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Introduction

What’s your first K-Pop song? Was it “Gangnam Style” by Psy? Or one of the hit songs

by BTS or BlackPink that was playing on the radio or recommended on your Spotify playlist?

Do you incorporate the trends of South Korean culture into your daily life? K-Pop is a form of

the Korean wave, hallyu, or a successful music genre that is internationally widespread,

especially in America in recent years. This trend opened doors for other cultural opportunities to

come through America that allows people to be able to learn and appreciate other cultural

differences through a modern day “silk road.”

Within this paper, I will explore the influence of South Korean pop music often known as

K-Pop, within American culture through a contrasting analysis, unscientific interview research,

and autoethnography. This diversity of these third lenses will enrich the multilayered topic of

K-Pop. K-Pop has become a trend in America as well as many other countries. America is a

colorful country infused with bits and pieces of cultures from all over the world, especially in the

arts and entertainment field. Within the past couple of years, South Korean pop culture has

stepped into the diverse game of American music and influenced the international arts world in

various ways. With the rise of the Korean wave, the perspectives from Americans with different

levels of knowledge on this topic can vary from person to person. This paper proposes that

K-Pop is impactful and influential towards its American audience. During this project, I

conducted a survey with different viewpoints and perspectives on the topic through an

unscientific method. The key term influence in this study explains how American culture has

changed or adapted to the trend in some form or another after the exposure of K-Pop (Ro 1).

Aside from popular music on the trend, the most trending American music genres at the

moment are hip-hop and rap. Hip-hop was originally a subculture created in the 1970s that was
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evolved in the Bronx into a form of cultural movement. It was 20 years later, in the 1990s, that

hip-hop and rap forms of music started to fill the mainstream records (PQ 2). With the catchy

rhythm and the combination of singing and rapping, it became the most popular genre in the

American music industry. Within this genre of music, the lyrics and themes are usually revolving

around sex, money, and drugs, often targeting a young audience of 25 years old and under. With

the fast growing number of music streaming platforms including TikTok, Spotify, and Apple

Music, popular artists and songs are most likely to be advertised on the front page as top hits,

which is where people are mostly going to listen to music. As for South Korean pop culture,

K-pop is the most popular music genre. K-pop often spreads a brighter and positive energy to its

viewers and listeners, thematically contrary to modern hip-hop.

For the majority of Americans who are not longtime K-Pop fans, they would think K-Pop

is something that just came about in recent years. However, like hip-hop culture, it started years

back further than that. K-Pop started in the 1990s as more of a subculture, then it slowly started

to become popular and mainstream 20 years later, much like hip-hop and rap from the 1970s to

the 1990s. The first generation of K-Pop took inspiration from 90s hip-hop, which is filled with

R&B and Soul and is a common component in K-Pop. Pairing with great visuals within music

videos as well as outfits. Their dance choreographies and overall looks from head to toe are a

major selling point to young Americans. Oftentimes, the artist(s) referred to as idol groups or

bands, and solo artists, are trained to perform content including singing, rapping, and dancing

during their trainee years. Those years often start when entertainment companies or music label

companies hold auditions all over the world. Through hard work, lots of practice, and

determination, K-Pop artists become who they are today (Ro 1).
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The first generation of K-Pop started in 1992, when a famous boy group named Seo Taiji

& Boys made their debut on a Korean talent show. Their music was the start of a new era where

they took the key elements that were trending in ‘90s America— hip hop, rap, and dance. On top

of that, they integrated with English lyrics to establish a fresh new combination of music genres

called South Korean pop music (Ro 1). K-Pop today still continues these three main features but

branched out to different variations including elements of R&B, alternative, and Latino music.

Like all media, K-Pop evolves in different ways and paces from American music. With a new

diverse and fresh list of top hits almost every month, the variety of new groups outpaces America

by a longshot. It is often hard for people to pick a favorite song or group because of how many of

them are staying relevant these days.

