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Abstract: This article explores how and why history and archaeology have been mobilised and utilised in nationalist projects in East Asia, especially
in the case of the Koguryo dispute between Korea and China. Koguryo (Korean)/Gaogouli (Chinese), an ancient kingdom in the period between 37
BC and AD 668, encompassed a vast area from central Manchuria to south of Seoul. According to the “Northeast Project”, launched in China in
2002, Gaogouli was an ethnic regime in an ancient Chinese province. In contrast, Korean historians of nationalist persuasion view Koguryo as an
ancestral state of the Korean historical tradition and a foundation of the national identity. Unity, continuity and coherence are claimed in both
communities through invoking the history and culture of Koguryo/Gaogouli. Koguryo/Gaogouli relics which were put on the UNESCO World
Heritage List in 2004 are pivotal in the contestation between China and Korea. In both, the ancient relics are held to show the distinctiveness of a
national past linked to the present. This article argues that the contested history of Koguryo/Gaogouli should be examined as a site of historical
hybridity between China and Korea, rather than being claimed as a site of exclusive national history.

Amo ng recent disputes  o ver his to ry textbo o k revis io ns , territo rial claims  in Eas t As ia, there exis ts  a very central co nflict and
o ngo ing debate between China and Ko rea. It co ncerns  the his to ry and heritage o f Ko guryo /Gao go uli (37BC-AD668) [1], which is
o ften referred to  as  o ne o f the ancient Three Kingdo ms o f Ko rea, alo ng with Paekche and Silla. Ko guryo /Gao go uli enco mpassed a
vas t area fro m central Manchuria to  so uth o f Seo ul at the height o f its  po wer, aro und the fifth century (Im Ki-hwan 2004: 98).

Figure 1 : Map o f Ko guryo /Gao go uli

(So urce) Kim, Lena ed., Koguryo Tomb Murals, Seo ul: ICOMOS-Ko rea, 2004: 4 (Co urtesy o f ICOMOS-Ko rea).

In so -called “his to ry wars ”, bo th China and Ko rea claim that Ko guryo /Gao go uli is  his to rically and exclus ively theirs . They mo bilise
ancient his to ry and archaeo lo gy to  subs tantiate their claims  to  so vereignty o ver the co ntes ted pas t. His to rio graphical and
archaeo lo gical co ns tructs  o f natio nho o d have been deplo yed in these disputes . The co nflict has  impo rtant implicatio ns  fo r the use
and perceptio n o f his to ry and archaeo lo gy.

1. Ko guryo  hist o ry and t he “No rt heast  Pro ject ”

Since February 2002, the Centre fo r the Study o f Bo rderland His to ry and Geo graphy under the Chinese Academy o f So cial Sciences
(CASS) has  been wo rking o n a five-year s tate-funded pro ject called the “Serial Research Pro ject o n the His to ry and Current Status
o f the No rtheas t Bo rder Regio n,” o therwise referred to  as  the “No rtheas t Pro ject”. This  pro ject deals  with vario us  pro blems  related
to  his to ry, geo graphy and ethnic is sues  in China’s  No rtheas tern pro vinces . There are three pro vinces  in this  regio n: Heilo ngjiang,
Jilin, and Liao ning. Under the pro ject, research o n the ancient his to ry o f the regio n is  fo cused o n the kingdo ms o f Ko jo so n (BC 2333
- BC 108), Ko guryo  (BC 37 - AD 668), and Parhae (AD 698  - AD 926). The kingdo m that is  receiving the mo s t extens ive attentio n in
the No rtheas t Pro ject is  Ko guryo , which is  currently ho me to  large ethnic Ko rean co mmunities  in the No rtheas tern Pro vinces  as  well
as  to  Mo ngo ls , Hui, a few Manchus  and large numbers  o f “Han” migrants  fro m No rth China. The vario us  tribes  that inhabited Ko guryo
are regarded by the pro ject’s  his to rians  as  amo ng the many mino rities  that were eventually abso rbed into  “Greater China”. Since
abo ut two -thirds  o f Ko guryo  territo ry lies  within to day's  China, its  his to ry is  co ns idered a part o f Chinese natio nal his to ry.

