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Neoliberal Subject: Success Stories of

English Language Learning in the
Korean Conservative Press

This article analyzes “success stories” of English language learning in the Korean conserva-
tive press as tales of neoliberal personhood, locating the stories within South Korea’s neoliberal
transformation and its concomitant “English frenzy.” In these texts, the semiotic process of
leveling—the simultaneous work of erasure and highlighting—naturalizes the successful
learner’s competence in English by grounding that competence in the subjective, human
qualities of the speaker. By obscuring class-based constraints on access to English that
determine the structure of the Korean linguistic market, this process ultimately rationalizes
and justifies the neoliberal logic of human capital development. [English, South Korea,
language ideology, competence, neoliberalism, media]jola_1046 22..38

Every now and then in the South Korean press, there appears a report about a
Korean who has managed to become a fluent and competent speaker of
English. Sometimes written from the perspective of the journalist, sometimes

written as a self-report from the successful learner, such stories usually consist of
some demonstration of the person’s admirable competence in English and provide an
account of how the person has come to be so successful in acquiring the language.
What makes such stories “newsworthy”? Why does the fact that a Korean person has
mastered English, now a global language adopted and acquired by many people
around the world, become a subject of media attention? It is easy to take this as a
simple reflection of the general scarcity of “good English” in Korea—that is, Koreans,
typically being monolingual speakers of Korean, generally have only a weak
command of English, and thus anyone who can speak English well is, due to the
rarity of such people, newsworthy. Media texts and the images of persons and events
they circulate, however, are never mere representations of “reality,” but mediatized
constructs (Agha 2007; Inoue 2006). The selection and depiction of successful learners
of English in the stories, we may argue, are not determined by mechanical calculation
of representativeness but constitute the very process of establishing what counts as
“good English,” who has legitimate ownership of it, and what qualities such a person
ought to possess. In other words, the success stories serve as a site where the
stereotyped figure of the successful learner is created, circulated, and imbued with
indexical value—a site where the social meaning of English in Korea is forged.

This article presents the success stories of English language learning in the Korean
press as a key to understanding the relentless quest for English that has been sweep-
ing South Korea, commonly known as the “English frenzy” (yeongeo yeolpung).1 Since
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the mid 1990s, the status and market value of English in Korea have shifted radically,
pushing the nation into a heated pursuit of English. The government and the corpo-
rate sector actively promote the importance of English as a crucial resource for
competition in the global economy, university students and white collar workers
struggle to acquire and improve English language skills to render themselves mar-
ketable in the increasingly flexible job market, and parents strain themselves finan-
cially and emotionally trying to provide their children with the best opportunity for
acquiring English. As we will see below, such changes are not mere local projections
of the global dominance of English or a reflection of Korea’s dependent relationship
with the United States. Instead, they are more deeply rooted in the contemporary
neoliberal transformation of Korean society and modes of governmentality that
define post-authoritarian and postcollectivist Korea.

This article argues for such a reading of the English frenzy by considering the
success stories as tales of neoliberal personhood. Through their construction of the
figure of the successful learner of English, I argue, the stories represent the learner as
a character whose achievements in language learning attest to her grand potential for
endless self-development and self-improvement celebrated in the new economy—
that is, as a linguistic version of the neoliberal subject. This article makes this claim by
uncovering the language ideological processes that enable such representations of the
successful learner. The analysis to be presented below demonstrates that, in the
success stories, the linguistic competence of the successful learner is not presented as
rooted in the learner’s social provenance or institutional privileges, but imagined as
deeply grounded in subjective, human qualities of the learner. This process, which I
term “naturalization of competence,” serves as a key link between the figure of the
successful learner and the image of the neoliberal self. By investigating the discursive
and semiotic basis for this process, this article critically comments on the changing
relationship between language and identity under the new economy, and how such
changes have significant consequences for neoliberalism and the structures of
inequality it reproduces.

Semiotics of Competence in the Global Economy

The success stories of English language learning, which constitute highly situated
interpretations of a successful learner’s linguistic attainment, shed light on the
socially constructed nature of linguistic competence. While competence in the familiar
Chomskian sense refers to abstract formal knowledge of a pure linguistic code, here
I use it to refer to ideological assessments of “how well one speaks a language,” or
popular conceptions of one’s mastery of a language variety.2 By focusing on this
folk-metalinguistic usage, I intend to underline how competence is used as an
extremely pervasive but frequently overlooked index for one’s identity and social
status. Competence as a metacommunicative sign often evades analytic scrutiny
because one’s competence in a language is commonly evaluated and understood in
highly naturalized terms—in a double sense. On the one hand, competence is com-
monly assumed to emerge naturally from a speaker’s inner essence; thus, ethno-
racial heritage is often treated as if it is sufficient explanation for one’s competence
in a language (e.g., it is considered utterly unremarkable for an ethnic Korean to
speak fluent Korean, and highly unusual, or even scandalous, if she cannot). On the
other hand, one’s ability to use a language is often imagined to be objectively mea-
surable and unambiguously demonstrable; thus any social power accorded to a
speaker through the symbolic capital of linguistic competence becomes highly
uncontestable, as such conferral of power appears to be based on transparent and
objective criteria.

