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Abstract 
This essay argues that the success of South Korea’s COVID-19 responses—called “K-Quarantine”—is symptomatic of the country’s 
liberal politics in crisis. The therapeutic politics of K-Quarantine is enacted by an amalgam of moral guilt and legal liabilities for 
damages to the community, framing the COVID-stricken public as potential criminals against community. In this political context 
characterized by potential guilt, the public feel culpable if they resist the overshadowing power of public security. This essay offers 
a critique of the public security rhetoric, examining the case of an LGBTQ South Korean charged on violations of the Infectious 
Disease Control and Prevention Act amid the outbreak of the pandemic in 2020. A critical evaluation of invasive and punitive 
measures found in the case demonstrates that the K-Quarantine strategy contradicts its own underlying liberal ideal of the 
autonomous subject because its public health deliberation reproduces a guilt mandate by constructing a perpetrator/victim binary. 
 

Embracing “K-Quarantine” 

South Korea has been touted as one of the few successful countries for effective coronavirus measures since 
the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. This praise derives from the success of its three ET methods—
Early Testing, Early Tracing, Early Treatment—in taming the novel coronavirus with far lower numbers of 
confirmed patients without any lockdown, in a stark contrast to other advanced North American and 
European countries. In spite of public concern for the intrusion into its citizens’ privacy, however, the South 
Korean government promptly deployed high-tech contact tracing surveillance through its digital media 
services and telecommunications infrastructure.  

Critics expressed disapproval of the South Korean pandemic measures as an authoritarian approach to civil 
liberties (Koo 2022). This critique typically relies on a Western-centric lens that labels South Korean a 
Confucian democracy. This label implies that South Korean people are too submissive, effeminately willing 
to sacrifice their civil liberties to the cause of the nation’s survival and prosperity. South Korean 
intellectuals, domestic and abroad, critically responded to this characterization of the nation as an orientalist 
stereotype that otherizes non-Western political governance (Kang 2020; Park 2020). In a vein of rhetorical 
modification tinged with nationalism, the South Korean public’s cooperation with the government’s 
pandemic measures is hailed by liberal critics as indisputable evidence of the civic maturity of participatory 
democracy for a “world-class country” (seonjinguk) in a hyper-competitive sphere of globalization (e.g., 
Park 2021). The South Korean government accepted this rhetorical framing to expand the strategies of the 
nation’s post-coronavirus growth. In July 2020, for example, the government announced the “South Korean 
New Deal,” a blueprint for economic development and global leadership in coming post-COVID-19 years 
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fraught with a global climate crisis. The plan showcases strategies of strengthening its capabilities in digital 
economies and green environmentalism. Resonating with the liberal national imaginary, in January 2021, 
President Moon’s annual new-year speech invoked the nation’s successful coronavirus containment, termed 
“K-Quarantine” and named after the state’s global public relations strategy for its culture industries such as 
K-Pop (Choe 2020a), as a demonstration of the potential of an “inclusive welfare state” (Moon 2021). 

Contrary to this populist embrace of South Korea’s K-Quarantine, this essay takes issue with the putative 
success of the K-Quarantine strategy as a prominent case of political crisis. I argue that unequal social 
relations are being justified, exacerbated, and entrenched in political economic and legal measures to counter 
the pandemic. In K-Quarantine, people vulnerable to unequal and unstable market mechanisms continue to 
be deprived of their capacities to cope with the impact of the pandemic. Discriminatory public health 
measures placed on minority groups, such as LGBTQ persons and migrant labor workers, are promoted as 
protecting a social majority from the threat of their mere existence.1 In this essay, I outline how the liberal-
left leaning Moon government’s K-Quarantine measures rely on mechanisms that reproduce current social 
inequalities. I argue that the success of K-Quarantine is symptomatic of South Korea’s liberal politics in 
crisis. In the politics of moral guilt, the public feel culpable if they resist the overshadowing power of public 
security. This essay offers a critique of public security rhetoric during the COVID-19 pandemic outbreak in 
2020, examining the case of an LGBTQ South Korean charged with violating the Infectious Disease Control 
and Prevention Act (IDCD Act) (2021). The critical evaluation of invasive and punitive measures found in 
the case demonstrates that the K-Quarantine strategy contradicts its own underlying liberal ideal of the 
autonomous subject. Public health deliberation in South Korea reproduces a guilt mandate by constructing 
a perpetrator/victim binary in which patients infected with the coronavirus are presumed to have wronged 
their community. 

