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DATA PUBLICS
By Youngrim Kim

Governments today are undergoing a digital transformation, actively design-
ing, developing, and implementing computational tools and algorithms to 
improve the efficiency of public administration and services. This shift to-
ward the datafied state entails the laborious task of converting vast amounts 
of government and public sector information into machine-readable for-
mats. In democratic regimes, the disclosure of this extensive public sector 
data and making it accessible for reuse have become critical benchmarks 
for assessing government transparency and accountability.

This process of infrastructuring public datasets engages many old and 
new actors, from people who build and maintain “public” data infrastruc-
tures to those who monitor or repurpose these newly available datasets. 
“Data publics” refer to these heterogeneous groups of people who build, main-
tain, and use public data infrastructures as a means of civic engagement. 
Consequently, the concept of data publics raises important questions regard-
ing the politics of civic engagement and participatory governance within the 
datafied state. Studies on data publics have explored who is capable of and 
encouraged to participate in this new mode of civic engagement, as well as 
the political potentials and limitations of data publics.1

Based on my ethnographic research of Korean open data communities 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, I will discuss how different formations of 
data publics evolve in relation to local open data initiatives. South Korea — 
a postcolonial, post-authoritarian country with a history of rapid and tumul-
tuous democratization — serves as a valuable site to examine the conceptual 
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limitations of existing models of data publics. While the concept of data 
publics is rooted in the western notion of publics as a counterweight to state 
practices, the Korean case illustrates how data publics can complement, and 
even partner with the state, particularly when framed within the affective 
relations of patriotism.

The purpose of this essay is to highlight the importance of connecting 
contextualized and historically grounded accounts of public formation and 
evolution to the study of data publics. In the current environment of the 
datafied state, how have these groups evolved and who have emerged as 
new significant stakeholders? To address these questions, the essay brings 
together scholarship from Asian and Korean cultural studies that challenge 
the western-centric theorization of the “public.” By illustrating how local 
configurations of the state, market, and civil society have shaped a different 
formation and functioning of publics in South Korea, I urge the need to re-
formulate the concept of data publics to incorporate these historically driv-
en, local manifestations of the public. Only then can we decenter the study 
of global data cultures without relegating those outside the Anglo-American 
world to sites of difference.

Global Open Data Movement and the Emergence 
of Data Publics
The emergence of the global open data movement in the early 2010s aimed 
to enhance government transparency and accountability by releasing pub-
lic sector information in digital formats. Open data initiatives were strongly 
influenced by the open-source movement in the 1990s–2000s, which lies at 
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the heart of the Silicon Valley ideology of free software and counter-culture 
libertarianism.2 In the United States, open data became one of the central 
pillars of President Obama’s Open Government Initiative in 2009, with the 
goal of making government information machine-readable for all. By mak-
ing these datasets available, governments committed to ensuring transpar-
ency and accountability to their citizens, while also expecting to drive in-
novation in public services and foster new businesses through data reuse. 
Collectively, the global open government data movement was based on these 
three key foundations3:

• Transparency: Enabling citizens to monitor government activities and 
initiatives

• Social and commercial value creation: Promoting opportunities for 
innovation and commercialization through the release of public 
sector data

• Participatory governance: Empowering citizens to actively engage in 
public decision-making and policy development 

International organizations like the United Nations and the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) have heavily promoted 
open government data (OGD) to their members and partner countries as an 
indicator of mature and innovative democracy. OECD, in particular, created 
the Open-Useful-Reusable data index (OURdata) to assess government efforts 
to support OGD.

Since the enactment of the Electronic Government Act in 2001, the South 
Korean government has pursued digital government as a core policy for na-
tional development. Particularly, OGD materialized through President Roh 
Moo-hyun’s e-government initiatives in the early 2000s and the subsequent 
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Park Geun-Hye administration’s Government 3.0 — a master plan for a new 
governance paradigm that puts forth openness, sharing, communication, 
and collaboration with civic actors as founding principles of public sector 
reform.4 As part of Government 3.0, President Park signed the Public Data 
Act in 2013, which mandated the disclosure of government and public sector 
data in machine-readable formats. Since then, South Korea has consistent-
ly ranked first in OECD’s OURdata index for three consecutive years (2017, 
2018, 2019), receiving high scores in data availability, data accessibility, and 
government support for data reuse.5

