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Series Foreword 

The Regional Center for Social Science and Sustainable Development (RCSD) at Chi-
ang Mai University has extended its publication program to include Master’s disserta-
tions from The Consortium of Development Studies in Southeast Asia (CDSSEA). The 
CDSSEA series covers mainland Southeast Asia: Myanmar, Thailand, Cambodia, Laos 
and Vietnam, and regionalization, development encounters and exchanges within the 
Greater Mekong Sub-region (GMS).

The CDSSEA program brings together resources and expertise from three of Thailand’s 
leading institutions offering Master’s degrees in development studies: Chiang Mai Uni-
versity’s Master of Arts in Social Science (Development Studies) (MASS); Chulalong-
korn University’s Master of Arts in International Development Studies (MAIDS); and 
the Asian Institute of Technology’s Master of Science in Gender and Development Stud-
ies (MGDS). Although the Consortium’s program focuses on the relationship between 
development studies and social sciences, each of the programs has a different emphasis. 
The Chiang Mai degree focuses on social sciences and anthropological perspectives, 
with research interests in environmental and resource management, food security and 
local livelihoods, labour migration and trans-border issues, ethnicity and development, 
health, tourism, and agrarian transitions. Chulalongkorn’s program concentrates on the 
political dimension of development, including democratization, human rights, conflict 
resolution, international and civil society development organizations, community de-
velopment and globalization. The Asian Institute of Technology focuses on the relation-
ships between gender and development—including women’s rights, civil society, and 
gender dimensions of urbanization and industrialization.

The CDSSEA program has a practical dimension, building leadership capacity in main-
land Southeast Asia’s regional development, bringing together postgraduate students, 
encouraging debate, and promoting the rethinking of development alternatives in such 
areas as social equality, justice and participation, environmental and economic sustain-
ability, and community development. In this regard, a major objective is to develop the 
knowledge and skills of development practitioners and to enhance the quality and ef-
fectiveness of policy-making and its implementation in the region.

The publications in this series—selected from the CDSSEA Master’s program—are de-
signed to express this diverse range of interests in development studies and regionaliza-
tion, and to emphasize the relationships between empirical and theoretical research, 
policy-making and practice.

Victor T. King, Senior Editorial Adviser, 
Critical Perspectives on Regional Integration Series
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Chapter 1

Introduction

The Context in Vietnam after DoiMoi

Since DoiMoi1 – the Vietnamese economic reforms introduced in 1986 
– Vietnam has opened-up to the outside world, including by joining the World 
Trade Organization (WTO) in 2007 (VTC News, 2007). Among many countries 
Vietnam has established cooperative links with South Korea, who has been an 
important partner in Vietnam’s recent development (Vietnam D.S.Q., N.D.). 
In this research, I have chosen to focus on how economic integration has led 
to changes in the lives of young people, particularly in relation to the flows of 
popular culture that have recently taken place from South Korea. 

Vietnam first connected to the World Wide Web in 1991 by the 
Government, but only in 1997 was the Internet officially used in Vietnam by 
its citizens (VASS, 2012). By 2011, the whole country had 26.8 millions netizens2 
out of a total population of 91.5 million people (VASS, 2012). Among them, 
95% of those are between 15 and 24 years and live in urban Vietnam, mainly 
Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City (Cimigo, 2011). I use the case study of Vietnamese 
dance cover groups to examine the dynamics of development in Vietnam; 
including those affecting the young people consuming Korean popular music 

1   Doi Moi is the name given to Vietnam due to its economic reforms period initiated in 1986 
with the goal of creating a socialist-oriented market economy.

2   Netizen: is the combination of two words “internet” and “citizen” to describe a person who 
is actively involved in online communities or the Internet.
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and deploying fan networks on social media sites such as YouTube and Facebook 
(FB).

According to Jin and Ko, South Korean pop music (K-pop), which 
includes all genres of Western popular music such as pop, pop ballad, electronic, 
rock, American hip hop, R & B and some J-pop3 visual elements, has become 
a dominant source of music in Southeast Asia since the 1990s (2007; 2010). In 
2010, Thailand and Vietnam were among the top ten countries viewing K-pop 
music videos4 on YouTube (Shim and Noh, 2012). However, Vietnam has 
experienced stronger user growth as part of a fast-expanding economy. More 
and more Vietnamese people are beginning to use social media to share daily 
news and circulate media-led cultural products. As a result, Vietnam is 
experiencing fast-growing number of people who use social media to seek and 
share foreign cultural contents.

The term Korean Wave, or Hallyu, was first used by the Chinese mass 
media in the late 1990s. This term is to describe a cultural phenomenon that 
has drawn the attention of Asian people, especially teenagers, to the diverse 
cultural products of South Korean popular culture via television such as Korean 
dramas and reality shows and websites such as YouTube, online video sites, 
blogs and fan websites (Ko, 2010; Leung, 2012). These diverse media sources 
provide a cyber space for fans to contribute to the global K-pop fan community. 
Fairchild observes this phenomenon, arguing “the music and entertainment 
industries imagine their consumers as an inherently dissatisfied public. They 
exist to satisfy as many of us in as many ways as they can, as often as possible” 
(2008, p.9).

Since the Korean Wave has come to Vietnam, Korean businesses have 
been making an effort to dramatically affect young people’s lifestyles in many 
ways, causing them to become consumers of Korean products and services. 
Dator and Seo also argue that Korean artists have become the introducers of 
homegrown exported products, and these have had a big influence on fans 
overseas in terms of fashion, hairstyles and make-up (2004). In 2001, during 

3  J-pop (an abbreviation for  Japanese pop): is a musical genre that entered the musical 
mainstream Japan in the 1990s. 

4  K-pop music video (MV): is typically set within a futuristic and fantastical set, to show-off 
the dancing skills of group members, instead of showing them playing instruments or 
singing, as happens with most Western bands.
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his state visit to Korea, former Vietnamese President Tran Duc Luong 
commented: “In the streets of Ho Chi Minh City and Hanoi, fashion conscious 
young Vietnamese have adopted the darker makeup colors, thinly shaved 
eyebrows, body-hugging clothes, and square-toed shoes of Seoul fashion” (Dator 
and Seo 2004). 

In Vietnam, the import of South Korean products such as cosmetics, 
fashion goods and electronics have also become more popular due to the rise 
of the Korean Wave (Ko, 2010). For example, LG cosmetic brand under LG 
Corporation (a South Korean multinational corporation) has “notched… first 
place in brand recognition among foreign cosmetic brands in Vietnam” (Joins, 
2001, cited in Shim, 2006). In order to sell more LG Electronics products in 
Vietnam, the company even added free Korean dramas to Vietnamese television 
(TV) channels, including those with Vietnamese dubbing (Shim 2006). 
Moreover, online games are another new product exported by South Korean 
companies to Vietnam (Dator, 2004). Besides selling culture, Korean businesses 
realized that selling semi-conductors and cars could be even more profitable 
(Shim, 2006). 

If looking back at the relationship between Vietnam and South Korea 
over the last few decades, it can be seen that the spread of Korean pop culture 
in Vietnam has had diplomatic implications; helping to normalize relations 
between the two countries, in addition to earning foreign currency (Shim, 
2006). During the Vietnam War, South Korea brought 30000 soldiers to 
Vietnam, but since 1992 South Korea has become a strategic partner of Vietnam5, 
and by 2007, South Korea was the second biggest investor in Vietnam, with 
total registered capital amounting to US$8.54 billion (Vietnam D.S.Q., N.D.). 

Background to the Popularization of K-pop

K-pop is an extreme case of hybridized global music, as it mixes both 
the West, the East and includes local cultural elements, all of which make its 
origins difficult to identify (Lee, 2011). The aim of such skillfully complex 
hybridity is to meet the needs of various customer groups and maximize 

5 South Korea and Vietnam established formal diplomatic relations in 1992 and since then 
South Korea has been always one of the biggest trading partners in Vietnam with more 
than a thousand Korean companies operated in the country.
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economic benefit (Jung, 2011). Siriyuvasak has argued that the South Korean 
government invested in its entertainment sector with a hope that the sector 
could create more job opportunities for its people and more importantly, to 
renew the state economy after the economic downturn in the 1990s and the 
Asian Economic Crisis in 1997 (2008). Shim adds that to strengthen the capacity 
of the cultural industry in South Korea, since 1999, government laws have been 
changed to allow the business and private sectors to act more freely within the 
industry (2009). While the economic crisis that hit Korea in 1997 can be seen 
as the main reason for the development of the K-pop industry, Shim also 
describes the rise of the Korean Wave as the way Korea responded to US market 
pressure and the forces of globalization (2009). Shim and Noh and Chua further 
argue that the popularity of K-pop is closely related to the Internet (2011; 2012). 
Media corporations and star management companies entered into a strong 
alliance with YouTube, launched in 2005, to release their new songs and MVs. 
In South Korea, the major management companies, such as SM Entertainment, 
YG Entertainment and JYP Entertainment, are small and medium enterprises 
that have their own channels for this purpose. Leung adds that these are the 
representatives of the most powerful music management companies in South 
Korea (2012).

As for my research, I am particularly interested in K-pop cover dance 
among Vietnamese young people, as this has recently become popular among 
the Vietnamese youth K-pop fan society following its emergence in the year 
2011. Coincidently, this was also the year that the national examination for 
university entrance, set by the Vietnam Ministry of Education and Training, 
included a question about K-pop fandom (Vietbao, 2012). The question was: 
“Admiring idols is a good culture but being crazy about idols is a disaster, what 
do you think about this?” This highlighted both the influence of K-pop stars 
on Vietnamese fandom, and the concerns of the Government regarding the 
changes in identity occurring among Vietnamese young people. This was also 
the first time in history that Vietnamese K-pop dance cover6 groups had won 
prizes (including first prize) at international K-pop Global Dance Cover contests 

6 K-pop dance cover is the imitation of the dance choreography of the original groups; to-
gether with cover the gestures and the customs of the original videos. This makes audience 
have the feeling that they are watching the real MVs or the real concerts. Because of covering 
the dance movements, the realness of steps, gestures, and timing are highly appreciated as 
fidelity to the original movement is emphasized (Kang, 2012).  
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organized by big media companies namely SM Entertainment7, JYP 
Entertainment8 and YG Entertainment9 and several other entertainment 
companies from South Korea on YouTube (Facebook pages of groups: YG 
Lovers Crew, St.319 and LYNT). These are large Korean media agencies, which 
organize and run global K-pop cover contests, disseminating details about 
these contests via YouTube and the internet (Kim, 2012).

Statement of the Research Problem and Justification

In Vietnamese society today, K-pop is thought to be for teenagers, who 
are young and materialistic. The Korean and other Asian media industries are 
systematically and collaboratively promoting a wider range of Korean popular 
culture for the routine consumption of young people in various markets across 
East and Southeast Asia, including Vietnam. So much so that the media form 
has become almost mundane in the globalized (urban) landscape of Hanoi. 
Recently, there has been an influx of K-pop music videos on the internet and 
there are many online pages among Vietnamese fans and international fans; 
hosting fan clubs of, and information on, their K-pop idols. However, research 
about K-pop fandom10 in Vietnam has been almost absent. Meanwhile, the 
literature over the past two decades has tended to look at subculture as the 
“culture of the poor”, ignoring the fact that middle class young people can also 

7 S.M. Entertainment is Korea’s best known entertainment & media group, operating busi-
nesses in the fields of planning, production, distribution, and circulation of records, licens-
ing, publishing, singer/actor management, agency activities, start-up marketing, Internet/
mobile content, and education. 

8 JYP Entertainment is a South Korean entertainment company, operating as a record label, 
talent agency, music production company, event management and concert production 
company, and music-publishing house. 

9 YG Entertainment  is a South Korean entertainment company, operating as a record label, 
talent agency, music production company, event management and concert production 
company, and music publishing house. In addition, the company currently also operates 
a number of subsidiary ventures, including a clothing line, a golf management agency, and 
a cosmetics brand.  

10 The Oxford English Dictionary defines fandom as “the world of enthusiasts for some 
amusement or for some artist” (Oxford Dictionary Blog 2011). So, K-pop fandom can refer 
to fans who identify themselves as fans of K-pop and who are stimulated by K-pop 
culture. 
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create a new form of subculture. This study; therefore, fills this void, to 
understand how K-pop consumption has shaped youth culture in Vietnam. 

While there are several groups in Vietnam practicing K-pop cover dance 
who have sprung-up by themselves without any support from recording 
companies, in this research I am particularly interested in two groups: YG 
Lovers Crew (YGLC), who cover K-pop dance for YG Entertainment and focus 
on Hip Hop, and St.319, who cover all the hit MVs from South Korea. I chose 
these groups because of their fame in terms of K-pop cover dance, having fans 
both domestically and internationally; the competition between them; and the 
strategies they use to come out of the shadow of K-pop and create their own, 
new identities. These K-pop cover dance groups are based in Hanoi, and their 
members were born in the 1980s and 1990s. The groups have risen to fame, 
particularly among young Vietnamese, and have made their way through the 
use of online media sites such as YouTube and Facebook. (VNexpress, 2012)

The emergence of cover videos from different groups such as YG Lovers 
Crew and St.319 is linked to the developments that have taken place in Vietnam 
since the economic renovation policies (DoiMoi) of 1986. Without these 
policies, Vietnam would not have developed as it has, and would not have 
opened to the world and received new ideologies from capitalist countries. 
Without these, young people in Vietnam would not have copied the styles of 
other teens across the world. In other words, such a development has made 
these young people different from previous generations, including those who 
had to live through the Vietnam War between 1956 and 1975. The social 
significance of this development (being born after DoiMoi) is that with the 
changes in Vietnamese policy that started in 1986, young people now have 
more dreams, higher hopes for the future, and more confidence in what they 
can do. This fan practice is unique in the context of Vietnam, which remains 
a Socialist country.

In the case of K-pop fandom in Vietnam, cover dance reinterprets and 
represents K-pop content, which is modern in the eyes of young people. 
However, by embracing an exotic foreign culture, young Vietnamese people 
are not simply revealing themselves as K-pop fans, but actively and voluntarily 
appropriating, borrowing and recreating new kinds of pop culture, to satisfy 
their emerging desires in this new and modern digital setting. By examining 
Korean Wave n China and Vietnam, Baek argues that in the process of 
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renovating economy and moving into the world economy, the social-ideology 
has been adjusted to meet the new condition (2005). Korean Wave can be seen 
as a temporal alternative culture during the changing process (Baek, 2005; Kim, 
2012; Nguyen-Vo, 2008). Baek also notes that after the DoiMoi era, Vietnam 
is moving forward into a capitalist world, meaning its cultural identity is being 
modernized, and; therefore, people have chosen Korean Wave as a temporary 
means to fill the cultural gap. Another reason for the influence of Korean Wave 
within this newly constructed Vietnamese cultural identity is the proximity of 
cultural traditions such as Confucianism (Baek, 2005p.67). 

Daisy Kim also studied K-pop cover dance in Vietnam, focusing on the 
consumption of K-pop dance in relation to international relations (2012). Kim 
argues that the consumption of K-pop among young Vietnamese has political 
meaning, which she says is due to a weakening of the Socialist ideology of the 
Vietnamese government. The group Kim studies is YG Lovers Crew cover dance 
group which, in her view, do not just passively cover the dance moves of Korean 
pop stars, but actively resist the dominant power of the Vietnamese Socialist 
state by importing pop culture from capitalist countries. While my study looks 
at the same group of cover dance practitioners as Kim’s research, I argue for 
the need to look at this group from a different perspective. Using macro-level 
analysis, Kim limits herself to the nation-state framework, and so ignores 
another kind of dominant power, which in this case is the global music industry. 
Moreover, her methodology is questionable, as she uses an international 
relations approach, without interviewing the cover group’s team members. Such 
an approach, in my view, is top-down and ignores the agency that exists on the 
part of the practitioners. 

Hence, in my research I propose to examine the cover dance group 
YGLC, and also another cover group called St.319, from the perspective of fan 
culture, emphasizing the youth perspectives that exist in relation to both nation-
state and global cultural capital. My argument is based on three groundings; 
First, we cannot equate dance reproduction – which is one of the emerging 
cultures among Vietnamese young people – with the original products from 
South Korea, as is Kim’s argument. While the members of the groups do covers, 
they at the same time produce something new out of the original K-pop material. 
They have also created their own audiences, fans and fan clubs. Second, in my 
view, their practices do not simply resist the state, as is Kim’s argument; their 
actions need to be looked at from the perspectives of youth culture and 
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technology. It can be argued that the international contests for cover dance acts 
and the global YouTube channel, both of which have recently become available 
in Vietnam, provide ways in which young Vietnamese can break out and be a 
part of the globalized world. Thirdly, by practicing K-pop cover dance music, 
the members of YGLC and St.319 not only show their love for K-pop music 
and K-pop stars, but also wish to themselves enter the national music industry 
and entertainment sector. As a consequence, practicing K-pop cover dance can 
be seen as a first step in the path towards gaining fame, both domestically and 
internationally.

By focusing on fan culture, I agree with Jenkins’ comments, that “Fan 
communities have long defined their memberships through affinities rather 
than localities” (2006, p.137). Similarly, Appadurai argues that individuals of 
different backgrounds can nowadays access the same media sources, and that 
this democratizes people’s imaginations; making them a daily activity in cyber 
space, rather than a restricted space for elites (1996). This lack of centralized 
control over the flow of information and meaning has made fan culture its own 
powerful, independent entity.

My research seeks to examine the reproduction of K-pop dance by groups 
of young Vietnamese, and my aim is to explore how this reproduction can help 
one understand the identity of young Vietnamese people today, whose everyday 
lives are increasingly engaged with K-pop. In ‘Modernity at Large’, Appadurai 
talks about imagination as a social practice, arguing that the mass media can 
unleash new forms of desire and subjectivity, and make resources available for 
the production of cultural identity (1996). In Appadurai’s view, the mass media 
can have more powerful effects, for it no longer works only at the nation-state 
level. While Appadurai’s thesis is based on the work of imagination, Jenkins 
argues for the need to pay attention to fan culture in relation to new technology 
(2006). Jenkins looks at the relationship between technologies, the music 
industry, markets, genres and audiences, and argues that fan participation not 
only strengthens fan communities, but also can influence the media and culture 
industries.

Combining Appadurai’s “the work of imagination”– which operates 
beyond the boundaries of the nation-state – and Jenkins’s “participatory culture” 
(1996, p.4 and 2006, p.133), my research seeks to examine how the members 
of K-pop cover dance groups imagine themselves through their consumption 
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activities and their reproduction of K-pop music, as shown on YouTube. While 
the original K-pop dance music videos on YouTube are a product of South 
Korea’s music industry, which has embedded within it the material and cultural 
values of Korean society; to understand how these ideologies are received, 
perceived and interpreted by dance practitioners is no less important than also 
trying to understand Vietnamese society. This research attempts to understand 
to what extent new media technology - such as YouTube and Facebook - provides 
K-pop fans with the idea of belonging to a consumerist community, as a result 
of which the idea of a national community gradually loses its importance. My 
ethnography of young Vietnamese groups’ appropriation and reproduction of 
K-pop dance will contribute to a greater understanding of fan communities 
and collective identity formation; for these young people are socially bounded, 
nationally controlled and transnationally inbounded.

In this book, I will explore how K-pop cover dance in Vietnam 
demonstrates the ways in which today’s pop content travels across cultural 
boundaries as a result of social media-empowered online cultural distribution. 
I focus particularly on three visible aspects of online fan practices through 
cover dance: performing immediate trans-culturations, embodying K-pop and 
building intimacies. I look in particular at how young people in Hanoi now 
embody these three aspects and play a key role in this trans-cultural pop 
phenomenon. With the help of different technologies, these young people have 
chosen K-pop to help them satisfy their desire to be part of a cool, modern pop 
culture. I do not wish to imply that the small sample groups described here 
represent all Vietnamese young people, even in urban Hanoi, due to the many 
different backgrounds and class divisions that exist, and I acknowledge the 
diversity of the young urban population in Vietnam. The members of the groups 
that I will investigate are well educated, middle-class urban consumers, and 
have access to advanced media technologies. Furthermore, they belong to a 
group of enthusiastic fans; they are not an ordinary consumer/audience group. 
By studying those specific groups, I intend to explore one of many cultural 
phenomena evident in the rapidly transforming media environment of 
contemporary Vietnam.
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Research Questions

Based on the research background already described, my research 
questions were as follows:

• How do Vietnamese cover dance groups create social space in urban 
Hanoi?

• How does the practice of cover dance create social meanings and 
relationships among these groups, their fans and audiences?

• How do these groups’ practices reflect the changes taking place in 
the identity of urban young people across Vietnam today?

These questions had scientific importance, in helping to understand the 
issue. By answering these questions, I was able to establish a link between the 
media culture and fan culture in reality.

Research Objectives

The objectives of this research study were:

• To understand the dance cover groups’ backgrounds, and their 
motivations for forming. 

• To examine the significance of cyber space in the active consumption 
of dance cover group products, in relation to their fans and online 
audiences.

• To investigate the changes taking place in Vietnamese youth culture 
and identity, through the consumption of K-pop music and dancing.

