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The Identity of “Gangnam Style”: Social Commentary or Third-Rate Culture? 

“Do you know Psy?” Back in 2012, Korean reporters used to blurt out this annoying 

question whenever they had a chance to meet foreign celebrities. These young press workers 

never seemed to be satisfied unless they saw some decent “horse-dancing” on the spot. The 

K-Pop artist Psy’s eighth single, “Gangnam Style,” is about a pathetic poser in Gangnam, one 

of the richest neighborhoods in South Korea. He garnishes ill-fitting, golden ornaments to 

show off his wealth, but miserably fails at impressing anyone. With over one billion views on 

YouTube in a matter of months, the song was arguably the most influential work in the 

history of K-Pop (Fisher). Domestically, “Gangnam Style” was an entertaining yet subtle 

critique against the country’s materialism, which was spearheaded by the consumption 

culture of Gangnam. On the other hand, the foreign audience mostly perceived it as an 

outrageously funny act by an “Asian jester” with “decidedly non-pop star looks in a very 

non-threatening package” (Pan). “Gangnam Style” makes outstanding use of kitsch and satire 

to paint a critical picture of Korean society; internationally, the song was an online sensation 

that presented a new Asian masculinity that was vastly different from the one characterized 

by American popular culture. 

In terms of style, “Gangnam Style” is characterized by its cheesiness, or “kitschiness.” 

To say something is kitschy is to say that it conforms to the low-brow tastes of the public 

(Rugg). Kitsch art often exhibits bright colors and a liking for carnal pleasures. For instance, 

the works of American artist Andy Warhol are often referred to as the epitomes of kitsch. His 

works often feature vibrant colors and sexual overtones (Spielman). Likewise, Psy’s music 
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video features flamboyant suits, exaggerated sexuality, and an extensive use of humorous 

hyperbole. The song’s music video starts off with a close-up of Psy lying down on a parasol, 

in what appears to be a beach. Then, as the camera zooms out, the audience quickly realizes 

that the place is actually a playground in an apartment complex. Just past the one minute 

mark, he shoves his head right in front of the rear ends of women practicing yoga at the Han 

River waterfront. Psy also dances in between the comedian Roh Hongcheol’s legs while in an 

elevator, as Roh repeatedly thrusts his pelvis into the air. Throughout the music video, he 

carries on with his absurd and often sexual acts in a public bath, a Korean tour bus full of 

elderly citizens, the packed subway, and even next to two old men playing Korean chess. The 

locations shown in the music video could not be farther from the posh style of Gangnam. 

Psy’s awkward mimicry of Gangnam’s fashion, with his 60’s style shirt and round sunglasses, 

worsens the mismatch even more. Through humor, he steps down from being a supposedly 

upper-class Gangnamer, and sympathizes with the general public in the distaste for the posers 

of Gangnam. Moreover, the shameless display of pathetic failure only adds to Psy’s 

attractiveness, as he becomes a more amicable, familiar figure in the audiences’ minds. In 

other words, “Gangnam Style”’s music video shows an intended cheesiness, or “kitschiness,” 

that succeeds in winning over the audience’s approval. Through it, Psy sends an implicit 

message that the people of Gangnam are nothing but pretentious losers. 

Though the implications themselves might be quite subtle, “Gangnam Style” is 

intended to be a downright criticism of South Korea today. The harshest attack comes from 

the song’s mention of coffee. In the song, Psy calls himself “a man who bottoms up the 

coffee before it gets cold.” Over the years, coffee has become somewhat of a luxury product 

in South Korea. Starting in the 2000s, a coffee-culture quickly developed first among the 

Korea’s wealthier urbanites, as legions of young men and women flocked to coffee-shops 

after having lunch at cheaper corporate cafeterias. As the country’s cultural epicenter, 
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Gangnam saw an explosion of coffee-shops. Quickly, the neighborhood Starbucks was taken 

to be a place for the rich and successful. Even today, Koreans often make jokes against 

people who pretend to be rich by eating 3000 won ramen, and then sipping 6000 won 

Starbucks coffee on the street. Through the lyrics, Psy is ridiculing this pretentious culture 

that had developed in Korea. In addition, Psy fails miserably in attracting the beautiful 

women that appear in the music video. Nevertheless, the lyrics say that he desires “a 

sophisticated woman who knows what a cup of coffee is about.” Coupled with Psy’s pudgy 

and excruciatingly flamboyant appearance, the song serves as a hollow mockery against the 

arrogant upstarts, or upstart-wannabes, who loiter around Seoul’s posh neighborhoods. 

