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Abstract

This paper examines how grief is regulated in South Korea through
socially constructed norms that determine which deaths are publicly
mournable. Drawing on Judith Butler’s concept of grievability and
affect theory, it introduces “affective hurdles”—conditions families
must navigate to gain recognition for their loss. Based on ethnographic
tieldwork and interviews with families affected by disasters, the
study identifies three key hurdles: moral authenticity, fantasized
meritocracy, and family normativity. These criteria shape whose
grief is acknowledged and whose is dismissed. Families often tailor
their narratives to align with prevailing norms—emphasizing their
loved ones’ moral character, educational or economic promise, and
traditional family structures. While these efforts can amplify certain
voices, they may also silence others and reproduce exclusionary
standards. The paper highlights how grief becomes a political field
of struggle and how activism aimed at securing recognition often
reinforces the very barriers it seeks to overcome. Ultimately, it calls for

broader, more inclusive understandings of mourning and loss.
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Affect and Grievability

During fieldwork in South Korea for my doctoral dissertation, I visited
multiple sites of disasters and post-loss activism spaces to interview
bereaved family members (yugajok [+7}=]) who had become active
participants. These families, affected by a range of fatal incidents from
the early 2000s to the late 2010s—including the Sewol ferry sinking
and work-related deaths such as industrial accidents and suicides—
were central to what I later called yugajok activism. My interviews
focused on how these families came to engage in activism and how
they sustained their participation over time.

While yugajok activism may seem primarily driven by grief or
indignation toward responsible entities—often the government—
it reveals deeper complexities when examined closely. Focusing on
some of the most significant and influential emotions underpinning
their participation in social movements, I explored how emotions
shift throughout the involvement process, building on discussions
within social movement studies. Yet much remained unaddressed,
particularly the ambiguities and occasional conflicts within the feelings
that derive from and constitute activism. These complexities urge a
more nuanced theoretical lens, moving past surface-level explanations
of grief or outrage to consider deeper affective undercurrents at play.

This paper explores these aspects, drawing on several insights
from affect theory. Introducing the concept of affect expands the
scope beyond exploring the most salient emotions driving activism. In
Politics of Affect, Brian Massumi highlights this distinction, noting that
emotions are only “a partial expression of affect.” While debates about
the conceptual relationship between emotion and affect can sustain
lengthy discussions on their own,? this paper employs affect as a
broader framework for understanding the underlying and not always
fully expressed properties of activism.

I focus on two primary aspects: first, underlying feelings,
memories, and tendencies that are less explicitly articulated but still
prompt actions and reactions. These underlying elements are sensed
only vaguely and recognized indirectly, yet their presence becomes
evident when one compares the affective landscapes of different
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times, places, or movements. Such comparisons reveal coherence
within these affective contexts, indicating the prevalence of particular
sensibilities or perceptions. Although not always expressed or fully
formulated, Massumi observes that “[t]hey re still there, but virtually—
in potential.™ Affect thus proves useful for examining experiences
that are often unspoken or underexpressed, yet implicitly shape the
present.

Second, I examine the transition of feelings, cognition, and
capacities that evolve throughout activism. Drawing on Deleuze’s
reading of Spinoza’s concept of affectus—“the continuous variation
of someone’s force of existing”*—I highlight how individuals and
their capacities constantly affect and are affected through their
encounters with social norms and public perceptions. This approach
also aligns with Sara Ahmed’s focus on “the processes of production
or the ‘making’ of emotions,”™ which considers not only the resulting
teelings provoked by discernible factors but also how encounters and
embeddedness influence individuals’ capacities for action.

The interplay of affecting and being affected by activism is dynamic
and ongoing. Examining individual actors reveals how they are
challenged and shaped by social norms and public perceptions, no less
than how they challenge and reshape them. Indeed, more energy—
or affect—may arise in navigating this tension, as actors remain
bound by societal expectations and judgments while attempting to
confront them. Affect theory exposes previously untold dimensions
of activism, not merely by broadening existing conceptual boundaries
but by disrupting them, enabling an exploration of transitions and
uncertainties.

