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Abstract
In July 2020, the South Korean government announced a 5-year, post-pandemic 
plan. This purportedly proactive policy aimed to advance digital and green industries 
to lay the groundwork for the post-pandemic era. This article examines the South 
Korean government’s early proposal of a post-pandemic policy, titled the Korean 
New Deal, in order to explore how the pandemic crisis may affect the policymakers’ 
envisioning of the post-crisis society. Moreover, the study examines how this early 
predictive plan may reveal the ways in which the pandemic is utilized for discursive 
politics. Drawing on the critical discourse analysis of policy documents and news 
coverage, this article questions how the “old” language of the developmental state is 
incorporated into the “new” policy. The study also shows how COVID-19′s impacts 
and uncertainties are translated into political discourses.

Keywords Korean New Deal · Digital New Deal · Green New Deal · COVID-19 · 
Developmental state · Bio-nationalism

Introduction

The devastating year of 2020 tested governments’ abilities to cope with natural and 
social disasters. Some governments effectively controlled the spread and damage of 
COVID-19 (e.g. Australia, New Zealand and Taiwan), while others seemed to be 
quite at a loss (e.g. the USA). Each country’s experiences with, and lessons from the 
crisis, may influence the ways in which its government plans post-pandemic national 
policies. For example, on July 14, 2020, when the world was relentlessly fighting 
against the novel virus, the South Korean government announced a 5-year, post-pan-
demic plan. This plan reinforces some of the government’s pandemic crisis meas-
ures, such as the extensive use of personal data for public and industrial purposes, 
while proposing several new projects. This purportedly proactive policy, which aims 
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to advance digital and green industries to lay the groundwork for the post-pandemic 
era, might be one of the earliest “post-pandemic” national policies proposed by any 
national government [25]. In comparison, other Asian countries were still consulting 
to establish post-pandemic national plans [16, 55].

While many national and local authorities released crisis management plans to 
support individuals and industries devastated by the pandemic, it seemed hasty to 
propose predictive post-pandemic national development plans in the uncertain phase 
of the COVID-19 crisis, during which the handling of the pandemic was a prior-
ity. The South Korean government’s early planning of post-pandemic phases seemed 
to be motivated by its relatively successful containment of COVID-19, which con-
tributed to a high public approval rating. As discussed later, the government pro-
moted its infectious disease control system under the name of “K-bangyeok” (lit-
erally meaning K-quarantine). For example, in his 3rd anniversary special speech, 
President Moon emphasized how successful K-bangyeok was and how it enhanced 
national pride for South Koreans [8].

This article examines the South Korean government’s early proposal of a post-
pandemic policy, titled the Korean New Deal, in order to explore how the pandemic 
crisis may affect the policymakers’ envisioning of the post-crisis society and how 
this early predictive plan may reveal the ways in which the pandemic is utilized 
for discursive politics. The Korean New Deal policy documents [e.g. 13], press 
releases1 and the president’s speeches2 between July and December 2020, along 
with media coverage and scholarly materials, will be examined. This article adopts 
the critical discourse analysis method to examine how seemingly neutral language 
may in fact be political and ideological [38]. This study questions how the post-
pandemic society is presented in policy discourses. In particular, it explores how the 
developmental state discourse is incorporated into the New Deal policy. The study 
also shows that COVID-19′s impacts and uncertainties are translated into political 
discourses through which digital technology-based mobilization is proposed as an 
urgent agenda to become a “global leader” country [13].

The Korean New Deal

The Korean New Deal, also promoted as “K-New Deal”, aims to invest 160 trillion 
KRW (equivalent to approximately USD 133 billion as of July 2020) for the next 
5 years, for the digital and sustainable transformation of the nation. The policy doc-
ument defines the Korean New Deal as “a national development strategy to support 
the country’s recovery from the pandemic crisis and lead the global action against 
structural changes” [13]. As implied in the term “New Deal”, the South Korean gov-
ernment promoted the plan as a twenty-first century Korean equivalent to the post-
Depression New Deal program implemented by the Franklin D. Roosevelt adminis-
tration in the 1930s [45].

