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    ABSTRACT

    This qualitative interpretive study examines how BTS THE COMEBACK LIVE | ARIRANG constructs collective identity through reciprocal communication between BTS and ARMY using Ernest G. Bormann's Symbolic Convergence Theory and Fantasy Theme Analysis. Based on systematic observation of the Netflix concert, the analysis identifies fantasy themes of reunion, Korean cultural identity, authenticity, and shared resilience. These themes develop through fantasy chains, symbolic cues, and audience participation, culminating in a rhetorical vision of 'moving forward together.' The study argues that globally streamed concerts function as communicative spaces where collective identity is co-created rather than transmitted one-way.
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INTRODUCTION 


The
rapid expansion of digital media has fundamentally transformed the ways in
which cultural products are produced, distributed, and experienced. In the
digital era, media events are no longer confined to entertainment but
increasingly function as communicative spaces where meanings are negotiated,
identities are constructed, and emotional relationships are established among
geographically dispersed audiences. The convergence of live performance,
streaming technology, and interactive media has enabled audiences to
participate in shared communication experiences regardless of physical location,
creating new opportunities for collective identity formation within
transnational communities.


Among
the most influential examples of this transformation is the global rise of
Korean popular music (K-pop). Beyond its commercial success, K-pop has become a
significant form of transnational cultural communication, integrating music,
visual performance, social media, and digital platforms into a comprehensive
communication ecosystem. Through these interconnected media channels, artists
and audiences continuously negotiate shared meanings, cultural values, and
emotional experiences. Consequently, K-pop should be understood not merely as a
cultural industry but also as a communication phenomenon that facilitates
symbolic interaction across national and cultural boundaries.


Within
this context, BTS has emerged as one of the most influential global
communication actors of the twenty-first century. While the group is
internationally recognized for its musical achievements, its broader
significance lies in its ability to construct enduring relationships with
audiences through narratives of resilience, authenticity, solidarity,
self-reflection, and hope. These narratives are communicated not only through
recorded music but also through concerts, documentaries, livestreams, and
digital interactions that encourage active audience participation. Rather than
positioning fans as passive consumers, BTS consistently invites ARMY to become
participants in the communication process, transforming performances into collaborative
spaces of meaning-making.


This
communicative process is particularly evident in BTS THE COMEBACK LIVE |
ARIRANG, a concert film distributed globally through Netflix (Morin, 2026).
More than documenting a live performance, the concert represents a mediated
communication event that combines musical performance, verbal interaction,
visual symbolism, cultural representation, and audience participation into a
unified communicative experience (Sanden, 2013). By incorporating Korean
cultural symbols such as Arirang and staging the performance at Gwanghwamun
Square—one of South Korea's most historically significant public spaces—the
concert situates BTS's comeback within a broader narrative of national identity
while simultaneously addressing millions of viewers around the world through
digital streaming. The result is a communication event in which local cultural
identity and global audience participation converge within the same symbolic
space (Aurora et al., 2024).


The
ability of such performances to connect geographically dispersed audiences
highlights the importance of collective identity, which refers to the shared
sense of belonging developed through common experiences, values, symbols, and
emotional commitments (Cover, 2023). Within fandom communities, collective
identity is continuously negotiated through recurring rituals, narratives, and
symbolic practices that enable individuals to perceive themselves as members of
a larger community despite geographical separation. In the case of BTS,
collective identity is reinforced through fan chants, synchronized use of ARMY
Bomb lightsticks, communal singing, shared symbolic expressions such as
"OT7," and interactive communication during performances. These
symbolic practices transform individual spectators into members of a
transnational communication community.


To
explain how these shared meanings emerge, this study employs Ernest G.
Bormann's Symbolic Convergence Theory (SCT) (Bormann, 1985). SCT proposes that
communication creates shared realities through dramatized messages that enable
participants to develop common interpretations of events. As these dramatized
messages circulate among group members, they develop into fantasy themes,
spread through fantasy chains, become condensed into symbolic cues, and ultimately
produce a rhetorical vision that shapes collective consciousness. Unlike linear
communication models that emphasize message transmission, SCT conceptualizes
communication as a collaborative process through which symbolic realities are
continuously created and maintained.


Although
BTS has attracted substantial scholarly attention, existing studies have
primarily examined the group through the perspectives of cultural diplomacy,
soft power, branding, parasocial relationships, fan engagement, or social media
communication (Pradnyasari et al., 2024). Likewise, studies of K-pop fandom
have largely focused on online communities and participatory culture (Hartono
& Abdullah, 2026). Comparatively little attention has been given to
globally streamed concert films as communication events where symbolic meanings
are actively negotiated between performers and audiences. Moreover, limited
research has applied Symbolic Convergence Theory to examine how reciprocal
communication within digitally mediated concerts contributes to the
construction of collective identity across transnational fandoms. This gap is
particularly significant given the growing role of streaming platforms in
transforming localized performances into globally shared communication
experiences.