Straitjacketing Public Health Deliberation 

In the liberal nationalist rhetoric, South Korea’s K-Quarantine boasts about how much public health 
governance has positively evolved from the nation’s past response to the Middle East Respiratory Syndrome 
(MERS) outbreak in 2015. However, research shows that this evolution is further characterized by neoliberal 
transformations in public health that privatize disease management and intensify the responsibilization of 
individuals for public health burdens. In recent years, South Korea has also expanded its for-profit healthcare 
service and giant tertiary hospitals (Lim and Sziarto 2020; Lee et al. 2017). Long before and during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, public health advocates have continued to bring to the fore the insufficiency of South 
Korea’s public health system, including the persistent shortages of public hospitals, which are responsible 
for only ten percent of the nation-wide health facilities and service. This is far below most Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) member countries, such as the UK (64%), France (26%), 
Japan (25%), and the US (25%) (Kim, Lee, and Lee 2020; Cha 2020).  

The effects of this transformation were felt deeply by frontline public health professionals. From the very 
beginning of the pandemic, the burnout of frontline public health professionals drew critical attention. The 
seriousness of their physical and emotional exhaustion (an unsurprising consequence of the neoliberalization 
of South Korea’s public health services) was veneered by the government. Public campaigns of medical 
doctors and nurses hailed as the “corona hero(in)es” for their dedication and sacrifice were utilized for the 
nation’s soft power branding in public diplomacy (see YonhapNews 2021; Lee and Kim 2021). Yet these 
heroes and heroines were plagued with guilt and worry. In a memoir from April 2020, a Korean medical 
doctor in the Masan Public Hospital writes, “I am not the only one who sacrificed here. All my colleagues 
here deserve attention… I’d feel guilty if I’d be the first person who puts them in grave danger for COVID-
                                                   
1 In early 2021, several local governments ordered mandatory COVID-19 PCR testing for migrant labor workers if 
they were to be considered for employment. The National Human Rights Commission of Korea decided that the 
mandatory public health measure was to “discriminate [against] foreign workers without reasonable grounds as 
COVID-19 [effects] anyone regardless of their nationality” and must be withdrawn immediately (National Human 
Rights Commission of Korea 2021). 
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19…. Recently, a new patient told me about the same thing for her family and neighbors” (Choi 2020). The 
doctor knows medically that if he got sick it would not actually be his fault, given his constant exposure to 
the virus. However, if he was the first to contract it at his workplace, he would feel moral guilt anyway 
because he would have put his workplace community in “grave danger.” This is because moral guilt 
manifested in the therapeutic K-Quarantine politics blames individuals’ pandemic-induced hesitancy, 
anxiety, fear, and humiliation on their negligence in the legal duty-to-report requirements. Contracting the 
coronavirus means failing to safeguard the community’s interests. Under the moral-legal guilt framings, 
COVID-19 patients—pitted against the community’s interests—are “found culpably responsible for 
wrongdoing and [are] thus deemed guilty by an authority that is acting in the interests of civil society” 
(Wilson 2021: 107). In sum, despite the acknowledged uncertainty in medical evidence and responses to the 
pandemic and many health-related issues (Veit, Brown, and Earp 2020; Aronowitz 2015), public health 
deliberation in South Korea during the COVID-19 pandemic is straitjacketed by a binary understanding of 
perpetrator and victim in which patients infected with the coronavirus are presumed to wrong their 
community. 

Safeguarding the Community’s Interests 

Inclusive liberalism conveys a powerful post-neoliberal reckoning teeming with the polysemy and 
oxymoron of liberalism (Porter and Craig 2004; Fischer 2020). Inclusive liberalism claims that a society 
caught in the ruin of neoliberal disintegration must make it possible for the poor and the economically 
precarious to restore their inclusion into the market society via community-based responses, such as 
participation, social capital, and social investment. However, Andrew M. Fischer (2020: 384) observes that 
inclusive liberalism’s reluctance to adopt “strong redistributive and labor-protecting policies” is 
programmed with the mandate of austerity in public provisioning “reinforcing the scapegoating of particular 
groups or individuals, and making popular resentments susceptible to racist and misogynist messages of 
right-wing populists.” 

