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ABSTRACT
This paper proposes a framework for conceptualizing middle
powerism in the context of the Fourth Industrial Revolution,
using South Korea as an example. The paper argues that the
systemic transformation of the Fourth Industrial Revolution
has created new openings for middle powerism, and proposes
1) technology, 2) networks, and 3) governance as factors that
could enable it. Then, South Korea’s capacities in each of
these three areas, potential barriers, and ultimately Seoul’s
capacity to act as a “Fourth Industrial Revolution” middle
power are evaluated.
INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND
As the competition between China and the U.S. intensifies
with technology at its center, there have been growing
concerns over the bifurcation in global governance of the
Fourth Industrial Revolution technologies. The challenges
entailed in the Fourth Industrial Revolution reflect the
challenges of growing interdependence and declining
sovereignty of the states that Higgott1 wrote about shortly
after the end of the Cold War—but perhaps in a much more
amplified and politicized manner. Here, South Korea is yet
again the shrimp between China and the U.S. in this contest
for supremacy. Seoul has suffered from the consequences of

angering Beijing with the installation of the THAAD missile
defense system, but now Washington has been pressuring
it to join the tech blockade against China. In purely realist
terms, there is not much that South Korea could do, but the
intersection of the middle power and the Fourth Industrial
Revolution literatures offer the country a more optimistic
assessment of its capabilities.
This paper is an attempt to showcase such a potential. I
explore this very intersection and examine whether South
Korea could exercise a greater agency through its middle
power activities in the space of the Fourth Industrial
Revolution. Following a quick literature review, I identify
the relevance of middle powers literature in the context of
the Fourth Industrial Revolution, and propose a framework
with three conditions (i.e., technological capacity, networks,
and governance capacity) that would allow the feasibility of a
country’s middle power leadership in this policy space. Then,
I use this framework to demonstrate South Korea’s intent
and capacity to be a proactive middle power in the global
governance of the Fourth Industrial Revolution. While this
paper focuses on South Korea, the intention is to explore a
new conceptualization of middle powers within a different
systemic environment.
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THE ELUSIVE SEARCH FOR MIDDLE POWERS
Defining Middle Powers
The middle powers literature is nebulous. While the term
“middle power” has been used since World War II, there
is no real consensus as to whether they exist or not—much
less what it means. As such, there is a plethora of different
discussions about the definitional issue of middle powers.2
The Cooper-Higgott-Nossal definition categorizes middle
powers into three categories: positional, geographic, and
normative, of which the latter has transformed into a focus
on behaviors—that is, categorizing based on what states do.3
The Carr definition also presents a three-pronged approach:
position, behavior, and identity.4 In these, there is the
recurring theme of placing the state in the “middle” between
superpowers and “small states,” based on measurable or
concrete attributes (e.g., GDP, geography, etc.), or behaviors or
functions that foster brokering or international collaboration
among states—which fit into the realist or liberal explanations
of international relations. Then, there are more constructivist
examinations of the concept, in which states view themselves
as middle powers and socialize with others based on this
self-attributed identity. Indeed, as Robertson points out, the
disagreement over the term reflects the fragmentation of
different schools of thought in international relations (i.e.,
realism, liberalism, and constructivism)—premises that carry
the baggage of the “Great Debate” that cannot be settled
within this short paper.5
Therefore, I opt for the contextual definition that Robertson
offers: “a middle power ought to be considered as a state
with an interest in and capacity (material resources, diplomatic
influence, creativity, etc.) to work proactively in concert
with similar states to contribute to the development and
strengthening of institutions for the governance of the global
commons.”6 At the same time, I take a decidedly constructivist
approach in the analytical exercise in this article, as this seems
to be best suited for addressing the more ideational elements
of governing intangible technologies such as data or artificial
intelligence (AI). “Interests” are viewed through the Wendtian
lens that “presuppose identities”7 and capacity is understood
more broadly, including not just material resources, but also
the ability to influence norms, constructed intersubjectively.