Addressing
this gap, the present study investigates how BTS THE COMEBACK LIVE | ARIRANG
constructs collective identity through reciprocal communication between BTS and
ARMY. Using Fantasy Theme Analysis derived from Symbolic Convergence Theory,
this research examines the fantasy themes, fantasy chains, symbolic cues, and
rhetorical vision embedded within the concert (Aurora et al., 2024). By
treating the concert as an audiovisual communication artifact rather than
merely an entertainment product, the study seeks to demonstrate how symbolic
convergence enables performers and audiences to co-create a shared symbolic
reality that transcends geographical, linguistic, and cultural boundaries.


Theoretically,
this study contributes to communication scholarship by extending the
application of Symbolic Convergence Theory to globally streamed concert
performances, demonstrating that symbolic convergence can emerge not only in
face-to-face groups but also within digitally mediated communication
environments. Practically, the findings offer insights into how reciprocal
communication, cultural symbolism, and audience participation can strengthen
collective identity in contemporary media events, providing implications for
communication practitioners, media producers, and researchers interested in
digital fandom and participatory culture.


 


THEORETICAL
REVIEW


Symbolic
Convergence Theory


Symbolic Convergence Theory (SCT), developed by Ernest G. Bormann
and subsequently interpreted by Griffin (Griffin et al., 2019), explains how
communication enables individuals to construct a shared symbolic reality
through dramatized messages. Rather than viewing communication as the simple
transmission of information, SCT argues that people create collective meanings
by sharing narratives, emotions, and symbolic experiences. Through this
process, group members gradually develop a common understanding of events,
identities, and social relationships that guide their collective behavior.


According to Bormann, symbolic convergence begins when individuals
become emotionally engaged in fantasy themes, which are dramatized
interpretations of people, events, or experiences communicated within a group.
Fantasy themes may emphasize shared aspirations, struggles, achievements, or
emotional experiences that participants collectively interpret as meaningful.
Griffin explain that these dramatized messages become persuasive because they
invite audiences to imagine themselves as participants in the same symbolic
reality rather than as passive receivers of information.


When fantasy themes are accepted and repeatedly shared, they
generate fantasy chains, a process in which emotional responses and shared
interpretations spread throughout a communication community. Fantasy chains
occur when audiences actively participate in reproducing dramatized messages
through verbal responses, emotional expressions, rituals, or other forms of
interaction. Consequently, communication becomes a collaborative process in
which symbolic meanings are reinforced through reciprocal participation instead
of one-way message delivery.


As fantasy chains develop, recurring narratives become condensed
into symbolic cues—words, phrases, gestures, places, objects, or visual symbols
that immediately reactivate previously shared meanings. Griffin (Griffin et
al., 2019)note that symbolic cues function as communicative shortcuts because
they allow members of a community to recall complex shared experiences through
relatively simple symbols. Over time, interconnected fantasy themes, fantasy
chains, and symbolic cues produce a rhetorical vision, a shared worldview that
provides members with a common interpretation of who they are, what they value,
and how they relate to one another.


To investigate these communicative processes, Bormann introduced
Fantasy Theme Analysis (FTA) as the principal methodological application of
SCT. Fantasy Theme Analysis examines recurring narratives, verbal interactions,
symbolic language, visual representations, emotional expressions, and audience
participation to explain how communication constructs shared realities. The
method has been widely applied to speeches, organizational communication,
political discourse, media texts, and digital communities because it enables
researchers to identify how collective meanings emerge through symbolic
interaction rather than individual interpretation.


In the context of BTS THE COMEBACK LIVE | ARIRANG, SCT
provides an appropriate analytical framework because the concert extends beyond
musical performance to become a communication event characterized by reciprocal
interaction between BTS and ARMY. Speeches, fan chants, communal singing,
audience responses, symbolic stage design, and Korean cultural imagery function
as dramatized messages that facilitate symbolic convergence. Through these
communicative practices, performers and audiences collaboratively construct a
rhetorical vision centered on reunion, authenticity, resilience, and collective
perseverance.


 


Collective
Identity in Digital Fandom


Collective identity refers to the shared understanding through
which individuals recognize themselves as members of a community united by
common values, emotional commitments, and symbolic experiences (Ionescu, 2020).
Unlike personal identity, which emphasizes individual characteristics,
collective identity emerges through continuous interaction, shared narratives,
and participation in common symbolic practices. It is therefore not a fixed
attribute but an ongoing communicative process sustained through social
relationships and collective meaning-making.


