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Introduction 
In my thesis, I will explore how K-Pop fans (both Korean and international) participate in 

the K-Pop industry in their own patterns of prosumption. In doing so, I will answer the following 
research questions: How does the increasing presence of affective labor in the K-Pop 
industry generate economic purchases by fans? How can we understand larger changes in 
the Korean economy through K-Pop fandoms—specifically, BTS and their fans? I believe 
that changes in the K-Pop industry and in K-Pop fandoms provides an entry point to explore 
South Korea’s new “affective” capitalism based on intimacy and affective labor. Although 
Korea’s cultural wave or Hallyu has witnessed success in the past, particularly in other parts of 
Asia, I believe that we can recognize broader changes in the industry during this new cultural 
wave, hereby referred to as Hallyu 2.0 (Dal 2012). These changes are marked by new social 
media technologies, new marketing tactics, and new relationship patterns between celebrity and 
fan; moreover, these changes are taking place alongside South Korea’s integration into the global 
economy.  
 
Conceptual Framework 

The concepts and theories that I will use to frame my research are as follows. First, I will 
also have to look at the concept of neoliberalization as it refers to specific transformations in the 
Korean economy since the 1997 financial crisis. From 1997 onward, Korea—pressured by 
international organizations like the IMF—transitioned from a developmental state to a neoliberal 
economy, entailing a massive restructuring of Korea’s political economy that stressed 
flexibilization and open markets (Cummings 2005). Such changes demanded a necessary shift 
from an industrial, export-led economy to a service economy—a change that would inevitably 
bring about the affective labor practices found in late capitalism. I will apply Michael Hardt’s 
theory of ‘affective labor’ in order to analyze the digitally intimate relationships between K-Pop 
fans and idols. In doing so, I seek to understand how the production of emotion or affect in K-
Pop fans (by companies and their artists/idols) relates to capitalist consumption (Hardt 1999). 
The increase of affective labor practices in K-Pop indicates a larger trend in the South Korean 
economy toward emotional capitalism, termed by Eva Illouz in her book Cold Intimacies: The 
Making of Emotional Capitalism. Contemporary capitalism, Illouz argues, which is marked by 
the increased presence of emotional relationships when consuming services and media (Illouz 
2007). 

Ultimately, my case study of BTS fans will involve theories from the field of fandom 
studies. I will observe the relationship between fandom theories and theories of neoliberalization, 
affective labor, and emotional capitalism. As I see it, newfound labor relations and consumption 
patterns—compounded by the rise of new digital technologies—entail new developments in the 
relationships between celebrities and their fans. Using Henry Jenkins’ theories of ‘convergence 
culture’ and ‘participatory fandom’ from his book Convergence Culture: Where Old and New 
Media Collide I will take a look at how fans actively participate and produce meaning around 
their celebrity consumption—in other words, how they prosume (Jenkins 2007). Jenkins’ theory 
of convergence culture refers to the spread of media across multiple platforms; for example, K-
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Pop entails not only music videos, but also merchandise, live streams, video games, tours, and 
social media. This expansion is shaped not only by corporations’ drive for profit, but also 
consumers’ desires to interact with their favorite media—in the case of K-Pop, their favorite 
idols. Jenkins argues that this convergence phenomena extends to the interaction or participation 
of fans with their media, as fans are encouraged to consume across multiple platforms and draw 
connections between different media forms. I will show that these practices are prevalent in the 
K-Pop industry, and I will show that affective labor by Korean idols encourages an even deeper 
and more active participation in K-Pop fans, thereby driving K-Pop consumers toward material 
and media consumption. 
 
Case Selection and Hypothesis 
    Largely mirroring economic policies enforced by larger capitalist societies like the U.S. and 
Japan, South Korea and its music industry represent a prime case for examining affective labor in 
emotional capitalist societies. The K-Pop industry, in addition to its global popularity in recent 
years, combines affective labor performances by idols, participation by fandoms, and 
convergence of media across multiple platforms. In my thesis, I will focus my research more 
specifically on a study of BTS (방탄소년단) fans (both Korean and international), also referred 
to as ARMY. Not only is BTS arguably the most successful K-Pop act to come from Hallyu 2.0, 
consistently topping both the Billboard and Melon (South Korea) charts and breaking numerous 
sales and streaming records. BTS represents a typical case of idol company practices in the 
industry, spreading out their idols’ image and affect over multiple platforms including Twitter, 
apps, video games, music videos, live streams, Youtube, and more. Moreover, BTS’s fanbase 
ARMY is extremely active across all platforms in their desire to support, interact with, and 
consume their favorite idols. In many ways, BTS and their corporation BigHit are representative 
of transformations in South Korea’s music industry and economy at large. South Korea is an apt 
case to study the characteristics of late capitalism given its economy’s rapid transformations. 
Largely mirroring economic policies enforced by larger capitalist societies like the U.S. and 
Japan, South Korea exhibits one of the best cases for examining affective labor in capitalist 
service economies. The K-Pop industry, in addition to its global popularity in recent years, 
combines affective labor performances by idols, participation by fandoms, and convergence of 
media across multiple platforms. 
    My hypothesis is that the acceleration of capitalism in the South Korean economy (as a result 
of neoliberalization policies since 1997) is reflected through transformations in South Korea’s 
music industry, such as the rise of affective labor and the spread of products across platforms. I 
contend that this new form of emotional capitalism can be observed through the relationship 
between fan and celebrity, including the rise of participatory/convergence culture in fandom.  
 
