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Cathy Park Hong, Minor Feelings:
An Asian American Reckoning
(New York: One World, 2021),
216-217.

Disruptive Questions Charging
Toward Preemptive Surrender
—On Park Hyesoo’s A Man Without a Country Ver. 25

Ji Young Shin

When Charging Questions Become Style

There is what one might call preemptive surrender—a state of mind
in which self-abandonment and self-deprecation (“It won’t work an-
yway,” “What could someone like me possibly do?”) take hold before
one even confronts one’s own desires. Korean American writer Cathy
Park Hong names this affective state minor feelings, identifying it as
central to the everyday experience of Asian immigrant women.! Ex-
posed not only to overt discrimination and hatred but also to the per-
sistent negation of seemingly trivial emotions and opinions through
everyday microaggressions, Asian immigrant women deeply internal-
ize self-loathing and diminishment.

Alongside this exists preemptive exclusion. Immigrants, ref-
ugees, and those who fled North Korea routinely find themselves
unheard, even dismissed, when attempting to speak of the discrim-
ination and suffering they have endured. This is not simply a mat-
ter of linguistic barriers—limited fluency in Korean or unfamiliarity
with standard usage. Rather, they are excluded in advance from the
very epistemic practices through which knowledge is articulated and
transmitted: conversation, testimony, and speech itself. The exclusion
occurs not because of what they say, but because of who they are.
Philosopher Miranda Fricker has theorized this systematic form of
foreclosure as epistemic injustice.2

In contemporary South Korea, preemptive surrender is com-
monly attributed to immigrants, refugees, and those who have fled
North Korea, while preemptive exclusion is understood as something
enacted by Koreans. But are these marginalized groups truly the only
ones who surrender their dreams in advance? Park Hyesoo insists
they are not. She reframes this as a universal question that implicates
everyone. Her survey The Dream You Abandoned, conducted be-
tween 2008 and 2017, marked the beginning of the Project Dialogue
series. Pushing back against the pervasive refrain “That’s just how life

2
Miranda Fricker, Epistemic Injustice:
Power and Ethics of Knowing
(Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2009).
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Korea Artist Prize website, 2019,
https://koreaartistprize.org/projec
t/%EB%B0%95%ED %98%9C%
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is,” Park poses a deceptively simple question: Which dreams have
you abandoned? As viewers grapple with this question, they begin to
sense an unsettling connection— that their own preemptive surrender
is bound up with the preemptive exclusion of those rendered more
vulnerable.

Questions that charge head-on into the phrase “That’s just
how life is,” prying open cracks in what appears immovable—Park
Hyesoo has forged these “charging questions” into a distinctive style.
Her practice is already singular in its method: closely observing the
environments that surround us, gathering material through dense re-
search and collection, and producing works through collaboration
with specialists as needed.? She archives surveys and interviews on a
scale that would challenge even seasoned sociologists or anthropolo-
gists, grounds them in rigorous investigation, and works alongside a
wide range of experts —researchers, psychoanalysts, funeral directors,
estate organizers. Her works step decisively into the urgent issues of
the present. Yet they never resolve into a prescriptive message or a
moral injunction directed at the audience. Rather, this style reaches
completion only when viewers leave carrying questions of their own.
In a 2019 interview for the Korea Artist Prize, Park remarked that the
most important moment of an exhibition is the moment after viewers
have left the space—when, she hopes, a single question has taken root
in each of their lives. For this reason, she often draws audiences into
the work itself, transforming them into active agents: participants,
performers, buyers, or interlocutors.#

In South Korea in 2025, anxiety born of a future without
prospects or social safety nets drives people to preemptively abandon
their dreams. The resentment of unfulfilled aspirations manifests as
hatred that preemptively excludes others, all amid an atmosphere of
extreme competition. Against this, Park’s work confronts head-on the
seemingly immovable refrain: “That’s just how life is.” Her unsettling
questions send ripples through viewers’ inner lives, compelling them
to reckon with their own. In an artist’s statement that opens and closes
with the same question—“Do you care for yourself?” —Park writes:
“However uncomfortable, questions that awaken the ‘T’ are a bless-
ing for an artist.” In a society growing sick in isolation by forsaking
the questions that most need to be asked, she takes on, through art,
the task of “asking the unasked questions” and “hearing the unheard
answers,” sending tremors through what has been taken for granted.6
These questions have drawn Park—who describes herself as a deep-
ly private person—into sustained confrontation: with the abandoned
dreams of her contemporaries, the lives of women workers, the soli-

tary deaths of the elderly, the unmourned deaths of the COVID-19

4
”  Interview with Park Hyesoo, 5
Korea Artist Prize website, 2019, Park Hyesoo, Unasked Questions,
https://koreaartistprize.org/projec Unheard Answers: Artist’s Note by
t/%EB%B0%95%ED %98%9C% Visual Artist Park Hyesoo 6
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Park Hyesoo

A Man Without a Country,
2023

Shredded Korean banknotes,
sound, speakers, electric
fans, mirrors, manual lottery
machines, survey paper, neon
sign, and hanging steel mobile,
dimensions variable
Commissioned by

Sharjah Biennial 15

7
See the artwork description
and artist’s note in “Exhibition)
BORDER 155_Seoul Museum of
Art_2017.12.5.-2018.2.4.,” Studio
SOOBOX website, https://www.

phsoo.com/index.php?mid=board_

NeVm29&page=2&document_
srl=899.

pandemic, and, once again, the lives of those who have fled North Ko-
rea—culminating in her work A Man Without a Country Ver. 25.

