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Abstract 

The export-oriented industrialization (EOI) policy of South Korea 
has achieved a considerable success. Driven mainly by exports, the 
economic growth of South Korea succeeded in transferring it from 
an impoverished war-torn nation to a prosperous one. The aim of 
this study is to answer the following research question: to what ex-
tent did EOI policies affect South Korea’s economic development 
and democratization? The study argues that the EOI was the not 
only the main driver of South Korea’s progress - through achieving 
trade balance, economic and industrialization development- but it 
also boosted the democratization process in South Korea. While 
employing the assumptions of the economic neoliberal theory, the 
study examines the effect of EOI policies on economic develop-
ment and democratization in South Korea during the last decade. 
In doing this, the study shall explain the challenges to South Korea’s 
economic development and democratization as well as offer some 
policy alternatives to tackle them. 
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1. Introduction 

Export-oriented industrialization (EOI) policies were quite prev-
alent in Southeast Asia, particularly in Hong Kong, Singapore, Tai-
wan, and South Korea, between 1970 to 1985. The export-oriented 
industrialization (EOI) policy of South Korea has achieved a con-
siderable success. Driven mainly by exports, the economic growth 
of South Korea succeeded in transferring it from an impoverished 
war-torn nation to a prosperous one. The aim of this study is to 
answer the following research question: to what extent did EOI pol-
icies implemented in in South Korea in the last few decades. affect 
South Korea’s economic development and democratization? The 
study argues that the EOI was not only the main driver of South 
Korea’s progress - through achieving trade balance, economic and 
industrialization development- but it also boosted the democrati-
zation process in South Korea. The EOI led to further economic 
development and prosperity which, eventually, supported the es-
tablishment of democracy. The middle class in South Korea grew 
alongside the economy, and citizens began to demand more politi-
cal representation and accountability from their government. 

While employing the assumptions of the economic neoliberal 
theory, the study examines the effect of EOI policies on econom-
ic development and democratization in South Korea during the 
last decade. This study is putting to test the neoliberal theory by 
contrasting the EOI policies and democratisation in South Korea 
through referring to the neoliberal theory’s assumptions, which, 
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for example, believes in free and open market, trade liberalisation, 
and foreign investment. The promotion EOI is viewed as a cru-
cial step towards integrating economies into the global economy 
and advancing economic liberalisation. However, democratization 
is seen as a necessary complement to market-oriented policies, as it 
provides a mechanism for social and economic inclusion, political 
stability, and the protection of individual rights (Winch, 1985).

The literature on EOI and democratization is dominated with lit-
erature that explores the negative impact of neoliberalism and EOI 
on social justice as well as the democratization process. For exam-
ple, Önis (1995) argues that while neoliberalism has been success�-
ful in promoting economic growth in some contexts, it has also 
contributed to a range of social and economic problems, includ-
ing inequality, poverty, and unemployment. Önis also examines the 
role of the state in promoting development, arguing that the state 
has an important role to play in promoting economic growth and 
development (Önis, 1995). Gill (1995) explains that the neoliberal 
state, which promotes free markets, deregulation, and privatization, 
has created a global panopticon, in which individuals are subject to 
constant surveillance and control by both state and non-state ac-
tors. This panopticon, Gill argues, is characterized by the erosion of 
individual privacy, the commodification of personal data, and the 
increasing use of surveillance technologies to monitor and control 
economic and social behaviour (Gill, 1995). In that sense, Brown 
(2006) argues that the neoliberal ideologies represent a fundamen-
tal challenge to democracy and citizenship (Brown, 2006). 
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 In the more recent literature, scholars continued to argue about 
the negative relation between neoliberal policies, including EOI, 
and democratization. According to Palley (2020), neoliberalism’s 
intrinsic contradictions with the welfare state is not just about effi-
ciency or economics but also a larger ideological effort to restruc-
ture society in line with the interests of capital. He contends that an 
examination of the larger political and social framework in which 
it functions is necessary for a more thorough understanding of the 
welfare state and its link to neoliberalism (Palley, 2020). Other au-
thors argue that neoliberalism has led to a range of changes in the 
human services sector, including the privatization of services, the 
introduction of market mechanisms, and the increasing emphasis 
on individual responsibility and self-sufficiency (Gray, Dean, Agl-
lias, Howard & Schubert, 2015). They suggest that these changes 
have had significant implications for human service professionals 
and traditional values of social justice, equity, and collective respon-
sibility, and has emphasized individualism, self-reliance, and mar-
ket-based solutions to social problems (Gray, Dean, Agllias, How-
ard & Schubert, 2015). 

