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Introduction

This article asks how South Korean conscientious objectors can reimagine the security
of the South Korean body politic.! Since 1951, South Korea has conscripted all physi-
cally eligible males over 18. For over half a century, South Korean conscientious objec-
tors to military conscription’ have been imprisoned by the state for ‘jeopardising the
military and, hence, the vital common interest of national security upon which the con-
stitutional rights and freedoms of individuals stand’.> As of 2017, around 19,000 South
Korean men have been imprisoned for refusing military service. Before 2018, around
600 South Korean men were indicted yearly for refusing to serve in the military.* In
2020, the government introduced the only unarmed service, 36 months of lodging and
working in prison.’

1. The article deals with national security. However, I mention the security of the South Korean
body politic because, through a body politic concept such as immunity, I am discussing
national security per the South Korean Constitutional Court, which refers to national security
as what enables all constitutional rights. The reference can open national security to scrutinis-
ing what lies beyond military defence.

2. In South Korea, most conscientious objectors have been Jehovah’s Witnesses. However, in
this article, I focus on the narratives of conscientious objectors who refused conscription for
reasons other than religious principles.

3. Constitutional Court of Korea, ‘The Constitutional Appeal Against the Military Service Law
Article 88 Section 1 Clause 1. The Constitutional Court’s Decision Case, 2002heongal’
(2004); Constitutional Court of Korea, ‘The Constitutional Appeal Against the Military
Service Law Article 88 Section 1 Clause 1. The Constitutional Court’s Decision Case,
2008heonga22’ (2011).

4. Dong-Chul Kim, ‘Ch’dm-ye-han non-lan yang-sim-chdok pyong-yok-ko-pu . . . kuk-che-chok
ch’u-se-ntin? [Sharp Controversy “Conscientious Objection”. . .What Is the International
Trend?]’, Yonhap News Agency, 7 October 2017. Other countries with conscription make
unarmed civilian services available (Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Finland, Switzerland,
Estonia, Lithuania, Greece, Austria and Taiwan). Turkey and Israel impose fines and shorter
periods of imprisonment. Internationally, organisations such as the European Bureau for
Conscientious Objection and War Resisters’ International have worked to stop persecutions
against the objectors. Recently, they launched #ObjectWarCampaign to protect and support
conscientious objectors and deserters from Russia, Belarus and Ukraine amidst ongoing con-
flicts. The campaign has garnered support from 60 organisations across 20 countries. See
https://objectwarcampaign.org/en/who-we-are/.

5. Many pacifist and anti-military activists have criticised this option because its duration
appears to be punitive (currently, the standard military service in South Korea is around
18months serving in the army), and the applicants must undergo the Alternative Service
Review Committee’s screening process which can compel the objectors to suppress their
conscience to ‘pass’ the state’s scrutiny. The South Korean government can still imprison
conscientious objectors if the Alternative Service Review Committee and the judiciary do not
recognise one’s conscience as ‘sincere’ or one refuses to join the military service and alter-
native service altogether. See Thntack Hwang, ‘Fairness or Failure? The Punitive Nature of
South Korea’s Alternative Service’, Talk About: Blog of the International Center for Law and
Religion Studies, 18 November 2024). Available at: https://talkabout.iclrs.org/2024/11/18/
conscientious-objection-to-the-military-service-a-right-in-progress/


https://objectwarcampaign.org/en/who-we-are/
https://talkabout.iclrs.org/2024/11/18/conscientious-objection-to-the-military-service-a-right-in-progress/
https://talkabout.iclrs.org/2024/11/18/conscientious-objection-to-the-military-service-a-right-in-progress/
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Still, on the streets and in courtrooms, South Korean conscientious objectors have
continued to declare their refusal to conscription publicly. They provide various accounts
of personal experiences to explain why they refuse conscription. Despite the diverse and
personalised nature of the accounts, the objectors® commonly challenge the ingrained
notion that military is indispensable for the nation to survive amongst threatening others.
In this respect, studying the objectors’ accounts may reveal an alternative mode of under-
standing security in the highly militarised post-conflict society of South Korea. Still,
South Korean conscientious objectors’ voices remain understudied compared to those of
conscientious objectors in other parts of the world.’

Significantly, I focus on the fact that conscientious objectors have, in particular,
encouraged rethinking the nature of the self and relationship with others to argue that
peace and security cannot be achieved through antagonism. In this regard, I bring up
immunity to expose and challenge the dominant conditions for imagining security in
South Korea. Both immunity and security are about defining the self and engaging other-
ness. According to Donna Haraway, immunity designates the constraints and possibility
of engaging the world through one’s embodied and mortal self. Importantly, Haraway
points out that the discourse of immunity has transformed the biomedical body into the
semiotic body, which is more unstable and open to reimagination.® Then, alternative semi-
otisations of immunity can open space for reimagining security. For example, this article
adopts A. David Napier’s and Roberto Esposito’s observations on two competing perspec-
tives on immunity.’ The first is the conventional notion of xenophobic immunity, whereby

6. In this article, the term ‘conscientious objectors’ and ‘objectors’ are used interchangeably.
Also, unless stated otherwise, the terms indicate South Korean conscientious objectors.

7. For example, Maja Zehfuss, ‘Military Refusers and the Invocation of Conscience: Relational
Subjectivities and the Legitimation of Liberal War’, Review of International Studies 45, no.
4 (2019): 569-87; Daniel Conway, Masculinities, Militarisation and the End Conscription
Campaign: War Resistance in Apartheid South Africa (Manchester: Manchester University
Press, 2012); Merav Perez and Orna Sasson-Levy, ‘Avoiding Military Service in a Militaristic
Society: A Chronicle of Resistance to Hegemonic Masculinity’, Peace & Change 40, no.
4 (2015): 462-88; Ayse Giil Altinay, Myth of the Military Nation: Militarism, Gender, and
Education in Turkey (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004).

8. Donna Haraway, Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention of Nature (London:
Routledge, 2013), 283, 286.

9. See A. David Napier, ‘Epidemics and Xenophobia, or, Why Xenophilia Matters’, Social
Research an International Quarterly 84, no. 1 (2017): 59-81; A. David Napier, ‘NONSELF
HELP: How Immunology Might Reframe the Enlightenment’, Cultural Anthropology 27, no.
1(2012): 122-37; A. David Napier, ‘A New Sociobiology: Immunity, Alterity, and the Social
Repertoire’, Cambridge Anthropology 31, no. 2 (2013): 20-43; A. David Napier, ‘I Heard It
through the Grapevine: On Herd Immunity and Why It Is Important’, Anthropology Today
36, no. 3 (2020): 3—7. See also, Roberto Esposito, ‘Biopolitics’, in Biopolitics: A Reader,
eds. Timothy Campbell and Adam Sitze (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2013);
Roberto Esposito, Bios: Biopolitics and Philosophy. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 2008); Roberto Esposito, ‘Community, Immunity, Biopolitics’, Angelaki: Journal
of the Theoretical Humanities 18, no. 3 (2013): 83-90.; Roberto Esposito, Immunitas: The
Protection and Negation of Life (Cambridge: Polity, 2011).
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the immune system protects the concrete self against dangerous others. The second is
xenophilic immunity, which suggests that the self actively engages others to thrive.