Another defining aspect of Park’s practice is her method of
accumulation and articulation—developing earlier works and recon-
figuring them in response to the urgencies of the present. The work
presented here, A Man Without a Country Ver. 25 evolves from Par-
adise on Earth,” presented in BORDER 155 at the Seoul Museum of

Artin 2017, and from A Man Without a Country, exhibited at

the 15th Sharjah Biennial in 2023.8 In the 2017 work, viewers

moved through a dark corridor suffused with North Korean

broadcasts before arriving at a space flooded with light. Yet

this illuminated chamber was enclosed by translucent fabric

densely inscribed with words of prejudice and hatred directed

at those who had fled North Korea—words that grew sharper
and more legible the closer one approached. In the 2023 Sharjah iter-
ation, these utterances were reconfigured as sound mobiles. Through
this evolving body of work, Park poses a series of insistent questions:
Is the Republic of Korea—reached at the risk of one’s life—truly “a
society where success follows sincere effort”? Do you still hold on to
the long-cherished hopes you once harbored? Does the state possess
the will to protect its citizens when they face hardship? Can one freely
voice one’s thoughts without encountering discrimination? Unable to
answer “yes” to a single one of these questions, Park reflects: “Some-
one who had crossed the border just three months earlier once called
South Korea ‘paradise on earth.” Yet in that very ‘paradise,” thousands
upon thousands of young people fold away their long-held dreams
just to survive.” What Park insists on here is not the “difference” be-
tween those who fled North Korea and South Korean citizens, but the
“sameness” of the suffering both endure.

The questions that seek to trace a shared suffering between peo-
ple who have fled North Korea and South Korean citizens emerge from
a deeper sensibility: a recognition that those who have crossed borders
and artists alike are bound by the instability of their lives. Park has of-
ten remarked that she cannot inhabit the position of an artist around
the clock—that her life is equally shaped by the demands of survival
and everyday living. For her, art lies in transforming the problems en-
countered in life through shifts in one’s psychological state. The Dream
You Abandoned began at a moment of burnout, reached after years of
struggling to survive as a woman artist in her thirties. Likewise, works
such as Let’s Be Neighbors! and To Future Generations took shape
from a desire to avoid dying alone. The concrete, affective states tied to

8
For the exhibition video of this work,
see Park Hyesoo, “A Man without
a Country,” YouTube video, March
6, 2023, https://www.youtube.com/ 9
watch?v=6gCZOIQobrk. See note 7 for more details.
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social suffering that run through these works were later condensed into
a poem by Park, titled The Invisible People.

I sleep, eat, and walk with a body
that has no emotion, smell, or breath.

I grope myself to see If I am even alive.
‘Am I dead or alive?’

Here only live the ones who breathe secretly,
where their presence can be sensed, but faces are not to be seen.
Often seen from behind, my comrades who hide even when

they cry alone.10

At the core of Park’s disruptive questions—questions that refuse both
preemptive surrender and preemptive exclusion—lies a sustained atten-
tiveness to those who exist yet are rendered absent, and a sensibility
rooted in connection. At once profoundly personal and therefore po-
litical, A Man Without a Country Ver. 25 opens onto a world in which
the suffering of those who fled North Korea becomes inseparable from
what we recognize as “our” suffering.

“Our” Position Revealed by “Their” Answers

A Man Without a Country Ver. 25 comprises an array of elements: writ-
ten interviews with fifty people who fled North Korea; six-channel
sound mobiles that interweave discriminatory remarks gathered from
public rallies with personal testimonies; mirrored chandeliers; a vacu-
um cleaner that ceaselessly repeats the same phrase; shredded currency
provided by the Bank of Korea; sculptural forms evoking guard posts
and searchlights; and graffiti conjuring an image of a so-called “par-
adise on earth.” Each component is grounded in concrete reality, yet
when assembled, the installation subverts the familiar, formulaic im-
agery typically associated with those who have crossed the border. At
first glance, it is not immediately apparent that the work addresses the
prejudice and hatred they encounter in South Korean society.