K-Pop Today

This paper argues that K-Pop is the start of a new silk road to bring in cultural goods as

well as diversity in perspectives and viewpoints to America. K-Pop is not just a music genre, it is

a “happiness virus” that is spreading to give people energy and hope for the future. With today’s

technology and the power of social media, it is easily accessible anywhere where the internet is

available. With this globalization through the internet, Americans and many other foreign fans

alike, are filling their playlists with all kinds of positive energy through K-Pop. Ever since the

2020 COVID-19 pandemic, due to lack of social interactions because of quarantine, people

found that K-Pop provides the uplifting vibes they desperately crave. This skyrocketed the

recognition of K-Pop around the world (Cruz 2).

Over the summer of 2020, BTS became the first South Korean Boy Band ever to hit

number one in the US Billboard’s singles chart with their newest song that is performed entirely
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in the English language– Dynamite. “Dynamite, the first BTS single sung completely in English,

was released on the 21st of August and tallied 33.9m US streams in just a week, with 300,000

units sold” ("BTS: K-pop stars become first all-South Korean act to top US singles charts;

Dynamite, the boy band's first single sung completely in English, has nabbed the No 1 spot from

Cardi B's WAP”). With these astonishing records, the group had beaten the USA's most popular

artists including “Lady Gaga, Ariana Grande and Taylor Swift to score the best pop award at

Sunday’s MTV Video Music awards” ("BTS: K-pop stars become first all-South Korean act to

top US singles charts; Dynamite, the boy band's first single sung completely in English, has

nabbed the No 1 spot from Cardi B's WAP”).

Previously, BTS held the record of the most number one wins on the Billboard’s top

album charts with three of their albums, Love Yourself: Tear (2018), Love Yourself: Answer

(2018), Map of the Soul: Persona (2019). BTS made their appearances all over America both

online and in person throughout 2020 this year (“The 20 Best K-Pop Songs of 2020: Critics'

Picks”). They held a concert in Times Square filled with confetti, they did a collaborative

performance with Lil Nas X at the Grammys, they also performed at The Tonight Show when

they closed down Grand Central Station, as well as performing at the Sunday’s MTV Video

Music Awards. Additionally, over the summer of 2020, they have donated $1 million to the

Black Lives Matter movement. The “Dynamite” music video broke so many streaming

platform’s records, but the most impressive record is after the video’s release where it broke the

record of 101.1 million views within 24 hours on YouTube. Language has been a barrier for

people who don’t choose to listen to K-Pop, yet this song is sung completely in English, which is

a happy surprise and motivates people to give them a chance to listen to foreign language music

more. In addition, the timing of this funky, retro pop music makes people feel good on the inside.
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The bright and fun colors used in the music video in particular can uplift people’s feelings during

this pandemic. This is another fun plus for BTS to broaden their identities and gain more

audiences. More and more people get to see BTS’s talent and become “known for [their]

complex choreography, impeccable live vocals, and energetic concerts, their lyrics matter, too.

The group has made genre-bending albums that critique aspects of Korean culture and society,

including mental-health taboos and the ridgid school system” (Cruz 2). It is also highly impactful

for everyone to learn about the shortcomings of Korea’s society, when they are brought to

foreign attention.

The single “Dynamite” is the most successful song ever performed by BTS throughout

their seven year career, people questioned if BTS will continue producing music completely in

the English language. Entertainment Weekly interviewed BTS, and the group’s leader, RM,

responded to one question, “We don’t want to change our identity or our genuineness to get the

No. 1. Like if we sing suddenly in full English, and change all these other things, then that’s not

BTS. We’ll do everything, we’ll try. But if we couldn’t get No. 1 or No. 5, that’s okay” (Cruz 3).

This shows the consistency they’re willing to maintain with genuine effort for not only

themselves, but also their long-term fans. As K-Pop grew in popularity internationally, people

grew more interested in this successful branding of South Korea’s culture.