In this article, the link between immunity and security is the body politic. The body
politic is likening a political community or institution to a flesh-and-blood body to
enhance knowability. Reimagining a body politic is significant because, since mythical
times and across cultures, the tropes of the body’s well-being have been central to imag-
ining the well-being of political communities.'® For example, the state’s rightful response
to dysfunctions and threats has been likened to treating a bodily illness.!! Therefore,
while borrowing Jaroslav Weinfurter’s words, I suggest that, through the body politic,
the ‘processes of immunity and immunisation leave the realm of analogy and metaphor
to become a foundational feature of a burgeoning dispositif of protection and risk pre-
emption’.'? In this regard, the aim of the article is, through the case of South Korean
conscientious objectors, to open space for exposing and reimagining the security of the
South Korean body politic. In other words, my main goal is to demonstrate that different
readings of the state and the objectors reveal distinct immunitary modes of securing the
body politic in South Korea.

Therefore, I juxtapose two readings. Firstly, in light of xenophobic immunity, I read
the South Korean Constitutional Court’s decisions and the government’s narratives that
support the criminalisation of conscientious objectors. Secondly, while considering xen-
ophilic immunity, I read the narratives of South Korean conscientious objectors which
reflect on the self’s relationship with others.!3 The objectors’ narratives are mostly their
announcements to the public explaining why they refuse conscription. By juxtaposing
these two readings, I create a disruptive encounter that places competing positions
together in one frame but avoids reconciling or presenting discrete positions.'* The

10. See Shigehisa Kuriyama, The Expressiveness of the Body and the Divergence of Greek and
Chinese Medicine: Muscularity and identity (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
1999), 161; Paul U. Unschuld, What Is Medicine? (Oakland, CA: University of California
Press, 1999), 187. For the body politic in Northeast Asia, see Taejin Kim, ‘Body Politic and
Governmentality in Modern Japan: Constructing Meiji Constitution and Metaphor of Body’,
The Review of Korean and Asian Political Thoughts 16, no. 1 (2017): 255-85; Taejin Kim,
‘North Korea’s Governmentality from the Genealogy of Body Politic’, Korean Journal of
International Relations 58, no. 2 (2018): 37-72.

11. See Mark Neocleous, ‘The Fate of the Body Politic’, Radical Philosophy 108 (2001): 35-6;
Mary Manjikian, ‘Diagnosis, Intervention, and Cure: The Illness Narrative in the Discourse
of the Failed State’, Alternatives: Global, Local, Political 33, no. 3 (2008), 341; Boyu Chen
and Ching-Chang Chen, ‘Rethinking China—Taiwan Relations as a Yin—Yang Imbalance:
Political Healing by Taiwanese Buddhist Organisations’, Third World Quarterly 45, no. 6
(2021), 8.

12. Jaroslav Weinfurter, ‘Security Beyond Biopolitics: The Spheropolitics, Co-Immunity, and
Atmospheres of the Coronavirus Pandemic’, International Political Sociology 17, no. 1
(2023), 2.

13. The author of this article translated all the Korean data from the South Korean Constitutional
Court, government and conscientious objectors into English.

14. Christine Sylvester, ‘Whither the International at the End of IR’, Millennium 35, no. 3 (2007):
551-73.
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differing readings of the state and objectors would reveal distinct modes of imagining the
South Korean body politic through bodily immunity. The juxtaposition shows that, while
the state’s projection of an antagonistic understanding of security is premised on the
concrete self, the objectors can open space for reimagining security as awareness and
reflection on the self’s entanglement with others. On this point, this article supports criti-
cal security studies’ understanding of security as a dynamic process instead of a fixed or
inherent value. '3

Despite the pervasiveness of the body politic, what bodily qualities have framed the
imaginations about the body politic is a relatively underexplored topic in international
theoretical analyses.!® This article suggests xenophobic and xenophilic immunity as
novel references for understanding threats to the body politic. For example, this article
shows that xenophilic immunity can provoke reflections on the entanglement of the self
and others, convey interpretive logic across levels of analysis, and disrupt antagonistic
and individualistic knowledge of security. In this regard, this article makes a novel con-
tribution by introducing immunity to the studies that attempt to discover potential for
political change through reconsidering the inherent precariousness of the body, deeply
involved with otherness.!”

Moreover, South Korea is a deeply militarised post-conflict society, a geopolitical
hotspot and a heavily fortified ‘Cold War frontier’. The worldview of most South Korean
experts, officials and public have inclined heavily towards taking only state and military
as the centre of ‘serious’ security analysis.!® South Korean conscientious objectors’
seemingly ‘idealistic’ and ‘personal’ narratives offer unique insights that position human
body, especially its potential to become something else through immunity, as a focal
point for reconsidering security and survival. Through juxtaposing the competing inter-
pretations of conscientious objection, I render the objectors what Michael Shapiro calls

15. Claudia Aradau et al., Critical Security Methods: New Frameworks for Analysis (London
and New York, NY: Routledge, 2015); Mark Salter and Can E. Mutlu, Research Methods in
Critical Security Studies: An Introduction (London and New York, NY: Routledge, 2013).

16. Exceptions to this include works that explore the body politic through gender and race. See
Catherine Waldby, AIDS and the Body Politic: Biomedicine and Sexual Difference (Lodnon
and New York, NY: Routledge, 1996); Cynthia Weber, Faking It: U.S. Hegemony in a ‘Post-
Phallic’ Era (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 1999); Cynthia Weber,
Queer International Relations (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016); Sam O. Opondo,
‘Biocolonial and Racial Entanglements: Immunity, Community, and Superfluity in the Name
of Humanity’, Alternatives 40, no. 2 (2015): 115-32; Quinn Lester, ‘Bio-Orientalism and the
Yellow Peril of Yellow Life’, Catalyst: Feminism, Theory, Technoscience 7, no. 1 (2021):
1-20; Jacob Kripp, ‘The Yellow Peril and the Ontology of the Enemy’, European Journal of
International Relations 31, no. 1 (2024): 101-25.

17. Audrey Reeves, ‘Yoga for Veterans and Military Personnel: In Conversation with David
Venus’, Critical Military Studies 7, no. 1 (2019): 100-105; Kandida Purnell, Rethinking the
Body in Global Politics: Bodies, Body Politics, and the Body Politic in a Time of Pandemic
(London and New York, NY: Routledge, 2021), 12.

18. Roland Bleiker, Divided Korea: Toward a Culture of Reconciliation (Minneapolis, MN:
University of Minnesota Press, 2005), xxxiv.
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‘aesthetic subjects’ that can sensately and performatively disclose that different ways of
life are possible, potentially altering the lives of those who come across them. '

Next, I discuss body politic, followed by contrasting ideas of immunity: xenophilic
and xenophobic immunity. Then, I read the South Korean state’s narratives and the South
Korean conscientious objectors’ narratives in light of the ideas. I conclude the article by
reflecting on the findings.

