
12 K-Pop and the Participatory Condition

Vicarity, Serial Affect, and “Real-Life Contents”

 

: Why do you think K-pop is growing in America?
: I think, first, we’re doing K-pop, right? And K-pop is a great mix

of music, music videos and performance, choreographies, and
social media and real life contents. So, I think, when you get into
our music, for example, you search YouTube and you can search,
you can look for our chemistry and the, like, contents, and they
and you could look for the, like, social medias. And so, it’s like
really easy for them to, like, get to us, so, I think, that’s why K-pop
is popular. And, for us, I think we’re talking about, uh, we write
and produce our music ourselves, and we’re talking about the
young people, young people’s lives, like, every day, like, us, like
you. So, uh, I think there is a specific contemporary characteristic
for the young, between all the young people in the world. And,
thanks to our fans, they translate our lyrics and our interviews into
their languages, and that’s how they could resonate and feel the
same feelings with us. And that’s why they pay attention to us. And
the performances, of course.

—“BTS Favorite American Music + Fan Questions | Exclusive Interview,” iHeart
Radio YouTube Channel, posted December 12, 20171 (emphasis added)

In a December 2017 web interview with iHeartRadio.com, the leader of the
K-pop idol group BTS, Kim Namjoon (RM, also known then as Rap
Monster), defined K-pop as “a great mix of music, music videos and
performance, choreographies, and social media and real-life contents.”
I emphasize the phrase “real-life contents” because it highlights the equivo-
cation between “real life” and “contents” that I argue is at the heart of K-
pop’s appeal and the media practices of fan comportment that are the
focus of this chapter. Further in his comment, RM encapsulates the
impacts of K-pop’s transmedia modalities (music, video, performance,
social media) and fans’ participatory responses (content translation and
sharing): They allow fans to “feel the same feelings with us.”

This chapter analyzes fan and idol participation in the video ecosystem
of K-pop fandom in order to argue that the ideal of co-feeling, “feel[ing]
the same feelings” with K-pop idols and with other fans, produces unique
and emergent media forms characterized by vicarity, seriality, and surplus[231]
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enjoyment. These vicarious media – or media intent on producing vicari-
ous experiences – rely on structures of visual identification as well as the
ability of twenty-first-century media platforms to transform acts of con-
sumption into spectacles in their own right. Fan acts of identifying with
and consuming K-pop idol celebrity and youth culture take multiple
forms, ranging from K-pop dance covers to meokbang (broadcast-eating
videos) to reaction videos (fan-recorded reactions to K-pop content), all of
which illustrate RM’s claim that the relay of vicarious experience binds K-
pop idols to their fans and fans to each other, in the process producing ever
more “real-life contents.” I argue that vicarity relies on the ubiquitous
reflexivity that defines social media platforms as sites of subject formation
via media production and consumption. While the term “metamedia” has
historically referred to computing mechanisms by which digital media
remediate older media forms, I argue that the habitual use of digital media
necessarily produces metaconscious awareness of metamediation; social
media participation constitutes an immersive, everyday form of metame-
dia as a prompt for reflexivity, by which vicarious substitution through
video induces intense affective experiences of identification.

Moreover, vicarious media seem to suggest a proxy for politics as an
expression of collective sentiment – the ways media platforms bridge the
private and the public through the antinomies of the social. Traditional
modes of political organizing, which until recently seemed foreign to a fan
habitus, are newly central to the activities of fan collectives since the youth-
led uprisings in Chile (2019) and the United States (2020). My goal is
therefore to articulate how K-pop fandom exemplifies contradictory
impulses for intense individuation – for example, social media platforms’
structures of monetizable recognition – and the corresponding longing for
utopian community and collective agency that we see across multiple
nodes of media consumption.

The Participatory Condition

In the 2016 edited collection The Participatory Condition in the Digital
Age, volume editors Darin Barney, Gabriella Coleman, Christine Ross,
Jonathan Sterne, and Tamar Tembeck argue that digital media in
Western liberal democratic societies have generalized participation from
mere “relational possibility” to a requirement of contemporary cultural life
and practices of selfhood.2 In their words, “The participatory condition
names the situation in which participation – being involved in doing
something and taking part in something with others – has become both
environmental (a state of affairs) and normative (a binding principle of
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right action)” (i). According to Barney et al., participation goes beyond
specific practices of engagement. Instead, it is the very core of democratic
society itself: “fundamentally, [participation] is the promise and expect-
ation that one can be actively involved with others in decision-making
processes that affect the evolution of social bonds, communities, systems of
knowledge, and organizations, as well as politics and culture” (viii). Here,
the authors seem to suggest that the idea of participation is crucial to the
act of participation. In other words, the ideology of participation as social
contract inheres in every participatory utterance or gesture.