Role of Middle Powers in Global Governance
In global governance, middle powers have played different
roles that often overlap with each other. First, middle powers
have been policy entrepreneurs, starting initiatives that serve
broader goals within the international community. Cooper
and Mo highlight the role that Canada played in the creation
of G20 as an example.8 Second, middle powers have also
conducted the role of managers that direct and conduct
international undertakings, especially in institutional settings.9
As managers, Henrikson argues that middle powers play
the role of managers through mediation, as when Canada
mediated the Suez crisis in 1956.10 Finally, middle powers have
also functioned as coalition builders, bringing together the group

of like-minded countries to promote a cause, as Australia has
done with the establishment of the Cairns Group of Fair
Trading Nations.11 These roles are neither exhaustive nor
mutually exclusive, but emphasize most of the middle power
roles that have been highlighted by the literature.
FOURTH INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION &
MIDDLE POWERS
In this section, I examine the idea of “Fourth Industrial
Revolution Middle Powers.” The emergence of new,
disruptive technologies such as AI, internet of things (IoT),
and robotics have raised new challenges for policymakers
worldwide, who believe that they will be critical for the
international competitiveness of their countries. In this
context, technology has been further incorporated into existing
geopolitical rivalries, creating points of tension that stretch
beyond traditional spheres—impacting academic research,
the private sector, and problems that require international,
multistakeholder solutions. Therefore, the digital sector has
become a policy space that merits an examination on how
middle powerism could be possible within it.

Context for Middle Power Diplomacy in the
Fourth Industrial Revolution
Klaus Schwab of the World Economic Forum defines
the Fourth Industrial Revolution as a paradigmatic shift
characterized by “a much more ubiquitous and mobile
internet, by smaller and more powerful sensors that have
become cheaper, and by artificial intelligence and machine
learning.”12 However, beyond the spread of specific forms of
digital technologies, Schwab points to “the fusion of these
technologies and their interaction across the physical, digital,
and biological domains,” which strengthen the interconnectedness
and interdependence of systems, as the unique characteristic of the
Fourth Industrial Revolution.13
The Fourth Industrial Revolution creates new policy
challenges, spanning domestic and international levels in an
interconnected manner. First, at the domestic level, there are
no clear policy frameworks for governing the intangibles such
as data or AI, much less enforcement mechanisms. Policies
fall behind new innovations, and the growing adoption
of these technologies in key sectors such as public service,
finance, or even security create new vulnerabilities for
states.14 That is, private sector and academia operate with
increased profile and authority with their on-the-ground
expertise. At the same time, states are pressured to provide
policy environments to foster innovation to maintain the
competitiveness of their economy.15 At the international level,
the same problems become amplified, with different state
interests coming into conflict with each other. Considering
the interconnectedness of the Fourth Industrial Revolution,
states are incentivized to collaborate with one another, as
well as non-state actors, to ensure interoperability between
products and services and access to critical supply chains,
while remaining concerned about the vulnerabilities entailed
to this interconnectedness and openness. These further add
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to the erosion of sovereignty and changes to the role of the
state amidst growing interdependence and complexity of
global governance agenda that Higgott wrote about in the
post-Cold War context.16
Thus, the Fourth Industrial Revolution has further intensified
the tension between states, inserting security concerns into
areas that hitherto had not been securitized, and raising threats
against the sovereignty of the governments. For instance,
consider data governance. Data has become a coveted asset,
getting referred to as the new “oil”17 or “electricity”18 due to
its importance for training algorithms that in turn support
the adoption of AI. Beyond its economic value, however,
data has sovereignty and national security implications
that complicate the global governance of data. As noted
by Ciuriak and Ptashkina, data governance reflects social
values regarding privacy, civil rights, and democracy, and
attempts to impose an international governance framework
on data could potentially limit the sovereignty of states.19
In 2019, India, along with Indonesia, Egypt, and South
Africa, refused to sign the Osaka Track, a data governance
framework launched in Japan, on the grounds that its data
localization requirements disregard the needs of developing
economies, thereby making a sovereignty-based argument
against it.20 Also, some have securitized data to the extent
that the ban on TikTok, a social media platform based in
China, was rationalized on the grounds of “national security”
in the U.S.21