Within digital fandom, collective identity is no longer dependent
upon physical proximity. Advances in digital communication technologies have
enabled geographically dispersed individuals to participate simultaneously in
shared rituals, conversations, and media experiences. As a result, fandom
communities increasingly function as transnational communication networks in
which belonging is maintained through symbolic interaction rather than
face-to-face contact. Participatory communication allows fans to move beyond
the role of media consumers and become active contributors to the production
and circulation of shared meanings.


The global fandom surrounding BTS, known as ARMY, exemplifies this
transformation (Pradnyasari et al., 2024). Through livestreams, social media,
documentaries, concert films, and interactive performances, BTS consistently
encourages reciprocal communication with audiences. Rather than positioning
fans as spectators, the group invites them to participate through fan chants,
collective singing, synchronized use of ARMY Bomb lightsticks, and direct
verbal interaction during performances. These practices enable fans from
different countries and cultural backgrounds to experience themselves as
members of the same symbolic community despite geographical separation.


The findings of this study suggest that collective identity within
BTS's fandom is constructed not only through shared admiration for the artists
but also through continuous communicative interaction. Symbolic expressions
such as "OT7," "Borahae (I Purple You)," "We are
back," and metaphors including "keep swimming together" and
"moving forward together" function as symbolic cues that reactivate
collective memories and shared emotional experiences. Likewise, reciprocal
dialogue between BTS and ARMY—such as repeated call-and-response interactions,
communal singing of Arirang and Mikrokosmos, and synchronized
audience participation—demonstrates that collective identity is actively
negotiated rather than passively received.


Accordingly, this study conceptualizes collective identity as a
communicative accomplishment emerging through reciprocal communication,
symbolic participation, and emotional solidarity. Integrating Symbolic
Convergence Theory with the concept of collective identity provides a
comprehensive framework for understanding how globally streamed concert
performances create symbolic communities that transcend geographical,
linguistic, and cultural boundaries (Abu Bakar & Mohd
Zulkifli, 2025).


 


METHODOLOGY 



This
study employed a qualitative interpretive research design using Fantasy Theme
Analysis (FTA) as the primary analytical method. Derived from Ernest G.
Bormann's Symbolic Convergence Theory, Fantasy Theme Analysis is designed to
examine how dramatized communication enables groups to construct shared
meanings, collective consciousness, and symbolic realities (Bormann, 1985;
Griffin et al., 2019). Rather than measuring communication through numerical
indicators, FTA interprets recurring narratives, symbolic expressions,
emotional interactions, and communicative rituals that shape collective
identity. Given the study's objective of understanding how BTS and ARMY
co-construct shared meanings during a globally streamed concert, an
interpretive qualitative approach was considered the most appropriate research
design (Abdalla et al., 2026).


The
object of this research is BTS THE COMEBACK LIVE | ARIRANG, a concert film
distributed globally through Netflix (Xi, 2024). The concert was selected
because it represents an audiovisual communication event that integrates
musical performance, verbal interaction, visual storytelling, cultural symbolism,
audience participation, and digital mediation into a unified communicative
experience. Rather than treating the concert as an entertainment product, this
study approaches it as a communication artifact through which performers and
audiences collaboratively construct symbolic meanings (Goncharenko et al.,
2023).


The
primary data consisted of the audiovisual content of BTS THE COMEBACK LIVE |
ARIRANG. Data were collected through non-participant observation, in which the
researcher repeatedly viewed the concert to document verbal communication,
audience responses, visual symbolism, stage design, camera composition,
performer–audience interaction, musical performances, and culturally
significant representations. Observation notes were recorded systematically using
timestamps to capture key communicative moments, including members' speeches,
fan chants, audience participation, symbolic imagery, emotional expressions,
and transitions between performances. These detailed observations served as the
primary empirical material for the analysis.


Secondary
data were obtained from scholarly books, peer-reviewed journal articles,
conference proceedings, and official BTS materials related to Symbolic
Convergence Theory, Fantasy Theme Analysis, collective identity, participatory
culture, digital fandom, and K-pop communication. Foundational works by Ernest
G. Bormann (1972, 1985) and Griffin et al. (2019) provided the theoretical
framework, while previous studies on BTS and global fandom contextualized the
communication practices observed in the concert.


The
unit of analysis comprised both verbal and nonverbal communication, including
members' speeches, audience responses, fan chants, communal singing, symbolic
language, visual imagery, stage settings, lighting, camera framing, traditional
cultural performances, and reciprocal interactions between BTS and ARMY. These
communicative elements were examined because Symbolic Convergence Theory
recognizes that shared meanings emerge not only through spoken language but also
through symbolic actions, visual representations, and collective participation
(Ramadhani et al., 2024).