As  early as  1986, Chinese his to rian Sun Jinji (1986) sugges ted that Ko guryo  is  separate fro m the his to ry o f the Three Kingdo ms in
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the Ko rean Peninsular. He argued that “the peo ple o f Buyeo  and Go guryeo  had the same lineage as  the Chinese in the No rtheas t
regio n, while the Ko rean peo ple were a part o f the Silla lineage.” (Sun 1989  cited in Lee 2005: 189) Thus , Ko guryo  is  co ns idered to
be affiliated to  China in his  wo rk. Acco rding to  Mark Byingto n (2004-a), fro m 1993 there was  a sharp increase in the number o f
articles  that specify Ko guryo  as  o ne o f the mino rity natio nalities  o f ancient China, and an inseparable part o f Chinese his to ry. This
trend appeared to  peak in 1997, and gradually tapered o ff in 2000 . At the 1993 academic co nference in Ji’an the No rth Ko rean
his to rian Pak Sihyo ng directly challenged the Chinese view that the kingdo m is  an integral part o f Chinese his to ry. The Chinese
his to rian Sun Jinji is sued a rebuttal and subsequently published a number o f papers  to  reinfo rce his  po s itio n. [2] As ide fro m Sun
Jinji, Ma Dazheng, Chi Tiehua, Zhang Bibo , and Zhang Bo quan have been inco rpo rating Ko guryo  his to ry into  “Chineseness ”. But
Chinese scho lars  are no t o f o ne vo ice o n this  is sue. There are Chinese his to rians  who  ackno wledge Ko guryo ’s  “Ko reanness ”, fo r
example Jiang Feifei and Wang Xiao fu, as  well as  tho se who  ackno wledge Ko guryo  his to ry as  being shared by bo th Ko rea and China
within “a framewo rk o f the dual elements  o f a s ingle his to ry” (yishi liangyong lun), such as  Jiang Mengshan, Liu Zimin, and Xu Deyuan
(Sun Jinji 2004-a).

The Chinese argument fo r Ko guryo ’s  his to rical heritage in the No rtheas t Pro ject is  based o n two  main po ints : the firs t is  that the
Ko guryo  s tate grew o ut o f the Han Chinese co mmandery o f Xuantu. No t o nly Ko guryo  (37 BC – AD 668) but also  Parhae
(Ko rean)/Bo hai (Chinese) (AD 698  - AD 926) are co ns idered to  be fo unded by Mo he (Chinese)/Malgal (Ko rean) and belo nged to
the Tang Dynas ty acco rding to  a his to ry textbo o k in China. One o f the Chinese his to ry textbo o ks  says :

“During the Sui and Tang, the Mo he lived alo ng the So nghua and Heilo ng Rivers . In the seco nd half o f the seventh Century the Sumo -
Mo he tribe grew s tro nger. At the end o f the seventh century Da Zuo ro ng, the leader o f the Sumo , united all tribes  and fo rmed a
go vernment. Later the Tang Empero r Xuanzo ng pro claimed Da Zuo ro ng King o f the Bo hai Co mmandery. After this  pro clamatio n, the
Sumo -Mo he go vernment called itself Bo hai.” [3]

Figure 2: Map o f Bo hai/Parhae

(So urce) http://www.chinakno wledge.de/His to ry/Altera/no rtheas t.html

(Co urtesy o f Ulrich Theo bald)