1 Available in Korean at https:// www. korea. kr/ news/ press Relea seList. do
2 Available in English at https:// engli sh1. presi dent. go. kr/ Briefi ngSp eeches/ Speec hes? page=
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Introducing this plan to the public, President Moon Jae-in stated that “The 
Korean New Deal will set the foundation for Korea’s next 100  years” [7]. In the 
main policy document and the president’s speeches, the New Deal plan was defined 
as an initiative for the country’s transition to “seondogukga” (a leading nation). The 
plan was designed “not only to adapt to the structural changes but also to lead the 
global community in the post-COVID-19 era” [13]. The government promoted this 
New Deal plan as “a national strategy for a great transformation” and an effort to 
strengthen the social safety net to cope with economic uncertainties; moreover, the 
plan includes efforts to transform the country into a “smart”, “green” and “safe” 
country [13]. The New Deal includes three policy pillars—two industrial foci (i.e. 
digital and green industries) and one welfare focus (i.e. safety net building).

First, the Digital New Deal aims to create 903,000 jobs by investing in and accel-
erating the digital economy. This requires the investment of 58.2 trillion won (for 
the next 5 years) to advance the data, network and artificial intelligence (AI) sec-
tors as the core of long-term economic development. Its objectives include foster-
ing industries integrating data, network and AI, digitalizing education infrastructure, 
facilitating “contactless” industries and economic activities, such as online-based 
microbusinesses, and digitalizing social overhead capital that refers to capital goods 
available to the public.

Second, the Green New Deal targets the creation of 659,000 new jobs in the 
economic sectors related to climate change, including renewable energy and green 
industries. According to the plan, public facilities, such as schools, will be remod-
eled as eco-friendly facilities, while the transition to a low-carbon energy-based 
economy will be accelerated; furthermore, it aims to build 1750 smart, low-pollu-
tion factories relying on renewable energy. In so doing, the existing urban space is 
transformed into the “smart green city”.

Third, the New Deal plan includes the enhancement of safety nets and welfare 
systems as its key component. In addition to the two industrial pillars (Digital and 
Green New Deals), the plan introduced its support for building social safety nets, 
especially in the form of training and the provision of subsidies and incentives. For 
training, a budget of 28.4 trillion KRW is allocated (financial support for businesses 
and employees in the digital and green sectors and investment in human resources—
including training of 100,000 individuals on data industries and 20,000 individuals 
in green industries). Subsidies would be available for vulnerable, low-income work-
ers searching for a job for 6 months (500,000 KRW per month; equivalent to 415 
USD), while financial incentives would be provided to businesses in information 
technology sectors to hire short-term interns for up to 6 months (800,000 KRW per 
month to be paid for an intern; equivalent to 665 USD).

As shown in Table 1, the investment in the Green New Deal seems larger than 
that in the Digital New Deal. However, the digital economy is the most founda-
tional component of the policy given its budget allocation and the central role of 
digital technology in both New Deal plans. In particular, the Green New Deal 
projects are largely reliant on markets (42.7 out of 73.4 trillion won is funded 
by industries), in comparison to the Digital New Deal, which will primarily be 
funded and controlled by the government. In the policy document and press 
releases, digital technology is presented as the most important driver of the plan. 
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It is not only the key component of the Digital New Deal but also the key area of 
the Green New Deal, in which technological innovation for a sustainable econ-
omy is crucial. As seen in Table  1, almost all main Korean New Deal projects 
involve digital technology sectors. Overall, in the Korean New Deal plan, digital 
and data technology is presented as a major driving force of the post-pandemic 
economy [33].

On the surface, the South Korean government’s proposal preparing for the post-
pandemic economy seems proactive and forward-looking. However, the Korean 
New Deal was evaluated with skepticism by some civic organizations, critics and 
activists [22, 33, 51, 52]. The most common and fundamental criticism was that 
the Korean New Deal was not a substantially new plan that entails a paradigm shift 
despite the government’s claim. For example, it was argued that the New Deal 
recycled several previously proposed (pre-pandemic) plans [14, 33]. The critics 
questioned the relevance of the term “New Deal” in the Korean plan in that it is 
substantially different from the historical US New Deal policy [33, 52]. In par-
ticular, the historical New Deal involved a paradigm shift in economic policy—a 
transformation from the formerly laissez-faire economy to a government-regulated 
economy that aimed to enhance the welfare system and labour rights in response 
to the crisis of the depression; in comparison, the Korean New Deal does neither 

Table 1  Overview of the Korean New Deal Plan (2020–2025) (modified from [13])

1 trillion KRW = approximately 0.830 billion USD as of July 2020

• Visions
  ○ A smart country: “From a fast follower to a first-mover economy”
  ○ A green country: “From a carbon-dependent to a low-carbon economy”
  ○ A safe country: “From a socially divided to an inclusive society”
• Policies
  ○ Digital New Deal that promotes digital innovation and dynamics in the economy
    ▪ Investment of KRW 58.2 trillion (KRW 44.8 trillion from the treasury) to support the creation of 