Body Politic, Xenophobic Immunity and Xenophilic
Immunity

Some studies in the international relations discipline have disclosed and suggested alter-
native modes of imagining the body politic. For example, in Faking It, Cynthia Weber
argues that the American body politic was ‘castrated’ after the Cuban Revolution of 1959
and the subsequent US interventions in the Caribbean (Dominican Republic, Grenada,
Panama and Haiti) attempts to compensate for the perceived loss of phallic power.
Weber’s psychoanalytic approach to the US foreign policy queers the popular personifi-
cation of the United States as straight, masculine and hegemonic.?” In addition, in The
Microbial State, Stefanie Fishel argues that the symbiotic relationship between humans
and microbial communities produces improved images of how human institutions, poli-
tics and other collective bodies are created and sustained.?! Fishel reimagines a global
structure founded on permeability and entanglement by replacing the outdated Hobbesian
impermeable body politic with its 21st-century update. Similarly, in Rethinking the Body
in Global Politics, Kandida Purnell examines how the body politic operates during the
COVID-19 pandemic through outdated bodily metaphors of the Leviathan, hierarchi-
cally organised body parts, and the virus ‘penetrating” a ‘weak’ immune system. Purnell
argues that the pandemic has exposed the gendered and racialised inequalities within the
body politic and suggests a more dynamic and unstable conception of the body politic
than the traditional state.??

I build on Weber, Fishel and Purnell’s work. They demonstrate that metaphors are
the most perceivable and robust conveyors of the body politic. This article, however,
instead of discussing individual metaphors per se, attempts to show that body politic
works in the background of a text as an interpretive frame, even when the text does not
explicitly mention body or security. This is significant because if we only look for
explicit bodily metaphors in references to national security or the military, we will find
them mainly in texts and utterances of government officials or experts. In contrast, this
article is interested in creating the potential to reimagine the security of the body poli-
tic through the texts of South Korean conscientious objectors who hardly mention
security or body politic.

19. Michael J. Shapiro, Studies in Trans-Disciplinary Method (London and New York, NY:
Routledge, 2013), xiv—xv.

20. Weber, Faking It.

21. Stefanie R. Fishel, The Microbial State: Global Thriving and the Body Politic (Minneapolis,
MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2017), 5.

22. Purnell, Rethinking the Body in Global Politics.
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Significantly, the body politic indicates that changing how we understand and repre-
sent the body will change how we understand and represent political communities. For
example, Fishel underlines the importance of questioning ‘what figures we think through,
from, and with’.?* Purnell concurs with Fishel in arguing that the pervasive beliefs about
the body supply the metaphor for constituting the body politic, indicating that such
beliefs have transformative effects.>* Notably, such bodily ‘figures’ and ‘pervasive
beliefs’ about bodily well-being indicate a significant connection or the blurring of the
separation between the body politic and biopolitics, the securing of entire populations
from random elements through knowledge and normalisation practices, reducing life to
survival.”® For example, biopolitical security measures focus on safeguarding what is
considered a ‘natural’ body while simultaneously portraying an ‘unnatural’ body as a
threat. This approach results in security practices that categorise some bodies as normal
or righteous while labelling others as abnormal, uncontrollable and dangerous.
Consequently, these aberrant bodies are viewed as lying beyond the scope of regular
political processes and are instead subjected to violent interventions.?® Therefore, dis-
cussing the subversive potential of aberrant bodies, such as South Korean conscientious
objectors who refuse to take the ‘rite of passage’ to become a ‘functioning male adult’, is
politically significant. In particular, their enactments may provide insights into why lib-
eral societies, such as South Korea, persistently engage in the reproduction of militarised
violence and confrontations.

One bodily knowledge area that separates normal bodies from aberrant bodies is bod-
ily immunity. Through the birth of modern immunology, therapeutic practice for an indi-
vidual human body and the political order of a political body have come to overlap.?’
Therefore, as mentioned in the introduction, this article reads the South Korean
Constitutional Court’s decisions, the government’s narratives and the narratives of South
Korean conscientious objectors through A. David Napier and Roberto Esposito’s obser-
vations on two competing perspectives on immunity. Esposito claims that the collective
body called ‘community’ is premised on the ‘immunity’ of the human body. For exam-
ple, to become an object of politics, life needed to be isolated and confined within
increasingly segregated environments, which aimed to protect it from any influences
originating from society.?® In other words, Esposito depicts a conflict between the ‘im’
(negative) and the ‘com’ (togetherness). The immunity strives to preserve the concrete

23. Fishel, The Microbial State, 2.

24. Purnell, Rethinking the Body in Global Politics, 105.

25. Lauren B. Wilcox, Bodies of Violence: Theorizing Embodied Subjects in International
Relations (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 23; Michel Foucault, Society Must Be
Defended: Lectures at the College de France 1975—1976 (London: Picador, 2003), 241;
Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life (Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press, 1995), 9.

26. Wilcox, Bodies of Violence, 26-7.

27. Timothy Campbell and Roberto Esposito, ‘Interview’, Diacritics 36, no. 2 (2008): 50;
Timothy Campbell, ‘Bios, Immunity, Life: The Thought of Roberto Esposito’, Diacritics 36,
no. 2 (2008), 5.

28. Esposito, ‘Biopolitics’, 342.
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and discernible self, dwelling among others. However, life is enabled through existing
amongst others in the community, which accompanies a proliferation of meanings
through interactions with others. Hence, Esposito hints at two tendencies of immunity.
Following Esposito, I propose two contrasting pictures of immunity. The first is xeno-
phobic immunity, and the second is xenophilic immunity. I will describe the two pictures
in turn.

Xenophobic Immunity: Identifying and Eliminating the Non-Selves

The pervasive image of the human immune system has been xenophobic: military
defence and policing against the invasive others from the outside.?® For the first analy-
sis, | emphasise two ideas of xenophobic immunity that can frame the imaginations of
national security.

The first idea is that the body should be concrete and clearly defined. Xenophobic
immunity presumes that living amongst potentially invasive organisms requires a continu-
ing sense of a solid and bounded self.3* Ed Cohen states that the modern body proffers a
proper and proprietary body whose well-boundedness grounds an individual’s legal and
political rights.>! Without the concrete and clearly defined self, one risks becoming what
Mikhail Bakhtin calls a ‘grotesque’ body that is difficult to recognise or identify.>? In
Rabelais and His World, Bakhtin writes that grotesqueness lies, for example, in two bodies
being present in one body, such as the pregnant and begetting body.>* In her study of the
popular image of immunity in the American culture, Emily Martin states that the body
polices its constituents against such grotesqueness. Hence, Martin raises the image of ‘the
body as a police state’, which demands that every body cell carries a “proof of identity’ to
identify as a legal resident.3* In this context, health means maintaining the self’s integrity
by filtering out heterogeneity and emphasising sameness. In this regard, xenophobic immu-
nity resonates with atomistic ontology, positing an immune self as an insular, autonomous
entity whose boundary must be defended against invasive others.*

29. A. David Napier and Edward F. Fischer, ‘Misunderstanding a Viral Pandemic: The Social
and Cultural Contexts of COVID-19’, Social Research an International Quarterly 87, no. 2
(2020), 273; Ed Cohen, ‘A Body Worth Defending. Opening Up a Few Concepts: Introductory
Ruminations’, Avant 3, no. 1 (2012): 67. Emily Martin, ‘“Toward an Anthropology of
Immunology: The Body as Nation State’, Medical Anthropology Quarterly 4, no. 4 (1990): 411.

30. Napier, ‘Epidemics and Xenophobia’, 60; Cohen, ‘A Body Worth Defending’, 72; Esposito,
Immunitas, 159.

31. Cohen, ‘A Body Worth Defending’, 71.

32. Martin, ‘Toward an Anthropology of Immunology’, 414.

33. Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press,
1984), 26.

