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8 
Emotions, Desires, and Fantasies: 
What Idolizing Means for 
Yon-sama Fans in Japan 
Ho Swee Lin 

Introduction 

Korean idol Bae Yong _loon seems to have lived up to the nickname 
"Yon-sama" coined by his fans in Japan. 1 He was the first among many 
Korean idols to offer his condolences and financial aid, amounting 
to one billion won ($900,000), days after a massive earthquake and 
tsunami struck northeast Japan on 11 March 201 U Many of his fans 
were moved by the gesture, especially those living in Fukushima prefec-
ture, directly affected by the disasters. It was not the first time the idol 
had shown his generosity; he also donated 300 million won to victims 
in Japan following an earthquake in Niigata in 2004. In April 2010, the 
idol was reported to have visited the Intensive Care Unit for premature 
infants at the Yokohama Children's Medical Center, which was named 
after him following a donation of an undisclosed amount. Similar facil-
ities at seven other hospitals have also received money from the idol 
(Moon and Yoon 2011). In March 2010, the idol reportedly went to four 
hospitals in South Korea's Gangwondo area to visit a total of 30 Japanese 
fans, who sustained minor injuries when some props fell down dur-
ing the launch of the animated version of Winter Sonata (2002), the TV 
drama that made Bae famous. To his fans, many of whom are Japanese 
women between the ages of 30 and 70, these gestures reinforce his 
image as the epitome of benevolence, thoughtfulness, and kindness-
qualities that are consistent with his onscreen image as a gentle, caring, 
self-sacrificing, devoted, and loving person. 

This perhaps explains why his fan following in Japan has yet to 
show any sign of abating, even though nearly a decade has elapsed 
since the Korean television drama Winter Sonata3 was first broadcast by 
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Japan's national broadcaster, Nippon H6s6 Kyokai (NHK), in April 2003. 
On 3 April 2004, for example, some 5,000 fans swarmed Narita Inter-
national Airport to greet the idol, and 50,000 attended his first "fan 
meeting" at Tokyo Dome later that week. On 30 May 2008, more than 
6,000 fans greeted him at the Kansai Intemational Airport, and 35,000 
at Osaka Hall the following evening for the promotion of the drama The 
Legend.4 On 27 September 2009, more than 3,000 fans gathered yet again 
at Narita Intemational Airport, with 50,000 packing the Tokyo Dome 
once more later that week for the offlciallaunch of the animated version 
of Winter Sonata. These were just several of his visits to Japan. Each time 
he arrives, thousands flock to airports to wait in line the night before, 
and even queue ovemight for tickets to attend his fan events, which are 
always completely sold out. Apart from official gatherings, Japanese fans 
also invest a considerable amount of time and money in organizing and 
participating in fan activities, monitoring the idol's itineraries, traveling 
to various drama production sites in South Korea and Japan, and con-
suming a plethora of items splashed with his smiling countenance.5 His 
popularity, and that of Winter Sonata, later generated a surge of interest 
in all things Korean-television dramas, movies, popular music, idols, 
Korean language, food and culture, and travel to the country-a phe-
nomenon known as hanryil, or the "Korean Wave." Bae even earned the 
title of "cultural ambassador," conferred on him by the South Korean 
government. 

Many Korean idols have had a similar reception, though Yon-sama is 
unquestionably one of the most popular Korean idols in Japan today, 
if not the most popular. Yet, one might ask why this is the case, when 
South Korea's three major broadcasting stations chum out 30 new dra-
mas every three months and an endless stream of new faces, both 
male and female. Bae is hardly the most sought-after idol in his home 
country. What indeed could have lured, and still continues to lure, 
thousands of Japanese women to airports and tens of thousands to fan 
events, where they scream the idol's name, and even unashamedly shout 
"Saranghaeyo!" ("I love you" in Korean) in public? 