Chinese his to rians  such as  Sun Ho ng and Zho ng Fu claim that Han Chinese culture had been abso rbed and integrated into  Ko guryo ,
and eventually became mains tream culture in Ko guryo . As  a result, the co mmo nalities  in culture amo ng the Three Kingdo ms, Ko guryo
(37 BC – AD 668), Paekche (18  BC - AD 660), and Silla (57 BC - AD 935) are viewed as  s temming no t fro m their membership in the
same ethnic gro up, but fro m their abso rptio n into  Han culture (Sun Ho ng 2004, cited in Sun Jinji 2004-a). Furthermo re, Sun Jinji and
Sun Ho ng claim that so me remains  o f the to mbs  fro m the ancient perio d in Ji’an are no t Ko guryo ’s  but are tho se o f the Han o r
Xianbei (Chinese)/So nbi (Ko rean) ( Sun Jinji and Sun Ho ng 2004). Ko rean his to rians  and archaeo lo gis ts  o f the natio nalis t
persuas io n o ffer a different s to ry. Fo r example Kim Wo n-yo ng (1983: 2-3, quo ted in: Nelso n 1995: 219-220), a leading So uth
Ko rean archaeo lo gis t, assumes  that the Three Kingdo ms, despite their differences , were fo unded by Yemaek descendants  who
entered Ko rea fro m Manchuria in abo ut 1000BC. So me Ko rean his to rians , such as  Yeo  Ho -kyu (2004) and Cho e Beo b-jo ng (2004),
believe that bo th the o rigins  o f the Ko rean peo ple and the fo rmatio n o f Ko guryo  as  a s tate are directly related to  the Yemaek tribe,
which is  clearly dis tinguishable fro m the Tungus , Mo ngo l and Turkic tribes . [4] Ko rean natio nalis t his to rians  and archaeo lo gis ts
co ns ider the Yemaek to  represent the o rigins  o f Ko rean natio nality. This  fo rmatio n o f the Ko rean peo ple and the cultural unity and
co ntinuity o f Ko rea fro m a s ingle ances tral antecedent has  been o f great co ncern fo r natio nalis t his to rical narratives  in Ko rea.

The seco nd po int emphas ised by scho lars  asso ciated with the No rtheas t Pro ject is  that Gao go uli/Ko guryo  co ns tituted, in the wo rds
o f Ma Dazheng, “an influential ethnic gro up in China’s  bo rder area in no rtheas tern China between the Wes tern Han Dynas ty (206  BC-
AD 24) and the Tang Dynas ty (AD 618-907)”. [5] A co ntras ting representatio n o f Ko guryo  can be seen in the “Natio nal His to ry”
textbo o k fo r high scho o l s tudents  in So uth Ko rea:

“Based o n internal refo rms  by King So surim, Ko guryo  launched a large external co nques t to  Manchuria during the reign Great King
Kwanggaet’o  .... As  a co nsequence o f the co ntinuing territo rial expans io n po licy, Ko guryo  reigned supreme o ver No rtheas t As ia.
Ko guryo  o ccupied huge territo ries  o f Manchuria and the Ko rean Peninsula and es tablished a great empire with a co mplete po litical
sys tem. It came to  co mpete with China o n an equal bas is .” [6 ]

This  Ko rean his to ry textbo o k s tresses  Ko guryo ’s  co nques t and territo rial expans io n agains t China. Ko guryo  is  represented as  the
supreme po wer o f No rtheas t As ia, rivalling China’s  Sui and Tang dynas ties , rather than a tributary s tate under Chinese rule. Thus , the
co ntras ting views  o f Ko guryo ’s  po s itio n in his to ry between Ko rea and China are s triking, while each presumes  a clearly delineated
geo graphical and natio nal bo rder between “ Ko rea” and “ China” in ancient times , and a linear natio nal his to ry to  the present.
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The o fficial Chinese po s itio n regarding the pro per his to rical place o f Ko guryo  is  a reading back o f co ntempo rary Chinese views  o f
the unifying multiethnic natio n that is  co mpo sed o f Han Chinese and fifty-five o ther ethnic mino rities  ro o ted in antiquity, as  Mark
Byingto n (2004-b) maintains . In o ther wo rds , the way mino rity natio nalities  are to day co nceived as  fo rming part o f a “Greater
Chinese natio n” has  been impo sed o n the remo te pas t. Ho wever, his to rically, rulers  and o fficials  viewed neighbo uring peo ples  and
s tates  o n the no rtheas tern and o ther bo rder areas  o f the Chinese empire as  “barbarians ”. Co ntempo rary Chinese po licymakers  are
keen to  raise awareness  o f the co mmo n traits  as  a means  to  integrate diverse peo ples  and ethnic gro ups  into  the Han Chinese
his to rical legacy by asso ciating the cultural and his to rical attributes  o f bo rder po pulatio ns  with natio nal “co re” areas . This  is
especially apparent in effo rts  to  inco rpo rate the his to ry, memo ries  and symbo ls  o f the Ko rean mino rity in the No rtheas t Pro vinces
within China’s  “natio nal his to ry”. The No rtheas t Pro ject can thus  be unders to o d as  an attempt to  co ns truct a unitary natio nal his to ry
and identity. Ass imilating ethnicity into  natio nality thro ugh po s iting a co mmo n his to ry is  clearly evident. Here the multiethnic s tate
can be unders to o d as  “an o rganism” in which each ethnic co mmunity beco mes  an inseparable o rgan o f the bo dy. ( Campbell 1992:
87-92) It is  a his to rical reading that also  has  implicatio ns  fo r the s tate’s  attempts  to  deal with demands  fo r mo re auto no my o r
independence o f ethnic gro ups , no tably the Ko rean mino rity in China.