However, the ways digital technologies generalize participation – from
the interpellating call of social media platforms to the infrastructures of
data collection in which we participate through the mere act of searching
for information or streaming music on a smartphone or internet-
connected PC – require us to revise this traditional concept, as participa-
tion now clearly exceeds the domain of rational discourse in the
Habermasian public sphere. Moreover, the authors of the volume use the
qualifiers “the West” and “Western” to situate their analyses of the partici-
patory condition, when a “West and rest” binary no longer offers descrip-
tive value in today’s media ecologies. In their view, the impasse of the
participatory condition – the fact that media participation is a means of
both empowerment and subjection – calls for resistance to the “depoliti-
cization” of digitally mediated participation, again hewing to a narrow
understanding of normative participation as the sort in which rational
citizen-subjects engage in order to articulate political claims. In what
follows, I argue that we must overcome this dualism between properly
and normatively political participation and illiberal, excessively passionate
and insufficiently reasoned participation. Digitally mediated participatory
cultures do not simply sort into the polarized categories of what Jodi Dean
calls “communicative capitalism,” on one hand, and politically progressive,
anticapitalist, rhizomatic media networks, on the other.3 K-pop media
cultures range across these categories and often combine them. Thus, we
must think beyond this binary to theorize the full implications of the
participatory condition in global media and fan cultures such as those that
constitute the transmedia worlds of K-pop. K-pop refuses the abstract
generality of “the West” and demands specific historical and geopolitical
consideration, as a media phenomenon that operates both in the center (of
East Asian culture industries and on corporate-owned platform giants of
US provenance) and at the margins (eliciting participation from audiences
across the global south).4

Henry Jenkins introduced the framework of participatory cultures of
popular media consumption in the influential fan studies work Textual
Poachers: Television Fans and Participatory Cultures, published in 1992
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(notably, a time before widespread internet use). He proposed a division
between media consumers and “poachers,” arguing that the latter appro-
priate and repurpose commercial media in fandom, for the sake of com-
munity building through the formation of fan counterpublics.5 This
division, in Jenkins’s account, maps onto a common division prevalent
in media and communications theory and critiques of mass culture
between the passive consumer – trained by mass media formats and
technologies to be ever more receptive to the dictates of capitalist cultural
industries and their manufacture of desire – and the active audience that
uses commercialized culture as textual material to be refashioned for
progressive or resistant ends. This triumphalist approach to fan engage-
ment and secondary creation as “participatory” has since been criticized
for its one-sided celebration of fan activity and identity, while nevertheless
remaining a keystone in the field of Anglophone fan studies.

Jenkins himself issued such a critique of participatory culture and
participatory media, or media texts that aim to elicit fan participation, as
media texts and franchises began to expand across a rapidly transforming
media ecology with the advent of digital distribution. Since the mid-2000s,
he and other scholars have continually returned to the problematic of
participatory culture, especially as the internet and networked communi-
cations shape the collective consciousness of youth. Participatory culture
requires a focused media literacy curriculum, in Jenkins’s view, yet subse-
quent work in fan studies often gets stuck in the now deeply etched groove
that connects the poles of celebration and condemnation of the participa-
tory condition of technologically mediated, networked fandom.

Jenkins’s foundational analyses of convergence culture in Euro-
American contexts also anticipated the further co-option of fan activity
as commodified attention in the platform ecosystem of twenty-first-cen-
tury media consumption. More recent analyses of social media continue to
confront the dilemmas of a thoroughly mediated social arena that seems to
confound the distinction between private and public that has been so
important to modern political theory. Media scholar and theorist
Laikwan Pang has written about the political potential of privatized social
media platforms in Hong Kong’s umbrella movement, returning to polit-
ical philosopher Hannah Arendt’s discussion of the social as the liminal
space between the private and public.6 For Arendt, the individual’s desires
and needs as an embodied self – the domain of the private economy of the
household – must be rigorously excised from the public domain, in
contrast to the social, which is constituted by the intermingling of the
private and public. The problem, for Arendt, is the steady replacement of
the public with the confounding fuzziness of the social, where the projec-
tion of the individual’s private concerns clouds extra-individual claims in
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the properly public realm of the political.7 Studies of the democratic uses of
social media and platforms often take as a signal case the counterhege-
monic use of Twitter in the Arab Spring to celebrate expressly political
activity that appropriated global north technologies for left-populist ends,
such as online organizing through hashtag campaigns.8 This scholarship
does not often attend to the political potential of platform engagement in
fannish modalities – for entertainment, parasocial fantasy and world
building, or lateral connectivity among fans.