In this context, Judith Butler’s concept of grievability opens up
multiple intersections for examining the affective dynamics within
post-loss activism. They argue that social norms are inscribed in frames
of recognizability, which render not all deaths grievable, and not all
those living recognized as lives.® Certain losses, they observe, fail to
register as fully grievable because the lives behind them were never
fully recognized in the first place. Referring to this as the “differential
allocation of grief,”” they suggest considering how existing norms
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operate to allocate recognition differentially.® This includes examining
the conditions of life that make it livable. By interrogating the social
conditions that render some lives “ungrievable,” we can challenge the
frames that normalize this exclusion and foreground the political and
ethical responsibility of society to confront such discrimination.

With this framework, this essay asks: How do these normative
frames shape the affective experiences of bereaved families and
influence their activism? Investigating which norms operate to
differentially allocate grievability in South Korea—and how they do
so—aims to confront their potential consequences: regulating the affect
of public mourning and constraining its political potential to demand a
more egalitarian and ethical society. This will be done by tracing how
bereaved families are exposed to such frames of recognizability and
how that affects the families’ activism diachronically across multiple
cases. As yugajok activism gained visibility alongside the recurrence of
disasters, newer families came to experience a different set of affects—

ones shaped by, and in response to, those who came before.

Situating Grievability in South Korea

Public mourning has become a politically charged terrain in South
Korea, especially after the 2014 Sewol ferry tragedy. While Koreans
have been shocked by numerous disasters—from the 1994 Seongsu
Bridge collapse to the 2024 Jeju Air plane crash—over the last three
decades, it was only after the 2014 Sewol ferry tragedy that the politics
of mourning became central in the discursive field. Themes of grief,
mourning, and melancholia, previously discussed primarily in the
context of state violence, reemerged once the initial speechlessness
at the sight of the sinking ferry subsided. Jung Weonok highlighted
bottom-up politics of mourning as a strategy for the melancholic
subject, and Kim Jong-Gon conceptualized political mourning—
practiced through solidarity with the dead—as a way for the living
to sustain life.” Kim Hong-Jung introduced the notion of “sovereign
depression,” foregrounding the impossibility of mourning stemming
from shattered public trust in the state.™
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However, these emerging discourses on public mourning soon
met with backlash aimed at questioning the victims’ deservingness.
Some losses, claimed antagonistic voices, did not deserve collective
mourning. What began online escalated into a binge-eating protest
that targeted hunger-striking families and mourners demanding state
accountability. This overt political rejection of mourning sought to
discredit the activism of victims and grieving families, whose actions
challenged the legitimacy of the state. The event became emblematic
of how the grievability of disaster victims was publicly contested.
By the time of the Itaewon crush tragedy, the neighborhood’s
distinctiveness—representing diversity in ethnicity and sexuality as
well as festivity within Korea’s dominant norms of homogeneity and
productivity—was quickly used to frame the victims as undeserving.
Korean society was tested by debates over whether certain lives are
less grievable than others, and whether some disasters should be
excluded from collective mourning based on their context.

While previous studies have largely focused on how grievability
was denied in specific high-profile tragedies, this paper expands
the lens to examine how Korean society more broadly judges
deservingness across multiple contexts. Drawing on ethnographic
fieldwork conducted between 2019 and 2021 at various sites of
Korean yugajok activism—including memorial events, protests,
and meetings—I present findings from thirty-three in-depth, semi-
structured interviews, some with participants who experienced losses
as far back as the early 2000s. When citing interview excerpts, I use
pseudonyms to protect participants’ anonymity and do not disclose
the locations of interviews to avoid revealing identifiable information.
I also draw on secondary materials such as books, newspaper articles,
and previously published interviews.

