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“Mom, I want to come home”: Geographies of compound displacement, violence and 
longing

Orhon Myadar (School of Geography and Development, University of Arizona)

Ronald A. Davidson (Department of Geography and Environmental Studies, California State 
University, Northridge) 

Abstract
This article focuses on former “comfort woman” Gil Won-ok’s story to explore the dialectical 
relationship between place and self, or what Edward Casey calls the “geographical self.” Gil was
one of thousands of women who were used as sex slaves by the Imperial Army of Japan at 
“comfort stations” during World War II. Taken from her hometown of Pyongyang when she was 
fourteen years old, Gil endured years of compounding violence in displacement away from her 
family and homeland. Today, at age 92, Gil still does not know what happened to her family as 
the division of Korea prevented her from returning home, extending her displacement. Despite 
the scale and brutal nature of this state-sponsored violence against thousands of young women 
and girls, geographic scholarship is critically lacking in addressing this violence. We hope to fill 
this gap. Theoretically, the article contributes to the broader literature on the dyad of place and 
self, and we do so by broadening the discussion of the geographical self to better understand the 
violence of displacement and longing for one’s lost place. But most importantly this article 
would make a modest contribution of recognition to Gil’s long struggle and perseverance. 

Key Words: Gil Won-ok; comfort women; geographical self; place and self; gendered 
violence; displacement.



“Mom, I want to come home”: Geographies of compound displacement, violence and 
longing

Places come into us lastingly; once having been in a particular place for any 

considerable time - or even briefly, if our experience there has been intense - we are 

forever marked by that place, which lingers in us indefinitely and in a thousand ways, 

many too attenuated to specify (Casey, 2001:414).

1. Introduction

Director Tiffany Hsiung (2016) follows the stories of three women in her award-winning 

documentary, The Apology. Affectively referred to as “grandmothers”- Grandma Gil, Grandma 

Adela, Grandma Cao - the three women hail from Korea1, the Philippines and China, 

respectively. Despite the geographic distance between them, a shared history unites the three 

elderly women. They were among the thousands of young women and girls who were used as 

“comfort women” by the Imperial Army of Japan during World War II. The euphemism points to

the cruel irony of the violence, displacement and sexual slavery to which an estimated 200,000 

women were subjected across the Asia-Pacific in the areas controlled by Imperial Japan during 

the war.2 The Apology offers a rare glimpse into the lives of survivors of this horrific violence, 

their shared struggles of reconciling with their painful past, their hope of receiving a formal 

apology from the Japanese government and their collective sense of running out of time to do so.

While the women all exemplify loss, resolve and perseverance, Gil Won-ok’s story 

stands out in that she has never made it home. Both Grandmas Cao and Adela returned to their 

hometowns and families after the war and have rebuilt their lives in the places to which they felt 
1 We intentionally left out North/South designation as Gil is from both of the Koreas. 
2 We are attentive to the absurdity and cruelty the term carries, but to capture its visceral irony, we use the term in 
quotation marks in this paper. 



they belonged. Both struggled with the pain, sorrow, and shame that former “comfort women” 

typically experienced upon returning home, but at least they were home. Gil, however, was 

prevented from returning to her hometown of Pyongyang as Korea became divided before she 

could make her way back, stranding her across one of the most militarized borders in the world 

from her family and the town that had been her home. At 92, Gil still does not know what 

became of her family, or even if they survived the war. She lives in a shelter for former “comfort

women” run by an NGO in Seoul (Korean Council, 2019). A poem she has written, “Letter to 

Mother,” captures her visceral sense of displacement, agony and longing (Gil, 2017). In her own 

voice, expressing deep pain buried within, she recites the poem in a recording available on 

YouTube.

Mom, I want to come home.

When I close my eyes, I am sitting on the floor of my house in Pyongyang, my 

hometown.

Ah, the sweet smell, refreshing wind… 

The sun is setting on the mountaintop, 

but mother, who left with lots of goods on top of her head to sell in the market, has not 

returned home yet. The darkness begins to cover my home’s yard. 

I can see mom’s fuzzy image in front of that darkness. 

“Mom!” 

How long has it been since I felt mom’s warm embrace? 

I dash into her. 

But mom suddenly disappears into the darkness like a fog. 



And the fourteen year old Won-ok also disappears into the void. 

Now, an 88-year-old grandma stands alone in front of the darkness.

Mom, I want to go back home.

Using Gil’s poem as our guide and interlocutor, we provide theoretical considerations on matters

of place and self. The theoretical section helps us situate different vignettes in Gil’s story and 

better understand how she has related to these different places and how her geographical self has 

been shaped by different memories and by those around her. To explore the interconnectedness 

of place and self, we ground our theory on a close reading of Edward Casey’s important work on

the geographical self. Casey’s conceptualization of the geographical self offers a sophisticated 

treatment of the dialectical relations between self and place and how they mutually shape and are

shaped by each other. 

While Casey’s analysis is critical in understanding Gil’s life journey since she left her 

hometown, Casey does not closely attend to the concept of displacement, specifically a kind of 

displacement that is forced and extended in nature. We thus augment Casey’s analysis to 

examine a case of forced separation between self and place and how being forcefully displaced 

from one’s home engenders longing and impacts a person’s sense of self. The focus on 

displacement and longing helps us better understand important questions about Gil’s story. How 

has she kept alive her vivid sense of home through the years of displacement both during and 

after the war? What does her memory of her lost childhood home tell us about her continued 

negotiation of the violent experiences she endured as a “comfort woman”? And what does she 

make of Seoul, the place she has lived most of her life? To explore these questions, we follow 

the theoretical section with a historical narrative of Gil’s life around different vignettes. We 



anchor these vignettes with a brief discussion of gender, sexuality and a masculine ontology of 

male comfort as the context for understanding the social and political conditions in which the 

“comfort women” system was conceived and carried out.

