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A Democratic Response to COVID-19 or a Governance
with People without Rights

The Itaewon ‘Gay Club’ Mass Infection in South Korea

Lee, Heeyoung
University at Albany, SUNY, Department of sociology, Ph.d. student

Cheong, Dawool
Gender & Sexuality Research Center, SUM, Researcher
Jung, Seong-Jo
Chung-Ang University, Department of Sociology, Ph.d. student

This paper argues that the sexual minority ‘problem’ in South Korean society
raises fundamental questions about the rationality, democracy, and definition of
citizenship embedded in South Korea’s biopolitical responses to COVID-19
through the case of the Itaewon ‘gay club’ mass infection in May 2020. During the
early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic, South Korea’s quarantine and isolation
strategy was praised as an ideal model for infectious disease control that is
transparent, open, and democratic. As a result, democratic citizenship became
reconciled with the voluntary engagement in anti-virus solidarity. However, the
Itaewon ‘gay club’ outbreak and the avoidance of COVID-19 tests among sexual
minorities revealed that South Korea’s democratic disease control system could not
operate properly in the face of pre-existing, systemic discrimination. Recognizing
the seriousness of this situation, the government established an extraordinary
governance in collaboration with LGBTQ rights groups to address the obstacles
faced by the quarantine measures. Yet, this one-of-a-kind event merely defined the

sexual minorities’ citizenship in terms of infectious disease control, and the
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questions regarding relationship between sexuality and citizenship continue to

remain unanswered.

W Keywords: Biopolitics, COVID-19, LGBTQ, Citizenship, Democracy
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