This essay investigates whose deaths are mourned more, whose are
neglected, and how these disparities affect those left behind. In other
words, it explores the affective hurdles that those impacted by disasters
must overcome to reach grievability in Korean society. As bereaved
families encounter the stark reality of limited grievability allocated to
their loved ones, they are prompted to claim public recognition, facing
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barriers not only of indifference but also of interrogation, humiliation,
and adverse judgment. Beneath yugajok activism lies an intuitive sense
of denied grievability—one they believe their loved ones deserve.

This denial extends to the recognizability of the living, especially
the families themselves, since, as Butler states, grievability underpins
recognizability. Essentially, yugajok activism grapples with the sense
that their family losses—and, by extension, they themselves—are
deemed unrecognizable. In Butler’s terms, it is “living with a somatic
sense of dispensability” that evokes a deep sense of abandonment.!
Since “grievability is a presupposition for the life that matters,”*?
accepting the low grievability of their losses would mean accepting
that their loved ones had not lived recognizable lives. For these
families, reclaiming the grievability of their losses is inseparable from
reclaiming the recognizability of their own lives and the lives of the
deceased. Activism thus becomes a continuous movement, striving for
the recognition of both the living and the dead.

By examining three criteria—moral authenticity, fantasized
meritocracy, and family normativity—this paper reveals the affective
and normative dynamics that structure Korean society’s differential

allocation of public mourning and recognition after disasters.

Moral Authenticity

My question throughout the whole process was,

“Why?” Why does my son have to be treated like that? Aren’t they
supposed to help us? The police should find out why he died; labor
inspectors are supposed to find the cause, too. Judges should punish
those who did something wrong. But why do we get all that [the
blame]? Why? Why blame us? Why? Why? Why? It's my son who died
but why do they get to blame us like that? Why?

— Mother A, Interview

In the aftermath of a disaster, families often strive to absolve
their loved ones from blame. Deceased victims, unable to defend
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themselves, are frequently accused—typically by those responsible
for safety management, such as superiors or authorities—of causing
the fatal incidents through negligence or irresponsibility. Claims
of carelessness, intoxication, or disobedience are often used to shift
the blame onto the victims. This initial framing of the deceased’s
recognizability as victims profoundly impacts their families, driving
them to take direct action to prove their loved ones’ innocence.

A few high-profile cases highlight this pattern. For example, some
commentators condemned the victims of the Sewol ferry disaster
for having been on an excursion, using the now-infamous phrase
in Korean, “nollogada chugotta [=27ct £th]” (roughly, “they
died while out having fun”)."® These losses were often unfavorably
contrasted with those of ROK Navy personnel who perished in the
sinking of the Cheonan. Deaths that occur in the line of duty are often
granted unquestioned grievability, not only in the South Korean
context. Marita Sturken, in her study of post-9/11 memory in the
United States, similarly observed this phenomenon. She described
how grief for firefighters and police officers was prioritized over that
for office workers and janitors—a practice she called the “hierarchy of
the dead.”™ In both cases, invoking the deaths on duty—a presumed
marker of moral authenticity—served to diminish the grievability of
others.

In response, families and supporters of victims often undertake the
crucial task of asserting the recognizability of the deceased. For the
Sewol ferry disaster, bereaved families argued that most victims were
students on a school field trip, a form of official duty for students.
However, this defense failed to silence antagonists or curb expressions
of hatred. In some cases, it may even have reinforced the hierarchical
framing, further undermining the grievability of other passengers who
were not on board for official purposes.

As this example illustrates, invoking the deceased’s status as
“good citizens” is often the first step in securing grievability. Because
the deceased cannot affirm their own moral standing, others must
vouch for it in terms that align with dominant social norms. Moral
authenticity—measured by adherence to socially valued behaviors—
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becomes the key criterion. The closer these behaviors are to the cause
of death, such as self-sacrifice in saving others, the more readily
grievability is granted.