The U.S.-China rivalry has especially created a chasm in
this policy space in recent years—raising concerns about
the bifurcation of the digital world along the geopolitical
fault lines. Increasingly, states around the world have been
pressured to choose between the U.S. and China, as in the case
of Huawei 5G equipment. 5G infrastructure has been seen as
the core of the Fourth Industrial Revolution infrastructure,
and the U.S. launched a global campaign to push against
the widespread adoption of Huawei’s 5G equipment. Now,
the pushback against Chinese digital technology in North
America and Europe revolve around issues such as Beijing’s
surveillance system (i.e., social credit ratings) or oppression
of ethnic minorities and political dissidents (e.g., Uyghurs,
Hong Kong protesters), which have altogether been labelled
under the umbrella of “digital authoritarianism.”22 There
are concerns that the digital world might get divided into
the Chinese camp, along the Belt and Road Initiative, and
the U.S. alliance camp, with some referring to it as the
“new Cold War.”23
However, it would be limiting to regard the U.S.-China
competition regarding the digital world through the realist
lens of great power competition alone; and it is also important
to understand that the vying for supremacy in the digital
space does not allow a neat, dichotomous understanding of
global politics that pits the liberal (or the U.S. alliance) camp
against the illiberal camp. First, it is important to understand
how the clash of interests between China and the U.S. on
digital issues reflects diverging discourses on governance, but

also on the new technologies themselves, which are products
of different identities. For instance, consider how the values
driving Silicon Valley’s “Open Internet” model in the U.S.,
which have its roots in the technocratic and entrepreneurial
culture of its namesake, contrast from China’s “Authoritarian
Internet” model, which brings together public and private
sectors in the service of socio-economic development and
social stability.24
Secondly, there is the importance of grasping the nuance of
this bifurcation beyond the rhetoric. There are competing
interests and identities, as well as complexities in terms
of social, political, and economic ties, that drive digital
geopolitics that escape the simpler categorization of the
camps into democracies and non-democracies. Here, it is
clear that the Fourth Industrial Revolution policy space is a
microcosm of global politics, constituted by myriad interests
and identities, but one with more specific policy problems
that could be addressed through middle power leadership.
Even the U.S. experts advising on the alliance-approach to
competing against China acknowledge the advantages of
such “smaller countries,” noting that “[they] tend to be more
agile…have unique expertise or capabilities to distinguish
them as a credible leader, or there may be a pressing global
issue where great power rivalry comes with too much baggage,
and a non-threatening honest broker is required to bring the
capacities of larger countries together.”25 Clearly, there is the
space for middle powers to contribute.

Conditions for Middle Powerism in the Fourth
Industrial Revolution
Having established that there are policy vacuums that could
benefit from middle power leadership, this section examines
the conditions could allow certain states to play the role
of a middle power in the global governance of the Fourth
Industrial Revolution. These conditions are not meant to be
exhaustive or sufficient on their own, but to provide a useful
starting point for assessing the possibilities of middle power
leadership in this space.
Technology
First, a state must possess technological capacity to play the
role of a middle power in the governance of the Fourth
Industrial Revolution, which can be regarded as a niche
issue. Geoffrey Hayes wrote that a state must display some
degree of competence or expertise on the subject matter
in order to effectively play the role of an honest broker or
policy entrepreneur on the international stage, as in the
case of Canada’s peacekeeping efforts.26 Further, emerging
technologies are complex, and they advance quickly.
Governance initiatives in this field are no longer intra-state,
but they are increasingly multistakeholder, which reflect the
need for the participation of technical experts. For instance,
Canada’s strength in AI basic research and the presence of
leading institutes with top, Turing Award-winning scholars
such as Yoshua Bengio or Geoffrey Hinton have allowed it to
play a leading role in setting up the Global Partnership on AI
with France.27
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Networks
Coalition building is one of the key traits of middle power
diplomacy, 28 but in context of the Fourth Industrial Revolution
technologies it is especially important to consider not only the
ability to rally like-minded middle power states but also to
mobilize non-state actors, such as entrepreneurs, scientists, and
international and civil society organizations that play critical
roles in multistakeholder governance forums. Also, strong
people-to-people ties with policy, research, and industry
groups, beyond government-to-government relations, in both
China and the U.S. could provide critical assets for playing
the role of middle power in this space.