These top metrics in open data initiatives meant more than mere statis-
tics in South Korea — they were celebrated as symbols of national achieve-
ment and international recognition of South Korea’s digital prowess. The 
Korean state actively promoted these successes as evidence that “the world 
is recognizing the Korean government’s digital competitiveness” and as a 
demonstration of South Korea’s leadership in driving global digital govern-
ment transformation.6 Promoting digital government as a national project 
is a continuation of South Korea’s history of techno-nationalism. Harnessing 
sociotechnical imaginaries of Korea’s digital infrastructure projects as sym-
bols of modernity encapsulates the developmentalist desire to overcome the 
national traumas of war and colonialism through technological advance-
ments. In other words, the Korean state viewed open government initiatives 
as nation-building opportunities to showcase the country’s global competi-
tiveness in technology, digital innovation, and democratic infrastructures.

Within these global and localized contexts of the open data movement, 
the term “data publics” emerged to describe new groups of people who re-
sponded to OGD across the globe. As the objective of OGD was not just to 
establish a technical foundation but to encourage citizens to participate and 
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collaborate in governance processes, it mobilized a multiplication of publics 
who would monitor and reuse OGD to “actively witness the affairs of the 
state.”7 According to Evelyn Ruppert, data publics are not mere recipients of 
data; instead, they “are incited to do their own experiments, establish mat-
ters of fact, see the state for themselves and disseminate their results to oth-
ers … data publics are constituted by dynamic, complex, and uncertain ar-
rangements of actors mobilized and provoked by open data.”8 These people 
include civic hackers, data journalists, and activists who convene through 
data portals, Freedom of Information Act requests, and other platforms to 
reuse OGD according to their interests and capabilities.

In this sense, the concept of data publics is heavily influenced by western 
political notions of the “public”9 and the “public sphere,”10 which emphasize 
the significance of publics in fostering critical public deliberation free from 
state intervention and economic pressures. Similarly, in existing scholar-
ship, data publics are envisioned as critical civic actors in today’s democrat-
ic systems. They are expected to enhance civic engagement by monitoring 
and utilizing public sector data. This western conception of data publics is 
premised on these civic actors acting as a counterbalance to state practices, 
those who can foster independent civil society using the newly available 
“tools” (or public sector data).

Cultural studies critiques that scrutinize the idealized portrayal of a 
universal public sphere and its exclusionary tendencies have been useful 
in identifying the politics of inclusion within the realm of data publics.11 
Who is invited or granted access to different formations of data publics? 
For instance, Anne L. Washington sharply points out that open data initia-
tives have promoted participation and collaboration between the govern-
ment and civic actors without a clear delineation of who constitutes this 
public.12 Open government policies, therefore, have exhibited limitations 
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in representing the diverse consumers of open data and in recognizing the 
varying technical capabilities possessed by these consumers.

Furthermore, despite the rich body of cultural studies scholarship from 
the Global South that has extensively challenged and reformulated the west-
ern notion of “publics,” these critiques have not been fully integrated into 
the current formulations of data publics. In the following section, I will illus-
trate how critiques from Asian cultural studies can provide valuable insights 
for efforts to dewesternize the liberal understanding of data publics.

Lessons from Asian Cultural Studies to the Study 
of Data Publics
Historical and contextual understanding of how publics emerge in 
non-Western contexts needs to be critically reflected in the formulation of 
data publics. Asian cultural studies, in particular, contribute to destabiliz-
ing the state-society premise that underlies the liberal conception of data 
publics.13 The global popularity of the public sphere theory comes with an 
imagination that assumes civil society resides outside of the state and holds 
the potential to question, or even overthrow, state power. The rise of public 
sphere theory in South Korea in the late 1980s was rooted in this hope for 
simin (citizens) to act as agents of political reform and social movements.14 
As South Korea was undergoing a critical transformation from three de-
cades of authoritarianism to a national democratization movement, Korean 
scholars found the promise of the public sphere theory — a civil society  
independent from state power and fostering an alliance of enlightened  
middle-class citizens — extremely appealing. As Jiyeon Kang diagnoses, 
since Jürgen Habermas’ 1996 lecture at the Seoul National University and 
the following publication of his translated works, the public sphere theory 
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has been widely embraced as one of the canons in Korean communication 
and cultural studies.15