903,000 jobs
  ○ Green New Deal that accelerates transition towards a low-carbon and eco-friendly economy
    ▪ Investing KRW 73.4 trillion (KRW 42.7 trillion from the treasury) in such areas as green infrastruc-

ture and renewable energy to support the creation of 659,000 jobs
  ○ Stronger Safety Net that strengthens the basis for a people-centered and inclusive country
    ▪ Investing KRW 28.4 trillion (KRW 26.6 trillion from the treasury)to support the creation of 339,000 

jobs
• Projects
  ○ Three projects for Digital New Deal
    ▪ Data dam
    ▪ Smart government
    ▪ Smart healthcare
  ○ Four projects for both Digital and Green New Deals
    ▪ Green and smart schools
    ▪ Digital twin–a digital replica of an object that can be used to analyze and predict (e.g., drones and 

self-driving vehicles)
    ▪ Digitalization of social overhead capital
    ▪ Smart and green industrial complexes
  ○ Three projects for Green New Deal (e.g. Eco-friendly remodelling of facilities)
    ▪ Green remodeling to enhance energy efficiency of private sector buildings
    ▪ Green energy
    ▪ Eco-friendly mobility (e.g. Electric vehicles)
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clearly present any “paradigm shift” nor propose the substantial development of a 
welfare system in response to the global crisis of the pandemic [3, 33, 59].

Moreover, according to some critics, the Korean New Deal is largely business 
friendly, as it proposes extensive incentives for industries to invest in the target areas 
and allows an extensive range of personal data to be available for industrial uses [24, 
33]. Even the Green New Deal plan focuses more on the provision of opportunities 
for enterprises rather than on directly addressing the climate crisis. For example, 
the funds allocated for the development and support of renewable energy are much 
smaller than those allocated for the research and development of electric and hydro-
gen energy cars [34]. The critics argued that this “New Deal” is in reality an “old” 
deal that repackaged the ideology of developmentalism that led to the rapid industri-
alization of the country over a few decades [33]. Previous administrations’ develop-
ment-oriented economic policies focused on conglomerates (chaebol)-led national 
economy that relied on export-oriented development strategies [14, 33, 58].3

The Korean New Deal was also criticized for its lacking of consideration of how 
to support individuals who would struggle with the rapid transition to digital and 
data economy during and after the pandemic [24, 33, 52]. The policy presented a 
promise of job creation without any specific plan about how the rapid transition to 
a data-based economy would affect the existing labour power (e.g. the reduced jobs 
in manufacturing industries) and how the traditional industrial sectors and labourers 
should respond to the transition [52]. The policy emphasizes the number of new jobs 
rather than what types of jobs would be created and how sustainable they would be. 
This approach is compared with that of the historical New Deal’s core vision, which 
laid out the democratic promise of a “new deal” for the “forgotten” workers who 
struggled under devastating labour conditions caused by the depression [52].

Of course, the Korean New Deal proposes building safety nets for those left 
behind in the digital transformation. However, as shown in Table 1, the proposed 
safety net primarily refers to newly created jobs and temporary training rather than 
substantial increases in long-term welfare sources (such as social services, basic 
incomes and education) [52]. It is unlikely that short-term internships and training 
can prepare a large number of workers whose employment may become unstable 
upon the arrival of the data economy. The Korean New Deal’s proposed size of 
training and investment in its welfare pillar (i.e. the safety net building plan) appears 
to be limited, compared to those in its industrial pillar (i.e. the Digital and Green 
New Deal plans) [59].4

Overall, while the Korean New Deal ambitiously projects the nation as a future 
global leader, it is largely oriented toward the developmentalist ideology [33] and 

3 Besides the developmentalist ideology behind the policy, the Korean version of new deal did not seem 
to create extensive job opportunities. For example, while the government anticipated that the digital dam 
is a main driver of the country’s digital transformation through which as many as 390,000 jobs would be 
created for the next 5 years, 75% of the expected jobs are short-term works for “data labelling” [33].
4 The construction of safety nets is addressed not only in the original policy documents but also in the 
president’s speeches. However, on most occasions, the safety net plan remains abstract and marginal. 
Moreover, there are discursive contradictions around the languages; on some occasions, citizens are 
defined as human “resources”, which are transferrable to economic capital [13], while more intimate lan-
guages such as “people” and “care” are often used in the president’s speeches [7, 8].
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the acceleration of digital capitalism, which would reinforce the datafication of 
social worlds [42, 56]. While a significant lesson from the pandemic crisis is to 
rethink the ideology of developmentalism and generate a sustainable economic and 
political system through state-citizen alliance [32, 34], the Korean New Deal does 
not seem to sufficiently engage with such fundamental issues. In fact, the New Deal 
was announced without adequate consultation and collaboration with civic organiza-
tions and public discussions [33]. In particular, the Green New Deal, which seem-
ingly targets urgent and fundamental environmental issues, was included in the 
Korean New Deal plan at the last minute [34]. While the term “transformation” was 
used frequently in the policy documents and the president’s speeches, the way the 
New Deal was planned and proposed was far from transformative. The New Deal 
policy implies the government’s desire for the rapid expansion of digital industries 
without its substantial commitment to sustainable and democratic transformation of 
the state. Thus, the New Deal reveals contradictions between digital initiatives and 
environmental policies (i.e. between digital and green policies) [36].

