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Viewpoints:
Exploring the Biopolitical Gaze in South Korea

Kim, Taewoo

This study examines how biopolitics, constructed in the West, has
been accepted in the Korean peninsula, by focusing on the discourses
of “sanitation” and “OTC (Over-the-Counter) medicine” perpetuated in
the late Joseon Dynasty and the colonial period. There are two
meanings of sanitation in Korea before and after the opening of her
ports. The pre-modern sanitation attends to the strong vitality of
one’s body and mind, while the modern sanitation emphasizes a
healthy environment. What is observed between the two meanings of
sanitation is a transition of viewpoints from the first-person to the
third-person. This transformation has constructed passive bodies that
allow the intervention of biopolitics. OTC medicine has reinforced this
viewpoint of a third-person and combined it with commodification.
The discourses of sanitation and OTC medicine continue, for example,
in the strong discourse of regular medical examinations in

contemporary Korean society.

Key terms
Sanitation, OTC Medicine, Biopolitics, Regular Medical Examinations
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