This book aims to examine how the success of a specific popular culture, 
through the use of social networking and online media as a social space, has 
affected the young Vietnamese people, creating a productive activity in the 
form of K-pop dance covers, and how it has impacted upon identity formation.

Conceptual Framework

I conceptualized my framework based on the theories and concepts 
reviewed below, employing the following concepts: Asianization, Imagination, 
Fan Culture and Cultural Capital. By exploring these concepts I hoped to 
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expand my knowledge of the definition of youth identity and mass media 
consumption as a cultural space among young people.

Asianization: The concept of Asianization helped me to understand the 
consumption and reproduction of K-pop Dance culture among Vietnamese 
youth, between the groups of active participants and their fans. Young people 
practicing K-pop dance in Vietnam do not represent resistance against Western 
culture, but aim to narrow the development gap between Vietnam and the 
West. Young people consume K-pop, to be a part of an Asian community, but 
to strengthen their position and be recognized domestically, as well as develop 
their cultural capital (V-pop) and are known throughout the region.

Imagination: In this part, I drew from recent theoretical discussions on 
imagination and the new media technologies, to explore how web-based online 
communities have contributed to the new forms of K-pop fandom forming in 
Vietnam. Therefore, I suggest that the concept of imagination plays an 
important role in setting the new stage for the dissemination of, and dialogue 
on, K-pop knowledge, through which particular forms and spaces of online 
fan culture are being created and sustained. 

Fan Culture and Cultural Capital: The combined concept of fan culture 
and cultural capital were used here to investigate and understand how young 
people in Vietnam have shaped their identity in relation to global and regional 
cultural flows from the outside world. Through this concept I have explored 
how those people have constructed their identities to negotiate with the 
government and others; in order to express their new lifestyles through dancing. 
I also wanted to discuss the nature of cultural capital in relation to other capital 
forms, such as economic capital, to understand how much importance these 
forms of capital play among consumers and producers, and how individuals 
make use of them in different situations. Therefore, practicing dance covers 
gives these people the opportunity to affirm themselves among their sub-groups 
and challenges these people to promote their images across the wider society.
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Figure 1.1 Conceptual Framework of the Study (image by author)

Research Methodology

Research Site
In this research, I focus on two K-pop cover groups: YG Lovers Crew 

and St.319, both of which are based in urban Hanoi. However, the groups’ 
members and fans are compartmentalized into ten districts of Hanoi, namely 
Ba Dinh, Hoan Kiem, Dong Da, Hai Ba Trung, Cau Giay, Thanh Xuan, Hoang 
Mai, Long Bien, Tay Ho and Ha Dong. I met the groups in their private homes 
or schools, and for YGLC in two dance studios – at 25 Thai Thinh street, Dong 
Da district, and12 Vu Ngoc Phan Street, Dong Da district. I met St.319 at 79 
Hue Street in Hai Ba Trung District. Much of this research was based on face-
to-face interviews, or on visual videos with YGLC, St.319 and their fans. Two 
Internet sites, YouTube and Facebook, were critically important for liaising 
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with and contacting group members, for everyday update activities and when 
searching for new information on the groups as well as data collection activities. 
While I focused on interviews with group members, I also collected data and 
online information from other groups, also from their pages on YouTube and 
Facebook, for more analysis. 

Units of analysis
In this book, I discuss K-pop fandom among young Vietnamese dance 

cover groups in Hanoi, Vietnam. The specific dance cover groups YG Lovers 
Crew and St.319, and their fans – both online and offline - are the units of 
analysis.  

Level of analysis
In this study, global and national contexts are the fundamental elements 

used for studying the phenomenon described above. However, my level of 
analysis still includes sub-groups in order to examine the phenomenon from 
the bottom-up point of view 

Data collection
I used a combination of research methods in order to approach the 

cultural issues faced. I chose ethnography as a methodological framework, 
because I believe that ethnography, particularly participant observation, gave 
me an opportunity to examine the perceptions and activities I found in the 
field. I also used qualitative methods, both offline and online.

Secondary data

This included a variety of published documents, including foreign books, 
theses, articles, the Internet (including Facebook and YouTube pages for the 
study groups). These were used to understand more about the development 
context in Vietnam and young people in Vietnam; to find-out general 
information about the cover dance groups in Hanoi, their online audiences on 
YouTube and their fan clubs.
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Primary data

This was collected in the field, using various methods, including 
observation, group discussions, key informant interviews and visual storytelling. 
The data was gathered from different groups, such as YGLC and St.319 members, 
fans of YG Lovers Crew, the fan club for St.319, and students at YG Lovers 
Crew and St.319 dance classes.

1. Participatory observation: I spent time observing and conversing with 
the groups, as an outsider; visiting the 11 official members of YGLC 
and the 25 official members of St.319. in their studios, at dance shows 
and at their homes/schools, in order to understand their identities 
and their cultural practices among different groups of people.

2. Group discussions: This method was used to explore the groups’ and 
their fans’ perceptions of popular music and the media. Specifically, 
these discussions were used to understand how they became K-pop 
fans, their dancing practice activities, and what they think about the 
other youth groups in Hanoi, as well as their favorite types of music 
and social activities.

3. Key informant interviews: I applied in-depth interviews using a 
questionnaire to carry out unstructured interviews. The key people 
interviewed were the leaders of the groups, who know a lot about the 
other members, fan club members and other dance cover groups in 
Hanoi.

4. Visual storytelling: Besides writing analysis, I also captured the story 
behind the entire research process, including the interviews, on 
camera.

Data analysis
Similar to the data collection activities, data analysis focused on data 

about the groups YGLC and St.319 as participants, and their audience members 
as non-participants. The analysis process followed the conceptual framework 
shown above. All the data collection and fieldwork observations were classified 
and reflected upon, and any explanations in this research are based on the 
research questions and objectives.
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Organization of the Research

This book consists of six chapters, based upon the main concepts of: (1) 
Asianization, (2) Imagination, and (3) Fan Culture and Cultural Capital. Each 
chapter in this book deals with materials, processes, institutions and issues 
central to understanding K-pop cover dance in Vietnam. The introductory 
chapter provides a general background, to assist readers in comprehending the 
current popularity of the Korean Wave in Vietnam, as well as in Asia in general. 
It introduces the Korean Wave phenomenon, K-pop dance cover groups and 
the importance of discussing them in Vietnamese context, as well as the key 
theoretical concepts and keywords addressed by the research and my research 
methods. I briefly discuss the related scholarly literature on Korean pop music, 
global and regional flows, and the construction of identity, in order to extend 
the argument more broadly to include the field of youth culture in Vietnam. 

In Chapter 2 I will introduce the literature review and the theoretical 
basis of the study. 

In Chapter 3 I will discuss the transnational flow of popular culture in 
Vietnamese society. This chapter develops the main theoretical points 
introduced in Chapter 2, with a more expanded discussion of the relevant 
scholarship. It covers theoretical concepts such as the intertwining of national, 
regional and global flows before and after K-pop, and the Vietnamese context 
since DoiMoi, as well as the concept of Asianization and its importance in 
conceptualizing Asia as a region.

Chapter 4, entitled, ‘Imagination, Social Media and Cultural Capital’, 
discusses more key theoretical points introduced in Chapter 2, as well as the 
data collected, in order to describe and explain in more depth the relevant 
scholarship about cultural capital among young people, and the development 
of social media, which is turned into social capital (networks) as it offers a 
window to the world for young people, and lets the world know about them. 

Chapter 5, ‘Youth Identity Formation as a New Desire’, also discusses 
the theoretical points introduced in Chapter 2; about the role of popular music 
in the construction of youth culture and tastes, through the borrowing of K-pop 
dance among young Vietnamese. It covers the major findings of the study, plus 
focuses on identity formation and the functions of K-pop dance in contemporary 
Vietnamese society by examining Vietnamese attitudes and practices toward 
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K-pop cover dance, the importation of music from different countries, and the 
impact of globalization on young Vietnamese people’s identities. 

Chapter 6, the conclusion, reiterates the essential findings of the study. 
It also notes some of the study’s limitations, and addresses the significance of 
the research in the current academic environment. I also briefly describe the 
future research that might be expected on the topic.
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Literature Review and  
Theoretical Concepts

Transnational Flow of K-pop: Consuming and Reproducing

The purpose of this chapter is to examine the Korean Wave, which has 
emerged to counter Western media flows around the world, through the 
consumption and reproduction actions of its audience. My research argument 
is based on Giddens’ notion that consumption is a way in which people can 
construct their identity (1990). At the same time, consumption does not always 
represent simply consuming, but also reproducing, transferring and expanding 
ideologies embedded in the original product.

Transnational Media Flows

Over the past twenty years, the diverse movement and dynamics of the 
international flow of images and ideas around the globe, has expanded within 
the context of media flows. This has occurred at a time when the political, 
economic and technological contexts within which media organizations operate 
have become increasingly global. As a result, media scholars have begun to pay 
attention to various global media flows, among multiple countries, which not 
only include the dominant flows coming from the US-led Western media, but 
also the contra-flows coming from Bollywood, the Latin American Telenovelas 
and the geo-cultural media flows of the pan-Arabic entertainment network 
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(Iwabuchi, 2002; Thussu, 2007). Since the late 1990s, South Korea has emerged 
as a new center for the production of transnational popular culture, exporting 
its own media products into Asian countries (Kim, 2007). The arrival and 
expansion of this Korean Wave phenomenon, is seen as a “long-awaited 
flowering of post-colonial Asian artistic expression”, and the creation of a 
“regional Asian cultural manifestation against the erstwhile domination of 
Western culture” (Dator and Seo, 2004, p.33). As a result, the post-colonial 
periphery has strengthened its national culture industry to compete against 
the dominant flow of Western media products, and is now emerging as a new 
player in the production and circulation of transnational culture, while 
consolidating a relatively strong position in the relevant regional markets. This 
indicates a potential “plurality of actors and media flows”, and could be read 
as a “symptom of the shifting nature of transnational culture power in a context 
in which intensified global cultural flows have decentered the power structure” 
(Chadha and Kavoori, 2000: p.429; Iwabuchi, 2002, p.35).

As a result, media and communication scholars seem to have changed 
their major target of criticism, from US media imperialism to the corporate 
expansionism of commercial media (McChesney, Newman and Scott, 2005). 
In this regard, Herbert Schiller has revised his original American cultural 
imperialism thesis, to read; “American cultural imperialism is not dead, but it 
no longer adequately describes the global cultural condition. Today it is more 
useful to view transnational corporate culture as the central force, with a 
continuing heavy flavor of U.S know-how, derived from long experience with 
marketing and entertainment skills and practices” (Schiller, 1992, p.14-15). In 
a similar vein, Wood argues that since capitalism has penetrated into every 
aspect of life and culture, universalization of capitalism better describes and 
explains the present era than simply globalization (1998). The deregulation 
and liberalization policies that have transformed the media landscape in South 
Korea and the resulting plurality of broadcasting networks there, have not only 
induced political independence, but also provided more choice for audiences 
(Shim, 2010).

Although this decentering tendency has occurred within the context of 
global inequality and uneven flows, the current image of global media flows 
may not be that of settled centers of economic and cultural power, but of a 
“decentered network, in which the patterns of power distribution are unstable 
and shifting” (Tomlinson, 1997, p.139). The mobility of popular culture has 
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many facets within global media flows today. The significance of Korean Wave 
is a reflection of a region-wide reassertion or imagination of Asianization, and 
an alternative culture that is not necessarily American or European. The Korean 
Wave phenomenon can be seen as a way to counter the threat posed by an 
American-led Western dominated media market (Kim, 2007).

The aim of my research is not to pay attention to the non-mainstream 
media of the Korean Wave in relation to the mainstream, but to understand 
the selective appropriation of this transnational flow, which has been 
transformed to become a new product at the local level, particularly among 
young Vietnamese people in Hanoi. The K-pop cover dance groups, YG Lovers 
Crew and St.319 are from Hanoi in Vietnam, and provide interesting cases; to 
examine how the cultural appropriation of Korean transnational flows has 
disturbed state boundaries and challenged the direction of the dominant global 
media flows.

Consumption, Reproduction and Asianization

Reproduction
Walter Benjamin, who introduces the term “mechanical reproduction”, 

poses the question of how art is changed or affected in an era when it can easily 
be reproduced by mechanical means (1970). In the modern era, a large number 
of copies can be made from an artwork that originally had a single, unique 
existence. Benjamin suggests that this process leads to a decline in what he calls 
“the aura of the work of art” (Benjamin, 1970; p. 215). He argues that in previous 
periods in history, the work of art was specifically located in time, space and 
tradition. Contemporary reproduction techniques lift works of art out of 
tradition, leading to a decline in what he called the aura or unique meaning of 
the work. “For the first time in world history, mechanical reproduction 
emancipates the work of art from its parasitical dependence on ritual. To an 
ever greater degree the work of art reproduced becomes the work of art designed 
for reproducibility” (Benjamin, 1970, p.226). In the case of K-pop cover dance, 
I do not view the mechanical reproduction of dance covers as simply copying, 
but that the reproduction of dance means that the original products are relocated 
more appropriately in different contexts and in different countries.
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In the case of K-pop, music videos have played a significant role in 
disseminating dance cover music - a “mechanical reproduction”. I argue that 
K-pop MVs are both easy to replicate and fun, and facilitate group social 
activities among fans or peer groups. In addition, K-pop song lyrics are written 
in Korean, which is not commonly used but is easy to sing. Therefore, dance 
covers can be made more understandable, without there being a language 
barrier. Furthermore, K-pop has features which support the use of body 
movements rather song lyrics (Kang, 2012).

In the Vietnamese context, one can argue that these cover dance groups 
(including YGLC, St.319 and LYNT) are resisting the current norms of 
Vietnamese socialist ideology, which functions to create gendered socialist 
behaviors and production. However, at the same time, by appropriating K-pop 
dance and refashioning it into the Vietnamese context for both Vietnamese 
and international audiences, they do turn their consumption into a productive 
activity. Re-appropriation then, means making others’ cultural product into 
one’s own (Kim, 2012). With the help of new media technologies such as 
YouTube, cover group team members can easily place their music videos on 
the Internet, thereby “copying” them into a new cultural product. In this respect, 
it can be argued that fan culture and online products have become equal to the 
originals. 

Consumption
In arguing that consumption can be seen as production, I draw on 

Giddens’ concepts of modernity and the reflexive appropriation of 

knowledge (1990). Giddens refers to reflexivity as the continuous monitoring 
of action and its contexts by human beings. The modern self is in fact a reflexive 
project consistently engaging in self-interrogation and self-observation in light 
of what is happening around it, in order to answer the existential questions of 
what to do, how to act and who to be in everyday life. The aim of the argument 
is to enhance self-understanding and work towards constructing a coherent 
sense of self-identity. It can be interpreted that we are influenced by modernity 
in the outside world, imagining it to reflect who we are, who we want to become 
(reflecting ourselves according to material around us), and that what we 
consume reflects something about ourselves.
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In Recentering Globalization, Iwabuchi used reflexivity within media 
consumption to claim that consuming is also producing; by consuming, young 
consumers reproduce new identities in which they reflect who they want to be 
(2002). His analysis of Japanese pop culture consumption among East Asian 
audiences (in Korea, Taiwan and Singapore) reflects that young audiences want 
to embrace and to be part of modern Asia, which means connecting to high 
speed economic development and cool brand consumption. This trend has 
been decentered and re-centered towards Korean pop culture, reflecting neo-
liberalism’s success in creating a post-modernized Asian cosmopolitan, 
throughout transnational and hybrid cultural products (Kim, 2012). For 
Vietnamese consumers, K-pop can be counted as a self-reflexive cultural 
commodity, because it is a reflection of what Vietnamese people hope and 
expect for their own country’s future - to become modernized and capitalized 
(Kim, 2012). 

In this book, I take the case of YGLC and St.319 to understand how 
consumption can be seen as part of production as well. I further argue that this 
consuming and appropriating of K-pop dance shows the determination of 
today’s young Vietnamese to be a part of Asia. 

Asianization
Asianization represents the new flow of cultural products from East 

Asian countries into Southeast Asian nations, those taking place in addition 
to the previously dominant flows from Western countries. As Iwabuchi showed, 
this new type of transnational cultural flow has emerged since the 1990s (2002). 
The influence of these two flows; the old and new, has led to a matrix of global 
and regional interactions developing, those which cut-across one another 
(Siriyuvasak, 2008). These double-flows have also had different influences on 
people all over the world; popular products nowadays are closer to each other, 
making it more difficult to identify their origins (Siriyuvasak, 2008). 

Second, the term Asianization is also used as a means to counter Western 
hegemony (Iwabuchi, 2002). Iwabuchi views the process of Asianization as one 
in which the dominant cultural globalization of Western-led American pop 
culture is being decentered, reversed and re-centered (Iwabuchi, 2004). He 
claims that Japanese pop culture flows are one of the key influencing forces in 
Asia, as they are able to counter Western hegemony while in the same time 
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create a new imagery of Asian modernity among young consumers. These kinds 
of cultural imagination could be real or imagined, depending on the experiences 
of each country and its economic development (Siriyuvasak, 2008).

Lastly, Asianization also means that national cultural processes and local 
elements of each Asian country can be well presented within trans-regional 
cultural processes. Iwabuchi argues that the reason an exotic foreign culture 
such as Japanese popular music has become popular within East Asia and 
Southeast Asian countries is because it has brought a sense of living in a shared 
time and common experiences among certain post-modern developing Asian 
countries, which cannot be adequately represented by American popular culture 
(Iwabuchi, 2002). However, Japanese popular culture is not the final destination 
of these Asian cultural flows, as other emerging Asian countries are also joining-
in the world market (Iwabuchi, 2002). Following this idea, Siriyuvasak argues 
that the process of Asianization is closely related to the development of local 
metropolitan or trans-metropolitan youth consumer cultures in Asia (2008). 

While Iwabuchi and Siriyuvasak view the process of Asianization as one 
in which the cultural globalization of transnational/global corporations 
connects the production and consumption of cultural products as a counter 
to Western hegemony, I do not see Asianization in the case of Vietnamese youth 
as a resistance to Western culture, but rather a method used to narrow the 
development gap between West and East (2002; 2008). I borrow the term 
Asianization to highlight the reproduction activities of young Vietnamese 
people when consuming Korean cultural flows, and in this study, also apply 
the term to research Vietnamese dance cover groups. I argue that young people 
who consume K-pop not only want to be a part of Asia and achieve the high 
standards of urban living as in other countries, but use external culture to raise 
their profile and be recognized domestically; to develop their cultural capital 
(in the form of V-pop) and to be known in the region.

However, how much the Asianization of K-pop among young Vietnamese 
people empowers them can be questioned, due to the high levels of 
commercialization used within the industries in order to access heterogeneous 
Asian markets. While Appadurai suggests that choice serves as a way of defining 
identity, those choices are obviously structured by commercial mechanisms 
such as marketing (1996). The question Siriyuvasak raises is: How does 
Asianization enrich and empower the lives of those young consumers? (2008) 
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Similarly, while I see agency in the actions of these cover dancers, the question 
remains as to whether the act of reproducing these global cultural flows is 
empowering young Vietnamese people to the point where they can counter 
South Korean or Western hegemony. 

To sum up, I borrow the term “Asianization” to argue that K-pop cover 
dance in Vietnam should be understood through the ways in which young 
Vietnamese have chosen K-pop as an alternative pop culture, alongside their 
country has under going socio-ideological changes as a result of DoiMoi. My 
aim is to show how these young people expect their own Vietnamese pop music 
to soon become cool and modern. Young Vietnamese people seek and create 
new forms of culture by becoming actively involved in participatory K-pop fan 
practices; to satisfy their desires and until they can engage with their own, cool 
and competitive V-pop.

New Media Technology, Cyber Space

It can be seen that without online distribution and marketing, K-pop 
would not have reached the global audience it has. This is evident in the ways 
in which fans engage with K-pop on the Internet. In this section, I link K-pop 
cyber space to the reception perceived by the fan community. Cyber space is 
a means used for K-pop fans to imagine themselves beyond the nation state 
boundary and embrace fan communities (K-pop dancers and their audience), 
even though they have never actually met.

Imagination
In Modernity at Large, Appadurai focuses on the work of imagination, 

which comes from the notion of mass media and migration (1996). Appadurai 
suggests that this new imagination born out of mass media and migration can 
break out of the nation state’s ideology to become a new community, which 
Appadurai calls the “community of sentiment” (Appadurai, 1996; p.8). 
Imagination and social practice lead to everyday consumption, and to 
Appadurai, imagination is not simply a fantasy, but can lead to social practice 
while at the same time inspiring collective action. In this research, I employ 
Appadurai’s work of imagination to understand how young Vietnamese, by 
practicing K-pop cover dance, imagine themselves beyond the boundaries of 
Vietnamese nation-statehood. My concern is that Appadurai’s work of 
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imagination tends to classify all consumers together into one homogeneous 
group, ignoring the power relations that exist between consumers and 
producers, as well as ignoring the fact that different individuals possess different 
cultural capital, which in turn contributes to variations in the ways in which 
they participate in their identity construction. 