Gender and sexuality studies scholarship, as well as feminist and queer
political discourses, emphatically reject the divisions between public, pri-
vate, and social, as the second-wave feminist slogan “the personal is
political” has become a crucial epistemological orientation for developing
knowledge about the ways social categories and identities condition citi-
zenship and subjectivity in numerous contexts. In foundational texts in
cultural studies, especially as formulated by the Birmingham School (now
often referred to as British Cultural Studies), popular culture is undeniably
political in its hegemonic force, as regimes of representation convey social
divisions and power relations within society. The primary tenet of cultural
studies scholarship throughout the late twentieth and twenty-first centur-
ies is that culture is a system of signs that produces meaning in a contin-
gent manner with nonetheless material effects. Thus, culture is not fixed,
essential, or inherent to the materiality of forms, objects, or practices, nor
does it conform to categorical distinctions between private/individual and
public/collective modes of human experience. Crucial to this understand-
ing of the ways seemingly private experience cannot be thought outside the
realm of publicity is the question of race and other forms of visible
difference, and the political claims and impositions that such forms pro-
duce. Thus, critical race theory extends the insight that all of culture
operates as an apparatus of meaning production to the problematic of
embodiment, and the ways visible difference undergirds contemporary
power relations built on a foundation of colonial semiotics of
racial signifiers.

I situate my analysis within the above cultural studies frameworks to
extend my conclusions on the specific phenomenon of K-pop beyond the
narrow signifying function of ethnicity or national consciousness. The
cultural history of K-pop has been discussed elsewhere in this volume;
I seek to contribute an analysis of how K-pop’s digital mediation produces
a corresponding cultural mediation that is shifting norms through emer-
gent cultural forms in the mediated community of K-pop fandom as
microcosm. The signifying function of these new media forms, however,
is relational. K-pop’s participatory fan culture has no central locus in any
nationally defined signifying system, not even that of contemporary South
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Korean culture and the role of popular media within it, since K-pop
fandom is dispersed, transcultural, and translational. New norms of medi-
ated participation, however, are emerging in the ways that fans attempt to
overcome such dispersal by foregrounding the singularity and commonal-
ity of their embodied fan experience. The next section specifies these forms
of mediation and analyzes the mechanisms by which fan reactivity – a
specific type of participation – establishes vicarious experience as a core
collective pursuit in K-pop fandom.

Metamedia and Fan Mediation

What I am defining as a “reactive” tendency in K-pop fandom relies on
individual fans’ metaconsciousness of the ways platforms and social media
networks operate. To discuss the mechanisms of such a reactive impulse
and its technological supports, or the medium-specificity of K-pop’s par-
ticipatory fan culture, I begin by revisiting new media theorist Lev
Manovich’s early 2000s discussion of metamedia.9 He writes that “a
meta-media object contains both language and metalanguage – both the
original media structure (a film, an architectural space, a sound track) and
the software tools that allow the user to generate descriptions of, and to
change, this structure.” In the context of computing, when analog media
are digitized (or when digital media seek to mimic the function or aesthetic
of analog media – e.g., digital photographs), they are transformed into
metamedia or metadata by their processing by software that enables
images, text, or video to be mapped, searched, selected, zoomed into,
zoomed out of, filtered, and so on. The transformation of media into
metamedia also allows for accessing old media in forms that are now
embedded in our quotidian use of digital technology.

Beyond particular software interfaces, metamedia also express a logic
that manifests aesthetically. According to Manovich, “the logic of meta-
media fits well with other key aesthetic paradigms of today – the remixing
of previous cultural forms of a given media (most visible in music,
architecture, design, and fashion), and a second type of remixing – that
of national cultural traditions now submerged into the medium of global-
ization.”10 In Manovich’s terms, metamedia echo the logics of remix
dispersed across temporal and spatial axes, that is, historical and geograph-
ical extension, as a third type: “the remixing of interfaces of various
cultural forms and of new software techniques – in short, the remix of
culture and computers.”11 To restate Manovich’s argument, then, the
cultural logic of pastiche or remix necessarily inflects the aesthetic and
operational design of metamedia. A key practical example of the
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overarching cultural principle of metamedia as remix is hypertext, or the
embedding of links to other digital media into online text. Hypertext – the
nesting of other media within textual media – is a common technique of
intertextuality that is all too familiar in the interactive sphere of social
media engagement. It is almost impossible to participate on social media
platforms without also referencing, citing, or juxtaposing other mediated
communicative utterances or gestures. Social network interfaces are
designed to maximize sharing through hyperlinking, through the repost,
reblog, and retweet, as well as the like and the filtering capacity of the
hashtag. One of the primary aims of fan organization in K-pop fan culture
as well as other media fandoms is the skillful use of metamedia to amplify
the visibility of one’s favorite artist or celebrity within algorithmic
ecosystems.