Of course, these ideological views of competence are deeply problematic, because
of their essentialist assumptions (Bucholtz 2003), and because cultural concepts of
competence clearly vary from one context to another (Hill and Hill 1986). Moreover,
what counts as legitimate mastery of a language depends heavily on a speaker’s link
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with authorized institutions of power, rather than one’s inherent capabilities; as
Pierre Bourdieu notes, “the evaluation of competence takes into account the relation-
ship between the speaker’s social properties and the specifically linguistic properties
of his discourse, i.e., the match or mismatch between language and speaker”
(1977:653). Nonetheless, the naturalized link between competence and legitimacy
makes competence an extremely effective resource for the reproduction of social
distinctions as well as rationalization of social positions and interests supported by
such distinctions.3

Naturalization of competence is an instance of iconization. According to Irvine and
Gal (2000), iconization reinterprets a conventional association between a linguistic
form and social meaning as a more essential one, thereby naturalizing indexical ties.4
The linguistic legitimacy (reflected through labels such as “native speaker”) accorded
to speakers of traditional native varieties of English such as mainstream American
English, for instance, is a result of treating those varieties of English as having an
essential (thus iconic) connection with the speakers’ given ethno-national identity.
But it should be noted that iconization cannot take place without the assistance of
other types of semiotic processes. A necessary pair is that of erasure and highlighting.
Erasure, as another semiotic process identified by Irvine and Gal (2000), simplifies the
sociolinguistic field by treating phenomena that do not fit with dominant ideological
frameworks as invisible or irrelevant. Highlighting, as the “converse of erasure,”
refers to “any semiotic act that brings to salience some aspect of the social situation”
(Bucholtz and Hall 2004b:495). Erasure and highlighting must go hand in hand, as
erasure of sameness necessarily implies highlighting of difference, and vice versa.
Erasure and highlighting may be called “leveling processes,” processes which sim-
plify, or level out, as it were, the sociolinguistic field, reducing its complexity so that
only those elements that will be used as nodes for semiotic links in the construction
of essentialized identities remain standing out in an otherwise flattened landscape.5
The semiotic process of naturalization and its basic foundation of leveling, then, is a
fundamental prerequisite (and a perpetual necessity) for the reproduction of ideolo-
gized connections between a speaker and her language.

While naturalization of linguistic competence is pervasive, it is particularly rel-
evant under the new economy, where ways in which the relationship between lan-
guage and identity is imagined are being transformed. Language is increasingly seen
as detachable from its speakers’ socially grounded identities such as gender, ethnic-
ity, or social class, instead being treated as a commodifiable resource (Cameron
2000, 2002; Heller 2003) or acquirable skill (Urciuoli 2008), and various structural
relations or class-based systems of exclusion that may work to restrict access of
certain groups to valued linguistic capital tend to be downplayed. As a result, in the
context of language learning, acquisition and attainment of language come to be
seen more and more as an enterprise of the individual; thus, anyone who has
managed to gain good competence in a language such as English should be praised
for her entrepreneurial spirit and self-actualization, rather than be seen as profiteer-
ing from any privilege she might have accrued from class-based positions. In other
words, the naturalized link between language and speaker is intensified, in the sense
that it is even more deeply placed inside the individual, not on the “outer layer” of
spatial, temporal, or social belonging but in more fundamentally internal qualities of
character and disposition.

Under the changing conditions of the neoliberal labor market, then, naturalization
of competence is not simply a way in which people conceptualize the relationship
between language and identity, but a mode of rationalizing the structure of neoliberal
competition. In this sense, the semiotic process of naturalization is closely linked to
the image of neoliberal personhood discussed in many studies (Abelmann et al. 2009;
Anagnost 2004; Comaroff and Comaroff 2000; Rose 1990, 1996; Walkerdine 2006; Yan
2003, among others). As these studies demonstrate, neoliberal social order depends
on the fashioning of subjectivities—that is, on defining the ideal subject-type of global
capitalism. Increasingly, we see collective subjectivities that form the basis of social
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solidarities undermined to give way to the celebration of the individual subject, who
is guaranteed freedom within the neoliberal market but also held accountable for the
consequences of her choices and actions. The neoliberal individual is claimed to
engage enthusiastically in constant self-assessment and self-improvement so as to
maximize benefits from the market, refusing to rely on structured social relations that
may provide the comfort of solidarity but eventually stifle the creative potential of
unconstrained free competition.

The problem with this imagination of neoliberal personhood is that it necessarily
glosses over the social inequalities that neoliberalism exacerbates (Harvey 2005). In
the words of Jean and John Comaroff, “as neoliberal conditions render ever more
obscure the rooting of inequality in structures of production, as work gives way to the
mechanical solidarities of ‘identity’ in constructing selfhood and social being, class
comes to be understood, in both popular and scholarly discourse, as yet another
personal trait or lifestyle choice” (2000:306). As all responsibility for overcoming
structural barriers to social advancement is transferred from the state to the entre-
preneuring individual, any success or failure that is experienced in the neoliberal
system is no longer a result of unequal structures of class relations, but a matter of the
individual’s aspirations and capabilities—that is, a reflection of one’s naturalized
inner qualities. This suggests that, in the struggle over linguistic resources, natural-
ization of competence functions as an important element in the justification and
reproduction of the neoliberal subject. And due to the already pervasive nature of this
naturalization, it has the potential to make neoliberal personhood appear to be
especially compelling, thus making the ideology of neoliberalism truly hegemonic in
the Gramscian sense. The genre of success stories, whose very existence concern the
naturalization of competence, is thus a crucial link in understanding how the Korean
English frenzy reproduces and reinforces classed relations and subjectivities that lurk
beneath the glamour of the new economy.