Unlike the Korean fans where they can visit their favorite idol at any time, the distance is

another difficulty that international fans face. Due to the pandemic, following the strict

guidelines of social distancing, live concerts and interactions of large groups have been canceled

or postponed for future notice. When the news came out, it saddened many international fans that

were planning to go to these concerts. Fortunately, today’s advanced technology allows the fans

to still experience these shows despite being in quarantine and travel bans. Online platforms
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including YouTube and other websites affiliated with artists that allow them to perform to their

fans overseas. As of 2015, on YouTube’s popularity chart, a lot of these K-Pop idol groups are

highly ranked on the charts including Girl’s Generation, BigBang, SuperJunior, Beast, 2PM,

2NE1, and Wonder Girls. For most Americans, their first K-Pop song is probably the record

breaker, “Gangnam Style” by Psy. This song opened the doors for a lot of Americans to get a

glimpse into Korean pop culture, breaking massive records in 2012, and being the first video on

YouTube to reach one billion views. It’s no surprise this was a big hit in K-Pop history with

milestones and statistics that were groundbreaking, and his follow up “Gentleman” was no

slouch, either (Chang 2).

Just like the South Korean boy band BTS, Psy kept the similar success palette with

various fun features and upbeat characteristics that allow his music to open up his career in

America. With YouTube views of over a billion and counting, Psy successfully branded his hit

song all over the world with catchy beats, colorful, and humorous tones in his music video. Not

only did the song go viral over the internet, Psy took the chance to market himself by

participating in commercials “including LG’s mobile service, Samsung kimchi refrigerators and

an energy tonic drink” (Beattie 2). He took as many job opportunities as he possibly can to

maximize exposing his image and songs to the world. He also made his appearance on the MTV

Video Music Awards, Saturday Night Live, the Today Show and the Ellen DeGenerous Show as

well as making his US tour while his music is still fresh in people’s minds. Is Psy a “one-hit”

wonder, people started wondering, “Marketers are impressed that Psy’s music, without being

culturally specific, is musically relevant. His whole vision is to be a global artist,’”according to

Brad Haugen, the CMO of Scooter Braun Projects, “We absolutely don’t think he’s a one-hit

wonder” (Beattie 3).
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His two singles, Gangnam Style and Gentleman were hits, but nothing he has done since

has caught the attention of the American public as Gangnam Style, nor even his lesser

performing follow up, Gentleman. But despite that, Psy not only targeted his marketed audience

towards promotion and performances, he also collaborated on a collection with New York

fashion brand Jill Stuart. His ambition as an international pop star is a successful start of his

career, and just because he hasn’t broken any other records, he is still a massive part of the

K-Pop industry. Since 2018, he has left his YG Entertainment to start his own company. In 2019,

he has his own label company called P Nation starting with him as an artist, there is also Jessi

formerly a member from Lucky J as well as Hyuna and E’Dawn from Triple H of Cube

Entertainment (Chang 4).

K-Pop in America

After artists release a comeback, the important step that comes next would be

promotions. Artists would attend various variety entertainment shows, talk shows or even reality

shows to promote their new song or album. In South Korea there are many shows like that,

offering a platform for artists to present their new comebacks including Weekly Idol, Knowing

Brothers, and You Hee Yeol's Sketchbook. In America, there are also these shows including

Carpool Karaoke featuring James Corden, the Ellen DeGeneres Show, as well as The Tonight

Show Starring Jimmy Fallon. More successful K-Pop groups including BTS and BlackPink

where they have been invited to these shows. This is the sign where K-Pop has stepped into the

mainstream of American’s pop culture.

K-Pop artists who start to host concerts in America typically means they have “made it.”

People often think entering America is the universal approval of success. The yearly hosted
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concerts like Kcon at both New York and Los Angeles are a must trip in a lifetime for K-Pop

fans. The famous girl group Blackpink was invited to one of the most popular music festivals in

the United States, Coachella, in 2019. Coachella had other foreign artists perform, however,

according to the Log Angeles Times, it is the first time ever that a popular K-Pop group made it to

the festival surpassing their milestone. The performance was so well loved by the American

audience, it was live-streamed in New York’s Time Square for many to see. The fans of

BlackPink called Blinks were so proud of them because they were making history. People loved

their performances, this led their later released songs including “Kill this Love” to break the

record of millions of views on YouTube overnight (Gallucci 2). This strong entrance at the

festival, made their “In Your Area” tour even more astonishing.