The Korean Wave in Japan has drawn a considerable amount of aca-
demic attention in recent years. Some studies point to the co-hosting of 
the 2002 FIFA World Cup by Japan and South Korea as a "crucial turn-
ing point" in boosting the transnational flows of cultural goods between 
the two countries (Kim 2005; Mori 2008). Several attribute the low costs 
of Korean television dramas in comparison to those produced in Japan, 
Taiwan, and Hong Kong as having contributed to the increase of pro-
gram sales, which enhanced the presence and popularity of Korean 
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television dramas across Asia (Kim 2005; Chua 2008). Some suggest that 
the 11proximity" of Korean culture to other Asian cultures allows the 
spread of popular culture (Iwabuchi 2008; Shim 2008). Iwabuchi Koichi 
(2008, 249) attributes the interest to the 11personal-oriented desire" of 
Japanese women to learn about the "'real' Korea." Mori Yoshitaka (2008, 
133), on the other hand, explains idolizing as a means of alleviating 
the void in the lives of many middle-aged and older women in Japan, 
whose children have grown up and who are hence transferring their 
"mothering needs" to Yon-sama and other idols. Christine R. Yano 
(2004, 56) offers a similar interpretation in an earlier work, regarding 
the fan activities surrounding a young male Japanese singer: idolizing 
is a compensatory intimacy for women who 11abnegate" maternal roles 
and wifely duties. 

There is indeed no shortage of literature on the Korean Wave. While 
studies have explained how Korean idols provide many Japanese women 
with a sense of purpose and help them restore their subjectivities, few 
have explored the more personal aspects of idolizing, investigated the 
desires and fantasies of Japanese fans, or examined what young male 
idols mean to women. Many Yon-sama fans who are housewives do 
have more free time today than when their children were younger, but, 
if temporary diversion is what they seek, why have they not chosen 
other leisure activities, such as Hawaiian dance, as many have done in 
the past? Why have they chosen instead to become ardent fans of a 
Korean idol? Why Yon-sama, and not other Korean idols, or American, 
Chinese, or Japanese idols? Surely these women's public displays of 
affection when encountering their idol express also their desire for inti-
macy and emotional gratification, and not just the desire for relief from 
domesticity (or to extend domestic roles). 

This chapter extends existing studies by peering beneath the instru-
mentality of idolizing to examine what it means to many Japanese 
women at the individual level. Drawing on ethnographic data and inter-
views with 36 Yon-sama fans, 6 this study analyzes women's discourses 
on the reclamation of female desire and redefinition of femininity in a 
society that has ignored their emotional needs by assuming that middle-
aged women-especially those who are mothers-are de-sexualized and 
de-eroticized beings. The sample size is too small to generalize about the 
experiences of all Japanese fans of Korean idols, or even of all Yon-sama 
fans, and it is also not the aim of this study to do so. However, this study 
can offer a better understanding of idolizing in terms of the role of the 
imagination and emotions in self-making and identity production. 

Arjun Appadurai (1996, 3) remarks that the imagination is a "con-
stitutive feature of modern subjectivity," as it can provoke-through 
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consumption, for example-"resistance, irony, selectivity, and in gen-
eral, agency." While he adds that "where there is consumption there 
is pleasure, and where there is pleasure there is agency" (lbid., 7), 
Appadurai does not explain that, where there is agency at work, the 
imagination can also be transfonnative. As Kim Hyun Mee (2004, 43) 
has argued in her study of Korean women's desiring and idolizing of 
Korean soccer players, female fans are not only replacing the conven-
tional practice of women being the object of male desire with the 
"female gaze" as a 11new collective experience of pleasure by women 
as the viewers of men's bodies" in the public arena, but they are also 
realigning their subordinate position relative to that of men in soci-
ety. However, these fans are also doing more than shedding the image 
of women as passive viewers of the popular game of soccer in public. 
As some participate in fan activities, others move on to follow matches 
played by teams from other countries. They acquire new vocabularies to 
talk about the game, thus becoming as conversant as male fans, and also 
changing men's perceptions of women. 

This study thus expands on Appadurai's views by interpreting idol-
izing by Yon-sama fans as processes of 11resistance" and 11 Selectivity" 
that are transformative, and also extends Kim's arguments by analyzing 
the transformative aspect of idolizing that helps alter women's "struc-
tural positioning" in society in order to gain greater control of their 
lives and achieve a more meaningful sense of self. This chapter con-
tends that idolizing offers more than the instrumental value of pleasure 
or stress-relief, but that it can also be a process of renewal, rejuvena-
tion and re-sexualization of the gendered self. At the same time, it is 
important that women's needs and desires are understood in terms of 
the sociohistorical conditions that have shaped those needs and desires, 
particularly the social construction of gender in Japan. In what follows, 
I examine the discourses of Yon-sama fans to illustrate that "nostal-
gia" (natsukashisa) is a way of reconstructing the self and regaining the 
capacity to experience and express emotions. I argue that the ability to 
re-engage emotions is deeply personal, reflecting a woman's erotic desire 
for a 11 lover" and not a mother's desire for a 11Son." Further, women's 
imagination and fantasy are 11realizable," albeit through imagination, 
consumption, and commercially staged activities. 