In spite of the vast scale and grotesque nature of the gendered violence constituted by the 

“comfort women” system, geographic scholarship is critically lacking in theorizing this violent 

chapter in modern world history. Attending to Gil’s story can help fill this gap as it reflects the 

intricate intersection of political, economic and social processes that produced the “comfort 

women” system. The article thus aims to focus geographers’ attention to the social, political and 

cultural origins and manifestations of the system through her story. It does so, however, by 

focusing as much as possible to Gil as an individual victim whose experience, like that of all 

“comfort women,” is unique and cannot be neatly generalized as typical. Gil’s story of 

displacement is situated and embodied by the circumstances that are singular to her. It is the 

horrific and also inspiring details of her particular story that enable us to generalize, in the end, 

about relationship between place and self. In our concluding thoughts, we call for a renewed 

attention to place and self specifically as these concepts relate to a forced sense of displacement 

and a longing for a place to which one cannot, for any reason, return. 

2. Theoretical considerations: Matters of place and self

“there is no place without self and no self without place” (Casey, 2001: 406)

In her poem to her mother, Gil conveys a deep sense of loss and longing. The pain she expresses 

in her poem is vivid, and so is her longing for her home and her mother’s warm embrace. With 

her poem she returns to this particular place and time, when she was home with her family. But 



the imagery is only a mirage of what was lost and what was taken from her. Gil was taken from 

her home twice (first at 12 and later at 14) and has never returned since the second time. How do 

we understand this longing for a place from which she has been separated for nearly eight 

decades?

To understand Gil’s profound longing for and connection to her childhood home, we 

return to some key discussions on the relationship between place and self that have occurred 

within geography over recent decades. Whereas modern, Cartesian thinking would separate self 

(as mind) from place (as world), some geographical thinkers insist that place and self are 

inextricably bound together (Sack, 1999; Casey, 1997, 2001; Antonsich, 2010). Robert Sack, for 

example, argues that “(t)he effects or consequences of place are so critical to virtually all our 

undertakings that we cannot really be human agents without it. Place produces effects and is thus

a cause, even though place depends on us, and we are causes or agents that depend on it. This 

makes place and self mutually constitutive” (Sack, 1999: 26). Martin Heidegger (1962, 1977) 

and others (Malpas, 2006; Casey, 2001; Merleau-Ponty, 1962) have focused on the human 

connection to place which begins with our corporal constitution as embodied beings defined by 

encounters and sets of relationships with others. Larsen and Johnson (2016), on other hand, 

proposes to consider the agency of place. They argue that in many indigenous ontologies “place 

has agency independent of human embodiment” (151). 

We find Edward Casey’s concept of the geographical self a useful one in conceptualizing

the relationship of place and self, and we employ it in the case of Gil’s relationship to her 

childhood home. Casey’s geographical self (which is closely related to Robert Sack’s (1997) idea

of a geographical being or homo geographicus) refers to the human subject as by nature oriented 

and situated in place. In his “Body, Self and Landscape,” Casey offers an in-depth analysis of the



dialectical relation between place and self which are thoroughly enmeshed and intimate (2001: 

407). Casey asserts that the “relationship between self and place is not just one of reciprocal 

influence…but also, more radically, of constitutive coingredience” (Ibid.: 406). He emphasizes 

that “there is no place without self and no self without place” (ibid., Emphasis in original). In 

explaining this deep connection, Casey argues that one’s “identity is no longer a matter of sheer 

self-consciousness but now involves intrinsically an awareness of one’s place - a specifically 

geographical awareness” (Ibid.). How does home “insinuate itself into the very heart of personal 

identity?” (Ibid.). To understand Gil’s connection to her childhood home and her geographical 

awareness of place and home, we explore the deep reciprocal relation between place and self. 

Place, as Casey suggests, is “the immediate ambience of [one’s] lived body” (2001: 404).

The ambience is the sedimented history that composes one’s life story (Ibid). He argues that in 

order for a place to become one’s primary place, it needs human agency. Likewise, the human 

agents need specific places in which to be selves. The body is the bridge that links self to lived 

place (Ibid.: 405). Moreover, Casey insists that one’s identity is tied to his or her awareness of 

place. 

What Casey is proposing then is more fundamental than a mutual dependence of self and 

place. The connection between them is ultimate and reciprocal, as each shapes the other. This 

intimate connection between self and place is a habitudinal bond that is established through the 

habitus. Borrowing from Pierre Bourdieu (1977), Casey uses habitus as a mediatrix of place and 

self; in particular between lived place and the geographical self. A habitus can be felt through 

sensory and kinesthetic means or more abstract ways such as memory and language. The habitus 

mediates and brings self and place together through what Casey describes as the outgoing and 

incoming relations of body to place. Echoing Henri Lefevre, Casey argues that body is the 



vehicle of being-in-place as both points of departure and destination (2001: 413). He argues that 

“body not only goes out to reach places; it also bears the traces of the places it has known” 

(2001: 414). As such, Casey argues, a body is shaped by the places it has reached out to, 

inhabited and come to know (ibid). 

