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Introduction

Nicholas E. Miller

What first drew me into K-pop was its aesthetic world-building and transmedia allure, but also something darker: an intuition that the stories I was following were shaped as much by silence as by speech, as much by constraint as by creativity. I still remember the video a friend sent me. A teenage girl in a black turtleneck stood against a gray wall, eyes lowered, her voice steady, but wavering at the edges. It was Tzuyu of TWICE, sixteen years old, holding a sheet of paper and reading a prepared apology for waving a Taiwanese flag on a variety show. “There is only one China,” she said, her delivery almost mechanical. The statement, likely scripted by others, addressed not just fans but the Chinese market, recasting her gesture as a political offense. I was new to K-pop then, unsure what I was watching. Why was a teenager apologizing for her national identity? Why was this moment circulating—translated, subtitled, replayed—as both penance and performance? What unsettled me was not only the apology itself, but how it functioned as a story: an intervention designed to manage political risk through repetition and visibility, becoming part of TWICE’s narrative whether fans wanted it there or not.

The following year, MAMAMOO, a group whose vocal power had caught my attention, appeared in blackface during a Bruno Mars parody at a concert. They issued a swift apology and promised to learn from the incident, and much of the fandom moved on. I struggled to do the same. The image stayed with me: the smiles, the makeup, the ease with which it played out onstage. What began to hold my attention was not only the act itself but also the speed with which it was absorbed into familiar cycles of reaction and repair. The apology appeared almost immediately, framed as a moment of education and growth, then folded back into a steady flow of performances, new content, and fan discussion. Watching that sequence play out, I began to notice that controversy was not positioned outside the spectacle of K-pop, interrupting it from the margins. Rather, it was taken up by the spectacle itself and reshaped into one more storyline about accountability: one that allows MAMAMOO to move forward without requiring anyone to pause and reckon with the harm involved.

At first, these controversies felt like footnotes, small interruptions in a steady flow of music, fashion, and performance. Over time, they became harder to push aside. As my interest in K-pop grew, I found myself drawn to groups like Dreamcatcher, whose mix of rock, pop, and theatricality did not fit easily into a single mood or genre. Their songs and videos reached toward apocalyptic worlds and nightmare logics, and following their lore began to feel less like a casual habit than an interpretive task. Even then, however, my excitement sat next to a quiet unease. I knew their concept relied on cultural appropriation: the name, the iconography, the repeated use of Indigenous symbols. Yet I kept listening, aware of what that choice involved and unsure of how to sit with it. My sense of unease did not come only from appropriation, but from how easily it disappeared into the group’s polished mystique, where marginalized cultures became atmosphere and complex histories were treated as stylistic choices. That discomfort returned in 2021, when Na Go Eun of Purple Kiss appeared in a concept shoot wearing a Nazi insignia selected by her company, RBW. These moments did not feel identical, and I am not suggesting they were. Seen together, however, they make it difficult to treat either as an isolated lapse. Instead, they draw my attention to how quickly meaning can move through bodies, gestures, and costuming in K-pop, carried by performance rather than explanation. That realization pushed me toward harder questions about what K-pop communicates and how its stories are styled and embodied.

By the time the Burning Sun scandal surfaced in 2019, it was no longer possible to treat the world of K-pop as insulated from exploitation or violence. Allegations tied to Seungri of BIGBANG and Jung Joon-young were extensive and severe, ranging from drug distribution and prostitution to police corruption and sex crimes. Korean news outlets followed the case for months, and international media soon amplified the story. Protests grew. Lawmakers intervened. Feminist activists insisted that none of this was unexpected, arguing instead that the scandal exposed a broader culture of gendered harm and institutional silence. What stood out most to me, however, was not the scale of the revelations, but the rhythm of the response. Denials came first, then scripted apologies, then withdrawals from public view. Companies worked to stabilize their image. Fans splintered, some defending, others disengaging. As the news cycle shifted, what appeared to be a rupture in the industry’s glossy surface began to read differently. It looked less like a break in the story than a demonstration of how tightly narrative control is exercised, and how efficiently crisis is folded back into continuity. I began to wonder what it means for an industry built on storytelling to be so adept at suppressing the stories that cut the deepest.