Around the same time, BTS was also busy with their schedules in America as guests for

shows like Saturday Night Live. BTS set another record for the first ever K-Pop group to perform

at SNL. Their fans, called “the Army” by BTS, were shaken and happy by the surprise and

spread the news on the front page of all social media pages. Hashtags like #BTSxSNL, were

created and reposted everywhere making everyone aware of K-Pop creating history in America.

A quote from actor Paul Bae supported the diversity from their performances, “I’ve been

watching SNL since the late ‘70s til I stopped watching in the 90s. Never seeing an Asian face

on their staff always stung. But tonight I just saw 7 Korean faces gracing that damn stage and it

was the best part of that show so I AM OVER IT. #BTSxSNL” (Vera 3). BTS made their

appearances twice on the Ellen DeGeneres Show both in 2017 and 2018. With views increasing

on the top hit, Dynamite, BTS was invited again to the Jimmy Fallon Show in 2020. Previously

in 2018, their hit song, Idol, became their first premier at the show. Following that year,

BlackPink was also invited to the Jimmy Fallon Show as the first female K-Pop group to perform
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at the show. The girls were releasing top hit singles once a month for July, August, and then in

September, they dropped the whole rest of the album. They call this strategy the “three-step

comeback”, and the comeback stage at the show was a perfect result of their strategy. That same

weekend, they also made their appearances at the Late Late Show with James Corden. The girls

did not stop there, they hopped on the bandwagon of collaborating with top American artists to

expand their audience and demographic. Up to today, they have collaborated with massive

American pop stars Lady Gaga, Dua Lipa, and Cardi B as well as Selena Gomez. BTS on the

other hand have also collaborated with many American artists after their appearances on

American television shows including Steve Aoki, Halsey, Lil Nas, Becky G, as well as Niki

Minaj (Simpson 3).

BTS’s music doesn’t just contain happy vibes for the sake of positivity and broad appeal,

they also strongly advocate for mental health of body positivity and self-care. This is a subject

that the society of South Korea doesn’t talk about often. By bringing up this sensitive topic, BTS

has been able to introduce and spread awareness about the subject to a wide, massive audience.

According to TeenVouge, John Cena has been a fan of BTS, stating that “They advocate self love,

they advocate don't be afraid of failure, they advocate that you are enough. They kind of are

trying to shatter all the stereotypical difficulties and uncomfortable situations that we go through,

and they are catering to an audience that is living that — young people. That's why they are so

popular around the world. One, they're great performers, but it's the message they send, it

resonates with the people.” (Dodson 5). He stands by BTS not only because they are great

performers, but because he stood by their messages given through their music and lyrics. The

whole album is an active advocate for self love, and John Cena is a major supporter for people

who strive to conquer those hardships in life, as well as influence positivity for everyone. The
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support and love from the “American Armies” made their increasing tours, and involvement in

TV Shows in America possible.

These artists’ success helps American artists to see and learn from their great techniques

at talented management, persuasive marketing strategies, as well as their impressive commuting

skills with customer relationships. The artists in South Korea often have to go through years of

training to even have a chance to get into the official addition as well as evaluation before their

professional debut. K-Pop entertainment labels seek the importance of social media because the

idols can directly communicate with the fan. The companies would promote all sorts of

advertisements of new songs, albums, shows or even concerts that are upcoming. “In May 2011,

when tickets to an S.M. Entertainment concerts in Paris, featuring such artists as Girl’s

Generation, Super Junior, SHINee, DBSK, and f(x), sold out in 15 minutes, fans demanded more

European tour dates by organizing a flash mob in front of the Louvre with K-Pop choreography.”

(Oh 3). Their success opens up possibilities for many other artists from other cultures to be

successful in America. When this happens, more of the American citizens will be more open to

cultural diversity. People will then be able to understand each culture more and better appreciate

them.

