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COUNTERING HINDU HEGEMONY: TAMIL 
SEPARATISM AS COUNTER-MEMORY 
WORK
Pavithra Suresh
George Mason University

When beginning work on this paper in February 2020, 'HOKL�ZDV�RQ� ¿UH�
following days of Hindutva riots in what has since been described as a 
pogrom. The Hindu nationalist violence that incited the riots relies on 
convenient, ideological scripts of Hinduism that reify Sanskrit linguistic 
and Brahmanical caste hierarchies. Nonetheless, resistance is not lost 
as Tamil counter-memories on language and caste reinterpret Hindutva 
histories of India to provide an alternative, oppositional possibility for a 
progressive future. Tamil Nadu, the southeastern-most state in India, has 
a legacy of being a stronghold for anti-casteist and pro-Dravidian politics. 
In this paper, I trace how Tamil Nadu’s separatist politics engage with 
Dravidian counter-memory that challenges conservative Bharatiya Janata 
Party (BJP) narratives of Hindu Nationalism. This paper aims to explore two 
particular tensions emergent between the BJP and Tamil counter-memory: 
Sanskritization versus Tamil purism and BJP casteism in opposition to 
Dravidian anti-caste resistances. Furthermore, these counter-memories 
transcend elections and demonstrate a material and discursive resistance 
to fascism. As the Indian state descends further into the clutches of Hindu 
nationalism and casteist bias, Tamil counter-memory work establishes the 
utopic possibility in uncovering the unique, transgressive history of Tamil 
Nadu and Tamil linguistic sovereignty. Moreover, the ubiquity of the Tamil 
language beyond India provides the opportunity for solidarity among upper-
caste Tamils, non-Indian Tamils, and anti-fascist memory activists in India. 
Much of the power of Hindutva is its affective appeal; indeed, the best way 
to counter its hegemony is through compelling, information-based memory 
practices such as the work done through Tamil counter-memory. 

Introduction

As one of the two major political parties, the Bhartiya Janata Party (Indian People’s 
Party, hereinafter referred to as BJP) has garnered overwhelming support throughout 
India with it becoming the ruling party in 2014, despite the facing criticism of 
endorsing Hindutva, or Hindu Nationalism. However, the southeastern Indian state 
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of Tamil Nadu remains an obstacle to the BJP’s nationwide success. Tamil Nadu, the 
southeastern-most state in India, has a legacy of being a stronghold for anti-casteist 
and pro-Dravidian politics. This paper traces how Tamil Nadu’s separatist politics 
engage with Dravidian counter-memory in a way that challenges BJP narratives of 
+LQGX�1DWLRQDOLVP��6WHPPLQJ� IURP� WKH� ¿HOG� RI�PHPRU\� VWXGLHV�� FRXQWHU�PHPRU\�
FRQVWLWXWHV� PHPRU\� QDUUDWLYHV� WKDW� FRQWUDGLFW� GRPLQDQW� DQG� KHJHPRQLF� µRI¿FLDO¶�
histories. Counter-memory work can serve to resist and disrupt oppressive social 
and political systems. This paper surveys the legacy of Hindu Nationalist narratives 
of language and caste and counters it with the history of Tamil linguistic separatism 
and political inclusion. This paper explores two particular tensions emergent 
EHWZHHQ� SRSXODU� %-3� VFULSWV� DQG� 7DPLO� FRXQWHU�PHPRU\�� 6DQVNULWL]DWLRQ� YHUVXV�
Tamil purism; and, BJP casteism in opposition to Dravidian anti-caste resistances, 
as these tensions complicate the BJP’s attempts to establish hegemony through 
ethnonationalism and casteism. Finally, this paper considers how Tamil memory 
practices persist and how they can be invoked to resist Hindutva hegemony.

Historical Background 

Ingrid Therwath, who investigates Hindu nationalism on online forums, situates 
³Hindutva,” ZKLFK�³OLWHUDOO\�PHDQV�µHinduness¶��DV�³WKH�LGHRORJ\�RI�+LQGX�QDWLRQDOLVWV�
that equates ‘Indian identity’ with ‘Hindu identity’ and, according to which, blood 
attachments prevail over loyalties to a particular location or one’s native soil.”1 Hindu 
nationalism can be understood as a form of ethnonationalism that relies on social 
hierarchies including casteism, patriarchy, and religious discrimination to produce an 
LGHDOL]HG�YHUVLRQ�RI�,QGLD�WKDW�LV�H[SOLFLWO\�+LQGX��7KHUZDWK�DOVR�VWUHVVHV�WKDW�³+LQGX�
nationalism has a modernist streak which foregrounds science and technology as 
pillars of Hindu civilization.”2 As a result, India as imagined within Hindu Nationalism 
LV�SUHVHQWHG�DV�PRGHUQ��SURJUHVVLYH��VHFXODU�±�ZKLOH�SDUDGR[LFDOO\�UHPDLQLQJ�URRWHG�
in ancient tradition, conservative politics, and, notably, the Hindu caste system. 
Rangetta Dutta notes how caste in particular has retained its continued social 
impact.3 While the caste system predates the British colonization of India, it took 
on a particular political meaning during the colonial period during which Hinduism 
ZDV�DUWLFXODWHG� DV� DQ� LQVWLWXWLRQ��'XWWD� QRWHV� WKDW�%ULWLVK� DXWKRULW\� ³IDFLOLWDWHG� WKH�
development of a homogeneous institutionalized Hinduism in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries.”4 By the post-colonial period, the caste system as it had evolved 
XQGHU� WKH� %ULWLVK� WRRN� RQ� QHZ� VLJQL¿FDQFH� LQ� WKH� FUHDWLRQ� RI� WKH� ,QGLDQ� QDWLRQ��

1 �,QJULG�7KHUZDWK��³&\EHU�KLQGXWYD��+LQGX�QDWLRQDOLVP��WKH�GLDVSRUD�DQG�WKH�:HE´�LQ�
Social Science Information ���QR�����������������
2  Ibid.
3 �5DQMHHWD�'XWWD��³/RFDWLQJ�WKH�6HOI��&RPPXQLW\��DQG�WKH�1DWLRQ��:ULWLQJ�WKH�+LVWRU\�
of the ĝUƯYDLৢDYDV of South India” in Religion and Modernity in India, eds. Sekhar Bandyop-
DGK\D\�DQG�$ORND�3DUDVKHU�6HQ��2[IRUG�6FKRODUVKLS�2QOLQH��-DQXDU\�����������
4  Ibid.
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%UDKPLQV��ZKR�KROG�WKH�VXSHULRU�SRVLWLRQ� LQ�WKH�+LQGX�FDVWH�V\VWHP��ZHUH�³XQGHU�
stress to establish their modern identity by associating with the colonial state and 
the new concept of the Indian nation.”5 Thus, in the advent of the post-colonial 
,QGLDQ�VWDWH��FDVWH�UHWDLQHG�LWV�VLJQL¿FDQFH�ZLWK�%UDKPLQV�WUDQVLWLRQLQJ�WKHLU�VRFLDO�
and cultural power from privileged colonial subjects to idealized national citizens. In 
contemporary India, Brahmins and other savarna (upper caste) peoples continue 
WR�PDLQWDLQ�SULYLOHJHG�VWDWXV��DV�H[HPSOL¿HG�E\�WKH�XELTXLW\�RI�savarna last names 
within Indian and diasporic institutions.6 

Moreover, Hindu nationalism is not only reliant on caste-based hierarchies 
but also the politics of alterity and affective appeals to the dominant class. The BJP 
rose to prominence in the 1980s as the party for Hindus. In an attempt to win over 
Hindus in Utter Pradesh (UP) during the 1989 election, BJP candidate Rajiv Gandhi 
relied on Hindu nationalist mythologies of Rama and his supposed birthplace of 
$\RGK\D��83��³,W�ZDV�WKHUH��VDLG�+LQGX�QDWLRQDOLVWV��WKDW�WKH�¿UVW�0XJKDO�HPSHURU��
Babur, had centuries earlier razed the temple marking the birth site to erect a large 
mosque on the spot . . . [t]heir demand was that this temple be rebuilt.”7 While Gandhi 
lost the election, his strategy of playing on anti-Muslim and niche scripts of Hinduism 
became a strategy of the BJP more broadly. By the late 1990s, the BJP held more 
prominent positions in Lok Sabha. The infamous 2002 Gujurat riots, which claimed 
the lives of over one thousand people (about 800 of whom were Muslim), were 
kindled by reports of Hindu pilgrims to Ayodhya being attacked. Then-Chief Minister 
of Gujurat, Narendra Modi was accused of inciting rioters to commit acts of violence 
against Muslims. We can see through the history of the BJP the history of Hindu 
1DWLRQDOLVP�DV�ZHOO��ZKDW�'LE\HVK�$QDQG�KDV�FDOOHG�³D�FKDXYLQLVW�DQG�PDMRULWDULDQ�
QDWLRQDOLVP´�UHOLDQW�RQ�³WKH�LPDJH�RI�D�SHDFHIXO�+LQGX�6HOI�YLV�j�YLV�WKH�WKUHDWHQLQJ�
minority Other.”8 Hindu Nationalism’s Hindu majority logic suggests that minorities, 
particularly Muslims, present a danger to the imagined Hindu citizen. As is the logic 
RI�2WKHULQJ��$QDQG�REVHUYHV�DQ�LQFUHDVHG�³SROLWLFDO�DQ[LHW\�DERXW�WKH�SUHVHQFH�RI�
minorities in the body politic”9 in India since the rise of the BJP. Furthermore, the 
BJPs has rapidly gained support throughout India, becoming the ruling party of the 
Indian state in 2014. While India is home to diverse religions and languages, the 
ever-present Hindutva narrative of who should�FDOO�,QGLD�KRPH��DFFRUGLQJ�WR�+LQGX�
nationalists, only Hindus. It must be noted that since its inception, Hindu Nationalism 
KDV�UHOLHG�RQ�VLPSOL¿HG�VFULSWV�RI�+LQGXLVP��GXH�WR�WKLV�OHJDF\��WKH�LGHDOL]HG�³+LQGX´�
citizen is thus presumed to be upper caste and Hindi-speaking. As a result, non-
Hindi speaking Hindus and lower-caste Hindus have begun to be presented as 

5 �'XWWD��³/RFDWLQJ�WKH�6HOI�´����
6  One such institution, notably, is the Academy, as illustrated by the reference page 
of this paper.
7  Jaffrelot, 53.
8  Anand Dibyesh, Hindu Nationalism in India and the Politics of Fear��1HZ�<RUN��
3DOJUDYH�0DF0LOODQ������������
9  Ibid., 9-10.
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Other in addition to non-Hindus.

The History of Tamil Linguistic Separatism

Notably, a division between North Indian BJP support and South Indian dissent 
seems to fall along the linguistic divide between Sanskrit-derived languages (Hindi) 
and Dravidian-derived languages (the oldest of which is Tamil). In a 2012 article 
for Economic and Political Weekly, M.S. Pandian comments that despite the Hindu 
ULJKWV¶� IDU�UHDFKLQJ� LQÀXHQFH� WKURXJKRXW� 1RUWK� ,QGLD�� WKH\� VWLOO� IDLOHG� WR� ³¿QG� DQ\�
meaningful political space in Tamil Nadu.”10 In keeping with the fact that the BJP 
idealizes Hindi speakers, it is unsurprising that support for the BJP is widespread 
among North Indian Hindus, who predominantly speak Hindi and other Sanskrit-
derived languages, but wanes in South India, where Dravidian-derived languages 
like Tamil and Telegu are spoken. Moreover, we can trace the unique history of 
the Tamil language as the origin point of separatist pride for the over 70 million 
native Tamil speakers throughout South India, Sri Lanka, and other southeastern 
Asia nations. Although Dravidian languages emerged independently of an Indo-
European language, the prevalence of Hindi as the primary Indian language traces 
back to the period of the British Raj during which British colonizers favored Sanskrit-
based languages due to their links to Greek and Latin as opposed to Dravidian-
based language, which constitutes a language family separate from Indo-European 
languages.11 British linguists of the time, including John Gilchrist, espoused that 
+LQGXVWDQL� ODQJXDJHV� �VXFK� DV�+LQGL��� HPHUJHG� IURP�6DQVNULW� DQG� LQÀXHQFHG� DOO�
other languages in the subcontinent.12 As a result, Hindustani languages were 
privileged by the British as languages of command. However, during this period, 
some missionaries took an interest in Dravidian languages, noting the linguistic 
complexity and history of languages such as Tamil. In uncovering Dravidian linguistic 
history, these historians espoused that Sanskrit-speaking Brahmins were historically 
³KRVWLOH� WR�7DPLO� DQG� FRQVWDQWO\� FRQVSLULQJ� WR� HOHYDWH�6DQVNULW� DW� WKH� H[SHQVH� RI�
Tamil — through a process of ‘Aryanization’ or ‘Sanskritization.’”13 Nineteenth-
FHQWXU\� %ULWLVK� PLVVLRQDU\� 5REHUW� &DOGZHOO� REVHUYHG� WKH� LQRUGLQDWH� LQÀXHQFH� RI�
6DQVNULW� ZRUGV� LQ� 7DPLO� GHVSLWH� WKHUH� EHLQJ� ³HTXLYDOHQW� 'UDYLGLDQ� ZRUGV� ZKLFK�
are equally appropriate and, in some instances, more so [yet] such words [had] 
JUDGXDOO\�EHFRPH�REVROHWH�DQG� �� �� ��FRQ¿QHG� WR� WKH�SRHWLF�GLDOHFW�´14 The writings 
of missionaries such as Caldwell proved to be a catalyst for Tamil linguistic purists, 
invoking a counter-memory of the effects of Sanskritization that were otherwise 

10  Pandian, 61.
11  Bernard S. Cohn, Colonialism and its Forms of Knowledge: The British in India 
�3ULQFHWRQ��1-��3ULQFHWRQ�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV������������
12  Ibid., 37.
13 �.��.DLODVDSDWK\��³7KH�7DPLO�3XULVW�0RYHPHQW��$�5H�(YDOXDWLRQ�´�LQ�Social Scientist 
���QR����������������
14  Ibid., 25.
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erased. Kailasapathy posits that a number of Dravidian movements stemmed from 
WKLV�OLQJXLVWLF�FRXQWHU�KLVWRU\�LQFOXGLQJ�³WKH�QRQ�%UDKPLQ�PRYHPHQW��WKH�VHOI�UHVSHFW�
movement, the pure-Tamil movement, the quest for the ancient Tamil, the Tamil (icai) 
music movement, the anti-Hindi agitation, [and] the movement for an independent 
Tamil state.”15�&RQVHTXHQWO\��7DPLO� ODQJXDJH� SOD\V� D� VLJQL¿FDQW� UROH� LQ�'UDYLGLDQ�
social movements and Tamil memory.

 However, the anti-colonial independence movement leaders also privileged 
6DQVNULW��5��7KLUXQDYXNNDUDVX�QRWHV�WKDW�³UHOHQWOHVV�FDPSDLJQLQJ�E\�PDQ\�&RQJUHVV�
leaders that the true nature of Indian civilization rests upon the timeless Sanskrit 
tradition beginning from the four Vedas further made Tamil language inferior and 
the speech community.”16 Following independence, efforts in 1965 by the Indian 
QDWLRQDO�JRYHUQPHQW�³WR�LPSRVH�+LQGL�RYHU�QRQ�+LQGL�VSHDNLQJ�VWDWHV´17 led in major 
protests in Tamil Nadu and resulted in the [Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (Dravidian 
Progressive Federation), or] DMK taking control over state politics. Thirunavukkarasu 
FRQWHQGV� WKDW� ³Tamil language pride [has become] an ideology to which all major 
political parties [in Tamil Nadu] began to show their uncompromising allegiance,”18 
DQG� WKH� ³%-3� >LV@� GHSLFWHG�DV�ZHOO� DV� SHUFHLYHG�E\� WKH�SHRSOH� RI�7DPLO�1DGX�DV�
a party antagonistic to the spirit of Tamil/Dravidian cultural nationalisms,”19 which 
are rooted in linguistic history and religious traditions that emerged separately from 
those of North Indian-focused Hindu Nationalism. The author cites an interview with 
D�7DPLO�%-3�VXSSRUWHU�ZKR�PDNHV�WKH�DSW�REVHUYDWLRQ�WKDW�³µ>W@KH�+LQGL�QDPH�RI�WKH�
SDUW\�VKRXOG�EH�WUDQVODWHG�LQWR�7DPLO�DQG�WKH�SDUW\¶V�QDPH�PXVW�EH�³,QGKL\D�0DNNDO�
Katchi” (meaning Indian People’s Party)’”20� VKRXOG� WKH�%-3�KRSH� WR� ¿QG� VXFFHVV�
in Tamil Nadu. Thirunavukkarsu observes the tendency for Tamils to view the BJP 
DV�³D�SDUW\�RI�IRU�+LQGL�VSHDNLQJ�DUHDV�´�IXUWKHU�VXSSRUWHG�E\�WKH�UHDOLW\�WKDW�³QRQH�
of the BJP’s prominent leaders at the all-India level are from Tamil Nadu.”21 These 
comments expose how deeply entrenched Tamil linguistic purism is in Tamil politics, 
both relying on a narrative that the Hindi language and the BJP are inherently 
exclusive to Tamils. 

In contemporary India, the BJP espouses a sacred memory of Sanskrit, 
FODLPLQJ�LW�LV�³D�VWRUDJH�RI�,QGLD¶V�JORULRXV�SDVW�DQG�LW�LV�WKH�RQO\�YHKLFOH�IRU�,QGLD¶V�
promising future.”22 From this view, the promotion of Sanskrit and its linguistic 
derivatives like Hindi is an essential component of Hindu Nationalism. In opposition 

15 �.DLODVDSDWK\��³7KH�7DPLO�3XULVW�0RYHPHQW�´������
16 �5��7KLUXQDYXNNDUDVX��³&DVWH�DQG�&XOWXUDO�,FRQV��%-3¶V�3ROLWLFV�RI�$SSURSULDWLRQ�LQ�
Tamil Nadu,” in The Algebra of Welfare-Warfare: A Long View of India’s 2014 Election (eds. 
,UIDQ�$KPDG�DQG�3UDOD\�.DQXQJR����2[IRUG�6FKRODUVKLS�2QOLQH�������������
17  Ibid., 223. 
18  Ibid., 225. 
19  Ibid.
20  Ibid.
21  Ibid.
22  Ibid., 227.
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to Hindu nationalism, WKH�7DPLO�SXULVW�PRYHPHQW�VHW�LWV�REMHFWLYH�DV�WKH�³HOLPLQDWLRQ�
of foreign elements like Sanskrit (and English) words that had found and were 
¿QGLQJ�WKHLU�ZD\�LQWR�7DPLO´23 and to replace them with Tamil words. In Section III, 
we will explore the Tamil Purist movement as counter-memory work challenging 
6DQVNULWL]DWLRQ�DQG�1RUWK�,QGLDQ�LQÀXHQFH�

Historical Tamil Resistances to Casteism

$QRWKHU� VLJQL¿FDQW� SRLQW� RI� FRQWHQWLRQ� UHJDUGLQJ� 1RUWK� ,QGLDQ� LQÀXHQFH� LQYROYHV�
casteism and Brahmin supremacy. Clark, et. al., traces the emergence of the 
FRQWHPSRUDU\�FDVWH�V\VWHP��QRWLQJ�WKDW�+LQGXV�ZHUH�³WUDGLWLRQDOO\�GLYLGHG�LQWR�IRXU�
FDVWHV«�%UDKPLQV��SULHVWV��.VKDWUL\D��UXOHUV��DGPLQLVWUDWRUV��DQG�VROGLHUV��9DLVK\D��
farmers, bankers, and traders; and Shudra, laborers, and servants [and hierarchically 
ranked subcastes].”24 Moreover, the authors trace how under British colonialism, the 
traditional system of social roles (jati��EHFDPH�FRGL¿HG�DV�D�V\VWHP�RI�VRFLDO�VWDQGLQJ�
(varna) through which the lowest social groups became further socially ostracized. 
These groups, now collectively referred to by terms such as Dalits25, Bahujans, 
$GLYDVLV��RU�6FKHGXOHG�&DVWHV�DQG�7ULEHV��³LQFOXGHG�WKH�XQWXFKDEOHV26, who were 
EHOLHYHG�WR�FRQIHU�GH¿OHPHQW�RQ�KLJKHU�FDVWH�JURXSV�WKURXJK�PHUH�FRQWDFW��DV�ZHOO�
as indigenous tribal communities not incorporated into Hindu or Muslim society.”27 
However, despite nominal efforts since Independence in 1947 to further incorporate 
marginalized peoples into society, including the outlawing of unt*uchability through 
$UWLFOH����RI�WKH�,QGLDQ�&RQVWLWXWLRQ��³FDVWH�DI¿OLDWLRQV�GHWHUPLQHG�FHQWXULHV�DJR�VWLOO�
strongly predict current [economic and] educational outcomes.”28 As a result, an 
individual’s assigned caste often determines one’s livelihood. Still, as recently as 
May 2019, BJP politician and Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi denounced the 
LQÀXHQFH�RI�FDVWH�LQ�,QGLDQ�VRFLHW\��FODLPLQJ�WKDW�RQO\�³WZR�FDVWHV´�UHPDLQ�LQ�,QGLD��

23� �.DLODVDSDWK\��³7KH�7DPLO�3XULVW�0RYHPHQW�´����
24  Gregory Clark, Neil Cummins, Yu Hao, Daniel Diaz Vidal, Tatsuya Ishii, Zach 
/DQGHV��'DQLHO�0DUFLQ��HW�DO��³,QGLD��&DVWH��(QGRJDP\��DQG�0RELOLW\�´�LQ�The Son Also Rises: 
Surnames and the History of Social Mobility��3ULQFHWRQ��1-��3ULQFHWRQ�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV��
�����������
25  The Indian National Commission for Scheduled Castes has deemed the term 
³GDOLW´�LV�LPSUHFLVH�DW�EHVW�DQG�XQFRQVWLWLRQDO�DW�ZRUVW��VHH��³'DOLW�ZRUG�XQFRQVWLWXWLRQDO��
says SC Commission” from India Express,�SXEOLVKHG����-DQ�������KWWSV���ZHE�DUFKLYH�RUJ�
ZHE����������������KWWS���ZZZ�H[SUHVVLQGLD�FRP�ODWHVW�QHZV�'DOLW�ZRUG�XQFRQVWLWXWLRQ-
DO�VD\V�6&�&RPPLVVLRQ�����������7KH�&RPPLVVLRQ�LQVWHDG�IDYRUV�WKH�WHUP�³6FKHGXOHG�
Caste”; however, I have been advised by Dalit scholars and colleagues that the term Dalit is 
more inclusive of oppressed groups and is preferable to the term SC.
26  I have made the choice to censor this term given the history of violent, hateful use 
of the word against Dalit peoples.
27� �&ODUN��HW��DO���³,QGLD�´������
28  Ibid., 145.
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those in poverty and those who help to free individuals from poverty29, effectively 
erasing the dominant role that casteism plays in creating poverty. Contemporary 
Dalit activists remain critical of the BJP for reinforcing caste-based hierarchies 
through the denial of caste-based structures of oppression, the overrepresentation 
of upper caste individuals in politics, the rewriting of public history (a process known 
as Saffronization), and the continued exclusion of Muslims and other religious 
minorities in civic space.30 

On the other hand, since the independence era, most popular grassroots 
campaigns in Tamil Nadu have built off of the existing anti-caste and anti-Brahmin 
movements, one of the most well-known of which is the Self-Respect Movement. 
Launched in the 1920s by E.V. Ramaswamy (otherwise known as Periyar), the 
6HOI�5HVSHFW�0RYHPHQW� ³DUJXHG� IRU� VRFLDO� LQFOXVLRQ�RI�$GL�'UDYLGDV��HQFRXUDJHG�
intercaste marriages, and denounced the practice of unt*uchability.”31 While Periyar 
was himself from an upper caste family, Dalits, Bahujans, members of Scheduled 
Tribes, and lower caste individuals were drawn to his message of inclusion. Caste 
oppressed people make up over 25 percent of the population of Tamil Nadu32; 
DV�QRWHG�E\�(GZDUG�/XFH��%UDKPLQV� FRQVWLWXWH�RQO\� ³��SHUFHQW�RI� >7DPLO�1DGX¶V@�
population, compared to between 15 and 20 percent in the northern states.”33 The 
momentum of the Self-Respect Movement and other anti-Brahmin movements 
ZDV�RQO\� IXUWKHU�DPSOL¿HG�E\� WKH�UHODWLYHO\� ODUJH�SRSXODWLRQ�RI� ORZHU�FDVWH�7DPLOV�
compared to Brahmin Tamils. This legacy of inclusion and tolerance has played a 
VLJQL¿FDQW�UROH�LQ�7DPLO�SROLWLFV��M.S. Pandian argues that ³ORQJ�VWDQGLQJ�SURSDJDQGD�
against the caste-based discrimination within Hinduism”34�LQ�7DPLO�1DGX��³ZKLFK�OHG�
to a positive representation of Islam and Muslims.”35 Having been held accountable 
by this ethos, Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK), the major Tamil political party, 
KDV�SULRULWL]HG�D�PRUH�QXDQFHG�IRUP�RI�³UDWLRQDOLVP�DQG�DWKHLVP�´36 These political 
FKRLFHV�KDYH�DOORZHG�IRU�PRUH�FULWLFDO�GLVFXVVLRQV�RI�UHOLJLRQ�LQ�7DPLO�1DGX�DQG�³KDYH�
given rise to a form of Hindu religiosity among the non-Brahmin Hindus in the state 

29 �6DJDU��³1DUHQGUD�0RGL¶V�³WZR�FDVWH�VRFLHW\´�LV�D�IDFDGH�WR�KLGH�WKH�%-3¶V�FDVWHLVW�
politics” in The Caravan ����-XQH��������KWWSV���FDUDYDQPDJD]LQH�LQ�SROLWLFV�QDUHQGUD�PR-
di-two-caste-society-casteist-bjp.
30  Ibid. 
31  Amit Ahuja, Mobilizing the Marginalized: Ethnic Parties without Ethnic Movements 
�2[IRUG�6FKRODUVKLS�2QOLQH������������
32 �³,W¶V�QRZ�'DOLWV�YHUVXV�QRQ�'DOLWV�LQ�7DPLO�1DGX´�LQ�The Hindu ����-XO\��������
KWWSV���ZZZ�WKHKLQGX�FRP�QHZV�QDWLRQDO�WDPLO�QDGX�LWV�QRZ�GDOLWV�YV�QRQGDOLWV�DUWL-
cle7386959.ece.
33  Edward Luce, In Spite of the Gods: The Rise of Modern India �/RQGRQ��$QFKRU�
%RRNV����������������
34  Ibid., 62.
35  Ibid.
36  Ibid.
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that is self-critical and tolerant.”37 Likewise, these political movements have evolved 
WR�LQFRUSRUDWH�0XVOLPV�LQWR�WKH�DQWL�%UDKPLQ�IROG��3DQGLDQ�SRLQWV�WR�³D�slogan which 
Tamil Muslims continue to use till today Islam engal vazhi, iriba Tamil engal mozhi 
(Islam is our path, sweet Tamil is our language).”38 The solidarity of caste oppressed 
peoples and religious minorities in Tamil Nadu has produced a political climate in the 
state that is inhospitable to BJP aims.