Data
analysis followed the procedures of Fantasy Theme Analysis proposed by Bormann
(1985). First, the researcher repeatedly reviewed the observation notes and
audiovisual recordings to become familiar with the communication artifact.
Second, open coding was conducted to identify recurring narratives, symbolic
expressions, emotional responses, and interaction patterns. Third, similar
codes were grouped into broader fantasy themes, representing the dominant
shared narratives communicated throughout the concert, such as reunion, Korean
cultural identity, authenticity, and shared resilience (Yim, 2002). Fourth,
interactions between BTS and ARMY were analyzed to identify fantasy chains,
focusing on moments where dramatized messages generated collective audience
participation through fan chants, communal singing, emotional responses, and
reciprocal dialogue. Fifth, recurring symbols, phrases, cultural references,
and visual representations—including Arirang, Gwanghwamun Square, OT7, ARMY
Bombs, and metaphors such as "keep swimming together" and
"moving forward together"—were interpreted as symbolic cues that
condensed shared meanings. Finally, the relationships among fantasy themes,
fantasy chains, symbolic cues, and audience participation were synthesized to
construct the rhetorical vision emerging from the concert (Hawhee, 2011).


To
ensure the credibility of the analysis, the researcher conducted prolonged engagement
with the communication artifact through repeated observations and continuous
comparison between empirical findings and the theoretical principles of
Symbolic Convergence Theory (Braithwaite et al., 2006). Analytical
interpretations were further supported through theoretical triangulation using
previous communication studies, official BTS promotional materials, and
publicly available interviews discussing the production and objectives of BTS
THE COMEBACK LIVE | ARIRANG. Maintaining detailed observation notes with
timestamps also strengthened the dependability of the findings by ensuring that
interpretations remained closely grounded in observable communicative events
rather than subjective assumptions (Ba & Zhao, 2021).  


 


RESULTS


Fantasy
Theme Analysis reveals that BTS THE COMEBACK LIVE | ARIRANG constructs
collective identity through reciprocal communication between BTS and ARMY.
Rather than functioning solely as a musical performance, the concert operates
as a communication event in which performers and audiences collaboratively
negotiate shared meanings. Throughout the performance, dramatized narratives,
symbolic rituals, audience participation, and audiovisual storytelling
collectively generate symbolic convergence, enabling geographically dispersed
viewers to perceive themselves as members of the same symbolic community (Wu et
al., 2026).


Consistent
with Bormann's Symbolic Convergence Theory, the analysis identified three
dominant fantasy themes: reunion as a shared narrative of hope, Korean cultural
identity, and reciprocal communication grounded in authenticity and shared
resilience (Endres, 2016). These fantasy themes are continuously reinforced
through fantasy chains and symbolic cues, ultimately producing a rhetorical
vision centered on collective perseverance and togetherness.


 


Fantasy
Theme 1: Reunion as a Shared Narrative of Hope


The
dominant fantasy theme throughout the concert is reunion. From the opening
sequence, the audiovisual presentation frames BTS's return as more than the
beginning of a new promotional cycle. Traditional Korean music, aerial shots of
Gwanghwamun Square, and the appearance of the seven members collectively
establish reunion as a symbolic celebration shared by BTS and ARMY.


The
members repeatedly refer to the four-year separation, memories of previous concerts,
and their gratitude for the audience's patience. Rather than functioning as
isolated personal statements, these speeches collectively dramatize waiting,
loyalty, and perseverance as shared experiences. Audience responses—including
prolonged cheering, emotional tears, applause, and synchronized fan
chants—demonstrate that these narratives are collectively accepted and
emotionally reproduced by the communication community.


According
to Symbolic Convergence Theory, fantasy themes emerge when dramatized
communication transforms individual experiences into collectively shared
realities. In this concert, reunion is not represented merely as the return of
seven performers but as the restoration of a symbolic relationship between BTS
and ARMY. The repeated references to waiting and meeting again encourage
audiences to reinterpret years of separation as a meaningful communal journey,
establishing the emotional foundation upon which symbolic convergence develops.


 


Fantasy
Theme 2: Korean Cultural Identity


The second
fantasy theme concerns Korean cultural identity. Rather than presenting Korean
tradition as historical heritage alone, the concert integrates cultural symbols
into a contemporary global performance, enabling audiences from different
cultural backgrounds to participate in a shared symbolic narrative.


The title
Arirang, the inclusion of traditional Korean vocalists, Korean
instrumental music, and the selection of Gwanghwamun Square as the performance
venue collectively communicate Korean cultural identity. These symbols function
beyond aesthetic decoration; they represent perseverance, national memory, and
cultural continuity. SUGA explicitly reinforces this narrative by explaining
that the album was intentionally titled Arirang because it reflects
BTS's identity.