Evidently, this sumptuous culture of South Korea is attested by the recent boom of the 

country’s cosmetics and plastic surgery industries and also by its mounting credit card debt. 

Accordingly, “Gangnam Style” sarcastically depicts Korean society as a place with 

hypersexual woman in thick make-up and pretentious men in flamboyant suits.  

 Since the song was so grounded in issues related to South Korea, no one expected 

“Gangnam Style” to be a world-wide hit. Psy himself repeatedly emphasized on TV programs 

like CNN Showbiz Tonight that he “didn’t expect it at all” (CNN). Historically, Asian artists 

have failed to break into America. Over the years, K-Pop artists have also made several 

unsuccessful attempts. Singers like Jin-Young Park or the Wonder Girls made futile attempts 

in writing English lyrics, and even composing entire albums, for the American public 

(Omona). Asian music was not a popular genre in the US for a long period of time. No Asian 

artist had reached the top of Billboard charts since Kyu Sakamoto’s melancholy song called 

“Sukiyaki” topped the Billboard Hot 100 in 1963 (Park). In this respect, “Gangnam Style” 

had to have struck a chord in America’s popular culture; otherwise, it could not have been 

this popular. Deanna Pan, a senior editorial fellow at Mother Jones magazine, noted shortly 

after the song’s world-wide success that this popularity was derived from a notion of Asian 
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masculinity completely different from the one characterized by the American stereotype. Pan 

mentions that Asians were viewed in American popular culture as marginalized individuals, 

like “Kung-Fu fighters, Confucius quoting clairvoyants, and the biggest geeks in high school.” 

Evidently, the Asian man almost never takes on a lead role in any American movies, TV 

series, or talk shows. He is often portrayed as a passive intellectual that supports the main 

character. Accordingly, Psy’s image as a self-assured Asian brat was one that was rarely, if at 

all, seen in American popular culture. The very notion of a confident Asian male as the main 

protagonist of a particular narrative would have seemed exotic to the American audience. In 

other words, “Gangnam Style”’s success in American pop-culture could be attributed to the 

fact that it presents an entirely new alternative to an established cultural image, which had hit 

Americans in the most unexpected spot. 

On the other hand, the “Gangnam Style”’s world-wide success would not have been 

possible had it not been facilitated by digitalized means of cultural reproduction. 

Undoubtedly, the kitsch element was what first caught the foreigners’ attention. However, the 

kitsch alone would not have been enough for the song’s international success. After its 

introduction on YouTube, the song was mainly popularized through the use of social 

networking services and parody videos. Most notably, the American rapper T-Pain’s tweet, 

which stated “words cannot even describe how amazing this video is,” was retweeted 2,400 

times within days (Fisher). Shortly after, the most unexpected groups of people, like the US 

Navy and the Indiana Pacers, started to make parodies of the song. Also, the online version of 

the Wall Street Journal posted “Gangnam Style” as one of “5 Must-See” videos (Gruger). 

This viral online reaction was quite unexpected, since the foreign audience would only 

comprehend the kitsch, but not the cultural criticism, in “Gangnam Style.” With regards to 

context, most K-Pop becomes utterly incomprehensible when introduced to another culture. 

Naturally, “Gangnam Style” had to be understood quite differently by the foreign audience. 
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Despite the fact that the social satire could not be understood, internet users have amplified 

“Gangnam Style”’s entertaining kitsch element to the fullest extent. Of course, the song’s 

popularity was not only because of the internet. Psy was completely different from the usual 

K-Pop girl-groups and boys bands. He was virtually the first K-Pop artist to be presented as a 

funny-looking chubby guy with a good sense of humor. Undoubtedly, Psy had a unique 

character that set him apart. Yet, the song’s huge online success also demonstrates the power 

of digital media in today’s popular culture. In other words, this level of popularity would not 

have been possible without the digitalized means of cultural reproduction, like internet 

parodies and SNS activities. 