Yet, as Kim Hong-Jung argues, the framing of moral authenticity
is inherently exclusive and exclusionary. It rests on a “myth of
uniqueness” that elevates some victims while delegitimizing others."
Most disaster victims, who die unexpectedly in the course of ordinary
life, are unlikely to have engaged in overtly moral acts, let alone left
behind witnesses to attest to them.'® For individuals who die on official
state duty, however, this high bar is automatically met, regardless
of the legitimacy of their tasks. For most civilians, it remains an
exceptionally difficult threshold.

An exception is the Chuncheon landslide of 2011, in which ten
university students were killed when their lodging was swept away by
rain-loosened soil. The parents of the victims successfully countered
malicious accusations because the students had visited Chuncheon
as volunteer instructors for an elementary school summer invention
camp. Mother B, who lost her daughter in the tragedy, recalled:

Some mothers said, sarcastically, “Thank God, our children
died during their volunteer program.” Sadly, this was true.
Our children weren’t denounced because they had been in
Chuncheon to take part in a summer invention program for
elementary school kids. Well, initially, the city tried to shift
blame onto our children, claiming they had failed to evacuate
because of excessive drinking. But after some mothers protested,
affirming that our children had been there to volunteer, the
accusations stopped.'”

Memories of earlier incidents where victims were blamed prompted
these parents to emphasize the volunteer program from the outset.
While this group was able to reclaim their children’s grievability,
the case underscores that such recognition hinged on their moral
authenticity. Without it, the students could easily have been accused of
negligence and irresponsibility.
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In most other cases, only a select few victims—such as those who
die while helping others evacuate—are readily recognized as having
demonstrated moral conduct. In South Korea, their sacrifices may be
officially reviewed for state recognition as serving the public good
(itisasangja [©)AH3AH), which amplifies their grievability.’® While such
recognition can be interpreted in various ways, Ahmed warns that
privileging certain losses inevitably excludes others from counting as
losses at all."

This differentiation has broader implications for bereaved
communities. It may create another hierarchy of the dead, fostering
subtle tensions over who is deemed more deserving of grievability.
Additionally, it may mislead some families into focusing on obtaining
state recognition, even when the state bears significant responsibility
for the disaster. In such cases, the pursuit of individual recognition can
undermine collective activism, fragmenting efforts to address systemic

failures.

Fantasized Meritocracy

Alongside moral authenticity, meritocracy significantly shapes
South Korea’s differential allocation of grief. Meritocracy is so
deeply ingrained in the national ethos that critiques often target
the unfairness of its application rather than questioning the system
itself. Kwon Myung-A traces this phenomenon to South Korea’s post-
neoliberal shift in mentality, where practicality replaced politics based
on ideology or identity. In the absence of alternative value systems,
competition for survival and the hierarchical reward system have
filled the void. Reducing human value to material productivity or
one’s relative position in the hierarchy of meritocracy has made the
differential recognition of life—and, by extension, the grievability for
death—a justifiable consequence.” Disaster victims are no exception.
As Lee Haesoo rightly observes, the politics of mourning in South
Korea is strongly influenced by neoliberal governmentality.?! Grief,
too, is distributed according to the perceived merit of the deceased or
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their commitment to meritocratic ideals.

Recent mourning narratives often invoke disaster victims’
dedication to self-improvement—or the myth thereof. Progressive
media outlets, which tend to emphasize economic inequality and
social justice issues, are the primary purveyors of this narrative since
conservative media rarely acknowledge the deaths of those perceived
to lack merit. Even so, these sympathetic portrayals underscore how
firmly meritocracy serves as an affective hurdle to grievability in
Korean society. News articles frequently highlight victims’ struggles in
challenging circumstances and their aspirations for higher—stable—
socioeconomic positions. For instance, coverage of the unopened cup
noodles in the bag of a young metro worker fatally injured at Guui
Station and the stack of exam prep books left in the dorm room of Kim
Yongkyun, a power plant worker, emphasized their dreams for a better
future.?” These narratives, designed to evoke pathos, demonstrate
how commitment to meritocracy is deemed to secure a degree of
grievability.