“Digital Transformation” in Post‑pandemic Worlds

As digital technology and industries are at the core of the Korean New Deal, it is 
important to examine the Digital New Deal plan in further detail by focusing on its 
emphasis on the data economy. The Digital New Deal’s major project is to build 
a data economy through a national “data dam” (presented as the first project in 
Table 1).

The data dam is a central platform for collecting and economizing an extensive 
amount of data. As proposed by the South Korean government, the data dam pro-
ject can be compared to the construction of the massive concrete Hoover Dam built 
during the Great Depression (1931–1936), which contributed to creating numerous 
job opportunities and economic recovery [45]. According to the policy document 
[13], the data dam refers to a “large collection of data to support big data devel-
opment” and promotes “a data-driven economy including the collection, stand-
ardization, processing and combining of data, and ultimately secures a competitive 
advantage for the country by creating new industries and accelerating the digital 
transition of key industries”. The data dam project is not only at the core of the 
Digital New Deal but also symbolizes the focus of the whole Korean New Deal 
policy—the data economy as the central realm of “digital transformation” [13]. 
The policy document clearly presents the advancement of data-related industries as 
the core area of the policy by emphasizing the importance of collecting, disclosing, 
utilizing and distributing data.

Aiming to build a central control tower, the government proposes that enterprises 
and corporations participate in the construction of the data dam. For this purpose, 
the government provides incentives, such as tax cuts for those that invest in data 
dam-related sectors. According to this plan, the government and corporations would 
exchange and process various data to generate high-quality services from which citi-
zens can benefit; the data dam would function as a national platform where data are 
collected and saved [13].
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The data dam project reveals that the techno-solutionism—an empha-
sis on digital technology as a solution to the existing or forthcoming crises 
[48, 49]—is central in the Korean New Deal. This is not surprising given the 
recent South Korean governments’ support of the technology sector. They 
have developed digital infrastructure and, as a result, achieved some fruitful 
results, as proven by the country’s high rank in various technology indicators, 
such as International Telecommunication Union (ITU)’s Global ICT Devel-
opment Index, which has continuously ranked South Korea as one of top 
three leading countries for a decade in terms of access, use and skills of ICTs 
(Information and Communication Technologies). The discourse of technology 
as a solution to economic turmoil was evident in the Kim Dae-Jung adminis-
tration (1998–2003), which took office during the Asian financial crisis. The 
Kim administration emphasized the ICT sector as a key sector for economic 
recovery and growth and thus accelerated the introduction of broadband and 
mobile telecommunication infrastructure [18].

While investments in and attention to the ICT sector are not new for South 
Korean governments, the specific emphasis on the data economy is a relatively 
new component of the technology policy discourse. The Moon administration 
introduced the data economy as a core area of its economy policy since the end of 
2017 and proposed a strategy for advancing data industries in 2018, when Presi-
dent Moon announced the “transition to the data economy” [6]. In this speech, 
Moon notes that the data economy will bring an inevitable global change, and thus 
“we must have a strategy to engage with the global change”. He urged the need for 
extensive deregulation, in which various types of data, including anonymized per-
sonal data, are used for industrial and public purposes. The emphasis on data as an 
economic sector was in fact presented during the pre-pandemic period when the 
government launched the AI National Strategy in 2019. This strategy, from which 
the Digital New Deal and the data dam plan emerged, urged a “paradigm shift” 
to stimulate the economy and solve various social problems in response to global 
uncertainty [47]. In the AI National Strategy, the government announced that 
South Korea should compete with other countries that take initiative to develop AI 
industries.