This is a useful point in understanding Gil’s lifelong journey. It suggests that traces of the

places Gil has inhabited ever since she was taken from her home have become sedimented in her 

body and are “formative of its specific somatography” (414). But a question arises: If the body is

placialized and bears place’s inscription, what happens when the connections of place and self 

are ruptured, specifically not by intention? 

 While Casey theorizes the coingredience of place/self, he does not address what happens

when self is extracted from place by force. He formulates that one’s placial bearing is so integral 

to one’s self that “less place less self; more place more self.” And by extension of this logic, he 

hints “loss of place, loss of self” (2001: 411). But he does not delve into what becomes of this 

mutual loss. 

Building upon this logic of “loss of place, loss of self,” we propose to consider the case 

of displacement and rupture between place and self. To do so we complement the idea of 

displacement with that of “rootedness” (Tuan, 1980). In the phenomenological tradition of 

geographical writings on “rootedness,” the term describes the unselfconscious “insideness” and 

embeddedness of the self in place (ibid., Relph, 1976). Rootedness suggests an especially 

seamless, intimate coingredience of place and self. Children, most typically, are rooted in their 

homes. Home in Tuan’s words is a hearth which is familiar, nurturing and bounded place unlike 

cosmos which is much more abstract and impersonal (2001: 319). As children get older and 

acquire a more vivid sense of the larger world, they may become less rooted in the home (Tuan 



1980; Jack, 2010). While feminist scholars have raised concerns about the patriarchal and 

gendered nature of the home, others note that the self-home relationship remains central at any 

life stage (Antonsich, 2010). As Easthope (2004: 136) notes, home is a “particularly significant 

kind of place with which, and within which, we experience strong social, psychological and 

emotive attachments.” It is a place where one feels ontologically secure and psychologically 

attached to (Easthope, 2004). Therefore a home, not only as a geographic place but as a site of 

affective connection, sensory memories and above all the locus of one’s ultimate sense of 

belonging and feelings of security, is not easily replaceable.  For Relph, home reflects “an 

attachment to a particular setting, a particular environment, in comparison to which all other 

associations with places have only a limited significance” (1976, 40). 

We reclaim the concept of rootedness in order to situate Gil’s ongoing, permanent sense 

of being displaced from her childhood home. Though Gil made a new home for herself in Seoul, 

South Korea after the war, her relationship with it has taken place alongside her memory of and 

longing for the childhood home from which she was forcefully taken and which she recalls 

dreamily, as she writes in her “Letter,” “when I close my eyes.” Gil was robbed not only of 

home, but of rootedness. For this reason, we believe, Gil’s childhood home continues to inspire 

profound longing and carry a unique importance to her, as suggested by her “Letter” and other 

statements. 

Some scholars challenge the alliance of place and self that Casey insists upon. Malkki 

(1992: 26), for example, points out how “nations” – as communities of people – are essentialized

in our discourses into territorial units, as through their metaphorical equivalence with the “land” 

or “soil” of a “country.” Scholars of refugees and displaced peoples have been particularly keen 

to de-naturalize the unity of people and place in order to avoid the conception that such people 



are “torn” from their “natural” environments and therefore deprived, until future repatriation, of 

“their culture and identity” (Sampson and Gifford, 2010; Hyndman, 2019).  The effort to de-

naturalize is also motivated by the increasing mobility of people in a globalized world. The 

volume of humanity who are “chronically mobile and routinely displaced” today requires us to 

theorize the adaptability and mutability of the self, rather than its embeddedness in place 

(Malkki, 1992: 24). This approach gives agency to the people who are displaced and 

acknowledges the efforts and capacities of individuals to rebuild their lives in new places and 

grow their roots. 

Yet, as Gil’s sense of longing for her childhood indicates, displacement can be long 

lasting or permanent. The sense of one’s displacement can be visceral regardless of how long 

time has passed. As Casey states, even years later, we are still “in the places to which we are 

subject because…they are in us” (2001: 415. Emphasis in original). Despite temporal and/or 

spatial distance, the connection between self and place can be “reawakened” with “full vivacity” 

because a sense of place “can be compressed into a single sensation” (Ibid.). In particular, the 

sensation is powerful in channeling “how it felt to be in this presence: how it felt to be in that 

space (414-415). Gil’s poem captures this vivid, compressed sensation, that feeling of being safe 

and at home. 

3. Method

Situating Gil’s story of displacement during and after the war, the article seeks to present a 

feminist account of war violence through intimate, situated and embodied sites rather than 

sovereign-based claims that are more common in discussing this theme. Gil was a victim of one 

of the largest and most systematic examples of the displacement and sexual enslavement of 



women in contemporary world history. The violence she and others experienced was both 

intimate and spectacular, with “emotional and psychological registers that [were] as central to 

their effectiveness as incidents of direct physical harm” (Pain, 2014: 64). 

