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Since the dawn of the 1990s, in South Korean culture, the music genre Korean pop, commonly written as “K-pop,” has grown to unprecedented heights, breaking the domestic barrier in only about thirty years. The music genre K-pop is built around and managed by an industry called the K-pop industry. The global K-pop phenomenon has taken the world by storm in the 2020s. K-pop, at first glance, shows itself as a music genre with a strong culture of happiness, visuals, talent, performances, etc. However, that could not be further from the whole story hidden by the industry of K-pop.
The K-pop industry is undoubtedly capitalist, notorious for its mistreatment of K-pop artists, weirdly called “idols.” Behind the curtains lies a pit of darkness, characterized by horrific and abusive misuses of corporate power. This corporate power, wielded by the entertainment agencies of K-pop (denoted as “EA” throughout this work), aims to wrestle and manipulate the idols of K-pop, whom they claim to “manage and support their entertainment activities.” The idols of K-pop and the EAs of K-pop are in an active conflict—a conflict between social classes. The idols represent the proletarian class, which is deprived of any sort of rights, such as the ownership of the means of artistic production, and the EAs represent the bourgeois class, relentlessly driven by profit, whose ultimate goal is to achieve economic, cultural, and social dominance over the idols through diverse methods, mainly the extraction of profit from the idols. The Republic of Korea state, mainly through its legislation and armed forces (police, courts, other government agents), defends the right to private property, allowing the EAs to operate freely within a capitalist economy.
Consumers of K-pop (fans) often observe the K-pop industry as exactly what is written above: abusive, oppressive, and exploitive—but the majority of consumers have no idea what the laws of motion of the K-pop industry are. Since the industry of K-pop is a capitalist one, it is governed by the laws of motion of capitalism, discovered scientifically by the great Karl Marx, in his three-volume magnum opus “Capital: A Critique of Political Economy.” We shall then set ourselves the goal of analyzing the K-pop industry using the tools provided by Marx and his philosophies: dialectical materialism and historical materialism. 
While the K-pop industry, overall, largely works the same as any normal capitalist economy, how the laws discovered by Marx apply to certain aspects of the industry poses a significant difficulty for the majority of K-pop fans; however, they reveal, with immense precision, what are the true dynamics between the idol and the agency that manages their activity.
The reader will now ask: what, then, is the solution? The only solution, as we shall see, is an idol’s revolution, in which the idols of K-pop plan to destroy the fundamental aspects of K-pop’s capitalism and overthrow the EAs. This will bring about socialism: an economic system that favors the idols with no profit extraction. A radical change to the K-pop industry will also bring about a socialist model of K-pop if successful, another goal of this work being its thorough institutional construction from scratch.
All these ideas, the Marxist analysis of K-pop’s capitalism as well as the revolutionary movement of the idols, shall be called “Idol Socialism” (abbreviated IdolSoc) or “K-Pop Socialism”. Before proceeding to a formal Marxist analysis of the K-pop industry, we must first lay out a foundation: the facts and events about K-pop, without invoking Marxism, which make it such an issue worth serious discussion. 
Let us then tackle, unpack, and deconstruct the K-pop industry, after which we propose an alternative model following an idol’s revolution that respects the dignity of all its artists.
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I. Current Issues
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1. The Work
We shall begin by examining how the work ethics and schedules operate in the K-pop industry.
There is no doubt that idols endure a lot of tedious work daily. An art ought to be more enjoyable than stressful, but with K-pop, this is not the case. Not only that, but it is more work than it is shown on camera and publicly. Idols have to work on comebacks every six or so months, but they are also required to do a bunch of other activities, sometimes not even having a choice whether they want to do them or not, mainly due to the expectations the industry has of them. More often than not, an idol could spend a few days doing just one particular activity, for example, filming music videos. Breaks are rare throughout the shooting of such music videos. These exhausting activities are poured on the backs of idols without end, like unstoppable rain, until a flood occurs. These idols never catch a break, to the point that their health worsens. Then, they go on hiatus to focus on recovery. After recovery, they do all the same tiring activities once again, and the cycle repeats.  