Pandian points to continued yet failing BJP efforts to rally support among 
7DPLO� FLWL]HQV��REVHUYLQJ�D�7DPLO� VROLGDULW\� ³ZKHUHLQ� WKH� >%-3@�RWKHULQJ�RI�0XVOLP�
DJDLQVW� WKH� QRQ�EUDKPLQ� +LQGX� LV� UHODWLYHO\� D� GLI¿FXOW� SRVVLELOLW\�´39 In fact, in 
R. Thirunavukkarasu¶V� YLHZ�� ³WKH� LGHRORJ\� RI� FDVWH�� %UDKPDQLFDO� YDOXHV�� DQG�
Sanskrit supremacy thus effectively became the ‘cultural other’ in contemporary 
Tamil society.”40 The following section explores how the history of Tamil political 
movements rejecting caste and creating a religiously tolerant society produces a 
counter-memory that ruptures BJP narratives of Brahmin supremacy and Hindutva.

Conceptualizing Tamil Counter-Memory Practices

Tamil resistances to Hindu nationalism are conceived of through distinct counter-
memory practices, including the survival of a Dravidian linguistic history and anti-
Brahmanical social legacy. ,Q�0DXULFH�+DOEZDFKV¶�DUWLFOH� ³&ROOHFWLYH�0HPRU\�DQG�
Historical Memory,” the author expands on types of memory, paying close attention to 
collective memory and historical memory. Collective memory speaks to an individual’s 
PHPRU\�WKDW�KDV�EHHQ�¿OOHG�LQ�E\�PHPEHUV�RI�WKH�VRFLHW\�ZKLOH�KLVWRULFDO�PHPRU\�
refers to the historical record maintained by professional historians. While Halbwachs 
does not see these accounts necessarily at odds with one another, we can observe 
WKH� WHQVLRQ�EHWZHHQ�PHPRULHV�RI� WKH� FRPPXQLW\� YHUVXV� WKH�RI¿FLDO� UHFRUG�ZKHQ�
it comes to Tamil history. We can begin to make sense of collective memories as 
alternative and resistant histories through Walter Benjamin’s conception of historicity 
and historical materialism. Benjamin is highly distrustful of the concept of ‘history’; 
instead, he recommends a historical materialist approach. Benjamin distinguishes 
WKDW� ³KLVWRU\´�DV�D�FRQFHSW� LV�QRW�H[SOLFLWO\�JURXQGHG� LQ� WKH�PDWHULDO� FRQGLWLRQV�RI�
LQGLYLGXDOV��ZKHUHDV�KLVWRULFDO�PDWHULDOLVP�LV��E\�GH¿QLWLRQ�UHOLDQW�RQ�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�
events through the material realities of the individuals who experienced them. 
Benjamin’s claim is well illustrated by the differing approaches to historical memory 
EHWZHHQ�WKH�%-3�µRI¿FLDO¶�KLVWRU\�DQG�7DPLO�FRXQWHU�PHPRULHV��7KH�%-3¶V�KLVWRU\�RI�
India is one that relies on a process of Sanskritization, or the privileging of Hindi, 
North Indian, and upper caste histories. Inherently, Sanskritization skims over the 
legacy of colonialism, caste, and linguistic suppression, producing a sanitized script 
of a monolithic Hindu citizen. Instead, Tamil counter-memories invoke a historical 

37   Luce, In Spite of the Gods, 62. 
38  Pandian, 63.
39  Ibid., 67.
40� �7KLUXQDYXNNDUDVX��³&DVWH�´�����
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materialist approach, uncovering histories of Dravidian language and resistances 
to caste structure; in doing so, Tamil counter-memory work serves a progressive 
political purpose of undermining fascist narratives. 

Shared Resistance to Tamil Erasure

A facet of Tamil memory is the continual emergence of narratives that speak to the 
Sanskritization of Tamil identity and history; Sanskritization has taken place through 
processes such as Saffronization; initiatives that rewrite Indian history through a 
+LQGX�1DWLRQDOLVW�OHQV�DQG�DWWHPSW�WR�HUDVH�'UDYLGLDQ�OHJDFLHV�IURP�RI¿FLDO�KLVWRU\��
Collective memory that resists Sanskritization reaches back throughout the history 
of Tamil Nadu and persists through the present day. The mechanism by which such 
memories persist can partially be explained through Alison Landsberg’s concept of 
prosthetic memory. In her view, prosthetic memories are ³PHPRULHV� WKDW�FLUFXODWH�
publicly, are not organically based . . .[and] become part of one’s archive of experience, 
informing not only one’s subjectivity but one’s relationship to the present and future 
tenses.”41 For Tamils, these memories circulate through the ubiquity of the Tamil 
language itself. Continued efforts to revitalize the Tamil language not only in Tamil 
Nadu, but also in the Tamil diaspora carry with them the anti-casteist and anti-Sanskrit 
resistance politics that regularly crop up in South India. Examples of transnational 
Tamil memory work in the diaspora can be observed on media platforms such as 
Twitter and Instagram, with activists seeking to build solidarity among Tamil people 
of different national origins (Indian, Sri Lankan, Malaysian) and caste backgrounds. 
Instagram accounts like @tamilgirlstar, @tamilculture, and @tamilarchive aim to 
bolster a shared Tamil identity through the proliferation of Tamil-language content 
on social media and the rejection of fascism (including Hindutva and the Sinhalese 
occupation of Tamil Eelam). As Landsberg posits in the introduction to Prosthetic 
Memory, SURVWKHWLF� PHPRULHV� ³challenge more traditional forms of memory that 
DUH�SUHPLVHG�RQ�FODLPV�RI�DXWKHQWLFLW\��³KHULWDJH�´�DQG�RZQHUVKLS´42; indeed, Tamil 
linguistic heritage is charged with an anti-Brahmanical legacy that undermines 
Hindutva notions of who counts in the eyes of the state. As a result, Tamil language 
practices become memory practices, serving an affective link to the past and radical 
promise for the future. 

Tamil Separatism as Memory Activism

Tamil collective memories and counter-histories do more than produce an affective 
connection to a legacy of resistance; we can also observe how this legacy of 
resistance is invoked to produce oppositional consciousness. In Yifat Gutman’s 

41 �$OLVRQ�/DQGVEHUJ��³$PHULFD��WKH�+RORFDXVW��DQG�WKH�0DVV�&XOWXUH�RI�0HPRU\��
Toward a Radical Politics of Empathy” in New German Critique ��������������
42  Alison Landsberg, Prosthetic Memory: The Transformation of American Remem-
brance in the Age of Mass Culture �1HZ�<RUN��&ROXPELD�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV������������
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Memory Activism, the author HPEDUNV�RQ� WKLV�SURMHFW� WR�GHWHUPLQH� ³KRZ�PHPRU\�
work can be a part of progressive politics.”�*XWPDQ�GH¿QHV�³PHPRU\�DFWLYLVP´�DV� 
³WKH�VWUDWHJLF�FRPPHPRUDWLRQ�RI�D�FRQWHVWHG�SDVW�RXWVLGH�VWDWH�FKDQQHOV�WR�LQÀXHQFH�
public debate and policy,”43�QRWLQJ�WKDW�³>P@HPRU\�DFWLYLVWV�XVH�PHPRU\�SUDFWLFHV�DQG�
cultural repertoires as means for political ends, often (but not always) in the service 
of reconciliation and democratic politics.”44 In her text, she outlines a few different 
initiatives within memory activism, including links to truth and reconciliation efforts 
and social movements. In her view, memory activism relies on the reconciliation of 
SDVW�HYHQWV�DQG�³EULQJV�LQ�GLIIHUHQW�WHPSRUDO�UHODWLRQV�DV�WKH�IRXQGDWLRQ�RI�LWV�PRGHO�
IRU�SROLWLFDO�FKDQJH��¿UVW�WKH�SDVW��WKHQ�WKH�SUHVHQW�DQG�IXWXUH�´45 Gutman observes 
KRZ�VWXGLHV�RI�VRFLDO�PRYHPHQWV�SDUWLFXODUO\�ODFN�³D�KLVWRULFDO�GLPHQVLRQ´�DQG�IDLO�³WR�
DFNQRZOHGJH�WKH�VLJQL¿FDQFH�RI�WKH�SDVW�IRU�VRFLDO�DQG�SROLWLFDO�LQWHUYHQWLRQ�´46 which 
is where memory activism plays a role. Tamil resistances to Hindu Nationalism rely 
on not only an opposition linguistic history but also a rejection of caste-based and 
religious discrimination. As a result, Tamil’s political activism centered on inclusion 
and a rejection of Hindu Nationalism primarily operates in the realm of memory 
activism, as it is rooted in democratic political participation and alternative history to 
Hindutva claims on history. Speaking to Halbwach’s concept of collective memory, 
Gutman observes that collective memory is often perversely invoked by those in 
power to legitimize their positions47, such as is done by Hindutva politicians presenting 
the idealized Hindu citizen as under attack throughout history. Nonetheless, Gutman 
UHPLQGV�XV�WKDW�³FROOHFWLYH�PHPRU\�FDQ�DOVR�VHUYH�DV�D�µZHDSRQ�RI�WKH�ZHDN¶�������DQG�
a tool for social and political change.”48 We can observe collective memory being 
used to counter power and leverage inequities through Tamil political activism.

Gutman focuses her text on memory work surrounding Al-Nakba (Arabic 
IRU�µWKH�FDWDVWURSKH¶���WKH������GLVSODFHPHQW�RI�3DOHVWLQLDQV��VKH�VXJJHVWV�WKDW�³>D@
s a counter-hegemonic force in society, Nakba memory activism in Israel assisted a 
marginalized group of citizens to intervene, albeit obliquely, on the level of culture, in 
state practices and public discourse.”49 Central to the argument of Gutman’s text is 
that memory activism serves to catalyze knowledge-based political change through 
the preservation of cultural memory. While the text is focused on the dynamics of 
Palestinian memory work in Israel, we can learn from her conception of memory 
activism when considering Tamil counter-memory work and its efforts to undermine 
Hindu nationalist discourses, including Sanskritization and casteism. 

43  Yifat Gutman, Memory Activism: Reimagining the Past for the Future in Israel-Pal-
estine��1DVKYLOOH��71��9DQGHUELOW�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV������������
44           Ibid. 
45  Ibid., 15.
46  Ibid.
47  Ibid., 16.
48  Ibid., quoting Scott 1985. 
49  Ibid.
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Throughout her text, Gutman explores how Palestinians develop a national 
identity through practices similar to those used by Zionists. She highlights Baladna, 
a Palestinian youth organization, who facilitate tours and testimonies similar to 
those facilitated by Israeli groups; however, the outcome between the two groups 
LV�YHU\�GLIIHUHQW��*XWPDQ�H[SODLQV�KRZ�³>W@KH�WRXU�DQG�WHVWLPRQ\�%DODGQD�IDFLOLWDWHV�
for Palestinian youth in Israel illuminate how, for those on the marginalized side of 
WKH�FRQÀLFW��WKH�XVH�RI�KHJHPRQLF�FXOWXUDO�SUDFWLFHV��WRXUV�DQG�WHVWLPRQLHV��FDUULHV�
different meanings, goals, and stakes than Jewish Israeli memory activism.”50 In 
*XWPDQ¶V�YLHZ��³DOO�3DOHVWLQLDQ�PHPRU\�DFWLYLVP�LQ�,VUDHO�>FRQVWLWXWHV@�������D�FXOWXUDO�
liberation effort that is part of a general claim for cultural autonomy.”51 Such memory 
SUDFWLFHV� WKXV�VHHN� WR�GH¿QH� WKH�FRQWRXUV�RI�3DOHVWLQLDQ�QDWLRQDO�FXOWXUH��KLVWRU\��
and identity to show how it has been suppressed by the dominant Israeli system. 
Similarly, the continued prevalence of Tamil language in Tamil Nadu and the 
GLDVSRUD�FRPHV�WR�GH¿QH�D�GLVWLQFW�7DPLO�LGHQWLW\�VHSDUDWH�IURP�WKDW�RI�+LQGXWYD��$V�
observed previously, the privileging of Hindi and Sanskrit-derived languages by the 
BJP constructs a dialectic in which Tamil-ness is socially positioned in opposition 
to Hindutva. While Hindu nationalists push for an all-Hindi language schooling and 
propagandized history through Saffronization initiatives, Tamil Nadu has pushed 
back through continued public-school initiatives to maintain Tamil as the state 
language. Moreover, the history of the Tamil language heavily overlaps the history of 
anti-casteism in India. To learn Tamil is to learn of the Sanskritization of the continent, 
including the Brahmanical system of caste and oppression. For many Tamils, to 
continue to speak Tamil is to reject Sanskritization.

Challenges for Tamil Counter-Memory

Nevertheless, knowledge of Tamil history and proliferation of Tamil memory is not 
without challenges. Gutman surveys Zionist efforts to rewrite the erasure of Al-
Nakba instead with a mythologized tradition of reconciliation, what Gutman terms 
³UHFRQFLOLDWLRQ�ZLWKRXW�WUXWK�´52 She contends that missing from the Oslo Accords of 
�����DQG������ZDV�WKH�³DGGUHVVLQJ�>RI@������DQG�WKH�ULJKW�RI�UHWXUQ�IRU�3DOHVWLQLDQ�
refugees.”53 The author observes that despite Palestinian efforts to spread information 
DERXW� WKH� ³FRQWHVWHG� SDVW�´� IRU� WKH�PRVW� SDUW� ³>P@RUH� NQRZOHGJH� GLG� QRW� OHDG� WR�
more power for the silenced group of Palestinian citizens.”54 Along the same vein, 
despite the prevalence of Tamil counter-memories, Hindutva persists and appears 
WR�EH�JURZLQJ�PRUH�LQÀXHQWLDO�WKURXJKRXW�,QGLD��*XWPDQ�HPSKDVL]HV�WKDW�WUXWK�DQG�
reconciliation efforts are not always made more equitable with the spread of more 
information; instead, it is essential for those with the power to acknowledge existing 

50  Gutman, Memory Activism, 64. 
51  Ibid.
52  Ibid., 129. 
53  Ibid.
54  Ibid, 140. 
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systems of power and publicly recognize those who were disadvantaged by past and 
present actions.55 While Tamil political activism generally leans into this work, political 
DFWLYLVP�LQ�WKH�UHVW�RI�,QGLD�GRHV�QRW��DV�LOOXVWUDWHG�KRUUL¿FDOO\�E\�WKH�)HEUXDU\������
+LQGXWYD�ULRWV�LQ�'HOKL�WKDW�KDYH�VLQFH�EHHQ�GHVFULEHG�DV�D�³SRJURP�´ 56 In India and 
LQ�WKH�GLDVSRUD��LQIRUPHG�FLWL]HQV�±�7DPLO�RU�QRW�±�KROGLQJ�WKH�%-3�OHG�JRYHUQPHQW�
accountable for their actions is essential for alleviating systemic inequalities and 
producing. The memory work of Tamils and other marginalized populations plays a 
critical role in catalyzing oppositional consciousness, but Landsberg and Gutman’s 
studies demonstrate the key role of privileged individuals being moved by such 
memories and speaking truth to power. It remains integral to the success of counter-
memory work that those who aim to resist the BJP also understand that Brahmanical 
supremacy, Sanskritization, and religious intolerance predates and will likely succeed 
the party. The praxis of memory activism is to change material realities; this process 
is ongoing and fundamentally relies on privileged individuals reconciling convenient 
scripts propagated by Hindu nationalists with resistant histories like Tamil counter-
memories. 

Conclusion: Towards a Progressive Politics

The BJP heavily relies on Hindutva narratives that call for an ethnostate established 
for an idealized Hindu citizen; while these insidious narratives have gained traction in 
the contemporary moment, the privileging of the Sanskrit language and Brahmanical 
supremacy have deep roots that predate the founding of modern Indian nation. 
6WLOO��ZH�¿QG�UHVLVWDQFH�WR�WKHVH�WRWDOL]LQJ�QDUUDWLYHV�LQ�7DPLO�FRXQWHU�PHPRU\��7KH�
OHJDF\�RI�7DPLO�FRXQWHU�PHPRU\�EHJLQV�¿UVW�DQG� IRUHPRVW�ZLWK� WKH�XQLTXHQHVV�RI�
the Tamil language, the oldest spoken Dravidian-derived language. Unlike Hindi 
and other Hindustani languages, Tamil is entirely separate from Sanskrit and the 
Indo-European language family, despite Sanskritization and Saffronization attempts 
throughout history to erase its distinctiveness. The Tamil language serves as a 
starting point for Tamil separatism, which rapidly slides into other forms of resistant 
histories including anti-casteism and religious tolerance. While caste has persisted 
in the Indian subcontinent for the last 4000, caste oppressed peoples and minorities 
face new forms of violence under the BJP’s tacit advocacy of Hindu Nationalism. 
With that being said, concerted efforts in Tamil Nadu to deconstruct the caste system 
DQG�DOOHYLDWH�V\VWHPLF�LQHTXDOLW\�KDYH�EHHQ�FRGL¿HG�LQ�7DPLO�SROLWLFV��DV�D�UHVXOW��WKH�
BJP has been unable to establish dominance in Tamil Nadu.

We can conceive of Tamil resistances through frameworks presented in 
memory studies. Halbwachs’ notion of collective memory helps us articulate the 

55  Gutman, Memory Activism, 141.
56� �0LUD�.DQGDU��³:KDW�+DSSHQHG�LQ�'HOKL�:DV�D�3RJURP´�LQ�The Atlantic (28 Feb 
�������KWWSV���ZZZ�WKHDWODQWLF�FRP�LGHDV�DUFKLYH���������ZKDW�KDSSHQHG�GHOKL�ZDV�SR-
JURP��������"IEFOLG ,Z$5���.K�%U81B7(6�R;[X%��/8�'T)9FR='�W8X$HL*XO�EB9OS-
6s6IVf28.
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memory work that Tamil community members do to maintain an alternative history 
of their people; furthermore, that collective memory can be seen as historically 
materialist, as it relies on an understanding of the material reality of the people 
involved. Tamil memory practices are deeply entrenched in language, which can 
be understood through Landsberg’s concept of prosthetic memory. Additionally, 
Tamil counter-memory work generates oppositional consciousness along the lines 
of Gutman’s notion of memory activism. Still, the challenge of memory activism is 
the essential need for privileged individuals — both within Tamil Nadu and beyond 
— to acknowledge Tamil counter-memory and the material realities of linguistic 
suppression and caste oppression that it exposes. While the task of challenging 
Hindutva hegemony and the BJP’s affective appeals is daunting, Tamil counter-
memory work and activism is compelling because it directly contradicts dominant, 
WRWDOL]LQJ�QDUUDWLYHV�DQG�SURYLGHV�XQGHQLDEOH�QXDQFH� WR�DQ�RYHUVLPSOL¿HG�KLVWRU\��
With India facing the threat of descending further into fascism, Tamil counter-memory 
pushes us towards progressive politics.
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THE POLITICAL VIA THE CINEMATIC: 
TRACING CHINA’S TRANSFORMATION 
TOWARD A GLOBALLY AMBITIOUS STATE
Tymoteusz Chajdas
University of California-Santa Barbara

6WDUWLQJ�ZLWK� D�EULHI� FULWLFDO� KLVWRU\� RI� WKH�&KLQHVH� ¿OP� LQGXVWU\� VLQFH� WKH�
beginning of this century, this essay reviews the emergence of the cultural 
industries in China alongside globalizing forces as well as Chinese state 
policies, particularly Deng Xiaoping’s far-reaching market-opening reforms. 
While interpreting Chinese global ambitions as represented through the prism 
of its national cinema, this paper asks: How are institutions and aesthetics 
interacting in ways that exhibit resonances and tensions between the 
cinematic and the political? It pays particular attention to the transformations 
in institutional conditions of cultural production and circulation. First, it shows 
how these changes were animated by globalizing forces, and how they 
ZHUH�LQÀXHQFHG�E\�WKH�&KLQHVH�VWDWH�SROLF\��1H[W��LW�WDFNOHV�WKUHH�&KLQHVH�
¿OPV��+HUR���������7KH�*UHDW�:DOO� ��������DQG�:ROI�:DUULRU� ,,� ��������DV�
distinct instances of Chinese cinematic production that represent a steady 
trajectory toward a more globalized posture of the Chinese state. This paper 
unveils how selected themes and aesthetics represent varying levels of 
the state’s globalized posture and signal a transformation from a relatively 
national stance toward a more globally ambitious one that attempts to 
project national capability and power globally. This transformation mirrors 
the steady trajectory of China’s increasing incorporation into the global 
capitalist economy.

Introduction

Prior to the establishment of the People’s Republic in 1949, Chinese cinema has 
VRPHWLPHV� EHHQ� GHVFULEHG� DV� ERWK� ³SUH�UHYROXWLRQDU\´� DQG� ³SRVW�FRORQLDO�´1 — 
WKDW� LV��RFFXS\LQJ�D�VSDFH�GH¿QHG�E\�ERWK�FUHDWLYH�H[SHULPHQWDWLRQ�DQG�SROLWLFDO�
tension. This paradox points to the constraints of the Chinese Communist Party 
(hereafter referred to as CCP) as well as to the orthodoxy of Kuomintang or the 

1  Geoffrey Nowell-Smith, The Oxford History of World Cinema��2[IRUG��2[IRUG�8QL-
versity Press, 1997), 409.
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Chinese Nationalist Party. However, it also signals a unique set of characteristics 
WKDW�HQOLYHQHG�WKH�FDQRQ�RI�UHVLVWDQW�¿OPV�RI�WKH�����V�DQG�����V�WR�D�FHOHEUDWRU\�
status, which enriched Chinese cultural heritage and its national cinematic culture.

)ROORZLQJ�WKH�¿UVW�¿OP�VFUHHQLQJ�LQ�&KLQD�LQ�������WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�WKH�
Chinese cinematic industry, which was then located in cosmopolitan Shanghai, 
ZDV� LQÀXHQFHG�E\�&KLQD¶V�³UHOXFWDQW�HQFRXQWHU�ZLWK� WKH�:HVW�DQG� WKH� µPRGHUQ¶�´2 
,Q�WKH�����V��6KDQJKDL�EHFDPH�DQ�HQWUHS{W��ZKHUH�¿OPPDNHUV�GLVWULEXWHG�IRUHLJQ�
¿OP�WR�RWKHU�PDMRU�FLWLHV��LQFOXGLQJ�%HLMLQJ��$V�&KLQHVH�QDWLRQDO�FLQHPD�ÀRXULVKHG��
LQÀXHQFHG� E\� -DSDQHVH� DQG� *HUPDQ� FXOWXUDO� SURGXFWV� DQG�� IURP� WKH� ����V�� E\�
$PHULFD��&KLQD¶V�FLQHPDWLF� ODQGVFDSH�ZRXOG� IXUWKHU� UHÀHFW� WKH� WHQVLRQV�EHWZHHQ�
state power, propaganda, creative energies and, eventually, the national project of 
PDUNHWL]DWLRQ��$OO�RI�WKHVH�IDFWRUV�VKDSHG�WKH�PRGHUQ�&KLQHVH�¿OP�LQGXVWU\��

7KLV�HVVD\�EULHÀ\�GHVFULEHV�WKH�&KLQHVH�¿OP�LQGXVWU\�VLQFH�WKH�EHJLQQLQJ�
of the 1950s until the late 2000s, paying particular attention to transformations in 
institutional conditions of cultural production and circulation. In doing so, it reviews 
the emergence of Chinese cultural industries alongside globalizing forces and 
Chinese state policies, particularly Deng Xiaoping’s far-reaching market-opening 
UHIRUPV�� ,W� WKHQ� FRPSDUHV� WKUHH� &KLQHVH� ¿OPV�²�Hero (2002), The Great Wall 
(2016), and Wolf Warrior II (2017) — each chosen based on the combination of high 
ER[�RI¿FH�UDQNLQJ��ZRUOGZLGH�DSSHDO��DQG�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�FROODERUDWLRQ��WR�XQYHLO�KRZ�
their themes and aesthetics signal a transition towards the more globalized posture 
of contemporary China.