Data and Methodology 
    I will conduct a mixed-methods study combining quantitative and qualitative data analysis. 
Quantitative data will be drawn from a variety of sources, including annual reports from BTS’s 
parent company BigHit Entertainment; social media analytics from Twitter, V-Live (app), 
Billboard (music streaming and social media presence), etc.; and economic data on South Korea 
from the OECD and Statista. For BigHit Entertainment’s fiscal report, I will examine how 
revenue is accumulated across consumption platforms including tours, merchandising, apps and 
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games, and more. I will pull numbers from BTS’s various social media accounts, including 
views, comments/likes, and followers/subscriber counts; these sources, I believe, indicate the 
increased capacity not only for fans to consume, but also for celebrities and fans to interact. 
These will be complemented by examining South Korea’s economic data from the OECD, 
through which I will examine the rise of South Korea’s services and music industries. I will also 
look at the exportation of South Korea’s cultural contents abroad, and I will see how much 
content exports draw in economic revenue for the country (Statista). 

My quantitative analysis will be supported by a qualitative content analysis of celebrity 
and fan activity. This will mainly be done by looking at BTS’s social media pages (i.e. Twitter 
and Youtube) and fans’ comments. I aim to focus my qualitative analysis by looking for and 
coding the increasingly affective, emotional, and/or interactive relationships between ARMY 
(fan) and BTS (celebrity). I will look for words and phrasing that indicate the perceived intimacy 
between fan/celebrity, drawing out instances of active participation and production. Fans’ 
productive activity might be represented by translations, fan art, fan theories, and more. These 
data sources will be analyzed using relevant theories of emotional capitalism, affective labor, 
convergence culture, and participatory fandom as discussed above. 
 
Proposed Chapter Outline 
 

Chapter Number/Description Topics Covered 

1. Introduction • Introduction 
• Background information (Korea’s economic 

transformation) 

2. Literature Review • Affective labor and emotional capitalism 
• Convergence culture 
• Participatory fandom  

3. Background: Korea’s 
Economic Transformation 

• Neoliberalization period  
• K-Pop’s relationship to the Korean 

government/economy 
• Hallyu and Hallyu 2.0 

4. Data and Methodology - 

5. Findings • 5.1: Affective labor and emotional capitalism in 
the K-Pop industry 

• 5.2: Convergence culture: new technologies, new 
media, and new methods of consumption in K-
Pop 

• 5.3: Participation and prosumption in K-Pop 
fandom 

6. Conclusion • Conclusion 
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• Limitations  
• Broader implications 

 

 
 

Preliminary Bibliography 
 
Background 
1. Cummings, Bruce. Korea's Place in the Sun. 2nd ed. New York: W.W. Norton & Company,  

2005. 
2. Hardt, Michael. "Affective Labor." Boundary 26, no. 2 (1999): 89-100. JSTOR. Accessed  

September 8, 2019. https://www.jstor.org/stable/303793. 
 

Fandom Theory and Media Studies 
3. Azuma, Hiroki. Otaku: Japan's Database Animals. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota  

Press, 2009. 
4. Grant McCracken, “Who Is the Celebrity Endorser? Cultural Foundations of the  

Endorsement Process.” Journal of Consumer Research, Volume 16, Issue 3, December 
1989, Pages 310–321, https://doi.org/10.1086/209217. 

5. Gray, Jonathan, Cornel Sandvoss, and C. Lee Harrington, eds. Fandom: Identities and  
Communities in a Mediated World. 2nd ed. New York: New York University Press, 
2017. 