Talking about the work of imagination more specifically, Kim’s argument 
focuses on the “desires through popular culture” (2012; p.53). She argues that 
technological/digital capitalism promotes a community of desire; as an 
apparatus used by the powers to control the entertainment industry. She adds 
that factors such as race, sex and class are de-racialized, so as to become less 
important and so that they can be negotiated as part of the global cultural bond 
(Kim, 2012).

YouTube as a Cyber Space
YouTube has changed the relationship between producers and consumers. 

Before, music companies could only produce cover versions, but now, with the 
help of new media technologies, covers can be made by simply appropriating 
and reproducing through Internet channels by active consumers. It provides 
tools for audiences to reproduce and create their own products.  Hence, YouTube 
provides both the means and the power to its consumers, and it brings producers 
closer to consumers. Once online; however, the music videos proliferate via 
re-uploaded copies; of different versions, with subtitled translations, concert 
footage, animated slideshows, and, of course, covers and parodies. Korean 
producers are not that aggressive about removing fan-generated content and 
are more interested in developing a fan base in Vietnam than in direct music 
sales. 

According to Snickars, YouTube breaks away from the older formats of 
media into a new form which has no boundary between professional and 
amateur, producers and consumers; no time frame, no ending database and 
no copyright, because the market wants to sustain consumers’ desire for 
modernity (2009). The author grounds his argument on Adorno’s concept of 
“cultural industry”, in which cultural and economic hegemony will always 
provide cultural products for industry to target consumers (Snickars, 2009, 
p.47-49; Adorno, 1991). Hence, cultural hegemony always creates desire. 
Linking this with YouTube, it can be argued that YouTube is in fact a form of 
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cultural hegemony, creating new relationships as a new form of knowledge, 
and new aspects of desire. However, it can be argued further that while YouTube 
acts as cultural hegemony, creating a new desire, at the same time it allows its 
audiences to construct new content all the time. YouTube texts are never fixed, 
and YouTube audiences can constantly change the relationship between 
themselves and the images shown. My study looks at the technology of YouTube, 
which facilitates a new kind of community, with bonds built and maintained 
through online relationships. I take the case of YGLC and St.319’s online videos, 
their relationships with their fans on YouTube, and the competition that exists 
between these two groups, in order to understand this new kind of community. 

Shim and Noh have also noted that YouTube can create an important 
space, from which the sense of community is being formed (2011). According 
to Anderson, this media form is an important resource for constructing an 
imagined community (1991). This is especially the case with YouTube, where 
members from all over the world can overcome physical boundaries to create 
a virtual network of fandom, taking advantage of the technological possibilities 
of the Internet. 

Jenkins calls this “pop cosmopolitanism”, meaning that an individual 
embraces cultural differences by moving himself from the confines of a local 
community into a cosmopolitanism pop world (2006, p.155). Pop content can 
be found in media and on the Internet, bringing K-pop to the world at large. 
Shim and Noh argues that the technologically literate younger generation plugs 
into fan networks to make its views and opinions known (2011). According to 
Alvin Toffler, fans have become “prosumers”, who create when they consume, 
while Jenkins has extended Toffler’s work by elaborating new media practices, 
which are driven by a participatory fan culture - a concept of Web 2.0 (1980; 
2006b, p.3). Web 2.0 is a term coined by Darcy DiNucci in 1999, which points 
out that participants play the roles of both producers and consumers, while 
the Web is “a space for collaboration and reciprocal communication” (Gere, 
2009, p.212). 

K-pop fan practices on YouTube among Vietnamese fans illustrate this 
collaborative participatory culture in a Web 2.0 environment. The fans 
collaboratively re-create K-pop cover dance on YouTube. The term “cover” 
usually means a version of a song sung by a different artist to the original. 
However, in the case of K-pop fan activities, “cover” refers to a version of a 
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song or dance performed by fans. In Vietnam, some of the top cover teams 
dedicated to mimicking K-pop groups, such as St.319, YGLC and LYNT, have 
gained YouTube fame and have become minor celebrities in their own right. 

The dance cover groups YGLC, St.319 and LYNT are con-
sidered active participants in the Web 2.0 as they publish their dance 
cover clips on YouTube, and have clearly activated activities within 
the K-pop fan community both online and offline. By first getting to 
know those dance groups on YouTube, the audiences start to follow 
these groups by becoming fans on Facebook, attending their live 
shows and/or dance classes hosted by the dance groups, and/or even 
becoming dance members themselves.

Identity Formation

In this section, I argue that cultural capital is considered an 
important component of K-pop fan culture. By linking the two to-
gether, my purpose is to investigate to what extent cultural capital 
in K-pop can differentiate fan culture from the dominant culture and 
from the fans’ parents’ culture. However, by highlighting these differ-
ences, I do not mean they must be opposed or resistant to each other, 
rather they simply invest in cultural capital in order to gain their own 
social status and mark their K-pop fan identity.

Youth Culture and Fan Culture
The term “youth culture” implies the cultural aspects of the young. 

Culture is the practice of a specific group in a meaningful shape and form. “As 
individuals express their life, so they are. What they are, therefore, coincides 
with their production, both in what they produce and how they produce” (cited 
by Baldwin et. al., 1999, in Marx, 1970 p.42). Thus, youth culture is the way in 
which young people express their lives, the way they produce and what they 
produce. In my case study, the practice of K-pop dance covers can be considered 
a form of cultural production by young people, which mark their way of life 
and identity.
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The approach on youth culture developed by the Centre for Contemporary 
Cultural Studies at the University of Birmingham in the United Kingdom (UK) 
focuses on the way in which the distinctive patterns of life associated with 
subcultures can be read or interpreted within the frame of their resistance or 
incorporation within dominant culture, and their relation to the parent culture 
(Baldwin et. al., 1999, p.258 and p.327). Recently, scholars working on subculture 
have suggested that this approach seems inadequate as a way of understanding 
the complexity of contemporary culture. As a result, there has emerged new 
ways of thinking under the framework of post-modernism, which suggests 
that society has become more fragmented and more media saturated, and that 
youth identities have become more complex (Baldwin et.al. 1999, p.224; p.400). 
Here, I take the case of Vietnamese dance cover culture, linking the two above 
approaches to suggest that what is important is not so much the reading of 
subcultures as resistance and opposition, but the understanding of the groups, 
which points to the meaning of the activities, especially in terms of the pleasure 
that individuals are engaged with.

The distinctiveness of fan culture, as Fiske and Jennings have argued, is 
more about generating a sense of collective identity among the bands or the 
groups’ fans, rather than their own authenticity (1992; 2007). In addition, 
today’s technology allows fans to create channels through which they can upload 
their tributes to the fan community regarding online dance covers or song 
covers. This can be seen as a new kind of participation, which Duchesne calls 
“Fandom tribute performance” (FTP) (2010). Scholars of fan culture indicate 
that fans accumulate cultural capital, by which they can distinguish themselves 
from non-fans (Fiske, 1992). 

I base my argument regarding fan culture and cultural capital within the 
K-pop cover dance sphere on Jenkins, who focuses on the creativity of the fans 
(1992). Jenkins argues against the idea that fans are somehow figures of fun - 
deranged, or isolated individuals. In fact, they should be seen as being actively 
involved in extensive communicative networks, forming a subculture that is 
open to outside influences. The members also engage in a full range of normal 
activities such as attending classes at Vietnamese schools/universities. As 
Students they are participating in full ranges of activities at schools, having 
relationships with classmates and different groups of people. Jenkins shows 
how technologies (like computer networks) are facilitating new forms of fan 
interaction, adding significant new dimensions to the communication 
possibilities (1992). 
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Jenkins further explains that:

Media convergence is more than simply the digital revolution; 
it involves the introduction of a much broader array of new 
media technologies that enable consumers to archive, 
annotate, transform, and re-circulate media content. Media 
convergence is more than simply a technological shift; it alters 
the relationship between existing technologies, industries, 
markets, genres, and audiences. (2006, p.155) 

Jenkins goes on to describe an increasingly concentrated group of media 
producers and owners as “actively insuring the flow of content across different 
platforms and national borders” (2006, p.155). K-pop fans, in this case as 
dancers, have created an environment of what Jenkins terms “grassroots 
convergence”, referring to the ways in which audiences increasingly influence 
the production, distribution and reception of media (2006, p.18). I would like 
to argue that the practice of Vietnamese K-pop dance covers exemplifies a 
grassroots convergence, whereby consumption influences the production, 
distribution and reception of media flows. 

Because of the emotional investment, the network connectivity of K-pop 
fandom, and the high level of structural organization among many of these fan 
operations, fans have become an active force in the industry, not only as a 
source of viewership and capital, but also as indirect participants in production 
(Jenkins, 1992). However, in my case study, cover dancers represent a different 
level of active fandom. They are not only prosumer in a participatory culture, 
but also hyper-fans because of their attachment to their stars emotionally and 
physically (Jenkins, 2006a). The term “hyper-fan” was first used by Baudrillard 
to describe mimicry, which is as good quality as the original version (1994)). 
Covering, after all, becomes a new transformed product, which has an equal 
value as the original one (Taussig, 1993). In the case of cover dance, both via 
online and offline products, the cover groups themselves become famous and 
attract fans in their own right. They are also small idols, mastering certain 
routines and having cultivated a fan base.
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Cultural Capital
In this section, I apply the term “cultural capital” to explain the cultural 

practice of K-pop cover dance in Hanoi. For Bourdieu, cultural capital acts as 
a social relation within a system of accumulated cultural knowledge, such as 
education, intellect, style of speech, dress or physical appearance that confers 
power and status (Bourdieu, 1984.) Bourdieu’s central innovation was to coin 
the concept of “cultural capital”, which he used alongside the more familiar 
idea of economic capital (1984). Cultural capital, like economic capital, is a 
resource to be drawn upon in the pursuit of power. Cultural capital is not 
secondary to economic capital, as each is exchangeable and important in 
different contexts. One prominent implication of Bourdieu’s work is that the 
power of a variety of groups may be based on different capitals. This term is 
useful to understand the K-pop cover dance groups in Hanoi; to understand 
how the cultural capital K-pop cover dancers gain, is turned into economic 
capital, and how the groups use their economic capital to attain a higher level 
of cultural capital.

I base my argument on Brown’s explanation of cultural capital among 
comic book fans through the way in which comic fans challenge the current 
domain culture and state ideology at large by showing their own sub-culture 
(Brown, 1997). Even though their social status within the domain culture is 
still questionable, gaining cultural capital within the comic book genre can 
leverage comic books fans’ social status among their peer groups. Collectors 
create cultural and monetary value in the comics by specifying which comics 
to collect. Like painting, collectors build up cultural capital, proving to the 
world their knowledge through an impressive collection. In fact, Brown’s larger 
question inquires whether the real worth of comics is monetary or cultural 
(Brown, 1997). 

Linking Brown’s approach with K-pop cover dancers, the question I wish 
to pursue is how they can turn knowledge and skills, considered as cultural 
capital when performing cover dance, into economic capital and vice versa. 
Dance members in my research need cultural capital, such as dancing skills, a 
good knowledge of K-pop music and K-pop groups, idols, fashion styles, peer 
group networking and even video-making skills, to contribute to their cover 
MVs on YouTube. These capitals they earn can bring-about fame and economic 
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benefits, which can then be re-invested into cultural capital, consolidating the 
social position of themselves and their groups.
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Chapter 3

Transnational Flows of Popular Culture 
in Vietnamese Society

In this chapter, I explain what kinds of music were produced in Vietnam 
before K-pop, prior to and during the Socialist regime, in order to contextualize 
popular culture in Vietnam, as well as explore opinions of K-Pop among people 
in society as a whole. I will then discuss K-pop in relation to national, regional 
and global issues, and also discuss Korean popular music as a national, 
transnational and regional product. Although K-Pop is made and circulated 
as a Korean product, the various foreign influences that have created it contribute 
to its transnationality - as a regional product that contains Asian sentiments 
and values with which many Asians can identify. The purpose here is to examine 
the practice of dance covers, based on the backgrounds and motivations of the 
study groups and why they were formed, plus to understand the social activities 
that take place and social space that is created among young people.

Vietnamese Popular Music (V-pop) and Global Popular Music 
throughout Vietnam’s History

Vietnamese Popular Music since the early 1930s
In this chapter, I will explore the origin of Vietnamese popular music 

with different genres overtime. Vietnamese popular music was remarkably and 
forcibly influenced by French colonization during the decade between 1920 
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and 1930 when national literacy became popular and finally broke out of its 
traditional Confucian roots to embrace the Western world through new ritual 
practices such as the cutting of hair or wearing Western clothes in urban centers 
in general and in Hanoi in particular (Gibbs, 2003).  

The emerging middle social class in Vietnamese society at that time paid 
the way for the setting scene of pre-war music (or nhac tien chien), which was 
the first Vietnamese popular music to be created (Gibbs, 2003). The first attempt 
at indigenizing Western-style popular songs into Vietnamese song lyrics first 
occurred in the mid-1930s through a movement named bai ta theo dieu tay 
(our words following Western melodies), which are nowadays called “parody 
songs” and which have a meaning sometimes totally different from the French 
originals (Gibbs, 1998). At that time, listening to this new music was a symbol 
of high fashion in cities and was popular among the upper, well educated and 
middle classes. Those songs became popular all over the country, and especially 
in Hanoi around 1938 (Gibbs, 1998).

In the 1940s, there was a strong movement in support of patriotic songs, 
which were firstly and mostly modeled on French military band music, to 
accompany marches (Gibbs, 1998). The Vietnamese Communist Party also 
promoted this movement, as it provided a valuable source of propaganda for 
the revolution. This movement was rooted in 1926, when world music elements 
were translated into Vietnamese music, so that by 1930 The Communist Party 
was using original revolutionary songs within their organization. This was the 
context for Red Music (or Nhac Do), the communist revolutionary music (or 
nhạc cách mạng), a genre established in Vietnam (Cannon, 2008). These songs 
made a strong impression among patriotically minded young people yearning 
for their country’s independence at the time. For example, the song named 
Tieng Goi Thanh Nien (Call of the Youth), composed by Luu Huu Phuoc, became 
the National Anthem of the future South Vietnam, while the song named Tien 
Quan Ca (Onward Soldiers) by Van Cao, in 1945 became the National Anthem 
of North Vietnam (Cannon, 2008).

After 1954, the country was split into two very different regimes. One, 
the communist Socialist Republic of Vietnam or North Vietnam and the other, 
the Republic of Vietnam or South Vietnam. As the country divided, so the 
pre-war music (or nhac tien chien) movement also separated into two parts, 
with some composers in the South and others remaining in the North. Most 
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of the northerners followed The Communist Party and wrote songs to strengthen 
the revolution, while southerners continued to write romantic songs (Gibbs, 
1998). After the country was reunited in 1975, popular music still continued 
to be divided into two parts: resident and overseas music (Gibbs, 1998).

After the Vietnam War in 1975, overseas Vietnamese (from the former 
South) produced their own music called yellow music (or nhac vang) and green 
music  (or nhac tre) as a rejection of their homeland music under the current 
regime, and this gave them a voice through which to speak out. They engaged 
in their own form of highly distinctive hybrid music by appropriating dominant 
Western popular cultural forms (Cunning and Nguyen, 1999). This overseas 
music was mostly produced in Southern California for the Viet Kieu (the 
overseas Vietnamese) (Cunningham and Nguyen, 1999).  

Somehow, the lyrics of nhac tien chien have something in common with 
yellow and green music, in the sense that they talk about romantic love, the 
personal emotions experienced by in-love couples, while red music and patriotic 
songs talk about a love for the country, or the beautiful landscapes to be found 
in the countryside, cities or hometowns; with love between people merged with 
a love for the nation. 

However, new V-pop songs, as green music, are more modern in terms 
of the language used (mixing Vietnamese lyrics with rap in English), and the 
strong beats and fast rhythms of Western music (rap, hip-hop, pop ballads and 
sometimes rock), which are popular underground music among the young 
people and teenagers. The songs tend to be used to illustrate the dance routines, 
which are sometimes not related to the meaning of the lyrics. In other words, 
the artistic performance is placed above the music itself, which is why the lyrics 
are very simple to understand and are not appreciated by the older generation. 
This younger-style of music combines all these things together: dance, fashion, 
style, the advance of musical instruments and the level of musical ability; never 
one on its own, and the young audience expects the artists to be able to do all 
those things by themselves.
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Figure 3.1 Example of Vietnamese Popular Songs

Vietnamese Lyrics

An example of Vietnamese ‘green music’ (nhac tre) with K-pop dance:  
“Tim”(Found) by Min from St.319 (2013)

Chiều hoàng hôn buông đang dần phai Cô đơn lang thang trôi qua hết tháng ngày dài Khi 
trong thâm tâm ta luôn biết chẳng có ai kề sát vai mỗi khi buồn vui đau đớn gì. 

Cuộc đời đã cho tôi niềm tin Nhưng đôi khi mang luôn đi hết chẳng giữ gì. Lặng thầm nhìn 
về một hình bóng đã xa rồi, đã xa rồi Để mình tôi lạnh đôi môi nhạt nhoà thôi.

Bridge : Rồi một mùa thu đã dần qua Đông đến cùng ta. Mang những lạnh giá Vì một người 
ra đi vội vã để tôi đi tìm Trong đêm tôi vẫn đi tìm

Chorus : Tìm hoài để thấy thấy để để thấy được tình yêu ấy ấy Mãi vẫn mãi luôn còn trong 
tim này những ký ức ấy vẫn trong tim này.

Dù lòng vẫn biết biết biết vẫn biết ai chẳng hề nhớ nhớ nhớ nhớ đến yêu thương bao giờ 
Nhưng con tim ấy vẫn luôn mong chờ

Rap : Just wanna say : I’m sorry Baby gal I made you hurt Nơi chúng mình dựng xây, chẳng 
còn gì Lâu đài đó đổ nát mah gal Bao năm yêu rớt rơi trên sàn Em vứt bỏ ra đi Tìm một nơi 
mơ màng Em đã giữ điều gì trong những nghĩ suy Why u dun talk to me ?!

Khi những ngôi sao trên trời trò chuyện cùng em mỗi đêm Em gom khúc ca ưu phiền lệ 
nhoà mình em trong bóng đêm.

Rap: 2 chúng ta chỉ học cách đổ lỗi Anh và em trở nên nóng vội Để chuyện tình úa tàn, và 
lòng người ngỡ ngàng Nhìn từng giây bẽ bàng trôi wa khẽ khàng.

Bridge: Rồi một mùa thu đã dần qua Đông đến cùng ta Mang những lạnh giá Vì một người 
ra đi vội vã để tôi đi tìm Trong đêm tôi vẫn đi tìm.

Chorus : Tìm hoài để thấy thấy để để thấy được tình yêu ấy ấy Mãi vẫn mãi luôn còn trong 
tim này những ký ức ấy vẫn trong tim này.

Dù lòng vẫn biết biết biết vẫn biết ai chẳng hề nhớ nhớ nhớ nhớ đến yêu thương bao giờ 
Nhưng con tim ấy vẫn luôn mong chờ.

Bridge : Chờ một cuộc tình đã mất từ lâu Chờ một kỉ niệm đã lỡ nhạt màu Còn lại điều gì 
khi kí ức đã vỡ tan Eh yeah

Từng ngày từng ngày trống vắng quanh hiu (Từng ngày từng ngày trống vắng quanh hiu) Lòng 
còn ngập tràn mênh mang nỗi nhớ (Lòng còn ngập tràn nỗi nhớ thật nhiều) Để rỗi vẫn thấy luôn 
chơ vơ ta với ta Eh yeah eh yeah
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English Lyrics

The afternoon sunset was fading away. The loneness is going on in a long unfinished days. 
Deep inside my heart I know there is no one left for me; whenever I am happy or painful. 
Life has brought back to me the belief, but sometimes it just brings them all. Silently look-
ing back to a shadow, far away, far away, leave me alone, cold and faded.

Bridge: And as fall gradually passes and a winter comes to me, brings cold. Because a hurry 
person leaves so I am looking in the night I’m still looking for.

Chorus: Find nostalgia to see, to see, to see that love is forever Forever was always there in 
my heart the memories that remain in my heart.

Although my heart still knows, knows, knows, knows who still did not remember, remem-
ber, remember, remember. But the memory still exists in my mind.

Rap : Just wanna say : I’m sorry baby-gal I made you hurt. Where we split up, had nothing 
left. The castle of love has been collapsed. How many years of love, you left it on the floor. 
What you still remain? Why u dun talk to me?!

When the stars in the sky talk to me every night I collected sorrow songs in the darkness of 
my soul.

Rap: We only learn to blame to each others. You and me became impatient, make our 
romance withered. Looking back quietly.

Bridge: And as fall gradually passes over and a winter comes to me, brings cold. Because a 
hurry person leaves so I am looking in the night I’m still looking for.

Chorus: Find nostalgia to see to see, to see, that love is forever, forever was always there in 
my heart the memories that remain in my heart.

Although my heart still knows, knows, knows who still did not remember, remember, 
remember, remember. But the memory still exists in my mind.