Why Korean idols? Why Yon-sama'! 

Yon-sama was little known to most Japanese when he first appeared on 
television screens in Japan in 2004, but Winter Sonata was by no means 
the first drama from South Korea to be broadcast in Japan. Several had 
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entered Japan after South Korea began lifting bans on the importation 
of Japanese popular culture in 19981 which helped improve diplo-
matic relations between the two countries. Cultural exchange continued 
to improve following the 2002 FIFA World Cup1 and after Kusanagi 
Tsuyoshil a member of the popular Japanese male idol group SMAP1 pro-
moted Korean culture and travels to South Korea on his television shows 
(Mori 2008 1 129). Given that Japan was for many years dominated by 
local and American popular culture1 Korean television dramas offered a 
fresh alternative/ especially to a particular segment of the population: 
middle-aged and older women. 

This does not mean1 however1 that Korean dramas targeted these 
women specifically. Many production companies and broadcasters in 
South Korea were as surprised as their Japanese counterparts by the 
sudden surge in popularity of Korean dramas. For many middle-aged 
Japanese women1 Korean male idols diverge markedly from American 
and Asian offerings. American stars are said to be popular because of 
their outstanding physical and personal attributes (Herd 19841 77-78) 1 

but these are considered to be unappealing1 because actors such as Tom 
Cruise/ Ben Affleck1 Brad Pitt1 and George Clooney are too clever1 self-
centered and intimidating (larger than life). They are often cast as super-
heroes on missions to save America (or the world) from catastrophic 
natural disasters or acts of terrorism1 and seek to redress injustices and 
restore order to humanity. Given that Chinese and Hong Kong televi-
sion dramas have never been shown in Japan1 the only names widely 
known are martial artists such as Jet Li1 Bruce Lee1 Jackie Chan1 and 
Chow Yuen Fatt-hardly idols. As for popular Japanese male idols such 
as Kimura Takuya and Oguri Shun1 many middle-aged women consider 
the1n to be '1too skinny/ "too weak/1 "too feminine/1 "too masculine/ 
or "arrogant. 1

' 

Many Korean idols also play characters that are heroic and violent1 

though those who do are less likely to rank among the most popular 
in Japan. The few who do also exude what my informants describe as 
"human qualities/ that is1 they are often portrayed as devoted lovers/ 
protective husbands/ filial sons1 responsible fathers 1 loyal friends 1 caring 
citizens/ and even benevolent strangers. More importantly1 these idols 
are also seen as having "feminine 11 qualities (thus balancing out "mas-

qualities) 1 such as the ability to express a wide range of human 
emotions. Given that Korean television dramas are mostly about com-
plex human relationships 1 misunderstandings/ and tragedies1 it is not 
uncommon to see male idols cry when they are sad1 smile when they 
are happy/ yell when they are mad1 beg forgiveness when they have 
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wronged others 1 forgive others despite their pain1 and at times die to 
protect loved ones. Unlike many American stars1 who are portrayed as 
alpha males who express love with ravaging kisses and sexual desire1 

Korean idols do so with patience1 self-sacrifice1 gentleness 1 and bash-
fulness/ content to simply hold the hand of the woman they love. 
Many middle-aged Japanese women do not fmd heavy petting and 
explicit sex scenes repulsive1 but they prefer subtle expressions and sex-
ual references1 which have the effect of fanning their erotic desires by 
encouraging imagination and intensifying fantasies. 