6. Jenkins, Henry. Convergence Culture: Where Old and New Media Collide. New York: New  
York University Press, 2007. 

7. Jenkins, Henry. Textual Poachers: Television Fans and Participatory Culture. New York:  
Routeledge, 2013. 

8. Lewis, Lisa A., ed. The Adoring Audience: Fan Culture and Popular Media. New York:  
Routeledge, 1992. 

9. Pearson, Roberta. "Fandom in the Digital Era." Popular Communication 8, no. 1 (February  
2010): 84-95. 

10. Rojek, Chris. Presumed Intimacy: Parasocial Interaction in Media, Society and Celebrity  
Culture. N.p.: John Wiley & Sons, 2015. 

 

K-Pop Sources and News 

11. "BTS' recent home concerts created economic effect worth nearly 500 b won: report." The  
Korea Herald (Yonhap), August 24, 2019.  
http://www.koreaherald.com/view.php?ud=20190724000515. 

12. Choi, Jung-bong, and Roald Maliangkay, eds. K-Pop: The International Rise of the  

https://www.jstor.org/stable/303793
https://doi.org/10.1086/209217
http://www.koreaherald.com/view.php?ud=20190724000515


Olivia George 
INST421  

Senior Thesis Prospectus 
September 16, 2019 

 
Korean Music Industry. New York: Routeledge, 2017. 

13. Choi, Mun-hee. "S. Korea’s Content Exports Total US$9.55 Bill. in 2018." Industry.  
Business Korea, July 2019. 
http://www.businesskorea.co.kr/news/articleView.html?idxno=34464. 

14. Devoe, Noelle. "What Is Weverse? BTS & TXT's New Official Fan Community App Is A  
Game-Changer." Hollywood & Entertainment. Elite Daily, July 2019. 
https://www.elitedaily.com/p/what-is-weverse-bts-txts-new-official-fan-community-app-
is-a-game-changer-18160828. 

15. Gooyong, Kim. From Factory Girls to K-Pop Idol Girls: Cultural Politics of  
Developmentalism, Patriarchy, and Neoliberalism in South Korea's Pop Music Industry. 
Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2019. 

16. Herman, Tamar. "BTS's Label, Big Hit Entertainment, Saw Huge Gains In 2017."  
Hollywood & Entertainment. Forbes, March 2018.  
https://www.forbes.com/sites/tamarherman/2018/03/22/bts-label-big-hit-entertainment-
more-than-doubled-its-revenue-in-2017/#3c754e093d31. 

17. Jiyoung, Chon. "‘BTS’의 마법…경제적 효과 5조6천억원." Next Economy, July 6, 2019.  
http://www.nexteconomy.co.kr/news/articleView.html?idxno=12535. 

18. Kelley, Caitlin. "K-Pop Is More Global Than Ever, Helping South Korea's Music Market  
Grow Into A 'Power Player'." Hollywood & Entertainment. Forbes, April 3, 2019.  
https://www.forbes.com/sites/caitlinkelley/2019/04/03/kpop-global-bts-blackpink-
grow/#3a6adefa24e2. 

19. Kim, Suk Young. K-Pop Live: Fans, Idols, and Multimedia Performance. Redwood City:  
Stanford University Press, 2018. Accessed September 8, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central. 

20. Kim, Kyung Hyun and Youngmin Choe, eds. The Korean Popular Culture Reader.  
Durham: Duke University Press, 2014. 

21. Kim, Youna. The Korean Wave: Korean Media Go Global. New York: Routeledge, 2013. 

22. Lie, John. K-Pop: Popular Music, Cultural Amnesia, and Economic Innovation in South  
Korea. 1st ed. Berkeley: University Of California Press, 2015:2014. 
doi:10.1525/j.ctt9qh2pr. 

23. Wang, Amy X. "How K-Pop Conquered the West." Music. Rolling Stone, August 21,  
2018. https://www.rollingstone.com/music/music-features/bts-kpop-albums-bands-
global-takeover-707139/. 

 

Primary Sources 

24. "BangtanTV." YouTube. Accessed September 8, 2019.  
https://www.youtube.com/user/BANGTANTV/videos. 

http://www.businesskorea.co.kr/news/articleView.html?idxno=34464
https://www.elitedaily.com/p/what-is-weverse-bts-txts-new-official-fan-community-app-is-a-game-changer-18160828
https://www.elitedaily.com/p/what-is-weverse-bts-txts-new-official-fan-community-app-is-a-game-changer-18160828
https://www.forbes.com/sites/tamarherman/2018/03/22/bts-label-big-hit-entertainment-more-than-doubled-its-revenue-in-2017/#3c754e093d31
https://www.forbes.com/sites/tamarherman/2018/03/22/bts-label-big-hit-entertainment-more-than-doubled-its-revenue-in-2017/#3c754e093d31
http://www.nexteconomy.co.kr/news/articleView.html?idxno=12535
https://www.forbes.com/sites/caitlinkelley/2019/04/03/kpop-global-bts-blackpink-grow/#3a6adefa24e2
https://www.forbes.com/sites/caitlinkelley/2019/04/03/kpop-global-bts-blackpink-grow/#3a6adefa24e2
https://www.rollingstone.com/music/music-features/bts-kpop-albums-bands-global-takeover-707139/
https://www.rollingstone.com/music/music-features/bts-kpop-albums-bands-global-takeover-707139/
https://www.youtube.com/user/BANGTANTV/videos