In contrast to the idealized picture of a post-neoliberal, inclusive liberal society, the K-Quarantine strategy 
adopts an exclusive precept towards those who must be sacrificed, punished, or compensated, facilitating 
the so-called “bottom 90%” people’s subjugation to unequal social relations (Chancel et al. 2021). The 
liberal-left Moon government’s inclusive liberal post-COVID development scheme arguably verges upon 
the thrust of chaebol (conglomerates)-centered economic growth that reinforces a polarized labor market, 
maintaining the status quo of income disparities and job stability between regular and irregular workers 
(Yoon 2020). The Moon government’s facile COVID-19 relief package was also still marked by austerity 
in social provision, harkening back to the neoliberal denunciation of budget deficits (J.S. Kim 2020). The 
relief package consisted of short-term financial loans and ad-hoc small subsidies that insufficiently 
compensated for small businesses’ damages (Shin and Mah 2020). South Korean small business owners and 
self-employed individuals took to the streets for a protest across the country, calling for substantial 
government compensation for closures of bars, curbs on indoor eating in restaurants, and revenue losses 
related to limits on public gatherings such as weddings and public transit services (Lee, Lee, and Ko 2021). 
When these business owners and self-employed individuals testified in a recent Congressional hearing, the 
rhetoric they used displayed the deep guilt they felt, even as they tried to resist being scapegoated for 
violating government mandates about public gatherings (Lee and Jang 2022). They testified to feeling this 
guilt while simultaneously disavowing the obligation of self-sacrifice for the nation’s survival during the 
pandemic.2  

This emotional ambivalence illuminates the therapeutic politics of K-Quarantine, in which members of the 
public are pitted against one another to safeguard the community’s interests through self-sacrifice and 
                                                   
2 The self-sacrifice rhetoric can similarly be observed in major national crisis events, including the South Korean 
public’s participation in the gold donation campaign to pay off the country’s debt to the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF)—the so-called IMF crisis—in winter 1997–1998 and the human egg donation campaign exploited in Korean 
scientist Hwang Woo-suk’s stem cell fraud in the early 2000s (see, for details, Kim and Finch 2002; Kim 2008). 
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mutual blaming. For example, when the country’s first large-scale COVID-19 outbreaks occurred at a 
megachurch in Daegu in February 2020, it was publicly dealt with as essentially a religious issue rather than 
as a public health issue (Choe 2020b). The churchgoers were portrayed by the government and news media 
as religious fanatics who were extremely selfish to disregard the community’s interests. In the public 
discourse, the community spread of COVID-19 occurred because members of the church community did 
not sacrifice their individual commitment to the collective public health mandate. Mutual blaming ensued 
from this contradictory formation of the liberal subject. Public health surveillance ferreted out the church 
members across the country, invoking the idea of infection as wrongdoing. In the early stages of the 
outbreaks, the Moon government’s war on the virus was directed at virus-infected individuals. This made 
people extremely anxious about being blamed for their presumed careless lifestyles (Cho-Han 2020). The 
government’s risk management strategy heavily relied on charging a fine, billed as indemnity for the state’s 
loss, implying individuals had so damaged the State that they owed it money if they failed or refused to 
report to the government about their symptoms. The therapeutic politics of K-Quarantine is enacted by an 
amalgam of moral guilt and legal liabilities for damages to the community, framing the COVID-stricken 
members of the public as potential criminals against community.  

Criminalizing the Infected to Combat COVID-19 

In early May 2020, the Korea Disease Control and Prevention Agency reported thirty-five COVID-19 
positive cases across the country, out of which twenty-nine contracted persons were found to be linked to 
nightclubs and bars in Seoul’s Itaewon district. Because Itaewon is known as a popular area for the LGBTQ 
community in South Korea, the number being reported was a symbolic vehicle of dismay among South 
Korean people. Many South Korean people became extremely scared to be contaminated with the virus by 
gay people, who they saw as engaging in “hedonist lifestyles” and “immoral practices” in the middle of the 
world-wide public health crisis (Gitzen and Chun 2021). Importantly, this public distress intensified at a 
time when the South Korean government was poised to ease its social distancing rules starting on May 6, 
since the outbreaks from the Daegu megachurch were under control by late April. The identity politics 
surrounding the Itaewon outbreak seemed to be somewhat alleviated as President Moon, ruling and opposing 
parties, news media, and civil organizations delivered concerns about the naming/blaming discourse in a 
united manner (Borowiec 2020). 