We present Gil’s story, using her “Letter,” the film The Apology, her testimony (2016) 

preserved in the War and Women's Human Rights Museum’s online archive, a feature 

documentary by the Korean Broadcasting System (KBS, 2019) and a lecture she gave in 

Canberra in 2009 that is available as a podcast as key primary texts to explore Gil’s negotiations 

of her place in the violent social circumstances that she has been forced to face. We supplement 

these texts with various interviews she has provided in different outlets and our conversations 

with The Korean Council for Justice & Remembrance for the Issues of Military Sexual Slavery 

by Japan (The Korean Council hereafter). Founded in 1990, the Korean Council has played a 

leading role in galvanizing “comfort women” activism in and beyond South Korea. It has fought 

for the rights of the surviving “comfort women” and organized protests, petitions and various 

movements to increase awareness of “comfort women” history and demand the Japanese 

government to take responsibility for its role and offer a full apology and compensation to the 

victims.

Where any information was not clear or where different sources provided contradictory 

details, we checked with the Korean Council for accuracy. For instance, there are some 

inconsistencies about Gil’s age across different sources. We went with the birthdate the Korean 

Council confirmed in our story.  But in general we believe that memories of the violent and 

distant past are necessarily fraught with contradictory and inconsistent details. Psychologists 

have noted that memories of trauma such as sexual violence “are fragmented, incomplete, and 

lack narrative coherence” (Brewin, 2011).  While our analysis lacks interviews with the key 



informant, Gil herself, we etch fragments of her life with utmost care and respect using sources 

available to us. The Korean Council reviewed the final draft for factual accuracy.  At 92, with 

her health deteriorating, she is not in the condition to give interviews. The story we tell her today

is woven together threads of information that are publicly available, the most important being 

Gil’s own words. 

Gil’s story is not an easy one to tell. It is as shocking and as it is tragic. Yet, we feel that 

it is our ethical responsibility to bear witness, listen to and pass on her story. While it is not easy 

for us to witness Gil’s story, she experienced these events intimately and viscerally. 

4. Gender, sexuality and a masculine ontology of male comfort

The unique events experienced by Gil occurred because of a general pattern of gendered violence

that extends through space and time (Author A and Author B, forthcoming). The “comfort 

women” system is not confined exclusively to the colonial occupation of Japan, spatially or 

temporally. It is a symptom of much broader gendered oppression of women, their bodies and 

sexuality with a history that extends both before and after the existence of the Japanese “comfort 

women” system (Ibid.).  Feminist scholars are attentive to gendered forms of violence 

specifically during wars (Giles &Hyndman, 2004; Mayer, 2004). Rachel Pain’s discussion of 

gendered and intimate violence is useful in conceptualizing the socio-cultural infrastructure upon

which such a brutal exploitation of female bodies was conceived and carried out. As Pain 

suggests, “gendered violence works through intimate control and fear at multiple scales” (2014, 

352), and the “comfort women” system reflected deeply-rooted societal norms regarding the 

subjugation and exploitation of female bodies that arose long before the Japanese ruthlessly 

refined them into the “comfort women” system. The Japanese system was an extension of the 



licensed prostitution system that had long regulated, disciplined and controlled female bodies in 

the West as a part of larger, modern, state-building endeavors. 

In her excellent, provocative foibles of sexuality, Reay Tannahill (1980) provides a useful

insight into understanding the social conditions within which the regulation of women and their 

sexuality in the West was developed hand-in-hand with modernism and industrialization. Prior to

the Industrial Revolution, a woman of a lower class was not independent within the patriarchal 

structure, but she enjoyed “a good deal of freedom” because she was an integral part of the well-

being of her family unit (1980: 354). “Industry, however, changed all that. The working woman 

became… a wage slave and low-paid one, receiving sometimes less, sometimes slightly more 

than half what a man received for the same work” (Tannahill, 1980: 354). The exploitative labor 

system provided too little means for women to live on, driving many of them to prostitution in 

order to support themselves and their families. In addition, rigid sexual expectations that 

reserved family sexual affairs for the purpose of procreation increased the demand for extra-

marital sexual indulges for men (Ibid). 

In particular, Tannahill discusses how women who worked in such a prostitutional 

capacity became subjects of regulation and control, especially in the name of curtailing the 

spread of sexually transmitted diseases rather than the men who were also responsible for the 

spread of the diseases (Tannahill, 1980). Yet opportunities for extramarital sex were not denied 

to men. In particular, it was decided that outlawing prostitution would not be good for the morale

of soldiers. “Military brothels soon sprang up behind the fighting lines, often in caravans that 

advanced and retreated as the army did” (Tannahill, 1980: 368). 

This regulated prostitutional infrastructure would soon spread to other parts of the world 

when Western societies began to take over distant territories. In fact, when the Japanese 



developed the “comfort women” system, they did so by emulating Western licensed prostitution. 

Although prostitutional spaces had long existed in Japan, the origins of what was to become the 

“comfort women” system were introduced at the request and under the advisement of Russian 

and British authorities at their newly-established port settlements beginning in the 1850s 

(Kimura, 2016). As in the industrializing European societies, it was again poor and marginalized 

Japanese women who were recruited for the work (Hicks, 1995; Kimura, 2016). And as in the 

European system of regulated prostitution, the women were registered and medically inspected 

to prevent spread of venereal disease among the troops.

With the Meiji Restoration (1868), Japan established a rapidly modernizing and 

industrializing society in which demand for paid sex workers increased, as it had during the 

West’s Industrial Revolution. Meiji bureaucrats expanded the licensed prostitution system from 

port areas across all of Japan. It would then follow Japan’s military to occupied territories, 

including Korea and Taiwan. 