Against such academic literatures that examined the negative re-
lation between democratization, neoliberalism and EOI, arguing 
that neoliberalism and EOI in South Korea or any country come 
at the expense of rising inequality and lower chances for democra-
tization, this study explores the positive role which EOI and neo-
liberalism played in the economic growth and democratization in 
South Korea. This study is divided into three sections. The first 



State Information Service

  Issue 14 2024  18

 Asian           Perspectives

section delineates the theoretical and conceptual framework of the 
study through introducing the economic Neoliberalism theory and 
defining export-oriented industrialisation. The second section will 
explain the South Korean development shapes throughout the last 
decade after examining South Korea’s background history before 
employing EOI regulations. The third and final section will exam-
ine how export-oriented policies contributed to economic progress 
in Korea, highlighting some of its limitations. In addition, the de-
mocratisation process in South Korea and its relationship to ex-
port-led policies and neoliberalism model will be discussed from a 
positive respective. 

2. Neoliberalism and Export-Oriented Industrialization
The essence of Neoliberalism is based on open market or mar-

ket-oriented policies, including ‘eliminating price controls, dereg-
ulating capital markets, lowering trade barriers’ and reducing, es-
pecially through privatization and austerity, state influence in the 
economy. it is a political and economic philosophy that emphasizes 
free trade, deregulation, globalization, and a reduction in govern-
ment spending. It’s related to laissez-faire economics, a school of 
thought that prescribes a minimal amount of government interfer-
ence in the economic issues of individuals and society (Venugopal, 
2015). Laissez-faire economics proposes that continued economic 
growth will lead to technological innovation, expansion of the free 
market, and limited state interference

 Some effects of neoliberalism might be freer markets, access to 
more products and services to meet consumer demand, greater rev-
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enue and higher profits. Price reductions due to greater competi-
tion can also be an effect (Shaikh, 2005). Savings can result from 
a more efficient allocation of resources. The better organization of 
workforces and ability to hire needed talent for specific jobs can re-
sult from neoliberal policies, as well. Others might point out some 
of the negative effects believed to be associated with neoliberalism. 
These could include economic inequality, the growth of monopo-
lies, a lack of job security, the loss of jobs due to outsourcing, and an 
increasing indifference to the needs and well-being of individuals. 
This is because according to neoliberalism, the market is the most 
effective system for allocating resources and promoting economic 
progress. Neoliberal policies, however, have actually increased eco-
nomic inequality because the rewards of economic progress have 
not been allocated fairly. Due to huge firms’ ability to dominate 
markets and drive out smaller competitors, the emphasis on mar-
ket competition has resulted in the emergence of monopolies. As a 
result, many employees no longer have a secure employment since 
businesses put profits before the welfare of their employees and may 
outsource in order to save money. Furthermore, neoliberal policies 
frequently place the needs and welfare of people behind economic 
growth (Kotz, 2010).

Also, neoliberalism theory believes that the market is the most 
effective system for allocating resources and promoting econom-
ic progress. Neoliberal policies therefore place a strong empha-
sis on the value of market liberalisation, trade liberalisation, and 
foreign investment as means of fostering economic progress. The 
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promotion of export-oriented industries (EOI) through policies 
is viewed as a crucial step towards integrating emerging nations 
into the global economy and advancing economic liberalisation. 
Export-oriented industrialization is an economic policy known 
as export-oriented industrialization (EOI), also known as export 
led industrialization (ELI), or export-led growth, The goal of ex-
port-oriented industrialization (EOI), which focuses on producing 
items for export to foreign markets, is to foster economic growth 
and development. The basic principle of EOI is that nations may 
generate foreign exchange, employment opportunities, and foreign 
investment through the export of goods, all of which can foster fur-
ther economic growth and development (Karunaratne, 1980). There 
are normally numerous important milestones in the EOI procedure. 
A nation starts by determining its preferred export markets based 
on variables including demand, market access, and competitiveness. 
Second, based on elements like comparative advantage, technolog-
ical prowess, and resource accessibility, the nation picks significant 
industries or sectors with export potential. Third, the nation adopts 
policies and practises to encourage the growth of these important 
industries or sectors, such as providing infrastructure, financing, 
and other forms of support (Cavusgil & Zou, 1994).

