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1. Introduction
	K-pop began to gain popularity in the late 1990s and early 2000s, and it has been globally popular over the past decade (K-pop life, 2023). However, this is not just a new trend. Imagine a South Korean male idol. They have fair skin, a slender build, and wear makeup. Don’t these seem different from the traditional Western concept of masculinity? As K-pop continues to expand globally through social media and transnational fandoms, its representation of masculinity has become increasingly influential among younger generations worldwide. In this essay, I will discuss how K-pop idols have the potential to challenge traditional, fixed notions of masculinity by using theories of Judith Butler. I would also like to analyze the possibility that K-pop has been producing new forms of masculinity. This discussion is important because K-pop idols illustrate the evolution of modern masculinity in a highly visible and accessible way. Also, since K-pop has a huge influence on the world, it affects global gender perspectives.

2. Theoretical Framework
Before we move on to the discussion, here are the important theorists. If I ask what it means to be masculine, most people probably think of short hair, muscles, pants, and a logical mindset. But is this masculinity an essential trait, or is it something determined at birth? Judith Butler addresses this question in their work “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution”. Butler wrote that “gender is in no way a stable identity or locus of agency from which various acts proceede; rather, it is an identity tenuously constituted in time -an identity instituted through a stylized repetition of acts.” (Butler, 1988, p.519). They believed that gender is not a natural, fixed entity, but rather something that is constituted through repeated actions within society. Therefore, one does not behave in a masculine way simply because one is a man. Rather, one becomes a man through the repetition of masculine behavior. This demonstrates that gender is not an essence, but rather a socially constructed phenomenon. Butler describes this as “gender performativity.” Furthermore, masculinity is often portrayed in contrast to femininity. Which means what is not feminine is considered masculine. Consequently, things like makeup and long hair are seen as the antithesis of masculinity. And this repeated behavior becomes the norm. In “Gender Trouble”, another of Butler’s works, it is written that “There is no gender identity behind the expressions of gender; that identity is performatively constituted by the very ‘expressions’ that are said to be its results.” (Butler, 1990, p.34). In other words, when many people repeat the same behavior, and that behavior is visualized and standardized through television, advertising, and other media, it becomes the norm. However, this is also an important perspective for analyzing masculinity in K-pop. This is because the media and social media have had a significant influence on K-pop’s rise in popularity and the resulting changes to existing notions of masculinity.　Furthermore, in “Gender Trouble”, they also discuss the heterosexual matrix. The ideal of masculinity includes heterosexuality, and the heterosexual matrix is a way of thinking that treats heterosexuality as natural. However, in reality, there are diverse people, including transgender and gay individuals. Therefore, the book demonstrates that a natural gender order is an illusion. The final keyword is Subversion. Butler said in their book that “In imitating gender, drag implicitly reveals the imitative structure of gender itself—as well as its contingency.” (Butler, 1990, p.187). In other words, by repeating gender norms while slightly shifting them, we can destabilize those norms. While Butler used drag as an example, K-pop idols who embody a medieval ideal of masculinity are precisely what catalyze challenging fixed notions of masculinity. In addition, Butler also said that “The parodic repetition of gender exposes as well the illusion of gender identity as an intractable depth and inner substance.” (Butler, 1990, p.200). In that sense, K-pop idols can be viewed as engaging in “subversion of gender norms” or, even if not intentional parodies, “parodic repetition,” thereby destabilizing the norms of masculinity.

3. K-pop and the Challenge to Conventional Masculinity
Having introduced the theory above, I would now like to analyze how male K-pop idols are actually bringing about changes to conventional masculinity. As mentioned above, traditional masculinity has been defined in contrast to femininity. Thus, behaviors traditionally associated with femininity were not considered appropriate for men. The fact that male K-pop idols engage in these feminine-coded practices holds significant social meaning. 