The English Frenzy and Neoliberal Governmentality

The Korean English frenzy is manifest through various phenomena, such as the
constant upgrading of national curricula for English language instruction to empha-
size oral competence (Kwon 2000; Shin 2007); construction of “English villages”
where one may visit to have an “authentic” immersion experience in English (Faiola
2004); universities competing to offer more courses taught through the medium of
English and requiring a high test score in English for graduation (Jeong 2006; Shin
and Yi 2007); and the overheated zeal with which parents attempt to secure the best
opportunity for their children’s English language learning, ranging from English-
only kindergartens to study overseas in English speaking countries (Park and Abel-
mann 2004).6 All of these illustrate the great lengths to which Koreans are willing to
go to secure better competence in English. To be sure, emphasis and attention
Koreans place on English is itself not new. Though South Korea is a country with
prevalent monolingualism in Korean, English has always been a language of impor-
tance, representing access to positions of power and material opportunities, ever
since the days of the U.S. military occupation (1945–1948) that followed the end of
colonial Japanese rule. But with the nation’s neoliberal transformation since the
mid-1990s, English started to take on meaning that is more deeply rooted in everyday
life; no longer was English simply a marker of social status and key to power, but an
index of an ideal way of being in the global world.

Korea’s neoliberal turn was a response to the crisis in the effectiveness and legiti-
macy of the developmental state model that had defined the nation’s economic ascent
since the 1960s. By the end of the 1980s, increasing competition from other Asian
countries and Korea’s democratization rendered the state-led, export-driven strategy
of industrial development problematic. The large multibusiness conglomerates
known as jaebeols, who, with the support of the state, had served as the main engine
for Korea’s development, were also facing mounting criticism of their unsound
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financial practices (such as reckless expansion and high debt-to-equity ratio) and
corrupt links with influential politicians. In this context, the government, jaebeol
groups, and the conservative media (who maintain a close alliance with the jaebeols
and sometimes are directly owned by them) forged the challenges of globalization
and mounting economic difficulties into a key issue, elevating “national competitive-
ness” (gukga gyeongjaenglyeok)—that is, Korea’s economic power in the global
market—to the goal of utmost national importance and calling for greater deregula-
tion, privatization, and freedom of control over labor (Kim 1997).

The Asian financial crisis of 1997 and the subsequent IMF intervention solidified
this trend, leading to a period of rapid neoliberalization of Korean society (Song
2009). As a result, the nature and structure of the workplace were drastically trans-
formed. In the name of boosting competitiveness, many corporations abandoned the
tradition of seniority-based wage structure and expectations of lifetime employment,
introducing a more flexible pay system and yearly negotiation of contracts. In the
postfinancial crisis climate, with memories of massive unemployment still fresh in
their minds, employees could no longer rely on past achievements (such as having
a degree from an elite university) or structures of solidarity (such as organized
labor) but were pressed to constantly engage in endless projects of self-development
in order to prove their relevance to the fast-changing culture of work. With the
framing of neoliberalism as globalization, the ideal employee that companies sought
was no longer a smart and diligent but passive university graduate, but a worker
who actively embodied the ethos of globalization through flexibility, self-
management, and global perspective. The ultimate virtue of the worker became
continuous entrepreneurial engagement in the project of one’s own human capital
development.

It was this new condition of the job market that played a central role in resignifying
English. English, as a major subject in the Korean education system, had always
been something that is expected from white-collar employees. But through the
neoliberal transformation of the job market, English came to take up a much more
central and symbolic importance in the evaluation of workers and job applicants. Due
to the indexicality of English as a global language, competence in English was inter-
preted as a sign of a globally oriented person, or a gukjein, whose cosmopolitan
outlook befits the global vision of a world-class corporation, an ideal employee who
performs freely and competently in the transnational space of global business. Engag-
ing in the project of improving one’s English, it was understood, is to engage in the
maximization of one’s human capital, to enthusiastically embrace and pursue one’s
aspirations of becoming a valued worker in the new economy. For college students,
who face increasingly bleak prospects for employment, good English skills, as repre-
sented through a high score in tests such as TOEIC (Test of English for International
Communication), became one of the most important seupek, or qualifications, that
they must accumulate.7 English is no longer an option, students commonly say—
English is a “base” (beiseu), or a basic necessity that no one can avoid investing in
(Abelmann et al. 2009:230). Those who ignore English are neglecting their responsi-
bility as a neoliberal subject to engage in their project of human capital development.
In this sense, lack of English skills is not a mere risk one may choose to take, but a
transgression.

English is a particularly apt index of the entrepreneurial self, because, as a foreign
language, it can never be fully achieved to the standards of a “native speaker”; thus,
the task of securing good English skills is also an endless one, iconically capturing the
essence of the neoliberal ideal of continuous self-development. The anxiety generated
by this perpetuity motivates parents’ investments in their children’s English language
skills, for it is often believed that early exposure to English will allow the child to
break away from the cursed body of the non-native speaker doomed to a life lacking
in human capital. Thus, among the overzealous battery of language learning activities
parents arrange for their children as part of the larger project of enhancing the child’s
aptitude and hidden potential, one of the most valued strategy is jogi yuhak (early
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study abroad), in which preuniversity students are sent to study in English speaking
countries (Park and Bae 2009; Song 2010). The hope that the English language skills
acquired overseas would serve as a valuable resource for admission into prestigious
universities back in Korea or abroad, and ultimately in securing better positions in
employment somewhere down the road, makes jogi yuhak increasingly popular
among the middle class who can afford it. But it is important to note that jogi yuhak is
not just about learning the global language. Acquisition of “native-like” English
through jogi yuhak is understood to stand for the student’s metamorphosis, an actu-
alization of the deep potential of the individual subject to transcend the educational
culture of Korea (often considered to be stifling to creativity and individuality) and to
confidently find a place in the world as a cosmopolitan subject (Park and Abelmann
2004). In other words, jogi yuhak (and indeed the entire English frenzy) is not so much
about mere preparedness for employment or pure linguistic attainment as it is about
living up to the vision of what constitutes the ideal human subject in the neoliberal
world.