One case from the Itaewon outbreak is particularly noteworthy. Described as a “twenty-six-year-old male 
cram school tutor from Incheon” in the South Korean media, an LGBTQ person visited nightclubs in the 
Itaewon district on May 2, 2020. Upon testing positive for the virus on May 8, in fear of being outed and 
losing his job and career paths, he lied to contact tracing investigators regarding his current employment 
status and whereabouts on that night and thereafter. The Incheon Provincial Court sentenced him to six 
months in jail on October 8. However, the social impact of this case resists any easily transparent prediction 
for an inclusive, tolerant South Korea full of individual freedom and mutual respect. On paper, the criminal 
punishment was not for his sexual orientation. But it should be noted that his motive for lying would have 
been differently perceived in the contact tracing investigation if the reality of low LGBTQ acceptance in 
South Korean Society was seriously addressed. In the South Korean news media at the time, the young cram 
school tutor was framed as guilty for putting his neighborhood and community in fatal danger of the virus 
by refusing to share knowledge about his visit to Itaweon with his students and neighbors. He became a 
victim not only of the virus but also negative public sentiment.  

The IDCD Act (2021) bans the infected from “refusing, obstructing, or evading the epidemiological 
investigation without good cause; making a false statement or presenting false materials; intentionally 
omitting or concealing any fact” in epidemiological investigations (IDCD Act, 2021, Article 19, Section 3). 
Those who violate the law “shall be punished by imprisonment with labor for no more than two years or by 
a fine not exceeding twenty million won” (IDCD Act, 2021, Article 79). According to Korean legal scholar 
Kim Doosik (2021: 128), it is a rare and aggressive public health law in an advanced rule-of-law society 
that requires the victims of an infectious disease to sacrifice their privacy to the efficiency of contact tracing. 
Yet this potential unconstitutionality was rarely discussed in the wake of the outbreak. The double perils of 
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being socially stigmatized and legally penalized prevented many LGBTQ people from coming forward and 
admitting their visit to Itaewon, reinforcing intrusive state intercessions and mass surveillance strategies 
directed at the targeted group. 

Once the coronavirus-infected persons were reported from Itaewon, authorities identified and notified more 
than 5,500 persons visiting Itaewon’s nightclubs and bars. They were able to do so by accessing data such 
as phone numbers collected from the cell towers in the Itaewon district, as well as credit card use and other 
location-based service information. They also were granted access to public and private CCTV cameras in 
the streets and cars’ DVR-recorded footage (M.J. Kim 2020). The data fusion surveillance was possible 
because South Korea created an exception in the IDCD Act (2021) that permits authorities to immediately 
access personal location information without a court warrant and the prior consent of the subject suspected 
of contracting an infectious disease (IDCD Act, 2021, Article 76-2, Section 2). Critical discussions of the 
criminalization of disease reveal that people infected with a contagious disease are confined to the penalizing 
space of social segregation to protect an uninfected, normal majority (Hoppe 2018; Peckham 2014; Dollar 
2019; Weait 2019; cf. Jobin 2014). In these respects, the social impact of the cram school tutor’s story is 
enabled first by the state of exception that justifies aggressive mass surveillance and second by the 
assumption that the LGBTQ community as the abject subject deserves to be punished for merely existing. 
The therapeutic strategy of K-Quarantine requires their exposure for public security, thereby implausibly 
ensuring a virus-impenetrable discursive guard for the majority. The cram school tutor’s act of lying cannot 
be properly contextualized as an autonomous speech act against self-incrimination codified in the 
Constitution of the Republic of Korea, only as an unacceptable act of virus transmission liability (Kim 2021; 
McNaughton 1960). 

Conclusion 

The years of the pandemic have witnessed the intensification of unequal social relations across the globe. 
Damages caused by the virus are not uniform to all members of a society. The highly polarized labor market 
in South Korea demonstrates that disease can never be isolated from societal questions. According to a 
recent survey (Park 2022), the rate of South Korean workers without paid sick leave is nearly triple that of 
workers in European Union countries; one out of three wage earners in South Korea worked remotely while 
they tested positive for COVID-19. COVID-19 cannot merely be thought of as a fatal contagious disease, 
but it is “a combinatory cascade of socio-viral co-pathogenesis that we call neoliberal disease” (Sparke and 
Williams 2022: 16). The case of the LGBTQ cram school tutor suggests that K-Quarantine must prove itself 
to be a form of health governance for those who have been economically precarious and socially vulnerable.  
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