Political theorist and communications scholar Jodi Dean argues that
the thorough integration of visual signs – such as emojis, gifs, and photos –
within the structures and practices of participatory media results in a new
language of communication irreducible to any of the individuated forms
whose combination has quickly become the conventional idiom of the
internet: speech, writing, and image. Dean calls this visual-linguistic remix
“secondary visuality.”12 Drawing on the concept of secondary orality –
“the transmission of spoken language in a print culture” – from cultural
and religious historian and literary scholar Walter J. Ong, Dean develops
the framework of secondary visuality to theorize the transforming function
of visual images into (meta)textual objects in social media and platform
communications.13 This capsule communicative genealogy goes from
“face-to-face interaction, to print (the written letter, perhaps with photo-
graphs included), to voice (telephone), to immediate text (e-mail, SMS), to
photo-sharing (Flickr) to social media incorporating writing and photos,
to personal communication conducted through combinations of words,
photographs, images and short videos (GIFs).”14 In the context of second-
ary visuality, images lose their singularity in order to become common
ideas that mobilize their force as generic concepts through rapid and easy
shareability. The common use and expression of generic images – the most
“spreadable” – constitute a digital commons.15 “Out of repetition,” Dean
asserts, “emerge trends, bubbles and aggregates, common images through
which collectivity momentarily shines.”16

For Dean, a forceful example of secondary visuality is the photographic
form of the selfie – a radical overturning of the individuated aura of the
portrait into a generic face, a “commonface” (playing on the notion of
commonplace): “A selfie is a photo of the selfie form, the repetition of a
repeated practice.”17 In order to elaborate the above “common-ing,” or
making-generic of faces, Dean offers examples from daily life – her use of
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Facebook, her daughter’s daily SnapChat conversations with friends, and,
most pertinent for the discussion of “real-life contents” in K-pop, Dean’s
experience of following the British boy band One Direction on Twitter and
absorbing the metamediatic reactions (tweets and retweets) of the group’s
passionate fandom. Dean explains, “When tweeting their reactions to
various One Direction–related happenings . . . fans would use photos of
the band members . . . to express their feelings. For many fans, words alone
could not convey the intensity of their emotions.”18 This describes the
curious capacity of the celebrity persona to signify both generality and
singularity at the same time. The uptake of images of One Direction
members as both substitute emojis and fan avatars illustrates this duality:
“One Direction photos communicated the feelings of One Direction fans
to each other, to the world, or at least to Twitter.. . . Funny or clever tweets
accumulated thousands of retweets and likes. Sometimes there would only
be three or four. The overall effect was of immense flows of feeling
streaming off the screen” (emphasis added).19 These three examples “point
towards the constant generation and regeneration of a visual commons of
circulating images.”20

Surprisingly, Dean, who condemns circulating communicative texts in
her theory of communicative capitalism, sees the same mechanisms as a
visual commons, most convincingly supported by the case of fandom.
Integrating the conceptual tools offered by Manovich and Dean allows
us, then, to foreground the everyday experience of metamedia as metatex-
tual awareness and interface design and the potential “common-ing” use of
metamediated social connection to expand the sphere of collective activity.
Incorporating embodied activities of K-pop fandom, social media’s remix
culture builds a visual commons through fandom’s gift economy. RM’s use
of the term “real-life contents” straightforwardly and unsentimentally
remarks on the way that social media transforms experience into data or
metamedia – “real life” rendered by digital media representation and social
media interfaces into “contents” or bits of textuality.

“Real-Life Contents”

In the iHeartRadio interview, RM does not elaborate whether “real-life
contents” are distinct from or a subcategory of “social medias”; however, it
is fair to connect the term to two categories of content production that
distinguished BTS from their K-pop peers in their early years: “Bangtan
Bombs,” backstage antics captured in short video clips produced and
curated by their management company, and “Bangtan Vlogs,” video con-
tent of BTS members directly addressing fans in the simulated intimacy of
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a video chat. Although prior K-pop groups also produced backstage and
“making-of” footage, this content was usually distributed as extra features
on official concert DVDs. The other customary venue that purports to
highlight pop idols’ “real-life” personalities are guest segments on variety
shows broadcast on South Korean cable or network television. In contrast,
Bangtan Bombs and Bangtan Vlogs have been produced and distributed
on the Bangtan TV YouTube channel alongside official music videos,
music video teasers and album previews, dance practice/choreography
videos, and longer “making-of” or “behind (the scenes)” videos that are
labeled “Episodes.” Big Hit Entertainment (now HYBE), the group’s man-
agement company, established Bangtan TV in December 2012, before the
group’s official debut, suggesting that the company planned to foreground
the group’s “real-life contents” as its core marketing strategy from
the beginning.