The view o f many Ko rean natio nalis t s cho lars  is  that the No rtheas t Pro ject is  part o f an aggress ive Chinese mo ve to  claim territo ry
and his to ry who se implicatio ns  lo o m particularly large in the event o f a No rth Ko rean co llapse. [7] They argue that the Pro ject is
clearly co ncerned with po tential bo rder is sues  and territo rial claims  that co uld impact in the event either o f the co llapse o f No rth
Ko rea o r reunificatio n o f the two  Ko reas . ( Cho e Kwang-s ik 2004-a) In fact, the Chinese are co ncerned abo ut po tential po litical
ins tability in the bo rder regio ns  in the event o f a No rth Ko rean co llapse, particularly a flo o d o f refugees  and territo rial bo undary
disputes . [8 ] Such territo rial co ncern has  been expressed by Chinese his to rian Sun Jinji ( 2004-a ). Maintaining the integrity and
s tability o f the natio n co ns titutes  ano ther co ncern in the backgro und o f launching the No rtheas t Pro ject. Scho lars  such as  Quan
Zhezhu (2003), Sun Jinji, Kim Hui-kyo  (2004) and Mark Byingto n (2004-a) perceive the launching o f the Pro ject as  a defens ive
reactio n to  preserve China’s  o wn territo rial integrity and s tability.

Fo r their part, Chinese analys ts  perceive as  threatening the natio nalis tic sentiments  o f so me Ko reans  in bo th the No rth and So uth.
The Ko rean attachment to , and his to rical pride in, the fo rmer lands  o f Ko guryo  and Parhae/Bo hai sugges ts  to  these Chinese a
natio nalis tic o r even irredentis t sentiment that demands  territo rial res to ratio n o f Manchuria (Byingto n 2004-c). In fact, so me
Ko rean ultra-natio nalis ts  in bo th the liberal and co nservative camps  make claims  fo r the “res to ratio n o f the lo s t fo rmer territo ries ”
(Kim Hui-kyo  2004: 16) meaning Manchuria, that is , the present pro vinces  o f Liao ning, Jilin, and Heilo ngjiang, the inters titial regio n
between China, Russ ia, and Ko rea. [9] These territo ries  are regarded as  “falsely separated fro m the o rganic natio nal co mmunity”
(Mayall 1994: 270), the co unterpart to  the Chinese vis io n o f a multiethnic s tate.