Moreover, even prior to the pandemic, the government made a significant effort 
to deregulate third-party access to personal data. In response to the government’s 
urge for legislation allowing for extensive industrial and public uses of data, the 
Korean National Assembly passed amendments to the three major data privacy 
laws in January 2020: the Personal Information Protection Act, the Act on the 
Promotion of Information and Communications Network Utilization and Informa-
tion Protection and the Act on the Use and Protection of Credit Information. The 
amendments included the use of personal data without the individual’s consent on 
certain occasions [21].

This model of the data-driven economy appears to reinforce the extensive use 
of digital technologies and big data, which is considered to be the main technique 
behind South Korea’s early handling of COVID-19. South Korea was among 
those countries that extensively utilized contact tracing and data collection meas-
ures for preventing and containing the virus. Individuals’ digital footprints and 
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data were extensively collected, analyzed and shared for tracing and predicting 
the paths of the virus, which entailed human rights concerns [28, 58]. The top-
down digital surveillance system, which was accompanied by other measures 
such as fast testing and a relatively affordable public healthcare system, may be 
maintained on the basis of the public’s desire to measure the pandemic in data-
fied form by identifying and tracing the enigmatic virus through countable and 
measurable form [32].

The data dam project, which aimed to build a top-down system of all forms of 
information and data, seems problematic as it reinforces the already highly central-
ized cybersecurity system and is against the decentralized collection of personal 
data that is recommended by data rights experts [50]. Moreover, civic organizations 
criticized the data dam and digital laws for their potential to allow for the exten-
sive commodification of personal information [20, 51]. Indeed, the aforementioned 
amendments to data privacy laws allow personal information, without the subject’s 
consent once pseudonymized, to be collected, sold, shared and used for the purpose 
of improvement of big data and AI industries [51].

In the proposed Digital New Deal, data seems to be defined primarily as 
a means to generate economic profits rather than a commons for community 
and civil society. The data dam project vividly shows that “data is now a form 
of capital” in that it is “both valuable and value creating” [53]. Extensive 
top-down quantification may reaffirm existing social biases, while disguising 
uncertainty as data, often falsely equated to fact [39, 56]. The “digital trans-
formation” proposed in the Korean New Deal is not transformative in that it 
does not substantially move beyond the temporary pandemic measures in which 
data-driven control was introduced and utilized for government and industries. 
As observed in the data dam plan, the New Deal’s digital transformation draws 
on the model of central control rather than enabling alternative approaches to 
development, which is more caring, inclusive and convivial for post-pandemic 
transformation [32].

Discursive Politics of the Post‑pandemic New Deal

The discourse of digital and data economy, presented in the Korean New Deal, 
has ideological effects through which a particular worldview is naturalized 
while others are marginalized. By proposing the 5-year policy in July 2020, at 
the height of foreign news media’s praise for South Koreans’ powerful contain-
ment of COVID-19, the government might have hoped to maximize its discursive 
effects. As theorists of discourse argue, discourse justifies and produces knowl-
edge by constructing “the ways in which a topic will be understood, and its rep-
etition across multiple representational texts and within varied institutional con-
texts consolidates our understanding” [23]. It should also be noted that dominant 
discourse functions to naturalize certain meanings, while silencing others [4]. 
Indeed, considering the context, the New Deal discourse may imply several inter-
woven ideological effects. Among those effects, two seem salient and suggestive 
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for understanding how the South Korean state reconstructs its economy and 
mobilizes its population.

First, technological solutionism [48, 49] is implied as a core ideology in 
the digital transformation of the country. The Moon administration’s early 
announcement of the post-pandemic Korean New Deal may have been motivated 
by a high public approval rating earned partly as a result of the administration’s 
timely crisis management. In particular, as its rapid and centralized data sur-
veillance earned the South Korean government global attention [40], the gov-
ernment may have aimed to reinforce its assumed role as a solutionist through 
the post-pandemic New Deal. Indeed, by proposing a post-pandemic national 
policy earlier than most other countries, the South Korean government might 
have hoped to present itself as a potential global leader. In his critique of the 
pervasive application of digital technology during the pandemic, media critic 
Morozov anticipated two strands of solutionism that are likely to be adopted by 
governments in the post-pandemic worlds—progressive solutionists believing 
that timely exposure to the right information through technology can encour-
age people to behave in the public interest or “punitive solutionists” using 
data-based surveillance systems to force normalized life patterns and to punish 
any transgressions [49]. Among the two possible paths, South Korea seems to 
engage with the progressive solutionist path; however, once the centralized data 
dam is actualized, it would be likely that data could be used to police socio-
political dissents (i.e. the punitive solutionist state). The discursive politics of 
the post-COVID-19 digital economy in South Korea seems to reinforce data 
technology as an instrument for a new phase of development—as a solution to 
forthcoming external risks (e.g. the pandemic and global economic recess) and 
in so doing hides existing problems (e.g. the government’s ineffective economic 
policies, as shown in spikes in housing price).