The Korean English frenzy, then, is inseparable from Koreans’ internalization of the
capitalist logic of human development as it was experienced through the global
financial crisis and dramatic transformation of the economy. The endless investments
Koreans make in securing English function as technologies of government through
which individuals are “acted upon from a distance” (Foucault 1991; Gordon 1991).
English language learning serves as a key channel through which Koreans dispose
themselves as neoliberal subjects, who endlessly seek to maximize their human
capital, continuously bettering and improving themselves. The English frenzy thus
spells out, in moral and ethical terms, an ideal way of being, defining the desired
mode of the self in the neoliberal economy—and this is a potent way through which
power continues to be exercised in postauthoritarian Korea, where stablization of
procedural democracy has problematized overt intervention and control by authori-
ties of the state. The quest for English is rooted in one’s becoming of a neoliberal
subject, whose anxieties over one’s lack of valued linguistic capital and aspirations for
social advancement through English translate into the project of self-fulfillment. As I
will show below, it is this image of neoliberal personhood that emerges strikingly
through the figure of the successful learner in the success stories.

Reconciling Language Ideologies Through the Success Stories

Success stories of English language learning have been an occasional but regular
feature in the Korean press since the late 1990s. The analysis presented in this article
is based on a collection of such texts that appeared in Korean newspapers and news
magazines, a total of 60 articles that were published between 1999 and 2007.8 A
noteworthy observation regarding the distribution of the success stories is that such
articles appear predominantly in what are commonly called the “conservative media”
(bosu eonlon) in Korea—especially the publications of the three major newspaper
companies, Chosun Ilbo, Joongang Ilbo, and Donga Ilbo, collectively referred to as
Cho-Joong-Dong.9 The conservative press maintains a strong alliance with the capitalist
class and dominant political parties, together forming the conservative ruling bloc
that has long held a monopoly of political and economic power for most of Korea’s
recent history. Though conservatism in Korea is a complicated notion (see Kang
Jung-In 2005 for a discussion), the conservative press is “conservative” in the sense
that it strongly defends the status quo of Korean society through its antisocialist,
pro-U.S., and pro-jaebeol stances. The conservative press is not simply a mouthpiece of
the political right, though; together, Cho-Joong-Dong occupy over 75 percent of the
newspaper market in Korea (An 2006), and exert enormous influence on the general
populace, functioning as a dominant mobilizer of public opinion and a monopolistic
capitalist power in itself (Kang Myung-koo 2005).

Given its political orientation, it is not surprising that the conservative press has
been one of the most active agents in promoting the importance of English in Korea.
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As noted above, the conservative press played a central role in spreading the neolib-
eral discourse of globalization promoted by the government and jaebeol groups, of
which the imagination of English as a global language was an integral part. In 1998,
Chosun Ilbo initiated a public language policy debate on whether English should be
made an official language of Korea so as to allow the country to participate more
actively in the global stage (Park 2009). In 2000, Chosun also launched a campaign
called “yeongeoga gyeongjaenglyeokida” [English is competitiveness], in which the
importance of English for Korea’s survival in the modern world was emphasized.
Through this campaign, it was repeatedly argued that Korea must invest heavily in
improving its citizens’ English language skills, and that in areas such as diplomacy
and international business, Korea was facing great losses due to its inadequate com-
petence in English and lack of English-friendly infrastructure.

The success stories were produced in the context of this effort of the conservative
press to promote greater investments in English. The heaviest concentration of such
stories, for example, was produced as part of the 2000 Chosun campaign mentioned
above. Through a weekly column titled “yeongeoui dalin” [masters of English],
which accompanied other articles that constituted the 9-month campaign, 23 different
successful learners were featured, contrasting their competence with the lamentable
incompetence of other Koreans. Such success stories encouraged readers to take those
successful learners as models for their acquisition efforts; in the case of first-person
success stories, for instance, a successful learner-author would often claim to share
his10 secret “methods that work,” so that others could be as successful in mastering
English as he is.

The political position of the conservative press may seem to suggest that its pro-
motion of English functions as a blatant strategy for extending the dominance of the
ruling bloc through its defense and promotion of the neoliberal discourse of global-
ization. But despite the powerful influence of the conservative press on Korean
society, it is problematic to treat the English frenzy as a simple result of people
accepting and adhering to such discourse of English as promoted by the media.
Besides the fact that this implies a seriously impoverished model of media consump-
tion, there is another important reason why such a view is problematic: various
ideologies that potentially contradict the neoliberal discourses of English as pro-
moted by the conservative press also widely circulate in Korean society.

While I outlined the political-economic conditions of the English frenzy in the
previous section, Korea’s pursuit of English is also shaped by semiotic and ideologi-
cal forces that are reproduced through everyday practices and multiple agents. Thus,
a set of language ideologies (Gal and Woolard 2001; Kroskrity 2000; Schieffelin et al.
1998) provides a link between the neoliberal transformation of Korean society and
specific metadiscursive practices of Koreans. Such ideologies include the view of
English as a necessity in the global world, English as a language incompatible with
Korean identity, and Koreans as incompetent speakers of English who have persistent
difficulty in successfully acquiring the language (see Park 2009 for a detailed discus-
sion), as well as more specific circulating statements such as blaming Koreans’ incom-
petence upon the failure of the national system of English language teaching, which
(purportedly) focuses only on rote memorization and passive learning of grammatical
rules while neglecting to inculcate communicative competence.11 These language
ideologies, then, work to anchor the broader neoliberal discourses of English to
mundane, everyday practices, so that the English frenzy becomes a force that deeply
permeates people’s practical lives.