i-dle Yuqi’s life is a prime example of what I have explained above. Going by her words, “When we are back with an album, we start moving without any sleep, and reach the salon at one. As there are five of us, it usually takes 3 hours for everyone to be done. Then, we go to the broadcasting station. We sleep a little on the way there. Then, we normally start recording for the music show at around 5 or 6. With the dry rehearsal, camera rehearsal, and pre-recording, the whole thing takes almost 2 hours. After the music show, since it is the first day of the comeback, we film some content in between our schedules. Once we change our outfits right away and film more content, we can have a small break for 2 hours. We go to film even more content at around 10 AM, and also film something like a VCR. We actually get very busy,” no human would want to live a life like this. All of this is unhealthy and can produce unwanted consequences. But EAs do not bat an eye, which ultimately highlights the corruption in idols’ work routines, especially during comebacks. Idols want to provide good content, music, and entertainment for their fans. But how they are doing that right now is inhumane and must be subject to change.
2. Minors in K-Pop
Since the mid-2000s, surges of idols aged under 19-years-old (the legal adult age in the ROK) are debuting in K-pop. This culture completely neglects the maturity of these people, who have not yet faced life’s biggest obstacles and have not yet developed a mature mentality to handle the challenges K-pop poses. These minors have to go through the tiring and exhausting K-pop system to achieve their ultimate dreams of being a successful idol. The nature of this phenomenon has severe effects, such as a VCHA member attempting to take their own life because of horrible living and working conditions and abuse. The genre of K-pop would face significant challenges if suicide cases rise, profoundly revealing the brutality of the K-pop system. 
Shifting back to the minors issue, the clothing of such minors is concerning. Minors in K-pop seldom wear something that is suitable for their age; instead, they are coerced into wearing outfits that depict them as someone older. These “sexy” outfits not only make the idol uncomfortable but also entice the netizens’ obsessive nature over their favorite idols, whom they follow closely. The balance between obsession and comfort level of idols has never been formally established, because K-pop only considers the attention one can get, not how the idol feels wearing a certain outfit or how the fans will react. Psychologically, it has been proven that if you try to perform in an outfit you do not feel comfortable in, you will perform worse than you usually would. So, why do these minors have to wear sexually depicting outfits if it does not even benefit their ability on stage in any way? No one said they are not pretty and do not have stage presence if they wear something to which their dressing style matches their age. Even if the minor is “comfortable” in an outfit that does not match their age’s dressing style, they should be prohibited from wearing such fits by EAs. This problem can also be generalized to the overall concept a K-pop group follows; groups like BABYMONSTER that contain minors follow a mature girl crush concept, which can produce inappropriate outfits.
We now talk about school combined with draining K-pop. This aspect crushes under-19 idols’ physical and mental health. Most, if not all, minors who are enrolled in the K-pop system must finish their education up to a certain level. Besides the inconsistency in the schedule, there are many hidden problems. School in the ROK is tough and highly competitive. Its pressure is supreme. Summing up all the work students have to do, including studying outside of school hours, it would come out to be over ten hours a day. Let that sink in: idols also have to endure an education system that neglects the well-being of its students and makes them study endlessly while also doing all the K-pop work. The equation only outputs one solution: brutality. Humans require breaks and relaxation to function. Are underage K-pop idols given enough breaks from school and K-pop at the same time? The answer is no. One clearly needs to go for these minors, school, or K-pop. K-pop would probably be the most popular choice among most people. But these idols do not give up on K-pop at all; they keep going, doing both school and training at the same time for long periods, gradually wearing themselves out. Why is this the case? Because of K-pop idols’ delusions, both are promoted through ideology and the depths of the K-pop system. This idea, school combined with K-pop, also limits the personal time minors have with themselves. Any human must have time to think about themselves, their mental state, their physical state, their future (especially after their K-pop career is over), and their family. Rarely can idols have a long, meaningful, and serious conversation with their family. Even as someone working in the arts, time for oneself is necessary. K-pop and school combined do not offer this. Some examples for this section could be: HWASA not being able to see her grandma’s passing due to her K-pop schedule.