Upon entering the world of A Man Without a Country Ver.
25, one confronts wall graffiti that shimmers like a mirage rising from
desert dunes. To the left stands a structure resembling a surveillance
post; to the right hang six sound mobiles and mirrored chandeliers. Be-
fore the graffiti, shredded banknotes spread across the floor in drifting
mounds, while a machine evocative of a guard tower sends the frag-
ments swirling through the air. Inscribed across the walls are phrases
laden with irony —“Your Search for Freedom Is Over” and “Paradise

Park, Unasked Questions, Unheard

Answers, 216-217.
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on Earth” —alongside an inverted anarchist symbol, etched like an un-
familiar, almost cosmic script. The sound mobiles and mirrored chan-
deliers, which suggest spacecraft inexplicably grounded in the desert,
draw viewers in through their bold asymmetry and the trembling in-
stability of light refracted by sweeping searchlights. Sounds emitted by
the mobiles overlap and merge into a restless murmur, while luminous
reflections scatter the viewer’s gaze in all directions. Then, as one’s at-
tention drifts sideways, it encounters a wall densely papered with sur-
vey sheets—each inscribed with words of prejudice and hatred directed
at those who fled.

Only after encountering the survey texts does the installation
begin to register as a work addressing the lives of those who fled North
Korea, drawing viewers closer to the sound mobiles—and to the work
as a whole. The sound mobiles come to evoke the precarity of their
lives; the mirrored chandeliers, refracting the searchlights of the sur-
veillance post, suggest gazes that monitor them in North Korea and
dissect them through discrimination in South Korea; the desert gestures
toward the borders of China, Laos, and Thailand that had to be crossed
before arrival; and the glittering fragments of shredded currency evoke
the hollowness of the exhilarated dreams once projected onto South
Korea. A Man Without a Country Ver. 25 also features a vacuum clean-
er fitted with a loudspeaker. Its sharp, staccato bursts punctuate the
murmuring sounds of the mobiles, repeating again and again the voice
of a young woman who fled North Korea: “I dream the country---”
Mechanical and fractured, the voice loops endlessly, as if unheard and
unacknowledged —a malfunctioning recording that comes to resem-
ble South Korea’s hollow promise, its proclamation of a future utopia
shaped by Al that lures refugees, migrants, and border-crossers into its
orbit.

The work was first presented at the 15th Sharjah Biennial in
2023. There, as in the current exhibition, sound mobiles, mirrored
chandeliers, and shredded currency appeared; the words of hatred,
however, were inscribed on the windows of a bank building on Shar-
jah’s Bank Street: “Go back to your country. Go back to the North.”
These phrases disrupted any attempt to passively take in the cityscape
beyond the glass, rendering the view deliberately uncomfortable and
prompting renewed questions about Sharjah itself as a site. The streets
of Sharjah—where the Biennial unfolded —are largely populated by mi-
grant laborers working in Dubai, who comprise an estimated 80 to 90
percent of the area’s residents. In this district of migrants, Park herself
experienced being marked and excluded as a foreigner. “Immigrant,”
“refugee,” and “border-crosser” are not fixed identities; as Park’s own
experience makes clear, anyone can be positioned similarly depending
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on circumstance. From a distance, the installation appears enigmat-
ic—shimmering like spacecraft hovering above a desert landscape. Up
close, it reveals a dense entanglement of hatred and testimony. Refusing
to reduce those who fled North Korea to a singular, formulaic identi-
ty or image, the work instead charges back at “us”—the citizens who
preemptively exclude them —with a disruptive question.

Confronted with that question—“What kind of country do
you dream of?”—a question to which “here and now” can never be
an honest answer, we, the citizens, are compelled to recognize that our
dreams are not so different from theirs. The scattered glints of shredded
currency, the precious belongings embedded in that desert of money —
objects abandoned while crossing borders—and the individual lives
inscribed as tiny points within the graffiti begin to shimmer into view.
At last, the gestures of those who dared to cross borders in pursuit of
an exhilarated dream —who broke down, began again, and persisted —
emerge as both heartrending and resolute.

Park speaks candidly about the origins of her work with those
who fled North Korea: it began as a commission. For an artist with-
out financial security, the opportunity to secure production funding
and conduct interviews was undeniably appealing. Yet the project
commenced with a firm resolve—not to compromise with the com-
missioning body’s framing or agenda. With this determination in place,
Park conducted a written survey with fifty people who had crossed the
border from North Korea, framed by the provocation: “South Korea,
where hope fades; North Korea, where freedom is scarce—which is
more wretched?”

The survey deliberately avoids privileging either South Korea
or North Korea. Instead, it comprises accessible, straightforward ques-
tions that bring into relief the prevailing prejudices and hatred direct-
ed at those who fled North Korea. Park has explained that her initial
intention was to focus on the “differences” between the two Koreas.
However, as she grew increasingly concerned about the biases embed-
ded in South Korean mass media, her focus shifted. Rather than rein-
forcing a binary opposition, she sought to foreground the discrepancy
between everyday life in North Korea as it is lived and as it is common-
ly represented in South Korea.!! The ten questions are as follows:

1) What was the primary reason you decided to leave North Korea?

