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	ABSTRACT

	
	
	This paper explores how BTS has become a significant force of Korea’s soft power strategy in the digital culture. Drawing on Nye’s concept of soft power, the study analyses numerous influences that BTS has had in the field of social, economic, political, and cultural aspects in the history of Korean popular culture. As one of the pioneering factors in the global growth of K-pop over a short period of time, BTS's influence on youth transcends national borders and has been described by McLaren and Jin (2020) as the persistence of cross-border cultural exchanges in the digital culture. Through their authenticity and constant engagement with their fans, BTS’s successes rose from their moral and emotional ground, where the band members shared their personal experiences through their lyrics as well as through live streaming, among others. The band also focuses on raising funds for mental health awareness, such as the Love Myself campaign with UNICEF and the like. By incorporating individuality, authenticity, and social advocacy into their music and lyrics, BTS emerged as a key group who redefined soft power through emotional influence while reshaping the impact of Korean popular culture in the digital era.
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INTRODUCTION
A Korean boyband, known globally as BTS, which stands for Bangtan Sonyeondan in Korean, which translates to “Bulletproof Boy Scouts” in English, extended its name in 2017 to “Beyond the Scene”, where the group announced “a switch to the name to ‘Beyond the Scene,’ which helpfully doubles as a different version of the acronym ‘BTS’” (Bruner, 2017, para. 2). BTS debuted under one of the Korean entertainment companies named Big Hit Entertainment (now called HYBE), which was not among the Big 3 entertainment companies of the time in Korea. Thereafter the band has played a significant role through its global fandom in the digital culture of today’s technology. Big Hit Entertainment was a company launched by Bang Si-Hyuk, who was also a songwriter as well as a music producer in Korea. BTS consists of seven members, namely Jin, Suga, j-Hope, RM, Jimin, Jung Kook, and V. The enormous influence of BTS globally has reached such an extent that its fame is even considered to be “much akin to ‘Beatlemania’” (Chitrakorn, 2023, para. 10).
The progression of technology has greatly advanced the accessibility of everyday living, including that of generating different social media platforms by bringing together individuals from diverse cultural backgrounds into one platform to perform collectively. By functioning together in one group, every individual feels the inclusivity that helps them to grow and develop along the progression of the group. As shown in an article by Omar and Ondimu (2024), “Social media platforms serve as dynamic spaces for diverse cultural expression, fostering inclusivity and representation” (104). These social media platforms led individuals not only to connect from diverse backgrounds but also made them to represent certain cultural values and ways of thinking according to the need. Consequently, social media also “fosters cross-country partnerships” (Omar and Ondimu, 2024, p. 98). Thus, the definition of social media has become quite extensive, in which one definition keeps implying another definition, and there could be an unending chain of definitions of the like, as social media itself functions in day-to-day living. Since this is the case, the definition of social media as Carr and Hayes (2015) come up with would have a clearer aspect for the study. As distinguished by Carr and Hayes (2015), social media is “…where the affordances for disparate individuals and groups to contribute to the creation of the content they are consuming provide intrinsic value far greater than what each individual site feature provide” (p. 49).
The study therefore attempts to analyse how different social media platforms function as a power tool to create a global fandom of BTS and how these fans perform as a means for the Korean Wave, or Hallyu, to gain global recognition while influencing and attracting people across borders. The Korean Wave, or Hallyu, has become an enormously fan-flooded station with the uprising of different K-pop bands and artists, where BTS stands as one of the largest fan-driven groups in K-pop history. Saputri and Lammertz (2024) also stated how several boy bands had contributed to K-pop where BTS stood as one of the most prominent groups. According to them, “BTS has captivated millions of fans worldwide, who consume their music and related media” (p. 32). BTS, with its fan name ARMY, which stands for ‘Adorable Representative M.C. for Youth’, is an official fandom name and was established officially in 2013. Subsequently, ARMY goes along with BTS throughout their journey while creating numerous impacts globally.
