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[ Abstract )

Public Sphere Polarization in Debates on North Korean Human Rights
. Information Distortion and Partisan Conflict

Lee, Juhee

This article examines how information distortion and partisan conflict intensify public
sphere polarization in South Korean debates on North Korean human rights. It argues that
polarization is not produced by the issue itself, but by the way related information is
interpreted through the frames of securitization, moralization, and partisan framing, and
then transformed into meta-discourse that questions the speaker's intentions, identity, and
legitimacy. To explain this process, the article brings together discussions on the democratic
public sphere, information disorder, and affective polarization. It qualitatively analyzes
three recurring sites of controversy: debates over the North Korean human rights reports
and public perceptions of policy toward North Korea, disputes over the reception and
verification of North Korean defector testimonies, and the domestic political translation of
international human rights reports. The analysis shows that when these mechanisms overlap,
policy disagreement shifts from deliberation over alternative measures to identity-based
conflict centered on the moral legitimacy of opposing camps. The article concludes that
mitigating such polarization requires more than normative appeals; it calls for multi-
institutional fact-checking, stronger links between contextual information and original
sources, greater procedural transparency of platforms, civic media literacy, and the

de-partisanization of North Korean human rights as a public issue.

Key Words : North Korean human rights debate, public sphere polarization, information

distortion, partisan conflict, meta-discourse, affective polarization
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