Post-Socialist Film Industry

0RGHUQ�&KLQHVH�¿OP�SURGXFWLRQ�KDV�GHHS�SROLWLFDO�DQG�LGHRORJLFDO�XQGHUWRQHV�3 While 
this may be a well-known fact, it is necessary to consider how these ideological and 
political factors have been embedded in the state policies that shaped the cinematic 
landscape and the structure of the Chinese market. Film production is now considered 
WR�EH�RQH�RI�WKH�FRUH�³FXOWXUDO�PDUNHWV´�RI�WKH�FRXQWU\��+RZHYHU��IRU�D�ORQJ�WLPH��¿OP�
ZDV�FRQVLGHUHG�D�SURGXFW�RI�³WKH�SROLWLFDO��HFRQRPLF��PLOLWDU\�DQG�FXOWXUDO�LQYDVLRQ�
of the West.” 4 This reluctance toward the West stemmed from Chinese experience 
in the 19th century, when after a long period of isolationism, China faced colonial 
encroachment as well as political pressures from Western countries to allow foreign 
trade. Unable to stand up to Western nations, the period of 1839 and 1949 has been 
UHIHUUHG�WR�DV�³WKH�FHQWXU\�RI�KXPLOLDWLRQ´�IRU�&KLQD�5

2  Nowell-Smith, The Oxford History, 409.
3 �0DU\�/\QQH�&DONLQV��³&HQVRUVKLS�LQ�&KLQHVH�&LQHPD�´�Hastings Comm. & Ent. LJ 
���������������
4  Shujen Wang, Framing Piracy: Globalization and Film Distribution in Greater China 
�/DQKDP��0'��5RZPDQ�	�/LWWOH¿HOG������������
5  David Scott, China and the International System, 1840-1949: Power, Presence, 
and Perceptions in a Century of Humiliation��$OEDQ\��1<��6XQ\�3UHVV��������
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Undeniably, the political climate as well as the experience of national 
KXPLOLDWLRQ�LQÀXHQFHG�WKH�&KLQHVH�¿OP�LQGXVWU\��,Q�IDFW��WKH�&&3�VRXJKW�WR�QDWLRQDOL]H�
it and utilize cinematic images as tools of propaganda. Beginning with the Communist 
takeover in 1949, the production, distribution, exhibition, and censorship of cinematic 
images were closely monitored and controlled by the Ministry of Propaganda and, 
later, by the Film Bureau of the Ministry of Culture. In 1951, all of the independent 
6KDQJKDL� ¿OPV� SURGXFHG� EHIRUH� �����ZHUH� EDQQHG�ZLWK� WKH�0RWLRQ� 3LFWXUH�$FW��
which censored productions that hurt national interests and racial pride, violated 
RI¿FLDO�SROLF\��GLVUXSWHG�RI¿FLDO�RUGHU��RU�GLVREH\HG� WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�RU� ODZ� LQ�DQ\�
form. The act promoted moving pictures consistent with a national rhetoric that 
supported the socialist reconstruction of China through a particular representation of 
the lives of soldiers, workers, and peasants.6 

:LWK� VXSSRUW� IURP� WKH� 6RYLHWV�� WKH� &KLQHVH� ¿OP� LQGXVWU\� DFKLHYHG�
WHFKQRORJLFDO� VHOI�VXI¿FLHQF\�E\�HVWDEOLVKLQJ� ODUJH� IHDWXUH� ¿OP�VWXGLRV�DV�ZHOO� DV�
smaller provincial facilities that produced newsreels and educational shorts, which 
signaled the growing ambition of the Chinese state as well as its commitment to 
furthering propaganda and the development of the Chinese creative industries. 
7KH�����V�EURXJKW�GLI¿FXOW� WLPHV� WR� WKH�&KLQHVH�¿OP� ODQGVFDSH��ZLWK�ZLGHVSUHDG�
famine and the Cultural Revolution prompting further reforms in the industry. These 
transformations included banning movies which allegedly promoted bourgeois 
LGHRORJ\��ZHUH�QRW�DOLJQHG�ZLWK�³UHYROXWLRQDU\´�LGHDOV��RU�ZHUH�ODEHOHG�DV�³SRLVRQRXV�
weeds” that were either withdrawn or displayed to the public for condemnation.7 The 
&KLQHVH�¿OP�LQGXVWU\�VXIIHUHG�D�PDMRU�EORZ�VLQFH�GLUHFWRUV��ZULWHUV��DQG�DFWRUV�KDG�
GLI¿FXOWLHV�SUDFWLFLQJ�WKHLU�FUHDWLYH�FUDIW��0DQ\�RI�WKHP�ZHUH�LPSULVRQHG�RU�SODFHG�LQ�
labor camps.8

The production and dissemination of state propaganda had a negative impact 
on the development of Chinese cinema.9 State-oriented productions tended to target 
large-scale events rather than actual audiences; a movie of that time, Bridge (1949), 
portrayed the Chinese Civil War. This tendency curtailed the people’s enthusiasm 
for Chinese movies. Growing up in the 1950s and 1960s, a period of dramatic social 
transformations, directors such as Tian Zhuangzhuang, Zhang Yimou (Hero, The 
Great Wall), and Chen Kaige have generally been seen as the representatives of the 
)LIWK�*HQHUDWLRQ�RI�&KLQHVH�¿OPPDNHUV��+DYLQJ�DWWHQGHG�WKH�%HLMLQJ�)LOP�$FDGHP\��
WKH\�ZHUH�WKH�¿UVW�RQHV�WR�YHHU�DZD\�IURP�QDWLRQDO�¿OP�FRQVWUDLQWV�DQG�SROLFLHV�DV�

6  Nowell-Smith, The Oxford History, 694.
7  Ibid.
8 �'DQLHO�5REHUW�(GZDUGV��³$OWHUQDWLYH�9LVLRQV��$OWHUQDWLYH�3XEOLFV��&RQWHPSRUDU\�
Independent Chinese Documentary as a Public Sphere” (Melbourne, Monash University, 
2014), 92; Zhiwei Xiao and Yingjin Zhang, Encyclopedia of Chinese Film (Routledge, 2002), 
27.
9  Jeremy Brown et al., Visualizing Modern China: Image, History, and Memory, 
1750–Present��:DVKLQJWRQ�'&��/H[LQJWRQ�%RRNV�������������
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WKH\�GLG�QRW�FRPSO\�ZLWK�DQ� ³XQVWHDG\�GLHW�RI�SROLWLFL]HG�DQG� ULWXDOL]HG�PRYLHV�´10 
,QVWHDG��WKH�QHZ�FUHDWLYH�VSLULWV�RI�WKH�)LIWK�*HQHUDWLRQ�¿OPPDNHUV�RI�WKH�PLG�����V�
³WXUQHG�&KLQHVH� FLQHPD�RQ� LWV� KHDG�´11 These productions were praised for their 
artistic achievements since their experimental form and aesthetics offered a radical 
break from the pedagogic traditions of the past. Unfortunately, many of the movies 
produced at the tie were intricate and geared towards a more educated audience. 
7KH\�SHUIRUPHG�TXLWH�SRRUO\�LQ�WKH�PDUNHW��DOWKRXJK�WKH\�ZHUH�FUHDWLYHO\�SUR¿WDEOH�
VRPH�¿OPPDNHUV�ZKR��WKDQNV�WR�WKHLU�PRYLHV��SURJUHVVHG�LQ�WKH�LQGXVWU\�12

7KH� UHODWLYHO\� SRRU� SHUIRUPDQFH� RI� )LIWK� *HQHUDWLRQ� ¿OPV� SXW� LQFUHDVLQJ�
economic pressures on the Chinese cinema industry. During the 1980s, policies 
began to transition from a paradigm of planned economy to a more market-oriented 
one, which led to investments, by local media entrepreneurs, into the creative 
DQG� FXOWXUDO� VHFWRUV�� &KLQHVH� ¿OPV� ZRXOG� FKDQJH� \HW� DJDLQ�� 7KHVH� FKDQJHV� LQ�
the Chinese cultural production and circulation occurred at the same time as the 
country’s economic take-off. Following the establishment of modern industries and 
world-class coal and textile production facilities in the mid-1980s, industrial reforms 
achieved success in many areas.13 Deng Xiaoping’s market reforms, along with his 
WUDQVIRUPDWLRQV�RI� WKH�DJULFXOWXUDO�VHFWRU�� OHG� WR� WKH� ³RSHQLQJ�XS´�RI� WKH�HFRQRP\�
to foreign direct investment. The greater opening spurred an increase in selective 
privatization and entrepreneurship. In 1992, during the establishment of the socialist 
market economy announced at the Fourteenth National Congress of the CCP, it was 
proposed that China would develop its economic sectors. This rationale led to the 
substantial growth of private enterprises at a constant rate of more than 30 percent 
each year since the 1990s,14 while private ownership grew three-fold.15

'HQJ�;LDRSLQJ¶V�KLVWRULF�³6RXWKHUQ�7XUQ´�DV�ZHOO�DV�WKH�FUHDWLRQ�RI�VSHFLDO�
HFRQRPLF�]RQHV�WUDQVIRUPHG�&KLQHVH�VRFLHW\�DQG��IRU�WKH�¿UVW�WLPH��SODFHG�FXOWXUH�
³RQ� WKH� IURQW� OLQHV� RI� HFRQRPLF� UHVWUXFWXULQJ�´16 In Postsocialist Modernity, Jason 
McGrath compares this transformation to one in line with Theodor Adorno and Max 

10 �3DXO�&ODUN��³5HLQYHQWLQJ�&KLQD��7KH�)LIWK�*HQHUDWLRQ�)LOPPDNHUV�´�Modern Chi-
nese Literature, 1989, 121.
11  Ibid.
12  Ying Zhu, Chinese Cinema during the Era of Reform: The Ingenuity of the System 
�:HVWSRUW��&7��*UHHQZRRG�3XEOLVKLQJ�*URXS��������
13  Barry J. Naughton, The Chinese Economy: Transitions and Growth (Cambridge, 
0$��0,7�SUHVV��������
14 �+RQJOLDQJ�=KHQJ�DQG�<DQJ�<DQJ��³&KLQHVH�3ULYDWH�6HFWRU�'HYHORSPHQW�LQ�WKH�
3DVW����<HDUV��5HWURVSHFW�DQG�3URVSHFW�´�International House University of Nottingham, 
China Policy Institute, 2009.
15 �<LQJ\L�4LDQ�DQG�-LQJOLDQ�:X��³&KLQD¶V�7UDQVLWLRQ�WR�D�0DUNHW�(FRQRP\�´�How Far 
across the River����������±���
16  Jason McGrath, Postsocialist Modernity: Chinese Cinema, Literature, and Criti-
cism in the Market Age��6WDQIRUG��6WDQIRUG�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV�����������
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+RUNKHLPHU¶V�FRQFHSW�RI�³FXOWXUH�LQGXVWU\�´17 In their opinion, popular culture became 
reminiscent of factory production because of its reliance on the standardization of 
FXOWXUDO� SURGXFWV�� VXFK�DV� ¿OP�� SULQW�PHGLD�� DQG� UDGLR��0F*UDWK� IXUWKHU� VXJJHVWV�
that works of art and cultural expression, along with high culture ideals, which 
were abandoned by intellectuals and artists following the 1989 Tiananmen Square 
protests, have now become relatively autonomous. This implies that, under neoliberal 
logic and capitalist conditions, both high and popular culture became determined 
E\� WKH� FXOWXUH� LQGXVWU\� LWVHOI�� 7KLV� ³UHODWLYH� DXWRQRP\�´� 0F*UDWK� VXJJHVWV�� ³FDQ�
be simultaneously read as but an aspect of or appearance within an underlying 
transition from a state heteronomy to a market heteronomy.”18

McGrath’s commentary points to a shift from predominantly traditional 
¿OPPDNLQJ� JURXQGHG� LQ� &KLQHVH� FXOWXUDO� ORJLF� WR� ¿OPPDNLQJ� ZLWK� D� PRUH� JOREDO�
stance that began to incorporate the logic of capital accumulation, free market 
HFRQRP\��DQG�WKH�SULYDWH�VHFWRU��7R�KLP��WKH�&KLQHVH�¿OP�LQGXVWU\�UHVHPEOHV�D�FDVH�
RI�FRPSOH[�QHJRWLDWLRQV�EHWZHHQ�WKH�³SXEOLF´��UHIHUULQJ�WR�WKH�FRQWURO�RQ�EHKDOI�RI�
WKH�&KLQHVH�VWDWH��DQG�WKH�³SULYDWH´��LPSO\LQJ�WKH�DPELWLRQV�ZLWKLQ�&KLQHVH�FXOWXUDO�
LQGXVWU\�� ZLWKRXW� FRPSOHWH� SULYDWL]DWLRQ�� DV� LW� RFFXUUHG� LQ� PXFK� RI� WKH� ³6HFRQG�
:RUOG´�IROORZLQJ�WKH�SRVW�&ROG�:DU�ORJLF��,QWHUHVWLQJO\��WKH�QRWLRQ�RI�³SRVW�VRFLDOLVW�
&KLQD´� �RU� WKH� SRVW�VRFLDOLVW� FRQGLWLRQ�ZKLFK�&KLQD� ¿QGV� LWVHOI� LQ�� SURYHV� WR� EH� D�
useful analytical tool to further conceptualize modern Chinese society as suspended 
between the communist utopia promised by Maoism and the capitalist rhetoric of 
progress it is still driven by.19 According to Michael Keane, a professor of Chinese 
0HGLD�DQG�&RPPXQLFDWLRQV��WKLV�YHU\�FRQGLWLRQ�LV�LOOXVWUDWLYH�RI�³WKH�WHQVLRQ�EHWZHHQ�
public and private models of cultural management,” 20 which is fundamental to further 
understand the transformations in China’s media industries. McGrath refers to these 
WHQVLRQV�DV�³UKHWRULF�RI�WUDQVLWLRQ�´�ZKLFK�KH�REVHUYHV�LQ�WKH�GLVFXUVLYH�SURGXFWLRQ�
and the hegemonic position of the CCP. Without arguing for China’s presumed 
:HVWHUQL]DWLRQ��0F*UDWK�DOORZV�XV�WR�UHFRJQL]H�WKH�³WUDQVLWLRQ�WR�D�PDUNHW�HFRQRP\�
and consumer paradise.”21 Following his logic, this conditioned and, to some extent, 

17  Theodor Wiesengrund Adorno and Theodor W. Adorno, The Culture Industry: 
Selected Essays on Mass Culture��/RQGRQ��3V\FKRORJ\�3UHVV���������'HERUDK�&RRN��The 
Culture Industry Revisited: Theodor W. Adorno on Mass Culture��/DQKDP��0'��5RZPDQ�	�
/LWWOH¿HOG�3XEOLVKHUV���������0D[�+RUNKHLPHU�DQG�7KHRGRU�:��$GRUQR��³7KH�&XOWXUH�,Q-
GXVWU\��(QOLJKWHQPHQW�DV�0DVV�'HFHSWLRQ�´�Media and Cultural Studies: Keyworks, 2006, 
��±���
18  McGrath, Postsocialist Modernity: Chinese Cinema, Literature, and Criticism in the 
Market Age, 12.
19  Ibid., 205.
20 �0LFKDHO�.HDQH��³7KH�*HRJUDSKLFDO�&OXVWHULQJ�RI�&KLQHVH�0HGLD�3URGXFWLRQ�´�LQ�
Routledge Handbook of Chinese Media��$ELQJGRQ��8QLWHG�.LQJGRP��5RXWOHGJH��7D\ORU�	�
Francis Group, 2015), 341.
21  McGrath, Postsocialist Modernity, 205.
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IRUFHG�&KLQHVH�FXOWXUH�WR�³DGMXVW�WR�PDUNHW�FRQGLWLRQV�RI�RQH�VRUW�RU�DQRWKHU�´22

Economic Unleashing

7KH� SRVW�VRFLDOLVW� FRQGLWLRQ� RI� WKH� &KLQHVH� ¿OP� LQGXVWU\�� RU� UDWKHU� WKH� HIIHFWV� RI�
socialist policies on cultures, society, and individuals in the wake of the economic 
opening, has become interwoven with the complex process of marketization that 
Chinese cultural industries have undergone with the increases in investment, 
production, and consumption of cultural products. Discussing the process of 
marketization, Darrell Davis, a professor of Visual Arts, suggested that the Chinese 
government strategically  encouraged and promoted homemade media and cultural 
SURGXFWV�ZLWK� DQ� LQFHQWLYH� WR� DOLJQ� WKH�QDWLRQDO� LQGXVWU\�ZLWK� ³ZRUOG� VWDQGDUGV�´23 
In this context, based on relative increases in media production as well as the box 
RI¿FH�UDWHV�LQ�&KLQD��PDUNHWL]DWLRQ�FRXOG�EH�VHHQ�DV�D�³EDODQFLQJ�DFW�EHWZHHQ�DQ�
open market and a planned economy.”24 In other words, the process itself became a 
VWUDWHJLF�WRRO�ZKLFK�DVSLUHG�WR�³PDWFK�+ROO\ZRRG�LQWHUQDWLRQDOO\�ZKLOH�FRQWLQXLQJ�WR�
VHUYH�WKH�3DUW\�DW�WKH�QDWLRQDO�OHYHO�´�DQG�³ERRVW�WKH�TXDOLW\�DQG�TXDQWLW\�RI�&KLQHVH�
¿OPV��PRYLQJ�WKH�3HRSOH¶V�5HSXEOLF�RI�&KLQD�>KHUHDIWHU�UHIHUUHG�WR�DV�35&@�VWHDGLO\�
toward a major soft-power role in the international arena.”25

This development exposes certain contradictions in the Chinese media 
industry. The generalized national aspiration to meet international markets and 
standards, for example, starkly contrasts the state’s preoccupation with projecting 
national values, ideologies, and sentiments of national glory or national humiliation. 
7KLV� IXUWKHU� GHPRQVWUDWHV� WKH� FRPSOH[LW\� RI� FRQWHPSRUDU\�&KLQHVH� ¿OP� LQGXVWU\��
Despite the fact that the Chinese state embraced market reforms in the 1970s, these 
reforms did not fully impact the cultural arena until the early 2000s. It was between 
���������� ±� RQH� \HDU� DIWHU� &KLQD¶V� DFFHVVLRQ� WR� WKH�:RUOG� 7UDGH� 2UJDQL]DWLRQ�
(WTO) and just after the release of Hero� ������� ±� WKDW� WKH�&KLQHVH�JRYHUQPHQW�
LPSOHPHQWHG�D�ZLGH�UDQJH�RI�UHIRUPV�LQ�LWV�QDWLRQDO�¿OP�LQGXVWU\��

Split between the commercial potential that was heralded by China joining 
the WTO in 2001, the greater autonomy of some media outlets, and the remainders 
of state control,26� WKH�&KLQHVH�VWDWH�GHFLGHG�WR�HQG�WKH�¿IW\�\HDU�PRQRSRO\�RI� WKH�
national China Film Group (later transformed into China Film Corporation). Roughly 
GXULQJ�WKH�VDPH�WLPH��WKH�UHIRUPV�DOORZHG�IRU�IRUHLJQ�¿OP�SURGXFWLRQV�WR�HVWDEOLVK�
SDUWQHUVKLSV� ZLWK� &KLQD�� 7KLV� ZDV� WKH� EHJLQQLQJ� RI� DQ� LQFUHDVLQJO\� JOREDO� ¿OP�
ODQGVFDSH�� 7KHVH� GHYHORSPHQWV�� IUDPHG� DV� WKH� ³JRLQJ� RXW´� SROLF\�� HQFRXUDJHG�
&KLQHVH�¿OP�WR�³JR�JOREDO´�GXH�WR�ODUJH�LQYHVWPHQWV�ÀRRGLQJ�WKH�LQGXVWU\��7KH�VR�

22  McGrath, Postsocialist Modernity, 131.
23 �'DUUHOO�:LOOLDP�'DYLV��³0DUNHW�DQG�0DUNHWL]DWLRQ�LQ�WKH�&KLQD�)LOP�%XVLQHVV�´�
Cinema Journal�����QR����������������
24 �,ELG������±���
25  Ibid.
26 �.HDQH��³7KH�*HRJUDSKLFDO�&OXVWHULQJ�´�����
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called Twelve-Year Plan established a new model of Chinese economic development. 
,W� ZDV� IROORZHG� E\� WKH� ³3ODQ� WR� %RRVW� WKH� &XOWXUH� ,QGXVWU\�´� ZKLFK�PDGH� FXOWXUH�
an important component of China’s strategy for long-term economic growth. This 
VKLIW�SULRULWL]HG�WKH�¿OP�VHFWRU�DORQJ�ZLWK�RWKHU�FXOWXUDO�VHFWRUV��VXFK�DV�SXEOLVKLQJ��
animation, advertising, and entertainment. It aspired for the culture industry to grow 
at a double-digit rate and contribute to the country’s GDP. 27

0LFKDHO� .HDQH� FODLPV� WKDW� ³&KLQD� QHHGHG� WR� DGRSW� D� JOREDO� PDUNHW�
perspective if it was to hold back the forces of globalization.”28 He suggests that the 
&KLQHVH�VWDWH�DWWHPSWHG�WR�FUHDWH�D�PRUH�DWWUDFWLYH�JOREDO�LPDJH�³XQGHU�WKH�DXVSLFHV�
of ‘cultural soft power.’”29 The Chinese state began to promote national culture 
and its industries by equating them with economic development and prosperity as 
well as a necessary component of the well-being of the socialist market economy. 
)XUWKHUPRUH�� VRPH�KDYH� UHPDUNHG� WKDW� FXOWXUDO� LQGXVWULHV� EHFDPH� ³DQ� LPSRUWDQW�
channel for the satisfaction of people’s diverse spiritual needs under the conditions of 
the social market economy,” 30 which prompted the state to render cultural industries 
and cultural products as important vehicles of national and economic transformation.

7KH�³HFRQRPLF�XQOHDVKLQJ´�RU�RSHQLQJ�XS�RI�&KLQD¶V�FUHDWLYH�DQG�FXOWXUDO�
industries, along with the Chinese state’s strategic incentives to utilize cultural 
sectors in the larger project of China’s national renewal, renders the image of 
&KLQHVH�FLQHPD�LQGXVWU\�DV�IUDJPHQWHG�DQG�FRQÀLFWXDO�±�WRUQ�EHWZHHQ�WKH�VWURQJ�
presence of the state but also driven by the increasingly neoliberal logics of global 
FDSLWDO��0F*UDWK�GHVFULEHV�LW�DV�³D�ZRUOG�LQ�IUDJPHQWV�´�ZKLFK�VXFFHVVIXOO\�FDSWXUHV�
³WKH�GLIIHUHQWLDWHG��SOXUDOL]HG�VWDWH�RI�&KLQHVH�FXOWXUH�VLQFH�WKH�HDUO\�����V�´�DQG�
WKH�³LPSRVVLELOLW\�RI�UHSUHVHQWLQJ�RU�QDUUDWLQJ�LW�LQ�DQ\�ZD\�WKDW�FDQ�DSSURDFK�D�WLG\�
whole.”31 Furthermore, McGrath emphasizes that as a result of the advanced reform 
HUD�� &KLQD� ORVW� D� ³PDVWHU� LGHRORJLFDO� VLJQL¿HU� RU� RYHUDUFKLQJ� FXOWXUDO� IHYHU�´� DQG�
instead, embraced the central cultural logic of the market. This does not necessarily 
point to a lack of direction of the industry. Rather, it could signal an alignment with 
the complex and disjunctive nature of modern neoliberal globalization. McGrath 
DOVR�VXJJHVWV�WKDW�WKH�³PDUNHWL]DWLRQ�RI�FXOWXUH�HPHUJHV�QRW�MXVW�DV�D�FRQGLWLRQ�RI�
production but as a historical horizon that is imagined and negotiated in diverse 
ways through individual works of art, new genres of entertainment cinema and 
popular literature.”32

27 �<X�+RQJ��³5HDGLQJ�WKH�7ZHOIWK�)LYH�<HDU�3ODQ��&KLQD¶V�&RPPXQLFDWLRQ�'ULYHQ�
Mode of Economic Restructuring,” International Journal of Communication, 2014.
28  Michael Keane, Handbook of Cultural and Creative Industries in China (Edward 
Elgar Publishing, 2016), 4.
29  Ibid.
30  Ibid., 7.
31  McGrath, Postsocialist Modernity, 23.
32  Ibid., 24.
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All of this points to a larger process of national imagining, which has recently 
EHJXQ�WR�GH¿QH�WKH�LQFUHDVLQJO\�DPELWLRXV�JOREDO�VWDQFH�RI�&KLQD��7KLV�VWDQFH�KDV�
involved both international collaborations as well as the production of content, driven 
by capital logic, that captivated wider audiences. McGrath’s remarks suggest that 
while some elements of state propaganda were replaced by marketization strategies 
WKDW�RSHQHG�WKH�&KLQHVH�¿OP�LQGXVWU\��ZKDW�GH¿QHG�&KLQD¶V�HFRQRPLF�WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ�
was an assemblage of processes. Considering China’s cinematic industries, these 
involved state policies directed at media sectors and less-controllable shifts enabled 
by increasing waves of globalization, including China’s economic take-off following 
its key role in the global supply chains as well as its rapid urban revolution. Yomi 
Braester framed urbanism as integral to China’s globalizing processes and cinema. 
To him, increased urbanization led to the formation of subjective experiences, which 
JHQHUDWHG�D�QHZ�EUHHG�RI�¿OPPDNHUV�ZKR�EHJDQ�WR�FRQIURQW�³WKH�VDPH�REVWDFOHV�
that architects know as planning in the face of power.” This conditioned them to 
³WKLQN�SURIHVVLRQDOO\�DQG�DFW�SROLWLFDOO\�DW�WKH�VDPH�WLPH�´33

The unprecedented scale of the Chinese urban revolution should not be left 
unnoticed. Ranging from wide-spread socio-economic transformations to more subtle 
changes in people’s experiences, the modern Chinese city became a site of cultural 
production,34 which shaped a distinctively urban, and in some ways, global culture 
that included both state interventionism and increasingly transnational sentiments. 
7KLV�LV�EHVW�H[HPSOL¿HG�E\�WKH�%HOW�DQG�5RDG�,QLWLDWLYH��%5,���DQ�DPELWLRXV�&KLQD�
backed initiative which attempts to revive the ancient Silk Routes through a series 
of massive infrastructure projects spanning much of Central Asia, Middle East, and 
Europe.  