Yon-sama is certainly perceived as possessing all these attributes and 
qualities/ both onscreen and offscreen. In dramas such as Winter Sonata 
and The Legend1 as well as movies such as April Snow (2005)/ the idol is 
cast as a tormented but devoted lover1 an angry but forgiving husband1 a 
frustrated but filial son1 or a jealous but responsible brother. Most of all1 

what differentiates Bae from many other Korean idols and earned him 
the nickname Yon-sama is that he is always garbed immaculately and 
stylishly in white and light pastel-colored clothes. He behaves gently 
and patiently1 moves in a dignified manner1 speaks politely and humbly1 

and smiles incessantly when he is not crying. In Winter Sonata 1 for exam-
ple/ the idol plays the character Kang Jun-Sang1 who falls in love with 
Jung Yu-Jin when he returns to his mother1s hometown to uncover 
the identity of his biological father. He is involved in a car accident1 

which causes him to suffer temporary memory loss and his classmates 
to presume that he is dead. Ten years later1 still suffering from amnesia1 

Jun-Sang returns to South Korea under the name Lee Ming-Youngl and 
falls in love again with the same woman. Despite regaining his mem-
ory/ following yet another Jun-Sants plan to marry Yu-Jin is 
frustrated/ this time by his mother1s lie that the lovers are half-siblings. 
When the truth is finally brought to light1 Jun-Sang is diagnosed with 
an incurable eye condition1 which prompts him to return to the US and 
give his blessing to his half-brother1 who also loves Yu-Jin. With the 
many breathtaking scenes of snowfall and repetition of romantic ballads 
throughout the entire 20 episodes1 Winter Sonata has all the ingredients 
of melodrama at its best. 

Lost and found: the nostalgic regaining of the self 

Iwabuchi Koichi (2008 1 245-246) attributes the "unprecedented 11 recep-
tion of Winter Sonata in Japan to its focus on the intensity of young 
peoples romances/ problems1 and relationships 1 and interprets this as 
inducing a sense of "nostalgic longing 11 among many fans for the "lost 
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social vigor" that existed before Japan's bubble economy declined in 
the early 1990s. Many Yon-sama fans I interviewed also lamented the 
weakening of familial bonds and communal ties when they described 
their initial reactions to Winter Sonata and the character of Jun-Sang as 
"nostalgic" (natsukashii). However, they were also referring to a differ-
ent kind of "loss," of having forgotten the ability to feel and to express 
emotions. Yet, in regaining the capacity to engage one's emotions, many 
fans also recover the ability to fantasize and imagine, and hence reclaim 
the gendered self. 

Fifty-nine-year-old Kawabata Keiko finds the countless close-up shots 
of Yon-sama crying "moving," "liberating/' and"comforting," because 
most grown men in Japan-especially her husband-hardly express 
their emotions, let alone cry. While she feels reassured to know that 
men, like women, are emotional beings with the capacity to feel and 
respond, she is confronted by the realization that she, too, has been 
disconnected from her emotions. She sees in Bae the possibility of recon-
necting with those emotions and reclaiming a lost portion of herself. 
The Tokyo housewife says her husband stopped being expressive, affec-
tionate, and communicative after the birth of their first child, and they 
only talked about their children's health and education, the house-
hold budget, and other domestic matters. But, since he worked hard 
to send their three children to university, and even purchased a house 
for the family in a prestigious urban neighborhood, Kawabata felt her 
feelings of neglect and loneliness were trivial and petty. She bottled 
them up. Those pent-up feelings finally found an outlet in 2005, after 
several co-workers at a local supermarket (where she still works as a part-
time cashier) told her about Winter Sonata. While watching it, Kawabata 
sobbed for the first time in years, and felt "liberated" as a result. She 
rediscovered her "old self," not only by re-engaging her emotions, but 
also by having friends of her own in other Yon-sama fans, thus expand-
ing her social circle beyond the wives of her husband's friends and 
mothers of her children's classmates. Kawabata laments the breakdown 
in communication with her husband, but also feels rejuvenated by hav-
ing friends who are unconnected to the family or local community. 
With them, she is able to relax, play, and enjoy herself as she used to 
as a young and carefree woman. She explains: 

Men are supposed to be strong and not cry, while women are emo-
tional and cry all the time. However, I had forced myself to be strong 
for so many years that I became more like a man. I stopped feel-
ing, and I also stopped crying, until I saw Yon-sama cry. I know men 
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seldom cry in real life, and what I see in dramas is only acting, but 
seeing him cry and crying along with him made me feel like myself 
again. 