2) What images or expectations of South Korea did you hold at
the time of your departure?

3) How has your perception of South Korea changed since living
here?

4) What aspects of South Korean society do you think people in

11
See the survey for Paradise on Earth
(Seoul Museum of Art, 2017) and
the “Summary of Survey Contents”
(provided by the artist). All survey
quotes below are taken from this
summary.
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North Korea misunderstand?

5) What aspects of everyday life in North Korea do you think
South Koreans misunderstand? (What was the most absurd or
inaccurate claim about North Korea that you encountered
after arriving in the South?)

6) What forms of prejudice in South Korean society have been
most difficult for you to endure?

7) What strategies have you developed to cope with or push back
against such prejudice?

8) What do “freedom” and “hope” mean to those who have fled
North Korea?

9) In South Korea, where you are allowed to speak freely, what

do you most wish to do?
10)  What dreams have you had to abandon, and what hopes do
you hold now?

Among the ten survey questions, numbers 2, 3, 5, and 6 are particular-
ly uncomfortable for many South Korean readers. Questions 2 and 3
reveal the fantasies many respondents once held about South Korea—
and the moment those fantasies collapsed. As one respondent recalled,
there was “a paradise on earth--- the illusion that money would simply
fall from the sky once you arrived in South Korea.” With such expec-
tations, many risked their lives to migrate, believing that hard work
would allow them to earn enough to live happily with their families, or
to receive medical treatment for injured legs and chronic pain. Yet South
Korea revealed itself as a place where, as respondents put it, “nothing
is possible without money,” where even basic medical care remained
out of reach, and where one must work relentlessly simply to survive.
Questions 5 and 6 expose prejudices that verge on hatred —attitudes
that preemptively exclude those who fled North Korea. Respondents
express anger at assumptions that North Koreans “can’t even manage
one meal a day,” that they “lie easily and can’t endure hunger,” or that
“after reunification, South Korea will have to feed all of North Ko-
rea.” Many describe suffering discrimination based on their manner of
speech, being treated as potential spies under the peninsula’s enduring
division, and enduring contempt rooted in economic disparity.
Question 10 is especially significant, as it links the shattered
dreams of those who fled North Korea with the circumstances of South
Koreans who have themselves preemptively abandoned their dreams.
While some responses address displacement directly —such as the de-
sire to reunite with family —most articulate aspirations that are strik-
ingly ordinary: to attend university, to work as a designer or swimmer,
to earn enough to support a family in health and stability. Nearly all



were dreams relinquished for economic reasons, reduced in the end to
a single wish: simply to be well. These are not dreams fundamentally
different from those held by South Koreans.

Those who fled North Korea occupy a distinctive position
within the spectrum of migrants and refugees in South Korea. Migrant
workers and asylum seekers, lacking citizenship, live with the constant
threat of detention and deportation. Even when subjected to harsher
labor conditions, they have little room to protest, and differences of
race and language make it impossible to pass as “Korean.” Those who
crossed from the North, by contrast, are granted citizenship and are
formally recognized as part of the same ethnic nation. Yet from the
moment they arrive, they find themselves displaced from within—fig-
ures who belong on paper but remain misaligned inside South Korean
society. As a result, prejudice and hostility take on more subtle forms,
shaped not by overt exclusion but by class disparity, ideological divides
between capitalism and socialism, and finely calibrated distinctions of
language.

This fragile, shifting boundary between those who fled North
Korea and South Korean citizens can deepen preemptive exclusion—
but it can also open a possibility for connection. By focusing not on dif-
ference but on sameness, A Man Without a Country draws out a shared
experience of abandoned dreams, expanding the stories of those who
crossed the border into stories that belong to everyone. Park’s pointed
remark—“Aren’t those who fled, artists, researchers, and hikikomori
all quite similar?” —invites us to imagine the years of struggle she en-
dured as a woman artist living alone. The question posed in Project
Dialogue Vol. 3: Definition of Botong (Archive) (2013-2018)—“What
did they want to become while wearing ordinary clothes?” —reveals a
desire not simply to belong, but to be recognized as part of a collective
“we.” In A Man Without a Country, this desire confronts the anxiety
of that very “we” who exclude and stigmatize those who fled. The fear
of dying alone explored in works such as Let’s be Neighbors!, To Future
Generations, and Perfect Family. Inc extends into a haunting question:
What might the final moments of a woman who fled North Korea be
like? Likewise, the longing expressed in Our Joyful Young Days—to
encounter the unguarded, unadorned faces of Guro Industrial Com-
plex workers as they recall their first loves—reappears as a desire to
ask, without prejudice or hatred, what those who fled once dreamed
of. These questions and works, shaped through Park’s life as both artist
and ordinary person, assemble an archive that links those who have
been preemptively excluded from “us.”