Although one may attribute this project to a more globalized posture of the 
Chinese state, the BRI offers an interesting comparison to the recent developments 
of Chinese cinematic industries. The infrastructural and progress-oriented 
preoccupation of the BRI and the Silk Routes revival parallels the complexity of the 
&KLQHVH�PRGHUQ� ¿OP� ODQGVFDSH��ZKLFK� LV� FDXJKW� LQ� WKH�GHHS� FXOWXUDO� KHULWDJH�RI�
GLVWLQFW�¿OP�DHVWKHWLFV��EXW�VLPXOWDQHRXVO\�VWULYLQJ�WR�UH�DOLJQ�LWVHOI�ZLWK�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�
trends. Problematizing this dichotomy, Michael Curtin reminds us that the aesthetics 
RI�&KLQHVH� FLQHPD� ³GLG� QRW� GHYHORS�ZLWKLQ� WKH�ERXQGDULHV� RI� D� VLQJOH� VWDWH�´� EXW�
UDWKHU� ³RSHUDWHG� WUDQVQDWLRQDOO\� IRU� PXFK� RI� LWV� KLVWRU\�� JDWKHULQJ� ¿QDQFLQJ��
talent, and audiences from such diverse locales as Shanghai, Hong Kong, Taipei 
and Singapore.”35 He employs the concept of media capital, which highlights the 
KLVWRULFDO�DV�ZHOO�DV�FRQWHPSRUDU\�³VSDWLDO�G\QDPLFV�RI� WKH� WUDQVQDWLRQDO�&KLQHVH�

33  Yomi Braester, Painting the City Red: Chinese Cinema and the Urban Contract 
�'XUKDP��1&��'XNH�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV�����������
34  Braester, Painting the City Red: Chinese Cinema and the Urban Contract; Thomas 
J. Campanella, The Concrete Dragon: China’s Urban Revolution and What It Means for the 
World��6DQ�)UDQFLVFR��&$��&KURQLFOH�%RRNV��������
35  Yingjin Zhang, A Companion to Chinese Cinema��+RERNHQ��1-��-RKQ�:LOH\�	�
Sons, 2012), 179.
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cultural economy.”36

By  looking at Chinese media industries and tracing the geographical 
deployment of resources, talent, and products, Curtin suggests that shifts in creative 
activity have been conditioned (1) historically (due to the clustered nature of Chinese 
¿OP��DQG�����WKURXJK�WKHLU�DGDSWDWLRQ�³WR�WKH�SUHVVXUHV�DQG�RSSRUWXQLWLHV�SRVHG�E\�
the latest wave of globalization.”37

7KLV�FRQGLWLRQ�LV�UHÀHFWLYH�RI�WKH�FXUUHQW�VWDWH�RI�WKH�&KLQHVH�¿OP�LQGXVWU\��
Curtin’s concept of media capital, therefore, proves to be a useful heuristic tool to 
invoke the spatial or geographical centers as well as the concentrations of resources, 
UHSXWDWLRQ��DQG�WDOHQW��0HGLD�FDSLWDOV�KDYH�EHFRPH�WKH�³VLWHV�RI�PHGLDWLRQ�ZKHUH�
FRPSOH[� IRUFHV� DQG� ÀRZV� LQWHUDFW�´� LQFOXVLYH� RI� FDSLWDO� DFFXPXODWLRQ�� FUHDWLYH�
migration and sociocultural variation.38�*LYHQ� WKLV�� LW� LV� GLI¿FXOW�� LI� QRW� LPSRVVLEOH��
to determine whether globalizing forces or Chinese state policies should be seen 
as the predominant factor in the transformation of China’s cultural production and 
circulation. However, one cannot disregard China’s WTO accession in 2001, which 
marked the end of a predominantly national era and progressively equipped China 
with a more globalized posture, inclusive of its cultural and cinematic industries.

From Hero to Wolf Warrior II

These transitions, along with the inherent contradictions that accompany them, have 
QRW�PHUHO\�EHHQ�UHÀHFWHG�E\�HFRQRPLF�LQGLFDWRUV��EXW�KDYH�DOVR�PDGH�WKHLU�ZD\�LQWR�
WKH�DHVWKHWLFV�RI�PDQ\�¿OPV�UHSUHVHQWDWLYH�RI�D�WUDQVLWLRQ�WRZDUG�D�PRUH�JOREDOL]HG�
state posture. In other words, institutions and aesthetics began interacting in ways 
that exhibit resonances and tensions between the cinematic and the political. Hero 
(2002) by Zhang Yimou offers a starting point for this discussion. Released before 
WKH�UHIRUP�RI�&KLQD¶V�FXOWXUDO�DQG�FUHDWLYH�LQGXVWULHV��WKH�¿OP�VHHPV�WR�KHUDOG�WKH�
forthcoming shift to a more global posture of China while preserving some of the 
RULJLQDO�DQG�³DXWKHQWLF´�ÀDLU�RI�ZKDW�ZDV�WUDGLWLRQDOO\�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�&KLQHVH�FLQHPD��
Even though the paradigmatic approach of Chinese national cinema has thoroughly 
been problematized,39 one can suggest that Hero’s genre of wuxia, an aesthetic 
FHQWHUHG�DURXQG�IDQWDVWLF�VWRULHV��PDUWLDO�DUWV�WKHPHV��DQG�UH¿QHG�FLQHPDWRJUDSK\��
UHQGHUV� WKH�PRYLH�³W\SLFDOO\´�&KLQHVH��SHUKDSV� LQ�(GZDUG�6DLG¶V�³RULHQWDO´�VHQVH��
This has to do more with its surface-level and thematic presentation rather than what 
the movie actually represents. 

In fact, many have claimed that as a record-breaking Chinese movie, Hero 
managed to successfully capture the attention of global audiences simply because 
RI� LWV�³RULHQWDO´�DHVWKHWLFV�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�ZX[LD�¿OPV��+RZHYHU�� LW�VKRXOG�DOVR�EH�
noted that Hero’s� VXFFHVV� DQG� LQFUHGLEOH� LQWHUQDWLRQDO� ER[�RI¿FH� WDNLQJV� KDYH�

36  Zhang, A Companion, 179.
37  Ibid.
38  Ibid., 9.
39  Yingjin Zhang, Chinese National Cinema (Routledge, 2004).
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often been attributed to its popularity in the local market. Precisely for that reason, 
Miramax did not screen Hero until two years after its release in Asia to estimate 
the success and performance of the picture locally.40 In this context, Hero, as a 
cultural production, managed to hijack the state propaganda to launch a large-scale 
commercial success. This has been caused by the fact that earlier productions of 
Zhang Yimou were frequently criticized by local critics for their strong reminiscence of 
)LIWK�*HQHUDWLRQ�¿OPV��,Q�WKHLU�FULWLTXHV��&KLQHVH�H[SHUWV�RIWHQ�FODLPHG�WKDW�=KDQJ¶V�
¿OPV�FDWHUHG� WR� WKH� ³H\HV�RI� IRUHLJQHUV´�EHFDXVH�RI� WKHLU� UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�RI�&KLQD�
as a backward and anachronistic country.41 While such criticism targeted certain 
aspects of Chinese society instead of praising China’s national glory, Hero attempts 
to accomplish both. Disguised with sophisticated camera technique, philosophical 
richness, interlocking plot narratives, and accomplished cinematography, the movie 
UHSURGXFHV�WKH�ZHOO�NQRZQ�WKHPH�RI�FRQÀLFW�DQG�FRQWUDGLFWLRQ��7KURXJKRXW�WKH�VWRU\��
which follows Nameless’ arrival at the Qin court, the tale touches upon a number of 
issues that represent Chinese traditional ideology and national identity.

Interestingly, the movie was recognized as a national success and a cultural 
symbol of national pride only once it received high praise internationally. This 
form of international acceptance seemed to solidify the ambitious trajectory of the 
&KLQHVH�PRYLH�LQGXVWU\��)XQJ�DQG�&KDQ�VXJJHVW�WKDW�WKLV�³VHFRQG�OHYHO�QDWLRQDOLVP´�
demonstrates that the practices of forestalling dissent via enforced propaganda are 
no longer effective. This prompts Fung and Chan to suggest that the Chinese state’s 
SDUWQHUVKLS� ZLWK� ³SULYDWH� FRUSRUDWLRQV� WR� UHLQYHQW� DQG� UHSURGXFH� WKH� QDWLRQDOLVWLF�
ideology in cultural products” could be considered a viable solution for the Chinese 
¿OP�LQGXVWU\�JRLQJ�IRUZDUG�42 While interpretations of Hero are extensive and vary 
VLJQL¿FDQWO\��WKH�PRVW�SURQRXQFHG�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV�RI�&KLQHVH�FXOWXUH�LQ�WKH�PRYLH�
lie in the number of shifting perspectives and narratives, which constitute the main 
frame of the storyline as well as the theme of Tianxia, OLWHUDOO\�PHDQLQJ�³DOO�XQGHU�
KHDYHQ�´�RU�³RXU�ODQG�´�,Q�=KDQJ¶V�¿OP��WKH�DXGLHQFH�LV�H[SRVHG�WR�PXOWLSOH�OD\HUV�RI�WKH�
same story, which interlock elements of conspiracies, betrayal, and misinformation. 
These multiple narratives suggest analogies to the Chinese state, selective reading 
of history, surveillance, and thought management, as seen in the Chinese state 
propaganda apparatus. These multiple narratives become even more visible in the 
depiction of the First Emperor who, according to Partricia Buckley Ebrey, is credited 
IRU� &KLQD¶V� ¿UVW� &XOWXUDO� 5HYROXWLRQ�� +LV� SRUWUD\DO� LQ�Hero� UHFRJQL]HV� FRQÀLFWLQJ�
QDUUDWLYHV�±�QDUUDWLYHV�RI�KLV�DFFRPSOLVKPHQWV�DQG�QDUUDWLYHV�RI�KLV�EUXWDOLW\��43

40  Gary D. Rawnsley and Ming-Yeh T. Rawnsley, Global Chinese Cinema: The Cul-
ture and Politics of’Hero’��$ELQJGRQ��8QLWHG�.LQJGRP��5RXWOHGJH�������������
41  Rey Chow, Primitive Passions: Visuality, Sexuality, Ethnography, and Contempo-
rary Chinese Cinema��1HZ�<RUN��1<��&ROXPELD�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV�������������
42  Rawnsley and Rawnsley, Global Chinese Cinema: The Culture and Politics of’He-
ro’, 209.
43  Ibid., 14.

      132    YONSEI JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL STUDIES

YJIS_DRAFT FW20.indd   132YJIS_DRAFT FW20.indd   132 2020-12-21   2:49 AM2020-12-21   2:49 AM



THE POLITICAL VIA THE CINEMATIC   133 

Nationalism in Hero serves as a backdrop in the theme of Tianxia. The 
SKUDVH� LWVHOI� DSSHDUV� QXPHURXVO\� LQ� WKH� ¿OP�� ,W� LPSOLHV� D� GXDO�HQGHG� ORJLF�� RQH�
being that violence must be dismissed if peace is to be restored and the other 
EHLQJ�WKDW�XQL¿FDWLRQ�E\�IRUFH�LV�QHFHVVDU\�DQG�VKRXOG�EH�VXSSRUWHG�LQ�WKH�QDPH�
of universal peace. Although contradictory, this logic seems to unite, in Hero, the 
DVVDVVLQV�DQG�WKH�.LQJ�RI�4LQ��ZKR�EHOLHYH�SHDFH�LV�WKH�XOWLPDWH�MXVWL¿FDWLRQ�IRU�WKHLU�
actions. Resonating with the Chinese view of world order, the motif of Tianxia, found 
in Chinese traditional cultural texts, implies a particular from of global aspirations. 
The importance of Chinese culture is displayed in multiple moments throughout 
the movie. However, the most pronounced instance is the scene in which the 
headmaster insists that his students practice the art of calligraphy when the school 
LV�XQGHU�DWWDFN��³7KHLU�DUURZV�PLJKW�GHVWUR\�RXU�WRZQ�DQG�WRSSOH�RXU�NLQJGRP��EXW�
they can never obliterate our culture.” By referring to the cultivation of the ancient 
art of calligraphy, the headmaster’s comment becomes a powerful signal of Chinese 
FXOWXUDO�QDWLRQDOLVP�WKDW�WHVWL¿HV�WR�D�VWURQJ�VHQVH�RI�QDWLRQDO�LGHQWLW\�DQG�D�PRUH�
pronounced global posture of modern-day China.

Several years later, in 2016, Zhang Yimou directed a movie quite different 
from Hero��The Great Wall��$OWKRXJK�WKH�PRYLH¶V�ER[�RI¿FH�UDWLQJV�GLG�QRW�PDWFK�WKH�
success of Hero��LW�LV�LQWHUHVWLQJ�WR�WDNH�LW�DV�DQ�H[DPSOH�RI�&KLQD¶V�PRUH�³JOREDO´�RU�
³JOREDOL]LQJ´�SRVWXUH��7KH�PRYLH�LWVHOI�WHOOV�WKH�HSLF�VWRU\�RI�D�TXHVW�IRU�JXQSRZGHU�
during which a group of European mercenaries (Matt Damon plays one of the main 
protagonists) travels to China and battles alien monsters (Taotie) on the ethnic border 
created by the Great Wall. While The Great Wall has been criticized for putting form 
over substance, the movie visibly represents a transformation in the Chinese state’s 
attitudes toward its own cultural industries. A  collaboration with Western producers, 
cinematographers and screenwriters, The Great Wall does not only utilize American 
movie stars but also goes one step further in exotifying and Orientalizing its own 
culture through the use of colorful uniforms and fantastic costumes.

7KH�XVH�RI�WKH�*UHDW�:DOO�DV�WKH�PRYLH¶V�FHQWUDO�SRLQW�RI�GHSDUWXUH�±�DV�D�
civilizational structure and icon symbolizing protectionism and inward-looking politics 
±�PD\��WR�VRPH��VLJQLI\�DQ�DWWHPSW�WR�EUHDFK�QDWLRQDO�EDUULHUV�DQG�HPSOR\�D�PRUH�
global posture. Additionally, one can suggest that the use of the legend of Taotie 
could portray certain reservations with regard to the increasingly global attitudes of 
modern China. Taotie, as a motif recurring in ancient Chinese mythology, is often 
characterized as a mythical creature that enjoys drinking and eating. Therefore, it 
is associated with gluttony, greed, and desire for wealth. In this context, since the 
entire plot of The Great Wall is centered around battling Taotie, one may suggest 
that it symbolizes national reservations towards the increasing forces of capitalist 
consumerism, neoliberalism, and marketization, all of which China has been subject 
to.

However, a Chinese production which is an epitome of a strongly globalized 
posture with even stronger nationalistic sentiments is Wu Jing’s picture Wolf Warrior 
II���������7KH�PRYLH��WKH�KLJKHVW�JURVVLQJ�&KLQHVH�¿OP�HYHU�UHOHDVHG��WHOOV�WKH�VWRU\�
of a Chinese soldier, Leng Feng (played by the director himself) who leaves to an 
African country on a special mission to protect medical aid workers from local rebels 
DQG�YLFLRXV�DUPV�GHDOHUV��$W�¿UVW��WKH�PRYLH�FDQ�VWULNH�DV�D�K\SHU�LQÀDWHG�FRS\�RI�
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a typical American war-hero drama, where a white North American intervenes in a 
typically Middle Eastern country to bring peace and save the locals in the classical 
GLVSOD\�RI�WKH�SURYHUELDO�³ZKLWH�PDQ¶V�EXUGHQ�´�,Q�WKH�FDVH�RI�Wolf Warrior II, Chinese 
SURWDJRQLVWV�UHVHPEOH�WKH�VR�FDOOHG�³$PHULFDQ�ZDU�KHURHV´�ZKRVH�SUHVHQFH�RQ�WKH�
African continent is portrayed as supposedly mighty.

In fact, multiple scenes that involve announcements made by the soldiers 
RU�WKH�ORFDOV�DORQJ�WKH�OLQHV�RI�³LW¶V�RND\��LW¶V�WKH�&KLQHVH�´�FRQ¿UP�WKDW�WKH�&KLQHVH�
DUH�EHLQJ�SRUWUD\HG�DV� VDYLRUV��6RPH�VSHFWDWRUV�PLJKW� ¿QG� WKHVH� LPDJHV� UDWKHU�
surprising or intriguing, as would the entire plot, which projects an image of cutting-
edge medical advancements made by a person named Dr. Chen; whose creations 
carry the promise of eradicating a deadly African virus that eerily resembles Ebola. 
Wolf Warrior II�RIIHUV�PDQ\�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV��ZKLFK�PDQ\�PD\�¿QG�HTXDOO\�WURXEOLQJ��
The uniformed representations of Africa (the country in which the plot takes place 
remains unnamed) as a site rife with incurable diseases, intolerable gang violence, 
civil war, and hungry savages is, for instance, highly problematic. However, what 
VRPH�PLJKW�¿QG�HYHQ�PRUH�VKRFNLQJ�RU�KRUULI\LQJ�LV�WKH�IUHTXHQW�GHSLFWLRQ�RI�UDFLDO�
segregation between the Africans and the Chinese, which evoques images of 
colonial domination and imperial desires.

Yet, Wolf Warrior II also offers invaluable representations of the Chinese 
nationhood and its national power. The depictions of masculinity are countless and 
UDQJH�IURP�H[DPSOHV�RI�H[FHVVLYH�GULQNLQJ��VNLOOIXO�¿JKWLQJ��DQG�OLWHUDO�PXVFOH�ÀH[LQJ��
which all project the power of the protagonist, who can be seen as a representation 
of Chinese domestic and international state power. In other words, such scenes 
FRUUHVSRQG� ZLWK� D� PRUH� ¿JXUDWLYH� ³PXVFOH� ÀH[LQJ�´� RI� ZKLFK� WKH� &KLQHVH� VWDWH�
has been accused because of the Chinese BRI,  the South China Sea issue, and 
the vast Chinese territorial footprint. China’s global ambitions are clearly present 
throughout Wu Jing’s movie, which incorporates elements of Tianxia�DV�ZHOO�DV�³ZLQ�
win development” scenarios in the context of the neo-imperial presence of China 
LQ�$IULFD��7KLV� DOLJQV�ZLWK�'DQLHO�9XNRYLFK¶V� FRQFHSW� RI� ³6LQRORJLFDO�2ULHQWDOLVP�´�
,Q�9XNRYLFK¶V�PLQG��&KLQD¶V�³G\VIXQFWLRQDO��QHR�FRORQLDO�UHODWLRQVKLS´�ZLWK�:HVWHUQ�
GLVFRXUVH�SURPSWHG�PRGHUQ�GD\�&KLQD��DV�WKH�³2WKHU�´�WR�UHLPDJLQH�DQG�ZHVWHUQL]H�
itself.44�8QGHUVWDQGLQJ�WKDW�WKLV�FRPSOH[�VHW�RI�GHYHORSPHQWV�DFKLHYHV�³QHROLEHUDO�
sameness” through greater inclusion and incorporation into the global capitalist 
economy, one can see explicit elements of this theme in Wolf Warrior II. This is 
SDUWLFXODUO\�DSSDUHQW� LQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�WKH�SOD\�RQ�WKH�WKHPH�RI�DQ�³$PHULFDQ�ZDU�
hero” movie and in certain representations of non-Western cultures that many 
Western movies and cultural practices have been employing quite frequently. By 
HPEUDFLQJ� WKH� DHVWKHWLFV� RI� W\SL¿HG� :HVWHUQ� PRYLH� JHQUHV� WR� SURMHFW� &KLQHVH�
culture, the movie’s aesthetics appear to speak of China’s political transition toward 
a more globalized state. 

44  Daniel Vukovich, China and Orientalism: Western Knowledge Production and the 
PRC��YRO�����$ELQJGRQ��8QLWHG�.LQJGRP��5RXWOHGJH�����������

      134    YONSEI JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL STUDIES

YJIS_DRAFT FW20.indd   134YJIS_DRAFT FW20.indd   134 2020-12-21   2:49 AM2020-12-21   2:49 AM



THE POLITICAL VIA THE CINEMATIC   135 

Conclusion

7KLV� HVVD\�EULHÀ\�RXWOLQHG� WKH� ODQGVFDSH�RI� WKH�&KLQHVH� ¿OP� LQGXVWU\� RI� WKH� ODVW�
century by concentrating on the transformations in institutional conditions of cultural 
production and circulation during the era. In doing so, it reviewed the emergence of 
the cultural industries side by side with globalizing forces and some of the Chinese 
state policy, particularly the economic and market-opening reforms. Through the 
DQDO\VLV�RI�WKH�WKHPHV�DQG�DHVWKHWLFV�RI�WKUHH�GLVWLQFW�&KLQHVH�¿OPV��QDPHO\�Hero 
(2002), The Great Wall (2016), and Wolf Warrior II (2017), this essay argued for a 
linear transition to an increasingly global posture and attitude of the modern-day 
Chinese state. While examining the tensions and inherent contradictions between the 
national and global in both China’s economic opening and in the complex processes 
of marketization and internationalization of cultural and creative industries, it is 
necessary to also consider the dichotomy of the political and the cinematic. That is, 
not focusing simply on how the former is capable of prompting the latter, but also 
on how the latter is capable of representing and signaling the former. Undoubtedly, 
Wu’s highly successful production, Wolf Warrior II��WHVWL¿HV�WR�D�VWURQJ�SRVWXUH�RI�WKH�
Chinese state globally, inclusive of its ambitious foreign policy. To a lesser extent, 
The Great Wall also embodies globalist sentiments, while Hero, despite its national 
and global success, has exhibited a less globalized posture overshadowed by critical 
representations of nationalism and nationhood.
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LEAVING WOMEN BEHIND: 
UNDERSTANDING THE IMPACTS OF 
HISTORICAL, POLITICAL, AND SOCIAL 
FACTORS ON THE REPUBLIC OF KOREA’S 
PERSISTING GENDER INEQUALITY

Sojung Ha
Yonsei University

From bearing the title of “third-world country” to becoming part of the 
economically developed Global North in a short period of 40 years, the 
5HSXEOLF�RI�.RUHD��52.��KDV�DFKLHYHG�VLJQL¿FDQW�GHYHORSPHQW�LQ�DOO�DVSHFWV�
RI�VRFLHW\��<HW��QHDUO\����\HDUV�DIWHU�LW�UDWL¿HG�WKH�&RQYHQWLRQ�RQ�WKH�(OLPLQDWLRQ�
of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) and implemented 
gender equality laws, realistic progress in gender equality continues to 
fall behind. This article employs a postcolonial and intersectional feminist 
framework to examine the roles of historical, political, and social factors 
on the persistence of gender imparity. It examines the connection between 
Japanese colonial legacies of legally sanctioned gender inequality, the Cold 
War’s empty gender politics, the ROK government’s lack of commitment 
to women’s rights, and lastly, the socialization agents reinforcing gender 
normative roles and silencing women who resist. The author highlights the 
importance of the government’s effective implementation of gender parity 
legislation to overcome the discrepancy created between de jure and 
de facto due to historical and political factors, which are perpetuated by 
socialization agents. 

Keywords: feminist praxis, colonial legacy, US constitutionalism, Republic 
of Korea, socialization agents, gender equality, intersectionality, gender 
politics

Introduction 

According to the United Nation’s Human Development Index (HDI), which takes into 
account the health, education, and economic power of a country, the Republic of 
Korea (ROK) has achieved tremendous growth in all criteria. In a short period of 40 
\HDUV��WKH�52.�FDPH�IURP�EHDULQJ�WKH�WLWOH�RI�³WKLUG�ZRUOG�FRXQWU\´�WR�EHFRPLQJ�SDUW�
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of an economically developed Global North. In 1990, the ROK held an HDI value of 
0.7 out of 1.0, ranking around 100th worldwide. Today, with an HDI value of 0.906, 
it ranks 22nd.1 However, despite overall national growth, one element continues to 
IDOO�EHKLQG��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�:RUOG�(FRQRPLF�)RUXP��:()�¶V�³*OREDO�*HQGHU�*DS�
Report,” the ROK ranked 108th out of 153 countries in the overall gender inequality 
ranking, 127th in economic gender inequality, 101th in educational gender inequality, 
and 79th in political gender inequality.2 Although the ROK’s overall HDI indicated 
progress, gender-equality rankings are showing retrogression, dropping 13 ranks 
since 2006. 

While international indices provide a comprehensive look at Korean society, 
they also represent standardized calculations with somewhat limited cross-cultural 
contextualization and sensitivity. However, a national study conducted by the 
Korean Institute of Criminology (KIC) on persisting gender-based violence (GBV) 
presented an even graver depth of gender discrimination. According to KIC’s 
survey (2017) of 2,000 Korean men, 79 percent of participants reported having 
physically or psychologically abused a girlfriend. Of that 79 percent, 71 percent 
said they had controlled their girlfriends’ behaviors and activities by excessively 
checking-in, prohibiting certain clothing, and restricting their interactions with friends 
or family members.3� �%HFDXVH�YLROHQFH�DJDLQVW�ZRPHQ��XQGHUVWRRG�KHUH�DV� ³WKH�
manifestation of historically unequal power relations between men and women,” 
enforces women’s subordinate position in personal relationships and society as a 
whole,4 it is imperative not to merely question why an individual may be abusing or 
discriminating against women, but to question what systemic factors allow for such 
behavior to prevail. 