Let’s examine this from the perspective of the body features. First are skincare and makeup. K-pop idols often picture striking, flawless, white skin. While clear skin may have been valued in traditional notions of masculinity, a tanned, healthy complexion was the mainstream ideal. In addition, makeup has become quite commonplace in the entertainment industry. In the past, male idols often appeared on stage and on TV without or less makeup. Although there are differences in how men and women apply makeup, the number of men appearing on stage without any makeup has decreased significantly. This trend is made even more visible by the beauty routines of idols shared on social media. On YouTube, in particular, male idols provide detailed explanations of the skincare products they use in their daily routines. Another physical characteristic worth noting is plastic surgery, hair removal, and dieting. Facial plastic surgery, in particular, has become especially well-known in South Korea and has increasingly come to define the image of East Asia in recent years. Specifically, plastic surgery includes not only procedures that alter one’s original facial features, such as double eyelid surgery and breast augmentation, but also anti-aging treatments like thread lifts and Botox. Furthermore, while a thick body of hair was once associated with masculinity, many male idols now undergo hair removal, and the majority of male idols are slender rather than muscular. In other words, slenderness and a clean-cut appearance are valued over strength and ruggedness. These practices serve to visualize the artificiality of the male body. Traditional notions of masculinity have emphasized that men are more innate and natural than women. K-pop idols, however, have overturned this, presenting masculinity not as something innate, but as something that is crafted and staged. Finally, the last point of physical characteristics is fashion, accessories, and long hair. They are adopting adornments traditionally associated with femininity. This does not mean they are aligning themselves with femininity. Rather, it involves adopting a gender-fluid style that blends masculine and feminine elements. For example, wearing a stiff-fabric jacket over a soft-fabric sweater, or pairing a leather outfit with rings and earrings. By mixing feminine, soft, and beautiful impressions with masculine, strong, and rigid ones, a new fashion value is created. Additionally, there are several male K-pop idols with long hair, and lengths equivalent to what would be considered medium-length for women are accepted without any sense of incongruity. As described above, K-pop idols have challenged traditional notions of masculinity in various physical aspects. When considering these points, it is impossible to ignore the roles of medicine and history. Skincare, plastic surgery, and cosmetics were developed, commercialized, and popularized through advances in medical science. Moerover, throughout history, many men have worn long hair and adornments. This further supports the analysis that the stereotypical image of masculinity was socially constructed due to factors such as the expansion of the military during wartime and the pursuit of efficiency driven by industrialization.
Having discussed their physical characteristics, we will now turn our attention to their inner qualities. In traditional notions of masculinity, strength was emphasized, and suppressing particularly negative emotions was idealized. As a result, the perception that men are logical and women are emotional remains deeply ingrained even today. Male K-pop idols are redefining this masculinity by presenting themselves as emotionally expressive. For example, audition shows capture their earnest efforts, and they are often shown crying or feeling down when their hard work goes unrewarded or when judges offer harsh criticism. We also see very human moments, such as them calling their parents or experiencing inconsistent performance results due to emotional instability. Moreover, these elements are reflected in their music as well. For example, August D’s “The Last” addresses issues such as depression, panic disorder, and social phobia quite directly, serving as an example of openly acknowledging mental instability. In addition to the lyrics, I would like to pay attention to their voices too. K-pop idols market not only deep, stable, and powerful bass voices but also high-pitched tones, soft vocals, and breathy, whisper-like voices, which all evoke a sense of fragility. In this way, by actively conveying not only strength but also vulnerability through their behavior and singing, they are broadening the spectrum of masculinity. Furthermore, I believe that works focusing on such negative emotions are more likely to resonate with fans, effectively bridging the emotional gap between idols and fans, and are also commercially effective. In addition, the emotional side of male K-pop idols isn’t limited to negative traits. Another example is “aegyo,” a term in Korean that refers to charm. This is an expression unique to K-pop, where male idols market a combination of childlike innocence and cuteness. Specifically, this includes smiling, puffing out their cheeks, and speaking in a babyish voice. Fans enjoy seeing members looking sleepy during filming or innocently frolicking, through social media. Additionally, each member has a specific role within the group, and those in the “princess” positions frequently display this charm. Notable examples include ENHYPEN’s Sunoo, SEVENTEEN’s Jeonghan, and TXT’s Beomgyu. Common traits among them include small, delicate faces, curved facial features, and high-pitched voices. Their behavior also reveals feminine traits, such as covering their mouths when they laugh or taking small steps. The fact that these men not only express themselves in feminine ways but are also labeled as “princesses” which is a term strongly associated with women. That this label further reinforces their image represents a significant departure from what was previously considered normal.