K-Pop Trends

K-Pop music videos are considered as visually appealing to the eyes. Oftentimes they are

presented with vivid color palettes and smooth transitions from one screen to another. During

each music video that comes out for K-Pop artists, the song usually features a new dance

choreographed for that song. The chorus part of the song matches with a highlighted dance

choreography that is catchy and fun to learn by the fans as well as other K-Pop artists. The well
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known dance game called “Random Dance K-Pop” is a trend that has been going on in the

fanbase community of K-Pop where fans dance to a randomized playlist of songs in no order to

see if they know the dances to that song. A South Korean dance company called “the One

Million Dance Studio” got famous because the dancers from the studio choreographed many

K-Pop groups for their dances (“1 Million Dance Studio”). Many dance lovers who are also a fan

of K-Pop would add the studio to their must go list. The “Random Dance K-Pop” game had a

variation that is public and there are many YouTube videos that share strangers from all over the

world dancing to the same songs. K-Pop featured events like Kcon New York as well as Kcon

LA, you would see people playing that game without knowing each other, forming a community

with welcoming energies.

Comeback is a term in the K-Pop community that defines songs that come out after a

group has debuted. During one of the comebacks of K-Pop artist Jay Park, he released a song

called “V” on September 10th, 2018. This music video is filled with visual aids including the

cartoonistic CGI effect that keeps the audience interested, along with its catchy lyrics and

melody. Since the song genre is a R&B/Soul type of music which is very popular among the

younger generation of Americans. The song also offers diversity through female dancers with

different ethnicities including, Asians, White, Black, and Latino. The message of the song is also

favored by Generation Z because as opposed to the traditional male gaze, Jay Park is showing

that he appreciates and finds all women to be attractive rather than the women as a sexual object.

According to the article, “V” Music Video Analysis Video Analysis by Jonathan Janson, “This

makes fans from around the world appreciate Jay Park because he shows equal love and respect

to each culture. By having multiple foreigners in ‘V’, Jay park has strived for a cosmopolitan

music video, which shows his authenticity and individualism as an artist” (Janson 2). Jay Park is
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a K-Pop as well as a K-Hip Hop artist that showed his take on the influence of American’s

openness and diversity combining the Eastern side of pop making his work a step higher than

before.

When it comes to music videos, the appearances of the artist is another key feature fans

look forward to each time they release a comeback. Many artists including BTS, BlackPink,

Mamamoo and many more would change up their hairstyles or hair color to prepare for a new

era of their idol career. Artists would be able to try out different looks and styles they have never

done before. The balayage hair color has always been a trend favored by many American girls,

since the last couple years, K-Pop artists have also adopted this trend. BlackPink members Lisa

and Jennie both did hairstyles inspired by the high contrasted two-toned trend which became

popular and many Americans during quarantine times bleached their hair to do the styles.

Americans inspired Korea and Korean inspired America back. Both America and South Korea

have influenced each other through hair trends. With the technology today it made sharing

interests all over the world very accessible and easy.

South Korean Pop Culture

The Korean pop culture within the younger generation created the phenomenon of

Korean wave, “Hallyu,” which established a strong global market for South Korea. K-Pop is not

just music, it is a door that leads to many other doors that include all kinds of different popular

trends. For many K-Pop fans who have been in the community, they are often affected by the

other genres of pop culture making them interested in a K-Pop-influenced environment.

Alongside K-Pop, Korean culture stepped overseas with their unique trends of K-fashion,

K-beauty and K-drama. These trends are also popular trends that have exploded internationally
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including nearby Asian countries like China, Japan, and Thailand, as well as in the west like the

US. As for America today, pop culture cannot be separated from arts and entertainment.

The most popular American Films and TV shows are action/adventure and comedy while

romance is often at the bottom of the list. Americans love the thrill and the adrenaline rush of a

movie or a scene from a show often paired with a cool hip-hop or rap song along with it, as if

they were the protagonist of the heroic scene. As for romance or romcom genres, they are often

found as too cheesy, involving too much sex or unrealistic caricaturization of how it would

happen in real life (PQ 5).

