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Imitating Flower Boy Stars

K-pop Male Stars and Assembling New Female
Masculinity in South Korea

Layoung Shin

s many scholars and the authors in other chapters have shown, with
jgorous government support and the new perspective that cultural
roducts could be profitable, the South Korean (Korea) media gained
ore influence and popularity among Koreans, particularly after the
1997 economic crisis.! This is quite a big shift on the Korean cultural
inap, given that until the 1980s the alternative cultural products created
by student activists, progressives, and leftists were more popular among
youth. At that time, youth identified more as producers of resistant al-
fernative culture than as consumers of popular culture. However, in
he 1990s, youth actively started to consume pop culture and identify
hemselves as fans of stars.?

In particular, alongside the rapid industrialization of pop music and
mergence of teenagers as consumers, a star system developed that tar-
eted teenage women. Combined with the concurrent development of
he internet, the emergence of stardom created huge fandom among
ung women. They were often, however, criticized and mocked by
lults and their male peers, labeled ppasuni, a derogatory slang term
or teenage female fans.?

However, the fan activities of teenage women in Korea in the late
poos and early 2000s can be read as the explosion of teenage women's
sire to express sexuality and subversion, similar to the possibilities

s




Barbara Ehrenreich, Elizabeth Hess, and Gloria Jacobs find in teeng . 3t age, but often also body thes i
women's Beatlemania fan activities in the United States in the 19600t & | estures, speaking styles, ord choices, and smoking habits, which
Young female fans in South Korea began to express their desire throug readily taken off, even after shows, as I explain nrao:mro& the
forms of active production and reinterpretation of pop culture, movil o
beyond simple consumption of industry-manufactured products. Pr o]
ucts created through active fandom include fanfic (fiction written by
with their favorite stars as main characters; often, they depict boy-ba
members in same-sex romantic relationships) and fan-art (art wor
that depict the stars), new texts popularized and shared among teen :
women on the internet. .

In particular, fanfic, which can be considered a male homosext
romance genre, became very popular among fans. Thus, whereas pre
ous generations have enjoyed heterosexual romance novels and com:
books produced by professional writers in Korea or in translation fie
the West and Japan, the teenage women I met during the early 2000
the fans of pop stars, most often read this new genre of homosex
romance regardless of their sexual identity.®

Fancos, a shortened form of fancostume play, is another form
active fandom that emerged among young women in Korea in the 1
1990s amid the development of the commercial star system, the hug
popularity of boy-band groups, and the growth of active fandom cult
among young women. When boy bands produced by the commerci
star system, such as HO.T. (1996—2001), gained enormous populari
among teenage girls, rather than just cheering for their favorite sta
some young women began cutting their hair short, wearing young mel
clothing to emulate the boy bands’ male singers, and creating perfors
ance festivals where they staged the singers’ performances. This led:
the emergence of fancos communities, which are made up of mmbno%m.
or cospers (who perform costume plays), staff (who help fancospers
making costumes and dressing them up) and the fans of fancospers. B
the early 20008, concerts and festivals featuring fancos were a re
phenomenon in the Seoul area$

Although it emerged from fandom, in imitating popular boy-ba

In addition, although participating in nongender normative cross-

Iressing activities, many fancospers dated each other and started iden-

{fying as iban.” This does not mean that all fancospers self-identify as

ban, given that some participants identify as straight. However, because

¢ was so common for two women to date in this community, and many
ncos members identified as iban, fancos came to be considered an
Iban subcultural group. One of my informants, Kyumin, for instance,
told me about a popular idea of fancos being equivalent to iban: “There
s an assumption among fancospers that fancospers are all iban without
doubt. Actually it’s true. So once they begin fancos, they start to say,
1 like women. I love women’ and become iban. So, you know, groups ot
communities share their ideas and beliefs. Same here. There is a belief
that all the members here are iban”