34. Martin, ‘Toward an Anthropology of Immunology’, 411-2.

35. Atomistic ontology posits that the world consists of discrete, self-contained entities or ‘atoms’
that exist independently of their relations to other entities, and these entities (e.g. states, indi-
viduals) are the primary units of analysis and have inherent properties that define them. See
Gil C. Santos, ‘Ontological Emergence: How Is That Possible? Towards a New Relational
Ontology’, Foundations of Science 20, no. 4 (2015), 441.
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The second idea is that immunity is the ‘body’s armed force’ that annihilates the
encroaching microorganisms. Cohen states that xenophobic immunity reduces the com-
plex but indispensable intimacy between an organism and its environment ‘to a single
salient type of engagement: aggression/response’.>® Xenophobic immunity imagines the
body as a battlefield where endless battles occur between ruthless invaders (e.g. micro-
organisms) and determined defenders (e.g. immune cells).”” For example, the United
States Health and Human Services website’s ‘Vaccines Protect You’ section states,

The immune system is a network of cells, tissues, and organs that work together to defend the
body from harmful germs. When bacteria, viruses, and other germs invade your body, they
multiply and attack. This invasion is called an infection. Your immune system protects you
from the disease by fighting off the invading germs.*®

While this direct quote describes a scientific fact, an image of a battlefield might come
into the reader’s mind. Similarly, on the HIV/AIDS epidemic, Catherine Waldby writes
that warfare analogies such as an attack, retreat, triumph, defeat, infiltration and the like
are employed to depict the workings of the virus at all levels, from the minuscule to the
societal and national levels.*

According to Esposito, just as organisms preserve their biological lives by exposing
themselves to external microbial threats to produce antibodies, individuals preserve their
political and legal lives by surrendering sovereignty to the state-Leviathan. However, ensur-
ing the community’s security isolates the constituent individuals from each other, imposes
homogeneity internally and erects clear boundaries against otherness.* Per Esposito, this
immunological paradigm can overemphasise the community’s internal security, potentially
destroying itself and depriving its members of diverse freedoms.*' Esposito terms this phe-
nomenon in contemporary society as ‘the hypertrophy of the security apparatuses’, where
war is waged in the name of sovereignty to ensure the sovereignty and survival of the popu-
lation in general.* However, as I will describe in the next section, the aggression/response
is an incomplete (and even potentially misleading) representation of immunity. Therefore, I
discuss xenophilic immunity as a counter to xenophobic immunity.

Xenophilic Immunity: Actively Engaging the Different and Unknown

Esposito argues that the fundamental condition of politics is that life is multitudinal,
dwelling amongst others in the togetherness of community.** Napier claims that, in the

36. Cohen, ‘A Body Worth Defending’, 69.

37. Martin, ‘Toward an Anthropology of Immunology’, 411-2.

38. Office of Infectious Disease and HIV/AIDS Policy, ‘Vaccines Protect You’, U.S. Department
of Health and Human Services. Available at https://www.hhs.gov/immunization/basics/work/
prevention/index.html. Last accessed May 6, 2022.

39. Waldby, AIDS and the Body Politic, 1.

40. Esposito, Bios, 56-9.

41. Esposito, ‘Community, Immunity, Biopolitics’, 85.

42. Esposito, Immunitas, 16.

43. Esposito, ‘Biopolitics’, 84.


https://www.hhs.gov/immunization/basics/work/prevention/index.html
https://www.hhs.gov/immunization/basics/work/prevention/index.html
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contemporary world, human relations are increasingly premised on immunological
ideas.** Importantly, Napier argues that immunity is xenophilic; it is as much about
engaging otherness and transforming the self as defending it.*> Then, as an alternative
guide for identifying the self’s boundaries and relating with others, xenophilic immunity
can reimagine security. For example, Napier points out that the most common and detri-
mental immunological representations of far-right politics include that foreigners are
invasive carriers of diseases that will undermine the existing ways of life.*® However, the
dissident experiences of the migrants, disabled and chronically ill testify to the contin-
gency of bodily boundaries. Therefore, as a counter to xenophobic immunity, xenophilic
immunity is a powerful way to reimagine the security of a body politic. In particular, this
section highlights two ideas about xenophilic immunity through which I read the narra-
tives of South Korean conscientious objectors in the second analysis.

Firstly, xenophilic immunity indicates that the self is neither concrete nor clearly
defined. In Immunitas, Esposito points out that immune tolerance towards specific aller-
gens or gut microbes, for example, can be naturally acquired during our lives or even
induced artificially.*’ The ‘acquired immune tolerance’ (a positive recognition of ‘non-
self”) concept indicates that the immune system can be ‘taught’ to recognise the cells of
another body and still be unresponsive to them. In this regard, Esposito states that ‘if
tolerance is the product of the immune system itself, it means that, far from having a
single-response repertoire, that of rejecting other-than-self, it includes the other within
itself”.*® Additionally, Napier notes that the immune system actively engages and incor-
porates potentially dangerous otherness. For example, the immune system actively
assimilates viruses, potentially harmful information that cells capture and ‘bring to
life’.* Therefore, the concept of a ‘viral invasion’ does not stand because infection does
not happen according to the virus’s own intentions, abilities or predispositions. Instead,
Napier proposes that the immune system functions like a ‘search engine’ that ceaselessly
absorbs and updates the ‘libraries’ of microbial and viral information.

Secondly, xenophilic immunity suggests that the self constantly becomes something
else. Significantly, Napier argues that the ‘search algorithms’ for the ‘search engine’ are
flexible and self-transforming because the ‘search engine’ ceaselessly accesses known
and unknown environmental stimuli. Changing the ‘search algorithms’ would change the
‘scenery’ where immunity operates because a different lens can reveal a different
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survival mode.*° This adaptive immunitary function is vital because ‘survival is not only
about getting through Darwin’s jungle intact; it’s also about making a future you can live
with. . . .. survival is about making sure that the world out there is also a part of your
future’.>! The body can adapt to the ever-changing surroundings, unlike an isolated tribe
that can become endangered by the common cold virus.>? In this regard, the ‘immunised
self” model becomes all the more problematic when the self is ‘constantly being defined
anew’ as defensive antibodies are produced anew and relevant immunity is acquired
continuously.>® Therefore, Napier posits that ‘either immunology is not about the self, or,
if it is about selfhood, then that self is not Cartesian’.>* Similarly, Esposito claims that the
body, ceaselessly interacting with the surrounding unknown, is never complete but
always the self in the process.’ Xenophilic immunity posits the body as fluid, dynamic
and entangled with its surroundings. In this respect, xenophilic immunity aligns with
relational ontology; in that, it does not reject something different from oneself; it is
actively open to continuous exchange with the surrounding environment, incorporating
something different within one’s own body.*® Relational ontology posits that entities do
not have fixed or inherent properties but are constituted through their relationships and
interactions.”’