As of February 2021, Bangtan TV had 44.1 million subscribers, 1,403
uploaded videos, and 8,340,701,825 aggregated views. Other platforms that
house the ever-expanding archive of BTS-related video content are VLive,
the celebrity live-streaming, vlogging app developed by Korean portal giant
Naver; Twitter; TikTok; the HYBE-owned fan engagement platform
WeVerse; Weibo; Tudou; and Niconico, not to mention nonsanctioned,
fan-uploaded content on the aforementioned video-sharing apps as well as
Vimeo andDailymotion.21 Big Hit/HYBE formats BTS’s “real-life contents”
to maximize fan participation as secondary creation and media production,
from fanfic to fanvids/video edits to reaction videos, dance cover videos,
concert vlogs, theory posts/videos, and merch unboxing videos, to offer a
nonexhaustive list, to which I will turn in the next section. “Real-life
contents” are also structured to maximize parasocial engagement through
direct address to fans, which the K-pop industry (as well as other East Asian
pop industries including J-pop and C-pop) codifies as “fanservice.”

Parasociality has been theorized from a variety of perspectives in fields
as diverse as media/communications, marketing and consumer research,
psychology, and human development. First introduced by anthropologist
Donald Horton and sociologist R. Richard Wahl in 1956, when television
was rapidly popularizing as a mass medium in the United States,
parasociality has also been key to conceptualizing celebrity culture.22

What may be unique to Asian pop idol industries’ cultivation of parasocial
bonds is the foregrounding of the fan-idol relationship; the K-pop industry
specifically invests resources in producing parasocial relationships through
the emphasis on “real-life contents.” The category thus reconsiders the
agency of the parasocial; rather than such engagement being an effect of
media reception, media producers elicit it by design, and providing “real-
life contents” is their primary tactic.
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As the K-pop industry focuses all the more on cultivating empathetic
connection as a basis of community, to what extent is “feeling the same
feelings” becoming the only form of connection? And howdoes feeling recode
participation? These questions are crucial for thinking about the effects of
digitally mediated community beyond fandoms, since “community” names a
bond of common interests based on shared positionality vis-à-vis institutions
andmodes of subjection. This is the realm of the political, requiring the ability
to organize regardless of whether one can imagine the self as the other. The
dangers of overemphasizing empathic identification are very clearly taken up
in studies of populism as a derangement of social bonds by their substitution
with empathetic/sympathetic identification, which is also a form of narcis-
sism – imagining that the other feels exactly the way that you do. But, as RM
emphasizes in his interview, the point is to give fans the idea that they can “feel
the same feelings as us. And that’s why we’re popular.”

Key to establishing empathic connection and parasocial intimacy as the
primary form of participation in mediated fandom community is the
capture of ever more diverse forms of liveness. As Jane Feuer argued in
her seminal essay, “The Concept of Live TV: Ontology or Ideology,”
liveness is not simply a description of the ontology of television as the
broadcast of one source to many viewers in temporal synchrony. It is
instead an ideology that suffuses the broadcast medium itself, regardless of
content.23 Important work by Suk-Young Kim delineates the ways K-pop’s
performance culture maintains liveness as its core ideology of fan engage-
ment, despite relying ever more explicitly on media technologies, even in
the space of live concert performances. Kim also connects the ideology of
K-pop’s liveness to the medium of television by explaining the crucial
intermediation of K-pop’s choreographic and emotional labor by South
Korean broadcast networks.24

If ideology, as Gramsci alerts us, tries to conceal itself by masquerading
as fact, then the ideology of liveness has become the naturalized core of
“real-life contents.” In the case of live performance, liveness has undergone
a process of conceptual revision as mediated forms supplement or sup-
plant the traditional notion of liveness as designating the spatial conver-
gence of audience and performer in theater and other genres of stage
performance.25 Dean’s proposal of the “commonface” offers a useful
summary of the paradox of liveness in a “mediated habitus” by capturing
the coexistence of the singularity of the individual as connoted by the face
as a metonym of the individual’s interior experience and the generality of
the common.26 The deindividuating operation of secondary visuality in
digital (meta)media nevertheless relies on the specificity of individually felt
and transmitted feelings, in a generalized relay of serialized affects and
vicarious experience, which I elaborate on in the following section.
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Serial Affect and Vicarious Media

I turn now to seriality and vicariousness – the ways forms of collectivity
and co-feeling have multiplied as platforms generate liveness beyond
temporal synchrony. The form of serial affect that I identify in K-pop
fandom is best illustrated by reaction videos, in which individuals record
their act of consuming other media, converting their spectatorship itself
into spectacle as a genre of “contents.” The reaction video is native to
YouTube, and I have written elsewhere on how the genre codifies authen-
ticity by popularizing the capture of, and thus theatricalizing, “spontan-
eous” affect in media reception – usually the viewing of another video.27

Seriality, in the context of reaction videos’ performance of empathic
connection, amplifies the pleasure of spectatorial identification: the more
layers of reaction can be captured and transmitted in a video relay, the
more the image of others’ pleasure supplements one’s own emotional and
affective response. Thus, serial affect refers to both sequential affect in a
video series – videos produced in response to other videos – and seriality
without linear duration but featuring intertextual simultaneity, in the
multiplying levels of co-feeling and re-mediation enclosed by the frame
of a single reaction video. To illustrate these two interconnected types of
serial affect, I share the following examples.