Governance
The Fourth Industrial Revolution, as highlighted by Klaus
Schwab, is not merely a technological phenomenon, but more
importantly also entails a “systemic change.”29 Put another
way, the challenge is not so much the lack of innovative
technologies, but rather, the lack of their governance that
prevents their malicious applications and ensures that they
serve the common good, and at the same time addresses the
existing structural challenges such as climate change, growing
inequality, and declining trust in the leadership, which have
been lumped with “technology” problems, as shown in the
concerns about automation or mass surveillance. Here,
the governance of the technology requires the ability of
regulators to “learn-by-doing”: testing new solutions for a
targeted, existing problem in a small, controlled manner and
then adjusting regulations moving forward (e.g., regulatory
sandboxes). This does not necessarily necessitate big
government, but there must be the capacity to act proactively
and agilely, and then to address problems when they emerge.
Middle powers that can propose effective governance
frameworks could gain the momentum to play a significant
role internationally through the “first mover advantage.”30 In
the tech sector, there is an emphasis on problem- or projectspecific approaches, which align well with the aptitude of
middle powers for addressing “the increasing importance
of issue-specific, mission-oriented diplomacy, cutting across
ideological, regional and developmental barriers.”31 The
problem-solving approach to these new challenges provides
an opening for policy entrepreneurship that is agnostic to
existing ideological dichotomy (i.e., tech democracy vs. digital
authoritarianism). This kind of norm-shaping approach is
highlighted in the Fourth Industrial Revolution literature
because technology is increasingly becoming decentralized
and global, which makes it difficult to impose traditional,
“hard” regulations; instead, norm-centered approaches, such
as Gary Marchant’s “soft law” governance of AI,32 have been
highlighted. In this context, effective middle powers would

gain legitimacy and shape norms in the space through good
proofs of concept in their own uses of the technology. Estonia is
a great example of such middle power leadership in Fourth
Industrial Revolution governance, serving as a role model for
digital transformation to economies around the world.33
Finally, China and the U.S., while indisputable leaders in
technology, may not offer actionable insights to most of the
economies looking for benchmarks, as they are too big and
have resources that the rest cannot access. Here, middle
powers that can offer convincing “proofs of concept” to their
peers or smaller countries have an opportunity to make a
tangible impact. Then, does South Korea have what it takes?
SOUTH KOREA AS A FOURTH INDUSTRIAL
REVOLUTION MIDDLE POWER

South Korea’s Pursuit of Middle Powerism
Following successful economic growth and democratization
throughout the twentieth century, South Korea started to
adopt the middle power identity around the turn of the
century. Cha Tae-suh attributes Kim Dae-jung and Roh Moohyun’s attempts to leave behind the vestiges of the Cold War
and reconfigure the North-South relations, and more broadly,
the Northeast Asian security structure through diplomacy.34
Sohn Yul also recognizes Roh’s attempts to leave behind the
“small-state mentality that pursues short-term interests” with
preoccupations with the North Korea policy and an alliance
with the U.S. as the starting point of South Korea’s adoption
of middle power identity, although he notes that this was done
without officially taking up the term.35 Mo Jongryn specifically
points to the global financial crisis in 2008 as a turning point,
highlighting the efforts to take on additional responsibilities
in various issues in global governance under the Lee Myungbak government.36 Self-identification as a middle power has
continued under the Park Geun-hye administration, during
which the Ministry of Foreign Affairs listed “Realization
of Responsible Middle Power that Contributes to Global
Peace and Development” as one of the seven pillars of the
work plan for 2013, highlighting the need to contribute to
global problems, strengthening of cooperative networks with
key middle powers in each region, and assisting developing
economies.37 Moon Jae-in has continued to identify South
Korea as a middle power as well, noting that the Candlelight
Revolution had earned “respect” from abroad and stressed
that “it is the time [South Koreans] leave behind the thinking
that South Korea is at the periphery of powerful countries
and become a strong middle power that is independent
and confident.”38
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The literature on South Korea as a middle power generally
highlights its internationalist policies that seek to contribute
to global governance in niche issues, emphasizing Seoul’s selfattributed identity as a middle power, its economic and military
capacity, and finally, soft power.39 South Korea’s contributions
to issues such as energy, climate change, cybersecurity, and
development have been well documented.40 On the point
about soft power, the literature not only highlights South
Korea’s cultural exports (i.e., hanryu or K-pop), but also Seoul’s
successful transition from a developing to developed economy,
and in other cases, its democratization and maturing of
civil society.41

South Korea’s Fourth Industrial
Revolution Policies
In addition to establishing itself as a middle power, South
Korea has invested heavily in its ICT, and more recently,
in Fourth Industrial Revolution policies domestically and
internationally to enhance its global competitiveness. Here,
I examine South Korea’s intent and capacity to play the
middle power role within the context of the Fourth Industrial
Revolution by using the categories (i.e., technology, networks,
and governance) presented above.