Evidently, the issues that relate to development and the lived praxis of 
feminism in Korea are deeply institutionalized and socialized, and, therefore, cannot 
be explained within a singular discipline. Rooted in intersectional postcolonial 
theory, this paper will tackle such issues using a multidisciplinary analysis of three 
major factors. Firstly, the historical factors of Japanese colonialism and American 
occupation will be considered to examine how gender-related laws and an equality-
based constitution have been used as  political tools of control and alignment. 
Secondly, factors relating to the politicization of gender equality agendas, as well 
as the Korean government’s lack of implementational commitment will be assessed 
to argue that meaningful and substantial effort in institutionalizing gender equality is 

1 �³+XPDQ�'HYHORSPHQW�5HSRUWV�´�UNDP, 2020.�KWWS���KGU�XQGS�RUJ�HQ�FRXQWULHV�SUR-
¿OHV�.25�
2 �³*OREDO�*HQGHU�*DS�5HSRUW������´�World Economic Forum��������KWWSV���ZZZ�
weforum.org/reports/gender-gap-2020-report-100-years-pay-equality.
3 �1LFROD�6PLWK��³$OPRVW�����RI�6RXWK�.RUHDQ�0HQ�+DYH�$EXVHG�*LUOIULHQG��6WXG\�
Claims,” The Telegraph��$XJXVW�����������KWWS���ZZZ�WHOHJUDSK�FR�XN�QHZV������������DO-
most-80-south-korean-men-have-abused-girlfriend-study-claims/amp/.
4 �³5HSXEOLF�RI�.RUHD��6XEPLVVLRQ�WR�WKH�&RPPLWWHH�RQ�WKH�(OLPLQDWLRQ�RI�'LVFULPLQD-
tion against Women for the adoption of the List of Issues.” CEDAW, 2017.
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needed to translate laws into practice. Lastly, the social factor of peers as socialization 
agents will be examined to understand why the Korean public often perceives 
IHPLQLVW�PRYHPHQWV�DV�³H[WUHPH�´�ZKLFK�IXUWKHU�RVWUDFL]HV�IHPLQLVW�SUDFWLFH��8VLQJ�
a postcolonial and intersectional framework, the paper comprehensively considers 
the elements that have legitimized gender inequality and the structures that allowed 
for it to persist. By understanding such contributing limitations in actualizing gender 
equality, the need for the government’s effective and committed implementation of 
gender parity legislation will be emphasized.

Literature Review 

When considering gender inequality in Korea, many existing works focus on either 
the progressive legal reforms of the patriarchal legislation throughout history, or the 
current feminist movements against gender-based violence and discrimination.5 
Scholars also debate the effectiveness of gender equality-based legislation. In 2020, 
the WEF’s annual report attributed to Korea one of the lowest positions in terms of 
gender equality, while CEDAW’s periodic report congratulated the government for its 
effort to implement the clauses.6 The government-based publications emphasized 
WKH� HIIRUWV� WR� LPSOHPHQW� OHJLVODWLRQ� DQG� SRLQWHG� WR� WKH� ORJLVWLFDO� GLI¿FXOWLHV� WKDW�
constrain immediate enforcement.7 

In the past decades, with the changes of leadership in the Korean 
government, the discourse on women’s position in society shifted from pro-
patriarchy and family values to pro-choice and women’s political participation.8 While 
WKHUH�DUH�PLQRU�ÀXFWXDWLRQV� LQ�FXOWXUH�DQG�SROLWLFV� LQ�.RUHD�WKDW�DIIHFW� WKH�JHQGHU�
agenda, the overarching problem of gender inequality is best explained by systemic 
factors, such as the country’s colonial legacy, political will, and socialization agents. 
My analysis draws on the existing work of Jung Kyungja, Practicing Feminism in 
South Korea: The Women’s Movement against Sexual Violence, as well as on a 
multitude of international institution’s publications. Jung interviewed local women’s 
rights activists to gain an insider perspective into feminist praxis and considers the 
emergence and achievements of the movement from a chronological perspective.9 
Her work demonstrates how, because of governmental inaction, women had to take 
it upon themselves to call for action. Drawing on Jung’s work will allow this paper to 
holistically evaluate criticisms towards the feminist movement in South Korea.

5 �.\XQJMD�-XQJ��³3UDFWLFLQJ�)HPLQLVP�LQ�6RXWK�.RUHD��7KH�:RPHQ¶V�0RYHPHQW�
against Sexual Violence,” GARLAND Science, 2017.
6 �+\XQ�%DFN�&KXQJ��³&RQVLGHUDWLRQ�RI�5HSRUW�6XEPLWWHG�E\�6WDWH�3DUWLHV�XQGHU�
$UWLFOH����RI�WKH�&RQYHQWLRQ��(LJKWK�SHULRGLF�UHSRUW�RI�6WDWH�3DUWLHV”, Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, 2015
7  Ibid. 
8 �$UFKLH�5HVRV��³7KH�(PSRZHUPHQW�RI�:RPHQ�LQ�6RXWK�.RUHD´��Journal of Interna-
tional Affairs (2014).
9 �-XQJ��³3UDFWLFLQJ�)HPLQLVP�´
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This paper will intervene in the existing debate by answering how historical, 
political, and social factors, when taken together, help us understand not only today’s 
discrepancy between policy and practice of feminism, but also the delegitimization of 
feminist movements in South Korea.

Historical Factors

The Japanese Colonial Legacy of Legally Sanctioned Gender Inequality

Korea’s history of socio-political struggle and transformation traces back approximately 
4,000 years. From a relatively historically gender-equal society, the 17th century 
adoption of Confucianism shifted the politics of gender, as it positioned people 
according to dichotomous and innate hierarchies. When the Japanese colonized 
.RUHD� LQ� ������ WKH\� FRQVLGHUHG� VXFK� D� JHQGHUHG� KLHUDUFK\� WR� EH� DQ� ³DXWKHQWLF�
culture” worthy of being preserved. Thus, they used the colonial Civil Ordinance 
FRGHV�WKDW�³IROORZHG�WKH�.RUHDQ�FXVWRPV´�WR�VROLGLI\�V\VWHPV�RI�RSSUHVVLRQ�10 This 
legal sanctioning of gender inequality included the patriarchal Family Headship Law, 
which allowed only for the male adult family member to establish his own family as 
WKH� UHSUHVHQWDWLYH��DQG� WKH� ³:LVH�0RWKHU�DQG�D�*RRG�:LIH´� LGHRORJ\�� WKH�RI¿FLDO�
WHDFKLQJ� RI� QRUPDWLYH� IHPLQLQLW\� ZKHUH� ZRPDQKRRG� ZDV� GH¿QHG� E\� GRPHVWLF�
realms and maternal roles.11 While different legal theories debate the impact of the 
FRGL¿FDWLRQ� RI� WKH� JHQGHU� LQHTXDOLW\� DJHQGD�� WKH� LQWHUSOD\� EHWZHHQ� FXVWRPV�DQG�
power is clear. As customary law theory and Japanese colonial legislators would 
argue, these laws were developed from authentic Korean customs. Thus, for the 
colonized population, the patriarchal laws may have become a part of the national 
LGHQWLW\�DV�LW�DSSHDUHG�VLJQL¿FDQW�WR�&RQIXFLDQ�KLVWRU\��2Q�WKH�RWKHU�KDQG��SRVLWLYH�
law theory shows the role of political power. For the colonial legislators, the creation 
of systemic oppression through group-based hierarchies (which in this case was 
gendered) may have allowed for the effective maintenance of power structures.12 
$OWRJHWKHU�� WKH�FRGL¿FDWLRQ�RI�SDWULDUFKDO� ODZV�DOORZHG�DQG� MXVWL¿HG�GLVFULPLQDWLRQ�
against women on both the personal and national level. 

The American Constitutionalism and Building Gender Equality on a Shaky Foundation 

After the Japanese colonial era ended, Korea, like any other nation with generational 
traumas of colonial legacy, needed time to decolonize and heal. Unfortunately, the 

10 �+\XQQDK�<DQJ��³$�-RXUQDO�RI�)DPLO\�/DZ�5HIRUP�LQ�.RUHD��7UDGLWLRQ��(TXDOLW\��DQG�
Social Change,” Journal of Korean Law����QR������������������
11  Ibid.
12 �-LP�6LGDQLXV��7�-��6D�.LHUD��*HRUJH�'DYLV�+XGVRQ��DQG�5RELQ�%HUJK��³$�6RFLDO�
Dominance and Intersectionalist Perspective.” The Oxford Handbook of Behavioral Political 
Science (2018).
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transitional period for Korea was rapid and muddled. Instead of being granted 
the time to process and decolonize from experiences of oppression and legally 
sanctioned gender inequality, the divided Korean peninsula endured three years of 
proxy civil war between the Cold War powers. This left a huge impact on the ROK 
government’s commitment to gender equality, as the constitutional, international, 
and legal commitments to it were built on dubious foundations.

During the Cold War, the divided Koreas had to make their decisions in 
a bipolar world order led by the US and the Soviet rivalry for hegemonic power. 
Accordingly, the democratic South declared its ideological solidarity to the West, 
while the communist North aligned itself with China and the Soviets. Naturally, the 
SURPXOJDWLRQ� RI� WKH� &RQVWLWXWLRQ� RI� 6RXWK� .RUHD� LQ� �����ZDV� KHDYLO\� LQÀXHQFHG�
by the Cold War rhetoric and the US Military Government in Korea (USAMGIK)’s 
presence in the region.13 Consequently, the newly adopted constitution carried 
strong overtones of American laws and democratic values.14 As Ahn states in The 
,QÀXHQFH�RI�$PHULFDQ�&RQVWLWXWLRQDOLVP� LQ�.RUHD� one of the USAMGIK’s explicit 
JRDOV�ZDV�WR�³GH�-DSDQL]H´�WKH�.RUHDQ�OHJDO�V\VWHP�E\�UHSODFLQJ�FRORQLDO�LQÀXHQFHV�
ZLWK�$PHULFDQ�ODZV��7KLV�LQFOXGHG�DGGUHVVLQJ�WKH�FRGL¿HG�ODZV�RI�OHJDOL]HG�JHQGHU�
inequality. The US occupation pushed for women’s suffrage in South Korea and 
eventually led to equal civil and political rights as promised under the imported 
constitution.15 

Yet, the US was promoting democracy and gender equality while also 
supporting Rhee Syngman’s presidency, which was known for its repressiveness 
DQG�SROLWLFDO�FRUUXSWLRQ��:KLOH�WKH�SROLWLFDO�DFWLRQV�WDNHQ�PD\�KDYH�EHHQ�LQÀXHQFHG�
by the red scare, the Rhee regime employed the National Security Law to restrict 
political activity and press freedom. Therefore, in the era of US constitutionalism and 
USAMGIK occupation, constitutional equality became a political tool of ideological 
alignment, rather than a sincere commitment. Furthermore, the import of foreign 
LGHRORJ\�FRQVWLWXWHG�D�FKDOOHQJH�WR�³SRVW�FRORQLDO´�GLVFRXUVH�DV�LW�GLVUHJDUGHG�QHZ�
forms of resistance arising from foreign exploitation and assumed that colonialism 
had ended.16�,Q�D�VHQVH��.RUHDQ�ZRPHQ�ZHUH�³VSRNHQ�IRU´�IRU�SROLWLFDO�JDLQV��DQG�
their chance to contextualize their needs was taken away.17 The gender equality 
agenda following Japanese colonialism was built around Cold War power relations 
more so than gender equality itself. As it was built on shaky foundations that did 
not need to be substantiated, the ROK government continued to fail to make future 

13 �-L\RXQJ�6XK��³7KH�µ1HZ�:RPDQ¶�DQG�WKH�7RSRJUDSK\�RI�0RGHUQLW\�LQ�&RORQLDO�
Korea.” Korean Studies������������������
14 �.\RQJ�:KDQ�$KQ��³7KH�,QÀXHQFH�RI�$PHULFDQ�&RQVWLWXWLRQDOLVP�RQ�6RXWK�.RUHD�´�
Southern Illinois University Law Journal��������������������
15  Ibid. 
16  Linda Tuhiwai Smith. Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peo-
ples��/RQGRQ��=HG�%RRNV��������������
17 �/LQGD�$OFRII��³7KH�3UREOHP�RI�6SHDNLQJ�IRU�2WKHUV�´�Cultural Critique��������������
5-32. 
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implementational commitments. 

Political Factors

The ROK Government’s Use of Gender Equality for Political Alignment 

6LPLODUO\�� WKH�52.� JRYHUQPHQW¶V� UDWL¿FDWLRQ� RI�&('$:� LQ� ����� DV�ZHOO� DV� OHJDO�
reforms to ensure gender equality have been part of a process of decolonization 
and alignment with the Global North. According to Frances Raday, a member of 
the UN Human Rights Council Working Group on Discrimination against Women, 
³&('$:¶V� WRROV� IRU� DGGUHVVLQJ� FXOWXUDO�� VRFLDO�� DQG� HFRQRPLF� LQWHUVHFWLRQDO�
differences between women are offshoots of the core right to equality.” Yet, this 
conceptual clarity has not been met in the state parties’ implementation.18 In other 
words, while CEDAW functions to provide theoretical and normative tools for nations 
to overcome their gendered discrimination, there exists a gap between de jure and 
de facto in application. 

$UWLFOH����RI�&('$:�LV�D�UHVHUYDWLRQ�FODXVH��ZKLFK�DOORZV� IRU� ³D�VWDWH� WR�
ratify an international treaty without obligating itself to provisions it does not wish 
to undertake.”19 The nature of the international convention allowed for the ROK 
government to express solidarity with the international community on women’s 
human rights without committing to the decisions included in the convention. When 
WKH�52.�UDWL¿HG�&('$:�LQ�������WKH\�HQWHUHG�UHVHUYDWLRQV�WR�$UWLFOH���DQG�$UWLFOH�
16(1)(c), (d), (f), and (g) without explanation.20�$UWLFOH���VWDWHV� WKDW� ³6WDWH�3DUWLHV�
shall grant women equal rights with men to acquire, change or retain their nationality” 
DQG�WR�³JUDQW�ZRPHQ�HTXDO�ULJKWV�ZLWK�PHQ�ZLWK�UHVSHFW� WR� WKH�QDWLRQDOLW\�RI� WKHLU�
FKLOGUHQ��$UWLFOH����VWDWHV�WKDW�³6WDWH�3DUWLHV�VKDOO�WDNH�DOO�DSSURSULDWH�PHDVXUHV�WR�
eliminate discrimination against women in all matters relating to marriage and family 
UHODWLRQV�´� LQFOXGLQJ� �F�� ³WKH�VDPH� ULJKWV�DQG� UHVSRQVLELOLWLHV�GXULQJ�PDUULDJH�DQG�
DW�LWV�GLVVROXWLRQ�´��G��³WKH�VDPH�ULJKWV�DQG�UHVSRQVLELOLWLHV�DV�SDUHQWV��LUUHVSHFWLYH�
RI�WKHLU�PDULWDO�VWDWXV��LQ�PDWWHUV�UHODWLQJ�WR�WKHLU�FKLOGUHQ�´��I��³WKH�VDPH�ULJKWV�DQG�
responsibilities with regard to guardianship, wardship, trusteeship and adoption of 
FKLOGUHQ�´�DQG� �J�� ³WKH�VDPH�SHUVRQDO� ULJKWV�DV�KXVEDQGV�DQG�ZLIH�� LQFOXGLQJ� WKH�
right to choose a family name, a profession and an occupation.”21 While the other 

18 �)UDQFHV�5DGD\��³*HQGHU�DQG�GHPRFUDWLF�FLWL]HQVKLS��WKH�LPSDFW�RI�&('$:�´�Inter-
national Journal of Constitutional Law ����������������
19 -HQQLIHU�5LGGOH��³0DNLQJ�&('$:�8QLYHUVDO��$�&ULWLTXH�RI�&('$:¶V�5HVHUYDWLRQ�
Regime under Article 28 and the Effectiveness of the Reporting Process,” The George 
Washington International Law Review (2002). 
20 �0DUVKD�)UHHPDQ��³5HVHUYDWLRQV�WR�&('$:��$Q�$QDO\VLV�IRU�81,&()�´�UNICEF, 
2009. 
21 �³&RQYHQWLRQ�RQ�WKH�(OLPLQDWLRQ�RI�$OO�)RUPV�RI�'LVFULPLQDWLRQ�$JDLQVW�:RPHQ�´�
8QLWHG�1DWLRQV�+XPDQ�5LJKWV�2I¿FH�RI�WKH�+LJK�&RPPLVVLRQHU��'HFHPEHU�������KWWSV���
www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/cedaw.aspx. 
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reservations were withdrawn in the 1990s, ROK’s reservation to Article 16(1)(g) 
remains today. In fact, the State Party’s Sixth Periodic Report to CEDAW in 2008 
stated that the ROK shows no intention to withdraw from its existing reservations, 
and noted that such persisting patriarchal attitudes and normative gender roles are 
UHÀHFWHG� LQ� ZRPHQ¶V� FDUHHU� RSSRUWXQLWLHV�� OLPLWHG� SDUWLFLSDWLRQ� LQ� SXEOLF� OLIH�� DQG�
continuing gender-based violence.22� 7KLV� VXJJHVWV� WKDW� GHVSLWH� WKH� UDWL¿FDWLRQ� RI�
CEDAW, the Korean government continues to hold on to the patriarchal structures 
that allow for gender inequality to persist.

On a national level, while there are still limitations to implementation, the 
ROK government undertook numerous legal reforms to reverse the discriminatory 
gender laws with an equality-based constitution and an international commitment to 
gender equality. Some notable reforms include The Equal Employment Opportunity 
Act of 1987 and the Decriminalization of Abortion in 2019. There were also a series 
of Family Law Reforms that took place in 1990 and between 2005-2008. The Family 
Law Reforms are comprehensive reforms of the Confucian Patriarchal structures, 
including family structures and property rights.23 These series of reforms focused on 
UHGH¿QLQJ�³IDPLO\´��WKH�DEROLWLRQ�RI�WKH�EDQ�RQ�ZRPHQ¶V�UHPDUULDJH�SHULRG��VHSDUDWH�
property systems, and permitting marriage between parties with same surnames. 
Most importantly, the Head of the Family system, which positioned men as the 
KHDG�RI�WKH�IDPLO\�DQG�WKH�UHVW�DV�³PHPEHUV´��ZDV�DEROLVKHG�LQ������24 However, 
GHVSLWH�OHJDO�HIIRUWV��SURJUHVV�LV�VWDJQDWLQJ��WKH�³*OREDO�*HQGHU�*DS�5HSRUW´�VKRZV�
a 13-rank drop since 2006. Although laws, as a socialization agent, align people’s 
behaviors with national written expectations, the failure to actualize gender equality 
suggests that there may be larger systematic factors that allow gender inequality to 
prevail.

The Lack of Commitment and Implementation 

:KLOH�WKH�ODFN�RI�SROLWLFDO�FRPPLWPHQW�WR�JHQGHU�HTXDOLW\�ZDV�H[HPSOL¿HG�E\�.RUHDQ�
presidents throughout the 20th century, contemporary politicians have publicized 
their commitments and efforts. However, the ways in which gender-equality laws 
DUH� EHLQJ� HQIRUFHG� VKRZ� RWKHUZLVH�� JHQGHU� HTXDOLW\� ODZV� KDYH� LQHIIHFWLYH� RU� QR�
monitoring mechanisms, and there is a lack of private sector intervention. Effective 
implementation mechanisms are key to turning women’s rights from a principle 
into a reality; and if the gender equality framework does not contain meaningful 
implementation or enforcement mechanisms, it will once again be a façade only 

22 �³&RQVLGHUDWLRQ�RI�6WDWH�3DUW\�5HSRUWV��6L[WK�3HULRGLF�5HSRUW�RI�WKH�5HSXEOLF�RI�
Korea,” CEDAW��0DUFK�������KWWS���GDFFHVVGGV�XQ�RUJ�GRF�81'2&�*(1�1����������3')�
N0726287.pdf?OpenElement
23 �:KDVRRN�/HH��³7UDQVIRUPDWLRQ�RI�.RUHDQ�)DPLO\�/DZ�´�International Survey of 
Family Law�����������������
24  Ibid. 
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useful in upholding the perceived progressive status of the country.25 
In the ROK, gender equality and family fall under The Ministry of Gender 

Equality and Family (MOGEF). This categorization not only reinforces the gender 
normativity around familyhood, but also raises the concern that gender equality 
might be overlooked in order to uphold family structures and values.26 Furthermore, 
DFFRUGLQJ� WR� WKH� 0LQLVWU\�� ³JHQGHU´� H[FOXVLYHO\� UHIHUV� WR� KHWHURVH[XDO� DQG� FLV�� D�
biological dichotomy-based binary use which disregards the LGBTQ+’s legal rights 
DQG� SURWHFWLRQ�� 7KLV� SUREOHPDWLF� GH¿QLWLRQ� IDLOV� WR� HPEUDFH� WKH� HTXDOLW\� FODXVH�
of both the Constitution and CEDAW. Hence, by hiding behind gender equality, 
the very ministry in charge of women’s human rights is implicitly perpetuating 
heteronormativity, gender norms, and patriarchal family values. 

Furthermore, MOGEF has one of the lowest budgets among the Ministries, 
accounting for only 0.18 percent of the entire government budget. Only 43.3 percent 
of its funds are used for main projects and programs, while 56.7 percent are 
GHGLFDWHG�WR�ODERU�DQG�³ORJLVWLFV�´�2I�WKH������SHUFHQW��RQO\�����SHUFHQW�DUH�GHYRWHG�
WR�³JHQGHU�HTXDOLW\�DQG�ZRPHQ¶V�HFRQRPLF�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�´�ZKLOH�WKH�UHVW�LV�XVHG�IRU�
children and family, national development, or comprehensive development.27 This 
means that only 0.00016 percent of the entire government budget contributes to 
gender equality efforts. Budgeting is the most evident way of prioritizing government 
agendas. That the Ministry of Gender Equality is not only grouped together with 
)DPLO\�EXW�DOVR�UHFHLYHV�RQH�RI�WKH�ORZHVW�EXGJHWV�WHVWL¿HV�WR�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW¶V�ODFN�
of sincere commitment to the effective realization of gender equality laws. 

0RQLWRULQJ�� UHSRUWLQJ�� DQG� LPSOHPHQWDWLRQ� GLI¿FXOWLHV� DUH� QDWXUDO�
consequences of the lack of budget available to the Ministry of Gender Equality 
and Family. Gender Equality Policy encompasses six major projects and 22 
implementation strategies, including cultural, economic, representational, social, 
safety, and implementation.28 Yet, none of the implementation strategies involve 
direct intervention in private sectors, nor does it include any reporting and 
monitoring mechanisms. The Gender Equality Framework Acts forces all sectors 
to provide mandatory training on the prevention of sexual harassment and violence 
towards women. However, as there is no monitoring and evaluation mechanism, 
WKH�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�RI�VHQLRU�PDQDJHULDO�RI¿FLDOV�ZDV�ORZ�DQG�PRVW�WUDLQLQJ�VHVVLRQV�

25 �³,Q�/DUJHU�)UHHGRP��7RZDUG�'HYHORSPHQW��6HFXULW\��$QG�+XPDQ�5LJKWV�IRU�$OO�´�
General Assembly Report of the Secretary-General A/59, United Nations, 2005. 
26 �&KXQJ��³&RQYHQWLRQ�RQ�WKH�(OLPLQDWLRQ�RI�$OO�)RUPV�RI�'LVFULPLQDWLRQ�DJDLQVW�
Women,” 2015.
27 ��6RMXQJ�+XK��³6WDWXV�RI�%XGJHW�´�0LQLVWU\�RI�*HQGHU�(TXDOLW\�DQG�)DPLO\�” Depart-
ment for Planning and Finance, 2019.
28 �³*HQGHU�(TXDOLW\�3ROLF\�´�0LQLVWU\�RI�*HQGHU�(TXDOLW\�DQG�)DPLO\��������KWWS���ZZZ�
PRJHI�JR�NU�HQJ�SF�HQJBSFBI����GR�
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were done in collective settings through handout materials.29 Since most workplace 
sexual harassment is characterized by the abuse of hierarchical power structures, 
WKH�ODFN�RI�VHQLRU�RI¿FLDOV¶�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�PDNHV�WUDLQLQJ�LQHIIHFWLYH�DQG�UHLQIRUFHV�WKH�
idea that their status exempts them from such accountability.30 Furthermore, even 
in school systems, the training and awareness-raising policies listed in CEDAW and 
national laws are not integrated into curricula. After more than three decades of 
&('$:��DQ�³LQ�SURFHVV´�VWDWXV�VKRXOG�QR�ORQJHU�MXVWLI\�WKH�ODFN�RI�JRYHUQPHQW�HIIRUW�
to structurally translate gender-equality policies into common lived praxis.

The lack of governmental efforts to implement and monitor gender equality 
SUDFWLFHV� LQGLFDWHV� WKDW� WKH� JRDOV� RI� SURJUHVVLYH� UHIRUPV� DQG� WKH� UDWL¿FDWLRQ�
RI� &('$:� ZHUH� QRW� WR� UHDFK� JHQGHU� HTXDOLW\� LWVHOI�� EXW� UDWKHU� WR� ³PRGHUQL]H´�
Korean society and align the country with other Global North nations. The lack of 
awareness, integration, and implementation encourages societal compliance and 
allows for discrimination and GBV to prevail. Unless rights are effectively translated 
LQWR�UHDOLWLHV�WKURXJK�HI¿FLHQW�LPSOHPHQWDWLRQ�DQG�HQIRUFHPHQW�HIIRUWV��WKH�ODZV�ZLOO�
remain tools of political leverage, and systematic gender inequality will persist.  