After the Ulsa Treaty o f 1905, which put Ko rea’s  fo reign affairs  under Japanese adminis tratio n, the Chinese reo pened the ques tio n
o ver Kando  (Ko rean)/Jiandao  (Chinese)/Kanto  (Japanese) which is  lo cated o n the no rth bank o f the Tumen river between Paekdusan
and the Yukchin area, no rth o f the Chinese-No rth Ko rean bo rder. Eventually Ito  Hiro bumi, the firs t Res ident General in Ko rea fro m
1906 to  1909, s igned Kando  o ver to  China in 1909. [10] Ko rean natio nalis ts  regard this  as  an illegal trans fer between Japan and
China, in exchange fo r Japan’s  exclus ive rights  to  build and co ntro l a railway in Manchuria. A gro up o f fifty-nine So uth Ko rean
Members  o f Parliament fro m bo th ruling and o ppo s itio n parties  submitted a reso lutio n to  nullify the Kando  Co nventio n to  the
Natio nal Assembly o n September 3, 2004. [11] Po pular irredentis t sentiment in Ko rea is  reified in attempting to  reco ver tho se parts
o f Manchuria that are co ns idered to  have been part o f ancient Ko rea. In claiming the regio ns  as  an integral part o f the natio n,
territo riality fuses  with natio nal sentiment.

Indeed, Chinese o fficials  and so me his to rians  are co ncerned by this  mo ve o n the part o f so me So uth Ko rean legis lato rs  and civic
gro ups  to  nullify the Kando  agreement. Fo r ins tance, Sun Jinji (2004-a) argues  that an alteratio n o f the present bo rder canno t be
based o n claims  o f o wnership a tho usand years  ago . Here Ko guryo  his to ry beco mes  a co ntes ted do main o f natio nalis t po wer. On
the o ne hand, Sun Jinji unders tands  that bo th No rth and So uth Ko rea’s  attempt to  “pro tect” Ko guryo  his to ry as  Ko rean his to ry is  a
preparatio n fo r a territo rial claim o n Kando . On the o ther hand, Ko reans  are co ncerned that the Chinese claim o n Ko guryo  will be
used to  maintain o r expand its  territo rial claims  to  Kando  when the two  Ko reas  are reunified. [12]

In Ko rea, it is  widely held that the Chinese go vernment and scho lars  are “co nducting a sys tematic and co mprehens ive effo rt to
dis to rt the ancient his to ry o f No rtheas t As ia”, seen as  “a po litical assault disguised as  an academic endeavo ur”. [13] Chinese
writers  have criticised Ko rean po liticis ing o f his to ry. Ma Dazheng emphas ises  “we do  no t accept any tendencies  o r practices  in the
research into  Gao go uli his to ry aimed at po liticiz ing academic s tudies .” [14] Even tho ugh bo th s tate that the Ko guryo  is sue sho uld
be addressed within an academic and scientif ic framewo rk, and sho uld no t develo p into  a po litical o r diplo matic dispute between the
two  co untries , this  is sue recently emerged as  the so urce o f a diplo matic ro w. In April 2004, when the Chinese Fo reign Minis try
remo ved references  to  Ko guryo  that explained Ko rea’s  Three Kingdo m Era fro m its  webs ite, the So uth Ko rean Go vernment lo dged a
fo rmal diplo matic pro tes t with the Chinese autho rities . [15]

2. Hist o rical values o f  Ko guryo  in Ko rea

Fo r Ko reans , the no rthern lands  o f Puyo  (Ko rean)/Fuyu (Chinese), Ko guryo  and Parhae have been tho ught o f as  a spiritual
mo therland no urishing Ko rean culture (Byingto n 2004-c). Amo ngs t the ancient kingdo ms, Ko guryo  has  always  been treated as  an
ances tral s tate within the Ko rean his to rical traditio n which bo th nurtures  and unites  peo ple under o ne natio nal identity, a feeling
that has  been particularly s tro ng in No rth Ko rea. Thus , acro ss  the po litical spectrum in academia and NGOs , So uth Ko reans  have
been unanimo us  in criticiz ing China’s  claim to  Ko guryo ’s  his to rical heritage. This  has  been true in No rth Ko rea, as  well. A shared
Ko rean natio nalism has  facilitated No rth-So uth co o peratio n o n the is sue. Cho e Kwang-s ik (2004-b), a leading So uth Ko rean
his to rian and pro tes ter in the Ko guryo  affair, po ints  o ut that the Chinese remapping o f his to ry co uld result in:

1. reducing the span o f Ko rean his to ry to  less  than 2,000  years , thereby lo s ing 700  years  o f a pro ud chapter o f its  his to ry, [16]
2. lo s ing a his to rical pillar o f Ko rean identity,
3. delimiting the s ize o f Ko rea's  territo ry to  an area so uth o f the Han River.