Export subsidies, tax breaks, and preferential access to finance or 
other resources are examples of such policies and initiatives. Fourth, 
the country aims to strengthen the competitiveness of its export 
industries or sectors by measures such as R&D, skill training, and 
quality control. Finally, through efforts such as trade promotion, 
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marketing, and export financing, the country hopes to increase the 
export of goods. EOI can be a powerful tool for encouraging eco-
nomic growth and development, especially in nations with limited 
local markets or resources (Cavusgil & Zou, 1994).

EOI can provide access to international markets, which can in-
crease foreign exchange earnings and promote economic growth. 
EOI can lead to the development of a diversified industrial base, 
which can generate employment and increase productivity. it also 
can promote technological transfer and innovation, particularly if 
foreign direct investment is attracted to the country. The experi-
ences of developing countries with EOI have been mixed. Some 
countries, such as South Korea and Taiwan, have successfully im-
plemented EOI strategies and achieved significant economic growth 
(Dijck, Linnemann & Verbruggen, 1987). Other countries, however, 
have struggled to implement EOI strategies effectively and have ex-
perienced limited or negative economic growth, like Iran and Iraq 
also turkey who pursued a strategy of accumulation (Onaran and 
Stockhammer, 2005).

One of the key challenges of EOI is ensuring that the benefits of 
economic growth are distributed fairly and equitably across society. 
This requires effective policies and institutions to promote social 
welfare, protect workers’ rights, and ensure environmental sustain-
ability. It also requires a commitment to democratic governance 
and the rule of law, which can help to prevent the concentration of 
economic and political power in the hands of a few elites (Mandel 
& Müller, 1974).
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Overall, EOI remains a controversial economic development strat-
egy, with both advocates and critics. The experiences of developing 
countries with EOI suggest that its success depends on a range of 
social, political, and economic factors, and that effective policies 
and institutions are needed to ensure that the benefits of economic 
growth are distributed fairly and equitably across society. Neoliber-
alism accepts the possibility that market-based policies could have 
unfavourable outcomes, such as a worsening of economic inequal-
ity and instability in society. As a result, democratisation is consid-
ered as an essential complement to market-oriented policies since it 
offers a vehicle for social and economic inclusion, political stability, 
and the preservation of individual rights. The underlying premise 
is that democratic societies are more likely to be steady, open, and 
predictable, which can draw in investment and stimulate economic 
growth. Additionally, democratic countries are thought to be more 
inclined to respect individual liberties and rights, which can foster 
a climate that is conducive to commerce (Winch, 1985).

So, economic liberalism theory is based on the belief that indi-
vidual freedom and free markets are the best way to promote eco-
nomic growth and development. It has been influential in shaping 
economic policies in many countries around the world, particularly 
in the Western world (Winch, 1985). 

3. EOI Policies in South Korea and Neoliberalism 
South Korea’s export-oriented policies are generally seen as be-

ing in line with economic liberalism theory, which emphasizes the 
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importance of open markets and free trade. Economic liberalism 
theory argues that free trade and open markets promote economic 
growth and development by allowing countries to specialize in the 
production of goods and services that they have a comparative ad-
vantage in. South Korea’s export-oriented policies have been a key 
factor in the country’s rapid economic growth and development. 
By focusing on exports, South Korea has been able to take advan-
tage of the global market and generate revenue from overseas sales. 
This has helped to increase the country’s foreign exchange reserves, 
strengthen its financial position, and promote economic growth 
and development. The government has also implemented policies 
to support free trade and open markets, including signing free trade 
agreements with other countries and promoting international coop-
eration and competitiveness. Overall, South Korea’s export-oriented 
policies are generally seen as being in line with economic liberalism 
theory, as they emphasize the importance of open markets and free 
trade in promoting economic growth and development (Bhagwati 
& Krueger, 1973). 