Two contrasting cases, however, illustrate a more nuanced affective
landscape. In April 2021, the deaths of two young men, Sun-ho and
Jung-min, became public. Sun-ho, a 22-year-old worker, died in a
workplace accident at Pyeongtaek Port. His death received minimal
media coverage for two weeks and drew little public attention.
Meanwhile, Jung-min, a 21-year-old medical student, went missing
after a night of drinking with a friend and was found dead six days
later in the Han River. His case received a deluge of media attention,
initially due to his father’s plea for information, and later due to
rumors circulated that he had been murdered. This story dominated
public discourse for weeks. Online searches for Jung-min’s case
outnumbered those for Sun-ho by approximately 50 to 1, and his story
was reported ten times as often across various news outlets.” Labor
activist Kim Jinsuk captured the disparity succinctly on Twitter: “Same
death, different attention,” mourning Sun-ho’s death—the ungrieved.

Given how Sewol ferry victims and Chuncheon landslide victims
were falsely vilified for being on excursions or drinking, one might
expect Jung-min’s case—marked by similar features—to be met with
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criticism. Instead, it garnered a frantic outpouring of grief. His status
as a medical student at a prestigious university in Seoul seemed to
shield him from censure. Public mourners gathered at the riverside
park and in digital spaces, doubting the official police conclusion that
his death was accidental and instead framing it as a murder covered
up by corrupt authorities.” “It’s such a shame this happened to a
young man who should have carried the future of this country on his
back,” one mourner lamented. Media coverage echoed this sentiment,
commenting that the case “has gripped the nation for a month amid
sorrow that the future doctor could have had a promising life” (my
emphases).?® Some strong supporters installed a commemorative
space at the site and maintained it for over three years, and Jung-min’s
family received countless messages of condolences. His unrealized
personal career was conflated with the nation’s future, revealing a
convoluted affective landscape where grief and meritocracy were
intertwined. Compared to the muted responses to work-related deaths
like Sun-ho’s—Ilet alone those that never even reached the media—the
intense reaction to Jung-min’s case was extraordinary.

This reaction aligns with Lauren Berlant’s concept of “cruel
optimism.” In an era marked by uncertainty and diminished prospects
for achieving the “good life” once cherished and expected in the
twentieth century, Berlant contends that human and political life
remain tethered to attachment driven by a desire to cling to the fantasy
of the normative life, to remain close to the ideal of the good life.”
This fantasy of the future prompts patience and postpones questions
about the unbearable conditions of the present, which often border on
the livable. Optimism, in this context, “manifests in attachments and
the desire to sustain them.”? It is cruel because, while the fantasy of
the good life is no longer realizable, the desperate attachment to it—
allowing for adjustment to the current realities—can obstruct actual
flourishing.

Drawing on Berlant’s insight, the frantic mourning for Jung-min
reflects resistance to the collapse of optimism. Since South Korea’s
neoliberal turn, medical careers have come to symbolize the singular
life path believed to exclusively and reliably guarantee both stability
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and prosperity—an increasingly unattainable ideal. It is a fantasy
because studying medicine is a privilege available to only a select few
applicants.?” Medical disciplines dominate the admissions market
so overwhelmingly that applicants prefer to enter the least popular
medical programs over the most competitive non-medical STEM
majors at the most prominent universities. Such high exam scores
often correlate with socioeconomic backgrounds capable of affording
years of costly prep school services from an early age.*® As a result,
heavily invested doctors are predisposed to pursue lucrative medical
specialties in high-income, urban regions. Meanwhile, the shortage of
doctors in low-paid, but essential fields, particularly in less populated
areas, has grown increasingly severe. Ironically, the more medical
careers come to represent the fantasy of the “good life,” the less they
contribute to the flourishing of public health.