A transhis to rical “we” with timeless  qualities  is  co ns tructed in natio nalis t narratives . Yo e Ho -kyu (2004), ano ther So uth Ko rean
his to rian, asserts  that “it is  abso lutely clear that the Go guryeo  peo ple are ances to rs  o f the Ko rean peo ple because Ko rea inherited
Go guryeo  culture in its  entirety.” Ko guryo  his to ry is  thus  mo bilised to  buttress  the co ntinuity o f the Ko rean natio n-s tate s ince the
fo undatio n o f the natio n by Tan’gun, ro ughly five millennia ago , thro ugh to  the mo dern natio n-s tate. [17] The his to rically reco vered
ancient pas t has  been po werful in defining co ntempo rary Ko rean natio nal identity. Thus , the Ko guryo  is sue has  led to  an escalatio n
in the debate o ver s ites  o f “ethnic o rigins ” and natio nal co ntinuity in Ko rea. The co ncerns  o ver “damaging the o rigin o f the Ko rean
natio n fatally” so  that Ko rea beco mes  “a ro o tless  natio n” have been expressed in the media. [18] This  maintains  the tro pe that “Our
ro o ts  define us .”

Pro tes ts  agains t claims  to  the Chineseness  o f Ko guryo  have been intense. In December 2003, activis t gro ups  in So uth Ko rea and
o verseas  launched a public awareness  campaign. So uth Ko rean civic activis ts  held a series  o f rallies  in pro tes t agains t the
No rtheas t Pro ject and the Chinese go vernment. The is sue has  beco me a frequent to pic o n TV and radio . A gro up o f seventeen
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his to rical so cieties  acro ss  So uth Ko rea to o k jo int actio n agains t their Chinese co unterparts  in December 2003. [19] The So ciety fo r
Ko rean Ancient His to ry is sued a s tatement co ndemning China’s  actio ns . Rallies  have been held o uts ide the Chinese embassy in
Seo ul. Sco res  o f webs ites  dedicated to  the s tudy o f Ko guryo  have sprung up. [20] Ko rean “netizens” pro tes t and lay emphas is  o n
“Ko rean spirit” by po s ting, fo r example, s tatements  such as  this : “as  a small co untry, we have suffered co untless  hardships  and
humiliatio n at the hands  o f s tro nger natio ns , but the spirit o f Ko rea can never be extinguished.” [21] “The Spirit o f Ko guryo  is  in the
hearts  o f 80  millio n Ko reans ,” reads  a wide banner hung in Seo ul during a demo ns tratio n in January 2004. It was  referring to  the
po pulatio ns  o f bo th No rth and So uth, as  well as  to  Ko reans  living abro ad. [22] The Chinese claims  to  Ko guryo  have resulted in
pro mo ting co o peratio n between No rth and So uth Ko reans  and the Ko rean diaspo ra. The natio n is  inscribed as  o ne surro unded by
o thers  who  “s teal” “o ur his to ry and territo ry”. Co llective needs  to  preserve the co mmunity’s  irreplaceable his to rical values  have been
s tro ngly addressed in the face o f China’s  natio nalis t pro jects .

Indeed, the two  Ko reas  have co mpeted to  es tablish hegemo ny and legitimacy as  heirs  o f the Ko rean natio n s ince the partitio n in the
po s twar era. Ko guryo  antiquities  and his to ry embo dy special po litical s ignificance in this  co mpetitio n. They deno te the legitimacy o f
po litical autho rity and rule in No rth Ko rea. Ko guryo  is  eulo gised as  an embo diment o f the true natio nal spirit and depicted as  a
champio n o f Ko reanness  agains t treachero us  pro -fo reign Silla in the No rth Ko rean o fficial vers io n o f his to ry ( Petro v 2004). So me
No rth Ko rean archaeo lo gis ts  deny that “the Han Chinese ever co nquered any part o f the Ko rean peninsula.” (Pearso n 1978, in
Nelso n 1995: 229) No rth Ko rean his to rians  underline the “self-reliance, uniqueness  and superio rity o f Go guryeo  culture”. (Chin Ho -
t’ae 1990) Acco rdingly, Chinese claims  o n Ko guryo  have been s tro ngly deno unced as  “a pathetic attempt to  manipulate his to ry fo r
its  o wn interes ts ” o r “intentio nally dis to rting his to rical facts  thro ugh biased perspectives ” in No rth Ko rean media. [23]