The fandom of BTS generates more influences and outcomes through the digital culture where technology serves as a key instrument for instant connectivity between the fans as well as between the fans and the band members. Relationships formed across the BTS fandom through digital means transcend those of other K-pop stars mainly because of the influence that the band members had by achieving freedom in interacting with their fans as well as in creating their music and lyrics, which was rare to find in K-pop history as a whole. As written in The New Yorker, “But, unlike at the Korean big three, Bang would allow his idols to express themselves, both by writing their own music and by interacting directly with their fans. This relative freedom would make BTS the most popular band in the world and turn Bang into a billionaire” (Kim, E. T., 2022, para. 10). The different culture that Bang followed to generate BTS and its fandom in relation to the other K-pop industries, including that of the Big 3, had made the fans actively involved with the band, which thus led to the exploration of participatory culture.
The active participation of ARMY in numerous social and political movements shaped the role of participatory culture, where individuals shared a strong identity with the group. This global community of fans therefore led awareness for the progression of the community by including those that were considered to be of “sexual and gender minority youth” primarily through their being able to have space in expressing and exploring their identities within a group that made them feel inclusive as well as supportive. The environment provided by this global fan community shows how ARMY as a fan group goes beyond the system of fandom that had been practised over the past centuries. It becomes a fan community that doesn’t only have a name on its own where the practice of fandom activity includes only fans worshipping their stars or idols alone, but it rather goes beyond that by having a great impact on various social movements. This becomes a tool for ARMY to shape its identity beyond the fandom community, where fans within the group could broaden their identities through different social and political aspects while participating along with the active functioning of the fan community. As it is written, “Through active participation in fan activities, ARMY members forge connections with peers who share their passion for BTS, fostering a sense of camaraderie and mutual support” (Saputri and Lammertz, 2024, p. 33).
The group’s success in connecting with global youth shaped their rise, and the subsequent adaptation of the name BTS as “Beyond the Scene” reflects their aim to reach beyond the stage and extend their influence further. Băjenaru (2022) therefore argues that the name BTS also functions beyond its literal meaning, where there is an invitation for fans to expand their experiences by joining the group onstage as well as offstage. It invites their fans to participate through their frequently circulated video content on YouTube and X, along with their offline activities, which have been described as “behind the scenes”, which is a meaning rooted in the acronym itself. This, therefore, invites young people from diverse cultural backgrounds to get involved with the band, which became a key factor in BTS’s rise beyond Korea. Global youth were drawn to the group’s messages through their participation in different activities that were related to the group, inspiring them to dream of a “better condition” through BTS (Băjenaru, 2022, p. 171).
It was also through live streaming the band's daily activities that the band reached its global fans, leading to increased communication between the band and its fans. BTS, with its industry Big Hit Entertainment, had risen from the traditional K-pop music industry from the time when the band itself was formed. The band doesn’t only guard their individuality and authenticity in the dominant force of the K-pop genre but also rises above this dominant force by bringing out its own way of producing its music, dances, and lyrics, as well as its own way of connecting with their global fans while promoting themselves as a band along with the country where they originated from. As Lie (2022) notes, “The ingrained habits of conception and training that have dominated the top three agencies did not encumber BTS which had the latitude to express its individuality and uniqueness unimaginable for a K-pop act from the regnant agencies” (p. 125). The “unimaginable” “act” of independence that the band carried out in reaching to where they are today highlights the flexibility of BTS in living their true selves freely and shows how the band does not enslave themselves with the rigid system set and carried out by the K-pop industry. It is their “uniqueness” that made the band to rise above K-pop culture and their courage to bring out their “individuality” that eventually made the band to stand out globally.