But, before an idol even gets to debut, they have to go through the harsh, dystopian, and competitive training system imposed ahead of them to achieve their ultimate goal of debuting in K-pop. This training system consists of constant dancing and singing for prolonged periods, which can result in the burnout of minor trainees. Moreover, it demands near perfection, thinking this is the only way for a trainee to master key vocal, dancing, and rapping skills. With the little margin of error being permitted, its results on the health of trainees are hellish, to say the least. Most trainees do not survive this system until they are picked to debut in a K-pop group or as soloists. They quit because their body and mental health cannot handle the system’s brutality. Besides, this horrid system does not even work as it is expected to work. Given the fact that these trainees are offered hard professional training for such long periods of time during any random day pre-debut, it might be thought that the outcome: their vocal, dancing, and rapping skills would be at a high level. But this is generally not the case. Most K-pop idols do not even rank “good” on the Korean Vocal Analysis (KVA) scale. All that unhealthy training for the idol’s vocal ability is not even considered good. While an exact number is not feasible to obtain, it is estimated that less than 90% of trainees do not end up debuting. Yes – that number does not just include quitting trainees, but that does not make the situation any better. A lot of trainees are not removed from the debuting process by their EA fairly. 
I am not suggesting that minors should not train at all for debuting, but they should not be trained under the current, insanely competitive and intense system that also contains favoritism, neglect of trainees’ health, and other things that I have already explained. If K-pop wants under-19 trainees, then it needs to make sure their human limits are respected, similarly to how a K-pop idol’s limits should also be respected. 
Moreover, in the capitalist world we live in right now, people often have to pay for things they should not have to. K-pop is no different from this mayhem. Many K-pop trainees, especially minors, are faced with repaying their EAs for the costs of training, housing, styling, and many other expenses. This puts the trainee into pretty significant debt, and even if some debt can vary from modest to extremely bad, we cannot ignore any amount of unfair debt. How do idols pay this debt off? Well, some of them work jobs to make end’s meet, as MOMOLAND’s Daisy tells: “During the course of the two years, I was paid once...It was because of the enormous amount of debt I was in...it was around 105,000 dollars in debt. ” (first telling her exact debt amount); “My translating job was a part-time job and I was making 11 dollars an hour... I worked there for two years, which is so convenient because I was an idol for two years...My translating job made 1.3 times more than when I was an idol.” (continuing with what job she worked and her terrible experience). A part-time job to pay off unfair debt is thus added to the already-exhausting K-pop labor. Daisy expresses harsh criticisms of K-pop, citing that a job at Wendy’s might be better: “Think twice before becoming an idol, cause you honestly might be better off flipping burgers at Wendy’s.” More examples exist, such as BTS’s Suga, who worked a delivery job during his trainee period (aged 20).
3. The Abusive Tactics
The K-pop industry is extremely abusive. This abuse is often hidden behind the scenes, but is easy to observe. Idols act weirdly inhumane, as if there is a force controlling them to act that way. But the question is, why is this the case? Why is K-pop so abusive, and where is the root cause of that abuse? Let us find out. 
All this abuse stems from one source and one source only: profit-driven EAs. These EAs employ these abusive tactics to extract the most out of their idols, leaving no room for the idols to live like actual human beings. Control is what EAs are trying to achieve, and they effectively are achieving it. Few idols escape such abuse; nearly all encounter some degree of coercion, surveillance, or pressure over the course of their careers. Freedom is at its lowest for idols, and it will continue to decrease. The current issues are only scratching the surface of what K-pop could truly become in the future, given the presence of all these abusive tactics.  