Many people opened their doors to South Korean films last year due to how astonishing

and well-written the film, “Parasite”, had successfully presented itself onto people’s favorite

movie list. “Parasite” is a film, with genres based in suspense, thriller, humor and centers around

social class differences between two families. The film is an original screenplay co-written by

both Bong Joon Ho and Han Jin Won both won in a writing category as Asian nominee. The film

is the first South Korean and non-English-language film that won best picture at the 92nd

Academy Awards and foreign film that was the highest-grossing in the US last year. “‘Parasite’

which was one of only 10 foreign-laugage films in Oscar history, nominated for best picture, also

won best international feature film, original screenplay and director for filmmaker Bong Joon

Ho.'” (Jurgensen 3). Bong had other previous works that were successful, widely known and

loved by critics including “The Host,” “Snowpiercer,” and “Okja.”

As K-Pop gains more recognition, Korean TV dramas are appearing on people's must

watch list. Online streaming platforms including Hulu, Dramafever, Viki, and Netflix are popular

options for fans to easily access these overseas shows. With increases in popularity, these

platforms provided shorten time-to-air due to high demands from the community. “For example,
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Secret Garden and SungKyunKwan Scandal, originally broadcast between October 2010 and

January 2011, were featured on Hulu starting in March 2011” (Ju 1). With the influence of

families and friend groups, more and more Asian Americans discover and fall in love with

watching K-dramas, as well as listening to K-Pop. Some enjoy the fantasy world of the show

which gives them a source of escapism from the real world, some feel like they relate to similar

experiences the main actors go through, and others actually find the genres to be inspiring,

unique, and culturally fascinating.

Contrastingly, American rom-com shows or movies are often categorized as their least

favorite genre due to the fact they are either way too cheesy or the storyline is not interesting

enough. Other genres of American shows often center around violence, thrilling action, and sex

scenes, which can be tiring, uncomfterable, and inappropriate for younger audiences. Eastern

Asian dramas often have many layers for the audience, to discover reasons why the main

characters fell in love with each other and have to face many obstacles along their way. With

scenarios often taking place in regular daily lifestyles, and can easily relate to people and

connect to the characters.

The topics of Korean culture became the starter of a social conversation between the

cultures of Asian Americans, it made them feel connected and warm, often resulting in happy

memories about these topics. Some mentioned that these shows tend to exaggerate the Asian

culture and lifestyle, but it still educates and helps foreigners or non-Asian audiences have a

better understanding of how different Asian culture can be. “The Korean media, to some degree,

helps Asian Americans take care of their inner feelings and emotions. Young Asian Americans in

this study demonstrated that their cultural practices, facilitated by border-crossing Korean media

consumption, made them identify their desires between being Americans and Asians, which
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always reconstructs the boundaries '' (Ju 3). With rapid growth of Korean pop culture, it deeply

connects the Asian American community, helps them identify themselves among others and

helps them feel confident talking about their culture.

K-Pop fans in America observe the more positive beauty trends of Korea and may want

to make it a part of their own life. A majority of American beauty trends mainly focus on

tan-golden skin, beachy-lighter hair colors, and a full face of glam makeup to finish it off. Social

events including concerts or music festivals like Coachella, you often see people with this style

of beauty. Korean beauty standards are quite the opposite, where they focus more on enhancing

natural beauty, as opposed to caking things on top of skin to cover up the natural beauty. It’s

more comparable to skincare than cosmetics, and as a result, many middle-aged Koreans are

complimented for looking much younger than their age. As skincare and beauty standards have

risen up the industries in the States, people look for great quality, awesome performance and

affordable price range. South Korea is “the home of skincare innovation” (Avon 2). Skincare is a

must in their daily routine to create the desired dewy glass-skin. The makeup products often

appeared as low pigment to enhance their natural features while American makeup products are

bold and vibrant. Recently, America’s beauty brands have taken on this trend, where the brands

including Glossier, Em Cosmetics as well as Milk Cosmetics now produce products where it

enhances the natural beauty of everyone. More and more Americans are starting to see the

importance of skin care and how it affects their appearance and results in better mental health

and self-esteem.

The trends starting from the popular music genre of K-Pop became more internationally

well-known, people started to pay close attention through social media to the artists’

appearances, including clothing, makeup and hairstyle. Just like popular culture here in America,
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some people will like popular culture and will incorporate it into their lifestyles, yet some people

can reject the mainstream and would prefer lifestyles that are more niche with smaller groups.

