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Subjectivation as a Local Activist in Contemporary South Korea:
A Case of Namwon City

HONDA Hiroshi

In this essay, I examine engagement in community development programs (‘matil-
mandiilgi’ or community building) as a process of production of a local subject in the
neoliberalist as well as neo-social regime of contemporary South Korea. In this case,
Mrs. A, a middle-aged mother with two children, initiated her career as a local
activist while coping with difficulties she faced in caring for her children, who were
of primary school age when I met her in March 2019. Throughout the year, she was
engaged in activities to create a local play culture promoting mental growth in
children through a volunteer civil society organization that she organized with
several parents and guardians employed in various occupations in Namwon City.
Successful experiences in negotiating with the city administration over the
management of a municipal park and the plan to build an ecological playground
confirmed her belief in ‘local governance’, i.e., self-governance based on harmonious
deliberations among local stakeholders.

Her inclination toward discursive community has also been reinforced by active
participation in empowerment programs offered by a municipally run intermediate
organization to promote community building. In fact, she also established a
cooperative association to support community building with several alumni from
past programs. In her retrospective narrative in August 2022, however, she
confessed to experiencing a change in mindset: in order to undertake programs to
support local communities as a ‘business’, she was obliged to undergo a
metamorphosis from an idealistic activist to a realistic entrepreneur.

The case of Mrs. A, which suggests a sort of dialectical relationship between the
production of local subjects and neighborhoods as Appadurai has put it [1996: 179-
182], highlights innovative agency in which locality as a complex phenomenological
quality is reconstructed and maintained against the contemporary delocalized
settings.



