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Cultural Politics of Gendered
Schadenfreude Surrounding an Idol
Focusing on the debate over /U

Hyun Gyung Kim
Postdoc Research Fellow, School of Communications, Kwang Woon University

This study aims to reveal the content of and logic behind a recent negative public
sentiment toward female idols with the example of a debate over songstress /s fourth
album that was released late last year. While previous studies on fandom have focused
on the identification process towards entertainers and making community, a recent
phenomenon of “anti-fandom” or “malicious comments” implies that more research is
needed on negative emotions such as hostility or schadenfreude (feelings of pleasure
from others’ misfortunes). Schadenfreude is a social sentiment that originated in
modern liberalism, which features contradictions between public equality and private
ownership, and that has been intensified in neoliberalism, which features a
maximization of this contradiction centering on a meritocracy. Celebrities in Korea often
become the targets of schadenfreude, which is associated with the suspicion that they
gain popularity not from their abilities but from “just being popular.” It should also be
noted that this kind of schadenfreude operates differently between male and female
entertainers. Specifically, the acquisition of money and fame by modern women whose
presence used to be located in the private possessions of males is considered to be due
to their unjustified use of sexuality. This is also the background of the recent online
misogyny culture in Korea. In this context, /U, who had been successful at building a
differentiated image of “sister-like idol artist,” became a valid target. Although accusing
/U of utilizing pedophilia reflects a stalemate that a current politics of sexual violence
faces, it rather damages the name of an individual than attracts public attention to the
structural causes of childsexualabuse. This is why | see the way that pedophilia was used
in the debate over /U as a schadenfreude. Consequently, the term pedophilia here
contributes to an expansion of the entertainment economy that is sustained by rises and
falls of the celebrities’ stock prices.

KEYW O RD S Schadenfreude, Misogyny, Anti-Fandom, Entertainer, Idol, /U, Pedophilia
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