Interview Research

Through an unscientific study, I have conducted an informal poll of five interviews

among my friends and classmates. The goal of this study was to seek people’s perspective and

their opinions on the trend of K-Pop whether it has impacted America culturally or has

influenced Americans in some ways after the exposure. The academic value of this study was to

seek if there are any physical or emotional changes have been made after being exposed to

K-Pop. The study was conducted through a naturalistic approach (Riccardi 3) where I am open to

seeking answers that can agree or disagree with my research statement. The interviews were

collected through qualitative data techniques meaning the answers are opinion based. The

questions I prepared for the qualitative data were through open ended questions, followed up

questions and probes with each individual interviewees.

All the interviewee has various levels of knowledge on the topic of K-Pop. After the

exposure of K-Pop, the interviewees all had lifestyle and personality changes. K-Pop was a form

of music that was very easily accessible to everyone nowadays over the internet. This became the

first step and opened doors for many people to also be open minded to other cultures, not just the

music. Some interviewees went further and educated themselves by taking Korean as a language

class in College. Some have decided to learn their family language, Spanish, because they see the

importance of family and love through the music. The power of love urges them to feel closer

with their loved ones. People have been more open minded and overall have a positive outlook

on life. Especially during the pandemic time period, people were able to feel the positive energy



19

coming from K-Pop music which helped a lot of people when they were going through tough

times. Promoting happiness has always been a positive trait of K-Pop. This influence creates a

positive impact on many American audiences today.

Although, one interviewee had brought up the issue of how K-Pop is being overly

positive, to the point of censoring and covering up the “bad” side of life including drugs, tattoos,

and mental health. South Korean culture shares a conservitive culture which reflects through its

music. This misleads fans to think the artists and celebrities are perfect, and creates this image

that puts too much social pressure on them. Oftentimes, entertainment labels ignore artists that

are dealing with mental health. The suicide rates has been high among the industry where the

artist have committed suicide due to lack of awareness for mental health. America can be overly

honest and straightforward on those topics where it is also reflected through music. However,

being honest and transparent with the fans can also be inspiring and influential because that is

real and a part of life. In the past, during K-Pop music videos, live performances, and events,

artists with tattoos would have to cover them up with either foundations, band-aids, or tapes.

More and more artists are able to let their tattoos be shown in public nowadays. This shows the

signs of how America has influenced South Korea.

Autoethnography

As a Chinese American Immigrant, I grew up under the influence of Asian culture.

Particularly, my interests grew more upon South Korean pop culture as a kid. When I moved

here to America, I was one of the few Asian kids in the neighborhood, as well as in school.

Among the people who also enjoy Asian culture as I do, I felt I was a part of a community with

similar interests and hobbies as well as lifestyle. I am doing this project because I want to
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appreciate my love of Korean pop culture. I want to go deeper than just my interests and to

educate myself. K-Pop overall has the positive energy with fun vibes that I want to look forward

to in life. I am glad that I got to know K-pop at a young age, as my personality has been heavily

influenced by the culture. Music is a part of me and has been with me through the ups and

downs. It allowed me to be a part of a community with love and positivity. It allowed me to find

friends that I will be in contact with for the rest of my life. It gave me support at my lows and

celebrated when I am at my highs.

Although, the K-Pop fandom community on social media, especially Twitter, can be toxic

because a vocal minority of the community harasses, stalks, and spams the website where it is

unwanted, resulting in the opposite result of turning people away from the culture and

community. The creation of that toxic environment made me turn away from interacting with

those communities online in the first place. However, that does not define what the actual K-Pop

community is, with more mature fans being far greater in number. Through the community, I

learned about cultural diversity, I was able to appreciate the difference between other people all

over the world, and enjoy the same interest as K-Pop and in other related cultures. I don’t have to

know the language to like a song, a person, or the culture. Through the community I found

myself with the power of K-Pop. I also learned strategies and took time to boost my self-esteem

and confidence. Loving someone can be hard, but loving yourself will be a lifelong process that

is worth everyone investing in.