The final key characteristic of male K-pop idols is the intimacy between male members. It is common to see male K-pop idols hugging, holding hands, or playfully teasing one another. Traditional notions of masculinity have idealized heterosexuality, so men who maintain close emotional and physical bonds with other men were not included in this framework. Furthermore, even when men interacted with one another, it was typically for the purpose of competition or reinforcement, and the kind of intimacy seen in K-pop including tenderness and cuteness was not brought to the forefront. This was because close relationships between men were associated with femininity or homosexuality, and there was a fear that they would deviate from natural or perfect masculinity. What is interesting is that in K-pop, these behaviors are not performed in secret but are presented as fan service. Consequently, intimacy between men has become visible in public and is regarded as aesthetically appealing. Additionally, among K-pop fans, there are nicknames created by combining members’ names to suggest they are a pair or a couple. For example, ENHYPEN’s Sunoo and Ni-ki are called “Sunki,” a combination of their names. These nicknames are edited, posted, and turned into content. In this way, intimacy between men is presented as something of value. This challenges the heterosexual matrix. However, it is important to note that K-pop does not necessarily queer sexuality in a direct sense. Rather, by normalizing emotional and physical intimacy between men, it undermines rigid, heteronormative masculinity.
As described above, male K-pop idols represent a subversion of traditional masculinity through their physicality, mentality, and relationships with fellow members, demonstrating how traditional masculinity is a social construct.

4. Limitations
K-pop does not completely escape old masculinity. It reconstructs masculinity in new forms. Furthermore, this new masculinity is not entirely free. It is designed, commercialized, and consumed by the industry. The first point to focus on is “Commercialized Masculinity.” The soft masculinity created by K-pop has become a form of branding that generates profits from the entertainment industry and fan demand. Consequently, the new norms for male idols mentioned above have also been found to hold commercial value. For example, in the skincare and accessories industries, serving as a brand ambassador not only raises the profile of the idol or group but also generates profits for the idol agency. Their charm and the camaraderie among members are also circulated through videos and photos, leaving a lasting impression and helping to expand their fan base. Therefore, the analysis in the previous paragraph regarding the instability of masculinity can be interpreted as this instability being commodified. Commodification itself is not inherently bad. It offers benefits such as increasing options for masculinity and expanding the beauty market. However, the drawbacks cannot be ignored. It could be argued that these markets are creating a new ideal image of masculinity. What is important to note is that K-pop idols may be replacing existing norms rather than liberating masculinity.
Next, we should consider the possibility that K-pop is engaging in “Rainbow Capitalism.” As it is written that “Rainbow capitalism refers to the corporate trend of leveraging LGBTQ+ identities for profit, often during Pride Month, without meaningful support for the community.” (Voice of capitalism, 2026), This refers to the exploitation and commercialization of LGBTQ+ and queer culture for profit. The key issue arises when there is a disconnect between support and commercial use. In other words, the question is whether K-pop companies are using gender-fluid costumes and heterosexual intimacy while failing to support the LGBTQ+ movement. After all, South Korea remains a conservative society where same-sex marriage has not yet been legalized. In academic papers that address gender issues in South Korea, the author said that “Queer individuals in Korea are politically excluded insofar as they are perceived to be failing to meet the expectations of exemplary citizenship” (Hwang, p.5). The text describes the current situation in which queer people are socially excluded. Furthermore, while there are indeed openly queer idols, they are few in number. Consequently, it is believed that their expression of queerness is shaped by corporate aesthetic standards and commercial viability. Thus, it is queerness presented as a performance.
One of the tactics used in this commercialization is queerbaiting. Queerbaiting refers to the practice of hinting at queerness to generate attention and drive consumption (BBC, 2019). This is precisely what male K-pop idols are doing. It includes fan service such as staged intimacy and suggestive choreography, as well as the shipping culture between members mentioned above. It also involves a strategic ambiguity where they perform in a queer-coded manner without explicitly revealing their sexuality. Of course, it would be too simplistic to conclude that all of their actions are fabricated and false. However, we must not forget that, ultimately, they are products who are trained and produced by their companies.

5. Conclusion
In conclusion, while male K-pop idols are challenging traditional notions of masculinity and broadening its scope, they are also creating a new form of masculinity that has the potential to become a normative standard that constrains people. Furthermore, simply because the K-pop industry engages in performances that evoke a sense of queerness does not mean it can be deemed supportive of the LGBTQ+ movement. Given the current political and social climate in South Korea, the industry is actually quite conservative, and companies avoid displaying overtly queer elements. Rather, by presenting only a safe, prescribed form of queerness that meets market demand, they likely aim to boost both the idols’ popularity and the company’s image. (2563 words)
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