The term “comfort station” first appeared in army records in the 1930s, following Japan’s

invasion of Manchuria and the establishment of brothels for its soldiers stationed there (Chin, 

1997). The irony is that there was nothing comforting about the system to the women whose 

layered oppression had relegated them to the sexual laboring class and who now worked in the 

stations; rather, the term was intended to signify only male sexual “comfort.” As such the 

“comfort women” system was a gendered and masculine conception of the systematic 

exploitation of female bodies to satisfy male desires, the same way the Europeans needed mobile

brothels to support their armies of male soldiers. 

The formalization of the “comfort women” system by the Imperial Army of Japan came 

after the Nanjing incident, where Japanese soldiers were accused of engaging in wholesale 



killing and rape that shocked the world (See Chang, 2012). Distraught by the tarnished image of 

his army, Japan’s Emperor Hirohito ordered his aids to “restore the honor of Japan” (Argibay, 

2003). Thus instead of risking their soldiers engaging in mass rape in the occupied territories, the

Army created a large-scale system of brothels that would accompany its personnel across its 

increasingly vast territory. Echoing the European use of mobile brothels to support the morale of 

the soldiers, the Japanese military created this system to serve the interest of male “comfort” at 

the expense of women’s bodily integrity and mental well-being. The treatment of women’s 

bodies as materiel for the soldiers’ sexual comfort was thus not unique to the Japanese military. 

Rather it was an elaboration of the historic subjugation of and violence against women across 

time and space. But Japan’s “comfort system” went even farther in its organization and scale. 

Because there were not enough women working in prostitutional capacity, the army had to rely 

on recruiting women and girls outside the professional circuit. Recruiters largely targeted young, 

single women from poor and rural backgrounds, echoing the intersectional violence against 

women that is based along class, race and gender lines (US Army Report, 1944; Son, 2018). The 

victims were lured into the system, often with promises of good-paying jobs in factories or as 

nurses (Soh, 2000). Often, the women did not know they had been deceived until they arrived at 

a “comfort station.” Once tricked or – as in some cases – forced into coming to these stations, the

women would find themselves in “centers of authorized gang rape and sexual enslavement” 

(2000, 64). While women in various Japanese-occupied territories were forced to serve as 

“comfort women,” ultimately eighty to ninety percent of the estimated 200,000 “comfort 

women” came from Korea (Joo, 2015). They were taken to China and other parts of Japan’s 

colonial and occupied territories as war fronts expanded (Soh, 2008; Hicks, 1997). 



In addition to these practical reasons for the recruitment of Korean women there was 

also, as Tanaka (2002: 5) suggests, Japan’s sexualized sense of supremacy over its colony: “The 

conquest of another race and colonization of its people often produce the de-masculinization and 

feminization of the colonized. Sexual abuse of women belonging to the conquered nation 

symbolized the dominance of the conquerors.” It is thus easy to see how Gil became an ideal 

target and how the violence she experienced was a product of not only Japanese colonial politics,

but also broader social conditions that intersectionally victimized the poor, the feminine and the 

young. 

5. Gil Won-ok, colonialism and displacement

Gil Won-ok was born in Pyongyang, Korea in 1928. Her family of seven lived with modest 

means in Japanese-controlled Korea. Though her birth as the fourth child of five (Oh, 2020) 

coincided with a relatively lax phase of Japanese rule, the onset of the Great Depression would 

soon motivate Japan’s seizure of resource-rich Manchuria. The active support of Koreans would 

be necessary to carry out Japan’s imperial ambitions in the north (Eckert et al, 1990). Japan 

sought to gain the needed support of Koreans through a mix of repressive assimilationist policies

and mobilization programs, as well as colonial propaganda that depicted Koreans as intimate 

partners standing to benefit from Japan’s colonial expansion. This was an echo to colonial 

projects elsewhere (Myadar, 2017). 

While elite landowners often benefited from colonial land tenure policies, poor families 

like Gil’s – whose father owned a junk shop and sold fish in a market (Oh 2020) – faced severe 

hardship, which contributed to their willingness to mobilize across the Japanese imperium in 

order to get work. Able-bodied Koreans departed from family and village life to work at factories



and mines in China, Japan, and northern Korea (Kimura, 2016; Evangelical Mission, 2017). By 

1944, an estimated 16% of all Koreans were living outside Korea’s borders (Eckert et al, 1990). 

Gil was swept into this exodus in 1940 via a particularly brutal channel that the Imperial Army 

had created specifically for girls like her. 

In that year Gil, aged 12 (13 in Korean), met a Korean man who offered her a factory job 

and training. In hopes of helping her family, Gil accepted the man’s offer and followed him. 

Little did she know that her life as she had known until then would be forever stolen. Instead of a

factory, the man sent Gil to a “comfort station” in Harbin, Manchuria. It is where Gil would be 

violated again and again and, if she were to resist, violently beaten. In her testimony, Gil 

described her harrowing experience upon first encountering the system that she was forced into 

and through which she would be permanently displaced from the conditions of life she had 

previously known. “When I got there,” she testified, instead of factory workers “there were only 

soldiers seen at the site” (Gil, 2016). 

When I entered the place, what I heard was “You will get beaten if you say 

anything, or talk to anyone!” or “You will be dead if you scream!” I was so 

terrified that I couldn’t help but cry. It was when all the beating started. I got 

beaten and kicked, not just slapped. I was just a 13 year old girl… Then I was 

pushed to a group of soldiers… How could a 13 year old girl stay calm and quiet 

when she got raped? I screamed, cried and physically resisted (Gil, 2016).