We will now begin by talking about idols’ weights and body physiques. As most K-pop fans know by now, a lot of idols are required to lose weight in unhealthy ways, enforced by EAs who manipulate them into thinking it is required to be at a certain weight to succeed as a K-pop idol, mainly in the aspect of looking pretty. This weight loss abuse does not just happen with current idols, but also with trainees, and for them, it is even more sinister, as they are young minors. Constantly being forced and pressured against your own will to lose weight uncontrollably and unhealthily by adopting inappropriate diets at inappropriate times has consequences, like the things former BONUSbaby member Kong Yoo Jin had to suffer: “[...] On days I would eat a little more, I strictly controlled my portions and ate two eggs, ten cherry tomatoes, and ten almonds in a day. I used to replace meals with a sip or two from a small pack of soymilk while practicing dance moves all day long. [...] My depression got deeper to the point where I started to think myself as an unworthy person.” For more information, Kong Yoo Jin’s company was strict on the members’ weight, telling them they could not weigh more than 46 kilograms. They also weighed the members every single day, illustrating how hardcore these abusive dieting rules are. The industry’s expectations are beyond achievable, and even if they were achievable, the path would consist of pain, suffering, and depression. From the words of former AOA member Choa (“No matter how much weight I lost, I never ended up being pretty.”) we can see that this system is fundamentally hopeless. It tries to justify its mistreatment through hypocritical statements like “If you do this, you will become better at that,” but they fail miserably. How can such abuse be normalized in a system that fails to uphold the very standards it imposes on its idols? Furthermore, EAs pressuring idols to lose weight might also wreck their reputation, as some netizens, especially Korean ones within the K-pop community, unfairly fat-shame idols. This just increases the already terrible toxicity in the fandoms. More importantly, however, is the mental health aspect of all of this. Idols’ mental health can already be ruined from the overwhelming amount of work they are subjected to and the underwhelming amount of rest they are offered. But these issues are fueled even more by the pressure of weight, as Kong Yoo Jin mentioned above, that she fell into depression and believed that she herself was not worthy of who she was. 
To conclude and to summarize this section, K-pop makes its employees feel bad about themselves. The psychological damage these inappropriate diets produce ought to be brought up in all K-pop conversations about the industry. The feeling idols get when they are told by their own EA, which they cannot simply just leave, is characterized by persistence of low self-esteem, further generalized by the unnatural insecurities acquired. Idols should be no birds, and no net should ensnare them: they should be free human beings with an independent will.9
Humans are not and were never designed to be perfect, and this applies to all aspects of mankind: personality, character, and, most importantly for our context, outer beauty. The K-pop industry is always pushing idols to pull off ridiculous and unattainable beauty standards. This time, EAs do not force idols to acquire what is known as plastic surgery, but they encourage it. Plastic surgery, though generally safe if performed by professionals, can carry significant risks from a medical and psychological point of view — and they are not to be ignored. These risks vary, but most commonly, they range from complications, dissatisfaction, or loss of self-confidence. Even if none of these risks affect idols, the main issue here lies more in the morality of things. EAs, with their manipulative nature towards young trainees, coerce them into believing the only way to meet K-pop’s unfair beauty standards is through unnatural procedures. This is a violation of bodily autonomy. Moreover, pushing someone to do plastic surgery just because they are a future profit opportunity is immoral, unethical, and outright evil. Natural beauty shall always be more appreciated in K-pop than the surgical alteration of facial features, but this is restricted. We seldom see idols embrace their natural look; we only see unrealistic, altered faces, because that is what will fill the pockets of EAs more. 