Technology and Innovation 
South Korea has undergone significant economic and social de-

velopment in the last decade, building on its historical background 
of export-oriented industrialization and strong government support 
for economic growth (Chaudhuri, 1996). The economy of South 
Korea was mostly rural and reliant on traditional sectors includ-
ing textiles, agriculture, and fisheries before the government ad-
opted export-oriented industrialization (EOI) programmes. Most 
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of South Korea’s people resided in rural areas and worked in agri-
culture before the 1960s. The 1950s saw the implementation of land 
reform programmes that helped to redistribute land and increase 
the production of agriculture (Kang & Ramachandran, 1999). 

Over the past ten years, South Korea has made enormous efforts 
to increase its capability for innovation and technology. The South 
Korean government and the private sector have implemented a 
number of significant programmes and policies, including: With a 
focus on being a global innovator and leader in technology, South 
Korea has regularly allocated a significant amount of its GDP to 
research and development (R&D). One of the greatest R&D ex-
penditure rates in the world in 2020 was in South Korea, where it 
reached approximately 4.6% of GDP (D’Costa, 2007). Moreover, the 
South Korean government has started a variety of programmes to 
promote entrepreneurship and the growth of startups in the nation. 
As an illustration, the government created the Korea Startup Forum 
in 2013 to support entrepreneurs with money and coaching. Focus 
on Emerging Technologies: The development of emerging technol-
ogies including artificial intelligence (AI), 5G networks, and the 
Internet of Things (IoT) has received particular attention in South 
Korea (Bennett, 2020). 

 Aside from that, the government has started programmes like the 
AI Grand Challenge, which aims to create AI technology that may 
be used in a variety of fields. Industry-Academia Collaboration: In 
order to foster innovation, South Korea has promoted more indus-
try-academia cooperation. For instance, the government has set up 
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research centres where universities, research centres, and private 
businesses collaborate on certain research initiatives. also, Inter-
national Cooperation: In the area of technology and innovation, 
South Korea has also worked to improve its international coopera-
tion. In order to foster cooperation and innovation, the government 
has formed agreements with other nations to exchange knowledge 
and skills. It has also taken part in international organisations like 
the World Economic Forum (Mah & Ahn, 2007). 

 Additionally, E-commerce has expanded significantly in South 
Korea, notably in the social and mobile commerce sectors. A strong 
e-commerce infrastructure has been developed in the nation, which 
also has high internet penetration and mobile connectivity. Devel-
opment of Smart Cities: South Korea has been working on the in-
frastructure and technologies for smart cities, including systems for 
public services, energy management, and transportation. To encour-
age the creation and adoption of these technologies, the nation has 
set up innovation hubs and testbeds for smart cities (Wang, 2008).

Economic Growth
Prior to the 1960s, South Korea’s industrialization was relatively 

restricted, with the majority of manufacturing operations concen-
trated in light sectors like textiles, food processing, and handicrafts. 
Heavy industries like steel and chemicals couldn’t operate in the 
nation since it lacked the infrastructure, resources, and technology 
they require. also, prior to the implementation of EOI regulations, 
was mostly dependent on imports to meet its industrial demands. 
The nation was dependent on imports to drive its economic growth 
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because it lacked the technology and resources to create many 
things domestically. Moreover, before to the implementation of EOI 
regulations, had limited international investment. The nation lacks 
the regulatory framework, infrastructure, and incentives required 
to draw sizable quantities of foreign capital (Sun Ihm, 1988). In the 
1960s and 1970s, South Korea underwent rapid economic develop-
ment, known as the ‘Miracle on the Han River’ (Cho, p.65, 1985).

Over the past ten years, South Korea’s economy has developed 
significantly. Some of this development’s major shapes include: 
High Economic Growth Over the past ten years, South Korea has 
consistently seen high levels of economic growth, with an average 
annual growth rate of about 2.8%. The development of export-fo-
cused sectors, particularly in the fields of electronics, autos, and 
semiconductors, has helped the nation. Low Unemployment and 
Poverty Rates: Over the past ten years, South Korea has maintained 
low unemployment and poverty rates, with an average unemployed 
rate of 3.8% and a decrease in poverty from 14% in 2010 to 7.5% in 
2019 (Westra, 2006).