The bond that BTS creates through digital platforms has become an effective tool due to its active role of connecting with their fans constantly. This becomes a global cultural flow where BTS becomes a platform to create a new digital culture where the fans also flow through their constant participation. The sharing of the individual experience by the band members with their fans openly made it easy for the fans to connect with the band instead of simply viewing them as their idols or stars from afar. The connection that the digital culture creates across the globe goes hand in hand with the participation of both the idols or stars and the fans. Particularly in the case of BTS, it is evident that this connection made through digital culture has become an important tool, as “BTS’s appeal lies not only in the global circulation of transnational content across borders, but also in the flow of meaning, experience, and affective relationships as constructed by BTS and their fans worldwide” (Jin and Yi, 2020, p. 13). The tension that the band members face in terms of societal norms had been openly shared by them, which therefore shaped the connection with their fans. BTS, like many other K-pop stars, had emerged through many conflicts, but what made the band stand out predominantly in terms of global context is their way of openly and courageously sharing where they had emerged from. Like that of RM, when he shared about his early life, having conflicts between his dreams and his societal duties, he says, “‘So I asked my mother whether she wanted to have a son who was a first-place rapper, or a 5,000th-place student. This conversation allowed me to pursue my dreams’” (South China Morning Post, 2018, para. 8). These kinds of experiences shared by the band members therefore created an active engagement with their fans, where the conflicts stated by them were also constantly a global conflict. The courage that BTS had in speaking out their truth therefore evolved K-pop into a new era where digital technology becomes one source of communication between stars and fans in the global context. Gutierrez-Jauregi et al. (2025) also stated, “The success of Big Hit Entertainment (HYBE) and BTS redefined the industry, marked by global influence” (p. 4).
Korean cultural phenomenon has become a mode for shaping the global cultural context through enormous fan-driven activism in the case of BTS and ARMY. BTS and ARMY therefore exemplified how Korean popular culture as a whole is now considered a new cultural phenomenon with its combination with the digital culture since this new cultural phenomenon brought in has had its ability to challenge the Western-dominated popular culture. The globalisation of the Korean cultural products that resulted in the rise of BTS ARMY has become a gateway for attracting and influencing more fans while marketing their cultural products. The cultural market of BTS ARMY enriched the market culture of K-pop as cultural and ethnic boundaries became less visible with the increasing transnational and transcultural activity that takes place in the day-to-day life of the 21st century thereby making the influence of Korean culture as a tool of soft power globally. Nye (n.d.) explains this concept as changing the behaviours of others by influencing and attracting them without pushing or forcing them, describing this type of power as "co-optive power." As many were influenced and attracted to buy their products online, visit their country, attend their concerts, and watch them online, among other things, all these highlight the fact as to how Korean soft power culture has greatly affected the hearts and emotions of people globally, particularly through the influence of BTS, among other K-pop artists and bands. Thus, as explained by Nye (n.d.), it is written, “You can affect their behavior by shaping their preferences in ways that produce what you want rather than relying on carrots and sticks to change their behavior ‘when push comes to shove’” (Nye, n.d.).
As highlighted by Jung (2009), “Contemporary Korean pop culture is built on such unavoidable transnational flows, as its multi-layered and multi-directional mobility has been creating various socio-cultural contacts taking place across, beyond, and outside national and institutional boundaries” (p. 70). Most social media platforms where BTS’s fandom operates had been owned by the West. K-pop stardom and fandom as a whole could be placed under the dominance of the West on the one hand, while K-pop’s cultural potentiality in changing the global youth culture and digital fandom activism could never be placed under the domination of the West on the other hand since this culture brought in by K-pop and particularly BTS rose entirely above the Western dominance. Therefore, Jin (2022) also stated, “K-pop today is a resource for transnational cultural power, which potentially changes the nature and norm of global youth culture and digital fan activism around the world” (p. 152). The shifting of K-pop culture, which was once regarded as peripheral to the ground of the dominant pop culture, justified how culture could be modified although once considered to be under the sole regulation of the West. As argued by Shim (2006), “In this transnational context of a meeting between the periphery and the centre, hybridity reveals itself as new practices of cultural and performative expression” (p. 27). The blending of Western pop culture with that of Korean pop culture, which was carried out numerous times by BTS, therefore shows how popular culture could become a hybrid culture in which digital culture also came out as a significant role for generating innovative cultural practices where fandom activism became an influential global voice. 