This question sent me back to other controversies with different expectations. I was no longer looking for a single explanation or a clear moral. What I began to notice instead was repetition: the same kinds of events resurfacing, moving unevenly across platforms, picking up commentary, reaction, and reinterpretation as they went. Allegations involving idols tend to follow a familiar path: a post that spreads quickly, a surge of reaction, a careful apology or denial, and then some version of return. These responses become part of the idol narrative itself, one more storyline to manage and one more image to reframe. What I had once understood as separate from the world-building of K-pop began to feel less separate in practice. Controversies do not interrupt these transmedia stories so much as settle into them, shaping how idols are talked about and how their careers are narrated, especially when something threatens to break the illusion of continuity. Fans did not simply receive these stories. They took them up, arguing over them, translating them, and reshaping them through their own fancams, edits, theories, and online debate, often long after official statements had faded from view.

This participatory labor does not play out the same way for everyone involved. Moments that invite collective interpretation also expose persistent double standards within the industry. In early 2024, Karina of aespa issued a formal apology for dating actor Lee Jae-wook, an act treated within idol culture as a betrayal of the parasocial bonds that sustain fan investment. The language of contrition echoed Tzuyu’s apology years earlier, regret performed not for harm done, but for disrupting an affective economy organized around availability and control. Just months later, however, Taeil of NCT was quietly removed from the group after being indicted for aggravated rape. The contrast is stark. Dating requires public contrition, while sexual violence is handled through silence and strategic removal. These different responses tell different stories. In this case, romantic “betrayal” becomes a narrative that must be performed publicly, while actual violence is managed outside of the story altogether. Seen alongside one another, these incidents make visible long-standing asymmetries within the industry, including who is disciplined, who is protected, and whose actions are allowed to largely slip from public accounting.

These moments helped clarify something essential for me. Power in K-pop is not separate from its aesthetics. The management of scandal, the performance of apology, and the uneven work of visibility are not marginal to idol storyworlds. Instead, they are among the means through which those stories are built, stabilized, and made legible. This is what I mean by the cultural politics of K-pop: the ways aesthetic decisions shape who is seen, what can be said, and how desire is staged, while also reorganizing relations of power. In other words, cultural politics do not sit outside choreography, styling, or fan labor. They are embedded in the everyday practices through which meaning is produced, circulated, and contested.

It would be a mistake, however, to frame the cultural politics of K-pop only through scandal and contradiction. Alongside moments of discomfort, there are also moments when artists and performances open space for connection and agency in ways that are harder to dismiss. BTS standing before the United Nations, urging young people to “speak yourself,” and later speaking out against anti-Asian racism and donating to Black Lives Matter, shows how a group shaped by global circulation can intervene in global discourse rather than simply reflect it. Holland’s decision to debut as an openly gay idol without major label backing came with less institutional support and greater personal risk. Since his debut in 2018, he has spoken openly about the homophobia he has faced in Korea and has used his music and visibility to advocate for LGBTQ+ rights. Jiae, formerly of WA$$UP, offers a quieter case. After coming out as bisexual in 2020, she continued to pursue a solo career, releasing Love Is Love in 2022 in the absence of meaningful industry support. What connects these cases is not a shared outcome or level of visibility, but how each challenges the limits of what the industry makes sayable. These stories sit alongside and against the preferred scripts in K-pop, without fully escaping them.

Other artists have learned to approach cultural borrowing with more care, treating past missteps as moments that require adjustment rather than resolution. When LE SSERAFIM drew criticism for superficial engagement with Afrobeats aesthetics in “Smart,” their subsequent releases reflected a shift in attention, including work with Black producers and dancers and a clearer acknowledgment of ballroom and house influences. These choices did not undo earlier problems, but they marked a visible effort to engage differently. Chung Ha had already taken a related approach in 2021’s “Dream of You,” blending K-pop polish with ballroom choreography and queer-coded sensuality in ways that emphasized collaboration over novelty. Groups like KARD similarly foreground how desire itself is staged, leaning into sexual ambiguity and fluid chemistry that unsettles heteronormative scripts. Taemin’s solo work extends a similar logic inward, approaching masculinity as disciplined, graceful, and deliberately unstable. Taken together, these moments suggest that the cultural politics of K-pop do not reside only in error or contradiction but also in how artists adjust, recalibrate, and work within constraint.

Over nearly a decade, these moments began to accumulate as part of how I experienced K-pop, even when I was not actively looking for them. I would follow a release or a performance that drew me in, only to find myself circling back later to an apology letter, a fan argument, or a statement that had briefly dominated the conversation and then drifted from view. Some of these moments stayed with me longer than the music itself, not because they were more dramatic, but because they felt unfinished. At the same time, there were performances that held me in a different way, moments of bravery or vulnerability that made staying feel worthwhile even when I was uneasy. I noticed how quickly attention shifted around both kinds of moments, how language softened, and how certain questions were left hanging once the immediate pressure passed. Sitting with that pattern changed how I watched and listened to K-pop. It makes me less interested in polished explanations and more attentive to what lingers at the edges of the story, where discomfort and possibility are managed side by side rather than resolved.