Therefore, beyond passive consumption of popular culture, fancos
roduces new representations of self in everyday life, motivating the
articipants to question the meaning of gender and sexuality. Asanun-
xpected result, fancos, which originated from consuming Korean pop
ulture, came to play a role as a queer community for young women.
t lies outside mainstream LGBT movements and commercial spaces

for gay men and lesbians. .
Although other factors, such as the influence of LGBT activism and the

development of internet technology, cannot be disregarded as contrib-
uting to the increased visibility of homosexuality in Korea, [ argue that
fandom subcultures such as fancos, combined with female masculinity
nd same-sex relationships between members, contributed significantly
o the construction of homosexuality as an identity and community for
oung women during the early 2000s. The case of fancos, thus, provides
n alternative perspective on the development of homosexuality as an
dentity and community in Korea, which is closely related with local

singers, fancos is a kind of drag show, highlighting the performance {orean pop culture rather than based in the influence of Western media.

masculinity by females. It further involves bodily changes and pe v, - To show how these young Korean women’s masculinity and subject-
mances that can have an effect on performers’ identities. In other wi v ormation as iban is closely interrelated with local media, K-pop, rather

fancos is a constantly enacted process of embodiment, different f han LGBT texts or media produced in the West, I first situate fancos in

other forms of fandom activities; performers wear costumes of:m
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e historical continuum of female masculinity, particularly regarding.
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relations even before itroduction o e ts of

sexuality in Korea; second, introduce yaoi and fanfic as more-influe
relative to West-produced media, as texts of roEOmmxcm_ ,ﬁmdﬁ
young women in South Korea; third, discuss the changing ideals o
der in Korean mainstream media and the intersection of fantas
reality in the creation of the “right” kinds of models of masculinity
last, explore the ways in which embodied masculinity and contir
misrecognition as male among young women leads to their questio
their identification in terms of gender and sexuality and to the
struction of queer community.

FEMALE MASCULINITY AND FEMALE-ONLY THEATER
IN HISTORY

‘Though still rare, historical studies of queer Korea have begun recoverin
the history of female masculinity and female same-sex sexuality
Korea.! Among other cases, the tradition of female-only troupes
Korea, exemplified in the genre gukgeuk, provides historical preceden
for fancos, in that both cultural practices consist of female-only theate;
performance, and gender crossing. Gukgeuk is a popular drama, a sort o
changgeuk (traditional Korean opera) performed entirely by women, ani
it became very popular during the 1950s, though interest rapidly decline
during the modernization process and the correspondent devaluation o
both tradition and women in the 1960s.° As Jennifer Robertson has show
with the case of Japanese all-female Takarazuka troupes, the Koreat
female gukgeuk also functioned as “an inclusive social club that culti
vated and bolstered intimate bonds between women.”® Jihye Kim claims

The Confucian gender ideology, which stresses the strict separation of the
sexes, and conservative notions of sexuality encouraged Gukgeuk actors to
seek and to intensify their affinity with women. . . . It produced a possibility to
extend gender transgression and-homoerotic aspects on stage to everyday
life. . . . Also since the fan and star-relationships in the female Gukgeuk were
- exclusively formed among women . ;. Itincreased intimacy between women."!

Constructed exclusively _u%méog,mb who perform both men’s and:

women’s roles, and-attracting-enthusiastic female fans, fancos quit

LAYOUNG SHIN s

eir own fans and fa

am , n ,,.H.mnm,wosm. for instance, were wmmmw.osmﬁm Mwwm of
cincos team. They attended all their events msa. oﬁmsﬁ.mm mﬁo mmm”
nclub, by creating an online ooBBcs.wQ and making fan mMMM mmrmn E
, ccompanied them to 2 fancos event in 2002, where we sat tog

vont of the stage and competed to shout V team’s ES.E more woca.@
..ww.: other teams’ fans. Each fan also had her own favorite mempers In

ach team. For example, Namu was a fan of Minwoo from V team. When

- asked Namu how she became so into Minwoo, she said, “I just fell in

i * (cheonnune banhada).
ove with her at first glance” (¢ ar
This is an expression of love and eroticism and shows how fancos

stands in Korea, in the “larger intergenerational Bmﬁx‘w, 5H ﬁwﬁ %%Mnﬂmmwm
Jennifer Cole? Both all-female Gukgeuk and fancos 59.” M e @m -
formance of female masculinity and 58.:% same-sex mnow_n mnmo_.‘mw i
all-feale venues where pop culture is nmﬂmwz.zm.a Mn WM% :
changgeuk in the 19508 and K-pop boy group music in the 2 .