Additionally, if we accept that immunity is a fundamental principle underlying the
formation and operation of not only individuals but also political communities (e.g.
states) today,’® immunity can strengthen two ontological approaches in international
relations. For example, xenophobic immunity can reinforce approaches that treat states
as the fundamental units of analysis, while xenophilic immunity can bolster the theories
that emphasise the mutual constitution of actors and structures in global politics. Notably,
like xenophilic immunity, the East Asian Medicine (EAM) indicate that medicine and
politics constitute each other. Mainly, the EAM’s reimagining of the self-other relation-
ship renders it relevant to reimagining security. For example, the EAM’s yin-yang prin-
ciple states that yin always already harbours the elements of yang within it and vice
versa, generating and transforming each other.> Therefore, xenophilic immunity is com-
parable to the EAM’s relational approach which offers an alternative to the conventional
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Westphalian model by viewing conflicting states as interconnected and interdependent
parts of a shared political body under constant transformation.*

Xenophilic immunity shows that the logic of immunity is not solely grounded in
biopolitical negativity. According to modern medicine, immunity is not a closed system
based on negating the other but rather an open system enabling an open identity through
continuous exchange with the surrounding environment.®! As demonstrated by exam-
ples of immune tolerance, pregnancy and organ transplantation, when an organism must
co-exist with external others, it must simultaneously deactivate its internal defence
mechanisms that resist its entry. Lowering defence voluntarily is necessary to survive
and flourish physically and culturally. Immunity thus has a xenophilic aspect, function-
ing as a diaphragm that allows differences to mix and the self and the non-self to perme-
ate each other.®?

The diaphragm image helps avoid the risk of inadvertently romanticising xenophilic
immunity. For a community to sustain itself and prevent disintegration, it inevitably
requires some immunity or designation of borders, which can prevent indiscriminate
openness. For example, the Roman Empire, the Mongol Empire, Napoleon and Hitler all
erased borders through ruthless violence. Neoliberalism, advocating a borderless world,
has destroyed numerous lives, societies and ecosystems. Similarly, given that coexist-
ence with viruses is inevitable, maintaining an appropriate degree of immunity is neither
unconditional xenophobia nor unconditional xenophilia. The immunological self is a
dynamic and fluid self that continuously interacts with the external environment through
the unending dialectics of affirmation and negation of otherness.®

Drawing a parallel between the body and the body politic, immunity resonates with
human security. Human security and xenophilic immunity advocate the need to focus on
the security of individuals and communities and emphasise empowering people and their
potential to fend for themselves. In other words, human security and xenophilic immu-
nity both attempt to go beyond the state-centric Westphalian framework of international
relations to respond to enhance lives by redefining the individual’s relationship with the
state.®* However, oriented towards the state to implement policies, human security has a
broad policy focus. Although human security aims to protect bodily integrity and auton-
omy, it focuses on what can be done to the body. In contrast, the xenophobic—xenophilic
immunitary paradigm is about what a body (both individual and collective) is and what
a body can do. As a prominent constitutive principle of society and politics, the immuni-
tary paradigm may inform the implementation of policies to improve human security.
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Autoimmunity’s Relevance to Xenophobic Immunity and Xenophilic
Immunity

Discussions surrounding autoimmunity, a simultaneously biological and philosophical
phenomenon, also foretell the xenophobic—xenophilic immunitary paradigm. The origi-
nal (and still prominent) idea of immunity from the 1950s has been that immunity is an
organism’s ability to distinguish the self from the non-self.> However, autoimmune dis-
eases, discovered in the 1960s, have challenged the concept of immunity as self-defence,
self-identity, sovereignty, reason and the like.® Immunity, as the body’s defence mecha-
nism, always accompanies the potential of self-destruction through discovering or pro-
ducing the otherness to be eliminated within itself.®”’ Notably, in Rogues, Jacques Derrida
suggests that democracy is fundamentally autoimmune because it is always open to its
undermining through democratic means; in the wake of the 9/11 attacks, ‘democratically
elected American administration. . . [took] measures to restrict certain democratic free-
doms in the wake of 911 in the name of protecting those same freedoms’.%®

However, autoimmunity may be necessary and productive, as it indicates that a
healthy degree of openness is essential to protect the self from destroying itself. Derrida
states that autoimmunity ‘enables an exposure to the other, to what and to who comes’.%
Hence, a moderate degree of openness is necessary to survive and thrive in a world full
of unavoidable and constitutive microorganisms and otherness; without autoimmune
forces that can ‘lower our guard’, we would reject organs essential to our survival. This
applies to any sovereign entity, including individual bodies, communities and nation-
states.” As such, autoimmunity resonates with the xenophilic immunity’s constantly
reimagining or renegotiating the body’s boundaries through actively engaging the other-
ness amidst us.

Still, Jaroslav Weinfurter states that not all opening is amicable as ‘autoimmunity
“opens up” the immunised subject to both progress and regress, to both development and
de-development, to both empowerment and harm’.”' Therefore, it is important to recog-
nise that autoimmunity becomes more malignant within the paradigm of pure biopolitics
and xenophobic immunity, refusing to recognise the differences that dwell within and
reducing lives into a homogenised population. In this regard, acknowledging xenophilic
immunity of the body is essential to balance openness and protection.
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Securing the Concrete Self

In this section, I disclose a familiar way of imagining national security in South Korea.
In particular, I show how the South Korean state has imagined national security through
xenophobic immunity. To this end, I read the South Korean court decisions on conscien-
tious objectors and other relevant texts through two ideas pertinent to xenophobic
immunity.

Firstly, I read the South Korean Constitutional Court’s decisions and the govern-
ment’s narratives in light of the idea that the body should be concrete and clearly defined.
When imagining a body politic, a ’concrete and discernible body’ relates to how a nation
is conceptualised as a unified and articulate entity, exhibiting concreteness like an organic
body. In 2011, the Constitutional Court questioned if the sense of the national commu-
nity was strong enough to withstand the controversies that followed the introduction of
an alternative service for conscientious objectors. According to the decision,

It is questionable if the sense of national community or the sense of belonging together, that is,
one’s willingness as a constituent of a nation to honourably devote oneself to the survival and
security of the country and sacrifice oneself for other members, is mature enough.”

The decision continues to propound that draft evasion by politicians, businesspeople,
high-ranking officials and their children has caused social division. The decision like-
wise brings up the long-standing ideological, generational and regional conflicts in South
Korean society. The Court signals that introducing an alternative service for the objectors
will exacerbate all these social divisions. Hence, the decision argues that the ideological
boundary of the South Korean body politic is somewhat brittle and requires policing
against disruptive ideas.

Similarly, the Constitutional Court’s 2004 and 2011 decisions state that the expression
or realisation of a minority group’s freedom of conscience can be restricted for the ben-
efit of the majority. In both decisions, the Minister of Defense, Chief Prosecutors and
Commissioner of the Military Manpower Administration advise the Court that the
Constitution’s Article 37(2) states that the freedoms and rights of citizens can be limited
for national security and public interest, and the freedom of conscience is subject to such
a limitation. Notably, in the 2011 decision, they mentioned that,

national security is an indispensable prerequisite for the state’s survival, the preservation of its
territory, and the protection of its citizens’ lives and safety. National security is also a
fundamental precondition for all citizens to exercise their freedoms. The duty of national
defence is an essential means adopted by the constitution to realise national security.”