Social Factors

“Peers” as Socialization Agents that Silences Women Who Resist 

Living a Feminist Life considers feminism as experiential, subjective, and 
intersectional.31 In other words, the author argues that women who are discriminated 
DJDLQVW�DQG�KROG�³WKHRU\�LQ�ÀHVK´�PXVW�VSHDN�IRU�WKHPVHOYHV�WR�HIIHFWLYHO\�FKDQJH�WKH�
status quo in gender inequality.32 If women are silenced, there is no way to theorize 
or realize gender equality in society. Korean women did not remain silent despite 
governmental inaction or media reinforcement of gender inequality. Their efforts 
FRQWULEXWHG�WR�QXPHURXV� OHJDO�UHIRUPV��+RZHYHU��³SHHUV�´�DV�VRFLDOL]DWLRQ�DJHQWV��
largely othered the feminist movement in Korea, which harmed the gender equality 
DJHQGD�ERWK�SROLWLFDOO\�DQG�VRFLDOO\��³3HHUV´�KHUH�VKRXOG�EH�XQGHUVWRRG�DV�SHRSOH�
within proximity to an individual, who provide direct negative or positive feedback to 
actions taken. To study the silencing of women through the socialization agents of 
³SHHUV´�DQG�XQGHUVWDQG�KRZ�WKH�VRFLHWDO�UKHWRULF�DURXQG�IHPLQLVP�ZDV�HVWDEOLVKHG��

29 �.RUHDQ�:RPHQ¶V�$VVRFLDWLRQ�8QLWHG��³5HSXEOLF�RI�.RUHD��6XEPLVVLRQ�WR�WKH�
Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW Committee) for 
the Adoption of the List of Issues,” CEDAW, 2017, 1-8.
30 �6WHYHQ�+��/RSH]��5DQG\�+RGVRQ��DQG�9LQFHQW�-��5RVFLJQR��³3RZHU��6WDWXV��DQG�
$EXVH�DW�:RUN��*HQHUDO�DQG�6H[XDO�+DUDVVPHQW�&RPSDUHG�´�The Sociological Quarterly 50 
�������������
31 �6DUD�$KPHG��³%ULQJLQJ�)HPLQLVW�7KHRU\�+RPH�´�LQ�Living A Feminist Life �'XUKDP��
Duke UP, 2017). 
32 �&KHUULH�0RUDJD��³7KHRU\�LQ�WKH�)OHVK´�LQ�This Bridge Called My Back: Radical 
Writings by Women of Color��6DQ�)UDQFLVFR��$XQW�/XWH�%RRNV�������, 23.
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the comment sections of the top eight South Korean newspapers were analyzed.
Analyzing the comment sections of articles related to large feminist protests 

that held place from August 2018 to March 2019 in South Korea showed how people 
VLOHQFHG�ZRPHQ�ZKR� VSRNH� RXW� E\� IUDPLQJ� WKHP� DV� ³LUUDWLRQDO�´� ³DQJU\�´� ³XQIDLU�´�
³PHQ�KDWHUV�´�DQG�³H[WUHPH�´�7KHUH�ZHUH�DOVR� IUHTXHQW�SDWWHUQV�RI�YLFWLP�EODPLQJ�
DQG�UHIHUHQFHV�WR�³UHYHUVH�VH[LVP�´�,Q�VWXG\LQJ�QHZV�DUWLFOHV�RQ�WKH�SURWHVWV�WKDW�
UHFHLYHG�WKH�PRVW�DWWHQWLRQ�IURP�WKH�HLJKWK�PDMRU�QHZVSDSHUV�±�ZKHWKHU�WKRVH�ZHUH�
FRQVHUYDWLYH��FHQWUDO�� OLEHUDO��JRYHUQPHQW�SURGXFHG��RU� LQGHSHQGHQW�±� WKHUH�ZHUH�
only two comments that stood in solidarity with the women who took part in the 
demonstrations. 

One striking and common characteristic in the comment sections was the 
JHQHUDOL]HG�DVVRFLDWLRQ�RI�IHPLQLVW�PRYHPHQWV�ZLWK�³0HJDO�´�Megalian was a website 
shut down by the government in 2017 because of its misandry and crime towards 
men. Megalian contained homophobia, criticism of conscription and soldiers, child 
molestation, and the spread of illegal videos. It is considered to be a dark chapter 
LQ�WKH�KLVWRU\�RI�³EDG�IHPLQLVP´�LQ�6RXWK�.RUHD�33�³3HHUV´�ORJLF��KRZHYHU��LV�WKDW�DOO�
feminism equates to Megalia. Through that association, they are depicting anyone 
who speaks out for women’s rights as extreme and misandric. According to Kimberly 
1RUZRRG��WKH�SDUWLFXODUL]HG�VWHUHRW\SH�RI�ZRPHQ�DV�DQJU\�RIWHQ�³GHÀHFW>V@�DWWHQWLRQ�
from the aggressor and project[s] blame onto the target.”34 While Aggressive 
Encounters and White Fragility focuses on the intersectional experience of Black 
women, it successfully argues that the worst negative stereotypes, including 
³GLVDJUHHDEOH��RYHUO\�DJJUHVVLYH��DQG�SK\VLFDOO\�WKUHDWHQLQJ�´�VKLIW�WKH�DWWHQWLRQ�IURP�
XQGHUO\LQJ�LQMXVWLFHV�WR�GHÀHFWLQJ�WKH�EODPH�RQ�ZRPHQ��7KH�SURFHVV�RI�³RWKHULQJ´�
women who resist by associating them with the most extreme stereotypes dismisses 
and ostracizes the overarching feminist movement, and consequently promotes 
existing patriarchal social behaviors.

Another common trait was justifying GBV through victim-blaming. Feminist 
protests were also a reaction to Spy Cam and drugging incidents that happened at 
Burning Sun, a major nightclub run by a Korean celebrity. In these incidents, some 
IHPDOH�ZRPHQ�ZHUH�LQWR[LFDWHG��3HHUV�FRPPHQWHG��³,I�WKHUH�DUH����EDG�PHQ��WKHUH�
DUH�����ZRPHQ�ZKR�IDOO�IRU�KLP��7KH\�NQRZ�WKDW�QLJKWFOXEV�DUH�¿OOHG�ZLWK�WKHP��EXW�
still insist on going. And when they become ‘victims’, they don’t blame themselves.”35 
$QRWKHU�ZURWH�� ³7KH�SURWHVWRUV�DUH�DOO� IHPLQLVW�SLJV��'R� WKH\� WKLQN�DOO�ZRPHQ�JHW�
¿OPHG"�$OO� WKH� ZRPHQ� ZKR� DUH� ZRUWK\� RI� EHLQJ� ¿OPHG� DUH� RQ� D� GDWH� EHFDXVH�

33 �6RR\HRQ�/LP��³¶0HJDOLD��:DUPDG¶�&RPPHQWV��&OHDUO\�6ODQGHU�´�Media Today, July 
����������KWWS���ZZZ�PHGLDWRGD\�FR�NU�QHZV�DUWLFOH9LHZ�KWPO"LG[QR �������
34 �7ULQD�-RQHV�DQG�.LPEHUO\�-DGH�1RUZRRG��³$JJUHVVLYH�(QFRXQWHUV�DQG�:KLWH�
)UDJLOLW\��'HFRQVWUXFWLQJ�WKH�7URSH�RI�$QJU\�%ODFN�:RPDQ�´�Iowa Law Review�������������
2017-2069.
35 �-7%&��³*HQGHU�'LVFULPLQDWRU\�6S\�&DP�,QYHVWLJDWLRQ��7KH��th Protest at Gwangh-
wamoon Gathers 10,000 Women.” JTBC News. Aug 4. 2018.
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it’s a Sunday. It’s not you, don’t worry.”36 These types of narrations contradicted 
themselves by shaming women who were victims of GBV, while arguing that no 
man would desire feminists. They are depicting feminists as sexually undesirable, 
aggressive, unwanted, and deserving of the violations. This rhetoric also contributes 
WR�³RWKHULQJ´�DQG�VLOHQFLQJ�ZRPHQ�ZKR�VSHDN�RXW�E\�VKDPLQJ�DQG�LQYDOLGDWLQJ�WKHLU�
claims. 

:KLOH�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�WKDW�UHDO�OLIH�³SHHUV´�PD\�EH�GLIIHUHQW�LQ�WKHLU�H[SUHVVLRQ�
of thoughts towards feminism and that online discourse may be more exaggerated, 
these types of framing of feminist movements leave detrimental impacts on feminist 
SUD[LV��'HVFULELQJ�DOO�IHPLQLVW�PRYHPHQWV�DV�PDQ�KDWLQJ�³0HJDOV´��YLFWLP�EODPLQJ��
DQG� GHSLFWLQJ� WKH� ZRPHQ� ZKR� VSHDN� RXW� DJDLQVW� VRFLHWDO� LQMXVWLFH� DV� ³FUD]\´�
and undesirable polarizes the conversation. This may lead to women siding with 
normalized sexism to feel accepted in workplaces where men hold positions of 
power, and within friendships so as not to be ostracized. This leads to the isolation 
and silencing of feminist movements as a whole. The most important aspect of 
feminist praxis, the experiential, is removed from legal and social conversations 
through the silencing of women. This, together with the lack of the government’s 
effort to implement the laws more effectively and the media’s reinforcing of gender 
stereotypes and promotion of toxic masculinity, essentially disempowers the 
realization of feminism in Korean society. 

Conclusion

7KH�TXLFN�VZLWFK�IURP�WKH�FRGL¿FDWLRQ�RI�JHQGHU�HTXDOLW\�GXULQJ�-DSDQHVH�FRORQLDOLVP�
to the import of equality-based constitutional principles during the American 
occupation shows how gender-equality has been used as a political tool of control 
or alignment. While the discrepancy between de jure and de facto may have begun 
here, the current Korean government’s lack of implementational commitment and the 
socialization agents that promote conformity allow for the persistence of discrepancy 
within gender inequality. The failures of the gender equality agenda in the rapidly 
developed ROK persists due to these elements that create a society where gender 
inequality can prevail without consequences, and perhaps, even be rewarded. 
Thus, the ROK government must bridge the gap between legal and constitutional 
promise of gender equality and praxis by effectively implementing monitoring and 
enforcement mechanisms. Further, both the laws and peers’ roles as socialization 
agents in perpetuating and reinforcing gender normativity and patriarchy must be 
examined. Lastly, the experiential theory of women’s experiences needs to be heard, 
rather than silenced. By understanding the historical, political, and social causes 
behind unachieved women’s human rights, future study in how to effectively change 
the dialogue around gender equality and how to successfully implement the legal 
SURPLVHV�LV�UHTXLUHG�WR�¿QDOO\�IXO¿OO�WKH�ORQJ�RYHUGXH�SURPLVHV�RI�DQ�HTXDOLW\�EDVHG�

36 �6DQJML�+RQJ��³7KH�(UD�RI�1HZ�)HPLQLVP��:K\�'LG��������:RPHQ�6KRXW�³-DL�
Ting” At Hyehwa Station?” Jung Ang News, July 8, 2018.
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constitution, women’s rights laws, and feminist praxis in the ROK. 
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BLURRING DISTANCE AND DIGITAL LINES:
THE ROLES OF REAL PERSON 
FANFICTION IN PARTICIPATIVE K-POP 
FANDOMS

Aimee Beatriz Lee
Yonsei University

The growth of the online community as a space for various types of content 
FUHDWRUV�KDV�XOWLPDWHO\�OHG�WR�DQ�LQÀX[�RI�IDQ¿FWLRQ�²�ZULWWHQ�ZRUNV�SXEOLVKHG�
E\� IDQV� IRU� IDQV�²�ZKLFK� LV�� LQ� SDUW�� FRPSRVHG� RI� UHDO� SHUVRQ� IDQ¿FWLRQ�
(RPF). While RPF has always maintained some sort of following throughout 
the years, especially with regards to musical acts such as One Direction, 
arguably one of the largest contributors to its growth in the last decade is the 
K-Pop community. Based on the statistics on the currently leading repository 
IRU�PXOWL�IDQGRP�DQG�PXOWL�JHQUH�IDQ¿FWLRQ��$UFKLYH�RI�2XU�2ZQ��FRPPRQO\�
known as AO3), ‘K-Pop’ as a whole is the leading category under Music 
and Bands, with a total of almost 360,000 works to date, rivaling the entire 
‘Real Person Fiction’ section with less than 350,000 works. However, while 
VFKRODUO\�UHVHDUFK�RQ�IDQ¿FWLRQ�KDV�DOVR�DFFXPXODWHG�DQG�GLYHUVL¿HG�RYHU�
time, the topic of RPF still presents gaps when surveying current literature 
— K-Pop RPF, for how much it has contributed to the growth of digitally 
SXEOLVKHG�IDQ¿FWLRQ�DV�D�ZKROH��VWLOO�KDV�IDFHWV�DQG�DVSHFWV�\HW�WR�EH�H[SORUHG��
Thus, the goal of this paper is to examine and analyze the role of RPF in 
participative K-Pop fandom culture. It draws information and insight from a 
survey that collected opinions and answers from over 500 respondents that 
identify themselves as an active part of the K-Pop community that has had 
experience in consuming, if not creating, K-Pop RPF. In doing so, this work 
SUHVHQWV�WKH�DUJXPHQW�WKDW�IDQ¿FWLRQ�LQ�.�3RS�GRHV�QRW�RQO\�IXO¿OO�IDQWDV\�
and bridge gaps in one’s experience in the fandom but is also an avenue 
WRZDUGV�LGHQWLW\�EXLOGLQJ�DV�ZHOO�DV�IXUWKHU�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�ZLWK�DQG�LQÀXHQFH�
on an idol, their company, or even the collective fandom in itself.

Introduction

)DQ¿FWLRQ�LQ�DQG�RI� LWVHOI� LV�QR�QHZ�SKHQRPHQRQ��DV�D�JHQHUDO� OLWHUDU\�SUDFWLFH�� LW�
has been in existence as early as the 20th Century, when a distinction between a 
character’s original author and another author who had used the same character in 
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a different work or context needed to be made.1�2YHU�WLPH��WKH�FRQFHSW�RI�IDQ¿FWLRQ�
QHHGHG�FRQVWDQW�UHYLVLRQ�DQG�GHOLQHDWLRQ�WR�VHW�LWVHOI�DSDUW�IURP�RULJLQDO�¿FWLRQ��DQG�
much has needed to be established, adjusted, and reconsidered to give way to the 
constant transformation that it has gone through. Now, with the digital space (which 
acts as the main medium for modern day fanwork) larger than ever, the practice of 
FUHDWLQJ�DQG�FRQVXPLQJ�IDQ¿FWLRQ�LQ�JHQHUDO�EHFRPHV�PRUH�HYLGHQW�DQG�ZLGHVSUHDG��
)DQ¿FWLRQ��DW�LWV�FRUH��LV�GHULYDWLYH��LW�LV�FUHDWHG�DV�D�NLQG�RI�MX[WDSRVLWLRQ�WKDW�ERWK�
(a) strikes a delicate balance between its source work and the ideas that make it 
³XQLTXH´�RU� WUDQVIRUP� LW�DQG��DW� WKH�VDPH� WLPH�� �E��EOXUV� WKH� OLQH� WKDW� LV�PHDQW� WR�
YLVLEO\� VHSDUDWH�ZKDW� LV� ³RULJLQDO´� E\� WKH�¿UVW�DXWKRU�DQG�ZKDW� LV� ³RULJLQDO´� E\� WKH�
IDQ¿FWLRQ�ZULWHU�LQ�RUGHU�WR�PDNH�VXUH�WKDW�WKH�HOHPHQWV�WKH�ODWWHU�DGGV�RU�FKDQJHV�
can still exist in harmony with the basis of the initial text. The complexity of the issue 
DQG�WKH�DUELWUDULQHVV�RI�ZKDW�LV�DFFHSWDEOH�DQG�ZKDW�LV�QRW�LQ�IDQ¿FWLRQ�KDV�OHG�WR�
multiple issues that are no closer to creating a unanimous perspective on the craft.

The lines become blurrier and the boundaries and ethics of the craft become 
PXFK�PRUH�GLI¿FXOW�WR�GLVVHFW�ZKHQ�FRQVLGHULQJ�ZRUNV�WKDW�WDNH�LQVSLUDWLRQ�IURP�RU�
build foundation off of reality. 5HDO�SHUVRQ�IDQ¿FWLRQ��53)��EULQJV�XS�XQLTXH�SRLQWV�
of what is acceptable and what should be condemned not in terms of a work’s 
premise but a person’s identity. It consistently and ceaselessly begs questions about 
WKH� H[WHQW� WR�ZKLFK� D� UHDO� SHUVRQ�ZLWKRXW� D� ¿FWLRQDO� LGHQWLW\� FDQ� EH�PDQLSXODWHG�
ZLWKLQ�D�ZRUN�RI�¿FWLRQ�DQG�WKH�PDQQHU�LQ�ZKLFK�RQH�FDQ�GHULYH�IURP�WKHLU�SHUVRQDO��
real-life context, if at all. For the most part, RPF has been limited to certain niche 
fandoms with a particularly strong following — this much will be seen later in the 
discussion — but RPF has since become a larger phenomenon following the rise of 
K-Pop and the strength of K-Pop fans as a community of proactive and participative 
consumers that not only seek to mitigate gaps or counter truths but also aim, in 
VRPH�ZD\V��WR�LQÀXHQFH�UHDOLW\�WR�D�FHUWDLQ�GHJUHH��7KH�DJHQF\�RI�.�3RS�IDQV�ZLWKLQ�
their fandom and with regards to communication with the idols and their companies 
LV�XQSUHFHGHQWHG��DQG�WKLV�PXFK�LV�WUXH�LQ�KRZ�WKH\�SDUWLFLSDWH�²�IDQ¿FWLRQ�FUHDWLRQ�
and consumption included.

The purpose of this paper is to examine and analyze the diversity of RPF in 
WKH�.�3RS�IDQGRP��,Q�GRLQJ�VR��LW�DUJXHV�WKDW�IDQ¿FWLRQ�LQ�.�3RS�GRHV�QRW�RQO\�IXO¿OO�
fantasy and bridge gaps in one’s experience in the fandom but is also an avenue 
WRZDUGV�LGHQWLW\�EXLOGLQJ�DV�ZHOO�DV�IXUWKHU�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�ZLWK�DQG�LQÀXHQFH�RQ�DQ�LGRO��
their company, or even the collective fandom in itself.

Literature Review

%\� LWV� WUDQVIRUPDWLYH� QDWXUH�� IDQ¿FWLRQ� LV� FRQVLGHUHG� D� K\SHUWH[W. Any work that 
IDOOV�XQGHU�WKLV�FDWHJRU\�LV�WKH�ODWHU�³WH[W�%´�WKDW�FDOOV�EDFN�WR�WKH�HDUOLHU�K\SRWH[W�

1 �%DLOH\�*ULEEHQ��³)DQ¿FWLRQ��$�/HJDO�%DWWOH�RI�&UHDWLYLW\�´�Reporter, Feb 5, 2016, 
DFFHVVHG�-XQH�����������KWWSV���UHSRUWHU�ULW�HGX�YLHZV�IDQ¿FWLRQ�OHJDO�EDWWOH�FUHDWLYLW\�
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³WH[W�$´�LQ�D�PDQQHU�WKDW�LV�QRW�MXVW�FRPPHQWDU\�EXW��LQ�PDQ\�ZD\V��WUDQVIRUPDWLYH�2 
)DQ¿FWLRQ� LV� DOVR� KLJKO\� DUFKRQWLF��ZKLFK�PHDQV� WKDW� LW� LV� OLWHUDWXUH� WKDW� UHIHUV� WR�
and builds on already existing literature as reference.3� ,Q� RWKHU� ZRUGV�� IDQ¿FWLRQ�
cannot just be derivative of a work or a body of work; it must also be expansive and 
offer new information, integrate new elements, and propose itself as something of 
a supplement (or, to some extreme degree, an alternative) to the original work.4 
:KHQ�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�IDQ¿FWLRQ�DV�VHSDUDWH��VLPSO\�DV�D�W\SH�RI�OLWHUDWXUH��LW�LV�IDLUO\�
straightforward in its approach and role. It appears to act simply as a means for fans 
WR�IXUWKHU�H[SORUH�D�¿FWLRQDO�ZRUN�WKURXJK�D�VSHFL¿F�OHQV�WKDW�VXLWV�WKHP�DQG�WR�SXVK�
the limits of their own creativity and understanding of the hypotext/text A. However, 
IDQ¿FWLRQ�DV�ERWK�PDOOHDEOH�WH[W�DQG�D�WRRO�IRU�UHVKDSLQJ�H[LVWLQJ�LQIRUPDWLRQ�PDNHV�
its nature, purpose, and consequent role much more complicated and open to 
interpretation.

([SHUWV� LQ�IDQ�VWXGLHV�KDYH�VLQFH�GHEDWHG�WKH�SODFH�DQG�UROH�RI�IDQ¿FWLRQ�
as a part of the dynamics of society and through a more anthropological lens; this 
OHQV�LV�PHDQW�WR�WUHDW�IDQ¿FWLRQ�²�DV�D�SDUW�RI�WKH�ODUJHU�XPEUHOOD�RI�IDQ�ZRUN�²�DV�
discourse, education, and negotiation. While it is not the main goal of this paper to 
HODERUDWH�RQ�IDQ¿FWLRQ�DV�D�UHVRXUFH�IRU�OHDUQLQJ��PXFK�UHVHDUFK�KDV�GHOYHG�LQWR�WKH�
YDOXH�RI�RQOLQH�VSHFL¿F�OLWHUDWXUH�WR�HQJDJH�(QJOLVK�DV�D�6HFRQG�/DQJXDJH��(6/��
students and sharpen their linguistic skills.5 Some studies would actually see it as 
D�IRUP�RI�UHVLVWDQFH��WKH�¿UVW�ZDYH�RI�IDQ¿FWLRQ�VWXGLHV�WKHRU\�ZDV�DOPRVW�DOZD\V�
linked to a heavily Marxist perspective,6 where the art of writing was seen as a 
means to overcome oppression. In this case, the fans are the literary proletariat that 
VWUXJJOHV�WR�¿QG�D�VSDFH�RI�HPSRZHUPHQW�DJDLQVW�FRUSRUDWLRQV�WKDW�FODLP�RZQHUVKLS�
to characters and their contexts.7 In this kind of perspective, we see fans as those that 
¿JKW IRU�DJHQF\��HPSOR\LQJ�IDQ¿FWLRQ�DV�D�WRRO�RU�D�ZHDSRQ�RI�UHYROXWLRQ�VSHFL¿FDOO\�
FUHDWHG� IRU� FDUYLQJ� RXW� D� PRUH� HYHQ� SOD\LQJ� ¿HOG� UDWKHU� WKDQ� WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ� IRU�
DUWLVWLF�WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ¶V�VDNH��7R�D�OHVV�DJJUHVVLYH�GHJUHH��IDQ¿FWLRQ�ZDV�RQH�RI�WKH�
main tools that fans of musical TV series Glee XVHG�WR�H[SUHVV�WKHLU�GLVVDWLVIDFWLRQ��

2  Gérard Genette, Palimpsests: Literature in the Second Degree, (Lincoln, Nebras-
ND��8QLYHUVLW\�RI�1HEUDVND�3UHVV�����������
3 �$ELJDLO�'HUHFKR��³$UFKRQWLF�/LWHUDWXUH��$�'H¿QLWLRQ��D�+LVWRU\��DQG�6HYHUDO�7KH-
oriers of Fan Fiction,” in Fan Fiction and Fan Communities in the Age of the Internet, eds. 
.DUHQ�+HOOHNVRQ�DQG�.ULVWLQD�%XVVH��-HIIHUVRQ��1&��0F)DUODQG�3UHVV�������������
4 �6DUD�.��'D\��³3XUH�3DVVLRQ��7KH�7ZLOLJKW�6DJD��³$EVWLQHQFH�3RUQ�´�DQG�$GROHVFHQW�
Women’s Fan Fiction,” Children’s Literature Association Quarterly ����QR����������������
5 �$P\�&��+XWFKLQVRQ��/LQGVD\�:RRGZDUG��DQG�-DPLH�&ROZHOO��³:KDW�$UH�3UHDGROHV-
cent Readers Doing Online? An Examination of Upper Elementary Students’ Reading, Writ-
ing, and Communication in Digital Spaces,” Reading Research Quarterly 51, no. 4 (Winter 
2016).
6 �%URQZHQ�7KRPDV��³:KDW�,V�)DQ¿FWLRQ�DQG�:K\�$UH�3HRSOH�6D\LQJ�6XFK�1LFH�
Things about It?,” Storyworlds: A Journal of Narrative Studies �������������
7  Ibid.