The contradictions I encountered as a fan did not feel like anomalies or simple failures of the system. Over time, they came to seem like structural features of how K-pop operates at once as an art form and an industry. Making sense of those tensions has meant paying attention to how power moves through questions of appropriation, gender, and transnational circulation, and how fandom both amplifies and reshapes those movements. The chapters in this collection begin from that shared concern. Together, they trace how stories in K-pop are crafted and taken up, how they are challenged or redirected, and why those processes matter now—particularly as cultural narratives circulate through intensifying systems of surveillance, nationalism, and control.


Stories That Travel: Appropriation and Global Circulation

The patterns I traced through personal experience point toward a fundamental feature of how cultural politics operates through transmedia storytelling in K-pop. When narratives spread across platforms, moving from music videos to social media to live stages to fan edits, they enable a particular kind of detachment. Cultural elements can travel widely, while the histories, bodies, and political pressures that produced them remain fixed in place, muted, or actively sidelined. This is not simply a matter of decontextualization. It reflects how transmedia circulation reorganizes the relationship between form and meaning, allowing the industry to draw aesthetic value from difference while maintaining distance from its implications.

This dynamic is especially visible, and often most contested, in the relationship between K-pop and Blackness. As a cultural form, K-pop draws heavily on African American cultural production, including hip-hop’s rhythmic logics, R&B vocal technique, and the movement vocabularies of Black social dance. As these elements circulate through the transmedia systems of K-pop, their meaning begins to shift. Suk-Young Kim’s concept of “racial surplus” is useful here because it names what happens when racialized performance is multiplied and dispersed across platforms, producing what she describes as “innumerable versions of selfhood” that unsettle the idea of a singular, stable subject (2020, 90). Within this framework, Blackness often functions as a set of mobile signifiers that Korean artists can temporarily inhabit without engaging the histories or communities from which they emerge. The broader and faster these signs circulate, the more available they become and the more their sources recede from view, resulting in what Kim calls “racial ventriloquism,” a practice that can gesture toward solidarity but more often operates as extraction (2020).

Black fans encounter this circulation from a position of ongoing negotiation. Sarah Olutola describes this as a paradox of desire and dislocation, in which fans are drawn to the aesthetic force of K-pop while repeatedly running up against moments when Blackness appears as costume or atmosphere rather than culture. As Olutola notes, “African-American fans find themselves partly freed from the restrictions that American domestic cultural expectations place upon their identity formation, but paradoxically trapped by legacies of racism that haunt them overseas” (2024, 541). Because K-pop operates transmedially, these tensions surface across multiple sites at once. A hairstyle circulating on Instagram, choreography echoing Black social dance on TikTok, or a music video that treats hip-hop as pure aesthetic becomes a point of contact that can invite connection while also producing distance, contributing to what Olutola describes as a fantasy space that promises belonging even as it reasserts exclusion.

The conditions that sustain these dynamics are structural, not a matter of isolated intent or individual missteps. One reason debates about appreciation versus appropriation often stall is that they center personal motive rather than the systems that normalize extraction. David C. Oh’s intervention is useful precisely because it shifts attention away from individual actors and toward dispossession as an ongoing process. As he argues, “cultural appropriation … is less about individuals … and more about the dispossession of the culture of the marginalized by a more powerful group” (2024, 44). In the transmedia ecologies of K-pop, dispossession rarely announces itself as such. Cultural elements appear in pieces, scattered across platforms and contexts. Their histories fade not through erasure but through repetition. I saw this most clearly with Dreamcatcher, where Indigenous symbols function as ambient texture across music videos, album packaging, and stage design, and with MAMAMOO, whose blackface incident was quickly absorbed into a story of growth and learning without sustained reckoning.

Questions of power become more complicated when attention turns to how K-pop stages Asian identity for global audiences. Rita Rongyi Lin uses the term “plastic Orientalism” to describe a mode of exaggeration that sits uneasily with Western stereotypes rather than cleanly repeating or rejecting them. In BTS’s “Idol” (2018), for example, Orientalist motifs surface, but the music video does not linger on them long enough for any confirmation to feel stable. Excess accumulates instead: color, pattern, movement, sound. This is not straightforward subversion but something more ambiguous. As Lin argues, “plastic Orientalism actively reimagines Asian subjectivity as closely aligned with objecthood” (2023, 41), producing a self-aware surface that circulates globally precisely because it appears to meet audience expectations. As these images move across platforms, they do not settle into a single meaning. They are taken up differently in
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