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Tarik Sabry and Nisrine Mansour highlight
findings from their ethnographic study of Arabic-
speaking children in London. They investigate
how these children navigate and negotiate the
past and present contours of culture, family and
their identity as Arabs and Londoners. Tarik is a
reader in media and communication theory, and
Nisrine is a researcher and documentary

- filmmaker, both at the Arab Media Center at the
University of Westminster. [Header image credit: P. Herrera, CC BY-ND 2.0]

When carrying out ethnographic research with children and screen media, parents’ involvement
not only informs, but also shapes, the research process. Parents decide on access to child
respondents, and are key in mediating their children’s access to media and, subsequently, the
rapport between the researcher and child. In our study we looked at how British children (aged
between 7 and 12), of Moroccan and Lebanese origin, articulate their identities while navigating

through their media worlds and relating to their parents and mediators’ cultures.! We were
interested in creating spaces for the children to express their connection with their environment
within London and transnationally.

The relationship between researchers, parents and children

A three-way relationship between the diasporic researchers, parents and children developed
within the site of the children’s ‘home’ in London. Parents initially displayed tacit mistrust as they
intently sat in on the first few meetings with their children. Gradually, they loosened their
involvement, while remaining omnipresent as a silent and seemingly distracted audience. In most
instances, they were first-generation immigrants, attached to the cultural practices of their country
of birth. They avidly engaged with Arabic-speaking global satellite TV channels on a daily basis,
and spoke limited English, mingling primarily and almost exclusively with fellow as ra
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that produced a coded language that we had to unpack carefully to understand cross-cutting
connections with the children’s heritage and diasporic worlds. The children drew on their acquired

sumemeries @onnect with their Arab heritage, primarily through family members’ visits and Skype
chats, in addition to having friends from within the diasporic communities in London. In contrast,
they physically related to London when narrating their daily lives — their native language was
English, with only little understanding of Arabic, and their choice of music also reflected London’s
urban and pop culture. Their Arabic music playlists were limited to patriotic songs and pop music,
while their English music playlists were much longer and, regardless of their religiosity, the
children were up to date with music trends, with an avid appetite for celebrity fandom.

The children navigated between their London environment and their parents’ diasporic cultures,
revealing a habitus that came out of relations between (a) affective experiences (a sense of
belonging that they enact and embody through popular culture such as music or TV shows), (b)
performativity (where children selectively act in particular ways in relation to different actors — in
this case, parents and researchers), and (c) their mnemonic imagination (acquired memories
about their heritage country communicated to them by their parents, family and popular media).
This allowed navigation and negotiation of self between the past and present contours of cultural
time, and between the parents and researchers’ cultural spaces, as Arabs and as Londoners.

A role swap

We became conscious of the need to modify our line of ethnographic inquiry, moving between
performing our roles as interviewers to being audiences. This role swap brought out a ‘poetics’ of
mnemonic performativity that the children used to dialectically navigate through and between
individual agents (habitus) and environment (field), to create a third meaning of self that lies at an
intersection between the past, the present and the future, but which strategically embodies and
champions the present and the future over the past. The ethnographic material emerging from our
fieldwork shows that young British children of Arab origin feel more at home in and within the
London popular cultural scene (Londonness) than their parents, for whom London is a mere
migratory destination.

A 12-year-old female participant, talking to us about her favourite music, showed us parts of Miley
Cyrus’ ‘Wrecking ball’ music video in which the young female US pop singer appears almost
naked. The girl mimed the lyrics she knew by heart as she gazed at the pop star with admiration.
Then, almost immediately, she shyly glanced at her mother and us, and complained about the pop
star’s ‘debauched’ behaviour. She displayed a range of subtle expressions in relation to pop
culture that could be picked up by researchers through the process of ‘interpretive poetics’. The
children used their parents’ culture and London popular culture in sayable and unsayable
language that was possible for us to decipher as ethnographers, because of our intersecting
cultural repertoires.

These crucial ethnographic moments defied fixed categories of diasporic analysis, and blurred the
researcher’s insider-outsider positionality. Our Arabness as ethnographers was deeply implicated
in the research because we were by default part of the relational performative circuit through
which the children had to navigate discourses of selfhood. With parents subtly acting as
gatekeepers, our role turned from investigators to facilitators and translators of this third language.

Notes A

http://blogs.|se.ac.uk/parenting4digitalfuture/2016/09/28/mediating-ethnographies/ 2/3


http://mcs.sagepub.com/content/36/6/888.extract
http://routledgesoc.com/category/profile-tags/habitus
https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=58SVJ9tCIQ0C&pg=PA158&lpg=PA158&dq=interpretive+poetics&source=bl&ots=1MFyFnXnar&sig=c3bnwN6tjrzMBnlahCv-WYapHv4&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwifhs3c87vNAhXGD8AKHS8nA8oQ6AEIJTAC#v=onepage&q=interpretive%20poetics&f=fals
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/parenting4digitalfuture
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/parenting4digitalfuture/
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/parenting4digitalfuture/about/about-this-blog/
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/parenting4digitalfuture/category/on-our-minds/
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/parenting4digitalfuture/category/from-our-notes/
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/parenting4digitalfuture/category/around-the-world/
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/parenting4digitalfuture/category/publications/
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/parenting4digitalfuture/resources/
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/parenting4digitalfuture/subscribe/

2017-5-9 Parenting for a Digital Future — Mediating ethnographies: Parenting and screen media use of Arabic-speaking children in London

< Young Londoners ot Arab origins were tound to Use thelr memories ot their country ot origin and
fhgse ofneir lived .experience in, London. creallyely, (rathr, than, gsialgically)sfe, pegert their
ondonness and their difference as a diaspora in London.

5 esgfbeember@h, 2016 | Around the world, Featured | 0 Comments

http://blogs.|se.ac.uk/parenting4digitalfuture/2016/09/28/mediating-ethnographies/ 313


http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/parenting4digitalfuture/category/around-the-world/
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/parenting4digitalfuture/category/featured/
https://www.westminster.ac.uk/arab-media-centre/research
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/parenting4digitalfuture
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/parenting4digitalfuture/
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/parenting4digitalfuture/about/about-this-blog/
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/parenting4digitalfuture/category/on-our-minds/
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/parenting4digitalfuture/category/from-our-notes/
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/parenting4digitalfuture/category/around-the-world/
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/parenting4digitalfuture/category/publications/
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/parenting4digitalfuture/resources/
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/parenting4digitalfuture/subscribe/