In essence, a viral spread through digital media assisted the popularization of 

“Gangnam Style.” The song’s catchy beats and lyrics made the audience willing to imitate 

the style and use it to tell stories of their own. The case of “Gangnam Style” is comparable to 

the Moldovan Pop group O-Zone’s Billboard hit “Dragostea Din Tei,” more commonly 

known as the “Numa Numa” song. The song was first parodied by American blogger Gary 

Brolsma, and had generated an uproarious amount of parodies since then (Rusher). Ironically, 

most Americans did not know a single word that the artists were saying. “Dragostea Din Tei” 

was sung in Romanian, which bears no resemblance to the English language (Rusher). For 

both cases, most Americans regarded the artists as strange foreigners that seemed to be 

excited over a totally incomprehensible subject. They seemed to have found it outrageously 

funny to react in an absurdly passionately way to something that they did not even understand. 

In this sense, these artists were regarded as foreign clowns. Humorous, and often times 

cheesy, foreign songs were never taken seriously. “Macarena,” a Latin-Pop Billboard hit 

during the 90’s demonstrate the same tendency (Lipshutz). Most people simply disregard 

about the lyrics of the foreign songs; rather, they focus on having a good laugh at the “other.” 

Psy’s sharp popularity decline in his next single, “Gentleman,” attests to this trend, as 
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Americans moved onto new cultural fads. 

However, the cultural significance of “Gangnam Style” is a debated topic among 

scholars and experts. Wu-Suk Cho writes in Global Asia, a Seoul-based research journal on 

cultural studies, that “Psy’s unique audacity transforms a peculiar rustic and provincial 

Korean vibe into superb kitsch” (37). Indeed, Psy’s use of kitsch in his flamboyant fashion 

and self-confident lyrics did play an important role in his ascent to fame. On the other hand, 

Michael K. Park, an assistant professor of communications at Syracuse University, points out 

that while the success of “Gangnam Style” does represent a greater social acceptance of 

Asian men who have historically been marginalized in mainstream US media” (196-197), Psy 

is still portrayed as an Asian “minstrel” for Americans to laugh at (200). Psy’s appearance on 

Saturday Night Live’s 38th season shows his jester-like status quite clearly. Seth MacFarlane 

appears with a red magical button that activates a Psy impersonator who dances to “Gangnam 

Style.” After repeatedly hitting the button, the real Psy appears and performs the horse dance. 

He never speaks a word except “Oppa Gangnam Style.” Then, he screams at the buttocks of 

his female back dancer. The American actors roar with uncontrollable laughter (Park 206). 

One may consider “Gangnam Style” merely as a Korean take at slapstick comedy, and trying 

to redefine the song through a cultural frame of thought might only be overcomplicating the 

issue. However, it is apparent that “Gangnam Style” takes on vastly different contexts 

depending on its cultural setting.  

At first glance, “Gangnam Style” is a portrayal of a pathetic Korean thug trying to act 

as if he was a hotshot. From the domestic standpoint, “Gangnam Style” was a funny yet 

revealing cultural critique that the general public could easily empathize with. Its pejorative 

account of the country’s materialistic culture might serve as a sort of catharsis for Koreans 

with negative opinions of Gangnamers. On the other hand, the song was merely exotic kitsch 

for foreigners, albeit an incredibly popular one. Admittedly, racial prejudice did play a role in 
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the popularization of “Gangnam Style.” Inevitably, the song had to be defined in relation to 

the preliminary impressions of Korea and Asia in the respective country. “Gangnam Style” 

was an exquisite cultural product that reached out to both domestic and foreign audiences 

through its subtle social commentary and commercial charm. Upon the song’s international 

success, the Korean reaction was rather ambivalent, as people were both puzzled and 

gratified by its outrageous foreign reception. Overall, Koreans seemed to be quite proud of 

their first success at hitting it big in America, and by that, the world as well. Nevertheless, 

they must be wary of the racial tropes that lurk behind its popularity.  
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