K-Pop is usually the first art medium from South Korea that people get to experience. I

believe the reason behind that is because music is a universal language that can be enjoyed by

everyone around the world despite the language barrier. Love can be delivered in many ways and

forms, and I believe K-Pop is a great example of that. One thing K-Pop has taught me is that no
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matter how difficult life can be, and unpleasant changes you may be facing at the moment, there

will always be an end to it. So why not set aside your distress and enjoy the moment with

happiness, because it will be over before you know it. Kim Namjoon, BTS’s leader, once said in

an interview, “We strive to [put] everything into our music. Our lyrics deal with real issues that

face all humans: choices in life, depression, self-esteem. And the fans know that we are there for

them, and they are there for us” (Bruner 3). K-Pop is something I can live without, but knowing

K-Pop has helped a lot to shape me as the person I am today.

Conclusion

This paper investigates K-Pop through the lenses of various analysis, unscientific study

as well as autoethnography. The decision of the three different perspectives allows the topic to be

rich and vivid in every layer of the information that is discussed. K-Pop has many layers of

different perspectives that people can learn from to be more appreciable of the cultural

differences. South Korea has offered their arts to the world and it received much love and

support from all over the world, especially America. K-Pop and other South Korean popular

culture has influenced Americans through different ways.

In this research paper, the argument I raise is that I believe K-Pop and other South

Korean art forms have influenced the American popular culture. Among the people I have

interviewed in my unscientific interview research, they have also shown that it has changed their

lifestyle either menatlly or physically with the impact of K-Pop along with other art forms. These

impacts are changing for the better, allowing people to take different perspectives and the ability

to appreciate more cultural differences. My studies help more people to realize the good that

K-Pop and other foriegn cultures can bring to America, acting as the modern day of the Silk
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Road. I believe my hypothesis for this project and its research can both support and not support

my thesis. I don’t believe that K-Pop had much of an influence on the American pop culture

industry. However, I do believe K-Pop and its related trends, influenced active listeners or those

who have previously listened to them before, and has changed their lifestyle in many positive

ways. By accepting K-Pop, it will open many doors for many Americans and other foreign

countries to see how everyone can live together under the same roof with no discrimination.

South Korean pop culture is rapidly growing internationally, and is influencing the arts

and entertainment industry of various countries like America. In recent years of American

popular culture, K-Pop and other South Korean popular trends have rapidly and successfully

made appearances into American society. K-Pop artists are no strangers to American music

streaming platforms, social media, and on trendy television shows, as well as numerous

ceremonies and awards events. There are many aspects of the South Korean wave including

K-fashion, beauty, K-drama, and films that are tightly connected to K-Pop. K-Pop became

popular especially in the COVID-19 pandemic time period due to the overall positive energy and

happy vibes the music and the whole culture gives off to people alongside many other factors

contributing to the pop culture here.

The Korean wave opens the door to opening cultural acceptance, despite the language,

cultural, and custom differences. The fans forming a community supporting the hallyu can open

an individual's mind to accept, understand, and appreciate their differences. America is a big

multicultural community where people learn from each other, take in the good customs and adapt

them into their lifestyle to form new and potentially better lifestyle habits for their personal

enhancement. As mentioned previously, BTS have many albums of songs that promote self-love

and self-care. With the society we live in today, many Americans face appearance anxiety and
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related mental health issues. K-Pop not only provides people with uplifting energies during the

massively difficult period of a global pandemic, they also spread energy and support back to the

fans.

Although the world wide pandemic has taken a pause on in-person interactions,

especially internationally, online activities have never been more active. People can participate

and involve themselves with many of the online options for streaming music platforms as well as

online concerts to fill the empty void of stadiums and in-person hype and engagement. As

mentioned before, social media is always there for the K-Pop fans. The social distancing can not

and did not stop the community to interact and be there for each other. With the rise of Tik Tok

and other social media, K-Pop is a topic that users cannot avoid on their main page even if they

don’t listen to K-Pop. The music genre is not only a music genre anymore, it has already mixed

in with many Americans’ lifestyles. Hopefully this pandemic will end soon, then the old and new

fans alike can join together, support, and give back the love and positivity the K-Pop artists have

been giving all of us.
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