Yet such connections—and the shifts in perception they re-
quire—are neither easy nor instantaneous. Researcher Sungkyung
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Kim, who met and interviewed more than 150 women who fled North
Korea in Yanji, China, reflects candidly on this difficulty. Despite en-
countering their vitality, their complex positions, and the solidarities
they forged, she acknowledges that it “took longer than expected” to
stop seeing them as “victims of the North Korean regime or of poverty
and starvation,” and to begin seeing them simply as “people—no dif-
ferent from anyone, anywhere.”12 At the same time, she describes how
meeting these women led to what she calls “a remarkable experience of
encountering a new ‘self’”: moments of acute awareness of the depth
of division, moments of solidarity as women, and moments in which
sustained interaction compelled her to reconsider where she herself
stood.13

What, then, was the question Park hoped to place before her
audience—and to work through with them—throughout the A Man
Without a Country series? Might it have been aimed at the new forms
of “I” that take shape where two forces collide: the abyssal anxiety she
senses in South Korean society as she confronts the lives of women who
fled North Korea, and a pull toward solidarity with those made vulner-
able? Whether she intended it or not, what comes into view through
the fifty surveys and the installation may be our own position—the
position of “we”: those who, having already preemptively abandoned
our dreams, go on to preemptively exclude those rendered vulnerable.

Misaligned and Ruptured: A Polyphony of Testimony ( <~ Hatred)

What form do hatred —and testimony (a pairing that seems to demand
the conjunction “and” simply to be named together)—take in South
Korea today? Since around 2018, when 710,000 South Koreans signed
a petition opposing the acceptance of Yemeni refugees, Korea’s streets
are no longer sites reserved for progressive rallies alone. Speech border-
ing on hatred toward minorities now reverberates alongside calls for
minority rights, colliding and overlapping in public space.

This collision is audible even within the sound mobiles—sus-
pended, unstable structures where blunt expressions of hatred resound
alongside intimate testimony drawn from the lived experiences of those
who fled North Korea. When hatred and testimony are forced into
the same sonic field, their textures and pressures are so radically mis-
matched that listening can feel physically unsettling, almost feverish.
Yet this is not an aesthetic exaggeration. It is the concrete condition
under which hatred and testimony coexist in South Korea today. Ha-
tred is not confined to extremists or distant others. It circulates close
at hand —embedded in the words and thoughts of those who consider
themselves “ordinary,” even decent. It surfaces in ofthand remarks, in-

12
Sungkyung Kim, Women Who Have
Survived Make the World: Being a
Woman in a Divided Country (Paju: 13
Changbi, 2023), 10. Ibid., 13.
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ner murmurs, casual backtalk. These everyday, often barely percepti-
ble forms of hatred function as mechanisms of preemptive exclusion.
In routine encounters, they compel migrants, refugees, and those who
fled North Korea to lower their voices, to fall silent, to move through
the world as though they were never meant to be seen. When Park de-
scribes the sound mobiles as “symbolizing hatred that is invisible, yet
suspended in the air around us,” she draws attention precisely to this
condition: hatred as something unremarkable, ambient, and pervasive.

This hatred is not only imposed from outside; it is internalized by those
who bear it, becoming preemptive surrender itself. The self-censorship
carried by those forced into silence is born of sheer necessity —a strat-
egy for survival. Yet that very desperation makes it all the harder to
break free from the cycle of preemptive surrender.

One telling example appears in the survey materials exhibited
in 2017. The questionnaires existed in two versions. Many respond-
ents, shaped by deep-rooted fears of ideological surveillance under the
North Korean regime, initially provided answers they thought gov-
ernment authorities and institutions would approve. Only later, after
grasping the true intent of the questions, did they ask to revise their
responses—necessitating the reprinting of the forms.!# Similarly, many
hide their North Korean dialect or accent, either falling silent or passing
themselves off as Korean Chinese. What is needed is a safe space where
one can speak freely and fully —in one’s own dialect—without fear. Lis-
tening to the sound mobiles produces a double jolt. On the one hand,
the language of hatred sounds disturbingly familiar—uncomfortably
close to thoughts one might recognize as one’s own. On the other, the
testimonies reveal moments of unexpected insight and reflection. As
hatred and testimony rupture one another while coexisting, the com-
plicity embedded in “Koreanness” comes into sharper focus, even as
the stigmatizing label of “North Korean defector” begins to dissolve.
Between the two, a field of new questions takes shape.

Sound Mobile 1. The voices of two men engaged in casual back-
biting. Recorded in English for the 2023 Sharjah Biennial, it produces
an unexpected effect: invoking not only the hierarchy between South
Koreans and those who fled, but also hierarchies between West and
East. Enraged that someone who fled has applied to work at his café,
the speaker unleashes a torrent of slurs: lazy, greedy, unknowable, spies,
starving monkeys, barely human—freeloaders who exploit the system
and damage the country. Even setting these words down makes the
chest tighten—an involuntary response to the naked anxiety and hos-
tility that surface when those long kept at a distance suddenly appear,
demanding rights that were always theirs.