For housewife Toyonaga Ayaka, feelings of nostalgia are about realign-
ing some of the asymmetries in her life, and reaffirming her sense of 
place and status in Japanese society. The 56-year-old native of Fukuoka 
married the man she loved 30 years ago, and later quit her job to per-
form her expected roles as a supportive wife, a devoted mother, and a 
dutiful daughter-in-law. As the wife of a lawyer, who is the only son of 
a respectable dentist, Toyonaga was the envy of her peers. Hers was the 
white-collar worker/full-time housewife shufu) family 
model that was the ideal in Japan at the time. However, the situation 
began to reverse as several of her friends sought part-time and full-time 
employment to supplement the household income after the collapse 
of Japan's bubble economy in the early 1990s. Toyonaga, a University of 
Tokyo graduate, remained a housewife. Though she is today proud of her 
daughters for having successful careers, Toyonaga also envies them-
and many young women in Japan-for being able to pursue both family 
and career without being socially criticized as much as women of her 
generation. In an effort to assert herself, she took lessons in French and 
Italian cooking, and even enrolled in a part-time course to earn a Mas-
ter's degree in European history and politics. The demands of caring for 
her elderly parents-in--law later forced her to abandon the latter. Unlike 
her husband, who is today free to pursue various leisure activities, 
Toyonaga's domestic chores increased after his retirement, leaving her 
with the fmancial means, but not the time, to pursue any leisure or edu-
cational activity. She eventually regained her self-esteem and sense of 
self-worth after participating in activities with other Yon-sama fans, with 
whom Toyonaga is still learning Korean, experimenting with Korean 
cooking, and reading about Korean history and culture. As she says: 

I felt lost and inferior for many years, but now I feel confident and 
fulfilled. It doesn't matter if people think that women like me are 
merely bored housewives with nothing better to do, or that we are 
silly, emotional people who are desperate for love and romance. Now 
that I have my own friends and my own activities, I feel good about 
myself. 

These women's discourses clearly indicate their dissatisfaction with how 
the sociohistorical construction of gender in Japan has made them 
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wives, mothers, and caretakers, and denied them as individuals and 
as women. They also reflect how changes in the social and economic 
environment in Japan in the past three decades have led women to feel 
unappreciated and undervalued. Given also that marriage in Japan has 
always been intimately tied to childbirth and childrearing, and not the 
conjugal union of a man and a woman based on love, these women's 
frustration and discontentment were exacerbated by the popular media 
in Japan, which have persistently associated women's proper place in 
Japanese society with domesticity and ignored the needs of middle-aged 
and older women as women. As 53-year-old housewife Mori Chikako 
from Aomori prefecture explains: 

Many people still think that women at my age who are mothers are 
too concerned about the welfare of their children and the household, 
and that what gives us pleasure is eating and shopping. They don't 
perceive us as women, or as human beings with feelings, desires and 
fantasies. 

Indeed, until the early 2000s, the proliferation of things "cute" and 
"cool" in Japan catered mostly to the needs of a younger market, 
interpreting older women as consumers of food, household goods, and 
luxurious fashion labels (Aoyagi 2000; Miller 2006). It was not until Win-
ter Sonata and other contemporary Korean dramas arrived in Japan that 
many commercial enterprises finally awakened to the fact that this cat-
egory of women also had desires and fantasies-a huge, untapped, and 
potentially lucrative market. For many Yon-sama fans, becoming con-
sumers of Korean popular culture enables them to realign the biases 
that exist in conventional perceptions of femininity against those who 
are middle-aged, housewives, and mothers. As they move out of the 
home to become active consumers of contemporary popular culture 
and users of modern communication technologies, such as the Inter-
net and mobile telephones, they also reposition themselves as visible 
participants in the public sphere. Idols thus provide these women with, 
to use Hiroshi Aoyagi's (2000, 323) words, "a point of reference" to make 
sense of their place in a changing social and economic environment by 
enabling them to "enter modernity" (Felsky 1995, 18-19). 