The concept of transnational is therefore linked with fandom, where fandom among the East Asians seemed to be closely knitted with emotions that crossed the line drawn between cultural borders. The demolishing of cultural borders through pop culture is more of an unescapable tide where cultural, social, or political boundaries had been escaped through that of K-pop fans like ARMY without any limitations, but with the overflowing of emotions. Boundaries or borders did not have any impact on them, as the connection made by digital culture flowed out through various national borders and thus built a connection through the contact made in different parts of the world. This, on one hand, pays for the survival of the country itself. As stated by Bhabha (1994), “It is in this sense that the boundary becomes the place from which something begins its presencing in a movement not dissimilar to the ambulant, ambivalent articulation of the beyond that I have drawn out…” (p. 5) BTS therefore builds a bridge between the West and Korea, or that of Asia as a whole, by creating meanings in the in-between, by marking its presence with its power, and by building a strong transnational fandom where there is a negotiation of culture, which Bhabha stated clearly as an “ambivalent articulation”. This includes the rising of digital fandom culture, for instance, where global fandom unites as ARMY, who therefore sets itself available and always prepares for the band as well as the co-fans by translating their lyrics, remixing their videos, creating reels while promoting the band, and also giving emotional support to one another whenever and wherever it is needed. This becomes the very tool of cultural production deeply rooted in the purpose of the Korean wave, or Hallyu. The practice of content production through transnational fandoms has become the very means of cultural production and vice versa. As it is also stated, “Put differently, not only does Hallyu imply two geographic sites—Korea and elsewhere—but it also alludes to two autonomous agencies in content production on the one hand and cultural production on the other” (Lee and Nornes, 2015, p. 40).
The success of BTS was revealed greatly, especially during the pandemic, when digital concerts proved and redefined digital participatory culture, in which transnational fandom built a dynamic global impact in world history. SD (2020) demonstrated how Bang Bang Con: The Live could reshape fan interaction across cultural boundaries, as this digital concert was regarded as a paid virtual concert that had the “biggest audience” in world history and is therefore stated as “a feat that is now commemorated on the Guinness World Record list.” The breaking of the record through this concert was made in just “90 minutes” and is written, “According to Big Hit, 756,600 fans from 107 regions across the world congregated online for the event…” (SD, 2020) BTS again held a successful second concert in the same year on October 10th and 11th, just four months after Bang Bang Con: The Live was held. This virtual concert, Map of the Soul: ON:E, has also become a milestone for the band, as this “two-day fiesta drew a total of 993,000 viewers from 191 countries”, according to Big Hit Entertainment (NM, 2020).
In the matter of BTS, fan participation has a great impact on social support and promotion, in which the UNICEF press release in 2021 had also highlighted how BTS marked the “groundbreaking success of the LOVE MYSELF” (UNICEF, 2021, para. 1) and how it “generated almost five million tweets and more than 50 million engagements” (para. 2) since 2017. It is also stated how BTS raised “US$3.6 million for UNICEF’s work to end violence; addressed heads of state and world leaders at the annual United Nations General Assembly meeting in New York, and released an exclusive music video to support UNICEF’s campaign to encourage love and kindness” (para. 5).
BTS exemplifies how one could rise beyond cultural boundaries and differences through digital interactions and also highlights the fact that digital connectivity has transformed today’s global context in which fans from different regions could raise their voice and stand as a tool to transform global culture. The role of BTS therefore enhances the power of South Korea mainly through this digital culture. The participation of fans through social media platforms such as X, where ARMY stood up by flooding X with hashtags like #BTSLoveMyself, became a powerful force in the global history, thereby creating fans to participate actively while making them co-creators. As argued by de Kloet, van Zoonen, and Devereux (2007), “The level of participation through active appropriation of the object of fandom hints at the performative dimension of fandom” (p. 326).
If calculated, the amount of economical influence that BTS and ARMY had had in the history of the world’s economy is the aforementioned “8.9 billion won”, which thereby proved the global persuasion and attraction they had already achieved. South Korea, a country regarded as having youth mental disorders being so prevalent, was therefore stated in The Straits Times (2017), “One in 4 Koreans experience mental disorders more than once in their lifetime, while just one-tenth of the mentally ill seek professional help, government data released on Wednesday (April 12) showed” (The Straits Times, 2017, para. 1). South Korea later gained so many facilitations from BTS’s “LOVE MYSELF campaign”, particularly in the matter of mental health conditions. BTS, with their songs and testimonies, continued to spread positive messages to those with mental illnesses and encouraged them that they had been standing with them. As it is also written, “…BTS through their song, interviews, and social media has often issued statements to support everyone (more specifically teenagers) who are dealing with this problem and encouraging them not to give up or even take actions that are harmful to themselves” (Hermanto and Salindeho, 2021, p. 34). BTS, with their songs and messages, became cultural exports, where they attracted not only Koreans but also global fans by winning the hearts of many. South Korea is a country that has a very high suicide rate, as it is written, “Korea has the highest suicide rate among OECD countries, with suicide being a major cause of death among those in their teens, twenties, and thirties” (Statistics Korea, 2023).