The first is from a subgenre of reaction video: the reaction video
compilation (Figure 12.1). Here, I refer to the video “BTS (방탄소년단)
‘DNA’ Official MV reaction mashup,” posted on September 27, 2017, but
this is simply one among many examples.28 Reaction video compilations
are videos in which fans edit individual fan reactions to the same work

Figure 12.1 A screenshot from “BTS ‘DNA’ Official MV Reaction Mashup” edits together individual
reaction videos into a single frame, to produce the semblance of a crowd response.
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(usually a music video or live performance) into a single video, to produce
a new spectacle of aggregate reactivity. “BTS ‘DNA’ Official MV reaction
mashup” compiles separately filmed and uploaded reactions to BTS’s
music video for their single “DNA” and arranges them as tiles in a single
frame, so that the multiple reactors take on the semblance of a mass
audience. The compilation preserves each reactor’s recorded sound, so
the cacophony of their exclamations amplifies each individual reaction
into a crowd response, simulating a concert experience. BTS’s “DNA”
music video had been viewed 22.3 million times within twenty-four hours
of being uploaded to YouTube on September 18, 2017, so the reaction
video mashup also draws significance from the metric culture created by
the platform’s built-in quantification tool, to extrapolate the image of mass
reaction to this imagined community of millions of viewers. Moreover, the
reaction video mashup itself has garnered 1.2 million views as of February
2021; through the view count, YouTube viewers, even those who eschew
recording their reactions as secondary content, become participants in the
ever-growing “crowd” response, reactivating liveness, no matter how tem-
porally removed they are from the filmed fans’ reactions.

Foreshortening the duration of the individually filmed reaction series,
the compilation video amplifies the affective force of the series of video
reactions, compressed to the length of the original music video/musical
track. By condensing the series into a composite image, the fan author of
this compilation creates a new spectacle that visualizes the additive struc-
ture of surplus enjoyment. The fan’s enjoyment of the spectacle of the
original music video is filtered through the enjoyment expressed and
captured in each reaction video, which adds to the original enjoyment;
I call this “surplus enjoyment” because the spectacle of the composite
reaction, while new, is never complete without the image of the original
stimulus – the BTS music video. Therefore, all of the reactions index and
extend the music video, rather than supplanting it. Surplus enjoyment is
also transformed into surplus value, as the platform extracts the fandom’s
collective labor of looking to produce surplus value or profit.29

The second illustration of serial affect in fan video production is
somewhat more complex, but its relational dynamics are similar to that
of the reaction video mashup. This series refers to the co-feeling of
embodied experience of consuming and producing kinesthetic intimacy
through K-pop dance cover videos. Here, I present a series of group dance
covers solicited by the K-pop management giant SM Entertainment in
2017, when they sponsored a cover dance contest to market their group
NCT 127’s music video and single “Cherry Bomb.”30 Such contests are a
way of producing the type of serial reaction and surplus enjoyment of
serial fan affect employed by several K-pop companies, underscoring the
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importance of dance to K-pop’s parasocial relations and participatory fan
culture. Indeed, capturing on video the kinesthetic intimacies of popular
dance is now a staple of pop cultural participation beyond K-pop. For
example, this is the impetus behind the many viral dance challenges on
TikTok, a microblogging, video-sharing platform that uses the format of
very short videos and features a suite of editing tools that allow users to score
their own soundtrack. To briefly sketch the video series I present here, the
first video features members of the group NCT 127 reacting to selected
videos that were submitted for the dance cover contest. This video culmin-
ates in the group’s reaction to the contest-winning video by East2West. In
the second video, the East2West dancers react toNCT 127’s reaction to their
cover, in a relay that aptly demonstrates the seriality of affect that I want to
highlight. The streams of co-feeling between idol and fan are grounded in
what Karen Wood calls “kinesthetic empathy” – her term for a viewer’s
bodily experience or sensation while watching screen dance – which
emerges as the primary criterion for judging the excellence of East2West’s
performance. The idol stars’ admiration for the cover dance group’s ability
to kinesthetically empathize with the idols by accurately reflecting the idol
group’s physical comportment in their dance cover becomes a mirror of the
fans’ delightful recognition of co-feeling by “playing” the idol in the cover
performance. The compression of the idols’ reaction video in East2West’s
reaction-to-the-reaction video also exemplifies the production of surplus
enjoyment characteristic of K-pop reaction videos.31