From the
perspective of Symbolic Convergence Theory, these cultural references function
as fantasy themes because they provide audiences with shared symbolic
interpretations despite diverse cultural backgrounds. Korean viewers may
associate Arirang with historical memory, whereas international
audiences interpret it as representing BTS's cultural roots and artistic
authenticity. Through reciprocal communication during the performance, these
different interpretations converge into a common emotional understanding
centered on resilience and belonging.


 


Fantasy
Theme 3: Reciprocal Communication, Authenticity, and Shared Resilience


The third
fantasy theme concerns the communicative relationship between BTS and ARMY.
Throughout the concert, BTS consistently positions ARMY not as passive
spectators but as active participants whose presence completes the performance.
This reciprocal communication distinguishes the concert from conventional celebrity
performances in which communication flows primarily from artist to audience.


The
members openly discuss their anxieties regarding the comeback, uncertainty
about the future, and hopes that audiences would continue supporting them.
Rather than projecting celebrity perfection, BTS repeatedly emphasizes
vulnerability, honesty, and emotional transparency. Statements concerning fear,
pressure, and artistic uncertainty invite audiences to identify with
experiences that are fundamentally human rather than exclusively associated
with global celebrities.


Audience
participation demonstrates that these dramatized messages are collectively
accepted. Whenever BTS expresses concern, ARMY immediately responds through
cheering, verbal affirmation, and emotional expressions that transform
individual experiences into shared narratives. Particularly significant is the
exchange between Jimin and the audience, in which his statement that BTS is
"not that special" is immediately answered by thousands of ARMY members
declaring, "You are." This interaction illustrates that collective
identity is negotiated through dialogue rather than unilaterally defined by
performers.


Bormann
explains that symbolic cues are shorthand expressions capable of activating
extensive shared fantasies. Throughout BTS THE COMEBACK LIVE | ARIRANG,
numerous symbolic cues reactivate collective memories accumulated over BTS's
career. The first symbolic cue is Gwanghwamun Square itself. SUGA remarks,
"It's such an honor to perform at Gwanghwamun, one of Korea's most
historic places." Rather than functioning merely as a concert venue,
Gwanghwamun becomes a communicative symbol representing Korean history,
national memory, and cultural continuity. The setting positions BTS's comeback
within a broader cultural narrative, linking contemporary K-pop to Korean
heritage. SUGA continues, "We wanted this album to reflect who we are.
That's why we chose Arirang as the album title." This statement
explicitly identifies Arirang as a symbolic representation of identity. Within
the framework of Symbolic Convergence Theory, the title functions as a symbolic
cue that immediately evokes themes of resilience, belonging, and Korean
cultural pride. For Korean audiences, Arirang recalls historical memory, while
international audiences interpret it as a representation of BTS's cultural
roots. 


Despite
these differing backgrounds, both groups converge upon a shared symbolic
understanding.V broadens the communicative scope of the concert by stating,
"To everyone watching us around the world on Netflix, we've really been
looking forward to this. Wherever you are, we hope what we feel today reaches
you..."

This statement significantly expands the symbolic community beyond the physical
boundaries of Gwanghwamun Square. Through Netflix, symbolic convergence is no
longer confined to a local audience but extends globally. Viewers separated by
geography are invited to participate in the same emotional experience,
illustrating how digital media facilitate transnational collective identity. J-Hope
reinforces this global fantasy through English:

"I can't believe the seven of us are all standing together on this
stage today... Thank you for waiting for us."


The
deliberate use of English broadens accessibility, ensuring that international
audiences are directly included within the communicative event. Language thus
becomes another symbolic cue connecting diverse audiences to the same
rhetorical community. Finally, RM concludes the opening ment by stating, "To
everyone here, and everyone watching on Netflix around the world, thank you for
joining us tonight. It's been a long journey. But now we're finally here."

This statement summarizes the central symbolic cue of the concert: the journey.
The phrase encapsulates years of shared experiences, challenges, separation,
and reunion, enabling audiences to interpret the performance as the fulfillment
of a collective narrative rather than simply the beginning of another concert.


The
recurring metaphors "keep swimming together" and "moving forward
together" further reinforce this fantasy theme. These expressions
communicate that uncertainty should not be avoided but experienced
collectively. Consequently, authenticity functions not merely as a personal
characteristic of BTS but as the communicative foundation upon which collective
identity is constructed.


 


Fantasy
Chains: Reciprocal Participation as Symbolic Convergence


The
findings indicate that fantasy chains develop through three interconnected
communicative mechanisms: verbal invitation, reciprocal audience participation,
and audiovisual reinforcement (Penrod, 2011).


First,
BTS repeatedly invites audiences into shared narratives through statements such
as "We are back," "Thank you for waiting for us," and
"Can you feel it?" These verbal invitations establish dramatized
messages that encourage audiences to interpret the concert as a collective
rather than individual experience.