The Court agrees with the advice from the government officials. I suggest conscientious
objectors are treated as an internal threat whose expression or realisation of conscience
should be stopped for the sake of South Korean society’s internal cohesion and ideologi-
cal clarity. Just as a biological immune system identifies and eliminates the cells that
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exhibit unruly behaviour, the South Korean state views conscientious objectors’ expres-
sion of conscience as internal threats to be contained.

Furthermore, the government does not clearly define national security but merely
regards it as an inviolable value compared to an individual’s conscience. Yet, an indi-
vidual is indubitably and incomparably powerless relative to the state, and the widely
shared constitutional principle is that the individual’s freedoms and rights should be
respected to the maximum extent. However, regarding conscientious objection, as the
individual is confronting the state, the South Korean state is failing to consider ways to
protect the individual’s rights as much as possible. The Constitutional Court’s 2004 deci-
sion states,

Hence, what is at stake with the freedom of conscience is not harmonising and balancing the
freedom of conscience and the public good to realise the legal benefit for both. The only
consideration should be choosing between the freedom of conscience and the public good.”

Similarly, in its 2011 decision, the Court mentions that ‘it is difficult to say which is more
valuable constitutionally between freedom of conscience and the duty of national
defence’. Such decisions commonly avoid considering whether conscience is a funda-
mental quality of a person’s identity. Instead, the decision treats conscience as a quality
a person might or might not have, a quality to be weighed by the state. In this regard, the
South Korean state renders the objectors’ minority conscience a source of uncertainty for
the state’s ideological boundaries and military conscription.

Secondly, I read the narratives of the South Korean state through the idea that immu-
nity is the ‘body’s armed force’ that annihilates the encroaching microorganisms. The
Constitutional Court’s decisions declare that South Korea is under direct and realistic
threat of war. The Court’s 2004 decision states that,

Our country is the world’s only divided nation in a state of armistice, and the North and the
South are still in a hostile confrontation based on the powerful military strength accumulated
through years of arms race. In this unique security situation, the principle of equality in military
service duty carries a significance incomparable to other countries.”

In a comparable manner, prosecutors who interrogated conscientious objectors during
trials and the reviewers of the Alternative Service Review Committee threw questions
premised on the threat of imminent violence. The following are the questions that have
been repeatedly thrown at the objectors by them,

What are your opinions on self-defence? How will you handle the danger if you or your family’s
lives are in danger due to violence from the outside?

Does the violence to resist an invasion go against your conscience? What are your opinions on
the Korean independence movement’s armed resistance against Imperial Japan?
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What are your opinions on violent resistance? How do you see the armed civilians of Gwangju
in May 1980? If you were there, what would you do?’®

What will the accused do if the Japanese military takes the accused’s female friends to make
them sex slaves?”’

The prosecutors and the reviewers are not only looking for contradictions and opportuni-
ties to scratch the sincerity in conscientious objectors’ answers. Instead, I emphasise that
such questions condition and pressure the objectors to choose from only two responses
as if one has to pick a side in a war. However, choosing either response will undermine
the sincerity of the responder’s conscience (e.g. non-violence). Therefore, I suggest that
the questions deliberately paint the picture of the objectors as standing confused on a
battlefield, where the possibility of acting and reasoning in numerous ways is unthinka-
ble. In this respect, the questions promote the idea that violence or capacity for violence
is the only way to guarantee survival and dream of peace and prosperity. The questions
rule out any non-violent and non-military solution as ideological or unrealistic.

Likewise, such questions indicate that ‘there is no freedom for the enemies of free-
dom’. In other words, through the Constitutional Court’s ruling and the above-mentioned
questions, I could read a will to reproduce hostility and suppress the objects of that hos-
tility in the name of freedom and security. The Constitutional Court’s 2011 decision
expects the conscripts to function as soldiers who can defend South Korea irrespective of
any odds they might encounter. In other words, the decision indicates that the conscripts’
soldierly bodies, uniform and unyielding, must overwrite their natural bodies, which are
chaotic and vulnerable. The decision states that,

If conscientious objectors are removed from the line of defence and carry out their alternative
service in places that have nothing to do with national security, people’s perspective on national
security and the morale of the soldiers who are bearing arms at the forefront and risking their
lives to fulfil their duty might be severely damaged. Also, as a result, the number of people
dodging conscription under the pretext of conscience might surge.”®

The decision promotes the image of an ideal soldier whose most important function is to
carry out his duty acquiescently and with high morale, even in the face of the horror and
violence of war. Such an expectation of the conscripts’ character parallels what people
commonly expect the immune system to do while defending the body against invasive
external pathogens — that a sufficient quantity of immune cells will mechanically fight
and kill with the sole purpose of the body’s survival without thinking for themselves.
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The decision hints that the number of soldiers bearing arms relates directly to the mili-
tary’s combat capacity as well. Such an indication parallels the idea that more immune
cells will ensure better health and a chance of survival against the non-selves. I could
read such a concern during a National Assembly hearing on introducing an alternative
service for conscientious objectors in 2005. Here, the South Korean Ministry of Defense
states that,

If an alternative service for conscientious objectors is introduced, the public’s perception that
“fulfilling the duty of national defence is essential’ may rapidly weaken. This will destabilise
the foundation of the conscription system. . . . . Currently, we are reducing the already-existing
alternative services due to the decreasing supply of military personnel. We anticipate that
introducing an alternative service for conscientious objectors will significantly disrupt the
human resources supply, increase religious conversions to avoid being conscripted, and increase
draft evasion based on vague political beliefs among the general public. . . . . Furthermore,
conscientious objectors are not only refusing enlistment but are, in effect, demanding an
exemption from military service altogether, including in times of emergency.”

The Court’s decision (and the South Korean government’s stance) appears to go beyond
the constitutional interpretation, attempting to impose its own view and ideology onto
the public forcefully. Although people may have delegated the interpretation of the con-
stitution to the state, failing to respect that life is diverse and contingent, the state com-
mits epistemic violence in the name of survival. In the next section, I show that instead
of a rigid and aggressive stance on security entangled with xenophobic immunity, open
and dynamic configurations of immunity suggest a different way to secure lives.

Regenerating the Self as Open to Differences

This section proposes an alternative way of imagining national security in South Korea.
In particular, I show how South Korean conscientious objectors’ narratives resonate with
alternative notions of immunity and reimagination of national security. To this end, I read
the narratives of South Korean conscientious objectors through two ideas about xeno-
philic immunity.

Firstly, I read South Korean conscientious objectors’ writings through the idea that the
self is neither concrete nor clearly defined. Some conscientious objectors have empha-
sised that they are deeply implicated in the lives of uncountable others they have never
met. In his announcement to refuse conscription in 2013, Park Jeong-Hoon stated his
intention to become friends with the people alienated and violated by the state. He writes,

I cannot live peacefully alone. Peace is not merely the absence of war. Peace must be the
absence of fear in our bodies and minds, you and me. . . . . Workers being abruptly fired from
factories, the poor being expelled into the streets, speechless beings of nature dying, and
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women, sexual minorities, and the disabled alienated and discriminated against, all these
amount to silent massacres committed on the battlefield of everyday life. To refuse forced
enlistment by the state is the most active peace action I can carry out.®

Park believes a pure, independent and impermeable self cannot produce peace. Peace is
a product of recognising a deep involvement with the uncountable and distant others.
Similarly, Deulkkae, who announced his objection to conscription in 2013, indicates that
the other is not simply the non-self. As he reflects upon the unintended consequences of
his life, he writes,

I could have blamed the structure or capitalism. However, such a system is comprised of
individuals like me. . . .. Albeit little, we share the profit when a South Korean weapons
company sells death to others. The profit may be direct, such as an increase in my stock price
or my pension, or indirect, such as economic growth. Apart from weapons, the meat I eat, the
car I drive, the electricity I’m using now, and many more are the products of violating others’
rights. They destroy the environment, create inequality, and start conflicts and wars somewhere
on Earth. All of us are implicated in the tragedies of Milyang, Orissa, and Iraq. As I became
more conscious of the implications of my actions for others, particularly the tragedies that
others are suffering, I could no longer look the other way for my convenience. . . . . Not even
bothering to know and not changing even after knowing are to sit on the violence that originates
from my involvement in such a relationship. If my happiness depends on the misfortune of
others, can I indeed be happy? Continuously reflecting on my relationships and trying to change
my life are practices for opposing war and violence t0o.%!