Furthermore, service sector expansion the service industry in 
South Korea has expanded significantly and is now a substantial 
contributor to the national economy. Currently, the service sector 
contributes around 58% of South Korea’s GDP. Moreover, a rise in 
foreign direct investment Over the past ten years, South Korea has 
drawn rising amounts of FDI, notably in the fields of innovation 
and technology. The nation has put strategies into place to attract 
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international investment, such as offering tax benefits and support-
ing R&D. Growing Income Inequality Over the past ten years, South 
Korea has seen a growing income inequality as the gap between the 
rich and the poor has widened. The nation has put policies in place 
to deal with this issue, such raising the minimum wage expanding 
access to affordable housing (Mah, 2007).

As appears in Figure (1), South Korea’s economy was deteriorating 
and began to rise gradually in the late 1970’s after adopting EOI 
policies in 1960’s. And it reached the highest economic develop-
ment in 2021

Source: world bank data, 2023

4. EOI: From economic Development to Democratization in 
South Korea

Export-oriented policies were crucial in promoting Korea’s eco-
nomic growth. These policies, which assisted in building a strong 
manufacturing base and encouraging technical innovation, com-
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bined government action, investments in infrastructure and hu-
man capital with strategic planning and coordination. Focusing on 
building a strong manufacturing base was one of the main elements 
that helped Korea’s export-oriented policies succeed. In addition to 
encouraging foreign investment in the industrial sector, the gov-
ernment supported domestic industries with subsidies, tax breaks, 
and low-interest loans. Due to increased competition, the manu-
facturing sector was able to produce goods of excellent quality at 
reasonable prices (Haggard & kim & moon, 2011). 

In addition to emphasising the development of a competent work-
force, Korea’s export-oriented policies also placed an emphasis on 
funding education and training. The government supported tech-
nical education and vocational training programmes, which aided 
in developing a highly qualified workforce capable of producing 
high-quality items (Kim & Heo, 2017). Strategic planning and co-
operation inside the nation of Korea also had a role in the success 
of its export-oriented strategies. The government selected vehicles 
and electronics as important sectors for growth, and it supported 
these sectors through R&D, marketing, and export promotion. In 
order to create a business-friendly environment that promoted in-
vestment and entrepreneurship, the government also collaborated 
closely with the private sector (Kim, 1989).

South Korea has been successful in implementing export-oriented 
policies (EOI) into practise, which has aided in the expansion and 
development of its economy. But it has also encountered certain dif-
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ficulties. Dependence on a few important businesses, South Korea’s 
EOI policies have concentrated on a few core industries, including 
electronics, autos, and shipbuilding, which have been primary driv-
ers of the nation’s economic growth. However, this reliance on a 
small number of industries might make the economy vulnerable to 
outside economic shocks and shifts in demand around the world. 
Ageing population: South Korea’s population is getting older, which 
may cause a labour shortage and a drop in productivity. This can 
be difficult for export-focused companies that depend on a highly 
qualified workforce to stay competitive (Cho, p.67, 1985).

EOI and Social and Political Development 
 Over the past decade, South Korea has seen substantial social and 

political transformation. Onaran and Stockhammer suggest that 
South Korea’s export-oriented growth strategy has been character-
ized by a focus on distribution, or the distribution of the benefits of 
economic growth more broadly across society. They argue that this 
approach has led to a more equitable distribution of income and 
wealth and has contributed to the development of a strong middle 
class (Onaran and Stockhammer, 2005). In addition, with free and 
fair elections and a vibrant civil society, South Korea has proceed-
ed to strengthen its democracy over the past ten years (Lee & Yan, 
2022). Additionally, there has been a rise in political activism and 
popular involvement in a number of social concerns in the nation. 
Population Ageing and Low Fertility Rates: South Korea’s popula-
tion is ageing quickly and the country has one of the lowest fertility 
rates in the world. The sustainability of the nation’s social welfare 
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system and the requirement for policies to support elderly people 
have been raised as a result of this. Increasing Diversity, as well with 
an increase in international residents and immigrants, South Korea 
has recently become increasingly diversified (Lee & Yan, 2022).