Second,
audiences actively reproduce these narratives through synchronized fan chants,
communal singing, applause, cheering, emotional tears, and call-and-response
interactions. Rather than remaining passive recipients, ARMY members become
symbolic participants whose reactions continuously reinforce the unfolding
communication process. The collective singing of Arirang and Mikrokosmos,
together with the official fan chant performed before MIC DROP,
demonstrates how fantasy themes spread throughout the communication community
and become shared emotional experiences.


Third,
symbolic convergence is strengthened through audiovisual storytelling. The
concert repeatedly alternates close-up shots of BTS with images of crying
audience members, synchronized ARMY Bombs, aerial views of Gwanghwamun Square,
and panoramic crowd shots. These editing strategies visually construct
reciprocity by presenting performers and audiences as equal participants within
the same symbolic narrative. Consequently, fantasy chains emerge not only
through spoken language but also through visual communication and cinematic
storytelling.


 


Symbolic
Cues and Their Communicative Functions


The
concert repeatedly employs symbolic cues that reactivate collective memories
and reinforce shared meanings. Within Symbolic Convergence Theory, these cues
function as communicative shortcuts through which audiences immediately
recognize broader symbolic narratives.


 


Table. 1 Symbolic Cues and Their
Communicative Functions



 
  
   	
   Symbolic Cue

   
   	
   Communicative Meaning

   
   	
   Function within SCT

   
  

 
 
  	
  Arirang

  
  	
  Korean
  identity, resilience, belonging

  
  	
  Activates
  cultural memory

  
 

 
  	
  Gwanghwamun
  Square

  
  	
  National
  heritage and historical continuity

  
  	
  Connects
  comeback with Korean identity

  
 

 
  	
  OT7

  
  	
  Complete
  reunion of all members

  
  	
  Reinforces
  collective identity

  
 

 
  	
  ARMY
  Bomb

  
  	
  Visual
  solidarity

  
  	
  Demonstrates
  community participation

  
 

 
  	
  "We
  are back"

  
  	
  Reunion
  after separation

  
  	
  Initiates
  fantasy chains

  
 

 
  	
  "Keep
  swimming together"

  
  	
  Shared
  perseverance

  
  	
  Reinforces
  resilience

  
 

 
  	
  "Moving
  forward together"

  
  	
  Collective
  future

  
  	
  Strengthens
  rhetorical vision

  
 

 
  	
  Netflix
  global streaming

  
  	
  Transnational
  participation

  
  	
  Expands
  symbolic community beyond physical space

  
 




 


Among
these cues, Netflix occupies a particularly significant position. Unlike traditional
concerts, digital streaming enables symbolic convergence to extend beyond
audiences physically present at Gwanghwamun Square. Viewers across different
countries simultaneously participate in the same communicative event,
illustrating how digital media facilitate symbolic convergence within
transnational communities.


 


Rhetorical
Vision: Moving Forward Together


The
interaction among fantasy themes, fantasy chains, and symbolic cues culminates
in a rhetorical vision centered on moving forward together. Throughout the
concert, BTS consistently frames its relationship with ARMY as a shared journey
characterized by resilience, authenticity, mutual trust, and collective growth.
Rather than promising an absence of future difficulties, the members repeatedly
emphasize the importance of facing uncertainty together.


This
rhetorical vision is reinforced through speeches, musical performances,
audience participation, symbolic metaphors, and audiovisual storytelling. Songs
such as SWIM, Mikrokosmos, and the closing messages expressing
gratitude toward both audiences at Gwanghwamun Square and viewers on Netflix
collectively communicate that BTS and ARMY constitute one symbolic community
regardless of geographical location.


These
findings support Bormann's proposition that communication creates shared
realities through dramatized messages while extending Griffin et al.'s
interpretation of Symbolic Convergence Theory to globally streamed concert
performances. Unlike conventional applications of SCT that primarily examine
face-to-face communication, this study demonstrates that symbolic convergence
can emerge through digitally mediated interactions in which performers, live
audiences, and online viewers collaboratively construct collective identity.
Consequently, BTS THE COMEBACK LIVE | ARIRANG illustrates that
contemporary concerts function not only as entertainment but also as
transnational communication spaces where symbolic communities are continuously
created, negotiated, and sustained. 


 


DISCUSSION


Constructing Collective Identity Through Reciprocal
Communication


The findings demonstrate
that BTS THE COMEBACK LIVE | ARIRANG constructs collective identity not
merely through musical performance but through continuous reciprocal
communication between BTS and ARMY. While concerts are traditionally understood
as performances delivered from artists to audiences, this concert consistently
transforms spectators into communicative participants. Throughout the
performance, dialogue, emotional responses, symbolic rituals, and collective
participation merge into what Bormann describes as a shared symbolic reality.