Second, the policy’s data economy discourse appears to be predicated on a 
neoliberal mode of globalization, in which fierce competition between countries 
and between individuals on a global scale is considered to be inevitable, and 
thus, an entrepreneurial mindset is required for survival. On many occasions, 
the government emphasized that the New Deal plan would be the opportunity to 
make the country a global leader. For example, the policy document urges taking 
“a competitive advantage for the country by creating new industries and acceler-
ating the digital transition of key industries” [13]. On many occasions during the 
campaign for the policy, President Moon Jae-In also used phrases that expressed 
a desire to advance the country’s economy in neoliberal, global markets, such as 
“becoming a world-leading nation” [8]. This objective to become an advanced 
country (seonjinguk) is not new for South Koreans, as similar slogans and dis-
courses have recurred over the past several decades, regardless of the political 
stands of the government. As shown in J. Kim’s analysis of the South Korean 
government documents for the past few decades, the dominant discourse of 
“developing the country to become an advanced country” has served to justify 
the governments’ introduction of new policies and to extensively mobilize the 
citizens [26]. Even far before the pandemic, the dominant discourse of national 
development forced South Koreans to prepare for (imagined) crises [9, 26]. The 
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goal of catching up with advanced capitalist countries has been one of the pow-
erful ideologies of the Korean developmental state, which mobilized its people 
as kukmin (i.e. members of the nation, who are not necessarily individual citi-
zens in civil society but rather are hailed as a collective identifying itself with 
the nation-state) [9].5

The Korean New Deal had initial discursive effects; it attracted substantial media 
attention from national newspapers, which frequently addressed it as a news item, 
primarily in their economy and politics sections. However, news media’s responses 
to the plan were not fully approving, as critics and journalists expressed mixed 
views on the feasibility and effects of the plan [3, 14]. Some argued that the plan 
did not critically engage with the transformation of the existing economic and politi-
cal systems but instead projected promises and responses to external problems [3, 
33]. The lack of consultation and reflection on existing structural problems was criti-
cized both by conservative and liberal critics [3, 10, 14, 35, 43]. According to lib-
eral and leftist critics, the Korean New Deal discourse does not sufficiently address 
internal problems, such as the conglomerates (chaebol)—friendly industrial struc-
ture that has caused numerous side effects and an insufficient welfare system [33, 
59]. In comparison, conservative critics claimed that the New Deal plan drew on 
the state-led, old-style leadership model and did not introduce extensive deregula-
tion, through which the country’s labour market can become far more flexible for an 
effective response to post-pandemic global capitalism [10].

With its seemingly transformative agenda and rhetoric, the Korean New Deal’s 
discursive politics may obscure domestic conflicts and tensions while proposing 
that the country become a global leader based upon the confidence acquired during 
its early pandemic handling. The policy discourse emphasized that South Koreans 
had to cope with the external crisis caused by the pandemic, including global eco-
nomic uncertainty. However, ironically, the discourse did not address global agen-
das and plans for collaborations. In reality, South Korea’s socio-political atmos-
phere during the pandemic was affected by nationalist ideology against adjacent 
countries and South Korean “exceptionalism” that distinguished itself from other 
countries, such as Japan, in terms of responses to COVID-19 [58]. Even though 
acknowledging that the Korean New Deal plan aims at recovery of the national 
economy in the post-pandemic world, the theme of global collaboration is nearly 
absent in the Korean New Deal discourse. For example, when compared with North 
American or European green policies proposed a decade ago, the Korean Green 

5 Despite variations and diversity within the developmental state model, South Korea has been under 
the continued influence of the national ideology of developmentalism. The country has often been 
addressed as an example of the Asian developmental state. With some variations, South Korea has been 
overall defined as a developmental state in that the government has strategically managed available mate-
rial resources for maximizing the national economy and accelerating development[4]. The model of 
the developmental state has been applied to the South Korean contexts of late development and rapid 
social mobilization drawing on nationalism [57]. According to the developmental state theory, the South 
Korean government has operated symbiotically with family-owned conglomerates (chaebol), which 
have served as instruments for managed industrialization and export-led growth. While the ideology of 
growth-oriented developmentalism was evident during the authoritarian regimes between the 1960s and 
the 1980s, it has continued during civic governments that have sought a revised version of development-
oriented state (also referred to as “developmental liberalism”) [5].
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New Deal plan is substantially lacking in its consideration of global cooperation for 
sustainable worlds [34].