Bridge: Wait a long-lost love. Wait a faded memories have missed. What the Left has shat-
tered memories Eh yeah 

Each day every day around the gloomy emptiness (Each day each day around the gloomy 
emptiness) heart was filled with immense nostalgia (heart was filled with so much nostal-
gia). For salvation is found, derelict is always with me, Eh eh yeah yeah
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Transnational Media Flows in Vietnam Before and After Doi Moi

In this section, I will talk about how different media flows have impacted 
upon Vietnam from the perspective of globalization. The purpose of this section 
is also to examine the wave of Korean cultural products to have emerged as a 
counter to Vietnamese media flows. However, in Vietnamese society, this 
Korean Wave, which includes K-pop, is considered to be only for the teenagers 
who are young and materialistic; who love music without meaning. In this first 
part, I will explore different opinions and controversial dialogues from both 
the older and younger generations, as K-pop has become popular among 
Vietnamese young people plus its impacts on their lifestyles and tastes.

The transnationalization of commoditized popular culture has generated 
an intra-Asian search for a common frame of reference for cultural emulation 
and social praxis. Transnational media consumption articulates “a new social 
and communicative space” in which people can positively and reflexively rethink 
their own cultures and those of others (Gillespie, 1995, p.106). It brings about 
a sense of a common modern experience and blurs the cultural boundaries 
(Buell, 1994). 

I will explore the different globalization forces occurring globally across 
many disciplines, to explain the concept (globalization) from different 
approaches. The first approach views globalization as the result of cultural 
imperialism; for example, promoting globalization has allowed the USA to 
defeat weaker national and cultural identities (Shim, 2006). In the second view, 
globalization is understood as an outcome of the modernity project while in 
the third view; globalization introduces cultural hybridity and power relations 
between the periphery and the center from the perspective of post-colonial 
criticism (Giddens, 1990; Kraidy, 2005).

I focus upon a media-centered definition of globalization. The Internet 
have not only accelerated the flow of popular culture, but also multiplied the 
centers of production that contribute to that flow (Tomlinson, 1997). Iwabuchi 
further complicates the issue of globalization, saying it is a centering process 
(2002). The increasing emphasis on the decentralization of global cultural 
power does not mean there are no longer dominant centers. However, the 
suppliers of transnational cultural products, which make creative local 
hybridization possible, are still limited to a small number of centers (Iwabuchi, 
2002, p.44).
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I will demonstrate the desire the Vietnamese have to consume different 
flows. According to Iwabuchi, in non-Western countries, the United States of 
America (USA) has long been closely associated with images of modernity 
(2002). Whenever USA popular culture is consumed, people vicariously satisfy 
a yearning for the American way of life, and appropriate the images of romance, 
freedom and affluence associated with it (Iwabuchi, 2002). However, as Wilk 
argues, globalization involves “structures of common difference”, meaning that 
the system of global culture also accepts difference instead of suppressing it 
(1995). Continuing this idea, Daisy Kim talked about the “community of desire” 
in her thesis about K-pop consumption in Vietnam (2012). Hallyu in general, 
and K-pop in particular, have provided symbolic sites of neo-liberalism’s success 
at modernizing Asian cosmopolitanism, as is made evident by Vietnam 
processing its structural shift towards a capitalist neo-liberal economy (Kim, 
2012; Shim, 2006; Iwabuchi, 2002).

I will illustrate in more detail, different flows into Vietnam from the 
perspective of an insider. My father was born in 1959. After the Vietnam War, 
in 1975, his generation learned about Western pop artists, such as ABBA, The 
Beatles and Modern Talking from the national radio stations, although they 
had no understanding of the lyrics being sung. I was born in 1988, two years 
after Doi Moi, and I learned about Hai Ngoai music while I was at elementary 
school. ‘Overseas Vietnamese music’ (or Nhac Hai Ngoai) was first made for 
‘Overseas Vietnamese’ (or Viet Kieu) people who left the country, due to 
conflicting ideologies, after the Vietnam War ended in 1975. ‘Overseas 
Vietnamese music’ represents a nostalgic desire on the part of the Vietnamese 
diaspora to go back to the old days of South Vietnam, while they are living in 
Western countries such as the USA, France and Canada.

After the war, and post-Doi Moi, there was a poor standard of 
entertainment as most Vietnamese music at that time was still in the old style, 
leftover from the war when it was used as ‘Vietnamese communists’ (or Viet 
Minh) propaganda, or songs describing the beauty of the country and Hanoi 
via both national TV channels and loa Phường (district public radio). Many 
Vietnamese living in Vietnam (especially in the big cities), however, tried to 
consume different music products made by Vietnamese overseas, using 
videotapes. The most famous overseas music company at that time was Thuy 
Nga Paris. This company released old Vietnamese diasporic songs from the 
South of Vietnam (Saigon) during the wartime, parodies of US/UK-pop songs, 
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parodies of Hong Kong11 and some original English language songs 
(Cunningham and Nguyen, 1999). 

A typical example of the influence of American or British music in Hai 
Ngoai is Linda Trang Dai (a female singer from Hai Ngoai) modeling herself 
on Madonna. She is an example of a Vietnamese woman who hybridizes Western 
rock, pop and rap. 

The melodies for the popular song “Hotel California” from the USA, and 
many others, were actually copied from Hong Kong and Chinese versions of 
the songs into Vietnamese by the overseas Vietnamese living in Western 
countries, and these products remain a vivid memory from when I first listened 
to them because the videos and songs were played on videotapes and cassettes 
many times by my parents, uncles and older relatives. Sometimes, the meanings 
of the songs in Vietnamese were totally different from the originals and it could 
be said that I know about foreign music as a result of Hai Ngoai rather than 
the original versions.

There is a general desire to consume modern, global music, and when 
at secondary school and high school, I remember being attracted to US/UK-
pop with famous names such as MLTR, Boyzone, The Backstreet Boys and 
Britney Spears appearing in the 1990s as illegal, cheap CDs and DVDs imported 
from China and shown on National TV Channel, VTV3. Following that, Korean 
cultural flow became popular in Vietnam around the late 1990s and at the 
beginning of the 2000s. 

Vietnamese Government policies in relation to foreign cultural products 
and music have changed gradually since 1989. While foreign culture and music, 
pop music in particular, was considered a threat to the regime prior to 1989, 
after this time the Ministry of Culture in Vietnam set-about correcting the 
disorganized publishing and distribution activities; reorganizing them in order 
to improve the cultural and spiritual life of the people. The Ministry stated: 

11 An example of a case of the influence of Hong Kong music on Hai Ngoai is the song 
“Caravan of life” by Don Ho (a male singer from Hai Ngoai). The song performance is 
based on a well-known Chinese song, but with the lyrics translated into Vietnamese for 
the performance, which is a story of the oppression of the Nepalese -  totally different from 
the original song content.
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Prohibit performing and disseminating performance in any 
situation, such as disseminating videos, displaying film videos 
… in any public places such as theatres, district cultural houses, 
clubs, parks, schools, offices, hotels, restaurants, gas stations… 
and any public transportation of videos having contents 
accordingly: (1) reactionary debauched music/songs; (2) 
negative “lyrical romantic” songs created in enemy occupied 
territory from 1946 to 1975; (3) songs, videos and films made 
by reactionary debauched negative Hai Ngoai/overseas 
Vietnamese, sent illegally to our country; (4) songs made by 
Vietnamese authors but that go against our revolution. 
(Decision 55/1999 / QD-BVHTT on regulation of production, 
export, import, circulation and selling audio tapes, audio discs, 
video tapes and discs on music and stage performances by the 
Minister of Culture and Information)

After ten years, these policies changed to become more open, with video 
seen as a positive way to learn more from the world; “the Government 
encourages the production, export, import and dissemination of, and business 
in those CDs and DVDs of a high quality, to meet the needs of the entertainment 
and cultural activities of people; to open and exchange cultures with other 
countries”, a passage cited from the Ministry of Culture and Information 
(Decision 55/1999/QĐ-BVHTT) about regulations on the production, export, 
import and dissemination of, and business in CDs, VCDs and DVDs. The 
government still imposes limitations on music from the South composed before 
1975. Recently, in 2012, the Decree on Arts Performances by the Prime Minister 
(Decree 79/2012/NĐ-CP) on regulations on performing arts, fashion shows, 
beauty and model contests, circulation of records and video recordings of dance 
music and theaters was issued, in which the Government sets out policies which 
aim to “(a) encourage Vietnamese individuals and organizations to participate 
in art performances… according to the law.” From what has been proposed, 
one can see a change in term of the policies and ideology emanating from the 
Government, the aim being to adapt with the new, current conditions. 

Korea opened its markets in 1987, closely coinciding with Vietnam 
opening its markets in 1986 for the first time since the Vietnam War (Lee, 
2013). Since that time, both countries have been much more exposed to foreign 
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cultures and music. At the same time the standard of living has been rising. In 
Korea, a lot of Koreans bought satellite televisions and could receive Japanese 
programs; while in Vietnam, urban families were receiving cultural products 
from video-tapes (Lee, 2013). As a result, Vietnamese were becoming much 
more aware of global trends. That being said, in South Korea, the music started 
to change faster because a lot of people who had studied in the US returned to 
South Korea in the 1990s to contribute to the Korean entertainment industry 
(Lee, 2013). Some of this group of people was closely in touch with hip-hop 
and pop producers in the USA and started working as music producers or 
music video directors in South Korea (Leung, 2012). 

In addition to K-pop, Korea has a lot of advantages when offering its 
products in Vietnam and Koreans have invested heavily in a number of sectors, 
such as real estate, finance and textiles, and have expanded their businesses to 
cover the entertainment sectors (satellite TV firms, shopping malls; for 
example), with technology as a key target. In 2013, South Korea invested in 
approximately 3,400 projects in Vietnam, with a total registered capital of $25.73 
billion, ranking fourth among nations and regions investing in Vietnam. Well-
known companies investing include LG Electronics, Samsung, Kumho, Lotte, 
Keosan Vina Electronics, Heasung Teach and Sung Gwang, among others 
(Tuoitrenews, 2013). In general, the Korean Wave can be seen as one of the 
reasons for the improved relationships between Vietnam and Korea in recent 
years (Shim, 2006).

Talking about the Vietnamese Government’s attitude as Korean culture 
influenced Vietnam, Thomas Mandy argued that the enjoyment of East Asian 
(specifically Korean) cultural productions in Vietnam is perhaps viewed as a 
way in which people resist and negotiate with the regime due to this new post-
communist media revolution (2004). Moreover, there is also competition in 
the domestic music market for external cultural influences, because the State 
realizes that local programs do not meet the needs of consumers. This represents 
a rich and creative area for Vietnamese artists to move into; to develop new 
themes, from the old nationalistic and patriotic theme (based on war and 
propaganda songs), to a new material pop culture (Thomas, 2004). 

The reason Vietnamese consumers now have greater choice in terms of 
consuming international cultural products is because the country has opened 
its markets and entered the world economy. According to the World Bank, the 
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gross domestic product (GDP) of Vietnam in the three years from 1985 until 
1987, rose from 14 Billion US Dollars (USD), to USD 26 Billion and on to USD 
36 Billion respectively; after Doi Moi in 1986, GDP was almost double that of 
the previous year (World Bank, 2014a). After that, the Vietnamese economy 
steadily increased, and in 2013 the country’s GDP was USD 171 Billion, almost 
seven times that in 1986, and high enough to rank Vietnam as a lower-middle 
income country (World Bank, 2014a). Vietnam’s poverty rate has also dropped, 
from almost 60% in the 1990s, to under 10% today (World Bank, 2014b). 
However, there is a paradox with respect to Vietnamese Government policies; 
for on the one hand there is a fear of losing a grip on the ideology of the regime, 
while on the other hand, the Government wants to open-up and compete on 
the world stage (Nguyen-Vo, 2008).

In the meantime, the older generation’s opinion of K-pop is relatively 
negative. In one online Vietnamese newspaper, a mother revealed her concerns 
about her children, who are fanatical fans of K-pop:

If there is any information about a band, or a Korean singer 
has plans to perform in Hanoi or Ho Chi Minh Cities, there 
will be an extremely strong undercurrent of excitement among 
young people and children, who will use any method to get a 
ticket to see their idols. Soon, one Korean girl band, 2NE1, 
will perform in Hanoi, and my daughter has asked for a ticket. 
When the performance comes closer to the actual date, her 
attitude and determination will go as far as threatening to quit 
school if she cannot see the band. I asked a lot of students 
waiting outside the Korean show, “Why do you love K-pop 
groups like this?” One fan said, “If I can get to Korea once, I 
will die without regret. For me Korea is paradise.” For me, this 
is painful to hear; my national pride is hurt so much. (Vietbao, 
2012)

In response to what the older generation has expressed, as above, young 
people consuming K-pop have also expressed their views as to why they like 
K-pop so much. The main reason is that the nation’s own pop music is not 
attractive enough for them, and they feel they are living in a time in which they 
want to open space on the internet and have more choice; to choose the most 
suitable music for their tastes. As one fan said:
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The problem is when Hallyu wave develops everywhere in the 
world, no one will have a negative thought about that… No 
country has published a critical article about Hallyu wave 
negatively affecting young people. But why, in Vietnam, so 
they criticize? The Vietnamese perspective on Korea is too 
negative… On many pages of the “Vietsub” website opened 
by young Vietnamese, you can see that, besides Korean movies, 
drama and music, they also have zone for Japanese, Thai, 
Chinese, US and UK films and music. The fact is that youth-
led Korean music or the Korean style is not superficial; the 
young people want something new, they want to break out of 
the old ways, to learn about cultures outside…In fact, people 
now have a new concept called the “global citizen”, due to the 
development of the internet, and the development of new 
cultures, especially Hallyu wave and Korean Wave… 
(Interview with Thao, female, born in 1988, a fan of St.319, 
2014)

I am a K-pop fan, a fan of 2NE1, Big Bang and YG 
Entertainment…Did you ever find out why your daughters 
love them so much? 1. South Korea’s entertainment industry 
is developing very much! It is affecting not only Vietnam, but 
the entire world. Eastern cultures have little in common; they 
catch trends and audience tastes and of course they have won 
sympathy, 2. The entertainment industry in our country is not 
competitive; please look and compare...I am a fan and 
according to you and many other people, I am a “crazy fan”! 
I’m prepared to go to Ho Chi Minh City to see Big Bang, the 
group I long to see even once in my lifetime…You should ask 
yourself first: ‘Why do Vietnamese singers not attract young 
people?’ It is your responsibility to answer this. For me, the 
phrase ‘meet one day, die satisfied’, is not about living and 
dying, but really means: In this life, we must see the people 
who we have a lot of feelings for.... (Thị Dịu, 2012)
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The mother of Ziu, a dancer from YGLC, said:

I do not know about Korean music. She (Ziu) said that this 
dance (K-pop dance) gathers all people together. I think it is 
her skill area, so I have no idea at all. I feel comfortable with 
her dancing with friends and performing at shows…she has 
studied hard at school. From primary school to high school, 
she was always a good student and participated in many school 
activities, and now is a student of the University of Industrial 
Fine Art. She has also participated in school activities. She 
has a good personality and is dynamic, so when she dances 
in a group, I let her go. (Interview with Pham Minh Chau, 
female, born in 1957, retired, 2013)

In the minds of young Vietnamese, they consume cultural products 
mainly according to their own tastes, regardless of the products’ nationalities. 
Moreover, the cultural tastes which the young people are living and experiencing 
have changed to reflect the advanced standards of living and cultural modernity 
they are experiencing. Before Doi Moi, it was only propaganda music that 
dominated the Vietnamese music scene; however, now young people are 
concerned with the quality of cultural products, such as their refinement, 
creativity, individuality and diversity. Therefore, Vietnamese nationalism has 
surged, suggesting an alternative globalization process is developing among 
the younger generation in terms of its identity.

The globalization of media and popular culture can be connected to 
national and regional concepts. As argued by Featherstone and Robertson, 
globalization can be a good motivation for local people to rediscover their local 
identity, which has been eroded due to Western-led modernization over recent 
decades (Featherstone, 1993; Robertson, 1995). So, instead of considering 
globalization (which is now driven both from both the West and the East) as 
a threat to Vietnamese national culture, the globalization of K-pop, in this 
sense, may be considered a process that enhances the idea of valuing national 
or local culture, due to its force and pressure in terms of the nation’s musical 
development. Indeed, Vietnamese young people’s reproduction of K-pop cover 
videos has given to them a stronger hold over their nationhood. 
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Asianization: Consumption and Reproduction

In this section, I will show how K-pop cover music has expanded the 
range of identities people use to think of themselves beyond the nation. In my 
view, this practice does not simply represent resistance to the state, but also the 
fact that international dance contests and the globally available YouTube channel 
have become unprecedentedly available in Vietnam, providing new ways for 
young Vietnamese people to break-out and become part of the globalized world. 
This development needs to be looked at from the perspective of technology 
and youth culture.

The term “Asianization” was coined by Funabashi in 1993 as a means to 
counter Western hegemony and Western cultural influences in Asian societies. 
Asianization represents the new flows of cultural products within the East 
Asian region. The growing trans-Asian cultural flow that has emerged since 
the 1990s, and the alliances developed within it, have decentered or reversed, 
and re-centered the previous direction of globalization (Iwabuchi, 2002). After 
the drama of the Asian economic crisis, there was an emergence of popular 
Asianization and Asian dialogues whose main feature have not been Asia values 
or traditional culture, but capitalist popular culture. I borrow the term 
“Asianization” to highlight that the reproduction created by young Vietnamese 
people is not only to be a part of Asia and learn from Korean role models while 
consuming Korean cultural flows, or to help shape the idea that Asians are 
living in the same imagined transnational space, but also to accumulate and 
strengthen their own cultural capital. Although it is not a new trend, it should 
be recognized as a different type of global flow, one in which Asianness is 
emphasized, and one that is affected by the accelerated speed of the cultural 
movement through new technologies (Iwabuchi, 2002).

The growing active circulation of popular culture has in many ways 
served to create a more unified Asia; it partly contributes to the creation of a 
collective regional cultural identity, which can be understood as a new kind of 
consumer culture, constructing Asia as a unified group (Sung, 2008). The rise 
of the regional circulation of popular culture in East Asia was once led by Japan; 
it set the industry standard and was the major production and export center 
in the early 1990s, according to Iwabuchi (2002). This popular cultural flow 
showed Asianization in contemporary Japan as the product of constructing 
cultural similarity with the rest of Asia, through popular culture and urban 
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consumption (Iwabuchi, 2002). However, by the early 2000s, Japan faced 
increased competition from the aggressive export of similar products from 
South Korea, where the government had targeted the export of Korean popular 
culture as a new economic initiative, following the 1997 Asian regional financial 
crisis (Sung, 2008). 

In Vietnam, due to the growth in advanced technologies, fast Internet 
speeds and cable/satellite television since the 1990s, many young people between 
15 and 24 in urban Vietnam (such as Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City) accounted 
for 95% of the population of Internet users (The Enemies of Internet n.d.; 
Cimigo, 2011). I would argue that the Internet has raised the speed of cultural 
flows and created new kinds of globalization. In this process of proliferation, 
consumers can enjoy increasingly diverse choices regarding what they watch 
or listen to. Throughout the interviews conducted in Vietnam with St.319 and 
YGLC’s dance members, this argument will be reinforced consistently.

I, and St.319, often listen to and enjoy both K-pop and US/
UK-pop, because they are the two kinds of music which 
dominate the world music market…(Interview with Kevin, 
male, born in 1996, Leader of St.319 Fan Club, 2014)

The music taste of young people today is very diverse; there 
are many genres, many more international genres. Due to 
technology and the Internet, the integration of cultural 
exchange is obvious. I like both, but I feel I am closer to South 
Korea music. (Interview with Tommy, male, born in 1991, 
Dancer in YG Lovers Crew, 2014)

Because each entertainment industry has its own strengths 
and weaknesses, when I listen to many genres and approach 
more music styles, I will select good points from each to learn 
from them. So Korean music and American music also affect 
my lifestyle, but I see this as no problem; I feel comfortable 
because when I change, it is merely make-up, such as a way 
of speaking. Of course, when I meet older people, my 
communication is still pure Vietnamese, so I think it does not 
affect me so much, just a little bit of my style and manner. 
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(Interview with Zoie, female, born in 1992, Dance Leader of 
St.319, 2014)

I also argue that Korean cultural products are closer in a style sense to 
Vietnamese young people rather than Western products. Straubhaar proposes 
that audiences are becoming more comfortable with receiving products from 
countries that they share proximate cultures with, instead of merely importing 
pure characterization of dominant popular culture from Western countries 
(1991). To continue with this idea, Iwabuchi argues that for non-Western 
developing countries, it is impossible for them to catch up with Western US 
led cultural domination due to the development gaps but they choose to 
consume and follow cultural products from developed East Asian countries as 
an alternative mediation (2002). In a similar case, Straubhaar found that the 
audience’s search for cultural proximity in television programs reveals “a 
preference first for national material, and, when they that cannot be filled in 
certain genres, a tendency to look next to regional productions...” rather than 
copy the US style directly; therefore, young Vietnamese people have chosen to 
copy K-pop - which has some of the US elements in order to bridge the gaps 
(1991, p.56).