However, starting in the 2000s, there has been a growing recognition 
of Eurocentrism in Asian communication and cultural studies internally.16 
These scholars began to critique the colonial paradigm of global knowledge 
production — which positions the West as the primary site of theory pro-
duction while the rest is relegated to case studies for testing these theories 
— and strived to recover the political capacity of local theories. Myung-koo 
Kang’s reformulation of the public sphere came out in response to these con-
cerns.17 To dewesternize the Habermasian idea of the public sphere, Kang 
questioned whether a civil society that is independent and autonomous 
from the state has ever existed in South Korea. Tracing the genealogy of the 
Korean public sphere from the Choson Dynasty (1392–1897), he reveals it 
was an exclusive domain reserved for discussions among the king and his 
bureaucrats, almost entirely composed of the ruling class men. As reflected 
in the concept of kong (the public; 공; 公), which means both the “public in-
terest” and the “virtue of the ruler who leads the people,” the public sphere 
at this period was essentially didactic and aimed at indoctrinating the pop-
ulace to serve the royal dynasty.18 According to Kang, this didactic nature 
persisted throughout South Korea’s colonial and postcolonial eras with jour-
nalists, reformists, and intellectuals serving as pivotal figures in the Patriotic 
Enlightenment Movement (1905–1910) to subsequent phases of rapid mod-
ernization and democratization.19 As the public sphere led by these power 
elites aimed to educate other members of the society “under the umbrella of 
the nation-state, rather than serving the welfare of the people,” this period 
of violent and rapid growth delimited Korea’s opportunity to develop and 
mature an independent civil society.20 Therefore, patriotism continues to 
play a vital role in shaping the function of the Korean public sphere.
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I argue that it is difficult to detach this looming presence of nationalis-
tic aspiration, rooted in Korea’s fractured and externally coerced history of 
modernization, from the formation of data publics in South Korea today. 
Public and academic discourse on Korea’s open data communities and civic 
tech frame them as reliable partners of the state that could assist in address-
ing social problems utilizing public data and their advanced digital capabil-
ities. Much of the literature on citizens’ engagement with public sector data 
in Korea — also frequently described with terms like “civic tech” and “civic 
hacking” — characterizes it as an entrepreneurial mode of citizen-led, pub-
lic service innovation that shows the potential for citizens to become collab-
orative partners of the government.21 Thus, open data communities in South 
Korea align more closely with the role of “government service developers,” 
who contribute to improving the design and delivery of public services. This 
attitude has been particularly salient in various open data communities that 
emerged during the COVID-19 pandemic. The story that follows provides 
a snapshot of the evolving relationship between the Korean state and data 
publics, particularly in the context of COVID-19.

Data Publics in South Korea’s Digital Response 
Against COVID-19
In July 2020, the South Korean government implemented nationwide QR 
code entry log systems in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. This mandate 
required all individuals to scan their personal QR codes when entering facil-
ities with a high risk of virus transmission, including various public spaces 
such as bars, cafés, restaurants, libraries, and more. The Korean government 
urged people to contribute to the collective effort of monitoring COVID-19 
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by scanning their QR codes and leaving their entry logs in the government’s 
contact tracing database. This data collection aimed to provide health offi-
cials and contact tracers with individual location data so they could use the 
information to identify COVID-19 hotspots. The establishment of this large-
scale public health surveillance infrastructure was not solely the result of 
government and state authorities like the Korea Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention and the Central Disease Control Headquarters. Instead, it 
emerged from an extensive collaboration between government institutions, 
major Korean tech companies like Naver and Kakao, as well as various civ-
ic data communities that played a crucial role in collecting and maintain-
ing COVID-19 data. Cultivating close ties with relevant state officials, these 
groups created various COVID-19 related digital services reusing public 
data to assist the government in need. Particularly, civic data communities, 
coalescing under the name COVID-19 Joint Response Team, offered policy 
recommendations in open COVID-19 data formats, developed mobile appli-
cations that would assist efficient allocation of protective equipment, and 
formulated privacy-protecting safety codes for the nationwide distribution 
of the QR check-in system.