First, South Korea has established itself as a technology
powerhouse throughout the twentieth and twenty-first
centuries. In key indices that measure ICT or digital innovation
competitiveness, South Korea has consistently ranked on
top; for instance, it was ranked first in the 2021 Bloomberg
Innovation Index,42 second in the 2020 UN E-Government
Survey,43 and second in the International Telecommunication
Union’s 2017 Global ICT Development Index 2017.44 The
internet speed and penetration rate in South Korea has
been very highly ranked as well, and it was the first country
in the world to launch the first commercial 5G network.45
South Korea’s strong ICT foundations have been consistently
referred to as a strength for its national strategies for the
Fourth Industrial Revolution. The establishment of strong
ICT infrastructure is a product of the developmental state
approach to industrial policy, in which the state coordinated
closely with the private sector in order to achieve rapid socioeconomic growth.46
Through a similar approach, the South Korean government
has launched several initiatives to attain leadership in the
Fourth Industrial Revolution technologies governance as
well. The Ministry of Science, ICT and Future Planning
(now Ministry of Science and ICT) published the Mid- to
Long-term Master Plan in Preparation for the Intelligent Information
Society in 2016, setting the three thematic goals of securing the
foundation for world-class intelligent information technology,
application of intelligent technology to all industrial sectors,
and reforming social policies to proactively respond to the
challenges of the Fourth Industrial Revolution.47
Moon Jae-in has further advanced the Fourth Industrial
Revolution agenda after coming to power in 2017. One of
his first directives was to set up the Presidential Committee on

the Fourth Industrial Revolution (PCFIR), an advisory body
that brought together five ministers and over twenty private
sector stakeholders to reform and introduce policies on
science and technology, industry, infrastructure, education,
and social welfare, that proactively address the challenges
posed by the Fourth Industrial Revolution technologies.48
Since 2017, the PCFIR has played an instrumental role in
developing and introducing tangible policy recommendations
for government support in key industrial sectors, reform of
laws and regulations (e.g., the “Three Data Laws”), and
talent development and retention.49 In 2019, the Moon
administration also introduced plans to invest more than 10
trillion won ($8.96 billion) in key sectors such as data, AI,
and hydrogen until 2023, and also increase the public R&D
expenditure to more than 20 trillion won ($17.9 billion).50
With the funding from government, ten leading universities
now offer AI graduate programs as of May 2021,51 and major
corporations such as Samsung, LG, or Kakao have invested in
AI R&D, both domestically and internationally.
More recently, Seoul introduced the 160 trillion won ($133.1
billion) “Korean New Deal” as the Moon government’s
COVID-19 recovery policy in July 2020. The Korean New
Deal has three pillars (digital, green, and social welfare), and
44.8 trillion won ($40 billion) was allocated to the “Digital
New Deal” pillar, which would boost the integration of data
(5G), network, and AI (DNA) into the Korean economy,
and fund digitalization of public infrastructure over the
next five years.52

South Korea as a Fourth Industrial Revolution
Middle Power?
Building upon the brief exposition of South Korea’s efforts
on middle power diplomacy and the Fourth Industrial
Revolution, this section assesses whether South Korea has the
conditions that would enable it to play the role of an effective
middle power in this policy space.
Technology
First, as discussed above, it is clear that South Korea has
the technological capacity. Its existing strengths in ICT,
combined with aggressive investments by the government
and the private sector altogether suggest that South Korea
has the technological prowess that would provide it with
the legitimacy for policy leadership or entrepreneurship
in the space of the Fourth Industrial Revolution on the
international stage.