Not a "son" but a "lover:" becoming "young" 
and a "woman" again 

At the same time, these women's passage to modernity through idoliz-
ing also involves a re-sexualization of the self. This is achieved through 
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desiring, imagining, and immersing themselves in fantasy, not by hav-
ing an actual, physical, sexual relationship. Even then, this helps many 
Yon-sama fans re-feminize themselves, as they reverse conventional 
perceptions of middle-aged women as de-eroticized and de-sexualized 
entities. Many women, for example, talk about experiencing palpita-
tions of the heart and sudden rushes of ecstatic sensation when they 
watch and rewatch Winter Sonata, and each time they see Yon-sama 
in dramas, on merchandise, and in person. As they recover the capac-
ity to feel and express their emotions, they also regain erotic desires 
and feel like "real women" again. Admitting this, however, requires 
a considerable amount of courage, which prompted many to initially 
explain to me that they wished they had a son or son-in-law with the 
same qualities and attributes as Yon-sama. Following years of fieldwork, 
after establishing a greater degree of trust and familiarity, many women 
admitted that their desires were never those of a mother for a son, but 
of a woman for a man. Yon-sama is like a "lover," not a "son." 

Nomura Toyoko was an ardent fan of the idol when I fnst met her 
in Tokyo in 2006. The S 7 -year-old housewife from Sendai, who works 
part-time in a local department store as a sales assistant, insisted that 
Yon-sama was merely the ideal a mother has for a son or son-in-law. 
When I met Nomura for the fourth time, in Seoul in 2009, during her 
trip to South Korea to attend the launch of the animated version of 
Winter Sonata, her discourse had shifted to love, desire, and fantasy. She 
explained that embarrassment had prevented her from admitting this 
openly to me in the past, since a woman at her age is generally regarded 
as devoid of erotic desire, uninterested in fantasy, and even unconcerned 
with seeking sexual gratification. In reality, for her, idolizing Yon-sama 
has always been about love, desire, and fantasy-all of which help her 
feel like a "real woman" again: 

What a waste it would be to imagine him only as a son! That would 
also make me a pervert [hentai]! No, I definitely like him as a man. He 
is a young and charming man who makes my knees wobble, and my 
heart pound madly, like a woman in love. 

Toyota Mayumi also sees the idol as an object of her fantasy, and is 
particularly drawn to his "feminine" image and features. He is to her a 
"beautiful man" (binan), who gives her a warm, tingling feeling when-
ever she imagines herself as the heroine in a drama or movie and 
the object of the idol's affection and devotion. Fantasizing also helps 
her forget about the lack of intimacy in her marriage. Toyota and her 
husband have not held hands for years, and her marriage has been 
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sexless for more than 20 years. The 49-year-old housewife tried reading 
romance novels, as she did when she was young, but her daily routine 
was so exhausting that Toyota often fell asleep soon after she started 
reading. She then turned to watching Japanese dramas, but found the 
themes uninteresting, the actors unattractive, and the performances 
flaccid. Watching Korean dramas and fantasizing about Yon-sama is 
more enjoyable, and makes her feel like "a young woman again": 

Why would I want to imagine him as a son when I can fantasize about 
him as a lover? I don't feel ashamed or guilty anymore, as I used to. 
It is normal for humans to desire love and fantasize, right? After all, 
I am not committing real adultery. 

Many women feel that idolizing is "safe" (anzen). Not only does the 
sheer number of Yon-sama fans assure them of normalcy, but fantasizing 
also poses little or no threat to family life. For Ikeda Etsuko, a marketing 
manager from Tokyo, idolizing Yon-sama is safe because it does not have 
the complications of a real relationship, and also gives her a sense of 
control in her life. The 43-year-old divorced single mother says that it 
is difficult for middle-aged women to find a male partner because most 
Japanese men prefer younger women. She is also tired of dating men, 
mostly divorcees and widowers, who either disappeared upon realizing 
she is a divorced single mother or were too eager to get married. Ikeda 
is not prepared to remarry, as that would mean more domestic duties 
and a life bound to a specif1c gender performance. Having Yon-sama as a 
"lover" (kaibito) is thus safe, as she can preserve her current independent 
lifestyle and enjoy a carefree "relationship." As she explains: 

Who needs a real man when Yon-sama is so perfect? Of course, it 
would be nice to have a real boyfriend who loves me, and with whom 
I can have sex, but real relationships can be so complicated! I would 
rather be safe with an imaginary boyfriend. 

Ikeda's is a rational choice shaped by the conditions in which some 
middle-aged women, especially those who are divorced single mothers, 
are caught. 