I think our style is more American than K-pop. When we do 
K-pop covers, we think we are more American. I started with 
Hip Hop, but the YG Lovers started with K-pop, and in this 
way K-pop represents Asia. Actually, YG artists write the 
music, and it is based on R&B and jazz, but to be as good as 
Americans I think there is a long way to go. Maybe because 
they are Asian groups who like Hip Hop and the American 
style, groups such as Big Bang and 2NE1 are like role model 
dance groups for us. They are also Asian, but they love the 
American style. (Interview with Nhat-Anh, male, born in 
1991, Leader of YG Lovers Crew, 2014)

The beneficial aspects of K-pop in the Vietnamese context are not merely 
found in the common, historical experience of the non-West or in traditional 
values. K-pop that features contemporary urban culture in South Korea is also 
thought to present a new possibility for promoting cultural dialogue between 
young Koreans and young Vietnamese consumers. Through the K-pop cover 
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format, it can be seen that Vietnamese youth are encouraged to experience 
cultural resonance. Vietnamese consumers used to enjoy good quality music 
products from America, but recently have done so from South Korea. The 
probable reason for is that K-pop is a skillful hybridization of Western culture 
and Japanese popular culture (Lee, 2013). However, this form of pop culture 
has recently been indigenized in Vietnam, to create V-pop, and to attain a 
higher quality than in the current, local pop scene. 

The style, fashion and dance produced by Korean artists are also easier 
for young Vietnamese people to adapt to during their everyday lives. The value 
of K-pop does not necessarily lie in the distinctive singing ability of the artists 
but the closing of the gap between professionals and amateurs, who is different 
from the Western pop system. Instead of being a dominant cultural form (like 
American popular culture), K-pop and its entertainment industry “have tried 
to exploit and produce [a] desire among the people to be members of the middle 
class in a modern capitalist society” (Iwabuchi, 2002, p.103).

…If you watch Korean music…it is very nice, very teenage; 
well suited to the song content. US music has a very strong 
choreography. US artists can sing and dance hip-hop perfectly, 
and it is also very physical. But here, K-pop is gentle dance; 
it is very close to young people, and even if people do not 
know how to dance, they still can follow the acts. The K-pop 
videos are very easy to cover, because they have dance clips, 
to guide the fans; usually just a one shot clip and no edition, 
meaning one can track the movement very easily. (Interview 
with Nhat-Anh, male, born in 1991, Leader of YG Lovers 
Crew, 2014)

If one watched lots of videos of our group and compared them 
with other cover dance groups, you would see that each group, 
each person, each local community, each different country 
represents this form of dance in different ways… I feel it is 
very interesting because the culture of Asia is already 
developing, spreading to the world. (Interview with Zoie, 
female, born in 1992, a Dance Leader of St.319 2014)
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I, myself, prefer American to the South Korean style. Actually, 
the music that originates from South Korea is also partly 
influenced by American music, because America is at the 
forefront of the genre. There are quite a lot of young people 
who like to listen to US/UK music, but also like to dance to 
K-pop acts such as my own group. (Interview with Kevin, 
male, born in 1996, the leader of St.319 Fan Club, 2014)

In developing K-pop, the Korean entertainment industry also had to 
emulate and appropriate American pop contents (Shim, 2006). The popularity 
of Korean pop culture has to do with the emergence of a new global consumer 
group, which chooses its cultures based on individual preferences and 
orientations, rather than nationality. Vietnamese people’s openness and 
motivation to accept foreign cultures, through the development of fan clubs, 
and their motivation to be a part of this global society, have made Vietnam one 
of the biggest importers of Korean products. Being involved in this circulation, 
Vietnam also has potential to be a provider of future Asian cultural flows.

Indeed, the export of Korean popular culture to other parts of Asia is 
interlinked with that of Korean consumer commodities and department stores. 
The clothing, hairstyles and attitudes of highly Westernized Asian celebrities, 
are much more stimulating to Asian viewers than those of American stars 
(Iwabuchi, 2002, p.104). What they embody is neither American nor traditional 
Asian, but something new and in between. The specificities or authenticity of 
local cultures are to be found “a posteriori not a priori, according to local 
consequences not local origins” (Miller, 1992, p.181). Young Vietnamese people’s 
freedom of choice - to receive global cultural flows - coexists with the 
unambiguously centralized control of the production and distribution system. 
While most consumers do not personally feel the global forces that structure 
their everyday lives, these forces are nonetheless structurally and analytically 
real.

Young Vietnamese males also follow the Korean style (fashion 
and manner), because they know that girls like Korean men, 
so they also want to create an image similar to South Korean 
men; to become more beautiful in the eyes of the girls. I have 
learned a lot from Korean culture, such as the influence of 
Korean art; I then learn how to demonstrate my own way, 
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dress style and change of my appearance. (Interview with 
Kevin, male, born in 1996, Leader of St.319 Fan Club, 2014)

The style of group members is also affected very much by 
South Korea. From hair and dress to clothes. Every day, they 
dress in a comfortable style, a Hip Hop style. (Interview with 
Tommy, male, born in 1991, a Dance Member of YG Lovers 
Crew, 2014)

For example, Korean culture is a very respectful, so that when 
we see the idols, they are very friendly. Young people are 
learning from them to be more sociable and more polite. We 
learn a lot from their culture; we are learning from the hard 
work of the Korean artists. They work hard, very hard, and 
keep their image fairly regulated and clear. They do not have 
so many scandals, such as in the US or among Western 
European artists. (Interview with Ziu, female, born in 1992, 
a Dance Leader of YGLC, 2013)

Directly copied through observation, Korean songs, dance, hairstyles 
and clothing have become popular among young people in Vietnam; they have 
even changed their names to foreign sounding English and Korean names. For 
example, some group members have Korean names, such as “Min” from St.319 
and “Sal Park” from YGLC, while others have English names, such as “Zoie” 
and “Ethan” from St.319, and “Tommy” and “Jemmy Lucas” from YGLC. This 
is no different from the way Koreans have copied Western music and technology 
and Japanese styles. The imitation of Korean pop among the young Vietnamese 
can be considered a national hybrid identity, highlighting the fact that skillful 
hybridization is not unique to South Korea, as in the past, but is quite common 
among subordinated nations, including Vietnam (Appadurai, 1996). Similarly, 
Saeki Keishi argued that:

Asian modernity should not be regarded as a stage of the 
teleological civilization evolution. It might be characterized 
by the greediness to absorb anything universal, irrespective 
of its origin, in a twinkling and to assimilate and hybridize 
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various foreign things with its own “culture” according to the 
yardstick of convenience and pleasure. (1998, cited in 
Iwabuchi, 2002)

I, and St.319, often listen to K-pop and US/UK-pop because 
these two kinds of music dominate the world music market. 
Korean music affects young people more because of the dress 
style and hairstyles; the acting and eye-catching choreography, 
so it is able to influence and attract the young. (Interview with 
Kevin, male, born in 1996, Leader of St.319 Fan Club, 2014)

About our dance members’ nicknames: in fact we did not use 
English at the very beginning, but foreign users abroad 
commented that if we used Vietnamese names, it would be 
difficult for them to remember, because many of us have very 
long names with tones. As a result, later we decided to use 
English names. (Interview with Zoie, female, born in 1992, a 
Dance Leader of St.319, 2014)

The stress on involvement in the local production process of Vietnamese 
young people indicates that the Vietnamese pop industry is trying to engage 
with both the global (Western and Asia) and local media industry. Cultural 
borrowing, appropriation, hybridization and indigenization are quite common 
practices within global cultural flows everywhere, as a tool for development. 
They represent a good sign for cultural industries among developing countries 
such as Vietnam; to develop its own cultural industry by borrowing exotic 
elements and to emerge in the music and entertainment world. According to 
Iwabuchi’s argument, “at least from a marketing perspective, seems to realize 
that Japan is not the final stop of transnational cultural flows in Asian countries”, 
because “the Japanese know-how of producing pop idols is applicable to other 
Asian countries” (2002, p.99).

Concluding Remarks

In conclusion, before K-pop, there was a lot of foreign music influences 
in Vietnam, those that entered the Vietnamese popular music scene based on 
different colors (red, green and yellow) over various historical and political 
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periods. Vietnamese popular music was originally produced during the French 
colonial period. During the Vietnam War, the most popular form of music was 
red music in the North, while after the war, Hai Ngoai music came back to the 
motherland in the form of green and yellow music. Foreign music from America, 
Britain and Hong Kong, along with more modern and youthful melodies, also 
entered Vietnam. After Doi Moi in Vietnam, people were also looking for more 
entertaining music/pop materials, and government policies had to adjust to 
satisfy people’s needs. It is these conditions that allowed green music to develop 
- the music of the young people. 

It should also be noted here that what the recent popularity of K-pop in 
Vietnam suggests; however, is not only due to the existence of structural 
diversity, but also due to the interactivity and creativity of young Vietnamese 
people through their consumption of popular culture. K-pop dance among the 
young Vietnamese is one example of how contemporary Vietnam wishes to be 
seen as modern, within Asia and across the world.
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Chapter 4

Cultural Formation, Social Media and 
Cultural Capital

In this chapter, I will show how K-pop cover dance practices helped 
expand the range of identities, which people can use to portray themselves 
beyond the nation state. I believe that studying this form of youth culture will 
lead to a greater understanding of the practices of dance music cover groups, 
and the social meanings and relationships created among the groups, their fans 
and audiences. It will also help to examine the significance of cyberspace in 
the active consumption of dance cover groups, in relation to their fans and 
audiences. This will also help contribute to a greater level of understanding of 
space as a constructed and imagined entity and the role K-pop cover acts can 
play in mediating this construction. K-pop cover music is used as a tool to 
re-define Asia as an urban, imagined space, one containing cosmopolitan 
consumers.

Backgrounds of the K-pop Cover Groups

In Vietnam, a number of groups perform K-pop dance music, mostly 
in the big cities such as Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh City and Hai Phong. In total, there 
are about 20 such groups, although the number varies a lot; there are many 
little known groups at local high schools and universities, as well as fan club 
dance cover groups all over the country. In Hanoi, the most famous groups are 
St.319, LYNT and YGLC, and they faced strong competition from each other, 
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other groups in Vietnam and in the world at the beginning in 2011 for the 
World Dance Cover Contest. While those groups still remain, St.319 is an 
example of the most successful K-pop cover group in Vietnam, as its fan base 
outnumbers other groups’ and it is known among the international K-pop fan 
community. The group is even ranked as one of the most influential and leading 
K-pop dance artists by social media, based on the number of views and 
subscribers on YouTube (Hellokpop, 2013).

Figure 4.1 YG Lover Crew in Hanoi, Vietnam (Images by the author)

YG Lovers Crew is a dance group based in Hanoi. It was formed in 2011 
by Doan Nhat Anh as part of the K-pop Global Contest in Vietnam, and now 
performs many different kinds of dance, such as Hip Hop, modern dance and 
K-pop cover dance. YG Lovers Crew is one of the K-pop cover groups in 
Vietnam, which has risen to fame, particularly among Vietnamese young people, 
and has gained a following through online media outlets such as YouTube. 
Currently, the group has 12 members, all of whom are fans of Big Bang and 
2NE1 (Big Bang and 2NE1 are managed by YG Entertainment). 
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Figure 4.2 A Group of Young Vietnamese (St.319) in Hanoi, Vietnam  
(Image Sources: [left] St.319, 2014; [right] the author)

St. 319 was also formed in 2011, and at first had only two members - now 
there are over 20 people in the group. As of 2013, this group had received two 
to three million viewings on its own YouTube page. The group has won global 
cover contests and has performed alongside renowned artists. In the future, 
St.319 plans to continue to develop its own brand of K-pop covers and produce 
self-choreographed products, to assert its own brand. In particular, the group 
is moving away from its St.319 dance group core, to become the first 
entertainment group model in Vietnam, with members targeting different areas 
such as dancing, singing, modeling and acting. In December 2014, for the first 
time, St.319 Entertainment released its own record, performed by MIN, with 
a debut digital single called ‘Find’.

K- pop with Social Media

In this section, I will further describe and analyze the cover videos made 
by YG Lovers Crew and St.319; as examples of the ways in which popular 
culture, the media and internet technologies are creatures of marketization and 
governance, plus how they are affecting the progression and effects of neo-
liberalism, as well as how popular culture has effectively inspired contradictory 
and alternate forms of ideological, socio-political and cultural production and 
consumption in Vietnam. I situate my analysis based on the emergence and 
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effects of Korean popular culture through the framework of neo-liberalism, as 
the foundation component. As indicated by Ross and Gibson, “Neoliberalism 
is the prevailing political economic paradigm in the world today and has been 
described as an ideological ‘monoculture’ in that when neoliberal policies are 
criticized a common response is that ‘there is no alternative” (2007, p.2). In the 
present stage of global capitalism in post-socialist Vietnam, the complexities 
of neo-liberalism are creating new intersections between transnational 
economics, politics and governances; social ideologies are also in constant 
tension and developing among the governing state, global corporations and 
the people. Therefore, in order to understand the effects of neo-liberalism and 
the new internet technologies that have prompted Vietnamese young people- 
such as YG Lovers Crew and St.319 - to create their cover videos, it is necessary 
to examine the global media, popular culture and the cultures integrated within 
these elements. 

To be more specific, I will discuss how K-pop fans have become an 
important part of mediating the relationship between fans and Korean artists, 
and the relations among their groups. Similar to the K-pop idols, who can 
generate a large turnout based on their projected appeal (such as at concerts); 
cover groups gain popularity by distributing content and information. Without 
corporate backing, Vietnamese young people have been able to inspire a certain 
emotion and a type of desire, to create a physical shift. A simple example of 
this is the emergence of the groups’ Facebook fan pages, to which users/
consumers can subscribe, giving power to the owners.

Now, we have one page on Facebook, to update activities about 
our group. When I want to inform the YG fan community 
about the group’s activities, I can announce it on the site. 
(Interview with Nhat Anh, male, born in 1991, Leader of YG 
Lovers Crew, 2013)

The reason my group created a Facebook page is to make it 
look more professional. (Interview with Tommy, male, born 
in 1991, Dance Member of YG Lovers Crew, 2014)

I use the Internet a lot; for FB or searching Google for 
information - about five or six hours per day. Facebook is very 
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good, so now everyone communicate with each other using 
it. (Interview with Hoa, female, born in 1992, Dance Member 
of YGLC, 2013)

I use the Internet five or six hours a day - the maximum because 
I also have to go to school. I have tried to stop using Facebook 
but it is like a habit. Whenever I use my computer, I feel uneasy 
if I do not check Facebook; I can’t stop. But the time I have 
for checking Facebook is limited, over five or six hours I 
actually prefer to use YouTube. I use YouTube to watch dance 
clips, because if I want to dance better, I have to watch more… 
Without social networks, there is nothing to share, without 
social networks, dancers do not meet and could not form 
dance groups. We cannot share a lot of our knowledge to 
others. Actually, social networks are a good invention for 
everyone. If social networks didn’t exist, all of the movements 
now would not exist. YouTube and Facebook has helped 
develop everything. You can share your opinions, what you 
have done and what you know. If you have clips, you can share 
them with others, and share your passion and what you are 
doing; what you have sweated for; made an effort to do. In 
this way everyone knows about that. (Interview with Minh, 
male, born in 1995, Member of YGLC, 2013)

Figure. 4.3 Minh, a dance member of YGLC (left-first from right) and Hoa, 
a dance member of YGLC (right-middle) (Images by the author).
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The cover K-pop dance videos are not means to an end, but can be seen 
as a stepping-stone in the development of other, newer forms of emergence. 
To be specific, although YGLC and St.319 are neither commercial or mainstream 
entertainment figures, they represent potential ways to manipulate the top-
down structure of K-pop (such as through the cover contests - a hegemonic 
practice which was introduced by Korean entertainment in the beginning) by 
contributing to a new online form of fan culture. The case of K-pop dance in 
Vietnam represents a new type of cultural flow, one which uses an advanced 
form of mass media – the Internet - and has brought with it new ideas and 
perspectives on the nature of globalization and attitudes towards Asianization. 
Instead of merely resisting western influences, coupled with an emerging flow 
from Korea, young Vietnamese are now active participants in their regional 
cultural flows, by selecting what to receive and adopt. 

Imagery of living in a same transnational space is central to the 
understanding of regionalization and identity formation. Appadurai argues 
that media and technologies can create a common identity “for the construction 
of imagined selves and imagined worlds” (1996, p.3). I argue that young 
Vietnamese people practicing K-pop covers are symbolic of the facilitation and 
mobilization of the transnational imagination. Similar to newspapers and novels 
in Anderson’s work on nationalism, K-pop dance can also be considered a 
common experience for communities who never actually meet (1991).

The use of technical media has provided individuals “a profound impact 
on the ways in which individuals experience the spatial and temporal dimensions 
of social life” (Thompson, 1995, p.22). The argument of Thompson is that 
traditions (or pre-modernities), instead of disappearing in the era of global 
modernity, will be “sustained over time only if they are continually re-embedded 
in new contexts and re-moored to new kinds of territorial units” (1995, p.187). 
Thompson further argues that “the localized appropriation of globalized media 
products is also a source of tension and potential conflict”, and in some contexts 
these conflicts may “help individuals to take a distance, to imagine alternatives, 
and thereby to question traditional practices” (1995, p.257). Sarah Cohen adds 
that “transnational trends or styles are received, mediated and appropriated 
within a local context, and although popular music’s communication networks 
are not restricted to local or national boundaries, they increasingly enable 
cultural production within localities and the expression of local identity defined, 
or perhaps emphasized, in relation to the ‘non-local’” (1997, p.133). The current 
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phenomenon of K-pop cover music in Vietnam has been facilitated due to the 
globalization of digital technologies, as well as by economic developments and 
the increased cultural demands of young people in the country. My study of 
K-pop cover acts in Vietnam also represents an analysis of the role of popular 
music consumption in the construction of identity. 

The development of technological innovations has made it much easier 
to produce and access art. The ability of a mechanical reproduction exists in 
an absence of “its presence in time and space, its unique existence at the place 
where it happens to be. This unique existence of the work of art determined 
the history to which it was subject throughout the time of its existence” 
(Benjamin, 1970, p.221). Thus, these art forms of replication, instead of having 
a “location of its original use value”, leave room for their “mechanical 
reproduction” (Benjamin, 1970, p.221). Moreover, the use of camera 
technologies has further provided a context for the performance of mechanical 
reproduction. Benjamin concludes that “everybody who witnesses its 
accomplishments is somewhat of an expert” (Benjamin, 1970, p.221), and such 
expert viewers are subject to “the spectator’s process of association in view of 
these images indeed interrupted by their constant, sudden change” (Benjamin, 
1970, p.221). 

Social networking sites such as YouTube have helped St.319, 
as well as many other dance groups, become more widely 
known. I think the common point of St.319’s fans and St.319, 
is that they all know about Korean music and are excited about 
it, so they know K-pop, and the audience knows St.319 and 
so everyone knows each other. The audience members also 
want to create a perfect image from listening to Korean music, 
so they watch to learn more, such as how to dress, how to 
perform, as well as how to film videos. For the perfect image, 
I think it is quite simple; dress beautifully to look better in the 
eyes of others, or wear make-up to identify each person. 
Becoming famous through social networking sites is no longer 
a rare occurrence, because Facebook, YouTube and many other 
sites have a lot of users. So, uploading groups’ clips and photos 
is easy for other people to access, and leading these groups to 
becoming more widely known. Actually, to become an idol 
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of the young is the dream of many people, and to be a member 
of St.319 is one thing that everyone wants. It is interesting to 
be known or appreciated by everyone. Having friends who 
are famous makes you proud. Actually, the founders of St.319 
did not expect the group would one day become famous like 
this. The group’s members are just doing their best. The group’s 
products (cover dance videos) are always of a high quality and 
are quite well known; now they have worldwide fame. 
(Interview with Kevin, male, born in 1996, Leader of St.319 
Fan Club, 2014)

Vietnamese Generation Y

The purpose of this section is to review and describe generational 
differences, as well as identify the differences that exist within the younger 
generation itself.

Figure 4.4: Results of Pew Research Center, Jan 2010  
(Image: Pew Research Centre, 2010) 
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Today’s young Vietnamese, especially Gen Y children who are a product 
of the cyber revolution, are trying to get the most out of their lives and they 
recognize that they are being raised in better conditions and have more choices 
than previous generations. For most of them, the question is not how to get 
something; rather it is what to choose. The rise of digital media has allowed 
them to create their own personalized world where they are able to live their 
lives through new online and mobile communities.

According to Pew Research Center, the category “Generation Y” includes 
people who born between 1980 and 1996 while other groups “Generation X”; 
“Baby Boomers”; “The Silent Generation” covers those who born from 1965 
and 1979; 1946 and 1964;and 1928 to 1945 respectively (2010). Moreover, 
conducted in America, in response to the question: What values make a 
generation unique? There were five key values identified by Generation Y 
respondents, namely: technology use, music culture, liberalism, intelligence 
and clothes. Two of these values were totally absent from the Generation X 
group: music culture and clothes (Pew Research Centre, 2010).