Sound Mobile 2. Hate speech whispered in Korean—so inti-

“Paradise on Earth (2017-),” Studio

SOOBOX website, https:/www.
phsoo.com/board_dWhr48/15876.
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mate it feels as though one has stumbled upon a private thought. As
listeners lean in, they find themselves subtly displaced: no longer sim-
ply receiving the words, they inhabit the position of the whisperer. The
realization unsettles: these words lie uncomfortably close to thoughts
that may have surfaced, unexamined, in the minds of “us Koreans.” In
this recognition, unconscious complicity comes sharply into view.

Sound Mobile 3. A middle-aged woman who fled North Ko-
rea, her Northern accent still audible. She recalls deciding to leave after
hearing that a single year’s earnings in South Korea could sustain a fam-
ily in China for four or five years. After surviving near-fatal crossings
through North Korea, Laos, and Thailand, she arrived and wept upon
hearing, “We warmly welcome you who have come seeking freedom.”
She believed South Korea would differ from Laos or Thailand, where
she had been scorned as an “illegal border-crosser from a wretched
country.” That belief did not last long. Alone for a week in a tiny sub-
sidized apartment for people with disabilities—no one asking whether
she was alive—dismissed when she tried to explain her desire to work
as a caregiver, she recalls: “I wept bitterly.” Eventually she found work
as a caregiver, sleeping in the same room as an elderly woman others
avoided because of the smell. “T held her hand through the night,” she
says, voice wavering. “Because I was starved for closeness.” Yet her
testimony carries more than suffering. It speaks of pride and self-de-
termination: turning her North Korean background into a profession-
al identity, becoming a journalist, bringing her son South, confronting
prejudice within the community of those who fled. She observes how
women favor marriage exclusively to South Korean men, how they ask
whether a sophisticated man is South Korean—while others pass them-
selves off as ethnic Koreans from China. There is a clarity and vitality
to her voice that resists easy reduction, and in listening, I find an unex-
pected sense of relief.

Sound Mobile 4. A young woman who fled North Korea,
speaking in English. Her testimony is calm and measured. She recounts
the violence and dangers she encountered on her way to South Korea.
In the pauses between her words, attention shifts to what remains un-
said —to experiences withheld or left out. Then a line cuts through: “I
really want to leave South Korea.” She reaches toward a third place—
beyond North Korean surveillance and South Korean discrimina-
tion—where she can, as she puts it, “just talk like a stranger.” In South
Korea and across English-language contexts, first-person accounts by
women who fled are too often circulated in ways that monetize the
visible—face, youth, body —more readily than they attend to what is
said.15 Against that economy of attention, her faceless, anonymous
English utterance reads as refusal: a statement that will not be reduced
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to an image. And her words do not remain hers alone. They also extend
beyond her words, calling to mind young South Koreans who dream
of abandoning the nation-state altogether—paradoxically imagining
themselves as self-chosen exiles.

Sound Mobile 5. At conservative rallies, one is confronted with
how the lives of those who fled North Korea are put to use. Loudspeak-
ers crackle and blare —so sharp they swallow every other sound. In that
sonic crush, lives are rewritten into a ready-made patriotic narrative:
people who “risked their lives to seek freedom,” who traveled “tens of
thousands of miles,” and who now live their “second lives in the em-
brace of the Republic.” Layered over this are hymns and the accordion
strains of the so-called “Imjingang Art Troupe,” said to be “creating a
new culture of integration.” What circulates here is not testimony in
its complexity, but a smoothed, repurposed story—mobilized in the
service of ideology.

Sound Mobile 6. Finally, the sixth mobile—the one that de-
mands attention. Even when hatred and testimony occupy the same
sonic field, this work reveals how fundamentally different they are—
and how many registers a single testimony can hold. A middle-aged
woman sings, her voice aching and clear: “Like a migratory bird, I will
leave—to wander like a nomad, searching somewhere in this world
for a place to lay down my heart.” Into that lyric intrudes a crude
voice: “Ah, those North Koreans—nothing but liars.” Her refrain re-
turns— “What is life?” —only to be threaded through by another voice,
younger: “I had so many thoughts.” The older woman returns: “Must
I live with unending greed?” The younger voice follows: “Once, my
comrade and I, we talked.” And relentlessly, as though it cannot stop
instructing, the loudspeaker’s heated rhetoric breaks in again and again:
“Soon, unification—that is to say, the North Korean forces---” What
unfolds is a polyphony that refuses resolution. The contrast is so stark
it demonstrates—through collision itself —that hatred and testimony
can never occupy the same plane. What results does not console. It
charges straight into the listener’s chest.