The ideology of an export-oriented, developmental state, which is observed in 
the discourse around the Korean New Deal, was already noticed in the government’s 
diligent promotion of its pandemic responses under the branding of K-bangyeok 
(K-quarantine). For example, the South Korean government offered some develop-
ing countries, such as Paraguay, a total of $53 million for COVID-19-related assis-
tance [2, 44], while globally promoting the K-bangyeok. However, the government’s 
international promotion of the K-bangyeok model did not necessarily involve exten-
sive global collaboration to cope with the pandemic. The K-bangyeok discourse uti-
lized such rhetoric as the “exportation” of South Korea’s advanced knowledge and 
skills, in which its national pride and advancement are strongly implied [46]. In so 
doing, the discourse disseminated a form of “biopolitical nationalism” that empha-
sizes the unique national characteristics and measures that may have contributed to 
the relatively effective containment of COVID-19 [12, 27, 58]. The government’s 
endeavor to export and promote the K-bangyeok model indicates how the global cri-
sis is utilized and signified, especially for national politics.6

Indeed, the early announcement of the post-pandemic Korean New Deal would 
not be sufficiently explained without considering the country’s domestic political 
contexts. Most of all, the post-pandemic New Deal may have been proposed early 
to reinforce the momentum that the Moon administration earned through its praised 
responses to COVID-19. Prior to the COVID-19 crisis, despite its promotional slo-
gans and keywords such as “Innovation Economy”, the Moon administration, enter-
ing its 4th year out of a 5-year term, was not fully successful in its implementation 
of nationwide reform especially in the economic sector [29, 58]. For the first 3 years, 
the Moon administration generated several economic policies, such as the Income-
led Growth and Innovative Growth policies, proposed under the broad theme of 
“people-centred economy”, which did not turn out to be visibly successful given any 
economic indicators [1]. The Income-led Growth policy aims to mitigate income 
polarization by raising minimum wages and increase social resources for low- and 

6 Of course, it may not only be the government but also oppositional parties that used the COVID-19 
crisis for their own political gains. In the early period of the pandemic, conservative opposition parties, 
including the conservative United Future Party (the currently renamed People Power Party), criticized 
the government’s safety measures, while urging the government to close the national borders so that 
inbound travellers from China could be banned. The conservative opposition parties accused the govern-
ment of not closing the Korea-China border due to its fear of China’s power. The call for the immedi-
ate closure of border with China resonated with the general publics’ opinion as several opinion polls 
revealed that over 50% of the survey samples supported Korea-China border closure [60]. However, in 
the early period of the COVID-19 outbreak, liberal newspapers noted that the opposition parties’ criti-
cism of the government’s allowance of travellers from China was not necessarily supported by scientific 
evidence but was instead reliant on the political rhetoric in which Chinese people and other foreigners 
are equated with COVID-19 [15].
 The politicization of the COVID-19 crisis has continued until a later phase of the pandemic. In the end 
of 2020 and early 2021, when several countries announced their vaccine rollout schedule, it turned out 
that the South Korean government did not have pre-purchase agreements with the two major vaccine 
providers Pfizer and Moderna. Opposition parties and conservative news media harshly criticized the 
government for its insufficient preparation in building a diversified vaccine portfolio. For example, a con-
servative newspaper’s editorial lamented that South Korea was far behind many other countries in terms 
of vaccine rollout [11].
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middle-income individuals, while the Innovative Growth policy focuses on govern-
ment support for new businesses, startups and small- and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs) in order to respond to the so-called fourth industrial revolution [1]. Para-
doxically, the COVID-19 crisis functioned to divert the public’s attention from the 
unsuccessful economic reform to the external threat of the pandemic, to some extent 
[58]. In so doing, the government-led nationalist responses to the external threat 
rapidly emerged. To continue the momentum, the government might have needed a 
discursive instrument to effectively mobilize the citizens. In this regards, the Korean 
New Deal, which signifies a national goal and pride (“Korea”) and a new vision 
(“New Deal”), can be considered a form of discursive politics.