Situating fancos as the descendant of female gukgeuk in Korea chal-

lenges the concept of “global gay,” which emphasizes the effects of global-

ization and global media in the construction of queer Emmﬁsmmmmsm
communities in non-Western societies, thus implying that Nmmgms‘.mm : mmw
i ing indigen-
identiti i lly homogenized and thus replacing
identities are growing globa :
ous identities !> As numerous queer scholars have argued, Un?m m#ovmw. mmM
. i istori Iso obscures uniqu
sp historical facts, but 2
concept not only fails to gra B e
i ities.* It also has the potential to clas
local meanings of sexualities. Class
sex practices in the non-West as backward or premodern. This nr.%_ﬁ.mﬂ
. i ;
therefore contextualizes: female masculinity and same mm.x mmmwmcm M
among young wormen in fancos in the intergenerational matrix o .onm
culture of gender and sexuality and further seeks to show wrm primary
influence of Korean local pop culture in its distinctive formation.

EANFIC AND YAO! RATHER THAN WESTERN MEDIA
AS HOMOSEXUALITY TEXTS

Queer studies in Korea have tried to explain the Hm_»aob.mrwm .vmgmmn
the emergence of current forms of lesbian and gay male amﬂ.ﬁsw nM.B
munity, and activism and the influence of the West. Reflecting lesbian
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and gay movements in the 19g0s and early 2000s in Korea, Dong-jifi = edia: “There is a kind of novel. Fanfic. After reading fanfic, I realized
Seo, for instance, argues that they were based on the concept of hum . hat there is homosexuality. Then while talking with my friends, I came
rights, influenced by international nongovernmental organizations o know more specifically about iban.”
as the International Gay and Lesbian Human Rights Committee As this interview shows, almost all of my informants in the early
the UN Human Rights Committee. He also argues that “globalize: oos were aware of fanfic, most read them voraciously, and others
sexuality” and consumerism are other features of gay and lesbian d ctually wrote them. Academic studies of fanfic and teenage iban also
courses in Korea” He states that the “identity of sexual minor; commonly acknowledge fanfic as the primary media depicting represen-
groups in Korea in most cases imitates gay and lesbians in the Unif ations of homosexuality for teenage women.?? According to Jee-young
States and the West.”®® However, Seo does not consider these trends hin, many youth in Korea, up to 45.4 percent, encounter homosexuality
simply the result of Westernization. Although the Western terms r&w rough fanfic.?® It is therefore important to point out that locally pro-
identify people who engaged in same-sex sexuality and other types uced fan-made media, fanfic, not Western media, was more influential
nonnormative gender expressions as a specific group in need of poli In the construction of forms and ideas of homosexuality among young
ical recognition, the terms themselves do not accurately represent wi women in Korea at the time.
same-sex relations mean in the Korean context.
John Cho further points out the important role of consumer spa
for gay men in constructing their culture in the 1990s, but argues t
this does not simply signify the “homogenization” or “Westernizati
of Korean LGBTs understanding of themselves. Cho focuses on
particularities in terms of visibility and coming out for Korean gay m
and lesbians, which “challenge the Westernized model of the ‘out a
proud’ gay man and lesbian.”*® Although both Seo and Cho are care
to point out the place-specific aspects of global media and consum
ism’s influence in gay men’s culture and LGBT movement in Kor:
both note the undeniable relations with the West in both local LG
movements and in the “Westernised gay consumer spaces.”?’
On the other hand, in my case study with young queer-identifie
women in fancos, Western influences, in terms of the discourse of hum
rights or commercialized spaces, seem very minor if they do exist, p
ticularly in my first field research during the early 2000s. For examp
during my second fieldwork research in 2012 and 2013, I asked:
informants whether they had opportunities to watch any films o
vision shows depicting homosexuality, and a few mentioned the
produced show L-Word. However, in 2002 and 2003, when the depict;
of lesbians and gay men in media was less common, even in the Unii
States, few of my informants were watching such LGBT media. Ra
their exposure to depictions of homosexuality came from reading
writing fanfic and yaoi.?! One of my informants, Hea-youn, for insts
told me about fanfic, when I asked whether she had encountered Li