However, multiplicity of language ideologies (Kroskrity 2004) also introduces
contradictions into the neoliberal discourse of English as circulated through the
conservative press. Most important for our discussion is the ideology that associates
English language competence with social class. As one would expect, good compe-
tence in English is often perceived as a sign of a more privileged social background,
due to the fact that material resources at one’s possession translates into better access
to better opportunities for English language learning. For this reason, competence in
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English is often ideologically interpreted as deriving from higher social class and
material wealth. For instance, Choi (2003) shows that Korean university students
clearly associate English language skills as positively related to one’s parents’ eco-
nomic capital and socioeconomic class. While this ideology works to associate
English with the neoliberal image of material self-advancement, it also contradicts an
important aspect of the ideal language learner, as it views competence as rooted in the
socioeconomic matrix of one’s origins, rather than the deep, underlying capacities of
the self. In other words, it problematizes the neoliberal celebration of human potential
and self-development because it posits such projects of development as contingent
upon material constraints and acknowledges that those without classed privileges
will never be able to achieve the dream of human capital development to the same
extent as those with them.

How, then, does the neoliberal discourse of English work against the contradic-
tions introduced by such ideologies? How does the image of the independent, enter-
prising neoliberal self regain its relevance and plausibility in face of ideologies that
problematize its very basis? I argue that the semiotic processes that make up the
success stories of English illustrate how this is accomplished. As I outlined above,
the work of leveling inherent in the naturalization of competence selectively high-
lights or downplays different ideological elements in the sociolinguistic landscape,
providing a more simplified ground for the iconization of semiotic relations. It is
precisely this process, I argue, that operates within the success stories to sort out the
contradictions that reside in the figure of the successful learner, so that it may serve
as a fundamental basis for demonstrating the pervasive relevance of neoliberal per-
sonhood. In other words, the stories must be understood as a site where, through
the construction of the image of the ideal English language learner, the discourse of
the neoliberal subject and ideologies that contradict them can be realigned; and as
such, the stories provide an opportunity where we can observe how the semiotics of
competence as a natural human capacity serves as a key resource for the rational-
ization of neoliberal imagination. In the next section, I turn to an analysis of this
process.

Leveling and the Figure of the Successful Learner

In the success stories, successful learners of English are portrayed as highly excep-
tional learners. That is, they are “extraordinary” people who possess some distinct
quality that is not easily found in ordinary people. For instance, successful learners
are often made exceptional through attribution of elite status. The success stories
often locate the successful learner within a socioeconomic matrix in terms of their
occupation or educational background, and very frequently, it is shown that the
learner is highly educated or holds a prestigious social position. The most common
occupations attributed to the successful learners in the data are academics (e.g.,
professors at Korea University and Yonsei University, both elite institutions in Korea),
top-level managers of major corporations (e.g., CEOs of companies such as LG and
Korean Air), professionals in journalism and broadcasting (e.g., reporters for Korean
branches of CNN and Bloomberg), and high-ranking government officials and dip-
lomats (e.g., deputy prime minister and minister of science and technology). In other
words, successful learners featured in the data are very often socially successful as
well.12

This, however, should not be seen as a mere reflection of the fact that people of
higher social status have better access to opportunities and resources for language
learning. Successful learners are actively constructed as elites, as various indexes
that point to their elite status are highlighted discursively. The success stories usually
provide detailed information on the successful learner’s educational and occupa-
tional background, thereby foregrounding their social status; they may also high-
light the elite status of successful learners by pointing out social connections the
learner has with other influential people. This in itself may appear unremarkable, as

Naturalization of Competence and the Neoliberal Subject 29



it is probably common journalist practice to point out any elite connection of the
person being reported (i.e., even when the focus is not on the person’s competence
in English). However, in the success stories, such elite connections do not simply
outline the person’s broader background but are used as an explanation or justifi-
cation of one’s competence in English. For instance, in the following extract, Hur
Chulboo, a professor at Myongji University, recounts his connections with numer-
ous elite members of Korean society, who are also described as “chuljunghan yeo-
ngeoui dalin” [exceptional masters of English]. In this case, the influential social
positions that these speakers later achieved are used as evidence of their “qualifi-
cation and competence to represent Korea” and also indirectly of the quality of their
competence in English—which in turn attributes equivalent competence to the
author as well, due to the fact that he was a co-participant in the event with these
successful learners.

(1) I participated in an English reading and discussion group that consisted of 30
students selected from 10 universities in Seoul, and later participated in a
student conference in the U.S. as one of the first Korean student represen-
tatives. Among those 30 student representatives were Kim Jae-Ik, senior
presidential secretary for economic affairs who was killed in the Rangoon
bombing;13 Li Tae-Seop, ex-minister of science and technology; Song Yong-
Seop, ex-dean of Chung-Ang University School of Management; and Choi
Eun-Kyeong, Duksung Women’s University’s dean of humanities. All rep-
resentatives from the 10 universities were exceptional masters of English,
and had the qualification and competence to represent Korea in the interna-
tional meeting. (Sindonga, June 2001)14

When the high social status of a successful learner cannot be shown through his or
her occupation or position, some other aspect that highlights an elite connection is
often emphasized. For instance, in the following example, which comes from a report
on a high school student whose good competence is demonstrated through her
perfect score on TOEIC, the fact that her parents are scholars is highlighted, thereby
underlining her class membership.

(2) One interesting thing is that Miss Kim’s father, Professor Kim Seong-Eon at
Donga University, is a scholar of Chinese Literature. [. . .] It turns out that
Miss Kim’s mother Kim Sang-Hui (lecturer at Pusan University) is a scholar
who majored in French linguistics. (Sindonga, June 1999)

The social status of successful learners is also highlighted through their experi-
ences abroad. Since living or studying overseas (in English speaking countries)
requires better access to material resources and opportunities, having such an expe-
rience indexes the higher social status of the learner, as well as her cosmopolitanism.
In the following example, for instance, the overseas experience attributed to the
successful learner (a reporter for Bloomberg) points to her class background through
the description of opportunities that led to her overseas experience.