East2West was established in 2010 in Montreal, Canada, and has
maintained a YouTube channel – East2WestOfficial – since that year,
where the group uploads dance cover videos as one of its main activities.
East2West also hosts regular K-pop choreography workshops and pro-
duces an annual live performance showcase. The group’s members are all
nonprofessional dancers. In 2017, a subunit of nine East2West dancers tied
for first place in the NCT 127 “Cherry Bomb” Dance Contest hosted by SM
Entertainment and 1TheK – a Korean entertainment video content pro-
duction company whose YouTube channel boasts over 20 million sub-
scribers. As a prize for winning the contest, which was advertised as being
judged by the members of the group themselves, 1TheK filmed NCT
127 reacting to the top entries in a video posted to its YouTube channel.
In response, the “Cherry Bomb” cover dancers in East2West filmed their
own reaction to NCT 127’s reaction, in a video titled “[EAST2WEST] NCT
127 REACTED TO OUR COVER???” I describe both reaction videos and
the serial relay of affective response displayed in the videos’ mise-en-
abyme visual structure (Figure 12.2).

The NCT 127 reaction video places all members of the group in front of
a monitor, presumably playing the videos to which they are reacting. In the
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video’s mise-en-scene, the video being reacted to is shown in a small
window at the bottom of the screen, as is customary for the reaction video
genre.32 While the general format follows the conventions of fan-made
reaction videos, the video producers also introduce cuts, close-ups of
particular members’ reaction shots, and onscreen text of the sort com-
monly found in Korean variety content (yeneung). As East2West’s cover
video begins, the leader of NCT 127 states the name of the group, and the
video within the video clearly identifies the cover performance by nation-
ality. As East2West’s performance begins, several members react verbally –
“Woah,” “Oh my god!” – as onscreen intertitles in pink lettering echo their
expressions. Throughout, NCT 127’s reactions take the form of both
nonverbal exclamations and spoken commentary.

Notably, East2West’s winning dance cover is the sole entry featured in
the reaction video that swaps the dancers’ gender: The East2West cover is
performed by nine women playing the roles of NCT 127, a male idol
group. At first, the members of NCT 127 seem focused on this point,
commenting on the way that the East2West dancers infuse a feminine
energy into the choreography. As their reaction continues, however, the
group leader, Taeyong, incredulously remarks that the dancer who is
covering his part is dancing very similarly to him – putting the same
energy into the dance: “if she dances like that, I know it must be painful.
The next day your neck is . . . [miming a stiff neck].” Later, at the end of
the song’s last chorus, where the dancer playing Taeyong does a standing
backbend into a seated position, another group member tells Taeyong that
he’s given the cover dancer a huge burden in having to master that

Figure 12.2 Screenshot from East2West’s “[EAST2WEST] NCT 127 REACTED TO
OUR COVER???”
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movement, as members express their amazement: “She’s doing the best
because she’s so flexible!” These comments center on vicarious bodily
sensation and embodied identification between dancer and idol as the
idols take in the novel spectacle of the fans cosplaying them in their dance
routine. This contrasts slightly with NCT 127’s comments about the
contest submission they react to just prior to East2West’s video. This entry
(tied for first place) is by K-boy, a male dance group from Thailand, and
what impresses the idols most about their dance cover is how K-boy has
painstakingly re-created their music video’s mise-en-scene, with the same
videographic elements and extremely accurate costumes – the emphasis is
on the care taken to reproduce the “Cherry Bomb” video text. For
East2West, on the other hand, the group members focus on the vicarious
experience induced by the dance cover video, expressing kinesthetic intim-
acy with the dancers.

East2West’s filmed reaction to NCT 127’s reaction to their winning
video submission assembles the group of dancers in an entirely different
guise than they appear in the dance cover. Instead of channeling the
charismatic energy of NCT 127 members, the East2West dancers are
young, excited fans reacting to their celebrity idols. As the 1TheK video
did not have English subtitles at the time of the women’s reaction, they are
limited to responding solely to the nonverbal affective cues in NCT’s
reaction – the oohs, ahhs, and jaws dropping, which the women then echo
in their spectatorial excitement. Interestingly, however, East2West emit the
loudest reactions in response to themselves, when the 1TheK video pre-
sents full-screen images of the dance cover to emphasize particularly
striking parts of the performance. In these moments, the cover dancers
express vicarious identification with the idols as spectators who are con-
suming the content of their dance cover video. These moments of vicarious
substitution are intense, though fleeting. The video’s capture and contain-
ment of these mobile identifications in the video within the video within
the video bring into simultaneous view the amplifying delight of the fan
dancers’ co-feeling in their cover performance, refracted through the idols’
experience of kinesthetic empathy, and then compounded again in
East2West’s double identification as idol and fan. As Dean writes, “enthu-
siasm arises out of experience of collective imitation because the collectiv-
ity comes into being as collectivity by feeling itself amplified,
strengthened . . . Pleasure accrues through repetition . . . we see others as
they see with us.”33 The reaction to the reaction’s vicarious structure allows
the accumulation of experiences of substitution; the fan feels a collective
fan delight over the spectacle of the idols while also accessing the idol’s
affect, which the reaction video makes available. Hence the fan is doubly
delighted by the idol’s recognition of the fan’s delight.
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Conclusion