MODELING AFTER THE MASCULINITY OF
MALE POP STARS

n addition, as a productive fandom activity, fancos complicates the
rigid gender binary. In 2003, fancos teams numbered about 1,500 and
about 8o percent of them were male-singer teams. When young women
participate in fancos, cutting their hair short in the so-called kalmeori
{blade hair) marks the beginning of performing as male singers. Fanco-
pers also borrowed male singers’ hip-hop style, which includes big
“shirts and pants and later became representative fancos style. The
tyle was welcomed by cospers, not only because it was what male sing-
rs actually wear, but also because it hid the female body contours.
They also used fictive masculine names to complement their masculine
ppearance. For instance, Hyeok and Min, which commonly appear in
nale names, were popular fancos nicknames: for example, Jeong-hyeok
nd Si-hyeok, and Jong-min and Kyu-min, to mention a few. Male-singer
: spers also used appellations normally used by males, such as Hyeong
r Nuna, rather than Oppa or Eonni, and masculine ways of speaking
other linguistic expressions.

Such masculinity in fancos is closely related with the changes in
popular culture and the images of the stars in Korea. In the late 19908
d the early 2000s, the star system produced by mainstream enter-
inment companies started introducing new, nontraditional images
‘male and female singers. Female singers started to appear not only
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ring solely on theil e of her single mother. So she was:working

rt time jobs in bars or coffee shops during the week.She saidshe s
thing” in her everyday life, but she sees herself differently in fancos.
er popularity and other girls’ cheers led her to feel positively about
erself. Confidence is a word Junghyuk often used when she talked

out fancos. She said,

as “cute” but also as “sexy,” for instance. On the other hand, a
singers became younger, “cute” and “pretty” men, with slender bo
bold make up and androgynous fashion, became a popular styk
idol boy group members. A new term, kkonminam (flower-hands
men), or “pan-East Asian soft masculinity,’ came to be widely
beginning in the late 1990s.>* One newspaper, for example, rep
on this transformation under the title Beautiful Men Wear Maka
The Era of “Flower” Men: “an increasing number of men these day
on ‘make-up’ instead of building their muscle.”?s This does not m
of course, the complete replacement of one image with another
Cornwall and Lindisfarne argue, masculinity does not exist in a
tary form, but in diverse standards.26 But it suggests a cultural shi
contemporary Korean society, expanding the scope of the mod
masculinity.

This shift, ironically, made it easier for fancospers to model th
selves after male rather than female singers. Whereas the dominat
standard of female beauty requires extreme thinness and doll-like fa

. features to look like idol female group singers, they explained, it
simpler process to become a “flower” boy: cutting one’s hair short
often enough. Junghyuk makes this clear: “I am not pretty. But peop
say I am handsome. When I'm considered as a girl, 'm just norm
looking. But if people look at me as a boy, I am a pretty handsome b
‘This shows how the expansion of masculinity to include soft
“pretty” makes it possible for young women to identify with masculi
ity more easily.

Modeling after flower masculinity, however, does not simply ri
from the desire to imitate masculinity per se or to be a man or look 1i]
a man. When I asked their reason for doing fancos, most first answe
that it helps the teenage women feel confident and proud as well a
adored and loved by others. That is, the feeling of becoming a star wi
the motivation for performing like male stars. Standing on stage, liste
ing to their names being chanted by other girls was often cited as t H
main reason to get into fancos.

My main informant Junghyuk, seventeen years old at the time

|.can stand on the stage. On the stage | can show what I've practiced and
{ntroduce myself and be recognized by others. I can have the stage prepared
for me. 'm nothing. You know? I'm not a celebrity. Nothing. But when
| stand on the stage, | can hear the screams. | like it. 1 like to hear the girls
call my name and to be in the spotlight on the stage. We can regain confi-
dence by doing fancos. Even with my one step on the stage, other girls
scream, “Junghyuk!”, “Cool!” like this. They make me feel | am something.

Their embrace of boy bands’ masculinity is therefore more related
ith being popular and recognized by other young wome, thus mak-
|ng them stars among women. Furthermore, the experience gained in
ncos led not only to pride but also to the power to endure everyday
fe. Junghyuk continued:

So when | am about to start something new like a new part time job, now
| am different. | tell myself, “Okay, you can enjoy this job just like you enjoy
fancos. People here [in the fancos community] like you, when you perform
well. You can do the same in other places too. People will like you in this
new job as well if you do your best.” Thisis a kind of self-confidence. The
only difference between here and there is that | am alone in everyday life

while | am not in fancos.