 The nation has put laws in place that encourage multiculturalism 
and integration, such as offering language instruction and funding 
for exchange programmes. Along with encouraging gender equality, 
South Korea has made progress in recent years, with more women 
participating in politics and industry. The nation still has a lot of 
work to do to combat violence and prejudice against women. and 
Social Welfare: In recent years, South Korea has strengthened its 
system of social welfare with initiatives to aid low-income house-
holds, the aged, and the disabled. Additionally, the nation has taken 
steps to combat youth unemployment and encourage job growth 
(Jung & tsujisaka, 2019).

 So, overall, Before the implementation of EOI policies, South 
Korea’s economy was characterised by a significant reliance on tra-
ditional industries like agriculture and textiles, a lack of industri-
alization, a reliance on imports, and a lack of significant foreign 
investment. An important turning point in South Korea’s economic 
development occurred in the 1960s with the implementation of EOI 
policies, which aided in the emergence of new industries and the 
transition of the nation into an industrialised, modern economy. 
hence led to development in technology, political and social aspects 
too. These policies led significantly to South Korea’s rapid economic 
development and made it a major economic power in the region 
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and the world (Park, 2011)

EOI and Civic and Human Rights in South Korea
South Korea’s development in the last decade built on its historical 

background of export-oriented industrialization and strong govern-
ment support for economic growth, while also making progress in so-
cial and political development. As, democratization (Lee & Yan, 2022).

 The process of democratization in South Korea was closely linked 
to the country’s export-oriented policies. In the 1960s and 1970s, 
South Korea underwent rapid economic development under the 
leadership of President Park Chung-Hee, who implemented policies 
to promote export-oriented industrialization. While these policies 
helped to transform the country’s economy, they also came at the 
expense of political freedom and human rights. In the 1980s, South 
Koreans began to demand greater political freedom and an end to 
authoritarian rule. This led to a pro-democracy movement, which 
culminated in the June Democracy Movement of 1987 (Lee, 1991). 
As a result of this movement, the government agreed to hold free and 
fair elections, and South Korea transitioned to democracy. The tran-
sition to democracy had important implications for South Korea’s 
export-oriented policies. Under the authoritarian regime, economic 
development had been the primary focus, and political freedoms 
and human rights had been suppressed. However, the transition 
to democracy brought a new emphasis on human rights and po-
litical freedom, which helped to create a more supportive environ-
ment for workers’ rights and environmental protections (Lee, 1991). 
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 In South Korea, export-oriented industrialisation (EOI) played a 
number of roles in advancing democracy. One of the most import-
ant ways was through altering the economy and bringing about a 
more prosperous society, which fostered the growth of democracy. 
The middle class in South Korea increased along with the economy, 
and people started to demand more political representation and 
accountability from their government (Koo, 1991). Due to this, civil 
society organisations including labour unions, women’s organisa-
tions, and student organisations emerged and became crucial in the 
fight for democracy (Onaran and Stockhammer, 2005).

 A more educated and informed populace was also a result of the 
expanding economy, and this helped fuel calls for more political en-
gagement and democratic changes. Additionally, EOI supported the 
growth of South Korea’s democratic institutions. As the economy 
expanded, the government made investments in public services, in-
frastructure, and education, which contributed to the development 
of a more robust and capable state. A more democratic and inclu-
sive society was aided by the government’s social welfare initiatives, 
which included universal healthcare and education (sondhi, 1993).

 At the same time, democracy also created new challenges for 
South Korea’s export-oriented policies. As the country became more 
democratic, workers and labour unions gained greater bargaining 
power, demanding higher wages and better working conditions. 
This put pressure on companies to raise prices and cut costs, which 
made it more difficult to compete in the global market. However, 
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South Korea was able to adapt to these challenges by investing in 
new technologies and promoting innovation (D’Costa, 2018).