In a post-socialist country like Vietnam, there is a contestation between 
ideologies from the past, those influenced by traditions and the Vietnamese 
Communist Party ideology, and those from the present and an imagined future 
based on modern lifestyle trends (Nilan, 1999). This often leads to a unique 
construction of cultural practices and social outputs in Vietnam (Nilan, 1999). 
In order to understand Vietnamese young people nowadays, it is necessary to 
understand their experiences through the existence of multiple identities, those 
that are the product of education, family and media (Nilan, 1999). In the context 
of Vietnamese media and education, while the Communist Party ideology still 
attempts to enter young people’s minds, the important and collective role young 
people play in a socialist country is at odds with the individualism promoted 
by capitalism. Based on a respect for the nationalist hero Ho Chi Minh, all 
state-owned educational institutions focus on national unity and appropriate 
Communist Party values (Nilan, p.1999). However, the changes taking place 
in Vietnamese society have led to new influences on the children and families 
there, and especially the introduction of Western values in urban areas (Huyen, 
p1998). Influences from Hong Kong and Japan were once very strong in 
Vietnamese society; however, recently the trend has been re-centered to include 
South Korea (Berry et al. 1996). Moreover, young Vietnamese who have studied 
in developed countries, have also brought back with them different ideologies 
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and lifestyles (Nilan, 1999). Therefore, in general, instead of unequivocally 
accepting all values and moral standards of the older generation from their 
parents, the schools or media, young people also have their own, new and 
modern youth culture to follow (Nilan, 1999).

In South Korea, due to increases in household incomes, resulting from 
the economy’s development in the 1980s, teenagers now receive more 
materialistic benefits and have started to become the main consumers in society 
(Lee, 2013). Moreover, because the teenagers there also endure an intensive 
educational life, becoming K-pop idols is an appealing dream, as an alternative 
career choice (Lee, 2013). This situation is similar to that in Vietnam, as like 
Korean teenagers, Vietnamese teenagers are under a lot of pressure to enter 
higher educational institutions and popular culture has become an important 
means for them to escape the stress they experience due to frequent exams. 
However, the difference in Vietnam is that young people normally do not choose 
to become V-pop idols as their main careers, as with their South Korean 
counterparts, but do it as a second job; a hobby that provides an alternative to 
academic life. Academic achievements lead to stable, professional jobs with 
government agencies and in the business sector.  It is for these reasons that the 
young people prefer to have a dual career. On the one hand, they can follow 
their hobbies and dreams, and on the other they can still respect their parents’ 
desires and societal expectations. 

The economic and social context in Vietnam now presents conditions 
for young people to develop possibilities like those in South Korea. The families 
of the dance groups’ members invest a lot of money in their children’s education, 
and also give their children room to develop their talents in dance, social 
activities and business. Aiden Nguyen, the Founder, Leader and Manager of 
St.319, is one example of this. In the past, he studied at one of the top high 
schools and universities in Hanoi, at the same time he ran his dance group. He 
was then sent to study his Masters in the UK, and is now the Business Manager 
of St.319 entertainment, in addition to managing his family’s hotel.
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Social Media Turned into Cultural Capital, Styles and 
Competitiveness among Young People

Cultural Capital Among K-pop Cover Groups
In this section, I will illustrate that there are several types of cultural 

capital the groups’ members possess, such as their education, dance skills, 
English language proficiency, family backgrounds and technological skills 
(including the use of cameras, videos and internet resources). Their cultural 
capital is also shown in the way they work and organize their groups’ activities, 
including the marketing strategies and plans they have developed for the future. 

First of all, I will investigate the common cultural capital possessed by 
both the study groups. At the group level, by practicing K-pop dance covers, 
the members of YGLC and St.319 do not only show their love for K-pop music 
and K-pop stars, but also their ambition to jump into the national music industry 
and entertainment sector. St.319 even produce new products (Vietnamese 
songs, inspired by K-pop dance and Western Rap) by themselves. As a 
consequence, practicing K-pop covers can be seen as the first step towards 
them becoming famous, both domestically and internationally. At the individual 
level, even though dancers have strengths in different areas and make use of 
the capital they possess in different ways, they all have a good educational 
background. While their education levels differ, members of both groups are 
studying or have studied at leading universities in Hanoi or overseas, or have 
at least entered university at some point. Even though not all their families are 
rich or in the elite classes, they all have similar, dual approaches when it comes 
to their children. To be more specific; on the one hand they expect their children 
to perform well at school and university, but they would also like their children 
to do what they want, and are confident in their children’s ability to negotiate 
their futures and to work hard. This family approach gives the children space 
to decide their own paths and not only reflects common traits between the two 
groups, but represents Vietnamese society as a whole. Moreover, practicing 
dance gives the young people a chance to experience and cultivate their own 
cultural capital, such as building their confidence, working in groups and time 
management skills, among others. It also helps the children develop a sense of 
peer group emotional belonging and indeed provides opportunities for their 
future, including in business. Whether they will continue working in the 
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entertainment sector as professional artists, dancers or producers, or will follow 
their educational/academic lives and train for a job, keeping their career lives 
and hobbies separate, they will keep those skills and forms of capital with them; 
to strengthen and nurture their daily lives. This also reflects the fact that there 
are more choices for Vietnamese young people nowadays. A successful career 
is not rigidly associated with an academic career or working for the Government, 
as it was for the older generation. Success is now based on an individual’s actual 
experience, competitive benefits, capacity and passion.

Next, I will investigate the differences in cultural capital possessed by 
members of these two groups by telling their individual stories in more detail.

Tommy Do: Dance as a Temporal and Alternative Career
Tommy Do is an example of a person who makes use of his cultural 

capital (knowledge of K-pop as a fan, and as a K-pop dance cover artist) to 
grow his economic capital. He graduated from the Banking Academy of Vietnam 
however, had difficulty finding a job in a state owned bank, and so chose to 
dance for YGLC as a temporary full-time job and perhaps as a second job in 
the future once becoming a white-collar worker. Tommy started listening to 
Korean music when he was very young, during 7th grade (about ten years ago) 
and set up a self-funded, spontaneous and self initiated fan club for a group 
called Beast – a Korean group fronted by Vietnam young people. They interacted 
intensively on their fan’s websites, then held meetings and events also. Tommy 
was once a dance member (dance covers) for the fan club. 

Even though he likes both K-pop and US/UK-pop, he feels closer to 
K-pop. He was a fanatical K-pop fan at secondary school and high school, and 
practiced dancing at home. Since he became a member of YGLC, after a friend’s 
introduction, he had to practice Hip Hop dancing, for singing and choreography, 
which is based on US/UK music. In an average month he can earn more than 
four million Vietnamese Dong (VND) (around USD 200). Another thing he 
has gained from this dance work, is links with many professional people in the 
Vietnamese entertainment industry(such as V-pop singers) and can work 
professionally like them. Therefore, it can be seen that in the case of Tommy, 
besides gaining some money (economic capital) from his K-pop cover dance 
skills (at the beginning, cultural capital), he has also been able to accumulate 
further cultural capital (Hip Hop dance/other dance skills, experience working 
in the entertainment sector and a good network). 
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Cultural capital is also used to leverage dancers’ social status, as one of 
the reasons for dancing is to prove that they also have the ability to assert 
themselves as young Vietnamese, as very confident, dynamic and creative young 
people. Their dance skills (cultural capital) also make them stand out from 
their peers and/or non-K-pop fans. Tommy himself wants to have both careers; 
an academic life and an art performance career, as the latter makes him feel 
special. 

Thị Ziu: A Creative, Dynamic and Eccentric Personality/Artist
Also making use of cultural capital from dancing, ThiZiu, like Tommy, 

has been able to develop both economic and cultural capital for herself. Ziu 
holds a lot of cultural capital anyway, for as well as being a dancer and the 
female leader of YGLC, Ziu is a student of Fashion Design at the Vietnamese 
University of Industrial Fine Arts in Hanoi, and works as a concept builder for 
weddings at a photography studio. She has earned her own money since studying 
at high school. At only ten years old, Ziu was already a very active pupil in her 
classes and got used to performing as a dancer, then was trained at a local sports 
school named “Ten per Ten”. Her family situation, compared to other members 
of YGLC, is quite difficult. Her father passed away when she was very young, 
and her mother is a retired shoe worker who had to raise two children on her 
own (Ziu and her older sister). Now Ziu can earn money from both her dance 
performances with YGLC and her job at the studio. Ziu joined YGLC in 2012 
via an audition contest held by the group where Nhat Anh chose her, together 
with eight other people. She also was a big fan of YG and Big Bang. Contrary 
to what her dynamic abilities seem to show, Ziu actually hides herself in her 
own sadness, loneliness and emotional deep thinking. She is maybe more 
mature than her own age. She is articulate and confident in front of people she 
has just met. 

She changes her hair color frequently. One week her hair will be bright 
pink, and the following week it could be green – the change makes her feel 
happier. Sometimes, she wears her own clothing designs, or tattoos, which 
distinguishes her from other female students from other universities. Holding 
a different kind of cultural capital; Ziu doesn’t intend to continue to be a dancer 
for long, as she would prefer to become a fashion designer and, in fact, wants 
to change her position in the group from dancer to stylist/marketing planner. 
She clearly separates her hobby from her main career.
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Doan Nhat Anh: A passionate dancer
Nhat Anh is an example of someone generating cultural capital to attain 

more economic capital. Nhat Anh plays a very important role, as he helps to 
manage YGLC’s activities. He is the founder and the leader of YGLC, and 
graduated in Finance and Banking from Thang Long University. As well as 
dancing skills, he is also good at speaking English and is an effective events 
organizer. Nhat Anh’s case is also similar to Tommy’s in the sense that he wants 
to develop his career from both sides (the academic and entertainment sides). 
His family is closely related to the arts, with both his parents and grandparents 
having worked as artists for Vietnamese traditional arts theaters in Hanoi. This 
encouraged him to study higher education in another field (banking). When 
he was at secondary school, he attended a Hip Hop training class, and after 
that became a dance member for Big Toe (one of the most famous Hip Hop 
crews in the country). 

Later he found out that it was his fate; sooner or later he would dance, 
and sooner or later he would fall in love with it, so he just followed his passion. 
Anything he works on tends to be related to physical activities, because he can’t 
stand sitting all the time. Currently, he is also working as a trainer for California 
Fitness Center in Hanoi. His salary for this job is around VND 10 000 a month 
(USD 500), which is high when compared to the average salary earned by a 
new graduate working as a white-collar worker.

When Nhat Anh was at high school, he was also a fanatical K-pop fan. 
He remained constantly updated on information about his idols, every hour, 
and every minute. In 2010, he ran a self-funded fan club of YG and Big Bang, 
and formed a dance cover group for the club. He officially established YGLC 
in 2011. He had become quite professional by 2012, as he had had the 
opportunity to work with mature, reputable and experienced people. They were 
quite demanding, but he worked with them with discipline. Since then, he has 
gradually built a professional style for his group YGLC. When they have 
programs to perform on, they work non-stop. In the future, he wants to turn 
his group into a professional dance agency, working on dance performances 
of all genres. 

Zoei, 22; One of the Leaders of St.319 who Believes Working Hard is the 
Key to Success
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Zoei is studying at Ha Noi College of Arts, as a student of cinema and 
theater. Currently she is managing a few key activities for St.319. She was born 
into a family with a tradition of entering politics; her grandfather was a 
revolutionary, and her parents also have jobs to politics. In her family, no one 
has worked in artistic jobs besides her. When she started the team, her parents 
did not fully support her because the general notion among the majority of 
older people in Vietnam is that working in the entertainment industry is hard 
and stressful, so her parents objected. However, instead of lying to her parents, 
or running away to dance, she chose to tell them the truth; that this was her 
passion and that is was the only thing she feels she is good at. It still took one 
to two years to convince her parents, and even now her family is not fully 
behind her. 

The members of St.319 who have studied, or are studying, abroad include 
the leader and founder, Aiden Nguyen. Aiden is a student at London South 
Bank University, MiNhô Nguyen (Min) studied at Free University of Berlin, 
Chây Xi Trang (Tracy Trang) studied in the USA and Zac Nguyen studied 
Global Advanced Bachelor of Business Administration at Giggs University in 
the UK. Both groups have members who can speak English fluently and have 
high standards in terms of keeping-up with the latest trends and clothes. For 
example, on her first album, singer Min (from St.319) speaks English during 
her album introduction. For this, her young Vietnamese fans admire her.

The dance members of both groups are good examples of modern 
students because they can manage well both their academic lives and social 
lives rather than ending up their youthful time on extra classes.

We can study well due to our time management skills. For 
example, some members of my group will graduate from 
university this year; they have very good academic 
achievements. In high school, some received awards for being 
good students in city contests. Personally, I am also now the 
best in my class; being in the group does not affect my 
academic studies at all. (Interview with Ziu, female, born in 
1992, a Dance Leader of YGLC, 2013)
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Figure 4.5: Zac Nguyen (first from left), member of St.319 (Image by author)

Neither of the groups calls themself “K-pop dance cover” anymore; each 
has its own development strategy. In St.319’s case, they call themselves an 
entertainment company as they have released their own music since late 2013. 
They have created a new identity by learning from Korean and Western music, 
which they feel has made music and dance cool and modern. St.319 members 
have already self-produced two digital singles. The lyrics are in Vietnamese but 
the dance choreography is inspired by K-pop. They are realizing their ambition 
to become a professional entertainment group, rather than a dance cover group.

Figure 4.6 Singer Min from St.319, Hanoi, Vietnam  
(Image Source: St.319, 2014)



69

CULTURAL FORMATION, SOCIAL MEDIA AND CULTURAL CAPITAL

We are not really a cover group anymore… At the beginning 
we probably learned from them a lot, but since then we have 
changed into a local entertainment group. (Interview with 
Zoie, female, born in 1992, a Dance Leader of St.319, 2014)

Figure 4.7: Zoie, one of the leaders of St.319, Hanoi, Vietnam  
(Image by author)

The song “Tim” by Min from St.319 was a hot topic in the tabloid 
newspapers at one time after an articled opined about a new song by Big Bang 
(Nguoinoitieng, 2014). The article noted how it had a chorus quite similar to 
that of the song “Tim”, which had been published in December 2013. This 
opinion opposed general feelings about Vietnamese music groups, who are 
thought to copy the styles, songs and melodies from South Korea – not the 
other way around. This news shows the new confidence felt towards V-pop 
among the Vietnamese media, which hopes V-pop can attain success on a 
global scale. Whether or not the news is true or not, it is a good sign for V-pop 
in the future, because a V-pop song can now match Asian and global music 
tastes. It also shows that Asianization and Koreanization was once a K-pop 
cover dance group phenomena, but now V-pop is developing in its own right. 
K-pop cover dance, or Koreanization, doesn’t mean copying uncritically, but 
also learning to catch-up with the trends in world music.
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Vietnamese young people’s active acceptance of new, digitized music 
will have a great influence on the Vietnamese music industry in the future. The 
same pattern was witnessed through the American baby boomers’ embrace of 
rock music, which changed the American music industry in the 1960s 
(McRobbie, 1994). Like rock music in the 1960s, K-pop music produced by 
digital technologies is new, trendy and cool, and features many cultural products, 
which appeal to young people.

I think in the future, the impacts of the Korean music scene 
in Vietnam will not last very long, not like before. We will 
receive other styles and even the domestic music industry in 
Vietnam was developed, to become more like Korea’s, so 
maybe young people will like this music more. (Interview with 
Ziu, female, born in 1992, a Dance Leader of YGLC, 2013)

St.319 is trying to take the group into a general entertainment 
category, including singers, models, dancers and choreography; 
the group has debuted singer Min, along with songs and 
choreography. When the group is at a certain level of fame, 
then maintaining this will be quite important for the members; 
as it will help them progress within the Vietnamese 
entertainment industry. For me, the main reason St.319 do 
covers and invest in their video clips is that their passion has 
driven them to spend a lot of time and effort to achieve what 
they want. I think their wish is not only to become popular, 
but also to devote themselves to the entertainment industry 
in Vietnam. (Interview with Kevin, male, born in 1996, Leader 
of St.319 Fan Club, 2014)

So-called followers of the famous Korean artists would not be 
true to their cause if they did not spend much time and energy 
practicing. If we do not invest time and energy in our output 
(MVs), then nobody will care about us and we will not become 
famous. The so-called goal of ours is not to become famous, 
but to express what we like and have the appreciation of the 
audience. This means that when the audiences think the MVs 
are beautiful, they will support us and we will be successful. 
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(Interview with Zoie, female, born in 1992, a Dance Leader 
of St.319, 2014)

One proof of progress made to move out of the shadow of K-pop dance 
groups, in order to become a general entertainment company, is when St.319 
signed a contract with Pocari Sweat CF (a drinking water company) to make 
an advertisement named “St.319 in new CF. HAPPY IN HANOI”, which was 
published on YouTube on July 11 2014. 

Within the specific context of developing countries like Vietnam, popular 
music is consumed and represented by the middle and upper class youth, those 
who live in the big cities and wish to emulate highbrow and westernized culture.

St.319 members are very young; they are very young people 
and have opened a way of thinking and living, and have been 
willing to change in terms of their fashion sense, dress and 
hairstyles, to fit the songs, match outfits and the backgrounds 
to their music videos. I can see that if they had come from 
normal families and were only students, it would be difficult 
for them to change their clothes and styles like that. (Interview 
with Thao, female, born in 1988, a Fan of St.319, 2014)

In the case of YGLC, the group doesn’t consider itself a K-pop dance 
cover group anymore, rather a professional dance crew. After observing them 
closely, it can be seen that they stick very much to hip-hop dance techniques; 
however, their dance style might be a hybridization of hip-hop dance, with 
Korean style and fashion.

I think our style is more American than K-pop. When we 
perform we think we are more American. I started with hip-
hop first, but YG Lovers started with K-pop, as K-pop is Asian. 
Actually, YG artists normally try to do something different; 
they write music based on R&B (Rhythm and Blues) and jazz, 
but to be like Americans I think. Maybe because they are Asian 
groups who love hip-hop and the American style, such as Big 
Bang and 2NE1, so they are role model dance groups for us. 
They are also Asians, but they love the American style. 
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(Interview with Nhat Anh, male, born in 1991, Leader of YG 
Lovers Crew, 2014)

I don’t think of my group is a K-pop dance cover group 
anymore. I think we are more like a professional dance group 
in our performances. Actually, I started with hip-hop then 
because I loved YG, I started taking different directions, 
(including) into K-pop… and have now liked K-pop for a 
while. (Interview with Nhat Anh, male, born in 1991, Leader 
of YG Lovers Crew, 2014)

Based on different cultural capital (background in dance and 
perseverance), the leaders of YGLC and St.319 are using different strategies to 
move their groups out of the K-Pop cover field. While YGLC only focuses on 
dance genres, St.319 can claim to be a brand name in the entertainment sector, 
having extended its cultural capital into many entertainment industry areas. 
Even within the K-pop dance cover field, the style and marketing of YGLC is 
based on one form of cultural capital (hip-hop dance), so only K-pop fans of 
YG and Big Bang know about them. St.319; however, use varying pop styles in 
their dancing, and make video clips covering K-pop hits in MVs to cultivate 
their fan base and run a business in line with the SM Entertainment business 
model which targets several fields, such as singers, dancers, actors and models 
management. Moreover, they have strong connections with the entertainment 
sector, which is an advantage and may be considered a key form of cultural 
capital. 

Another example of cultural capital among St.319 members is that they 
are from a small amateur group but still having connections with local business 
owners. Having these connections, with local business owners in Hanoi such 
as fashion and coffee shops, means these business names always appear at the 
end of St.319 videos. These businesses are quite effective sponsors, supporters 
and donors for St.319, providing clothes or locations when they need to shoot 
new videos. Recently, some St.319 members have also become owners of online 
shops, such as Zoie and Tracy who both own make-up and cosmetics stores. 
Jemie is the owner of an accessories store. Even St.319 has a small clothes shop 
in a shopping mall, focused on hip-hop styles, with the St.319 logo printed on 
each item. 
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Figure 4.8: St.319 on a practice day (left); St.319 fashion shop in Hanoi, 
Vietnam (right) (Images: [left] by the author; [right] St.319, 2014) 

In conclusion, cultural capital, such as education, language and 
experience doing K-pop covers within the Vietnamese entertainment sector, 
plus their relationships and networks, are important foundations for these 
groups’ development, helping them to pursue fame and increase their social 
status, as well as become more competitive and increase the profile of the 
nation’s pop music. Therefore, the implication is that the young people portrayed 
here have ambitions beyond just being fans of K-pop.
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Chapter 5

Being Vietnamese  
in a Cosmopolitan World

In this chapter, I will deal with how contemporary Vietnamese struggle 
to define themselves in the days of globalization, what it is like having both a 
Vietnamese national and cultural identity, and what role K-pop covers play in 
this process. I will consider the reasons why Korean popular culture has been 
able to penetrate the Vietnamese music market and look at various identity 
issues related to the reasons behind the popularity of Korean popular culture 
in Vietnam. This chapter is primarily based on interviews with my Vietnamese 
respondents, and covers Vietnamese views on the characteristics of Korean 
popular music, as well as the level of competitiveness among Vietnamese fans. 
Then, I will answer the question as to how the groups’ performances signify a 
change in the identity of Vietnamese young people in Vietnam today, while 
investigating the process of change within Vietnamese youth culture, as 
identified by the consumption of K-pop music and dancing.