(3) Because her father often traveled overseas for business, she had many
opportunities to go abroad since she was five-years old. Her desire to com-
municate with the blue-eyed children that she met sparked her interest in
English. Because of her curiosity, she enjoyed learning English. She would
travel overseas whenever she had a vacation or break, and as she made
more foreign friends English started to become a part of her life. (Chosun
Ilbo, May 12, 2000:9)

Thus, in the success stories, successful learners are distinguished from “ordinary”
Koreans by their special social background and the distinct social networks and
privileges that index that background. This representation is a work of leveling;
among all Koreans who are successful learners, those who are elites are highlighted,
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and those who are not are erased, resulting in a neater correlation between social
status and linguistic competence than what must actually exist. This can also be seen
from the fact that stories rarely present a successful learner as an example of upward
class mobility—that is, as a case in which a Korean learner of English has moved from
lower to higher social status through her newly gained ability in English. The success
stories either highlight the inherent elite connection of the successful learner (as in the
examples above) or simply do not mention the previous status of the learner. In other
words, the complexity of class relations is greatly simplified, and modes of relations
that transcend static categorization of class—such as working-class mothers who
strategically manage their children’s English language learning, as described by Park
and Abelmann (2004)—are erased. This obscuring does not deny class mobility but
draws our attention away from it to a more dichotomous vision of social structure in
which a distinction between classes is highlighted and mapped onto a binary oppo-
sition between successful learners and unsuccessful learners. As a result, the category
of successful learner is transformed into a coherent and neatly bounded group whose
elite status indexes its members’ good competence.

But another important aspect of the representation of successful learners lies in
the way the stories account for the competence of those speakers. Even though the
successful learners are represented as privileged elites, there is also erasure of the
potential role of such privilege in the learners’ acquisition of English. That is, privi-
leges of successful learners and their competence in English are not presented as
having a causal relationship. For instance, in the success stories, it is often explicitly
argued that the majority of the so-called elites actually possess only weak compe-
tence in English, another widely circulating ideology that derives from the belief
that all Koreans are bad speakers of English. Thus, in effect, while the elite status of
the successful learner is noted, that such status may be the source of her success is
denied, as it is not acknowledged as a sufficient condition for good competence. An
example of this can be seen in an article on political scientist Moon Chung-In, which
states:

(4) There are not many people who can engage in discussions with American
scholars, debating with them fiercely, or who can write articles in English as
effortlessly as they do in Korean. Though they are ashamed to admit it, there
are many scholars who cannot speak a word at international conferences
[. . .] There are also many who confess that “being able to speak English
fluently is their greatest wish.” Professor Moon Chung-In of Yonsei Univer-
sity is different from others in this regard. (Sindonga, June 1999)

Similarly, while we have seen above that many stories highlight the successful
learner’s experience abroad, they are also careful not to present it as the reason for her
good competence. Thus, if the successful learner does not actually have any experi-
ence abroad, this is frequently highlighted in the texts through labels such as sunsu
guknaesan (pure home-grown) or suntojong (pure local). In fact, the stories often
explicitly argue that living and studying overseas is not necessary for one to attain
good competence in English, and that even if one has experience living overseas, that
experience must be accompanied by serious effort for learning English in order to
lead to success. This can be seen from the following example about Son Jiae, a
reporter for CNN.

(5) She is not exaggerating when she says, “I study all day and I’m barely able
to save face,” even though it looks like she speaks English effortlessly. “I
lived with my parents in the U.S. from second to sixth grade in elementary
school. So I became familiar with English early on.” But language skills are
easily lost when not continuously sharpened, even if one has learned it as a
child. For this reason, she says, she gave everything she got into studying
English, so that she would not lose the competence in English that she
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gained thanks to her parents. In middle school, she participated in many
English speech contests, and in high school and college she worked for the
school English newspaper. (Chosun Ilbo, January 1, 2000:27)

Even though many good language learners would indeed demonstrate serious
effort in learning the target language, examples like this are remarkable because
they stand in contrast to the popular discourses of English, in which most Koreans
typically assume that classed privileges—such as having lived overseas at an early
age—function as powerful preconditions for good competence in English, as noted
above. Instead, good competence is attributed to the strong moral character of the
successful learner; for instance, in (5) above, Son is depicted as displaying strong
energy and initiative in making calculated investments of time and effort in lan-
guage learning as she “gave everything she got into studying English.” In other
words, the effort of successful learners is often framed as being highly exceptional—
the learners are depicted as having made nearly superhuman efforts that cannot be
mimicked easily by ordinary people. For instance, descriptions such as the following
are common:

(6) “When I was a teenager, I was in love with English. Not only did I participate
in English speech contests and join English conversation classes at school,
but I also organized an English interpretation club called Hermes in college.”
Even though he never studied in a foreign country or spent time overseas for
English study, there were many days during which he never spoke a word of
Korean from the time he woke up until he went to bed. In short, he was crazy
about English those days. (Chosun Ilbo, January 3, 2000:23)

In this example, the learner (a manager at a major corporation) is represented as
having such an exceptional moral character that he was able to make and maintain
investments that are highly intense in their quality. Both the quotation from the
successful learner himself and the further explanation by the author characterize the
learner as “being in love with” and “being crazy about” English, emphasizing how
enthusiastically and completely he immersed himself into English language learning.