A patriotic attitude served as a crucial motivation, as demonstrated by 
many members of the COVID-19 Joint Response Team with whom I engaged. 
For instance, one member who participated in developing privacy-protect-
ing safety codes for the government’s COVID-19 surveillance infrastructure 
explained in a public interview that they joined the project to “donate my 
skill when the country is in need.”22 Despite the government’s offer to  
compensate their work as an outsourcing arrangement, the team declined 
because they did not want the paperwork to take up too much time. “We 
wanted to solve this national crisis with the government,” another inter-
viewee commented. As reliable partners of the state, they played a vital 
role in the development of Korea’s technocratic, data-driven response to 
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the pandemic. Here, “pandemic data publics” came into being — those that 
participated in producing, distributing, and maintaining COVID-19 data in-
frastructures. These communities established close ties with state institu-
tions and became integrated into the fabric of state governance. Alongside 
national achievements in e-governance and open data initiatives, these “in-
novative” forms of civic participation were presented as evidence of Korean 
citizens’ advanced digital capabilities and their democratic usage. In other 
words, these data publics in South Korea have been heavily co-opted, and 
absorbed into the Korean state’s developmentalist and nation-building proj-
ect of “Digital Korea.”

When the state-society relationship is forged through such affective rela-
tions of patriotism, data publics’ potential to critique or problematize state 
affairs becomes limited. Rather than being vigilant observers of the state, 
they become benign forms of civic participation — participation that the 
state finds comfortable promoting and incorporating into state governance. 
Reformulating the concept of data publics allows it to capture such forging 
of alliances and strategic co-optation between the state and civic data com-
munities. As discussed above, Korean cultural studies on the evolution of 
the public sphere in South Korea offer a valuable resource to explain these 
changing dynamics. The affective alignments between the state and data 
publics must be situated within Korea’s local configuration of state-society 
relationships, which is heavily shaped by nationalistic desires for techno-
cratic futures.
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Reformulating Data Publics
The project of dewesternization ultimately lies in repositioning nontradi-
tional sites of knowledge production within the domain of theory work, 
where new theories are generated and old ones are critically reevaluated. 
The South Korean context contributes to the concept of data publics by ques-
tioning its implicit assumption that data publics exist as separate entities 
outside of the state. When these data publics’ techno-optimistic vision deep-
ly aligns with the state23 and maintains strong partnerships in materializing 
these objectives, it becomes challenging to differentiate these actors from 
institutional forms of governance. Thus, the COVID-19 Joint Response Team 
illustrates a case where citizens’ engagement with public sector data be-
comes a hegemonic mode of participation mobilized in the name of patriotic 
duty.24 To better capture these cases, I suggest reformulating data publics as 
a changing configuration of actors involved in developing, maintaining, and 
using public data infrastructures, to unsettle its previous assumption of the 
state/society divide. By focusing on the evolving configurations (and recon-
figurations) of heterogeneous actors, this formulation allows for examining 
the unequal social relations and power dynamics that data publics remedi-
ate. For example, this perspective explains how bureaucrats, state authori-
ties, industry players, and civic data communities came into compromised 
alignments and ambivalent collaborations in cultivating Korea’s pandemic 
data governance. Hence, data publics as an analytical framework is inher-
ently precarious and organic: the question then becomes when is a data pub-
lic instead of who or what is a data public.25

This reconceptualization of data publics echoes Jonathan Gray’s sugges-
tion to view open data as “infrastructural devices”, rather than as simply a 
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representational resource that frames the politics of data only through the 
issues of access.26 Instead, the infrastructure-oriented perspective takes into 
account the performative capacities of data infrastructures. It is a broader 
look at how different forms of participation and collaboration become ma-
terially organized in the building of data infrastructures. Hence, this refor-
mulation of data publics serves as a useful analytical tool to understand how 
individuals are assembled through heterogeneous arrangements mobilized 
by open government and public sector data. It is a relational analytic — fo-
cusing on the associations and dissociations of various groups of people that 
engage in activities ranging from building and maintaining data infrastruc-
tures to normalizing governments’ data practices to problematizing and re-
sisting them.

This essay emphasizes the significance of understanding the historical 
evolution of the public in various regions of the world — how it exists (or is 
limited to exist), what it means, and how it has transformed throughout crit-
ical historical junctures. The emergence of present-day data publics is inevi-
tably shaped by this old and new legacy of local public formations.
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