YJIS_DRAFT FW20.indd   150YJIS_DRAFT FW20.indd   150 2020-12-21   2:49 AM2020-12-21   2:49 AM



³,Q�WKH�FDVH�RI�*OHH��VRPH�ZRUNV�RI�IDQ�¿FWLRQ�WDNH�FDUH�WR�H[SOLFLWO\�FDOO�RXW�*OHH¶V�
inadequacies, especially as a moral or progressive text, and/or to punish characters 
for their homophobic bullying, or to educate and rehabilitate characters whose 
ignorance remains intact in Glee.”8 +RZHYHU��WKLV�SHUFHSWLRQ�RI�IDQ¿FWLRQ�DV�D�WRRO�
IRU�EDWWOH�RU��DW�WKH�YHU\�OHDVW��IRU�UHFWL¿FDWLRQ��VXJJHVWV�WKDW�DOO�WUDQVIRUPDWLYH�ZRUNV�
are inherently oppressed by the original text. While this may be true in some cases, 
LW�LV�QRW�IRU�DOO��:LWK�WKH�H[SRQHQWLDO�JURZWK�IDQ¿FWLRQ�KDV�XQGHUJRQH��LW�KDV�QRW�RQO\�
been able to thrive in harmony with the original text but has expanded to become a 
diverse genre (and not just a subgenre) of its own.

0RUH�UHFHQW�DQG�GHYHORSHG�VWXGLHV�RQ�IDQ�FXOWXUH�DQG�IDQ¿FWLRQ�SDLQW�VXFK�
derivative works as no longer just a secondary creation but an essential part of pop 
culture engagement. Fans are no longer slaves to the grind that have to kowtow 
to franchise and corporation will nor are they using their works as retaliatory or 
UHVLVWDQW��5DWKHU��WKH\�ZULWH�IDQ¿FWLRQ�WR�EURDGHQ�WKHLU�RZQ�LQWHUDFWLRQ�QRW�MXVW�ZLWK�
the text but also with the fandom itself. Thomas points out that the act of writing 
EHFRPHV�PRUH�SHUVRQDO��LQWLPDWH��DQG�UHÀHFWLYH�LQ�WKLV�FDVH�

«�>,W@� LV�GLVWLQJXLVKHG�E\�D�JUHDWHU�VHOI�UHÀH[LYLW\�DERXW�WKH�WKHRULVW¶V�RZQ�
motives and positions and by a shift in emphasis toward exploring the 
FRQWULEXWLRQV�RI� IDQV� WR�FRQWHPSRUDU\�FXOWXUH��7KHRULVWV� UHÀHFW� LQ�D�PXFK�
more person- al way about their own engagement with fandoms and with fan 
texts, and instead of fans being seen as isolated or marginal, their activities 
are treated as a fundamental aspect of everyday life.9

7KH� WDNHDZD\� IURP� WKLV� SHUVSHFWLYH� LV� WKDW� IDQ¿FWLRQ� LV� �D�� LQ�GHSWK� WH[WXDO�
HQJDJHPHQW�� �E�� IDQGRP� SDUWLFLSDWLRQ� DQG� FRQWULEXWLRQ�� DQG� �F�� VHOI�UHÀHFWLRQ� DOO�
in one. In looking at it as something with multiple purposes it can also be seen 
DV� VRPHWKLQJ� ZLWK� PXOWLSOH� HIIHFWV� DQG� GLIIHUHQW� NLQGV� RI� VLJQL¿FDQFH�� )DQ¿FWLRQ�
EHFRPHV�HPSRZHUPHQW� LQ�D�GLIIHUHQW�ZD\��UDWKHU� WKDQ�¿JKWLQJ�DJDLQVW� WKRVH�ZKR�
have the upper hand in a more traditional sense (that is, one of power), it is a way 
to introduce and explore things like queer discourse and feminism which may not 
be tackled adequately — or in some cases, at all — in the context of the original 
text.10 Stark, somewhat extreme examples of this would be the characterization of 
the Babadook (the demonic antagonist in the horror movie of the same name) as an 
³/*%74��LFRQ�E\�7XPEOU�DQG�RWKHU�IDQ¿FWLRQ�ZHEVLWHV´�DV�ZHOO�DV�WKH�URPDQWLFL]DWLRQ�

8 �/RXLVD�6WHLQ��³'LVVDWLVIDFWLRQ�DQG�*OHH��2Q�(PRWLRQDO�5DQJH�LQ�)DQGRP�DQG�
Feels Culture,” in Anti Fandom: Dislike and Hate in the Digital Age, ed. Melissa A. Click, 
�1<��1<8�3UHVV������������
9 �7KRPDV��³:KDW�LV�)DQ¿FWLRQ�´���
10 �'LDQD�.RHKP��³5HYLVLRQ�DV�5HVLVWDQFH��)DQ¿FWLRQ�DV�DQ�(PSRZHULQJ�&RPPXQLW\�
for Female and Queer Fans,” Honors Scholar Theses, 604, (2018).
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of the antagonist of Stephen King’s It, Pennywise.11 Though odd as an approach and 
as parodic as it may seem, the widespread acceptance of such traits attributed to 
these antagonists in either an attempt to humanize them or, to some degree, even 
create space for personal relatability or representation in texts that do not offer such 
VSDFH�WR�LWV�IDQV�LV�LQGLFDWLYH�RI�WKH�GLYHUVLW\�RI�IDQ¿FWLRQ¶V�UROH�LQ�WKH�IDQGRP�

In the context of a different fandom, we can look at the television series 
Supernatural, which has an immensely large following. Despite having a highly 
complex and diverse plotline, Supernatural is still subject to fan remixes that are 
often built on canon divergence — that is, an intentional departure from the key 
points of the source text’s original and, thus, ‘canonically accepted’ plot — and 
audience-perceived subtext. In fact, it is interesting to note that despite the much 
longer story Supernatural RIIHUV�� ZLWK� ¿IWHHQ� VHDVRQV� XQGHU� LWV� EHOW�� IDQV� VWLOO�
JHQHUDWH�PRUH�IDQ�ZRUN��PRVW�HVSHFLDOO\�IDQ¿FWLRQ��,Q�RWKHU�ZRUGV��DQ�RULJLQDO�WH[W�
need not be necessarily lacking for it to have supplementary works. Hypertexts 
multiply in proportion to the growth of the hypotext; there is more to be explored 
and more desire to explore if there is more original content. Thus, it can be said that 
IDQ¿FWLRQ�LV�QRW�MXVW�LQHYLWDEOH�EXW�LQ¿QLWH��IDQV�FUHDWH�LW�QRW�VSHFL¿FDOO\�ZLWK�WKH�need 
to transform the text in mind but the desire to do so, and desire, in this case, grows 
PRUH�UDSLGO\�DQG�H[LVWV�PRUH�YLVLEO\�WKDQ�QHFHVVLW\��7KRPDV�VWDWHV�WKDW�

)DQ¿FWLRQ� WKXV� SRVHV� DQ� LPSRUWDQW� FKDOOHQJH� WR� FRQFHSWXDOL]DWLRQV� RI�
storyworlds that focus on their universality and familiarity, demonstrating 
that, in fact, readers’ and audiences’ relations with those worlds are diverse 
DQG�VRPHWLPHV�FRQÀLFWLQJ��7KHVH�IDQ�SURGXFHG�QDUUDWLYHV�DOVR�XQGHUVFRUH�
that work focusing on how storyworlds are triggered by textual cues must be 
supplemented with research addressing the whole question of what readers 
and audiences do with those worlds—how they inhabit them, transform 
them, make them their own. 12

Finally, if one looks at the case of Supernatural�� LW� LV� FOHDU� WKDW� IDQ¿FWLRQ�
is also an essential avenue for indirect contact and interaction with those who 
control the franchise at its core. Granted, the producers and writers of the show are 
VHHPLQJO\�PRUH�DZDUH�RI�WKH�GLVFRXUVH�DERXW�WKH�VKRZ�WKDW�IDQ¿FWLRQ�FUHDWHV��EXW�
their knowledge is also interestingly translated into the original text itself. Time and 
time again, the show’s writers insert subliminal (or even explicit, at times) references 
WR� IDQ�FXOWXUH�NQRZQ�DV�³HDVWHU�HJJV´� LQWR�WKH�DFWXDO�GLDORJXH�RU�SORW�� LQWURGXFLQJ�
IDQGRP�VSHFL¿F�NQRZOHGJH�� MRNHV��DQG� WKHRULHV�DV�FDQRQ��7KLV� LV�ZKDW�5HLMQGHUV�
HW�DO��FDOO�DVFHQGHG�IDQRQ�²�³D�FDVH�ZKHUH�D�PHGLD�SURGXFHU�XVHV�IDQQLVK�LGHDV��

11 �6KHULQ�-RKQ�)UDQFLV�DQG�.DY\D�3XUXVKRWKDPDQ��³)DQ¿FWLRQ��$�6WXG\�DV�$Q�8SULV-
ing Genre in Literature,” UGC Care Journal ����QR������0D\������������
12 �7KRPDV��³:KDW�LV�)DQ¿FWLRQ�´���
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jokes, or other contributions in canonic texts.”13 Supernatural injects fanon into the 
plotline, as a crucial element in an episode, or even just as comedic dialogue. For 
LQVWDQFH��LQ�RQH�HSLVRGH��WKHUH�LV�D�³VXSHU�IDQ´�QDPHG�%HFN\�ZKR�KDG�DQ�XQKHDOWK\�
REVHVVLRQ�ZLWK�WKH�VWRU\��DQG�LW�LV�WKURXJK�KHU�WKDW�WKH�PDLQ�FKDUDFWHUV�¿QG�WKDW�WKHLU�
entire lives up until that point (that is, the show’s entire history so far) is published 
as a series of books. While the encounter in itself appears to be only a lighthearted 
representation of the show’s strong and highly visible fandom, like in how Becky 
PDNHV�WKHP�DZDUH�RI�WKH�³:LQFHVW�VKLS�´14 possibly the most popular romantic pairing 
LQ�WKH�IDQGRP¶V�YDVW�ERG\�RI�IDQ¿FWLRQ�ZRUNV��LW�DOVR�EHFRPHV�D�VSULQJERDUG�IRU�WKH�
show’s many turning points, as seen in the fact that the writer of these meta-books 
LV�ODWHU�UHYHDOHG�WR�EH�³*RG�´�KLGLQJ�RQ�HDUWK��7KH�LQFOXVLRQ�RI�WKH�VKRZ¶V�KLVWRU\�LQWR�
the plot itself also allows writers to tackle or expose certain critiques and theories the 
fans have made.15 In doing so, Supernatural proves that being a part of a fandom 
also usually means being highly participative in shaping and negotiating the content 
and impact of a work, making it polymediated media (in essence, media formed with 
LGHDV�IURP�GLIIHUHQW�VRXUFHV���³6XSHUQDWXUDO�IDQV�KDYH�JDLQHG�D�PHDVXUH�RI�SRZHU�
that will help them feel more included in the general fanbase, communicate better 
ZLWK� WKH�FUHDWRUV��DQG��SRVVLEO\�� IRUFH� WKH�FUHDWRUV� WR�DGGUHVV�FULWLFDO�DQG�GLI¿FXOW�
problems in the show — all through transformative fan works.”16 Through this, it 
EHFRPHV�FOHDU�WKDW�IDQGRP�DQG�IDQ¿FWLRQ�QRZ�KDYH�D�OHYHO�RI�DJHQF\�RQ�ZKDW�WKH\�
consume and how they can consume it that is given to them through the expansion 
of the digital space and the fan made content they create through it. The relationship 
EHWZHHQ�WKH�IDQ�DQG�WKH�IUDQFKLVH�RU�WKH�³ELJ�PDFKLQH�´�WKHQ�� LV�QR�ORQJHU�VLPSO\�
passive on the former’s end.

Much of the framework of this discussion is taken from theories and analysis 
RI�IDQ¿FWLRQ�RI�¿FWLRQDO�ZRUNV�EHFDXVH�WKH�GHULYDWLYH�UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�WKHP�LV�
much more clean-cut. However, this link becomes muddled when considering the 
VSHFL¿F�VXEJHQUH�RI�53)��ZKLFK�LV�FRQVLGHUDEO\�OHVV�H[SORUHG�LQ�DFDGHPLD�DQG��WKXV��
KDV�PRUH�JDSV�DQG�UDLVHG�TXHVWLRQV��5HDO�SHUVRQ�¿FWLRQ��53)��LV�PRVW�DVVRFLDWHG�
with music acts, and the phenomenon in itself is strange in that music acts do not 
really have stories that are comprehensively published and can thus be interacted 
with or analyzed in the traditional sense.17 However, the roles of RPF in music act-
EDVHG�IDQ¿FWLRQ��LQ�VRPH�ZD\V��LQWHUVHFW�ZLWK�WKH�DIRUHPHQWLRQHG�UROHV�RI�IDQ¿FWLRQ�

13 �6WLMQ�5HLMQGHUV�$EE\�:D\VGRUI��.RRV�=ZDDQ��DQG�/LQGD�'XLWV��³)DQGRP�DQG�)DQ-
¿FWLRQ�´�ResearchGate, March 2017, 6.
14 �$UW�+HUELJ�DQG�$QGUHZ�)��+HUPDQQ��³3RO\PHGLDWHG�1DUUDWLYH��7KH�&DVH�RI�WKH�
Supernatural Episode ‘Fan Fiction,’” International Journal of Communication ���������������
15  Ibid., 757.
16 �'HHSD�6LYDUDMDQ��³7O|Q��IDQGRP��DQG�VRXUFH�WH[W��7KH�HIIHFW�RI�IDQ�ZRUNV�RQ�WKH�
narrative of Supernatural,” in Saving People, Hunting Things, ed. Catherine Tosenberger, 
Transformative Works and Cultures Special Issue, no. 4,  (2010).  
17 �5RVV�+DJHQ��³µ%DQGRP�$WH�0\�)DFH¶��7KH�&ROODSVH�RI�WKH�)RXUWK�:DOO�LQ�2QOLQH�
)DQ¿FWLRQ�´�Popular Music and Society 38, no. 1 (2015).
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LQ�¿FWLRQ�IDQGRPV��ZLWK�VRPH�QXDQFHV��,W�LV�VWLOO�D�PHDQV�WR�H[SUHVV�GLVVDWLVIDFWLRQ�
or, at the very least, bridge gaps in what one knows or understands and what one 
wants. One difference, however, is that there is a much heavier reliance on other 
IDQ¿FWLRQ�RU��DW�OHDVW��RWKHU�ZRUNV�FUHDWHG�WKURXJK�GLIIHUHQW�PHGLXPV��VXFK�DV�IDQ�DUW�
DQG�VRFLDO�PHGLD�FRQWHQW��RU�LGHDV�E\�RWKHU�IDQV�WR�EXLOG�VXFK�EULGJHV�IURP�¿FWLRQ�
RYHU�WR�UHDOLW\��7KLV�LV�ZKDW�LV�FDOOHG�³LQWHUWH[WXDOLW\�WR�WKH�VHFRQG�GHJUHH�´�ZKHUHLQ�
interaction is not just limited between the hypertext and the hypotext as isolated 
cases but extends between hypertexts themselves.18 These collectively agreed-
XSRQ�³KHDGFDQRQV´�DUH�WULFNLHU�DQG�PRUH�VXEMHFW�WR�GLVFRXUVH�DQG��WKXV��FRQWHQWLRQ��
Since there is no actual K\SRWH[W�WKDW�VHUYHV�DV�WKH�RULJLQ�IRU�VXFK�LGHDV��IDQ¿FWLRQ�
ZULWHUV�KDYH�WR�FRPH�WR�VRPH�NLQG�RI�DJUHHPHQW�RQ�ZKDW�LV�³WUXH´�DQG�ZKDW�³RULJLQDO�
HOHPHQWV´�PXVW�EH�PDLQWDLQHG�WR�SHUSHWXDWH�WKH�ZRUN�DV�RQH�RI�IDQ¿FWLRQ and not 
MXVW�RULJLQDO�¿FWLRQ�

The concerns regarding RPF magnify and expand the deeper one delves 
LQWR�WKLV�VXEJHQUH��:KHQ�ORRNLQJ�DW�IDQ¿FWLRQ�DV�K\SHUWH[W��WKH�TXHVWLRQ�RI�WKH�RULJLQDO�
text is underscored. Fans consistently underscore their unanimous understanding 
and protection of the humanity and subsequent privacy of these celebrities but still 
VHH�QR�LVVXH�ZLWK�¿FWLRQDOL]LQJ�WKHP��&UXGH�DV�LW�PD\�VRXQG��WKH�DFW�RI�LQWHJUDWLQJ�
WKHVH�SHRSOH�LQWR�¿FWLRQ�VXJJHVWV�WKDW�WKH�³UHDOLW\´�RI�WKH�SHUVRQ�DQG�WKHLU�³¿FWLRQDOLW\´�
as a celebrity are not always mutually exclusive. This much is seen in how fans of 
popular punk rock/emo bands My Chemical Romance, Panic! At The Disco, and 
)DOO�2XW�%R\�ZRXOG� FUHDWH� VKLS�VODVK� IDQ¿FWLRQ� RI� WKH�PHPEHUV� GHVSLWH� FODLPLQJ�
WKHLU�OR\DOW\�WR�WKH�EDQGV¶�GHVLUHV�IRU�SULYDF\��+DJHQ�SRLQWV�RXW�WKDW�³7KH�ERXQGDULHV�
EHWZHHQ�¿FWLRQ�DQG�UHDOLW\�DUH�UHOHYDQW�EHFDXVH�53)�LV�EXLOW�DURXQG�WKH�DVVXPSWLRQ�
that a celebrity’s public identity is in some sense fabricated,”19 which means that, in 
many ways, despite arguing the need to maintain the humanity of these celebrities, 
fans also simultaneously view their images, personalities, and experiences (to the 
extent that these things are publicized) as aspects of the overall hypotext that is the 
KXPDQ��ZKLFK�FKDOOHQJHV�DQG�H[SDQGV�WKH�FRQFHSW¶V�WUDGLWLRQDO�GH¿QLWLRQ�

However, there are more issues and points for consideration when it comes 
WR�YLHZLQJ�D�KXPDQ�DV�WH[W�WKDW�RQH�FDQ�³GHULYH´�IURP��6WDUGRP�RIWHQ�VHHPV�WR�MXVWLI\�
WKH�OLTXH¿FDWLRQ�RI�OLQHV�DQG�ERXQGDULHV�WKDW�GHOLQHDWH�WKH�FHOHEULW\�DV�D�IDQ�REMHFW��
the celebrity as a character, and the celebrity as a real person.20 The ethics of RPF 
DUH�DOVR�RIWHQ�SXW�LQWR�LQTXLU\��$V�IDQ¿FWLRQ�LV�PHDQW�WR�EH�D�IXUWKHU�H[SORUDWLRQ�RI�
D�WH[W��53)�EHJV�WKH�TXHVWLRQ��LI�RQH�LV�H[SORULQJ�WKH�SULYDWH�OLIH�RI�D�FHOHEULW\��WKHQ�
is it, in some way, a violation of it? The argument continues, and there is no clear 
answer, but it is evident that RPF is a more sensitive genre to cross over into. This 
much is seen in the case of One Direction, arguably the most popular boy band of 
WKH�FHQWXU\�WR�GDWH��0XFK�RI�WKH�IDQ¿FWLRQ�WKDW�LV�SXEOLVKHG�DERXW�WKHP�LV�VODVK¿F�²�

18 �0LOHQD�3RSRYD��³:KHQ�WKH�53�JHWV�LQ�WKH�ZD\�RI�WKH�)´��6WDU�,PDJH�DQG�,QWHUWH[WX-
ality in Real Person(a) Fiction,” Transformative Works and Cultures 25, (2017).
19 �+DJHQ��³%DQGRP�$WH�0\�)DFH�´����
20 �3RSRYD��³:KHQ�WKH�53�JHWV�LQ�WKH�ZD\�RI�WKH�)�´
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the romantic pairing of two members, Harry Styles and Louis Tomlinson, categorized 
XQGHU�WKH�VKLSSLQJ�SRUWPDQWHDX�³/DUU\�6W\OLQVRQ�´�7KLV�SDLULQJ�FRQWLQXHV�RQ�DV�RQH�
of the most popular RPF ships to date, even after the group’s disbandment and 
both Styles’s and Tomlinson’s explicit denial of the truth behind this pairing and their 
consequent discomfort and distancing from one another.21 Fandom not only created 
but perpetuated this act of shipping, and despite there not being any more interaction 
between these members, the steadiness of fan content for it only showcases the 
WUDQVJUHVVLYH�QDWXUH�RI�IDQGRP�SRZHU�DQG�DJHQF\��WKDW�LW�QRW�RQO\�KDV�WKH�DELOLW\�WR�
ignore what is true but to transcend it, even affect reality to some degree.

However, the purpose of this paper is not to argue the ethics of RPF nor 
to condemn the perspectives or possibilities in its creation. Rather, this literature 
review is meant to provide a framework for this work’s analysis of the multi-faceted 
UROH� RI� IDQ¿FWLRQ� LQ� WKH� FRQWH[W� RI�.�3RS��1RW�PXFK� VHHPV� WR� KDYH�EHHQ�GHOYHG�
into with regards to this, in large part because K-Pop, in itself, is a relatively newer 
phenomenon than Western music/Western fan studies and also operates in a 
different manner. Thus, this literature review is meant to be a springboard for a 
better understanding of how K-Pop-based RPF is adherent to the same purposes 
and pitfalls mentioned above as well as how the intricate workings of K-Pop fandoms 
make its role unique.

Methodology

The researcher conducted a qualitative survey that collected answers on the 
experiences, thoughts, and knowledge of K-Pop RPF from 578 respondents across 
WKH�LQWHUQHW��WKURXJK�WZR�PDMRU�FKDQQHOV��7ZLWWHU��ZKHUH�WKH�UHVHDUFKHU¶V�IROORZHUV�
are mostly K-Pop fans from various countries that subscribe to the fandom workings 
of multiple groups, and Tumblr, through the researcher’s writing blog. To generate 
results as close to true randomness as possible, the survey link was disseminated to 
an open audience and through word of mouth (reblogging/retweeting).

The ages of the respondents varied between 18-32 on average, and the 
QDWLRQDOLWLHV� ZHUH� KLJKO\� GLYHUVH�� ���� UHVSRQGHQWV� ������ FODVVL¿HG� WKHPVHOYHV�
DV� ³EHJLQQHUV´� LQ� .RUHDQ� RU� QRW� KDYLQJ� DQ\� OLWHUDF\� RU� ÀXHQF\� LQ� LW� DW� DOO�� ZKLFK�
limits this analysis to a collectively international experience (that is, it only takes 
LQWR�DFFRXQW�IDQ¿FWLRQ�ZULWHUV��UHDGHUV��DQG�ZRUNV�DYDLODEOH�LQ�(QJOLVK�RU�DQ\�RWKHU�
language that is not Korean, if any). Most fans were those dedicated to boy groups 
like EXO (48%), BTS (31%), and NCT (50%), although Red Velvet as a girl group 
was the most mentioned (34%). The experiences of fans in relation to becoming 
LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�.�3RS�LV�IDLUO\�KRPRJHQRXV��������IURP�<RX7XEH�VXU¿QJ��������IURP�
recommendation from other fans, and 28% from accidental exposure ), and they 
have varying lengths of stay in K-Pop fandoms as a whole (30.4% of respondents 
have been fans of any kind of K-Pop for 4-6 years; 30% for more than 10 years, and 
22.7% for 2-3 years). It is clear that, in this amount of time, most if not all respondents 

21 �)UDQFLV�DQG�3XUXVKRWKDPDQ��³)DQ¿FWLRQ�´����
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ZRXOG�KDYH�EHHQ�H[SRVHG�WR�VRPH�NLQG�RI�IDQ�ZRUN��HVSHFLDOO\�IDQ¿FWLRQ�
Out of these participants, 67.6% (391 respondents) identify themselves as 

both fan work creators and consumers while 31.5% are passive fan consumers. 
The 0.7% of respondents that stated they did not consume nor create fan content 
were automatically led to a page that thanked them for their response to avoid 
gathering inaccurate information from them. More than 300 fan creator respondents 
��������DQVZHUHG� WKDW� WKH\�KDG�FUHDWHG� IDQ¿FWLRQ�DW�RQH�SRLQW�� DQG������� �����
UHVSRQGHQWV�� RI� IDQ� FRQVXPHUV� VD\� WKDW� WKH\� KDYH� FRQVXPHG� IDQ¿FWLRQ� DW� RQH�
SRLQW�LQ�WLPH��7KH�ODWWHU�SDUW�RI�WKH�VXUYH\�XVHG�D�¿YH�SRLQW�/LNHUW�VFDOH��>�@�VWURQJO\�
disagree, [2] disagree, [3] neutral, [4] agree, and [5] strongly agree)  that posed 
.�3RS� IDQGRP� DQG� IDQ¿FWLRQ� VSHFL¿F� VWDWHPHQWV� WR� JDXJH� HDFK� UHVSRQGHQW¶V�
agreement or disagreement with them. After this, the respondents were encouraged 
(but not required) to elaborate on some of their answers from the Likert scale, and 
these results were carefully perused and compiled to create generalizations based 
on repeated themes that highlight the key perspectives on and roles of RPF in the 
IDQ¿FWLRQ�FRPPXQLW\��7KH�UHVHDUFKHU�DFNQRZOHGJHV�WKDW�WKHUH�LV�DOZD\V�D�PDUJLQ�IRU�
error in drawing conclusions from highly diverse answers, and while they attempted 
to maintain a professional objectivity in distilling answers, they acknowledge the 
possibility of researcher bias (although curtailed to be as minimal as possible) as a 
limitation to the way in which such generalizations were developed. 