Extraordinariness of the learners’ effort is also highlighted through what might be
called “emphatic vocabulary,” or lexical expressions that indicate that an action is
carried out to the extreme. The following sentences, taken from various stories,
illustrate two of these expressions, daldal (thouroughly) and tongjjaelo (wholly/in its
entirety).

daldal
(7) I watched each movie 6 times and memorized the important lines thor-

oughly. (Chosun Ilbo, January 21, 2000:21)
(8) In order to use humorous expressions in appropriate situations, he would

memorize English sentences thoroughly. (Chosun Ilbo, February 25, 2000:9)
(9) He carries around a pocket book of English expressions and thoroughly

memorizes them whenever he has time. (Wolgan Joongang, March 31, 2007)

tongjjaelo
(10) He has the habit of wholly memorizing and using recent everyday expres-

sions that Americans use. (Chosun Ilbo, April 7, 2000)
(11) Through his tenacious effort such as memorizing sentences wholly and

reading a sentence 500 times, he swept prizes at numerous English contests
in Korea. (Jugan Chosun, October 5, 2000)

(12) Memorizing sentences wholly opened the door to studying English for me.
(Joongang Ilbo, March 22, 2006)

The addition of adverbs daldal and tongjjaelo shifts the evaluative focus of an
otherwise neutral sentence to the intensity of the learner’s effort. As we can see in the
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examples here, both adverbs typically combine with the verb oeuda (memorize),
thereby emphasizing sheer repetition and completeness of the learner’s mnemonic
project. The choice of such descriptors, then, constructs the learner’s effort as extraor-
dinary, as effort that is so determined and focused that it borders on being irrepli-
cable, thus imposing a particular reading of the way the successful learner has
achieved her competence.

The highlighting of the learner’s effort and moral character and the erasure of the
relevance of privilege to English language acquisition—in short, the process of
leveling—must be understood as constructing the successful learners as enterprising
individuals. As a result of this process, the elite status of the learners no longer
indexes their privileged background that facilitated their language learning but is
transformed into evidence of their superior moral caliber, which in turn “explains”
(in a circular fashion) the successful learners’ determination, initiative, vitality, and
sense of responsibility that characterizes the intensity of their language learning
activities. It is in this way that the process of leveling and the significantly strength-
ened essential tie between the successful learner and her competence work to resolve
the contradiction between the neoliberal discourse of English and widespread ide-
ologies of class and English. If a successful learner were to fail to display extraordi-
nary effort in learning English and to fall back upon the material conditions passed
down by her parents, the prospects of the neoliberal self would be invalidated; but the
reader is instead led to see how hard she has worked to achieve her competence, with
intense vitality and motivation, and better yet, without showing any sign of stopping,
thereby embodying the ideal of endless self-development.

It is interesting to note, however, that this process of leveling leads to another
contradiction, for in the course of highlighting the learners’ extraordinary effort, the
success stories often reveal that those learners invested heavily in rote memorization
as a method of practicing English, even though, as we discussed above, such rote
memorization is commonly blamed as one of the vices of Korea’s traditional curricu-
lum of English language teaching and a prime reason why Koreans can’t speak
English well. The fact that such a contradiction is completely ignored in the success
stories, of course, is another instantiation of erasure. What is significant is that the
stories do not represent the successful learners’ strategy of rote memorization as a
characteristic of national curricula, but as a calculated choice of the enterprising
individual, a device that demonstrates her will to continuous self-improvement. By
erasing the popular association of official school instruction with rote memorization
and presenting mnemonics as evidence of intense effort, the independence and
self-fulfillment of the neoliberal subject is once again foregrounded; now the success-
ful learner truly owes her competence to nothing (neither class privilege, nor national
education)—but herself.

Conclusions: Linguistic Competence in a Neoliberal World

Mediatized figures of speakers can be powerful junctures of political economy, social
relations, language ideologies, and semiotic processes; as they go through the long
chain of production, circulation, and consumption, cultural values that determine our
everyday lives are shaped, negotiated, and reproduced (Agha 2007; Inoue 2006). The
figure of the successful learner as displayed through success stories of English lan-
guage learning also emerges within such multilayered space, at the intersection of the
sociopolitical transformations of Korean society, interests of the dominant bloc of
conservative power, ambivalent language ideologies of English, and metadiscursive
processes that calibrate what good competence in English means and to whom it
belongs.

The discussion above suggests that the success stories in the conservative press do
not find, describe, and report on successful learners of English; they create and
mould the figure of the successful learner through the careful process of leveling.
On the one hand, they highlight the elite status of those learners, drawing the
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readers’ focus toward their distinguished social background and connections with
other prominent elites, and also the extraordinary effort that purportedly led them
to be highly competent speakers of the English language. On the other hand, they
erase from the sociolinguistic picture successful learners who are not elites, such as
those who simply managed to acquire good English skills, for instance, by slowly
but diligently working through the official system of English language teaching in
Korean schools. Also erased is the complexity of class relations in the acquisition of
linguistic capital. As the role of privileged opportunities in English language learn-
ing is denied and the contradictions with alternative ideologies of English are
glossed over, the social inequality of access to English is erased, trivializing the
strong undercurrent of class anxiety and tension that defines the place of English in
the Korean linguistic market. Through this process, the figure of the successful
learner is born. The outcome is a Korean speaker of English whose competence is
naturalized, attributed entirely to the inherent moral traits of the individual. As
successful learners are constructed as “worthy achievers” whose good competence
is attained not as a result of ultimately unfair privileges but by the capacity of one’s
inalienable essence, the figure of the successful learner becomes a highly embodied
articulation of the neoliberal subject.