As this interview shows, through fancos, the young women experi-
nced their identity transforming from fan to star, from imitator to in-
erpreter, from nothing to someone, from neglected to recognized. In
egard to the political aspect of drag, Rosalind Morris asks, “Is drag
eally a performance about gender?”? She argues that “class, the star
instance, was enormously popular as a fancosper; she is tall and m% ystem, and beauty are all objects of identification in E&mmm._o:&. Cross-
looking, with a short stylish haircut and flower-boy group fashion, ang. = dressing, and the oppositions at play have as much to do with the
has both a good sense of humor and leadership skills. However, i nature of the gaze and with the signifying power of visible surfaces as
eryday life, she dropped out of high school because her family was ps with ‘gender.?® Drawing on this insight and the interviews with my
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informants in Korea, I argue that fancos as drag has to do with y
women’s desire to feel pride, confidence, autonomy, and empowermy
in their everyday lives.

bianism readable in the register of masculinity, 2
es with the mainstream notion that lesbians can
‘Because fancospers perform masculinity, based o itch s
pe in society, the young women in fancos have become visible an
.adable” as lesbian or iban. The stereotype is produced through both
e actuality that almost all fancospers are iban and the butch mﬁmn_m,ou;
pe that equates fernale masculinity with lesbian identity. Either way,
ancospers’ masculinity has made visible the existence of lesbians
mong young women and in society in general. The visibility hags had
wo effects in the everyday lives of these young women: one has been to
crease “discipline and punishment” against them, and the other has
been to make it easier for potential fancospers and other female ibans
o find and join the iban community.
First, it led some young fancospers to experience discrimination and
arsh backlash among their peers. The cospers who enrolled in gender-
ixed schools in particular, compared with others in girls’ schools,
: eported that they were humiliated and scoffed at by their male class-
Junghyuk also had the experience of startling women in public whe mates. As Bobby said, “When I go to a lady’s room, guys shout at me
she enters the women’s _umwraooa. To some extent, such situations w why are you going there?’ and they laugh.” Sihyuk told a similar story:
Mpmnwm& mM rc:\.vouo:m storles r m%@... than .Eummﬁa:m experiences. Jun In physical education class, when I was in the line of female students,
yuk sal mrm. just looks at herself in a mirror and says to herself, hey made fun of me, ‘what are you doing there? That's not your line.
WMMMNMMMW WMWMVWMMMWMWW“MMMM Muwﬂv.mn mmwoowvma w._mo shared &o% ¢ Come here [to %m.voﬁ. line].” Even some wmm%ﬁm mwmz.ma S.nmnmmamm
ous recognition of nvm N MMS mwwwo es. /x\:& such contini he young women's short :&nmﬂx_m as the sign of lesbian ams.cﬁ. Jinshil,
started to consider th iguity of gender categories, .mmwmomwn for instance, told me her experience when she was attending a Seoul
¢ nsider the meaning of gender, even though the initial pu Youth Center at age fifteen: “The teacher [social worker in the Youth
MMMMM wMMMHBMvaMMMMEMQ was soﬁrnos%u: about Q.:ma mm:n.wm.nmg__ Center] asked me, ‘Why is your hair so short? Ljust answered, ‘Because
When zender-ambi Hmncmmmm the effects of misrecognitio; it is uncomfortable to dance with long hair.” Then he continued to ask,
hen gender ambiguous children are constantly challenged abo "Why is it uncomfortable?’ Then he directly asked me, ‘Are you rejen?’
their gender ﬂw:ﬂ@ the chain of misrecognitions can actually produ ,Tzwm so upset and answered, ‘Yes I am, so what?’ Then all the teachers
Mowmnﬁhmmﬂmﬂmwww :M MM_WMMNMMWMMM vM Mosmﬁm%& .Bmmnmwg for a v.oﬁ omn.ﬁ out to see me.” wm\.m:.wm m.mroﬁmsa of lesbian w.:a wm. wmﬁms zm.ma to
identity® ! o the production of a masculin %m_mnmﬁm someone as .F.umgw: in m.%amnmmsm way. rsmr;.m experience
More important, the ef N . ; vmroim that the recognition of lesbian identity through one’s nonnorma-
mp ortant, the effect of the “wearing” of masculinity by yo ive appearance, such as short hair on young women, has increased
women is that it makes the existence of lesbians or iban more visibl nd, in many cases, leads the young women to experience humili
%o%mp society in general. Halberstam continues to say that the masculiz emarks and discrimination. .
ity of women leads to the visibility of lesbians, through what he ¢ The stereotype, however, does not have only memm.\nL
the “butch stereotype,” which “both makes lesbianism visible and yet s lizabeth Kennedy and Madeline Davis note, this vi
to make it visible in nonlesbian terms: that is to say, the butch make; increasing the risks of harassment agains hem, 2