 The country also diversified its economy, expanding into new 
industries such as finance, tourism, and services. This helped to 
create new opportunities for economic growth and development, 
while also promoting political freedom and human rights. Over-
all, the process of democratization in South Korea had important 
implications for the country’s export-oriented policies. While de-
mocracy brought new challenges, it also created new opportunities 
for growth and development, which helped to sustain the country’s 
economic success over the long term. Also, South Korea’s econo-
my diversified after the transition to democracy, reducing its de-
pendence on a few key industries and creating new opportunities 
for growth and development. The government played an important 
role in promoting diversification, providing funding and support 
for new industries and services, and encouraging international co-
operation and competitiveness (Noland, 2011).

EOI and the Emergence of a Vibrant Middle Class in South 
Korea

Koo argues that the middle class played a key role in the de-
mocratization process by providing a powerful force for political 
change and social justice. The middle class was able to mobilize and 
organize around issues of political reform and social welfare and 
was able to challenge the authoritarian regime that had previously 
dominated the country’s political landscape (Koo, 1991). Another 



State Information Service

  Issue 14 2024  34

 Asian           Perspectives

author observes that social movements were crucial in opposing 
the authoritarian regime that had previously dominated South Ko-
rean politics. Social movements were able to mobilise and organise 
around concerns of political reform and social justice, resulting in 
a more open and democratic political landscape. Yun contends that 
South Korean social movements were able to take advantage on a 
series of political opportunity structures that evolved during the 
democratisation process. Changes in the worldwide political envi-
ronment, changes in the balance of power among various domes-
tic actors, and the advent of new technologies and communication 
channels were among them (Yun, 1997).

Eberstadt, on the other hand, contends that the democratisation 
processes in Taiwan and South Korea were driven by a variety of 
causes, including economic development, altering geopolitical dy-
namics, and the formation of civil society. However, the author 
observes that the two countries’ democratisation processes were 
marked by significant differences. Eberstadt, for example, observes 
that internal causes such as the formation of a strong civil society 
and a growing demand for political reform drove Taiwan’s democ-
ratisation process. In contrast, South Korea’s democratisation pro-
cess was largely affected by external forces such as international 
pressure and the collapse of the Soviet Union (Eberstadt, 1992). 
Also, Yeo observes that patron-client relationships in both South 
Korea and Poland were able to adjust to changing political and so-
cial realities by accepting democratic reforms and advocating more 
political transparency. In South Korea, for example, prominent cor-
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porate leaders and political elites used their influence to support 
democratic reforms and increase political involvement. Further-
more, Yeo contends that patron-client relationships were important 
in expressing a commitment to democracy and generating better 
social trust and collaboration. Powerful elites in both nations were 
able to develop support for democratic institutions and promote 
better social cohesiveness by adopting democratic changes and ad-
vocating greater political transparency (Yeo, 2006).

5. Discussion: EOI, Democracy and the Neoliberal Model 
Since the 1980s, South Korea has adopted EOI policies and a 

neoliberal economic model, which has been linked to tremendous 
economic growth and progress. However, there is disagreement re-
garding how neoliberalism and democracy interact in South Ko-
rea. Neoliberalism’s fostering economic development, developing a 
middle class that is wealthier, and increasing chances for political 
engagement, it has helped South Korea become more democrat-
ic. They contend that the country’s democratic administration has 
been successful in granting these liberties, as indicated above, and 
that the rise of the middle class has increased demands for dem-
ocratic rights and freedoms including freedom of expression and 
assembly (Buchanan & Nichollos, 2003).

Neoliberalism’s critics contend that it has aided in the concentra-
tion of wealth and power in the hands of a few numbers of people, 
which has the potential to undermine democratic values of equality 
and representation. They contend that South Korea’s neoliberal pol-
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icies have weakened democratic institutions including labour rights 
and the welfare state, increasing inequality and social fragmenta-
tion (Suzuki, 2012). Neoliberalism has been under increasing attack 
in South Korea in recent years, with many advocating for a more 
balanced strategy that prioritises social welfare and public goods 
alongside economic growth (Buchanan & Nichollos, 2003). A new 
political movement that aims to advance a more democratic and so-
cially just economic model has emerged as a result of this. In fact, the 
nation started to react to these political movements, and democracy 
is today stronger than it was previously in South Korea. Therefore, 
this is a result of neoliberalism, as it is what led to the creation of 
organisations and movements that demand justice and democracy.