Let us now take a look at economics for a bit: we all hate when one person at our workplace is making more money than us despite them not putting in as much work as we do. This phenomenon is common, and it is also found in the K-pop industry, where idols get paid less than what they deserve for the amount of work they do, work that is abusive from many points of view. Moreover, some EAs have unfair profit distributions. One famous example is SM Entertainment. Idols earn only a small fraction of what they actually make; most go to the company only. Talking about physical sales, the artists only take 5-10%. How can one live a comfortable life when their company takes 90-95% of their profit? Furthermore, even when idols participate in other events or overseas promotions, where the split is slightly better, idols still receive a minority compared to the EA itself. This should not be legal. The idol should earn at least 80% of the profit they bring in. The sad reality is, this is prevalent across all of K-pop. Underpaying is a common method of exploitation used by EAs. In its most extreme forms, we have Yuehua Entertainment, an EA that has not paid their idols a single time (or at least one group) ever throughout their exclusive contract, or more accurately, “slave” contract. From the words on Bubble of Yiren from EVERGLOW (“I love the stage very much, but in a sense I have zero income, but I do not want to give up this career? In reality, we haven’t settled yet, not once. So, the tour is really what we want to show our fans, and we are working hard to prepare. But I’m sorry that there are no new songs and performances to show everyone hahaha.”) we can see the true depth and darkness of this situation. The conversation continues:
“Baby...I can’t believe there haven’t been any pay settlements. I thought there was a way after following a few shows previously,” said a fan through Bubble to Yiren. 
“From debut until now, not even once. I’m a worker with 0 salary hahahahaha. It’s okay, at least I can still see Forever. And have the chance to stand on stage. It’s fine”, responded the EVERGLOW member, with a humble yet sad message. 
Surprisingly, this situation ended with a mutual agreement between EVERGLOW and Yuehua not to renew exclusive contracts. But that does not excuse the fact that Yuehua Entertainment literally did not pay EVERGLOW for 6 entire years. Those 6 years can be summarized by using 3 words: pain, abuse, and dehumanization. These financial disparities and financial abuse that EAs produce solely due to their inability to care about their own idols and seeing them purely as exploitative tools is exactly what makes K-pop a dystopian job — a modern, polished form of servitude disguised as opportunity.
However, there is more: idols spend hours preparing for music show performances; these preparations happen often, every time a K-pop group or a soloist releases new music. Having to do this, the reader might think idols get paid at least a plausible and decent amount for their efforts. They do not. Apparently, idol groups (not soloists) get paid around $30 on the low end and more than $100 on the high end. This can be confirmed by Denise from the group Secret Number: “When I was an idol, I saw how much I was getting paid for these music shows. This shocked me. I was like are you sh****ng on my d**k right now? Like this is insane. For how much is going into this. When I was there the lowest one that I was getting paid was $44-45 USD, if I converted.” She exposes the harsh truth of music shows, not only that the low pay does not cover the amount of work, preparation, make-up, etc. (paid by idols themselves) that it requires to provide a good performance, but that their true purpose is not a good income, the bare minimum that they should offer, but rather pure focus on exposure, a thing that does not help idols out of their hardships. Appropriate payment for music shows is not even the best solution here, as idols should already have their basic survival and comfortable living needs settled by their EAs. Anything less is simply not morally acceptable.  
I will now make a vital assertion for this work’s first chapter: K-pop is a patriarchal society. All of the executive roles of all big, medium, and small EAs belong to men. Men perform all the abusive tactics aforementioned when they affect women. They are more commonly used on women than men. Men in K-pop are not nearly as subject to as much suffering as women are. Not to mention that these EAs limit the bodily autonomy of women and apply double-standard principles. It is also the fans’ problem as well, as the industry tricks them into this patriarchal system: fans excuse male idols when under controversy, while creating such controversies for female idols for things that are not even compatible with a controversy — the idols did not even do anything bad, yet some brainwashed fans attack them for it. It is almost as if female idols cannot even breathe. The fans’ double standards will be substantially reduced if the said double standards disappear from EAs, too, because they are the ones luring fans into believing patriarchal ideas. Lastly, on this topic, I can conclude that the purpose of this patriarchal system K-pop presents is for profit. The truth is, gender inequality makes it easier to exploit women for profit. Add to that the illusions of success idols face, and you have the perfect environment for evil men running K-pop to make a lot of money by using idols to their advantage. 