Networks
Second, South Korea has the right networks to mobilize both
state and non-state actors. South Korea maintains a relatively
favorable relationship with both Beijing and Washington as
of May 2021, and it has actively participated in key global
governance forums such as the UN, APEC, OECD, and G20.
On digital governance, South Korea has been active within
the OECD’s “Going Digital” initiative, was one of the five
founding members of the Digital Nations, and was one of the
fifteen founding members of the Global Partnership on AI.
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Seoul’s efforts on the digital front with developing economies
is particularly noteworthy. South Korea has integrated
the tech component into its New Southern Policy, New
Northern Policy, and official development assistance (ODA)
strategies, assisting developing economies to adopt Fourth
Industrial Revolution technologies while creating market
opportunities for South Korean firms. Particularly, Seoul
has exported its digital public service system to developing
economies. For instance, South Korea exported its digital
public service system to Indonesia’s tax agency, as well as the
Fair Trade Commission’s digitalized case analysis system to
the Philippines.53 South Korean ODA also helped build a
national ID card data center in Tanzania.54
According to Chung Choong-sik, South Korea promoted
over 130 e-government ODA projects, and provided $174.7
billion worth of ICT projects, which constituted 15 percent of
its total ODA (compared to 3 percent for Japan and 2 percent
in the U.S.)55 The ODA white paper emphasizes that Seoul
will boost support in ICT, science, and public administration
with partner countries through the “Digital New Deal ODA,”
a consolidated ICT and ODA policy.56
But beyond government-to-government relations, South
Korea also has deeper networks around the world, spanning
academia and industry. South Korean companies such as
Samsung, LG, and Naver have gone to North America
and Europe to set up R&D institutes and local subsidiaries,
accessing the tech talent and the markets.57 South Korean
firms are also active in developing economies; Naver
established two AI R&D centers in Vietnam in collaboration
with local research institutes, for instance.58
The final point to highlight on networks is South Korea’s
position between China and the U.S. South Korea has
traditionally had a strong relationship with the U.S. and there
are ties with it in many sectors, including technology. However,
South Korea also has a very strong linkage to China, which is
South Korea’s top trading partner, accounting for more than
a quarter of its total exports.59 Over 54,000 South Korean
students studied in China in 2019—five times that of the
American students (11,639) in the same year.60 There is also
a strong linkage in industry and research, which altogether
provides a strong network in China that goes beyond
the government.
Governance
South Korea’s model of governance for the Fourth Industrial
Revolution technologies also adds to its potential to play a
significant role as a middle power in this policy space. South
Korea’s model has appeal for both developed and developing
economies. For the former, South Korea is a country that has
gone through successful democratization. There are limited
concerns, if any, about its “digital authoritarianism,” and
instead, its use of technology is regarded as a product of good
governance. Its whole-of-nation approach to responding to
the systemic challenges of the Fourth Industrial Revolution
offers a compelling proof of concept. At the same time,

for developing economies, South Korea has soft power as
a poster child of successful economic development, and it
offers more compelling benchmark than those of North
America or Europe. South Korea’s successful response to
COVID-19 has further solidified positive perceptions of its
public administration system from abroad. Seoul’s effective
use of the Fourth Industrial Revolution technologies, such
as the AI-based smart city platform for contact tracing has
demonstrated South Korea’s ability to agilely deploy digital
solutions for emerging policy challenges.61 Beyond the export
of the technology, South Korea also provides consulting
services for its ODA partner economies on development of
e-government systems based on South Korea’s knowledge
and experience, which suggests that Seoul might be exporting
not just its digital government systems, but also its governance
framework, shaping its norms around the world in a less
ostentatious manner.62
South Korea provides a model of a Fourth Industrial
Revolution middle power that could potentially command
trust from all actors, without getting accused of promoting
digital authoritarianism or “aid with strings.” Here, Seoul
would offer not liberal or authoritarian models of governance,
but trustworthy solutions that address systemic challenges
of the Fourth Industrial Revolution. These solutions would
firstly demonstrate commitment to widely agreed principles
on technology that are agnostic to the ideological dichotomy
promoted by efforts such as the proposed “T-12,” an alliance
of “techno-democracies” that is gaining traction in the U.S.
as a way of countering China’s digital expansionism.63 For
instance, a Harvard study demonstrates that there is an
emerging consensus on AI ethics principles around eight
core themes around the world—spanning both the U.S.
and China.64 Now, the main challenge here is to translate
these principles into actionable guidelines and regulations.