According to Symbolic
Convergence Theory, communication does not simply transmit information; rather,
it creates a common symbolic world through dramatized messages that become
collectively accepted. Griffin explains that symbolic convergence occurs when
individuals begin to experience the same events through shared fantasy themes
and gradually perceive themselves as members of a common rhetorical community.
The observations from BTS THE COMEBACK LIVE | ARIRANG strongly support
this proposition.


The opening sequence
establishes the rhetorical context through symbolic representations of Korean
culture, followed immediately by RM's declaration, "Hello, Seoul. We
are back." Although linguistically simple, this statement performs a
significant communicative function. It marks the symbolic beginning of a new
collective narrative in which both BTS and ARMY become participants in the same
story of reunion. The immediate cheering from thousands of audience members
illustrates that the message is instantly accepted and emotionally shared,
initiating symbolic convergence.


Unlike conventional
celebrity performances that emphasize hierarchical relationships between artists
and audiences, the concert repeatedly minimizes this distinction. Members
consistently invite audience participation through questions, emotional
disclosures, and direct conversation. For example, V asks, "Are you
guys having fun?" while J-Hope repeatedly seeks confirmation that
audiences are enjoying the performance. These questions do not merely maintain
audience engagement; they create opportunities for co-construction of meaning.
The audience's synchronized responses demonstrate that communication flows
bidirectionally rather than remaining performer-centered.


One of the most
compelling examples of symbolic convergence occurs when RM explains the
creative process behind the ARIRANG album and asks, "Can you
guys feel it?" Rather than responding individually, thousands of
audience members answer simultaneously with "Yes." From
Bormann's perspective, this interaction represents symbolic convergence because
the audience publicly affirms that they share BTS's interpretation of the
album's meaning. Communication therefore becomes collective rather than
individual.


The concert also
illustrates that symbolic convergence is sustained through ritualized
communication. The official fan chant preceding MIC DROP, in which ARMY
collectively calls each member's full name, functions as a ritual affirming
membership within the BTS community. Similarly, communal singing during Arirang,
synchronized use of ARMY Bomb lightsticks, and audience participation during
the encore performance of Mikrokosmos reinforce shared symbolic
meanings. These recurring rituals correspond to what Bormann describes as
fantasy chains, in which dramatized communication spreads and is reproduced by
members of the rhetorical community.


Another significant
finding concerns BTS's communication style. Throughout the concert, members
repeatedly reject the image of unattainable global celebrities. Instead, they
describe feelings of anxiety, uncertainty, vulnerability, and gratitude. J-Hope
openly admits concerns that audiences might no longer wait for BTS, while SUGA
acknowledges continuing uncertainty about the group's future. RM explains that
the album emerged from honest conversations about identity and artistic
direction. Most significantly, Jimin states that BTS is "not that special
or extraordinary," only to be immediately interrupted by thousands of ARMY
members shouting, "You are!"


This interaction
represents an important extension of Symbolic Convergence Theory. Rather than
simply accepting BTS's narrative, ARMY actively negotiates meaning. The
exchange demonstrates that collective identity is not imposed by performers but
co-created through communicative interaction. BTS proposes one symbolic
interpretation, while ARMY offers another. The resulting dialogue strengthens
rather than weakens symbolic convergence because both parties ultimately
reinforce their shared emotional connection.


The closing segment of
the concert further consolidates this rhetorical community. As members
individually express gratitude, nearly every statement emphasizes continuity
rather than closure. Jin promises that BTS will continue showing diverse sides
of themselves, Jimin encourages audiences to anticipate future performances,
SUGA expresses appreciation toward Seoul and everyone involved in making the
concert possible, and Jungkook concludes by assuring ARMY that BTS will
continue producing meaningful music as long as fans remain with them. These
statements collectively shift the concert from an ending to the beginning of
another shared journey.


The encore performance
of Mikrokosmos provides the strongest evidence of symbolic convergence
within the concert. Rather than emphasizing technical performance, the song
invites communal participation. Audience members sing together with BTS,
transforming performers and spectators into a unified symbolic community.
According to Bormann, rhetorical visions endure because they continue to be
reproduced through communication. The collective performance of Mikrokosmos
therefore functions as the culmination of the rhetorical vision developed
throughout the concert.


 


Rhetorical Vision: "We Keep Moving Forward
Together"


Fantasy Theme Analysis
indicates that the rhetorical vision emerging from BTS THE COMEBACK LIVE |
ARIRANG can be summarized as "We Keep Moving Forward Together."
This vision is not expressed in a single statement but is constructed
cumulatively through recurring themes of reunion, honesty, resilience,
gratitude, and mutual commitment.