The semiotic perspective that we used to trace the linkage between the figure of
the successful learner and the neoliberal subject allows us to underline the dynamic
and dialogic nature of this process. One may note that the specific elements that
make up the figure of the successful learner are not necessarily “neoliberal” in
themselves. For instance, determined effort and hard work are certainly not among
exclusive characteristics of the neoliberal subject, as it is apparently a human quality
that is celebrated in many different cultural contexts in history and across the
world.15 What we should remember, however, is that distinctions that form the basis
for such semiotic figures, or more broadly, identities, are not established in terms of
uniqueness, but relationality (Bucholtz and Hall 2004a, 2004b, 2005; Eckert 2008;
Irvine 2001). Such elements are incorporated into the construction of the figure of
the successful learner not because of their unique symbolic value, but because of the
particular ideological contrasts and oppositions they open up. In this case, the high-
lighting of extraordinary effort is part of the leveling process, which narrows down
the complex social factors that condition one’s competence into a much simpler
contrast of the learner’s moral makeup, thereby leading to the valorization of the
individual’s commitment to self-development as it is idealized in the image of the
neoliberal subject. This suggests that semiotic and ideological work that reifies
neoliberal personhood must be seen as dialogically linked to highly specific con-
texts, as the particular characterological figure that grounds the neoliberal subject in
each case will be crafted by different possible contrasts and oppositions that are
available in local discursive space.

That being said, the analysis presented above also demonstrates how naturaliza-
tion of competence, which is based on an increasingly deeper rooting of competence
into the speaker’s self, is a particularly powerful mechanism for the justification of
the neoliberal ethos of work and subjecthood. While the decoupling of language
from socially grounded identities such as ethnicity, nationality, gender, and social
class is often seen as a destablization of older modes of identity, in a way it is merely
a greatly intensified version of naturalization, reconnecting language with its
speaker at a more deeper, personal level than those macrolevel identities, which
used to serve as the anchor for naturalization in the past. In other words, natural-
ization of competence, as an unrelenting force that seeks a deeper bond with the
speaker’s self, has an iconic affinity with the neoliberal subject, whose true value is
reaffirmed by disconnecting itself from all external structures of solidarity. In the
neoliberal economy, such naturalization is an ultimate form of authorization
(Bucholtz and Hall 2004a, 2004b, 2005), serving as the fundamental ground for jus-
tifying the position of the privileged class. Through an indexical inversion (Inoue
2004; see also Silverstein 2003) of the source of their social power and their linguistic
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competence, the “good English” of privileged speakers becomes immovable
evidence of their worthiness and of the apparent fairness that is claimed to be the
basis of the neoliberal linguistic market. This suggests that language and its speakers
should not be seen simply as another domain onto which the logic of the capitalist
market encroaches via strategies such as commodification, but as key semiotic
resources that facilitate that very encroachment.

Notes

Acknowledgments. I am indebted to Paul Manning, Miyako Inoue, and two anonymous
reviewers for their insightful suggestions and criticism. I also thank Agnes Kang and Lionel
Wee for helpful comments on earlier versions.

1. Transliteration of Korean in this article follows the Revised Romanization system, except
for proper names which are known to use alternative spellings.

2. To be sure, Chomskian competence is already a heavily ideologized notion, as it is only
imaginable by assuming a discursively detached speaker residing in homogeneous sociolin-
guistic time-space, thus contrasting with “communicative competence” that informs linguistic
anthropological work (Hymes 1974).

3. This is why notions such as “native speaker” or “non-native speaker” persist despite the
significant amount of criticism from the field of applied linguistics and sociolinguistics; see
Bhatt 2002; Brutt-Griffler and Samimy 2001; Leung, Harris, and Rampton 1997; Norton 1997;
Park and Wee 2008; Rampton 1990; Widdowson 1994, among others.

4. See also Gal and Irvine (1995), Irvine (2001), Gal (2005). Gal (2005:35 n. 5) suggests
“rhematization” as a more precise term for iconization, for under this process, an indexical sign
is interpreted as an icon, thus a “rheme” in Peirceian semiotics.

5. Iconization and fractal recursivity, in contrast, may be called “linking processes,” which
function by establishing and naturalizing a connection between a linguistic form and a social
interpretation, or extending that connection from one semiotic domain to another.

6. For an extended account of the various dimensions of the English frenzy, see Park (2009).
7. Seupek refers to a range of qualifications that university graduates spend much of their

tertiary education developing in preparation for the job market, such as a good TOEIC score,
various licenses, awards at competitions, as well as a high grade point average. Short for
English specifications, it tellingly likens job applicants to technological products for sale, whose
characteristics are objectified and quantified for easy valuation and comparison.

8. This figure shows that, while success stories do not occur extremely frequently, they are
in fact a regular recurring genre in Korean news media. In order to engage in a more focused
analysis, my data do not include articles that deal with a speaker’s competence but with a
primary focus on broader issues such as jogi yuhak. If we include such articles as well, the pool
of data for representation of successful learners would be much larger. My data were gathered
as part of a larger project on language ideologies in Korean print media, in which I investigated
representations of the English language in various newspapers and magazines through
continuous monitoring as well as regular searches using the online news database KINDS
(http://www.kinds.or.kr).

9. In contrast, similar stories were virtually absent in newspapers such as Hangyoreh or
Gyeonghyang Sinmun, representative examples of the “progressive media” (jinbo eonlon).

10. All of the first-person success stories in the data are written by males.
11. Such rejection of local language learning practices as outdated and ineffective is also

deeply connected with the imperialistic assumptions of the global English language teaching
(ELT) industry; see Pennycook (1994, 1998).

12. The only other major occupation group represented in the data is language teachers,
typically famous and popular instructors at private language institutes. In this case, their
distinction is presented as residing in their “star” status.

13. In this 1983 incident, top-level cabinet members and advisors accompanying the then-
president Chun Doo Hwan in an official visit to Myannmar were killed in an assassination
attempt against the president.

14. All translations from Korean are my own.
15. Similar issues have been noted by authors such as Kipnis (2008), who has drawn

attention to the problems of considering some technologies of governing observed in non-
Western societies, such as self-cultivation or “audit cultures,” as derivative of the political
ideology of neoliberalism originating from the West.
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