After that, Gil recounts being imprisoned in a room at the station. “They came in day and 

night, and I could not fight them. I still remember those rooms where the chairs were in the 



corners” (Korean Council, 2019). According to Kim-Gibson (1999), rooms in “comfort stations” 

were typically divided by plywood, with blankets as doors. The women were effectively 

imprisoned in the stations, with guards closely watching them to prevent escape or the leakage of

military information. Few “comfort women” attempted to escape, however, given their lack of 

knowledge of their surroundings, inability to speak the local language, and lack of energy (Korea

Center, 2016). Testimony from “comfort women” survivors also indicates those who dared to 

run or otherwise resisted the violation of their bodies faced various forms of punishment, 

including torture and execution (ibid). 

Further, as a central objective of “comfort stations” was to minimize the spread of 

venereal disease, the women were given regular medical exams and the soldiers issued condoms 

as “essential” military supplies (Soh, 2000: 70). However, condoms were sometimes re-used, and

soldiers did not always use them (Hicks, 1997). Hence sexually transmitted diseases managed to 

spread, and Gil soon caught syphilis (Kim, 2015). Having the infection meant that she received 

additional abuse. “When they learned about my disease, they started beating me again, and 

giving me little food,” she wrote (Gil, 2016). During her time as a “comfort woman,” Gil would 

undergo four separate surgeries to cure the disease she had contracted. A Japanese doctor also 

removed her uterus, leaving her sterile as a result (ibid.). When Gil’s symptoms persisted despite 

the treatments she had been given, she was sent home to Pyongyang. There, she found temporary

work in a Japanese military quarter collecting trash and doing various odd jobs (Gil, 2016). 

Before long, however, a man that Gil believes had been spying on her since she had 

returned home put her on a train back to China. “I couldn’t resist at all because I was so fearful 

of him,” she wrote (Gil, 2016). Though told that she was going to a “good place,” she was taken 

to Peking and thence to another “comfort station.” She recalls that upon arriving, “I was so 



afraid, so I couldn’t eat any food I was given…. Someone yelled at me; ‘You will die unless you 

eat something. If you don’t want to die here, you should eat!’ Still I couldn’t eat at all that day. I 

was so afraid” (Gil, 2016).

Gil was kept as a “comfort woman” until 1945 and was forced to endure rape, threats and

beatings, including by a soldier with a sheathed sword that left a permanent scar on her head 

(Gil, 2016). This “very miserable and painful time” lasted until the war ended, when she was 

approximately 18 (Gil, 2016). 

Then, in an experience common to “comfort women” survivors, the end of the war came 

unexpectedly and suddenly (Kim-Gibson, 1999). “One morning, all the soldiers disappeared, and

the manager was seen nowhere. All the women living there had no idea what had happened. The 

manager took all the food with him so we had nothing left to eat,” she wrote (Gil, 2016). Faced 

with the problem of finding food and fending for their survival, the women initially stayed where

they were. One day Gil and the other “comfort women” were urged to hurry to a boat which, she 

was told, would bring her home. Gil rushed to the dock with nothing but the clothes on her back 

(Gil, 2009). But instead of Pyongyang, the boat went to Incheon, a port city southwest of Seoul. 

The boat did not dock for two weeks and Gil, who had nothing else to wear, could not wash her 

clothes during that time. “I looked like a beggar,” she said, recalling her wretched condition (Gil,

2016). “The smell that you get is unimaginable” (Gil, 2009). Finally, the boat docked and she 

and the other “comfort women” survivors were each given either 30 or 300 won (the equivalent 

of either 3 or 30 cents) and let ashore (Gil, 2009). This was not enough for Gil to buy a train 

ticket home to Pyongyang.

Gil accepted a job as a helper in a house in Seoul, where she planned to stay until she had

enough money to get home (Gil, 2009). She was never able to complete her journey, however, 



because of the partition of the country and establishment of the demilitarized zone (DMZ). Gil 

was now trapped in South Korea with no hope of reuniting with her family. 

To adequately describe the nature of the displacement Gil experienced in her life, we 

must note the near-randomness of the decision to divide Korea at the 38th parallel – a border, as 

Jongsoo Lee writes, “as arbitrary as any artificial border drawn by the European colonial powers 

during the partition of Africa in the late nineteenth century” (2006: xvii-xviii). 

Mark Barry (2012) provides a critical insight into how the process occurred. Hoping to 

limit Soviet expansion into Korea, the US decided to temporarily divide Korea into two parts and

offer Stalin the opportunity to accept the surrender of Japanese troops in the northern one (Barry,

2012). The US had considered the 38th parallel as the dividing line because it would put Seoul 

and several Japanese prisoner of war camps on the US side, but little else went into the decision. 

In recognition of this fact, and hopeful that Stalin might accept a line drawn farther north, the 

Army’s officer in charge, Brigadier General George Lincoln, gave two officers 30 minutes to 

look into the viability drawing the line farther north, such as the narrow middle of the peninsula 

at the 39th parallel. But the only map of Korea the officers had was a 1942 National Geographic 

map of “Asia and Adjacent Areas.” With a scale of 1:17,500,000, the map spanned the world 

from Morocco to the Aleutian Islands. Korea, about 2” long on the map, lacked details, including

province boundaries. Given the limitations of the map, the officers were unable to adjudge the 

viability of moving the line north (Barry, 2012; National Geographic, 1942 add to refs). 