Unlike No rth Ko rea, Ko guryo  his to ry as  a research to pic had no t been very po pular amo ng his to rians  in So uth Ko rea. Studies  o f
ancient his to ry in So uth Ko rea have been fo cused o n Silla ins tead, due mainly to  the fact that Silla was  lo cated in the So uth. It was
no t easy to  get access  to  Ko guryo  archaeo lo gical s ites , which are mainly lo cated in fo rmer Manchuria and in No rth Ko rea,
particularly befo re So uth Ko rea and China agreed to  diplo matic relatio nships  in 1992. Ho wever, the No rtheas t Pro ject in China
resulted in a Ko guryo  “bo o m” in So uth Ko rea. Since the mid 1990s  there has  been a pro liferatio n o f research and exhibitio ns  o n
Ko guryo  his to ry, art o r cultural heritage. The So uth Ko rean go vernment, co untering the China’s  No rtheas t Pro ject, launched the
Ko guryo  Research Fo undatio n (Goguryeo yonku chaedan) o n the 1 s t o f March, 2004. [24] This  Fo undatio n is  to  be merged into  the
No rtheas t As ian His to ry Fo undatio n (Tongbuga yoksa chaedan) under the Fo reign Minis try in 2006. [25] In additio n, ancient his to ry
and archaeo lo gical remains  have beco me co mmo dities  to  be co nsumed. Vario us  co mmercial pro ducts  with Ko guryo  mo tifs  (fo r
example, T-shirts , ties , s carves  and PC games) have co me o n the market in So uth Ko rea. TV dramas , mus icals , martial arts  and
co mmercials  all draw upo n the glo ry o f Ko guryo . [26]

Mo s t o f the research o n Ko guryo  in So uth Ko rea is  s imilar in appro ach to  that in No rth Ko rea, s tress ing the his to ry and relics  as
Ko rea’s  and emphas is ing Ko guryo ’s  “dis tinctly different his to rical co nscio usness  fro m China’s ”. (Lee 2005: 172, 183) Only a few
Ko rean his to rians  see Ko guryo  as  a separate s ite fro m bo th Ko rea and China. They include Kim Han-kyu (2004) and Lim Jie-hyun
(2004) in So uth Ko rea and Yi So ngs i (2001) in Japan. Kim Han-kyu’s  Yodongsa (His to ry o f Liao do ng), published in 2004 in So uth
Ko rea, generated intense criticism in bo th So uth Ko rea and China. He po ints  o ut that Liao do ng, where Ko guryo  was  lo cated, has  its
o wn his to ry which needs  to  be dis tinguished fro m bo th Ko rea’s  and China’s , and that Liao do ng had ties  with neighbo uring s tates . In
China his  wo rk is  co ns idered dangero us  because it co uld trigger independence sentiment in Liao do ng. In Ko rea, his  wo rk has  no t
been at all welco me s ince it co ntradicts  the no tio n that Ko guryo  is  the his to rical ro o t o f Ko rea.