Olivia George 
INST421  

Senior Thesis Prospectus 
September 16, 2019 

 
25. Big Hit Entertainment. Accessed September 8, 2019. https://www.bighitcorp.com/eng/. 

26. "Big Hit Corporate Briefing with the Community." Youtube. Last modified August , 2019.  
Accessed September 8, 2019. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IGI3yYhzDfc&frags=pl%2Cwn. 

27. "BTS Charts (@btschartdata)." Twitter. Accessed September 8, 2019.  
https://twitter.com/btschartdata?lang=en. 

28. "BTS Profile." V-Live. Accessed September 8, 2019. https://channels.vlive.tv/fe619/about. 

29. "IFPI Global Music Report 2019." IFPI: Representing the Recording Industry Worldwide.  
Last modified April 2, 2019. Accessed September 8, 2019. 
https://www.ifpi.org/news/IFPI-GLOBAL-MUSIC-REPORT-2019&lang=en. 

30. "Korea - Country Profile." OECD Data. Accessed September 8, 2019.  
https://data.oecd.org/dashboard/EN/KOR. 

31. So, Won. "South Korea's music industry - Statistics & Facts." Statista. Last modified  
September 5, 2019. Accessed September 8, 2019. https://www.ifpi.org/news/IFPI-
GLOBAL-MUSIC-REPORT-2019&lang=en. 

32. "Social 50." Billboard Music . Accessed September 8, 2019.  
https://www.billboard.com/charts/social-50. 

33. "방탄소년단(BTS)의 경제적 효과." Hyundai Research Institute. Last modified  
December, 2018.  
http://hri.co.kr/board/reportView.asp?numIdx=30107&firstDepth=1&secondDepth=1&th
irdDepth=. 

34. "방탄소년단 (@bts_twt)." Twitter. Accessed September 8, 2019.  
https://twitter.com/BTS_twt. 

35. "빅히트엔터테인먼트 감사보고서." Dart. Last modified March 19, 2019. Accessed  
September 8, 2019. http://dart.fss.or.kr/dsaf001/main.do?rcpNo=20190319000209. 

 

Other 

36. Allison, Anne. Millennial Monsters: Japanese Toys and the Global Imagination. Berkeley  
And Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2006. 

37. Allison, Anne. Precarious Japan. Durham: Duke University Press, 2010. 

38. Allison, Anne. "Portable monsters and commodity cuteness: Pokemon as Japan's new  
global power." Postcolonial Studies 6, no. 3 (November 2003): 381-95.  
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1080/1368879032000162220. 

https://www.bighitcorp.com/eng/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IGI3yYhzDfc&frags=pl%2Cwn
https://channels.vlive.tv/fe619/about
https://www.ifpi.org/news/IFPI-GLOBAL-MUSIC-REPORT-2019&lang=en
https://data.oecd.org/dashboard/EN/KOR
https://www.ifpi.org/news/IFPI-GLOBAL-MUSIC-REPORT-2019&lang=en
https://www.ifpi.org/news/IFPI-GLOBAL-MUSIC-REPORT-2019&lang=en
https://www.billboard.com/charts/social-50
http://hri.co.kr/board/reportView.asp?numIdx=30107&firstDepth=1&secondDepth=1&thirdDepth=
http://hri.co.kr/board/reportView.asp?numIdx=30107&firstDepth=1&secondDepth=1&thirdDepth=
https://twitter.com/BTS_twt
http://dart.fss.or.kr/dsaf001/main.do?rcpNo=20190319000209
https://doi.org/https:/doi.org/10.1080/1368879032000162220


Olivia George 
INST421  

Senior Thesis Prospectus 
September 16, 2019 

 
39. Allison, Anne. “The Cool Brand, Affective Activism and Japanese Youth.” Theory,  

Culture & Society 26, no. 2–3 (March 2009): 89–111. doi:10.1177/0263276409103118. 

40. Lukacs, Gabriella. Scripted Affects, Branded Selves: Television, Subjectivity, and Capitalism 
in 1990s Japan. Durham: Duke University Press, 2010. 
 
 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0263276409103118