BTS stands strongly for those that have been oppressed and demarcated in a society by proclaiming their ways of empowering global youths who have been struggling with mental illness. By strengthening their advocacy through their songs and messages that had been circulated globally through various digital platforms, they therefore activated soft power. BTS here doesn’t stand simply as a boyband from South Korea who became popular in the digital world; instead, they stand as cultural diplomats who portrayed South Korea globally. Through the power they had attained, BTS became not only an influential boyband but also the ones who became the leading force to pave the way for those that struggled silently to speak out, for those that felt they had no place in this world to know that they were not alone, that the band stands with them, that BTS and ARMY stand for people like them and give them an identity while making it visible through various hashtags on digital platforms and thus give them platforms to perform like them.
BTS becomes a force to persuade others by leading them without commands, by giving their examples so that others would feel what they had felt, and by attracting them by means of who they were as individuals in a society. This is what Nye (2004) has also stated: “And in the business world, smart executives know that leadership is not just a matter of issuing commands, but also involves leading by example and attracting others to do what you want. It is difficult to run a large organization by commands alone” (p. 5). It has always been the band’s authenticity that persuades the fans and also makes them want to be involved in what has been valued by the band. Fandom in BTS lies with voluntary involvement, where fans like to perform with the band accordingly. This is evident with the fans buying merch online and advocating self-love and mental health along with the band by performing mainly through various digital platforms. While BTS actively participated for the betterment of the world by addressing social injustices and thus played a vital role in the development of the global culture, the fans simply activated along with them by participating in various global issues, mainly through the digital culture. Jin Dal-yong, “a professor at the school of communication at Simon Fraser University in Canada”, also clearly stated about this matter as discussed by Dong (2020), expressing how artists shaped a role in activating their fans to participate along with them in certain social issues, thereby highlighting how BTS played a crucial role in it. As written by Dong (2020), “‘K-pop stars including BTS have significantly affected the thoughts and behavior of young people by conveying meaningful messages about issues such as social injustice and corruption through their tracks,’ he said.” Jin also continued to state, “‘If the singers interact with their followers by actively expressing their opinions, this will contribute to the further development of cultural politics’” (para. 25, 26).
The power of BTS which made them one of the leading influential bands in the digital culture, lies in their ability to actively participate in global development, thereby showing others how global cultural issues could be addressed by anyone and anywhere. This is made evident by displaying how they as a band could go beyond the entertaining culture in the global digital popular culture. BTS becomes the changing force of global popular culture by activating global youth to be a part of such dynamics where social concerns could be addressed by them and that they could stand against any intolerable socio-political issues that they had witnessed. As it is clearly highlighted among all the K-pop stars, BTS is shown playing a significant role in this. It is stated, “K-pop stars, including BTS, have significantly affected the thoughts and behaviours of young people by conveying meaningful messages about issues such as social injustice and corruption through their tracks” (Jin, 2022, p. 150). The K-pop industry has also been placed in a new popular culture industry to a certain extent and did not just function as a consumerist industry that they were mainly regarded as in the past, largely through the uprising of BTS. BTS, with their culture of propagating the well-being of every individual in a society, certainly expressed the band as being not merely a celebrity in the global popular culture. It is therefore stated, “Largely operating by the logic of consumerist capitalism, the K-pop industry and musicians were not part of protests nor expressed their political opinions; however, BTS has changed the contour, to some extent” (Jin, 2022, p. 152). The source of BTS in the global popular culture thus exemplifies how artists in today’s digital culture could become vehicles that represent the socio-political issues, thereby influencing their fans in addressing the same.