Another area where EAs take advantage of idols is violating their dating rights by implementing strict policies, sometimes going as far as not allowing them to practice it at all. EAs do not like it when an idol wants to date or is already doing it. Why? Because they need to stay focused on their career, they claim. However, it seems the reality is on the contrary: the idols already commit more than enough to their career. KilliAN’s words prove this: “I’m gay, but Koreans were very conservative about homosexuality at that time, so in the end, they asked me to leave because of it.” Even if he is a trainee, and if the reader is not satisfied with the evidence, then we have Dawn from PENTAGON, who got kicked out of Cube Entertainment for dating Hyuna. We can, however, go deeper, to see even more evil coming from the K-pop industry: invading idols’ private lives. Privacy is not a thing K-pop idols have, with some reports confirming that in some extreme cases, idols are spied on in their own dorm rooms, which, by the way, have terrible living conditions. This is linked to the unfair dating bans mentioned just a few lines ago. One example that illustrates my point is Yujeong, a former idol from the group LABOUM, under NH Media. The company used CCTV to monitor the inside of the band’s dorm. LABOUM reportedly did not have an explicit “no dating” clause in their contracts, but Yujeong explained, “The company was super strict about it. There were even CCTV cameras in the dorm’s shoe cabinet to check if we were going out. In our first year, I once went to a café just to get bubble tea and was immediately called in by the company and asked, «Where did you go?»” It is completely violating the basic human right to live a private and peaceful life. Again, this is all profit-driven, and capitalism is the doctrine to blame.
How does one get into this system, though? Well, there are really only two feasible ways to become a K-pop idol: training and being selected to debut (classical way) and performing well on survival shows that form K-pop groups, both of which are problematic in their own ways. Since we have explored training already, let us go over why survival shows are themselves examples of industry oppression and abuse. 
K-pop survival shows are meant to test the limits of contestants, but when it is taken to the extreme, it is not a matter of singing, dancing, or rapping well, but a matter of actually surviving, which is ironic, given that survival shows are based on an art that shall always be peaceful in its own right. Organizers of K-pop survival shows — EAs — manipulate and trick contestants in many creative ways, giving these competitions a cruel and dark image that is embraced by EAs themselves, because they will always benefit from it. First of all, survival shows are not run and organized by benevolent people; they are organized by profit-driven elitists who seek to find future idols perfectly suited for their needs and actions. Sometimes, they are not even talented enough to debut after the show ends, but they do so anyway, highlighting the bias and the unfair nature of K-pop survival shows. “Produce 101,” for instance, is a famous example of when a survival show was exposed for vote manipulation. “Dream Academy,” a survival show that formed the American pop group KATSEYE (run under a K-pop model), is another instance of survival show cruelty. The show lied to the contestants about how the group would be formed and showed them how many votes they did not get from their friends. Some of the contestants were also minors. The show revealed complete lies to the contestants throughout. Second, K-pop survival shows have an inherent flaw that ignites immoral and unethical principles that many fans do not easily observe. Survival shows show hypocrisy when they aim to form a K-pop group with idols that cooperate equally, like in any music band, but make those same idols compete against each other. This phenomenon makes friendships created throughout the show seem fake. Imagine you are a contestant on a K-pop survival show, and you have become close friends with a few of the other contestants. You all have one common goal: to debut. This common goal, desirable by everyone, creates the illusion of friendship: you go against your own friends, trying to eliminate them, even if you are not directly causing their own elimination. Another point we shall explicitly state is the fact that music survival shows based on voting are deeply subjective, due to music itself being subjective. This aspect makes it difficult for viewers and even the contestants themselves to trust the so-called “objectivism” of the show’s judges. It must be seen through this lens: when two people, A and B, sing the same song, it might be thought that singer A sang better than B, but not everyone will agree with you, including the judges of the survival show. Third, survival shows are built on the premise that conflicts and drama bring in more viewership. This premise gives the conclusion that organizers might (and do) try to “intentionally” make the contestants appeal to
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