Deulkkae’s announcement expresses a strong sympathy for the distant others. One’s life
cannot be independent of the nameless and uncountable others, no matter how physically
and temporally distant the others are. Park’s and Deulkkae’s statements suggest that
peace cannot be thought of without reflecting on how one is related to one’s surround-
ings. Moreover, both indicate that their conscientious objection was an attempt to bal-
ance out the influence of their existence, which is bound to be harmful to some unknown
others. No matter whether their objection will make a difference in the world, the objec-
tors are forced by their conscience to act upon the realisation that they are implicated in
the sufferings of others.

Significantly, Park’s and Deulkkae’s statements give a sense of a profound mutual
implication with the others, the co-constitution of the self and non-self or what Karen
Barad would call entanglement with the others. For Barad, entanglement is not just a quan-
tum phenomenon; entanglement is the fundamental nature of existence. Per entanglement,
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entities do not pre-exist in their interactions but only emerge through their relations.®?
Therefore, entanglement questions isolated individual agency and a concrete and clearly
definable self. Instead, entanglement highlights the self’s ethical responsibility to consider
the effects of its actions within a complex web of relationships. Using the example of elec-
tromagnetic interactions, Barad claims that being in contact without physical touch illus-
trates ‘our responsibility to the infinitude of the other’.®* Regarding this research,
recognising that the self is always already entangled with and responsible for distant others
can fundamentally change the identification of and response to the self and the threats.®*

For example, understanding an infection that triggers the body’s immune responses
through entanglement enables us to imagine a less antagonistic and less individualistic
mode of securing lives. We may pinpoint an individual or a group for an infectious out-
break and try to uncover its faults. Then, we may punish, expel, isolate and deprive the
rights of the individual or a group. However, offering an anthropological perspective on
HIV infection, Bo Kyeong Seo points out that, although the infection takes place in a
specific body, neither it is necessarily a specified individual’s responsibility, nor it is
simply a natural consequence of immoral or reckless behaviour. The virus exemplifies
the ceaseless possibility of transformation, with an endpoint that cannot be anticipated.
As living beings, we cannot help but engage the infinity of the other, the virus and the
infected, and the yet-to-be-infected alike. Significantly, following Barad, even if physi-
cally and temporally distant, any embodied self is always already actively neighbouring
and networking the HIV-infected bodies-lives.®® Then, attributing an HIV infection to an
individual may not adequately respond to the outbreak in terms of its causes, processes
and harmful effects. Instead, as Park and Deulkkae illustrate through their concerns
about distant others, we may think of ourselves as responsible for beings that have not
yet come into existence but are always already in contact with us. Then, harm prevention
is neither a matter of pre-empting something negative nor pre-selecting dangerous oth-
ers. Instead, it is about deeply paying attention to what could emerge at any time, prepar-
ing to be swept into an unknown future.

Similarly, if national security concerns and a subject of national security ceaselessly
entangle each other, defining and attributing a threat to a specific entity and calling it an
enemy may not resolve national security concerns. Like attempting to eliminate COVID-
19 in society, obtaining national security by removing the enemy will be impossible. An
‘enemy’ is not the sole cause of threat or harm, and our entanglement with the ‘enemy’
and the relevant others persistently questions how we should handle the complexities of
coexistence with the ‘enemy’. Therefore, effectively preventing harm from an ‘enemy’
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more sustainably would be welcoming the ‘enemy’ to reflect on the entangled relation-
ship rather than attempting a pre-emption or exclusion.

Still, I want to add that such a commitment may require a radical affirmation of pos-
sibilities in the ‘enemy’ that is imperceivable in familiar logical or moralistic terms. In
other words, the commitment would demand engaging in daring endeavours, changing
preconceptions and trying new things out in ways that testify to the liveliness, vigour and
imaginative spark of existence.’’ In their groundbreaking work on how we acquire
knowledge and understand the world around us, The Tree of Knowledge, Humberto
Maturana and Francisco Varela argue that,

the only possibility for coexistence is to opt for a broader perspective, a domain of existence in
which both parties fit in the bringing forth of a common world. A conflict is always a mutual
negation. It can never be solved in the domain where it takes place if the disputants are

‘certain’.%®

Following the above quote, lowering the concreteness of the self, always in coexistence,
is inevitable. Conscientious objectors’ symbolic and affective commitment to non-vio-
lence becomes all the more valuable for reimagining a body politic. To borrow Shine
Choi’s words, the radical affirmation of differences would be ‘an art of losing and falling
on one knee and from this position of vulnerability and humility, imagining the humanity
in the terrible Other’.®° The radical affirmation is resisting the desire to fix the meaning
of something that is constantly becoming something else.

Secondly, I read the texts produced by South Korean conscientious objectors while
considering xenophilic immunity’s idea that the self constantly becomes something else
during life. Some objectors describe how their experiences changed their boundaries,
values, frames and behaviours in their announcements. Nalmaeng announced his objec-
tion to conscription in 2010. He shared how engaging with the peace activists motivated
him to object to conscription. He writes that,

Thanks to the people I met at the ‘“World Without War’, I’ve become a vegetarian and started
riding a bike. I also started thinking about the lifestyle of earning less, spending less, and doing as
little harm to the world as possible. . . . . The objection to military conscription is certainly my
choice. However, the objection isn’t the result of my doing only. Even a timid and hesitant person
like me could have confidence in the objection mostly because I was motivated by the people
leading a non-violent lifestyle. For now, it’s more accurate to say that the objection is, rather than
something special, a natural answer drawn from the context of my life. . . . . I hope my objection
reminds me to be keenly responsive and sympathetic to others’ sufferings and wounds.*

87. Patty Sotirin, ‘Becoming-Woman’, in Gilles Deleuze: Key Concepts, ed. C. J. Stivale
(Stocksfield: Acumen, 2011), 117.

88. Humberto R. Maturana and Francisco J. Varela, The Tree of Knowledge: The Biological Roots
of Human Understanding. (Boulder, CO: Shambhala, 1992), 245-6.