The metaphor of moving
forward together appears repeatedly in members' speeches. V emphasizes
taking "one step at a time," while Jimin introduces the metaphor of
"keep swimming together." Jungkook assures audiences that BTS will
continue creating music as long as ARMY remains with them. These statements
transform individual experiences into a collective narrative centered on
perseverance. Within Symbolic Convergence Theory, such recurring dramatized
messages constitute a rhetorical vision because they provide members of the
communication community with a shared understanding of who they are and where
they are going.


Importantly, this
rhetorical vision extends beyond the physical audience in Gwanghwamun Square.
Multiple members explicitly acknowledge viewers watching through Netflix,
inviting geographically dispersed audiences into the same symbolic community.
Streaming technology therefore functions as a communicative bridge that enables
symbolic convergence across national and cultural boundaries. The concert
demonstrates that collective identity can be constructed not only through
physical co-presence but also through digitally mediated participation.


These findings align
with contemporary scholarship on participatory culture, which argues that
audiences increasingly function as active contributors to media meaning rather
than passive consumers. However, this study extends previous research by
demonstrating that Symbolic Convergence Theory provides a useful explanatory
framework for understanding how global digital concerts generate collective
identity. Through fantasy themes, symbolic cues, fantasy chains, and rhetorical
vision, BTS THE COMEBACK LIVE | ARIRANG transforms millions of
geographically separated individuals into a symbolic community united by shared
narratives, emotional reciprocity, and collective imagination.


 


CONCLUSIONS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS


This
study set out to examine how BTS THE COMEBACK LIVE | ARIRANG constructs
collective identity through the lens of Ernest G. Bormann's Symbolic
Convergence Theory, as interpreted by Griffin. Using Fantasy Theme Analysis,
the study demonstrates that the concert is not merely a musical performance but
a communication event in which performers and audiences collaboratively
construct shared meanings. Rather than functioning as passive spectators, ARMY
members actively participate in the symbolic creation of reality through verbal
responses, fan chants, communal singing, emotional expressions, and reciprocal
interactions with BTS.


The
findings reveal four dominant fantasy themes: reunion, Korean cultural
identity, authenticity, and shared resilience. These fantasy themes are
continuously reinforced through fantasy chains generated by audience
participation and emotional contagion throughout the performance. Symbolic
cues—including Arirang, Gwanghwamun Square, OT7, ARMY Bombs, and recurring
metaphors such as "moving forward together" and "keep swimming
together"—serve as condensed representations of shared experiences that
reactivate collective memories among BTS and ARMY. Together, these
communicative elements culminate in a rhetorical vision centered on mutual
trust, perseverance, and the belief that BTS and ARMY continue moving forward
as one symbolic community despite geographical and cultural differences.


From
a theoretical perspective, this study extends the application of Symbolic
Convergence Theory to digitally mediated concert performances. Previous
applications of SCT have largely focused on organizational communication,
political rhetoric, or face-to-face group interaction. This research
demonstrates that symbolic convergence can also emerge within globally streamed
entertainment events where communication occurs simultaneously between
performers and geographically dispersed audiences through digital platforms.
The findings therefore contribute to the growing body of communication research
examining participatory culture, digital fandom, and transnational media
experiences.


Practically,
the findings suggest that contemporary live performances should be understood
as strategic communication spaces rather than solely artistic productions. The
reciprocal communication established between BTS and ARMY illustrates how
meaningful dialogue, cultural symbolism, and emotional authenticity strengthen
audience engagement and sustain long-term community relationships. For
communication practitioners, event organizers, media producers, and cultural
institutions, the study highlights the importance of creating participatory
communication environments that encourage audiences to become active
contributors in the construction of shared meanings.


 


FURTHER
STUDY


            Although
this study provides a comprehensive analysis of BTS THE COMEBACK LIVE | ARIRANG
through Symbolic Convergence Theory, several limitations should be acknowledged.
First, the analysis focuses exclusively on the concert film as an audiovisual
communication artifact and therefore does not incorporate audience perspectives
through interviews, surveys, or ethnographic observation. Consequently, the
interpretation reflects communicative patterns presented within the performance
rather than the diverse meanings audiences may construct after viewing the
concert.


Second,
this study examines a single communication artifact. While BTS THE COMEBACK
LIVE | ARIRANG offers a rich context for analyzing symbolic convergence, the
findings may not fully represent communication dynamics across other BTS
concerts, K-pop performances, or global music events. Future studies may
therefore compare multiple concerts or artists to explore similarities and
differences in the construction of collective identity.


Third,
future studies should investigate how symbolic convergence continues beyond the
concert through digital interactions on platforms such as Weverse, X (formerly Twitter),
TikTok, Instagram, and YouTube. Examining post-concert communication would
provide valuable insights into how fantasy themes evolve, circulate, and
contribute to the long-term maintenance of collective identity within global
digital fandom.
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