 The South Korean experience of Export-Oriented Industrializa-
tion (EOI) has been a key factor in the country’s economic devel-
opment and democratization in the last decade. EOI has helped to 
transform South Korea from a primarily agricultural economy to a 
modern, industrialized economy with a strong focus on technology 
and innovation. EOI has driven economic growth and development 
by promoting exports and attracting foreign investment. This has 
helped to create jobs, increase foreign exchange reserves, and pro-
mote economic stability and prosperity. however, it has also faced 
criticism for its potential negative impacts on workers’ rights, envi-
ronmental sustainability, and social inequality. The analysis of this 
progress can be viewed through neoliberalism theory, as it empha-
sizes the importance of individual freedom and free markets as a 
means of promoting economic growth and development. 
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Also, South Korea must continue to address the challenges it faces 
in order to maintain its competitiveness in the global market and 
sustain its economic growth and development. The government is 
working to diversify the economy, invest in new technologies, and 
promote innovation to stay ahead of the competition. Furthermore, 
it was discovered that the neoliberalism model with EOI strategy 
played a critical role in economic development and democratization 
growth in South Korea by examining the assumptions of neoliber-
alism theory that relate democratisation, economic development, 
and EOI policies. Despite the fact that this model has many crit-
ics, South Korea’s transition from an authoritarian dictatorship to a 
democratic state, as well as its rapid economic development, are fre-
quently highlighted as successful instances of the impact of EOI and 
neoliberalism on political and economic progress. The neoliberal-
ism paradigm, which emphasises the significance of free markets 
and limited government intervention in the economy, has played 
an essential role in encouraging South Korean economic growth 
and development. South Korea’s government pursued a variety of 
market-oriented measures, such as deregulation and privatisation, 
which contributed to a more favourable environment for private 
sector investment and economic growth.

 Importantly, the economic progress generated by South Korea’s 
EOI and neoliberalism model aided in the promotion of democra-
cy. South Korea’s rapid economic development resulted in a more 
rich and educated middle class, which became a potent force for 
democratisation. Increased economic opportunities and upward 
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mobility as a result of EOI and neoliberalism also contributed to 
reduce inequality, which helped to create a more equal society. In 
addition, the South Korean government played an important role 
in promoting democracy by implementing a range of political re-
forms, including the establishment of an independent judiciary, 
free and fair elections, and greater protection of civil liberties. In 
addition, the government supported civic engagement and public 
participation in decision-making processes, which contributed to 
the development of a more dynamic and participatory democracy. 

6. Concluding Remarks
 In the context of South Korea, it can be argued that the EOI and 

the neoliberal paradigm aided in the promotion of democracy and 
economic progress in South Korea. Market-oriented policies, polit-
ical changes, and civic involvement all contributed to the creation of 
a more prosperous, stable, and democratic society. However, South 
Korea’s export-oriented businesses, particularly the industrial sector, 
have had a severe impact on the environment, resulting in pollution 
and resource depletion in addition to environmental issues. Con-
cerns regarding the sustainability of the nation’s economic prog-
ress have grown because of this. In the global market, South Korea 
confronts competition from other nations, notably from developing 
nations like China and India that are also adopting EOI regulations. 
South Korea may feel pressure from this to innovate and maintain 
its competitiveness in the international market. The effectiveness 
of South Korea’s EOI policy has been significantly attributed to the 
labour market reforms that nation has undertaken to promote flex-
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ibility and competitiveness. However, implementing these reforms 
has proven challenging due to opposition from labour unions and 
other organisations (Krishnan, 1985).
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1.	 The panopticon is a design of institutional building with an inbuilt 

system of control, originated by the English philosopher and social 

theorist Jeremy Bentham in the 18th century. The concept is to allow 

all prisoners of an institution to be observed by a single security guard, 

without the inmates knowing whether they are being watched.

2.	  refer to a type of social relationship in which a patron, typically a 

person or group in a position of power or influence, provides support 

and protection to a client, typically a person or group who is in a 

weaker or subordinate position. In return for this support, the client 

is expected to provide loyalty and support to the patron, often in the 

form of political support or other forms of assistance.