EMBODIED MASCULINITY AND LESBIAN VISIBILITY

This new interpretation of fancos as drag tells us that this unexpe
result—female masculinity—came out of the enormous popula:
Korean pop culture among young women and their desire to be p
lar and feel confidence. In their embrace of masculinity, they chall A.
the categories of gender and sexual identity in gender-normative a
heteronormative society. First, the fancospers do not fall into rij
binary categories of gender. For example, most commonly mxwmamn.
the confusion of others in public places due to their gender-ambigu
style, which Judith Halberstam calls the “Bathroom Problem.” Eun
said, “When I come out from a lady’s room, people stop at the entra
to check out the sign whether it is for women or men.”
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for lesbians to find each other and thereby reduce their feelings of alien
ation.?? In other words, the specific style of fancospers’ masculinity ha
made their existence as iban visible, thus attracting more iban-identifie
young women to join. Therefore, my informants insisted on the liberat
ing role of a fancos community, because there is no reason to hide their
same-sex desire. Junghyuk said, “I can confidently say that I am datin
with a girl here. ‘This is my girlfriend.’ “We are dating.’ We can post ou
pictures of kissing on our website without hesitation. For us, alienate
from the other world, fancos is the only place that we can openly spea
out that we are iban.” In sum, the young women started their fanco
activities as fans of Korean pop stars, when K-pop became the mos
popular form of culture among young women, starting in the late 1990s
Embodying masculinity as a fan, however, led them to question thei
gender and sexual identity, finally creating an independent female queer:
youth community and subculture, fancos.
Examining fancos reveals the crucial role of local (Korean) rather
than Western media representations of gender and sexuality in
emerging forms of sexual desires, identities, and communities among
young queer women in Korea, thus challenging the global gay model.
It further suggests the importance of looking at the historical con-
text to better understand the transformation of nonnormative gen-
ders and same-sex sexuality within specific localities. My examination
of fancos further reveals that not only mainstream (both global and
local) media, but also fandom itself as an independent medium is
crucial in the construction of queer identity and community, because
their model of masculinity and scripts of same-sex sexuality are pro-
duced through both mainstream media and fanfiction and participa-
tion in fancos.

NOTES

1. This sudden burgeoning of Korean popular culture is partly in response to the
government’s changed policy toward cultural industry. According to Kang Nae-hui,
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Moon Hee-joon?), Ohmynews, January 31, 2003, rnﬁm“\\22<<.orﬂ<smim.noﬁ\ NWS_
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young women in their teens and early twenties, started fancos events in the early
2000s. Other fancos event clubs (Fan-Hermes, Norabolka, We Are the One, BNB,
and others) increased in number and popularity. Since 2002, fancos events have also
been organized by “professional” agencies (ROCA and Cos-Muvi), owned by male
“adults” who have access to well-known show industry and equipment, making the
festivals more attractive and appealing.

7. The term iban was coined by queer subjects to refer to themselves positively
and was populatly used by young queer wormen in the early 2000s. [ use the term
{ban in most cases, respecting the preference of my informants.

8. Lee Haesol, “Hanguk rejeubieon ingwon undongsa” (History of Lesbian Hu-
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sang (Seoul: Yeoseong sinmunsa, 2001), 39—49; Park Chung-ae, “Yeojareul saranghan
yeoja (Women Who Loved Women),” in 20 segi yeoseong Sageonsd, 100~-108; Kim II-
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