Stalin’s acceptance of the 38th parallel in essence sealed the fate of Gil and others who 

found themselves on the opposite side of the boundary from their homes at that particular 

moment in history. Over the next three years, the two populations came to ally themselves with 

their respective Great Powers, and the two sides became separate countries in 1948. Thus a 



“temporary military expediency” based on minimal planning in 1945 extended Gil’s 

displacement from home permanently (Barry, 2012). Gil’s home, though only 120 miles from 

Seoul, became devastatingly “remote.” She never saw her family again, or even learned if they 

survived the war. The haphazard manner in which Korea was divided could only intensify Gil’s 

longing for home and her feelings of han. Han is a Korean concept for the complex and knotted 

feelings of unresolved sorrow, anger, pain, resentment, indignation and injustice built over an 

extended time (Pilzer, 2012; Son, 2018).

6. Gil Won-ok, new self and new place

Gil has now spent most of her life in Seoul. When she arrived in the city, she was free 

from the shackles of the “comfort stations,” but not the memory of them. She has had to adjust to

new, unsought, and challenging terms with the world around her, while longing for her lost 

home. Gil, like virtually all “comfort women” survivors examined, have carried the 

psychological scars and “inerasable traumas” from their “comfort women” experiences 

throughout their lives.3 Ninety percent of “comfort women” survivors suffered a lifetime 

incidence of PTSD – a high figure even compared to Holocaust survivors (Ahn et al, 2014). The 

lives of “comfort women” survivors, writes Shim, “can be considered as nothing but the 

aftermath – physical, mental, social – of these experiences” (Shim, 2017: 261). 

Gil had to find a way to live in Seoul. She worked as a singer in a gambling house and 

took a succession of low-paying jobs (Gil, 2016; Hsuing, 2016). “I tried to do anything to 

survive,” she said (Gil, 2016). “I lived such a difficult life. If I tried to remember every painful 

thing that happened to me, I would not have been able to live till today” (Korean Council, 2019).

3 Ahn et al (2014) examined the cases of 47 “comfort women” survivors and determined that all of them were 
influenced negatively by their past. 



Compounding her physical and emotional scars from her past, Gil also faced social 

discrimination and marginalization. In Korea, Confucian-derived gender constructions 

established during the Chosun dynasty (1392-1910) that made female chastity an essential virtue,

one that protected the status of elite families in Korea’s patrilineal system, carried over into the 

20th century (Choi, 2015). As a female from a poor family who had lost her virginity before 

marriage, Gil was marginalized by mainstream society.4 This was true of virtually all “comfort 

women” survivors (Shim, 2017). When she said “I am not intact” because of her forced sterility, 

she alluded to a gendered form of violence faced by women whose value is tied to their virginity 

and fertility. 

When Gil adopted a son in 1958, he could not take her family name because she was a 

single woman. She became a concubine of a man who agreed to register her son under his family

name to protect her son from social stigma (KBS, 2019). But Gil’s relationship with the man was

strained, and they separated after a few years (Ahn et al., 2014; Oh, 2020). In reminiscing about 

the hardships she and her son endured, Gil lamented that “we spent a lot of time feeling 

wronged” (KBS, 2019). 

While Gil has lived most of her life in Seoul, the fact that she still longs for her childhood

home and her mother’s warm embrace speaks to her continuing, emotionally fraught struggle to 

feel in place in a city she did not choose to live in but in which she found herself rebuilding her 

life on her own and from nothing. Gil’s longing for her long-ago lost childhood speaks to the 

layered and complex negotiation between place and self. She never had a closure with the place 

she once called home. She never intended to leave, and always wished to return. Though Gil had 

grown up in Pyongyang under oppressive colonial circumstances, and life in post-war North 

4 Some “comfort women” survivors chose not to return knowing what would be awaiting. Some committed suicide, 
and others remained abroad after the war (Mockenhaupt, 2002). 



Korea would undoubtedly have presented her with significant challenges, it is still the case that 

Gil was taken from the home in which her childhood was rooted and deprived of the opportunity 

to seek meaning and experience in that place. Gil’s lifelong longing for “home” expressed in her 

letter reveals how strongly her identity has been shaped by a sense of separation from place.5 At 

the same time, recalling Casey’s observation that “places come to us lastingly,” Gil’s strong 

feelings for home speak to an unbreakable connection to her home and how its marking on her 

body has withstood all the violence of the years since she was taken from it. Home is more than a

geographic site, but is mediated by affective memories and emotional bonds that afford the self a

sense of belonging and security. Gil visited Pyongyang once, in 2008, with the “Movement for 

One Korea” organization, but she was not able to locate any information about her family despite

her desperate attempts to do so (Oh, 2020). She has not been able to return to North Korea since 

then (Ibid.). In 2017 she visited the DMZ during the Gimpo Maeyang cultural festival, themed 

“Life, Peace and Unification.” Looking across the heavily fortified border in the direction of her 

childhood home, Gil recited her poem to her mother (Hankyoreh, 2017). The photo below 

captures the moment. 

5 We note that there is a tendency in popular imagery not to see “comfort women” survivors as who they are, as 
elderly and displaced survivors, but as who they once were or might have been had they not been displaced. Many 
of the “comfort women” monuments that have been established in the last 30 years depict young girls, as if 
revealing the “true” victims before their displacement. If they feature an elderly survivor they are typically 
positioned on the periphery.