Medicine’s status as a promising career represents a dual fantasy.
Jung-min’s death exposed the strong attachment to the ideal of a
“good life,” even as it is hardly attainable. He embodied his family’s
significant investment in his education and their primordial hope
for success. Many parents in Korea can resonate with this, as they
face immense pressure to devote their financial capacity to child-
rearing, often at the expense of their own stability and with even
less certainty for the future. Adding to this is the frustration of the
recipient generation, who foresee being unable to sustain themselves
independently, let alone support their aging parents. The frantic
reactions reflected that Jung-min’s death represented not only the loss
of his life but also the collapse of the imagined redemption of these
efforts—a shattering of fantasy itself, exposing its inherent volatility.
The excessive vilification of his friend as a murderer by Jung-min’s
supporters, in this vein, was an outlet for this grief. Framing the loss
as an exceptional and emotionally legible tragedy allowed them to
preserve the fantasy in its place.

Regardless of the differentially allocated grievability, children
symbolize hope and the future for their families. Sun-ho’s father
illustrated this poignantly by showing how he had saved his
son’s phone number in his smartphone: “hope of [my] life.” Yet
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these families confront judgmental gazes that seem to devalue the
grievability of their loss based on meritocratic criteria. These attitudes
affect the families significantly, compelling them to defend their
deceased loved ones within the framework of meritocracy. One of
my interviewees, a mother whose son died at work in his late teens,
reflected on the prejudiced views that attributed such deaths to their
educational trajectory, as though underprivileged educational capital
made sense of early exposure to fatal risks. “I've heard this so many
times from other people, while in activism,” she recalled, “like, ‘Why
did you have your son go to a Meister [vocational] high school?™
Mother C perceived these comments as insinuations that her son’s
death was a foreseeable consequence of his educational background.
Although it was systemic inequities that concentrated disaster risks
among the underprivileged, meritocratic logic reversed the perceived
causality, framing underprivileged status itself as the cause of the
disaster risk. Such insensitive remarks implied that their loss deserved
less societal concern, if not taken for granted.

These dynamics produce ambivalence in grieving parents. On one
hand, they argue that every child deserves equal grief, regardless of
their position in the meritocratic hierarchy. When confronted with
discriminatory views, they push back or seek solidarity with like-
minded allies. At a vigil, one mother asked a young journalist close to
her son’s age: “Some people say, “You should have raised him better
to get a professional job.” But that’s not what I should get criticized
for, right?” He immediately affirmed her. On the other hand, many
parents feel compelled to highlight their children’s competence, hard
work, and promising futures, implicitly countering the skeptical
gazes questioning the children’s worth—and by extension, the
recognizability of their lives. This tendency is more evident when
recounting their children’s secondary or higher education, which
reflects their relative positions within the highly hierarchized
education system. Parents frequently emphasized their children’s
academic achievements, career aspirations, and even school decisions,
offering unprompted justifications to assert their children’s worth.

Both reactions reveal how parents experience their children’s
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grievability as threatened by society. They see this broader devaluation
as part of what exposed their children to risk in the first place, forcing
them to prove competence and productivity in unsafe circumstances.
Yet alongside this resistance, parents simultaneously wrestle with self-
recrimination, wondering if their choices or circumstances contributed
to their children’s deaths.

One mother confessed: “My mind keeps pondering that if my son
had had better parents, he would not have run into this environment
.. .. I know it’s not right, but . . . once after the accident, everything
seemed to be my fault, like, if I had not done something, his death
could have been prevented.”?

One father expressed regret for trusting in fair medical treatment
and not insisting more forcefully when his son was not receiving
timely care during the chaotic early phase of the COVID-19 pandemic.
“Would things have been different if I had driven a fancy car?”* Even
when families consciously understand they are not to blame, regret
proves difficult to detach. This uneasy oscillation continues to linger.