The global influence of BTS proves the engagement of transcultural relationships in which local meets global forces and vice versa. The interaction between South Korea and the world has greatly increased the achievements of transnational flows. As highlighted by several studies in the reflection of two exceptional viewpoints of the Korean Wave phenomenon, Jin and Yoon (2017) argued that there is a victorious success of local popular culture in such Asian markets as well as give-and-take interactions between the local and global forces, mainly through collaborations (p. 2243). The success of BTS through the Korean popular industry reflects the reciprocal interactions between the K-pop market and global markets through the collaborations of BTS and UNICEF, BTS and various popular western artists, BTS and global brands, BTS and global-level sports like the Olympics and FIFA World Cup, and BTS and global diplomacy events, among others. The speeches given by BTS at the crucial forum of the United Nations facilitated the position of not only BTS but also the South Korean government on “the international relations scene as a middle power.” Băjenaru (2022), therefore, continued to state, “The success of BTS also contributes to improving bilateral relations, especially between South Korea and the United States” (p. 173). These “bilateral relations” spring from mutual cultural appreciations, where BTS stands as cultural ambassadors by reciprocally binding Korea and the US together. BTS strongly maintained their platform, although they have kept close communication with their fans through live streaming and the like.
As argued by Valeriano (2022), the visit of the White House by BTS on 31st May 2022 was “not so remarkable” since it had been a tradition of the American politics to increase their weight on political and cultural influence globally. Though being argued as “not so remarkable”, this has been a remarkable stage for BTS whose global influence had now reached to the level of visiting the White House as being non-western celebrities while addressing “violence against Asian-Americans”. Valeriano also highlighted how pushback could happen, which he stated was “natural in pop culture movement.” This statement was again proven as to how resilient the South Korea’s soft power had been by maintaining its position in the global platform by again stating that, “The entire K-pop industry, despite massive past scandals, excels because of the attention to quality and visual representations of the music that transcend most Western artists” (Valeriano, 2022, para. 12). The success of BTS validates the entire K-pop industry as well as South Korea’s government in terms of social, cultural, political, and economical expansion in the current century. As it is written,
Today, Seoul presents itself to the world as an open and democratic society, providing a model for what a 21st century Asian country can look like: with an advanced economy combined with the specificities of an ancient but irrevocably democratic, innovative technologically and culturally vibrant civilization (where traditional norms, cultural heritage and Hallyu products coexist and encourage each other). (Băjenaru, 2022, p. 178)
BTS, therefore, reflects the South Korean soft power strategy by combining their cultural roots with technological innovation. Their ability to use the Korean language in their songs to have a global impact highlights their power to blend their cultural roots with modern digital culture. As ARMY becomes a tool to mobilise across this bridge of BTS’s Korean roots and modern technologies by translating their messages as well as lyrics constantly, thereby highlighting how fandom contributes enormously to guarding the global presence along with the global power of BTS. The online community makes substantial contributions through a variety of online media outlets, which boosts BTS's popularity as they continue to release albums. One might have noticed that "…BTS's Google search metrics spiked the highest for their promotional cycle for MAP OF THE SOUL: PERSONA" (Hur et al., 2023, p. 354), a finding corresponding to the debut of songs and albums. Fandom in digital culture is rooted deeply by constantly engaging with BTS-related online collaborations and the like, which therefore made ARMY to stand as soft power weapons for BTS as well as South Korea as a whole. By embracing diverse cultures and by circulating global all-inclusiveness and participation, ARMY, as a global fandom, created enormous global fan communities in the digital culture that resulted in their “collective power to effect meaningful social change” (Saputri and Lammertz, 2024, p. 32). BTS along with their fan communities, became soft power weapons through their instant effective communication, and this proved to what had been argued by Nye (1990) as “new power resources” in today’s world politics. As he stated, “New power resources, such as capacity for effective communication and developing and using multilateral institutions, may prove more relevant” (p. 164).
The study therefore demonstrates how BTS and ARMY represent soft power by merging transcultural flows mainly through the 21st-century digital culture. By understanding the global impact of South Korean government policy, which thereby increased their influence through their popular culture industry, particularly with BTS that strengthens the concept of soft power as defined by Nye. Overall, the study extends to the comprehension of how popular culture ought to be implemented as a tool to reinforce the dynamics of power in digital culture. Fandom-driven culture, like that of the BTS-ARMY culture, functions as a significant instrument to reshape the global perceptions of socio-cultural and political issues. This justifies how BTS and its digital fandom culture certainly become a crucial bridge for transnational flow in global spaces.
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