Youth Culture Studies

According to national policies, including: “Law of Caring for and 
Protecting Children”, “Vietnam’s Labor Law” and “the Law of Criminal Affairs 
of Vietnam”, the youth demographic of Vietnam refers to those who are between 
15 and 34 years-old, with this group comprising over one-third of the total 
population (My, 2005, p.259).
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In this section, I will argue that youth culture in my study is neither seen 
as subordinate, nor a threat to the established social norms. Among youth 
researches in the UK dating back to the early 1970s, subcultures such as hippies, 
skinheads and punks, were seen as resisting or opposing the agency of the 
parent culture through fashion, dance, music and other cultural forms 
(Buckingham, 2008, p.4). In my case study, I look at K-pop cover acts as 
representative of many young groups who are trying to do something new for 
themselves and also trying to contribute to a society in which they have more 
choices and better opportunities than the older generation; to make use of 
increasing technologies. 

Dating back to studies on Vietnamese youth and youth culture after Doi 
Moi in 1986, which focused on urban areas such as Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh 
City regarding the consumption of cultural products - electronic goods, mobile 
phones, motorbikes, brand-name apparel, and ideologies from both the global 
media and new education (young people with an overseas education) - scholars 
have argued that today’s Vietnamese youth in urban landscapes such as Hanoi 
and Ho Chi Minh city no longer respond to emotive political appeals from the 
leaders of the Communist Party or the state (Marr, 1996; Huyen, 1998; Nilan, 
1999; Thomas, 2002a). Instead, young people express a greater interest in matters 
directly related to their daily lives, such as individualism, as an aspiration to 
act independently and take responsibility for their own actions and consumption, 
as well as a desire to embrace socio-economic and cultural changes in the 
processes of globalization, as a result of a generational shift in identity formation 
towards global economy integration (Nilan, 1999; Nguyen, 2005). 

Recognizing that globalization and economic liberalization are becoming 
driving forces among young people, the Party and state have relaxed the level 
of political indoctrination in recent years and given more space for young 
people to fulfill their own desires, interests and ideals. While Western individual 
values are becoming more widely accepted among Vietnamese young people, 
they also show a sense of community, an interest in politics, and a youthful 
idealism (Marr, 1996). Moreover, the qualities and values of their parents’ 
generation in difficult times, those displayed during their younger years, are 
still present within them (Nilan, 1999). Gen Y is situated in a transition period 
of contesting spaces. As such, while embracing modernity and cultural 
globalization, young Vietnamese, the Gen Y of Vietnam, do not totally reject 
all values inherited by their parents and promoted by the Party and state.
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Based on a review of literature, as well as my intensive and in-depth field 
observations in Hanoi between 2013 and 2014, from the perspective of a 
Vietnamese researcher, I situate my study on youth culture in Vietnam after 
DoiMoi in terms of the variety of identical performances young people perform 
of K-pop dance. Besides K-pop dance covers, young people have been able to 
perform with their bodies and minds; to develop ideas of who they want to 
become, and to do so, have made use of the Internet and YouTube. There are 
many groups of young people around the country, especially in Hanoi and Ho 
Chi Minh City, which act as very active netizens. For instance, there are many 
groups who make subtitles for foreign music and movies they like, and share 
their work with others who have the same tastes on websites. Young students 
of around 20 make them all to 22years-old. Other activities include making 
V-Logs (Video blogs) and short films such as those on a youth channel created 
on YouTube but circulated on Facebook called “He always smiles”, which is run 
by a group of young people born after the 1990s. The major topics discussed 
are about their emotions, opinions about love and life, and about society and 
current social issues, and this type of forum has become a popular trend among 
the young. Coincidentally, the most prominent V-loggers (Video bloggers) are 
all from Hanoi and have studied abroad in the USA. These groups are 
representative of the active young people living in urban areas and making use 
of technology today in Vietnam.

Anthony Giddens discusses the changing nature of identity, in what he 
terms “late modernity” (1991, p.70). Giddens argues that many values and 
customs were used to define traditional identities, but that these are now less 
influential in post-traditional societies. Giddens sees identity as fluid rather 
than fixed. People have to make a whole range of choices, not just about aspects 
such as appearance and lifestyle, but more broadly about their life goals and 
relationships. They receive guidance on such matters by experts of various 
kinds and through popular media, although ultimately individuals are required 
to make these choices on their own behalf. As a result, Giddens suggests that 
modern individuals have to be constantly self-reflexive, making decisions about 
what they should do and who they should be (1991). 

Nowadays, cultural concerns are of great importance in the everyday 
lives of young Vietnamese people, as is evident in the consumption behaviors 
of such people. Young Vietnamese, like those in other advanced countries, tend 
to consume in order to acquire social distinction and identity (Lee, 2004). They 
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are the major consumers of products which show-off their social and cultural 
status (Hwang, 2004). K-pop in Vietnam is exemplified as middle-class, urban 
and suburban, involving college-aspiring youths and parents who lived in a 
socialist-influenced world, but also in poverty and with little entertainment to 
draw on K-pop in this sense satisfies the emergent regional taste and sensibility, 
though it would be remiss to focus only on the Asian region, as its appeal easily 
extends beyond it (Lie, 2012,p.355). As such, in my case study I argue that 
K-pop brings to young Vietnamese (both male and female) a sense of 
individuality and of being trendy. “As individuals express their life, so they are. 
What they are, therefore, coincides with their production, both with what they 
produce and with how they produce” (Marx, 1970,p.42). 

The emergence of a teenage audience has expanded the size of the market, 
and young people now have the greatest purchasing power in the music industry. 
For this reason, the industry first began making changes to suit their tastes in 
South Korea, around the early 1980s (Lee, 2013). More recently in Vietnam, 
during the early 2000s, the lifestyles of young people also began to be influenced 
by popular music. As well as the music itself, there are also the stylistic images 
associated with the artists, including their fashion and distinctive expressions; 
affects and attitudes. It is not new for music and style to be important as cultural 
resources - it is common for young people across the world. However, the 
relationship between youth culture and popular music has become much more 
visible and interdependent. As the consumption of K-pop has increased among 
Vietnamese teenagers, so their cultural tastes have become more important 
than ever.

Like rock music, which was produced using digital technology and which 
was new, trendy and cool among the Baby Boomer generation from the 1960s, 
K-pop and V-pop have also developed as a global musical genre. Due to it being 
seen as part of a global trend for peripheral social landscapes, it is considered 
highbrow, as distinguished from traditional music and culture (Lee, 2013). 
However, in the eyes of many Vietnamese adults, K-pop is unpatriotic and 
reflects a materialistic world. Furthermore, parts of Vietnamese society have 
criticized it as an agent of cultural imperialism from South Korea. In fact, 
Vietnamese young people have embraced global music trends in general, and 
this has allowed them to think of themselves as highbrow when compared to 
older audiences in Vietnam, which listen to out-of-date, ordinary pop ballads, 
or old patriotic red music.
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Young Vietnamese people yearn to be a part of global culture, on the 
basis of economics and information development; they want to consume new, 
modern and global cultural products, those significantly influenced by Western 
pop music and K-pop. In South Korea, the key change that took place in the 
South Korean music industry in the early 1990s was that electronic dance music 
became the most popular and influential genre (Lee, 2013). Musically, the verses 
and choruses of such songs consisted of simple, catchy and beat-inspired 
melodies, and were influenced by contemporary British, European and 
American electronic dance music, including hip-hop (Lee, 2013). As well as 
these elements, K-pop tends to add rap during the songs, in the pre-chorus 
sections (Lee, 2013). 

 Similarly, V-pop scene in Vietnam today is also in transition just as 
K-pop in the past to put some foreign elements in its domestic music. A lot of 
Vietnamese music groups and songs have also been influenced by K-pop but 
it is just one of many forms that have influenced V-pop.

Vietnamese government policy plays an important role in controlling 
pop culture among the youth. Officially, the government has tried to protect 
Vietnamese popular culture by controlling cultural imports from foreign 
countries. Moreover, there is a fear of consumerism and Western-style trends 
to Vietnamese culture, and in line with Communist ideology, the Party launched 
a campaign in early 1996, identifying a number of phenomena threatening 
Vietnamese traditional culture; such as superstition, the spread of exotic cultural 
products, tendencies towards anti-revolution and anti-heroism, the 
commercialization of culture, and the rejection of party leadership in cultural 
management (Vasavakul, 1997, p.350). At the same time, Vietnamese authorities 
found, like governments everywhere, that the Internet was notoriously difficult, 
time-consuming and expensive to monitor and control (Nilan, 1999). 
Unofficially and on a deeper level, the government has connived to leave it to 
the underground youth culture to decide. Moreover, there are few rules or 
punishments in place for music products, which plagiarize foreign music, those 
that have melodies similar to Hong Kong songs or styles similar to K-pop. The 
Vietnamese government’s regulations, which have been strong in terms of 
political spheres, are quite loose in terms of pop music that is dominated by 
young audiences and musicians.
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K-pop Cover Dance as a Young Vietnamese Fan Culture

In this section, I will argue that we cannot equate dance reproduction 
- which is one of the new, emerging cultures among the urban Vietnamese 
youth - with the original products from South Korea. While the members of 
the group are doing covers, they are at the same time producing something 
new out of the original element. They have also created their own fan clubs, 
their own audiences and fans.

Online Fans of St.319 and YGLC 
Here I will show the viewers’ perspectives on dance cover MVs made by 

Vietnamese teenagers. The positive response generally made was that young 
Vietnamese consumers are now recognized as one of the game changers on the 
pop culture map. They are not only seen as cool and talented among the 
Vietnamese, but in other countries also.

Moreover, viewers of St.319 seem to feel more positive after watching 
St.319 clips, sharing their feelings on having Vietnamese groups who can make 
music as “cool” and “modern” as K-pop, or sharing their wishes that V-pop 
could become as competitive, popular and maybe even more attractive than 
K-pop in the future.

The viewers of St.319 also express their desire to become group members 
of St.319. To have a good image, good clothes and talent like them is a dream 
among some young Vietnamese.

They even have fans from oversea countries and in the case of St.319, 
they have fans not only for their cover dance clips but also for their own new 
song debuts in Vietnamese.

Online fans of St.319 and YGLC are quite diverse in terms of their 
countries of origin, ages, sexes and ethnicities. However, due to all the comments 
were appeared on online base, the actual identities of the fan groups are invisible 
and beyond control. Here, I give an example of an online fan of St.319, who 
was born in 1988:

Nguyen Vu Phuong Thao: Female, 26, a loyal K-pop fan of ten-years, a new fan 
of St.319 and keen on gender equality
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Thao has been a big fan of both K-pop and Western Rock for more than 
14 years. She has cultural capital in terms of her knowledge on K-pop, artists 
and acts. She got to know about St.319 as a result of their popularity on YouTube. 
Thao graduated from a university in Hanoi, then worked for an English center 
in Hanoi as an academic assistant. After a while, she moved to Finland to work 
as a cook, then moved back to Ho Chi Minh City to study to become a chef. 

She has been a fan of both K-pop and Western rock for more than 14 
years. The first reason she likes St.319 is because they invest a lot in their clips, 
in the costumes, photography, storylines and clip angles, which are very 
beautiful. Unlike other cover MVs on YouTube, which are only focused on 
dance and do not pay much attention to backgrounds, clothing or storylines; 
St. 319 include a different story for each video clip and do not completely copy 
the original music video. The group does not simply mirror the original dancing, 
but pay attention to the distinctions. They build iconic characters, and these 
characters’ personalities come through in the video clips and in the songs. In 
short, everything fits together to create something new. 

Secondly, St.319 attracts a lot of young dance enthusiasts and they are 
not awkward in front of the camera; all the group members are very confident. 
She can see the passion in them, the real passion for dance and especially for 
K-pop dance. Another reason why she likes St.319 is because they have become 
highly organized. Behind the group are dancers, as well as choreographers and 
costume artists, business managers, directors of photography and filmmakers. 
This makes them a very professional crew. Furthermore, they undertake K-pop 
dance activities, not only on the network but also in real life. 

She said she thinks this highlights the unique identity of St.319, as well 
as their talent, ambition, passion and youth. She said she is unhappy with the 
critical reaction from Vietnamese society towards K-pop fans, adding that 
Vietnamese people are too conservative, and especially the way men look at 
K-pop women in a negative light. Whilst Vietnamese men can love football 
aggressively, women cannot love their music (K-pop) as passionately. When a 
K-pop event takes place, men often criticize it in an offensive, sarcastic way, 
saying that Vietnamese girls like South Korean men. She thinks the main 
problem is the conservative thinking and feudal, patriarchal approach of 
Vietnamese men, who do not want to change their mindset.
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There is a lot of competition among the K-pop cover groups. Comparing 
St.319 and YGLC’s viewers on YouTube and followers on Facebook, there are 
always more St.319 supporters than YGLC supporters. For example, for the 
cover clip “Gangnam Style”, St.319 received 1431874 views on YouTube, while 
YGLC only received 82317 views for the same clip. On Facebook, St. 319 had 
(on 6th February 2014) received 269511 likes, while YGLC (on 5th April 2013), 
received only 8978 likes.

While the cover dance style of St.319 is very pop, covering all the hit 
songs from Korea, YGLC only focus on some YG Entertainment hits, mostly 
focused on Hip Hop and R&B. 

The style of YGLC is more hip-hop dance. I am not really 
interested in K-pop dancing anymore, but I am into YG 
entertainment. They are like Americans living in Korea. The 
style, music; everything does not look like K-pop at all. It is 
K-pop because they sing in Korean, but their style is not 
because they don’t sing pop, they just sing hip-hop, R&B, jazz 
and other kinds of really artistic music. (Interview with Nhat 
Anh, male, born in 1991, the Leader of YG Lovers Crew, 2014)

What they consume reflects who they are and what they reproduce. For 
example, people consume the Apple brand because they like the creative, stylish 
and trendy image of Apple. For YGLC dancers, they also want to be different 
in terms of their characteristics. Doan Nhat Anh and Ziu, leaders of YGLC, 
consider their idols as Lady Gaga (from the USA) and Big Bang (from Korea); 
both of whom have unusual styles, and who try to achieve outstanding images. 
For example, when they dye their hair it should be in very colorful colors such 
strong yellow, pink or green, but never neutral. By consuming these music 
styles and fashions, they want to show they are different from other teenagers 
and are trying to develop their own style. The hidden message is that the music 
they are listening to and idols they follow reflect who they are. They want to 
be as unique as their idols and music not merely copying/covering dance without 
critical thinking.
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Figure 5.1: Doan Nhat Anh (left) (in the middle), the leader of YG Lovers 
Crew; Ziu (right), a dancer with YG Lovers (Image Sources: [left] Doan Nhat 

Anh, 2014; [right] Thi Diu, 2014). 

Due to having different strategies, ambitions (the entertainment group 
and the professional dancers), as well as cultural capital investments (adopting 
different K-pop cover styles) and varying production quantities and qualities 
(in the form of cultural and economic capital), the groups’ devotion to and 
opinions about K-pop vary. St.319 has become successful because they stick 
to the pop style and really follow the marketing and management model set 
by SM Entertainment from South Korea. They even aim to become an 
entertainment company whose fields of work include anything related to 
entertainment, based on their solid foundation in K-pop dance covers. They 
frequently develop new products and release clips every month, and their own 
MVs are always improving in quality, to sustain and assert their brand. 

While in the beginning both St.319 and YGLC were very competitive in 
the K-pop dance market in Vietnam, YGLC has since left the field for St.319 
to take over with its aggressive new visual production styles. This also reflects 
the consumptive nature of today’s audiences, who cannot wait too long for new 
products, even though they are recycled. Moreover, it also shows the increasing 
competitiveness of the Vietnamese entertainment market and the nature of 
capitalism. While in the beginning phase of private companies’ establishment, 
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high levels of competitiveness exist, this turns into a more monopolized form 
of capitalism over the longer term. 

When they produce dance clips they become special, because 
each might be different; they do not completely copy the 
original video. The group does not merely imitate the dancing, 
but makes it distinct; they build iconic characters with 
personality into the video clips and songs based on it. 
Everything fits together, so the groups make their own version 
of it. (Interview with Thao, female, born in 1988, a Fan of 
St.319, 2014)

For me the main reason for following St.319 and investing in 
their clips is their passion; it has driven them to spend a lot 
of time and effort to achieve what they want. I think their wish 
is not only to become popular but to devote themselves to the 
Vietnamese entertainment industry. (Interview with Kevin, 
male, born in 1996, the Leader of St.319 Fan Club, 2014)

Therefore, it can be said that St.319 has not only successfully re-
appropriated the scenes of the original music videos, but have also been 
successful in creating something more out of the original elements. They have 
created the sense of a modern Vietnam; with a new Vietnamese landscape, and 
this has created a sense of pride in being Vietnamese among the K-pop fan 
community. More than that, they have created a new image of Vietnamese 
K-pop fans among the international K-pop fan community; which now knows 
that young Vietnamese people are good reproducers, not just reactive 
consumers. There are no K-pop groups in these music videos, but this does 
not matter since there is nothing missing; St.319 has risen to the status of cool 
and talented.

In Vietnamese society, young people are expected to be good students, 
to stay at home and study. Any kind of entertainment or fashion leads to them 
being labeled as bad students (or ăn chơi, đua đòi). For such a long time, 
Vietnamese music and taste, and V-pop, has relied heavily on foreign culture, 
meaning national music has lagged behind, caused by a lack of change and 
innovation. With such nostalgic songs (including the red music from the 1940s 
until 1975) dominating in Vietnam for such a long time, the young people are 
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now responding and wishing for change in the future, as well as a change in 
the mindsets of the younger generation.

I myself was born in the 1980s, so when comparing life 
perspectives between youth born in the 1980s and youth born 
in the 1990s, there are already a lot of differences. My 
generation is biased toward living a traditional lifestyle, a 
concern for family, a career and academic achievement. But 
for the younger generation, then as well as an education, school 
and a career, this group is more open-minded, more 
comfortable enjoying life; its members know they are young 
and want to enjoy what society has to offer them. (Interview 
with Thao, female, born in 1988, a Fan of St.319, 2014)

In many ethnographic studies, scholars have shown that audiences 
actively and creatively consume media texts and cultural products (Morley, 
1992; Radway, 1984). Something new is often produced due to an unequal 
cultural encounter, between the foreign and the local (Hannerz, 1989; Lull, 
1995; Iwabuchi, 2002). One can see cover clips of Vietnamese young people in 
an urban landscape, with new shopping malls such as Ha Dong Me Linh Plaza 
and Kangnam town in Hanoi, new buildings in the cover “Blue+Bad Boy” by 
YGLC, and many stylish coffee shops for teenagers in several of the clips by 
St.319. One can even see daily office life in one clip by St.319, or Vietnamese 
pop music in the clips, “Ice Cream” and “Lovey Dovey” by St.319. One can see 
attractive Vietnamese girls, boys and singers, whose fashions and lifestyles can 
have a dramatic effect on Vietnamese teenagers. 

In many clips of St.319, there are messages at the end and normally they 
are very positive messages, encourage young people to live better and try to 
attain their dreams. For example, at the end of the cover clips “Lovey Dovey” 
and “Only One” by St.319, the messages given in English are, respectively: “We 
are all stronger than we think we are. Don’t underestimate yourself ” and “When 
one door closes, another one opens” (St.319 Entertainment, 2012a; 2012b). As 
confirmed by one of the leaders of St.319, the clips always include local and 
personal identity factors:

You will see that cover dance is very interesting because in the 
same dance, different groups, people, local communities and 
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different countries may interpret the dance in different ways. 
(Interview with Zoie, female, born in 1992, a Dance Leader 
of St.319, 2014)

For me, in the dance cover clips, the first and last sentences, 
“St.319 from Viet Nam”, show that Vietnamese people and 
St.319 are trying to devote themselves to our country: Vietnam. 
(Interview with Kevin, male, born in 1996, the Leader of St.319 
Fan Club, 2014)

By using the same cultural form as K-pop, but using Vietnamese people, 
music and urban landscapes, St.319 want to express their desires as a group 
yearning for a global culture, which is the shared dream of many teenagers 
who watch and follow them. This also partly explains why they are well known 
by so many teenagers in Vietnam, because their clips reflect their dreams and 
realities, now and in the past. This is shown very clearly in the cover clip “Lovey 
Dovey” by St.319. The opening story for the dance clip is told in a very American 
style. The main dancer appears in the clip as an ugly girl who is isolated by her 
classmates, but is invited to go to the Spring Party by a hot male classmate. The 
chosen location for the party is a very popular bar named “Taboo”, which is 
located in West Lake, one of the two most famous lakes in the capital. In reality, 
this bar is also the meeting place of sophisticated young ladies, playboys and 
businessmen. 