Data Analysis

)DQ¿FWLRQ�DV�6SDFH�IRU�1HJRWLDWLRQ

Possibly the most diverse answers within this survey had to do with idol image — its 
creation and negotiation within the fandom and, to a larger scale, between the fans 
DQG�WKH�LGROV�WKHPVHOYHV��)DQ¿FWLRQ��WR�D�FHUWDLQ�H[WHQW��UHTXLUHV�WKH�FUHDWLRQ�DQG�
SHUSHWXDWLRQ�RI� DQ� LPDJH� WKDW� HVVHQWLDOO\� DQG� LQHYLWDEO\� ÀDWWHQV� WKHLU� GLPHQVLRQV�
to re-envision them as a character WKDW�FDQ�¿W�FHUWDLQ�SORWV�RU�WURSHV��)RU�LQVWDQFH��
DFFRUGLQJ� WR�+DDVFK�� WKH�FKDUDFWHU�RI� ³0LQ�<RRQJL´�ZLWKLQ� IDQ¿FWLRQ� LV� YHU\�RIWHQ�
DOLJQHG�ZLWK�WKH�W\SLFDO�µEDG�ER\¶�SHUVRQD�WKDW�LV�D�VWDSOH�LQ�WHHQ�¿FWLRQ�22 Despite this, 
PRVW�IDQV�NQRZ�KLP�WR�EH�³VWDXQFK�LQ�KLV�RSLQLRQV�EXW�UHVSHFWIXO�DQG�ZHOO�VSRNHQ�LQ�
interviews.”23�7KH�GLVFUHSDQF\�EHWZHHQ�ZKR�KH�LV�SRUWUD\HG�DV�LQ�IDQ¿FWLRQ�DQG�ZKR�
KH�DSSHDUV�WR�EH�³LQ�UHDO�OLIH´��DW�OHDVW��WR�WKH�H[WHQW�RI�IDQV¶�NQRZOHGJH��LQGLFDWHV�WKDW�
IDQV�XVH�IDQ¿FWLRQ�²�ZKHWKHU�E\�FKRLFH�RU�VXEFRQVFLRXVO\�²�WR�UH�HQYLVLRQ�WKHLU�
LGROV�DQG��WKXV��UH�QHJRWLDWH�WKHLU� LPDJH�FROOHFWLYHO\�� ,Q�WKLV�� IDQ¿FWLRQ�ZULWHUV�WDNH�
advantage of the celebrity image as text to diversify analysis of them and present an 
alternative that better suits their needs or expectations.

22 �3DOPHU�+DDVFK��³&RPPXQLW\��6RXO�6HDUFKLQJ�DQG�3OHDVXUH��7KH�6LJQL¿FDQFH�RI�
5HDO�3HUVRQ�)DQ¿FWLRQ�LQ�%76�)DQGRP�´�Undergraduate Thesis, University Honors Pro-
gram, University of Minnesota, 28. 
23  Ibid, 29.
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This malleability of image and celebrity persona, though, is subject to much 
MX[WDSRVLWLRQ�� :KHQ� SUHVHQWHG� ZLWK� WKH� VWDWHPHQW� ³IDQ¿FWLRQ� LV� PHDQW� WR� EH� DQ�
extension of the idols’ lives and must be as accurate to their personas as possible,” 
46% of respondents strongly disagreed (almost 30% somewhat disagreed). This 
LQGLFDWHV�WKDW�PDQ\�IDQ¿FWLRQ�UHDGHUV�DQG�ZULWHUV�VHH�WKH�FHOHEULW\�LPDJH�DV�DOPRVW�
HQWLUHO\�ÀH[LEOH�²�WKDW� LV��WKH�RZQHUVKLS�RI�WKH�K\SRWH[W��LQ�WKLV�FDVH��WKH�LGRO��� LV�
almost completely transferred to the fan creator24 and can be reshaped. This calls 
back to what Hagen says about the celebrity image as fabricated and the fans’ 
NQRZOHGJH�RI�WKLV�DV�¿FWLRQ�WKDW�LV�offered and sold to them, thus becoming, to some 
degree, fandom possession. However, a contradiction arises when it comes to 
UHVSRQVHV�WR�WKH�VWDWHPHQW�³$OWHUQDWH�XQLYHUVH�IDQ¿FWLRQ�VWULSV�LGROV�RI�WKHLU�LGHQWLW\�
DV�UHDO�SHUVRQV´������UHVSRQGHG�ZLWK�³VWURQJO\�GLVDJUHH´�DQG�����ZLWK�³VRPHZKDW�
GLVDJUHH�´�7KXV��LQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�FRPSOHWHO\�GLIIHUHQW�VHWWLQJV�RU�WLPHOLQHV��WKH�³FRUH�
essence,” to most writers and readers, must remain; in other words, despite using 
WKHP�DV�¿FWLRQDO�FKDUDFWHUV�E\�GLVSODFLQJ�WKHP�IURP�WKHLU�FXUUHQW�UHDOLW\��IDQV�KDYH�D�
strong awareness of the truth of them as real people. Some people who elaborated 
on their answers mentioned that authors should and do take care to have their 
characters stay as accurate to their real-life counterparts as possible, and this is 
ZKDW�GLVWLQJXLVKHV�$8�53)�IURP�RULJLQDO�¿FWLRQ�

What this juxtaposition proves is that fandoms are in a constant state of 
QHJRWLDWLRQ�DERXW�LGRO�LPDJHV�DQG�WKDW�WKHVH�QHJRWLDWLRQV�KDYH�\HW�WR�¿QG�WKH�XOWLPDWH�
EDODQFH�EHWZHHQ�UHVSHFWLQJ�ZKDW�LV�UHDO�DQG�H[SDQGLQJ�ZKDW�LV�¿FWLRQDO��:KLOH�PDQ\�
DQVZHUHG�WKDW� LW� LV�QRW�D�SULRULW\�WR�PDLQWDLQ�UHDO�OLIH�DFFXUDF\�LQ�IDQ¿FWLRQ��DV�WKH�
celebrity acts as text), many of the same respondents stated that there is a need 
to keep these characters informed by the real idol’s personality. Constantly having 
WR�QDYLJDWH� WKH� WULFN\� OLQH�EHWZHHQ�ZKDW� LV� ³UHDO´�DQG�ZKDW� LV� ³PLQH� WR� WUDQVIRUP´�
becomes more complicated when considering the discussion of privacy. Because of 
the existence of sasaeng fans (a term coined from the Korean word ‘sasaenghwal’ 
meaning ‘private life’ that refers to fans who infringe a celebrity’s private life to 
the point of physically stalking them), K-Pop fandoms have a stronger sense of 
protectiveness over their idols’ private lives, which is likely the reason why seeing 
IDQ¿FWLRQ�DV�VSHFXODWLYH�RI�WKHLU�³UHDO�SHUVRQD´�VHHPHG�ZURQJ�WR�PRVW�UHVSRQGHQWV��
+RZHYHU��LW�LV�DOVR�FOHDU��HYHQ�MXVW�WKURXJK�WKH�PDVVLYH�DUFKLYLQJ�RI�.�3RS�IDQ¿FWLRQ�
across the internet, that these written fan works are a means for fans to perpetuate 
internal analysis and deeper negotiation about what these idols might be like in the 
private sphere and how these assumed personality traits and skills would play out 
if WKH\�ZHUH�RSHQ�WR�WKH�SXEOLF��7KXV��LW�LV�FOHDU�WKDW�IDQ¿FWLRQ�LV�HVVHQWLDO to the act 
of participating in fandom negotiation, where one can not only accept or negate 
prominent perceptions of an idol within the community but also elaborate upon these 
SHUVSHFWLYHV�LQ�GHWDLO�WR�DUULYH�DW�D�PRUH�¿QH�WXQHG�YLHZ�RI�WKH�LGRO�LPDJH�WKDW�VHUYHV�
as the fandom hypotext.

24 �*LQR�&DQHOOD��³)DQ�)LFWLRQ�DQG�WKH�7UDQVIRUPDWLRQ�RI�2ZQHUVKLS�´�SUHVHQWHG�DW�WKH�
International Communication Association annual conference, 2015. 
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)DQ¿FWLRQ�DV�,GRO�DQG�&RQFHSW�%OXHSULQWLQJ

1RW�RQO\�LV�DQ�LGRO¶V�LPDJH�FRQVWDQWO\�LQ�QHJRWLDWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�IDQV�WKURXJK�IDQ¿FWLRQ��
but fan writing also has its effects on idol images even within the companies and 
IRU�WKH�LGROV�WKHPVHOYHV��:KHQ�DVNHG�WR�UHVSRQG�WR�WKH�VWDWHPHQW�³,W�LV�HYLGHQW�WKDW�
IDQ¿FWLRQ� LQÀXHQFHV� WKH�ZD\� LGROV� DFW�´� ���� UHVSRQGHG�ZLWK� ³VWURQJO\� GLVDJUHH�´�
This appears to be truer for newer idol groups like NCT as well as girl groups, but 
many fans of older boy groups (TVXQ, Super Junior, EXO, to a degree) recount 
instances in which certain actions appear to at least be aligned with very popular 
IDQ¿FWLRQ� UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV�RI� WKH� LGROV��0DQ\� UHVSRQGHQWV�PHQWLRQ�6XSHU� -XQLRU¶V�
queerbaiting, most especially instances that involved member Choi Siwon. Choi is 
known for his highly Christian approach to homosexuality and is vocal and explicit 
DERXW�KLV�GLVUHJDUG�IRU�LW��KRZHYHU��KLV�LPDJH�LQ�IDQ¿FWLRQ�LV�RIWHQ�DW�OHDVW�VHFUHWO\�
KRPRVH[XDO� RU� HYHQ� RYHUWO\� VR�� )RU�PDQ\� LGROV�� IDQ� VHUYLFH� LV� D� VXUH¿UH�ZD\� WR�
generate interest or maintain fandom loyalty, and many ideas that these acts of 
VHUYLFH�DUH�ERUQH�RI�FRPH�IURP�IDQ¿FWLRQ��HVSHFLDOO\�LQ�WKH�UHDOP�RI�VKLSSLQJ��ZKHWKHU�
platonic or romantic) and even sometimes individual personality.

Catering to what fans want despite it being misaligned with one’s personal 
perception or actual personality not only generates interest in one’s work/persona 
but also indirectly communicates to fans that what they desire IURP�WKH�³FDQRQ´�WKDW�
WKH\�GLYHUJH�IURP�WKURXJK�IDQ¿FWLRQ�FDQ�DOVR�FRPH�WUXH��DW�OHDVW��WR�D�FHUWDLQ�GHJUHH���
³µ$V�FHOHEULWLHV�EHFRPH�PRUH�DQG�PRUH� LQYROYHG� LQ�VRUW�RI�FXUDWLQJ� WKHLU� OLYHV�RQ�
Instagram and understand that people telling stories about them is one of the things 
they’re selling...it will become a part of a media strategy,’ Jamison says.”25 In actively 
DWWHQGLQJ�WR�IDQV¶�ZKLPV�DQG�XVLQJ�FRPPRQ�IDQ¿FWLRQ�HOHPHQWV�RU�VWHUHRW\SHV�DV�
foundations for their actions, idols can enhance the strong feelings of love and want 
that is usually the basis for fan loyalty. It is an expansion of the emotional economy 
that creates something of a two-way relationship between idols and fans.26 While 
it cannot be ascertained that Choi or any other Super Junior member has read 
IDQ¿FWLRQ�IRU�WKHPVHOYHV��LW�LV�FOHDU�WKDW�SRSXODU�VKLSV��SRUWUD\DOV��DQG�HVSHFLDOO\�WKH�
WURSHV�RI�³VWDJH�JD\´27�LQ�IDQ¿FWLRQ�DUH�GLVVHPLQDWHG�ZLWKLQ�WKH�LQGXVWU\�DQG�WR�WKH�
people involved in creating and maintaining idols’ images — inclusive of the idols 
themselves. Despite there being discrepancy between private persona and public 
image, the fact remains that the celebrity image, being performative in nature, is in 
D�FRQVWDQW�VWDWH�RI�PHWDPRUSKRVLV�WKDW�LV�KLJKO\�LQÀXHQFHG�E\�IDQ�FUHDWLRQV�DQG�WKH�
discourse that it is based on as well as creates.

25 �7RQ\D�5LOH\��³7KH�'XELRXV�(WKLFV�RI�5HDO�3HUVRQ�)LFWLRQ�´�Dark(Ish) Web, Jan 13, 
������DFFHVVHG�-XQH�����������KWWSV���PHGLXP�FRP�V�GDUNLVK�ZHE�WKH�GXELRXV�HWKLFV�RI�UH-
DO�SHUVRQ�¿FWLRQ��FG�EG���F��
26 �4��=KDQJ�DQG�$�<�+��)XQJ��³)DQ�HFRQRP\�DQG�FRQVXPSWLRQ��)DQGRP�RI�.RUHDQ�
music bands in China,” in The Korean wave: Evolution, Fandom, and Transnationality, eds. 
<RRQ�7DH�-LQ�DQG�'DO�<RQJ�-LQ��1<��/H[LQJWRQ�%RRNV��������
27 �+DJHQ��³%DQGRP�$WH�0\�)DFH�´�
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Furthermore, it is not just in terms of the individual idol that fan works, 
HVSHFLDOO\� IDQ¿FWLRQ�� EHFRPH�EOXHSULQWV�� IRU� DJHQFLHV�� IDQ�GULYHQ� LQIRUPDWLRQ� DQG�
the shared narrative they create for the idols and the groups are springboards for 
WKH�H[SDQVLRQ�RI�SRSXODULW\�RU�SUR¿W��0DQ\�UHVSRQGHQWV�WR�WKH�VXUYH\�PHQWLRQ�WKH�
OLNHOLKRRG�RI�FRPSDQLHV�XVLQJ� IDQ¿FWLRQ�DV�NH\�SRLQWV�RI�PDUNHW� UHVHDUFK� WR�JDLQ�
a better understanding of what fandoms are collectively invested in. The prime 
H[DPSOH� RI� WKLV� WKH� %76� 8QLYHUVH� �ZKDW� IDQV� FDOO� %8��� ZKLFK� ZDV� VSHFL¿FDOO\�
VKDSHG�E\�IDQ�WKHRULHV�DQG�FRQVHTXHQW�IDQ¿FWLRQ�WKDW�H[SORGHG�LQ�������7KH�I Need 
U and Run music videos featured elements of those fan-created theories that not 
only sparked interest in the fan works but also helped the group itself gain traction 
QRW�MXVW�DV�SHUIRUPHUV�EXW�DV�³DUWLVWLF�VWRU\WHOOHUV�´�7R�D�OHVVHU�GHJUHH��IDQ¿FWLRQ�²�
especially in terms of shipping — also sets the tone for merchandise pitches and 
FRQFHSWV��D�FOHDU�H[DPSOH�RI�WKLV�LV�WKH�UHFHQW�LQFOXVLRQ�RI�³FRXSOH�SKRWRFDUGV´�LQ�
albums in tandem with single ones. One notable group to have done this is NU’EST, 
ZKR�KDYH�DGPLWWHG� WR� UHDGLQJ� IDQ¿FWLRQ�RI� WKHPVHOYHV�� IDQV�QRWLFHG�DQ� LQFUHDVH�
LQ�³VKLSSLQJ�VXEWOHWLHV´� LQ�PHUFKDQGLVH�DV�ZHOO�DV�PHPEHU�WR�PHPEHU� LQWHUDFWLRQ��
These examples illustrate not just the more potent relationship between the machine 
and the fans but also the heightened level of agency that K-Pop fans have with 
UHJDUGV�WR�KRZ�ZKDW�WKH\�GR�FDQ�ERWK�GLUHFWO\�DQG�LQGLUHFWO\�LQÀXHQFH�PDUNHWLQJ�DQG�
performance decisions.28�:KLOH�WKH�WDNHDZD\�LV�QRW�WKDW�VSHFL¿F�ZRUNV�RI�IDQ¿FWLRQ�
GLUHFWO\�LQÀXHQFH�LGRO�RU�FRPSDQ\�DFWLRQ��LW�LV�FOHDU�WKDW�WKH�SRSXODULW\�RI�IDQ¿FWLRQ�
and the tropes or concepts it presents is often integrated into K-Pop — perhaps even 
more so than in any other music industry around the world.

)DQ¿FWLRQ�DV�)DQGRP�,GHQWLW\��3DUWLFLSDWLRQ��DQG�1HWZRUNLQJ

The act of writing is greatly individualistic in its process. However, literature, especially 
LQ�IDQ¿FWLRQ��LV�IRUPDWLYH�LQ�PDQ\�ZD\V��QRW�MXVW�LQ�WHUPV�RI�WKH�LGRO�RU�WKHLU�LPDJH�
but also in terms of the fandom and the individual fans themselves. In the context of 
K-Pop, identity and camaraderie seeking are essential to international fans, in large 
part because they are already geographically disconnected not just from the idols 
WKHPVHOYHV�EXW� IURP� WKH� IURQWOLQH� IDQEDVH�� WKH�.RUHDQ� IDQV��)XUWKHUPRUH��.�3RS��
especially outside of Asia, is still a highly niched interest; it does not have the same 
public acknowledgment as interest in Western music does. As such, fans need not 
RQO\�WR�FRQQHFW�ZLWK�WKHLU�IDQGRP�EXW�DOVR�¿QG�WKHLU�SODFHV�LQ�LW��616�VHW�WKH�VWDJH�
for such interaction to begin,29 but in communities as large as K-Pop ones are and 
RQ� VLWHV� OLNH�)DFHERRN��7ZLWWHU�� DQG�7XPEOU�ZKHUH� LW� LV�PXFK� WRR� GLI¿FXOW� WR� ¿OWHU�

28 �-XQJERQJ�&KRL�DQG�5RDOG�0DOLDQJND\��³,QWURGXFWLRQ��:K\�IDQGRP�PDWWHUV�WR�WKH�
international rise of K-pop,” in K-Pop: The International Rise of the Korean Music Industry, 
HGV��-XQJERQJ�&KRL�DQG�5RDOG�0DOLDQJND\���2[RQ��5RXWOHGJH��������
29 ��/��/HXQJ��³µ�8QUHTXLWHG�ORYH�LQ�FRWWDJH�LQGXVWU\"�0DQDJLQJ�.�SRS��WUDQVQDWLRQDO��
fandom in the social media age,” in The Korean wave: Evolution, Fandom, and Transnation-
ality, HGV��<RRQ�7DH�-LQ�DQG�'DO�<RQJ�-LQ��1<��/H[LQJWRQ�%RRNV��������
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users based solely on their proclaimed interest in a group, there has to be a way 
WR�FUHDWH�D�QHWZRUN�WKDW�LV�PRUH�VSHFL¿F�WR�RQH¶V�RZQ�SUHIHUHQFHV�DQG�DOORZV�WKHP�
a safe stage on which they can participate. Swan mentions the phenomenon of 
reaction videos and YouTube, as the receptacle, as one of the means by which fans 
SDUWLFLSDWH��7KURXJK�WKLV�³XVHU�JHQHUDWHG�WH[W�´�IDQV�IHHO�OLNH�WKH\�DUH�PRUH�YLVLEOH�
and have created an intimate place on a highly-visited platform where they can be 
heard and reached out to by other fans.30

)DQ¿FWLRQ�� LQ� WKH� VDPH� YHLQ�� DFWV� DV� RQH� RWKHU� KXE� IRU� IDQV� ZLWK� PRUH�
particular interests to gather, and this much is clear from the results of the survey. 
$OPRVW�����DQVZHUHG�WKDW�WKH�³LQQHU�FLUFOH´�RI�WKHLU�VRFLDO�PHGLD�QHWZRUNV�ZDV�EXLOW�
RQ�VLPLODU�LQWHUHVWV�LQ�IDQ¿FWLRQ��HLWKHU�SDUWLDOO\�RU�FRPSOHWHO\��6RPH�UHVSRQGHQWV�HYHQ�
DGPLWWHG�WKDW�IDQ¿FWLRQ�KDV�EHFRPH�WKHLU�SULPDU\�DYHQXH�RI� LQWHUDFWLRQ�ZLWK�RWKHU�
fans and their most important source of entertainment and contribution in the fandom 
when idols are not promoting. Leung states that fans are cultural intermediaries, 
consumers, and creators,31� DQG� IDQ¿FWLRQ� LV� RQH� RI� WKH� SULPDU\�PHDQV� E\�ZKLFK�
their involvement and participation are elevated. The act of simultaneously adding 
to the content that the fandom creates and consuming others’ works with a similar 
level of enthusiasm as one would with an idol’s releases ostensibly creates a new, 
PRUH�VSHFL¿F�VHQVH�RI�XQLW\�DQG�EHORQJLQJ�ZLWK�RWKHU�IDQV��ZKHUHLQ�DOO�SDUWLFLSDWH in 
perpetuating a core activity within the fandom.

Interestingly, 54% of respondents also said that they have since created some 
OHYHO� RI� GLVWLQFWLRQ� EHWZHHQ� WKH� ³IHOORZ� IDQ´� DQG� WKH� ³IHOORZ� ZULWHU�UHDGHU�´� ZKLFK�
also brings up a different side of community existence— the creation of personally 
DGKHUHG�WR�KLHUDUFKLHV�DQG�WKH�DFW�RI�GLVWLQJXLVKLQJ�WKH�³RWKHU´�IURP�WKH�³VHOI�´�7KLV�
LV�DOVR�VHHQ�LQ�KRZ�IDQV�SHUFHLYH�RWKHU�FRQVXPHUV�RI�IDQ¿FWLRQ��ZKHQ�DVNHG�LI�WKH\�
EHOLHYH� WKDW� IDQ¿FWLRQ� KDV� DIIHFWHG� WKHLU� LPDJH� RI� DQ� LGRO�� ������RI� UHVSRQGHQWV�
strongly disagreed; only 3% agreed. However, when asked if they believe that others 
KDYH�EHHQ�VRPHKRZ�DIIHFWHG�E\�WKH�¿FWLRQ�WKH\�UHDG������RI�UHVSRQGHQWV�DJUHHG�
to some extent. Many of the answers that elaborated on these responses carried 
VLPLODU�LI�QRW�LGHQWLFDO�PHVVDJHV�WKDW�ERLOHG�GRZQ�WR�³I personally am unaffected by 
IDQ¿FWLRQ�JLYHQ�WKDW�,�NQRZ�WKH\�DUH�UHDO�SHRSOH��EXW�,�DP�DOVR�FHUWDLQ�WKDW�others 
DUH�DIIHFWHG�´�:KR�WKH�³RWKHUV´�DUH�LV�QRW�FOHDU��EXW�IDQ¿FWLRQ�DOVR�DSSHDUV�WR�EH�D�
WULJJHU�WKDW�GHOLQHDWHV�³PXVLF�IRFXVHG�IDQV´�WKDW�RQO\�UHDG�IRU�HQWHUWDLQPHQW�IURP�WKH�
supposed, much larger fans that take it too far — who the former would brand as 
³GHOXOX�´�D�FROORTXLDO�FROOHFWLYH�WHUP�IRU�WKRVH�ZKR�DUH�XQDEOH�WR�VHSDUDWH�IDQ¿FWLRQ�
from reality. Lamerichs talks about how even in the context of a shared and agreed-
XSRQ�QDUUDWLYH��KLHUDUFKLHV�FDQ�EH�FUHDWHG��³Media fans have a shared lingua franca 
and social protocols. However, they also have hierarchies that result in part from 

30 �$�/��6ZDQ��³7UDQVQDWLRQDO�LGHQWLWLHV�DQG�IHHOLQJ�LQ�IDQGRP��3ODFH�DQG�HPERGLPHQW�
in K-pop fan reaction videos’, Communication, Culture and Critique�����QR���������������
565.
31 �/HXQJ��³8QUHTXLWHG�/RYH�´
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their interpretive and creative competences.”32 In creating this distinction through 
RWKHULQJ��VSHFL¿F�IDQV�UHLQIRUFH�WKHLU�LGHQWLWLHV�WR�WKHPVHOYHV�DQG�WR�WKHLU�SHHUV�LQ�
their journey of participation within the fandom.

Conclusion

By no means is this discussion meant to be a comprehensive run-down of all the 
PDQ\�UROHV�WKDW�IDQ¿FWLRQ�SOD\V�ZLWKLQ�WKH�.�3RS�IDQGRP��LI�DQ\WKLQJ��LW�RQO\�VHUYHV�
to highlight the complexity of its role in making fans more participative as they 
engage in content about and with WKH�LGROV��:KLOH�IDQ¿FWLRQ�RI�¿FWLRQ�VHUYHV�VRPH�
VLPLODU�SXUSRVHV�DV�WKDW�RI�53)�LQ�.�3RS�OLNH�LQ�IDQWDV\�IXO¿OOPHQW�DQG�LQ�EULGJLQJ�
JDSV� LQ� NQRZOHGJH� RU� DGGUHVVLQJ� FULWLFLVP� RU� GLVVHQW�� .�3RS�53)� RIIHUV� VSHFL¿F�
opportunities that make the experience of engaging in it fairly unique. It serves 
as a wide space for negotiation in terms of how idols are perceived (as celebrity 
texts or as real people), and it offers certain image blueprints for the idol and the 
company that further underscore the involvement of the fandom in creating the idol 
inasmuch as the idol and the company create the fandom. Finally, it is an avenue 
for networking and identity formation; through participating in and contributing to the 
FXOWXUH�RI�FUHDWLRQ�LQ�.�3RS��IDQV�¿QG�D�SODFH�ZLWKLQ�WKH�FRPPXQLW\�WKDW�VSHDNV�WR�
WKHLU�PRUH�VSHFL¿F�LQWHUHVWV�DQG�WDVWHV��$OO�RI�WKLV�LV�SURRI�WKDW�IDQ¿FWLRQ�LV�key to the 
fandom experience, most especially if one is a K-Pop fan; it is not just essential but 
inevitable, and it acts as a bridge that connects proactive, participating fans to the 
idols, the industry, and to each other.

32 �1LFROOH�/DPHULFKV��³6KDUHG�1DUUDWLYHV��,QWHUPHGLDOLW\�LQ�)DQGRP�´�LQ�Productive 
Fandom: Intermediality and Affective Reception in Fan Cultures, �$PVWHUGDP��$PVWHUGDP�
University Press, 2018).
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