Figure 1

Figure 1:  Looking toward home.  Gil Won-ok looks towards North Korea across the military 

border at the DMZ. June 03, 2017. Courtesy of the Korean Council.  

Despite her deep sense of loss and displacement in her poem, Gil has engaged in meaningful 

actions as a “comfort woman” survivor in Seoul, her new place, in ways that also define her. In 

doing so she has, to some extent, defied the violence of distance and begun to build her own 

home and root her belonging.  Her bond with her adopted son is very clear in The Apology.  Her 

son has gone to college, then graduate school before becoming a church minister (Gil, 2016). 

Like many “comfort women” survivors, Gil kept her past mostly secret from those 

around her for much of her life. She felt that her past would tarnish her son’s reputation and 

career (Gil 2019), but she found the courage to open up at the urging of her son and daughter-in-



law when other “comfort women” came forward with their stories. Her son told Gil that what 

happened to her “was a national tragedy” (KBS, 2019).

 Since then Gil has become one of the strongest voices denouncing violence against 

women and shifting the blame from “comfort women” survivors to the perpetrators of the 

violence. Her activism has taken her around the world, to various university lecture halls, protest 

sites, and the UN chamber. In 2016 she met with then the Secretary-General of the United 

Nations, Ban Ki-moon, who urged that the voices of the “comfort women” be heard (Voices of 

Survivors, 2016).

Gil also established the Nabi (Butterfly) Fund with another “comfort woman” survivor to 

help the victims of sexual violence in wars and it has donated to victims of sexual abuse in 

Congo and Vietnam (Son, 2018). In 2014, Gil delivered over a million signatures to the 

Secretariat of the UN Human Rights Council in Geneva to urge the organization to advocate for 

the hundreds of “comfort women” who are still living throughout the Asia-Pacific (Ahn, 2014). 

Gil works to encourage Japan to formally apologize to her and others who were subjected

to the gross violence the Japanese military inflicted on all “comfort women.” She says: “Our 

youth won’t come back even if they recompense; our bodies aren’t going to be revived… I don’t 

know how many years I have left, but if it’s just a little, I want to live like a real person, so we 

want redress and the apology to resolve our han” (Gil in Son, 2018: 10-11). In one of her 

impassioned calls to Japan to accept responsibility, Gil pleads that “it has been 71 one years but I

have not been liberated” and “I am not guilty” (KBS, 2019). Our reading from this profound 

statement is that if Japan accepts full responsibility for the violence its army inflicted on 

thousands of women and apologizes sincerely, women like Gil can make peace with their painful

pasts and spend their final years fully conscious that the dark years they experienced had nothing



to do with them.  While Japan’s apology will not bring her back to her childhood home or restore

her sense of rootedness, it may alleviate some of her agony related to her extended sense of 

displacement and help resolve her continued feelings of han.  In the picture below Gil is 

attending one of the Wednesday protests that is led by the Korean Council. Began in 1992, the 

weekly protest is held in on every Wednesday at noon in front of the Embassy of Japan in Seoul.

Figure 2

Figure 2: Seeking Japan’s apology. Gil Won-ok at a weekly Wednesday protest demanding 

Japan’s formal apology for the “comfort women” system. Courtesy of the Korean Council.



7. Conclusion

We have argued that the violence Gil Won-ok endured as a “comfort woman” was a product of 

systematic subjugation of and violence against women before and after the war. The “comfort 

women” system was ultimately about the male comfort at the expense of women’s bodily and 

mental well-being. However, the Japanese system of “comfort women” was unparalleled in its 

precision, organization and scale. We have thus aimed to focus geographers’ attention to this 

gross gendered violence against thousands of women and girls. And we insist that each woman’s 

story is unique and singular and cannot be generalized as a story of all “comfort women.” We 

focus on Gil Won-ok’s story as a way to understand the layered and complex violence these 

women endured. 

In many ways Gil is still displaced as she was never able to return her home. Her home 

inscribed in her is the way she left it when she was only 14 years old. In telling Gil’s story, we 

focus on Edward Casey’s discussion of the geographical self. Gil has not returned to her 

childhood home since she was violently taken away when she was a teenager. But as Casey 

reminds us, “places come into us lastingly” (Casey, 2001: 688). Gil’s longing for her childhood 

home is deep and full of pain, yet Gil’s self is forever marked by this remote place. It lingers in 

Gil “indefinitely and in a thousand ways” (ibid.). The sediments of the place and the memories 

she carries are inscribed in Gil and her consciousness. 

At the same time, memorial acts take place and may help root herself, if incompletely, in 

her new place. What lies at the center of Gil’s story is not her habitudinal bond to place, but her 

incomplete separation from one place and her incomplete connection to another, both products of



her forced displacement. Gil’s story reveals that she has been influenced by her separation from 

(and longing for) place, and her ongoing actions that root herself in place. We believe that both 

aspects of Gil are meaningfully constitutive of who she is. She is both victim and survivor, but 

more importantly the sediments of her history that cling to her geographically displaced self have

shaped her to be become a fighter for peace and justice. To extend Casey’s important dyad of 

self and place, we point out that a rupture from this constitutive bond is violent and lasting. But 

despite the rupture, place “lingers in us indefinitely and in a thousand ways, many too attenuated 

to specify” (Casey, 2001: 414). 
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