My goal in this chapter has been to articulate how K-pop fandom exempli-
fies the contradictory impulses for intense individuation – for example,
social media platforms’ structures of monetizable recognition – and the
corresponding longing for utopian community and collective agency that
we see across multiple nodes of media consumption. Serial affect and
vicarious media are key frameworks for understanding how these impulses
are negotiated in the networked, metamediatic spaces of fan-idol
parasocial engagement. In the video examples, which feature the visual
common-ing of fan reactions, the genre conventions of the reaction video
blur the boundary between self and other in a serial affective relay. This
relay or series has no formal conclusion, but can be imagined repeating
and amplifying forever in the streams of feeling that reverberate through
K-pop fandom’s digital platform ecosystem. Vicarious experience is a way
of resisting the alienating impacts of surveillance capitalism and platforms’
attention economies, whose capacities have always been latent in digital
media’s metamediatic operations. K-pop’s ancillary fan videosphere pro-
duces forms of microcelebrity like that of East2West – they are widely
known among K-pop fans through their YouTube channel (with over 1.5
million subscribers). But at the same time their gestures are not only their
own but also a form of kinesthetic mediation. Their bodies become
platforms that express the choreographed movements, pleasure, and
excitement that fans share as collective embodied intimacy.

To return to the question of the participatory condition, we might now
ask, What sort of participation is this? Fan mediation has geopolitical
dimensions – the dance cover contestants identifying by nationality, for
instance – and reflects the unevenness of K-pop’s reliance on media infra-
structures.Without access tomedia equipment, studio space, time/leisure to
learn the choreography, and social media savvy, fans cannot elevate their
fandom to the level of platform visibility. But there is also an investment in a
dispossessive individualism in these fan responses, a delight in the other’s
delight that characterizes fandom’s participatory condition. Identities are
mobile and ever-changing in fandom’s gift economy. As a global phenom-
enon, K-pop and its uniquely mediated practices, as well as its symbolic
significance as a non-Western popular culture produced by a “middle
power” (in international relations parlance) punching well above its weight
in the cultural sphere, call for serious consideration, beyond the framework
of national culture as a subfield of area studies knowledge production. K-
pop’s media matrix offers many new directions for research about media,
transnational fandom (or imaginations of transnationalism), and imagined
communities beyond national and linguistic borders.
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K-pop fandom models reactivity as the operative form of participation as
social behavior – the act of responding to a prompt to create a relay of
reactions that constitute collective identity. In terms of civic participation,
there are also usually prompts for the subject’s participatory reaction. This
goes far beyond interpellation as the subject’s reaction to the hailing call of the
law, but could give us a new way of thinking about participation as primarily
spurred by lateral relations. Rather than defining participation as “taking
part” in or “being part” of the social body as determined by hierarchical social
organization, K-pop’s participatory condition allows us to think about the
way that normative horizons emerge in relation to collective identities based
on shared delight. However, this is not to assert that fan-inflected participa-
tion – the forms and conventions of new media forms that aim at vicarious
experience as the basis for community bonds – constitutes a utopian space of
collectivity. Although thesemedia forms often aspire to a kind of universalism
to transcend the political limitations of cultural and linguistic particularity
and subordinate identity positions and focus on ostensibly acultural elements
of bodily sensation and sensorymotor impulses or reflexes, the videos cannot
but emphasize fandom as a practice of self-making – identity formation
through embodiment and mediated self-representation. The significance of
these practices depends entirely on context, for example, in the phenomenon
of Kazakh fandom of K-pop promoting nonnormative gender representation
in post-Soviet Eastern Europe, or of Chilean K-pop fans coming together as
youth who are often dismissed by the political establishment. In the case of
East2West, K-pop cover dance allows a group of young people, who are
mostly members of visible minority groups, to take up space in public in a
context in which the dance and theater communities are predominantly white
and display documented bias against minority interests. These are just some
of the many areas of much-needed future research in fan, media, platform,
and performance studies, spurred by K-pop’s vicarious media.
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