For foreigners, including Americans, this detail maybe seem insignificant 
as it happens quite regularly in American teenage movies -a high school boy 
inviting a girl he likes to a party like this. However, it is still quite rare at high 
schools in Vietnam, because typically, Vietnamese high schools do not host 
parties like this, and if they have ceremonies, students are not expected to be 
the main actors but to watch the music shows from outside, with the main 
messages coming from the lead teachers on the stage; unless it is an international 
or high quality school in an urban areas. 

Furthermore, the American style, and also going to a party at a bar like 
the one in the clip, costs a lot of money in Vietnam, so only those from rich 
families can do it. Moreover, the titles, narration and quotations in the clip are 
in English, an international language. This reflects a continued yearning to 
enjoy a Western style (in this case American) culture and a rich future, among 
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Vietnamese young people in general and the group in particular. While young 
people are not as rich in reality as the cover videos show, they continue to dream 
of having a high standard of living, going to good bars, wearing attractive, sexy 
and colorful clothes, having a wonderful school life and lives full of 
entertainment, instead of exams and boredom. K-pop has given these people 
the chance to express this yearning; to become interactive and active consumers 
of the products they choose to consume.

Figure 5.2 A Group of Vietnamese Youth (St.319) shooting a Cover Video 
Clip named ‘Lovey Dovey” in Taboo Bar, Hanoi, Vietnam (Image source: 

St.319 Entertainment, 2012a).

It can also be said that K-pop as a brand uses a marketing strategy, which 
encourages its audience to experience its own feelings as much as possible 
through its consumption, and to experience individual identity - a very 
Y-Generation trait closely linked to the use of modern, fast technology. It is 
further argued by Jenkins that the consumption is more interactive in a 
participatory culture where the roles between producers and consumers are 
very thin and indistinct in the modern media convergence (2006, p.3). The 
notions of the prosumer and of participatory culture are reiterated through the 
concept of Web 2.0, a term coined by Darcy DiNucci in 1999. This term was 
given to the concept of the Web as “a space for collaboration and reciprocal 
communication” (Gere, 2009, p.212). As the cases presented here illustrate, the 
processes of producing, consuming, and being consumed or shaped by digital 
media, are intertwined and often simultaneous.
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Generation Y Offline Fan Club
In this modern time, every fan club has its own fan club page on Facebook 

whether it is online or offline. Offline fan clubs needs to have its online presence 
on Facebook so it can communicate with all members in a larger extend and 
updated all new information on events of their idols and their clubs instantly. 
St.319 has an offline fan club, which has a fan manager contact the St.319 team 
with meetings on a quarterly or monthly basis. Its fan page on Facebook is 
‘IOWA’ and as of February 2014, the page had 20,532 followers on Facebook. 
The page was created to support St.319 and help fans of St.319 communicate 
with one-another.

Figure 5.3 Offline fan meeting of St.319, Ha Noi, Vietnam  
(Image Source: Vu Anh Son, 2014)
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There are many members of the St.319 fan club, though I don’t 
know exactly how many globally, but in Vietnam and in Hanoi, 
the fans are mostly college or high school students; they are 
very young and also very dynamic, and participate in 
organized activities outside of the group. A small offline 
meeting of the group usually has around 50 to 60 people 
present. In these offline meetings, about half find out about 
the meeting on Facebook and register themselves. Last week 
there was a meeting of the group’s fan club with more than 
500 people present, many of whom participated actively. They 
also played games and interacted with the group. The majority 
of St.319 fans club members are student girls; I know a few 
have started working already. About 70% of the fans are female, 
only 30% is male. (Interview with Kevin, male, born in 1996, 
the Leader of St.319 Fan Club, 2014)

The fans of St.319 are also very young, from 13 to 18 years-old; to be a 
member of St.319 is a dream among many young people at that age. The reason 
St.319 has such an influence in these young people’s lives is because its members 
are examples of modern and active Vietnamese young people:

Figure 5.4: Hipz/Aiden, leader of St.319 (second from the right) and 
Kevin, leader of St.319’s fan club (second from the left) in Hanoi, Vietnam 

(Image Source: Vu Anh Son, 2014).
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Kevin: Fan Manager for St.319: Being Busy and Involved in Social Activities 
Makes One More Fun and Mature

The first impression of Kevin is that he is a young, stylish, dynamic and 
mature boy. He is currently a student in grade 12 at Tran Nhan Tong High 
School, and has been the online and offline fan club leader for St.319 for almost 
three years, as well as a dancer for Stay Crew (another K-pop dance cover group 
in Hanoi). In the very beginning, he got to know St.319 from You Tube, after 
which he attended several K-pop dance classes run by the group, then became 
an offline fan. 

Being a leader of the fan club, he has learned a lot of soft skills (considered 
to be cultural capital), such as how to be punctual, polite, speak in front of 
crowds, leadership skills, interpersonal skills, and how to be more creative 
regarding social activities. He has also learned how to have good relationships 
with famous people and those in the entertainment sector. He often listens to 
K-pop, US/UK-pop and V-pop, but feels closer to K-pop because of its fashion 
and dance styles. At the moment, he is focusing on his academic performance 
at school and has not yet decided what he wants to do in the future. He is also 
very interested in working in the entertainment sector or within cultural events 
management. 

In his family, no one works in the entertainment industry. At first, his 
parents did not want him to be too involved in the K-pop events, but they later 
realized such activities could make him more assertive and help him earn 
money for himself and his family. Therefore, he is also an example of a young 
person who has been able to create cultural capital for himself, in order to 
generate both cultural and economic capital.

Unlike St.319, YGLC does not have an offline fan club. However, they 
still meet their online audience by carrying out an offline K-pop party 
performance every year. 
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Figure 5.5: K-pop Offline Show by YG Lovers Crew, in Ha Noi, Vietnam 
(Image Source: YG Lovers Crew, 2014).

We only manage the group page views, and every year we hold 
a show, in August, one concert by the group doing cover dance 
songs. We sell tickets to our audience and also promote the 
image of the group, focusing on how it is more specialized 
and stronger than in the past. I’ve actually never met a fan in 
real life. (Interview with Tommy, male, born in 1991, a Dance 
Member of YG Lovers Crew, 2014)

It can be said that the groups who are fans of K-pop, are quite active 
consumers; they not only consume and re-appropriate K-pop productions, but 
are also themselves seen as small idols among the young people who share their 
tastes and hobbies (Kim, 2012). They also have a fan base and fan clubs in their 
own right, and these act as a good foundation for them to develop more within 
the dance and entertainment sector, in a variety of ways. 
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Tastes and Alternative Choices When Creating New V-pop

In this section, I want to discuss the context of the new consumption 
era; the choices it offers, and also to answer the question as to how changes in 
music consumption have affected national identity. I will also ask how the 
Vietnamese perceive Korean pop music and how they develop the distinctive 
characteristics of V-pop.

It is argued that cultural globalization is most visible in the young, because 
young people are the most active recipients of cultural content across national 
borders. Young Vietnamese are a typical example. Young Vietnamese who favor 
foreign cultural products will even learn a foreign language in order to consume 
foreign popular culture. While the cultural products most favored include US/
UK-pop music, and K-pop; cultural products from Hong Kong and China are 
also partly rooted in Vietnamese popular culture. Sometimes V-pop music is 
drawn from Japanese and Thai music also.

One reason why the young Vietnamese have chosen Korean dance music 
is because they consider it to be fun and exciting when compared to other East 
Asian music genres. Another distinctive trait of Korean popular music is that 
the singers have a trendy image. In contrast to US/UK musical styles and 
fashions, Korean pop styles and fashions which are more comfortable to apply/
wear in daily life and easier to follow. 

Many of the Vietnamese fans of foreign popular culture, relate cultural 
choice to individual freedom, and so have established - not necessarily 
knowingly - a new transnational cultural identity. They share their passions 
with fans from other Asian countries; the same experiences and emotions, and 
often regard themselves as global citizens or global cultural mediators. 

In fact, there is a new concept around called the “global citizen”. 
This means that wherever you go, it is the same; there are no 
different ideas of who or what I am from this country, or if 
you come from another country, in Asia or Europe...in fact, 
young people everywhere are quite the same due to the 
development of the internet, the development of cultures, 
especially Hallyu wave from Korea. As a consequence, young 
Vietnamese are somewhat similar to the young people of South 
Korea or Japan, which is vital to the development of global 
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culture. We cannot avoid it. (Interview with Thao, female, 
born in 1988, a Fan of St.319, 2014)

In relation to the issue of identity, Olsson examines aspects and doubts; 
“established identities are cultural, means that their stability and coherence can 
be challenged prefiguring the establishment of other identities” (1999, p.6). He 
analyses Foucault’s work with regard to the notion “that ‘identities’ are 
‘representations’ or ‘fixations’ that are neither fixed nor stable” (Olsson 1999, 
p.35). These ideas can also connect to multiple discourses and to questions 
involving the meaning of subjectivity and the construction of identity.

I myself listen to and can enjoy a lot of different music genres. 
Before K-pop became popular in Vietnam, I really liked US/
UK music, but when K-pop came along and was headlining 
in Vietnam, I tried to dance K-pop covers and then joined 
this team. Working part-time in the entertainment sector, I 
listen to a lot of music genres: K-pop, US/UK-pop, V-pop 
music and even Vietnamese red music. Before, when we started 
practicing K-pop cover songs, K-pop music became very close 
for us, but now we have also moved to self-choreographed 
dance routines, meaning we have to listen to listen to a lot 
more music from the USA and UK, because we use US/UK 
music as the background for our dance routines. (Interview 
with Dung, male, born in 1992, a Dancer of St.319, 2014)

The two cases show that “national identity” of the groups has been 
replaced by “hybrid identities” where exotic elements of watching, listening 
and practicing K-pop influenced and played important role in their lives and 
decision. “National identity” is added with “cross-cultural identities” to become 
“hybrid identities”.

As McRobbie has argued that identity and the self is “never resolved and 
fixed” and is open to transformations, relocations, shares and changes (1994, 
p.199). Similarly, McDonald states; “We are living a period of redefinitions: of 
changing relationships between public and private, between local and global, 
between structure and movement, between bodily experience and subjectivity, 
between self and the other” (1999,p.11). Grossberg contributes to these issues 
and focuses on cultural identity, emphasizing, “the result is not only that identity 
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is entirely an historical construction but that each of the three planes of 
individuation is constructed temporally” (1992, p.100). He continues, 
“subjectivity as spatial is perhaps the clearest, for it involves taking literally the 
statement that people experience the world from a particular position – 
recognizing that such positions are in space rather than (or at least as much as 
in) time” (1992, p.100).

Vietnamese fans’ fascination with image has much to do with freedom. 
Vietnam is still a suppressed country and young people still remain conservative 
and cautious about their public appearance. All members from those K-pop 
cover dance crews that I met embodied the distinctive image of pop stars. They 
said that the standard of beauty for them is that women should be very sexy 
or cute (a schoolgirl image), and men should be very masculine, or have a 
handsome and youthful look. Each if the interviewees have a unique image 
and performance style; all are similar in that they put a lot of effort into their 
fashions, hairstyles and dance routines, just the same as their K-pop idols. All 
are skillful dancers, and their performances deliver sexy and powerful images. 
Because their favorite music is danceable music, Vietnamese audiences are 
willing to listen to and dance to the songs, even though they do not understand 
the lyrics. According to my interviews with YGLC and St.319, promoters and 
the media constantly emphasize the entertainments’ aesthetic images rather 
than the music, in order to fulfill Vietnamese teenagers’ desires.

The openness of Vietnam nowadays has enabled young people to 
incorporate foreign cultural elements that are fresh and new, without having 
to consider how these elements will affect the development of their own 
products. The identity crisis faced by many Vietnamese; however, represents a 
growing concern, particularly with the quality and quantity of local products 
being made, though, ironically, locally made Vietnamese products cannot 
match Vietnamese standards, because the Vietnamese are already accustomed 
to the high-quality products coming out of both Western and highly modernized 
Asian countries. Vietnamese people have gradually become used to higher 
standards in terms of production and taste among popular music, as well as 
the more modern styles used. This is partly why they are not satisfied with the 
local singers; these singers cannot keep-up with the audience’s taste, and this 
is the main reason why they are always searching for something new and fresh. 
Perhaps they have seen so much material, that they are no longer attracted to 
local products. There is a reason why young Vietnamese people are attracted 
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to Korean pop, and it is my argument that this is intrinsic to the visual image 
of Korean singers, as this image fulfills their personal desires. Nowadays, to be 
appreciated by a Vietnamese audience, a singer and/or group have to be good-
looking, stylish and adept at dancing.

Image presentation plays the most important role in the popularity of 
pop music in Vietnam today. What singers wear, how they perform and the 
music videos they produce, greatly influence their popularity. Vietnamese fans 
expect pop singers to be trend leaders which referring that the quality of vocal 
alone is not the only vital role anymore but other elements such as the looking, 
style and dancing skills also play equally important roles. 

Concluding Remarks

As mentioned in Chapter 3, economic growth and openness in Vietnam 
has evoked a cultural demand among people for the new, modern and global, 
and the development of communication media has promoted this tendency. 
This means that Vietnam could also become an important potential cultural 
market in the near future, due to its economic growth and newly formed cultural 
demands.

However, there are many challenges facing V-pop if it wishes to become 
competitive. First and foremost, unlike technological developments such as 
digitalization and communications media, which had a significant influence 
on the Vietnamese economy in the late 1990s, Vietnamese popular culture and 
the associated industry has not been able to keep up with the growth in demand. 
It will reflect of the content and quality of music videos produced which are 
not in a high quality enough to compete internationally. Secondly, as popular 
cultural dominations from the West (America, European) and from the East 
(Korea, Japan, Taiwan, China) still remain, it will be very challenging to the 
new factor like V-pop to compete and overcome those cultural hegemonies. 
Lastly, alongside with the emerging of V-pop, there are also competitive regional 
emerging from developing economies such as Thailand and Philippines, which 
have longer experiences and history in entertainment business.  

K-pop dance is just one of many youth cultures in Vietnam today – it is 
a way for young people to reveal their cultural identities and individualism in 
a post-Socialist country. Hopefully, and maybe, cultural practices among young 
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people can provide an opportunity for the Vietnamese mass media to compete 
with foreign cultural products, so that younger people will be motivated to 
improve their own popular culture. It should be emphasized that, at this time, 
the capacity and popularity of Vietnamese local popular culture is still limited 
in terms of the capital needed to satisfy local audiences, let alone international 
ones.
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Conclusion

Major Findings of the Study

Recent economic and technological – namely the Internet -growth in 
Vietnam, as well as new cultural policies, have enabled people and particularly 
the young, to consume more cultural products. Young Vietnamese people from 
Generation Y see themselves as different from those of previous generations. 
Cultural policies have been gradually adjusted to satisfy the country’s people, 
giving young people more social space to express themselves and form their 
own cultural identities. As a consequence, young Vietnamese people are more 
confident; they have the capital available to pursue what they want, which is 
to be competitive and famous, not only in Vietnam but internationally. 

As a result of technology development among the lives of the urban 
youth in Vietnam, interesting and hybrid cultural forms has risen to, so that 
the past increasingly touches the technological present at key points, helping 
to construct new identities. It must be asked whether, in the case of Vietnam, 
the old-world is being lost entirely in favor of the self-serving individualism 
present in the late modernity period. In this study, I have shown how 
individualism in Vietnam has become a brand among young people, who label 
themselves proudly as individuals, saying things like, “I am a dancer” and/or 
“I am a producer”. This shows that young people seem to feel more and more 
that they must take responsibility for their own lives and the choices they make. 
In Vietnam there is now a greater number and variety of jobs, lifestyles and 
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consumption choices available for many young people, more than was the case 
before DoiMoi. Therefore the matter of choice necessarily comes down to the 
individual, rather than the family or the state. However, these family and state 
connections still remain strong due to tradition, national pride and loyalty. 

Cultural capital also plays a crucial role in the formation of K-pop fan 
culture. To form groups, initially cultural capital is needed in the form of K-pop 
dance skills, the use of cameras and how to make videos. However, to assert 
the brands and actives, and develop further, other cultural capital is required, 
such as experience (to improve music videos in terms of their quality and the 
number made), group management activities (to run projects and performances), 
public relations (through offline fan clubs and online pages on Facebook and 
YouTube) and business management (to make a profit and return funds to help 
develop the groups)

By forming their own fan culture, these K-pop fans and dance cover 
groups in Hanoi have produced transnational dialogues, share cultural meaning, 
and form affective ties with each other. Within this visual space, those groups 
also help K-pop fan communities in Vietnam to further take part in K-pop 
consumption, disseminating their cultural capital in the form of K-pop. Through 
the process of consuming and reproducing those cultural products, their 
identities are shaped as they clarify their desire to perform pop music, dance 
and enjoy a lifestyle they consider cool and modern. Using K-pop covers and 
new media as a platform to cultivate more cultural capital, it comes as no 
surprise that the young people practicing K-pop dance routines also make 
friends, leverage their social status and even become idols (with fan clubs both 
online and offline) in their own right, taking a step forward in the entertainment 
industry.

K-pop culture and its consumption related to cultural flows are most 
visible among Vietnamese young people, because they are the active recipients 
of cultural content across national borders. The nationalities of the cultural 
products they favor most are US/UK music and K-pop, because they regard 
themselves as global citizens and consumers. However, young people in 
particular feel closer to K-pop because they share with K-pop performers the 
same experiences and emotions, and because K-pop represents a new hybrid 
modernity which mixes Asian and Western culture. What is behind the K-pop 
cover dance scene is not necessarily that the young want to fight against the 
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current regime; what they actually want is to contribute to their fans’ community 
and/or their country, and also let other foreign communities know that young 
Vietnamese have global and regional tastes and live in a new urban landscape. 
There are many groups of young Vietnamese who want to do things differently 
from the older generation, be it online or offline. The case studies of K-pop 
cover acts St.319 and YGLC here are just two of many young Vietnamese groups 
that have sprung-up since DoiMoi.

The findings of this research study will contribute to the evidence available 
in support of Asianization, being not a counter to Western hegemony as argued 
by Iwabuchi, nor part of a modern Asian metropolis as argued by Siriyuvasak, 
rather in the Vietnamese context representing a build-up and strengthening 
of pop culture through the borrowing, re-appropriation and remaking of other 
Asian cultures (in this case, K-pop dance), as well as the construction of new 
Vietnamese youth identities which challenge the bonds that exist between old 
and new values (2002; 2008). Moreover, Asianization within K-pop dance, as 
shown in this study, is not like Koreanization, in the sense that young Vietnamese 
people do not uncritically copy K-pop styles to become K-pop idols, but have 
their own agency, which is used to reveal what they want and can do. Their 
agency includes cultural capital in the form of music taste, dancing skills, 
networking with Vietnamese V-pop singers, entertainment and media sectors, 
or a good education. Some have very good English language skills, others good 
family backgrounds, while some are very adept at using technology, in the form 
of  using cameras, making videos or making use of internet resources. Their 
agency is also shown in the way they work and how they organize their groups’ 
activities, marketing strategies and future plans. Even though there are not so 
many people who want to, or have the capital to commit to a dance/entertainment 
job as their main career choice, there are some who have become quite successful 
K-pop cover artists, and who want to continue these jobs and develop their 
careers as professional singers, artist managers, professional dancers, and make-
up or design artists. It could be argued that because contemporary V-pop cannot 
compete with K-pop, there is no space for its young artists (in this case 
Vietnamese dance groups) to gain a foothold on their own, but simply continue 
to copy Korean styles and following K-pop though the use of covers. This is 
not strictly true, because during their performances, the Vietnamese also 
consciously and unconsciously show Vietnamese elements and collect cultural 
knowledge from other areas, making them stronger. 
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The implications of Asianization through the practice of K-pop, and in 
the everyday consumption activities of young people, middle-class Vietnamese 
within a new, modern country, show that nowadays, there are many young 
Vietnamese who are closely connected to cultural flows. Copying K-pop dance 
and culture is also a way of learning and developing for them and copying is 
the first step towards learning and accumulating cultural capital. To strengthen 
and develop that cultural capital is more difficult; it takes more time, practice, 
experimentation, economic capital and effort.  

The music scene in Vietnam is also divided, as well as influenced by 
different foreign music flows. The indigenized form of K-pop music created 
does not signal an end to the development of V-pop music in particular, nor 
the end of Vietnamese youth culture as a whole.  
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This book explores the influence that economic integration, flows of capital and 
information, the media and popular culture - specifically Pop Dance Culture from 
South Korea – have had in the identity of young Vietnamese people living in urban 
areas. The aim is to study the cultural phenomenon of a cohort of teenagers born 
in Hanoi after the economic reforms of the late twentieth century, and their practice 
of K-Pop dance covers to convey their aspirations in terms of who they want to be 
in a post-Socialist society. The target groups in this study were two K-Pop dance 
cover groups in Hanoi, each with members born in the 1980s and 1990s. The groups 
studied were, ‘YG Lovers Crew’, who cover K-Pop dance acts belonging to YG 
Entertainment, a mostly hip hop focused label, and ‘St.319’, who cover all the hit 
music videos from South Korea in a pop style.
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