89. Shine Choi, ‘The Art of Losing (In) the International’, Millennium 45, no. 2 (2017): 243.
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Nalmaeng describes that the non-violent lifestyle of other peace activists transformed
him. His experience celebrates how uncertainty and disorganisation can potentially blur
and challenge the seemingly coherent boundaries of the self. I imagine conscientious
objectors as search engines that do not aim for any particular end state but entangle them-
selves with others. In this respect, they are constantly in a state of what Deleuze and
Guattari call the becoming.”! According to Claire Colebrook, the becoming rejects the
thinking that presumes a fixed being, often a privileged and grounding position of the
man or a stable knower/subject that undergoes a becoming. Instead, the becoming does
not have a fixed start and end but is always in the middle or between, rendering the self-
fluid and contingent.®?

Similarly, South Korean conscientious objectors’ writings suggest that, as one engages
in otherness, one becomes incomprehensible through the extant categories. For example,
Oh Soo-Hwan, a conscientious objector, felt this unintelligibility of the self when filling
out the application for the alternative service in 2021. The application demands a clear
and coherent picture of how his conscience has developed. However, as Deleuze and
Guattari suggest, the becoming may be a process that resists linear cause-effect explana-
tions without positing a clear start and an end.”® He writes,

I wondered if I could present an articulate, coherent, and consistent story of myself and my
thoughts. Unlike many other objectors who have openly participated in peace activism since
they were young, I’ve never considered myself an activist. [ didn’t object to the conscription
because I was an activist. The duty to military service was levied on me, and only then did I
object while still wondering what to do. The objection is only a part of my pacifist conviction,
still in the making. What can I say about those intermittently ‘blank’ periods when I wasn’t
outwardly expressing my conviction? How can I pick out, categorise, and convey my sudden
feelings and thoughts that just came to mind while walking on the street, making small talk with
people, or struggling to sleep during sleepless nights? Through what spoken words and written
texts could I express my conscience, which I have described and refined only bit by bit through
thinking, reading books, making friends, and socialising?*

Oh is frustrated that he has to develop coherent testimonies that culminate in a simple and
clear picture of himself, rendering himself recognisable to others but irrecognisable to
himself. Similarly, many objectors find it difficult or uncomfortable to answer why they
refused to enlist because it was simply a natural or inescapable choice. In my interpreta-
tion, Oh and other objectors emphasise that there is neither a clear starting point (e.g.
exactly why one objected) nor a clear ending point (e.g. precisely what one will become
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through the objection) for their objection. They may be sure that their objection results
from their undefinable life experiences and that it is a choice that will affect their future.
Hence, from the state’s perspective, they can become incomprehensible through catego-
ries such as determination, efficiency and selfishness.” They resist the state’s demand to
find a coherent, consistent and articulate answer to ‘why something happened’.

Nalmaeng’s and Oh’s statements align well with Maturana and Varela’s claim that no
life lives entirely according to genetic plans, irrespective of environmental changes.
Instead, they argue that life is about ceaselessly transforming one’s thoughts and body
within the structural limitations as one comes across others.”® The idea that one constantly
becomes something else provides not only the possibilities for novel connections with
others, but it also states that, throughout life, individuals must undergo a learning process,
which will involve thoughtfully considering problems, responding to mistakes and accept-
ing errors. In other words, one cannot distinguish an enemy so quickly and demand an
enemy to surrender immediately. Through such a thoughtful attitude, the lines entangling
the self and the other will become more diverse and flexible. Thus, our responses to others
fuel our incessant becoming into something different from just before. The approach to
national security can resemble the above process. National security can become a process
of people reflecting on the ever-changing identity of the political body rather than a vio-
lent and militaristic separation of life and death, friend and enemy.

Conclusion: Imagining a Pluralist National Security

This article studied how reimagining immunity can bring about reimagining security in
the context of South Korean conscientious objectors. I conducted and juxtaposed two
readings to expose an institutionalised mode of imagining national security and propose
an alternative mode. The first was my reading of the texts produced by the South Korean
state in light of xenophobic immunity. The second was my reading of the texts produced
by South Korean conscientious objectors while considering xenophilic immunity. The
juxtaposition showed that, in contrast to the government’s adversarial approach to secu-
rity, South Korean conscientious objectors conceptualise security as an introspective
journey, exploring the profound interconnectedness and interdependence between one-
self and others in society.

For analysis, I read the South Korean Constitutional Court’s decisions and the govern-
ment’s narratives in light of the idea that the body should be concrete and precisely
delineated and that the immune system acts as a military force that eliminates invading
pathogens. My reading showed that, while asserting itself as a pre-existing body, the
South Korean state finds individual conscience as threatening. Additionally, the state
portrays itself as a battlefield whereby non-military solutions become untenable. Overall,
my reading of the South Korean state’s texts depicts a solid South Korean body politic
under attack from dangerous others, both external and internal.
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Then, I read the texts produced by South Korean conscientious objectors while con-
sidering that the self lacks an easily definable nature and exists in a perpetual flux, con-
tinuously evolving and transforming into new iterations. My reading indicated that the
objectors, seeking humanity in others, influence and are influenced by others. In addi-
tion, the objectors constantly redefine the limits of the self and become unclassifiable
from the state’s perspective. My reading of the objectors’ text indicates that securing the
South Korean body politic must involve considering and reconsidering its constituents’
entanglement with distant others.

This article highlighted how the contrasting ideas on immunity can frame imaginations
about security differently. Throughout societies, immunity has frequently been a reference
for separating the inside and outside. Xenophobic immunity is present in suppressing
minority voices that may disrupt the state’s ideological boundaries. In contrast, xenophilic
immunity encourages preserving the human potential to refashion the self through access-
ing otherness. As such, I demonstrated that immunity can provide a novel conceptual and
ethical frame for engaging otherness in more non-violent and inclusive ways.

Furthermore, I emphasised how persecuted minorities such as conscientious objectors
are significant for rethinking security in a militarised post-conflict society such as South
Korea. The objectors’ causes and life trajectories do not immediately appear relevant to
national security. They nevertheless disrupt the state’s attempt to reduce them to its sub-
jects in the name of national survival through their open take on relationships with oth-
ers. In this manner, conscientious objectors inspire reflections on the conditions of
co-constituting the body’s well-being and more non-violent means of security. More
generally, the objectors travel across levels of analysis, from the micro (e.g. the individ-
ual, the body) to the macro (e.g. the state, the international).

I recognise that overemphasis on xenophilic immunitary perspectives cannot resolve
the security issues of our time. One requires a boundary to engage others. However, as
the level of uncertainty in global politics continues to rise, more countries are (re)intro-
ducing conscription and the countries which already conscript their citizens are attempt-
ing to impose more restrictions on individual freedoms. Moreover, xenophobia continues
to rise along with far-right politics. Political communities’ ‘immunitary responses’ are
becoming more violent and militaristic. However, the recent coronavirus pandemic and
climate change have demonstrated that the ever-transforming modes of affecting each
other in coexistence will become more critical for re-envisioning political communities’
survival strategies. Peter Sloterdijk claims that a worldwide immunitary reason may be
the ‘organic successor of metaphysics and of religion” when ‘[A]ll previous divisions
between one’s own and the other, between humans and nature, collapse’.”” Then, xeno-
philic immunity signifies that, through fostering a broadened and more profound sense
of inescapable togetherness, one can continue to look for a more caring state of security.
When collective survival seems to be constantly at stake, xenophilic immunitary aware-
ness will encourage one to refuse to cease moral and political reflections on how to coex-
ist amongst each other.
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