Here, “trustworthy solutions” from middle powers would
demonstrate the commitment to working with local
stakeholders to bridge globally agreed principles and local
needs through technical competence, consultation, iterative
governance, and establishment of transparent guidelines. In
this context, Seoul’s successful delivery of the Fourth Industrial
Revolution policies, combined with both its participation in
key multilateral conversations with developed economies and
the experiences of collaborating on the ground with local
stakeholders in developing economies, could provide it with
strong authority as a middle power on the international stage.
CHALLENGES
South Korea’s pursuit of the Fourth Industrial Revolution
comes with several challenges. Firstly, the feasibility of
middle power diplomacy in this context leverages a)
limited securitization of digital technology, and b) relative
decentralization / fragmentation of the digital policy across
different sectors, which would theoretically allow a state to
pursue initiatives through multiple channels. However—
with the dual trend of intensifying strategic contest between
China and the U.S. as well as growing securitization of
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digital technology as it increasingly becomes integrated into
society, economy, and security—middle powerism within this
context is likely to become difficult in the same way that it
has been challenging in the context of more traditional issues
in diplomacy. Already, the U.S. has identified South Korea
as one of the key allies to collaborate closely with to tackle
China’s digital expansionism, and Seoul has always been
included in the proposed T-12. While there is a recognition
from the U.S. that middle power leadership from partners like
South Korea in niche areas might be helpful considering the
decentralized/fragmented digital policy space, this premises
on Seoul’s alignment with the U.S. objective of checking
China and does not necessarily indicate the support for South
Korea’s strategic autonomy.
Further, if South Korea remains within the developmental
state mindset that prioritizes economic values over all
else in its pursuit of technological leadership, it may lose
credibility to conduct middle power diplomacy moving
forward if its technology solutions do not address social and
ethical concerns. While Seoul has included these social and
dimensions of the Fourth Industrial Revolution in its key
strategies, it remains to be seen whether these aspirations
will materialize in practice. Especially with a stronger
government leadership and relatively less input from the
civil society, there is a risk that certain uses of technology
that prioritize production of economic over social or ethical
values, or efficiency over consultation might get perpetuated.
For instance, Seoul’s COVID-19 contact tracing efforts
entailed extremely intrusive uses of personal data and AI,
at least from the Western perspective, and startups have
been caught operating in ethically questionable manners,
as in the Lee Luda case.65 Unchecked, those incidents
could undermine South Korea’s credibility as a provider of
trustworthy solutions and therefore its ability to play the role
of a middle power.

CONCLUSION
The Fourth Industrial Revolution is not a politically neutral
space; different interests and positionalities collide against
each other. Even if the tensions between China and the U.S.
de-escalate, there will be flashpoints surrounding governance
of the Fourth Industrial Revolution technologies around the
world. This trend poses both familiar and new challenges.
They are familiar in the sense that academics have warned
about the difficulties of interdependence and technical
complexities in global governance. However, the Fourth
Industrial Revolution has introduced intangible technologies
that are poised to provoke systemic changes and further
expand the areas of vulnerabilities for sovereign states,
securitizing what had hitherto been civilian sectors (e.g., retail,
telecommunications, etc.) and even humans (e.g., researchers,
students). Especially in the context of the China-U.S. rivalry,
there is an urgent need for middle power leadership for
ensuring continued dialogues about interoperability and
proper governance of these powerful new technologies.
Here, South Korea seems to be positioned in an especially
advantageous nexus to make a tangible contribution to
the global commons. Seoul has shown the intent to play a
leading role in the global governance of the Fourth Industrial
Revolution, and it has made tangible commitments, both
domestic and international, to that end. Of course, external
or domestic factors mentioned above pose risks that could
undermine South Korea’s endeavors as a middle power—but
at the very least, Seoul seems to have taken early steps in the
right directions.
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