Not all stories involve giving up on satisfaction in married life or 
dating. For accountant Sugiyama Tomoko from Tokyo, the positive 
impact of Yon-sama in her life led to improvements in her marriage. Her 
husband-who used to be shoddily attired, brash, and crude-one day 
began purchasing toiletries and stylish clothes in colors that Yon-sama 
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is often seen wearing. This was perhaps because he had noticed that 
Sugiyama had become more conscious about the clothes that she wore 
and the makeup she used. While there is little that he can do to make 
his muscular body feel less like a "tree trunk" whenever he hugs her, or 
prevent his wife from imagining that she is hugging Yon-sama's seem-
ingly soft body, Sugiyama takes comfort in seeing her husband become 
more soft-spoken, attentive, and considerate. As she says: 

He can never be like Yon-sama no matter how hard he tries [laughs]. 
And I also don't want him to be like Yon-sama. But I'm happy to 
know that I'm not the only one in the family who fantasizes about 
Yon-sama! 

Up close and intimate: enmeshing fantasy and reality 

Idolizing may be mostly about imagination and fantasy, with some 
Yon-sama fans deriving real benefits, but these women's fantasies are 
not entirely unrealizable. Yon-sama is neither an unreachable celebrity 
nor, as one informant put it, a "distant star in the sky." There is one 
other aspect of idolizing that is critical to fanning desire for, excit-
ing imagination of, fueling fantasies about and extending interest in 
Yon-sama: fan meetings. Despite being strategically staged, commercial 
events to sustain loyalty, fan meetings present the idol as a "real" f1gure 
with whom his fans in Japan can be intimate. They bring to life all of 
his perceived qualities and attributes, as the idol performs beyond the 
necessary routines of an actor. 

A typical Yon-sama fan meeting---1ike those of many other Korean 
idols-lasts three to four hours, during which time the idol talks to 
his fans, takes questions, tells jokes, plays games with the audience, 
reads aloud, sings, dances, cooks, and even strolls through the aisles and 
shakes hands. Throughout the event, fans scream the idol's name, nar-
rowing the distance by excitedly yelling "Yong Joon-shi!"8 and "Oppa/"9 

as though he were a lover. Such euphoria usually begins as soon as 
the idol steps on the stage, bows, and greets his fans politely with 
his trademarked phrase, "Good afternoon, my dear family" (kazoku no 
minna-smna, konnichiwa). It lasts until the end, when he blows a flying 
kiss to the audience and bids farewell with one magic word in Japanese 
that all his fans long to hear: "aishiteiru" (I love you). By then, most 
fans are in tears, as his departure leaves a huge void in their lives, which 
many fill by consuming Yon-sama merchandise and keeping busy with 
a variety of fan activities until they "meet" again. 
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Anne Allison (2006, 19) remarks that "friendship" can be made with 
and through products of popular culture, which incite desires and blur 
the boundary between fantasy and reality. Fan meetings are an example 
of this, inciting and intensifying fans' desires, and blurring the bound-
ary between the fantasy and reality of intimacy with the idol. However 
unreal this sense of intimacy may be, it gives meaning to the time, 
money, and emotions that these women invest in being Yon-sama fans. 
Many women feel the same way as Takahashi Sayaka, a 46-year-old sales 
assistant from Tokyo, who views fan meetings as moments when she 
can feel "close" to her idol, as they are "together at the same place 
and at the same time." Others are like Matsumoto Mioko, a 59-year-old 
widow from Osaka, who likens a fan meeting to going on a date with 
her "boyfriend" (kareshi), which helps relieve the loneliness and empti-
ness consoled by Yon-sama photographs, posters, bags, handkerchiefs, 
towels, cups, umbrellas, cushion covers, and even life-sized inflatable 
dolls. Fan meetings also confirm that she has made the right decision 
in switching from idolizing stars of the Japanese, all-female Takarazuka 
Revue to idolizing Yon-sama. 1° Compared with Takarazuka stars (who 
are women impersonating men), Yon-sama is a "real man." Yon-sama 
also offers intimacy in ways that Takarazuka stars cannot, as their fan 
meetings are governed by strict rules that prohibit fans from interacting 
directly with, let alone touching, the idols: 

I still like a few Takarazuka stars, but they are so aloof, whereas he 
[Yon-sama] makes me feel close. I know his company makes money 
from these fan meetings, but they also make me happy. After all, he 
also gives back to Japan. This means that he cares. He really deserves 
to be called Yon-sama. 