Family Normativity: Who Gets to Mourn in Public

Bird in high heels
walks on asphalt, crying

Mascara drips down
My night feathers are infinitely, infinitely large

Critics tell me,
Condolences are for us
You're too filthy for them

Tonight, there’s no place for me
to hide except in this bathroom
I'm calmed by the sound of
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water streaming from the faucet

I mourn in here

The sound of rain hitting the tiles pushes me off the deep end
Tonight, there’s no place for me to put down my poem
— Kim Hyesoon, “Phantom Pain Wings™*

Kim Hyesoon’s “Phantom Pain Wings” can be read as a depiction of
families who are not allowed to mourn their loss in public, narrating
displacement and exclusion from public mourning. The bird, having
lost its wings, feels pain from its loss. Having lost something infinitely
large, it mourns but is told that it is too filthy to receive condolences
with other mourners. It retreats to the bathroom, out of public sight,
where it is comforted by the sound of streaming water. The sound is
not as aggressive as the pouring remarks outside, which would soak
into its already aching, nonexistent wing. Bereaved families who are
unwelcome in public mourning can only grieve in limited, private
spaces. If they insist on revealing their loss publicly, they fear that the
harassing rain will violate their lost loved ones.

This section addresses how families’ mournability is intertwined
with their lost loved ones’ grievability, through the lens of family
normativity. For a family to have their losses recognized as publicly
grievable, it is culturally required to pass as a normative family.
The range of normality is quite narrow, premised on immediate
family and kinship based on blood relations.® If the deceased child
was born out of wedlock, raised by guardians other than biological
parents, or if the parent was divorced, separated, or a stepparent,
the family’s ability to amplify their voices is often restricted. Those
whose fulfillment of parental duties is perceived as flawed may face
backlash, as their legitimacy is subject to scrutiny both within and
beyond activist spaces. The heteronormativity of the “family” unit
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remains unchallenged within bereaved families’ activism so far.
Victims’ families who fall outside the limited range of normativity are
less likely to reveal themselves, making their full existence difficult to
examine in research or activism.

In discussing non-normative loss, Ahmed writes that queer losses
are not simply “ungrievable” because queer lives are not recognized as
lives that can be lost.*® Within the framework of family normativity, it
can similarly be said that non-normative families are not recognized
as “families” with the right to speak about their losses. Their losses are
not admitted as losses because they are not acknowledged as having
familial relationships in the first place.

Yet the affective landscape is more complex in the Korean context,
particularly from the perspective of those involved in activism. The
experiences of non-normative families—suspicion, denunciation, or
exclusion—and how these affect subsequent families joining activism
go beyond simple erasure. Bereaved families’ engagement in activism
often exposes their private lives to media scrutiny, compromising the
social standing of those whose life stories deviate from the normative
family script. For instance, when the father of a Sewol ferry disaster
victim launched a hunger strike to demand the Sewol Ferry Special
Act, his privacy was severely infringed, with opponents attacking his
marital status to discredit his cause. Another bereaved mother recalled
how her legitimacy was questioned within family activism, and how
her participation was unwelcome because she was a stepmother.?”

Malicious probing into whether active parents are legitimate
speakers affected bereaved parents. Some parents were discouraged
from stepping forward, while others self-censored, unsure if they had
the right to speak or could claim innocence under suspicious gazes.
One interviewee, a mother who had divorced and moved out years
before her loss, recounted how she became hesitant to join activism.
Having seen other divorced parents publicly denigrated, she could
not help but hesitate. Speaking on behalf of her deceased son meant
risking the exposure of her private life, the dilution of her cause by
gossip, and damage to her reputation in her neighborhood.

More than anything, she feared that her non-normative family



Affective Hurdles to Grievability in South Korea

background would undermine her son’s grievability. Even if she could
endure blame for failing to uphold idealized family norms—such as
staying in a marriage despite intolerable circumstances—the thought
that antagonists might shift the blame onto her son, attributing his
death to his family background, was unbearable.

