders”. This was, however, not that much discussed

although it could be an interesting topic to examine further.
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