Throughout history, silenced lives have repeatedly been sealed
shut through violence: Koreans massacred during the Great Kanto
Earthquake for their imperfect Japanese; women gagged during witch
trials to prevent speech.16 And yet, despite these mechanisms of oppres-
sion and control, testimonies—like songs—have endured: murmured
low, passed from woman to woman, threading their way through re-
gimes of control and currents of hatred. For this reason, the singing
voices in the final sound mobile strike with particular force. They illu-
minate what we —the so-called ordinary “we” —have refused to hear or
see, quietly casting aside what may be the most precious things within
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us. At the same time, they compel us to confront what we would rather
not acknowledge: our own complicity, our fractured values, and the
extremes of competition, tension, and exclusion that structure our lives.
Following these voices—carrying sorrow and shame at once—Park’s
disruptive questions press against the logics of preemptive exclusion
and preemptive surrender. They draw audiences closer to these wom-
en’s songs, insist on attentive listening, and finally invite us to begin
asking questions from Where the Small Begins.

Graffiti That Pricks “Our” Eyes:
From “Thrilling Dreams” to “Another World”

A Man Without a Country Ver. 25 drives a blunt question—why—
through a chain of sharp contrasts: exhilaration and futility, expectation
and disappointment, the crossing of a border and the discovery that
nothing has changed. Why must life be like this? “Is this place, reached
by crossing borders, truly a ‘paradise on earth’?” Are the dreams dis-
carded in the lives of those who fled North Korea and those born in the
South really so different? And do “we”—in all our plurality —actually
have a country?

When dreams splinter against the walls of nation and capital,
both Koreas gather up the shards and put them back to work. Each side
proclaims itself a “paradise on earth.” Park Hyesoo locates the false
promise of that language in the Ryugyong Hotel in Pyongyang: con-
ceived in 1987 as an answer to Seoul’s 63 Building, yet left hollow—an
edifice unable even to sustain the electricity its spectacle demanded. That
intuition resurfaced in her 2023 presentation for the Sharjah Biennial,

titled Paradise on Earth. In a city hollowed into a dormitory

landscape for migrant labor, one building alone seems to glow.

It glitters like the expectations of those lured there by promises

of a better life—refugees, migrants, people who crossed bor-

ders—and it casts its light downward, like the tears that will

soon fall when that glitter hardens into disappointment. In

the current exhibition, that arc of expectation and collapse re-
turns as monumental graffiti and scrawled messages. Graffiti—illegal in
North Korea and often read in the South as a sign of freedom—begins
to resemble, here, South Korea’s own Ryugyong Hotel: a luminous
facade. “Paradise on Earth,” “Your Search for Freedom is Over” —the
words shine, yet they ring with an eerie hollowness. Watching the cur-
rent peak of the Korean Wave—its glittering promises—one might be
haunted by what may come: that migrants, refugees, and those who
fled North Korea, lured by that shimmer, will find their expectations
hardening into pain and disappointment.
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And yet graffiti belongs, by definition, to the exterior wall. In
that sense, it can be the wall that divides one side from another —and at
the same time a breach: an expressive exit cut into the very surface that
separates. From within this double bind —graffiti as barrier, graffiti as
opening—two remarks by an old friend, K, an activist who edited the
essay collection Hello, Korea! by listening closely to refugees’ voices,
remain close at hand. One concerns the “state” itself —not as a negotia-
ble entity, but as a structure that does not budge, no matter how fierce-
ly one pushes against it. “We felt as if we were blocked by a massive
barrier. The harder we tried to scale it through sheer will, the more we
felt ourselves being torn to pieces. The problem was everywhere. -+
Korean society is structured around non-refugees, and systematically
conceals violence against refugees.”!” K also speaks of refugee voic-
es in this way: “Voices forced to endure in silence—even after being
assaulted by immigration officials—out of fear it would affect their
screening results; voices whose entire lives were doubted and branded
‘lies” during status determination; voices worn down by repeated ques-
tions— “Where are you from?’ “Why Korea?’ —that became harder and
harder to answer; voices subjected to unwanted ‘protection’ by media,
support groups, and non-refugees, only to have a ‘refugee’ identity
imposed on them and their speech dismissed; voices scattered because
no one listened, no matter how loudly they cried out.”8 Out of these
concerns, K gathered forty-three refugees—whom K calls “writers.”
Between 2017 and 2021, eighty-one essays on freely chosen themes
were received; fifty were translated and compiled into a single volume.
The force of that collection lies partly in what it refuses: a single, stand-
ardized way of “being a refugee.”

Placed beside K’s two observations, Park’s graffiti demands
another look. Peering into this mirage of “paradise,” tiny houses
come into view—embedded like grains of rice, glittering in bright
colors. Before that shimmer, a passage Park wrote while working on
Our Joyful Young Days returns: “What is truly in people’s hearts?
People who want to live as though they are nothing— half-present,
barely there, erased into silence. Rather than casting blame, the task
was understood to begin elsewhere: with unearthing what they had
buried deep inside. If possible, something they cherish; someone
before whom they might reveal their real selves.”19 Here, the sub-
ject—“people” —can be reread, first, as “those who fled,” then as
“we non-humans,” and then again as “the ‘we’ we do not yet know.”
With each substitution, the question shifts. What begins to take shape
is an imagining of how this graffiti—through the rice-grain lives em-
bedded within it—cracks the false promise of “paradise” and presses
against the wall and the gaze of nation, capital, and race, opening
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onto other exits and other questions for its viewers.