Conclusion 

My informants' experiences show that idolizing is closely bound up with 
and dominated by consumer capitalism, but also that women willingly 
participate in the process as individuals. While idolizing certainly offers 
pleasure as a form of relief from the toils of domesticity for some women, 
it also provides an important means of better understanding and artic-
ulating their conditions, which in tum enables them to develop new 
ways to resist, challenge, and even transform their identity as women. 
Their desires and fantasies are certainly those of women, not mothers. 
While their pursuits are contained within the bounds of heterosexuality 
and reinforce conventional associations of female desire with emotional 
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needs and perceptions of women as having a greater capacity than men 
for romance and passion (Radway 1984), idolizing Yon--sama also opens 
up new possibilities for women to regain self-esteem and reposition 
themselves in a society that has neglected, ignored, and forgotten them. 
It does not matter whether the idol truly possesses all the attributes 
and qualities that these women imagine him as having. What is impor-
tant is that the idol reflects, to borrow Aoyagi's (2000, 325) words, "the 
concerns and dreams" of his fans. As long as these women want to 
believe in and imagine Yon-sama, idolizing will continue to be fulfilling, 
meaningful, rejuvenating, and self-affirming. 
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Notes 

1. Bae Yong Joon, born on 29 August 1972 in Seoul, began acting in the early 
1990s, but became popular only after Winter Sonata was aired by the Korean 
Broadcasting System in 2002. Since the Japanese language does not accom-
modate a word ending in two consonants, or the consonant "g," part of 
the idol's name "Yong" is thus written and pronounced as "Yon." The suffix 
"-sama" is usually attached to a person's name as an honorific form of 
address. While the nickname Yon-sama is used by Japanese fans as an hon-
orific way of addressing the idol, many also jokingly say they are referring to 
him as a deity, which suggests respect, admiration, elevation, and distance. 

2. A statement appeared on the website of the idol's official fan club for 
Japan on 13 April 2011. For more information, see http://www.yongjoon. 
jp (accessed 14 April2011). 

3. The drama, known in South Korea as I<yeoul yeonga (literally, "winter love 
song"), was renamed Fuyu no Sonata (Winter Sonata) by NHK prior to its first 
broadcast in Japan in 2004. Winter Sonata was one of four dramas directed by 
Yoon Suk--Ho known as The Four Seasons, all of which are tragic love stories. 
For more information, see http://www.yoonscolor.com. 

4. This drama, known in Korean as Tae wang sa sing gi (The Legend of the Great 
King of Pour Gods), was aired by South Korea's Munhwa Broadcasting Cor-
poration in 2007, and features the idol as a mythical figure who is devoted 
to only one woman and chooses death in order to be united with her. 
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5. The idol's official website for Japanese fans offers a wide range of mer-
chandise for sale, with items ranging from ¥3,000 to 30,000 ($38-375). 
These include rings, pendants, wallets, stuffed toys, watches, posters, pho-
tographs, books, calendars, and DVDs. See http://www.yongjoon.jp/goods. 
asp (accessed 2 April 2011). 

6. The fteldwork was conducted over a 50-month period in Japan and South 
Korea, during which I also conducted participant observation of many fan 
activities. All my 36 informants are female: 18 are married, nine divorced, six 
unmarried, and three widowed. Half of those who are married are full-time 
housewives, while six hold part-time jobs and three are in full-time employ-
ment. Eight of the women who are divorced are single mothers in full-time 
employment, while one is retired. Of the six unmarried women, four have 
professional careers-marketing manager, accountant, business consultant, 
designer, pharmacist, and sales manager-while two are teachers. 

7. This movie is the Korean remake of the 1999 Hollywood movie Random 
Hearts, which features Harrison Ford and Kristin Scott. Unlike the charac-
ter played by Harrison Ford, the Korean idol is cast less as an angry husband 
and more as a forgiving and caring husband, who still looks after his injured 
wife despite knowing about her infidelity. 

8. The suffix "-shi" is added to a person's first name in South Korea as an 
informal and intimate form of address among friends. 

9. Oppa (which literally means "elder brother" in Korean) is used only by 
women to address an older male, who may be a sibling, husband, boyfriend, 
friend, or acquaintance. 

10. The Takarazuka Revue, which was established in 1913 near Osaka, still pro-
duces an all-female cast of singers and dancers today. Their performances are 
like a mixture of Broadway and The Rockettes. See Robertson (1998). 
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