Of course, the New Deal policy is not only ideological but also involves action 
plans for economic recovery. Export-oriented economies, such as South Korea, 
would be relatively vulnerable to the prolonged pandemic and thus urgently need 
an aggressive economic recovery plan [25]. However, it is undeniable that the 
pandemic and the post-pandemic policies in South Korea had discursive effects 
that served to mobilize the citizens toward the nationalist and developmental 
state. As Yi and Lee argued, South Korea “demonstrated a highly nationalist and 
politicized model of pandemic containment, linking a country’s pandemic to its 
global status and to the ruling party’s political agenda” [58]. This argument can 
be applied, at least partly, to the discourse around the post-pandemic Korean 
New Deal. The policy appeared to operate as a discursive politics through which 
the top-down, development-oriented and nationalist model of post-crisis eco-
nomic recovery is justified. The purportedly proactive, yet hasty, proposal of the 
Korean New Deal does not seem to offer transformative imagination and strate-
gies needed for exploring (post)pandemic citizenship through which people can 
explore civic deliberation for a democratic and sustainable society.

Conclusion

The Korean New Deal has brought about anticipation and concern. As one of the earli-
est post-pandemic national policies, the Korean New Deal plan attracted domestic and 
international media attention [31]. Some reports positively evaluated the plan [25], 
which can be “a case study for new national policies in the post-COVID worlds” [25]. 
In comparison, others were relatively critical of the plan’s lack of progressive objec-
tives or novelty [33, 37]. Despite extensive media coverage and the president’s con-
tinued endorsement, this ambitious policy did not receive sufficient attention from the 
general public because the COVID-19 crisis was prolonged and became far more seri-
ous after the announcement of this policy in the spring of 2020. In August 2020, South 
Korea encountered the second wave of COVID-19 cases, while confronting the third 
wave in December 2020. In particular, the number of COVID-19 positive cases spiked 
to around 1000 per day in December 2020 from around 100 daily cases in October. 
The sudden increase overwhelmed the national health system [41]. On December 12, 
President Moon apologized for his administration’s failure to handle the latest wave 
of COVID-19 [19]. Later in December, South Korea witnessed an increasing num-
ber of COVID-19-caused deaths, some of which occurred due to the lack of available 
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hospital beds. On December 29, 2020, South Korea recorded 40 daily COVID-19 
deaths, which is the largest number since the outbreak in early 2020 [17].

As reviewed in this article, the Korean New Deal aimed to take the initiative to 
become a world-leading nation in the post-pandemic world. However, despite the 
proposal’s ambition, the New Deal does not sufficiently articulate its vision for 
global changes during and after the pandemic. Rather, the proposal reads as an 
extension of the recurring nationalist discourse of competitive race to development 
and global recognition, which has been exercised by the consecutive governments 
and policymakers for the past several decades [26]. The developmental state ideol-
ogy may also have been exercised in the country’s highly centralized control and 
management of the COVID-19 crisis [40, 58]. In response to the pandemic, the 
South Korean government disseminated the discourse of bio-nationalism to become 
a world-leading nation. This discourse of nationalism-driven, top-down manage-
ment of crises appeared to be incorporated into the New Deal plan. The plan seems 
to rework the ideology of the developmental state, which may serve to mobilize its 
people under (imagined) external threats.

South Korea’s recurring discourse of the developmental state affected the ways in 
which the government handled the pandemic and planned the post-pandemic national 
policy. The Moon administration often revealed its rhetoric of becoming a world-
leading nation by effectively overcoming the pandemic crisis and proactively explor-
ing the new area of the digital economy. This is evident in the very first part of the 
New Deal plan; the government sought to redefine the country as the “first mover” in 
the digital economy, shifting away from its self-defined, existing position as a “fast 
follower” in the global economy [13]. The government’s ambition to be a leading 
nation in post-pandemic worlds was presented in relative terms—in competition with 
other economically advanced countries. This discourse implies that the post-pan-
demic social vision proposed by the South Korean government might be drawn from 
the old model of the developmental state that mobilized its people toward an export-
oriented, competitive race to become a world-leading nation [33].

What would the post-COVID world look like? South Korea’s COVID-19 “excep-
tionalism”, by which the country’s effective risk management was highly praised 
in the early months of the pandemic, has increasingly been challenged. The Moon 
administration’s earlier, self-identification as “No 1. Country” in COVID-19 han-
dling [8], which paved the way for the ambitious Korean New Deal, was overshad-
owed by spikes in positive cases and death later in 2020. The “failure” in Korean 
exceptionalism may paradoxically tell us what is missing in the country’s post-pan-
demic policies—the vision of sustainable development that can be advanced and 
maintained through civic participation rather than top-down, nationalist and devel-
opmentalist rush to be a world-leading nation. The discourse around the Korean 
New Deal reveals how the old ideology of the developmental state is integrated into 
the new language of post-pandemic visions. The paradox of the Korean New Deal’s 
discursive politics calls for further discussions about the transition to sustainable 
post-pandemic worlds.
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