Park has described “feeling each other’s weight” as the ethical
cost of curiosity and questioning. With that in mind —remembering
that “a work about ‘us’ is also a work about what lies beyond us” —she
is preparing next year’s solo exhibition, Not Real, but More Present
than Truth (working title). What might this exhibition begin to open
beyond the “
sage—on homeland and hope—deserves to be set alongside this one:

we” that has gradually hardened into a wall? Another pas-

words by the Zainichi Korean writer Suh Kyung-sik. After two older
brothers who had gone to South Korea to study in the 1960s were im-
prisoned by the dictatorship, Suh confronted the reality of the “home-
land” and wrote: “For the diaspora, ‘homeland’ is not nostalgia. It is
not a territory enclosed by borders. It is not a community petrified
by notions of continuity in ‘blood” and ‘culture.” It names a place in
which the injustices enforced by colonial rule and racism must never be
allowed to take hold. We, the diaspora, seek a ‘true homeland’ beyond
the modern nation-state.”20

And whenever Japanese society, in effect, declared to Zainichi
Koreans, “You have no future here,” Suh turned instead to the remark
Edward Said—Palestinian writer and scholar —recalled near the end of
his life: “It seems the place where I stand is the final frontier, and I am
gazing at the final sky. Though I know nothing lies ahead and our fate
is annihilation, still we ask: “Where do we go from here?” We want an-
other doctor’s diagnosis. We cannot accept being told simply, “You are
dead.” We want to move forward.”2! Park hopes that, although South
Korea is not the country many who fled had imagined, they might
nonetheless endure. To endure means refusing to accept the immova-
ble wall of nation and capital, and refusing to internalize the relentless
whisper insisting they are erased beings. It is the strength to continue
questioning—to imagine yet another world and move forward. The
hope, then, is that this world begins exactly where the exhibition title
suggests it should: Where the Small Begins—from the lived experiences
of women who fled North Korea.

Park has long begun her questions from what is often called the
universal: dreams, heartbreak, first love, the everyday, family, mourn-
ing. By contrast, I have tried to begin from what is small—the colo-
nized, minorities, diaspora, refugees, nonhuman beings—despite the
clear limits of my own position. Whether intended or not, Park’s work
carries the difficulties and sustained struggles that mark a life lived as
a woman artist. I also sense a shared contemporaneity between us: “I
also sense a shared contemporaneity between us: Park, whose youth
unfolded in the period marked by the IMF crisis and end-of-century

anxieties, positioned between the fervor of the 1980s labor movement
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and the later feminism reboot; and I, who recognize that same climate
as my own.” On the basis of this shared time, it feels newly significant
that the small question at which we meet—Park beginning from the
universal, and I seeking to begin from the particular—turns out to be
the lives of people who fled North Korea. At the point where her ori-
entation toward universality and my orientation toward particularity
meet—where abandoned dreams and shattered dreams encounter one
another —what held-breath voice might finally find words?

In this pause between answers and questions, let the story of
Soonyoung—an elder figure among women who had fled—be in-
scribed here. Researcher Sungkyung Kim met her in Yanji. Known as
banjang, she supported their lives in countless practical ways. Proud to
the core, Soonyoung spoke not only of providing for her family but
of her deep concern for public matters. Even as the interview unfold-
ed, requests continued to reach her—requests for necessities, questions
about new jobs, about new places to stay. “We could not go on living
this way,” she said —and gathered her courage to organize a small liveli-
hood project with other women, hand-knitting dish scrubbers to sell.22
Kim describes being moved as she watched “the most marginalized and
the most precarious build solidarity with one another.”23 And then, one
day, Soonyoung chose to settle in South Korea. She received a small
subsidized apartment, and her days gradually narrowed to a very lim-
ited circle. Kim writes that it became difficult to recognize the spirited
figure who once spoke of unification and peace while caring for women
at the border; it seemed as though one of the meanings that had sus-
tained her life had quietly fallen away.24 In South Korea—where having
a home of one’s own finally became possible —what relationships were
lost? What dreams were laid down?

And as Park’s surveys and interviews also show, most of the
women who fled are mothers. In the lives they have chosen in South
Korea, what dreams have they refused to relinquish? What new ties are
being formed —quietly, stubbornly —amid what had to be lost? With
these questions held open, another task emerges: how might one draw
closer?

Park’s work transforms such concerns into questions that press
insistently toward the universal. From that pressure arises a different
hope—an opening toward lives that once seemed unreachable, and
toward transformations not yet imaginable. Her work possesses the
power to bring us into constant confrontation: with the unpredicta-
ble questions themselves, with a “we” that ruptures, and with the ev-
er-shifting “they.”
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