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This study asks how "scientific" disease control was possible when stable knowledge about the

SARS-CoV-2 virus had not yet been established. When politics draws its legitimacy from the objectivity

of science, how is the governance of what science cannot yet answer justified? To address this

guestion, the study examines infection-control policy documents produced by the South Korean central

government from 2020 until the transition away from emergency measures, combining interpretive

policy analysis with critical discourse analysis.

The analysis yields four findings. First, the epistemic void concerning the virus was filled not

with virological

spatial

mobility, contact,

behavior,

knowledge but with knowledge about citizens'
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density, and traceability. Social distancing functioned not only as a barrier to transmission but as a
process of producing epidemiological knowledge, reformatting social relations into recordable,
classifiable, and traceable forms. Second, the "COVID-19 risk level" assigned to facilities was calculated
not from properties of the virus but from the sum of a space's transmission potential, manageability,
and social necessity, while infection risk itself was translated into physical quantities such as duration of
stay, spacing, and music tempo. Third, the boundary between normal and abnormal case numbers was
defined by the residual capacity of the medical system: safety was redefined not as the elimination of
infection but as a state in which infection and death remain within the absorptive capacity of medical,
administrative, and economic systems. Fourth, within a circular structure in which statistics generated
by early responses became the evidentiary basis for subsequent policy, policy failure served not as
disconfirmation but as grounds for intensification; by relocating causality from the virus to public
conduct, both scientific explanation and moral attribution became possible.

The "science" of science-based quarantine was therefore not science as objective and accurate
knowledge, but science as a practice of rendering an uncertain reality measurable, comparable, and
available to intervention. Science-based quarantine did not apply a completed science to society; it
produced the very objects of scientific intervention while making society visible and classifiable in
particular ways.
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