I wanted to know why he died and how he died, you
know, what killed him, but when people find out that
I left him when he was young, then, they would go
like, “Oh, he was brought up by grandma and grandpa,
without parents? Of course, no wonder he went to work
at construction sites.” Things usually flow like that
... Just like that . . . I was so scared that my son’s death would
be treated like just another case of a bad family background
killing its own kid.*®

This concern, that revealing non-normative private lives might
degrade the grievability of the deceased, affects how bereaved
communities present themselves. When multiple families collaborate
to emphasize the moral and meritocratic worth of their loved ones,
seeking to overcome the affective hurdles addressed earlier, exposing
non-normative traits within some families can heighten vulnerability
to judgmental gazes. Because of fears of dismissal as merely an
underprivileged group, tensions may emerge within the community.
While the shared experience of loss fosters solidarity and mutual relief,
external threats—such as hate speech or public scrutiny—can generate
discomfort about having non-normative families overrepresent the
group.

In her analysis of pathos, Myung A Kwon describes how socially
affirming certain identities and relationships, while excluding others,
defines which citizens are worthy of protection and which are not.
Echoing the fascist mechanisms of extermination, those considered
unworthy are cast as non-citizens, and their lives rendered ungrievable
when lost.*” The marginalization of bereaved families produces similar
outcomes, though through more affective means. Families occupying
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liminal positions on the spectrum of perceived normativity, even those
with legal status such as divorce, anticipate that their losses will be
better publicly grieved if overshadowed by “qualified” group members
who conform more closely to normative ideals. As a result, disaster
victims and their families who fall outside normative family structures
are compelled to remain silent, mourning only in private.

Conclusion

Whose death is deemed worthy of grief? Who gets to speak for the
undergrieved? Drawing on insights from affect theory, this paper
has examined these questions within the contemporary Korean
context. It has done so by focusing on two key aspects of affect: first,
the underlying feelings, memories, and tendencies that, though not
always clearly articulated, drive actions and reactions. By analyzing
the mentalities and presuppositions that shape whether grievability
is readily acknowledged, exaggerated, or systematically denied,
this paper has identified moral authenticity, fantasized meritocracy,
and family normativity as significant forces. These forces produce
disparities in who is recognized as a grievable life—what I have
referred to as affective hurdles to grievability.

Second, each section has also illustrated how the bereaved
families’ capacity for activism waxes and wanes over time. The paper
has analyzed various attempts to claim grievability and the mixed
outcomes these efforts produce. While adapting to societal expectations
and judgments may at times strengthen a family’s ability to advocate
for their cause, such adjustments can inadvertently marginalize other
families or undermine more expansive forms of solidarity.

Across the cases examined, grieving parents often find themselves
navigating impossible trade-offs between asserting their child’s
innocence and worth and resisting the exclusionary standards of
recognition that demand such proof. Whether through narratives of
morality, merit, or normativity, the affective labor of these families
reveals how grief becomes a site of social struggle.

Ultimately, these efforts reveal the structural difficulty of
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overcoming affective hurdles to grievability. Within a governmentality
that selectively recognizes certain “livable” lives, attempts to secure
grievability by emphasizing one’s morality, merits, or normativity
risk reinforcing the very conditions that produce exclusion. A fuller
understanding is needed of how these hurdles are constructed—how
grief becomes conditional, and for whom. Without such a shift, each
effort to claim grievability may only raise the threshold of recognition,
making these hurdles even harder to overcome as loss accumulates,
one after another.

In this light, I end by calling for attention to those whose deaths
remain undergrieved—even by their own families. This study has used
family as a lens to examine actions emerging from the gap between
socially allocated grief and the grief families—also victims—believe
society owes them. Yet this approach also reveals its limitations: the
losses of individuals whose families refuse to mourn, or who lack
stable familial ties altogether, often remain unrecognized and invisible.

Thus, I hope this paper’s exploration of family activism for
grievability also opens space to engage with unrecognized mourning
communities. The growing number of precarious populations—both
domestic and migrant, along with individuals for whom survival
itself is a continuous struggle against exclusionary societal norm:s,
leaves many deaths ungrieved and many survivors unable to mourn.
By shedding light on these dynamics, this paper seeks to contribute
to a broader understanding of the complexities of grievability and
the unseen landscapes of mourning. Attending to how grief unfolds
unevenly is essential not only for acknowledging those who are easily
dismissed from public mourning, but also for imagining how it might

be transformed.
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