3. Mo bilising archaeo lo gy

Figure 3: King To ngmyo ng’s  Mauso leum, No rth Ko rea

No t o nly Ko guryo  his to ry but also  its  relics  co ns titute a so urce o f tens io n between China and Ko rea. The co nflict already surfaced in
differences  in interpreting the ancient his to ry amo ngs t No rth Ko reans  and Chinese in the jo int archaeo lo gical excavatio n o f the early
1960s  . The po litical implicatio n o f archaeo lo gis ts ’ wo rk was  demo ns trated when the jo int archaeo lo gical pro ject was  halted.
Ko guryo  to mb murals  are fo und o n bo th s ides  o f the Chinese-No rth Ko rean bo rder as  well as  in So uth Ko rea (Yeo  2005). So  far, in
to tal o ver 10 ,000  to mbs  belo nging to  the Ko guryo  kingdo m have been identified in China and Ko rea. Amo ng tho se, 90  dis co vered
near Ji’an (the fo rmer capital o f Ko guryo ), Jilin pro vince o f no rtheas t China, and in the vicinity o f Pyo ngyang and Nampo  in So uth
Hwanghae Pro vince in No rth Ko rea have wall paintings  ( Petro v 2004). [27] Bo th No rth Ko rea and China assert o wnership o f the
heritage s ites  o n an ethnic bas is . Bo th applied to  UNESCO to  have the disputed remains  regis tered as  Wo rld Heritage s ites . So uth
Ko rea suppo rted the No rth’s  bid. Bo th co untries ’ reques ts  were passed at the Wo rld Heritage Co mmittee meeting held in China o n
the firs t o f July in 2004. [28] Named “The Co mplex o f the Ko guryo  To mbs ,” 63 to mbs  fro m five areas  including the Kangso  Three
To mbs  and Ro yal To mb o f King To ngmyo ng, alo ng with 16  to mbs  co ntaining mural paintings  in No rth Ko rea, became a Wo rld Heritage
s ite. Under the title “Capital Cities  and To mbs  o f the Ancient Ko guryo  Kingdo m”, the archaeo lo gical remains  o f three cities  (Wunu
Mo untain City, Guo nei City and Wandu Mo untain City) and 40  to mbs  (26  no ble to mbs , 14 ro yal to mbs), alo ng with the Sto ne
Mo nument o f King Kwanggaet’o  in China, have been put o n the UNESCO Wo rld Heritage Lis t. [29] The Ko guryo  relics  have been co -
regis tered as  tho se o f China and No rth Ko rea, thus  fuelling the debate regarding the “rightful” o wnership o f the relics . The very next
day, a So uth Ko rean NGO, Co alitio n fo r Peace and His to rical Educatio n in As ia ( Ashia p’yonghwawa yoksagyoyuk yondae), expressed
co ncern that this  decis io n fo r co -regis tratio n made the ques tio n o f who  o wns  the legacy o f Ko guryo  o nly fuels  the co ntro versy. [30]
The syncretis tic nature o f culture has  no t been co ns idered in this  pro tes t; o nly the co mpetitive des ire to  mo no po lise the “natio nal



s ites ”.

Figure 4 : A hunting scene in the To mb Muyo ngcho ng, in Ji’an, lo cated in co ntempo rary Jilin Pro vince, China.

Figure 5: Jars  excavated o n Mo unt Mandal, Pyo ngyang, No rth Ko rea.

Ko guryo ’s  relics  are highly regarded in the rivalry between China and Ko rea. This  indicates  that heritage co ns titutes  an influential
part o f cultural hegemo ny in Eas t As ia and also , a po werful part o f the cultural and his to rical patrimo ny o f the peo ple, bo th in Ko rea
and especially in the No rtheas t Pro vinces  in China. Kang Hyun-so o k (2004), pro fesso r o f Ancient Art in So uth Ko rea, maintains  the
dis tinctiveness  and influence o f Ko guryo  culture in Eas t As ia in underlining that the Ko guryo  to mbs  with murals  were no t mere
imitatio n o f their Chinese co unterparts  and that they were influenced by Japan’s  funerary culture. As  examples  o f Ko guryo ’s  influence
o n Japan’s  funerary culture, the Takamatsu To mb and the Kito ra To mb in Japan have been cited. [31] She co ncludes  that the influence
o f Ko guryo  seen in Japan and the Ko rean peninsula demo ns trates  its  pro minent po s itio n as  a culturally po werful regio nal s tate
(Kang 2004: 106-107). As  such, the Ko guryo  archaeo lo gical remains  represent the legacy and hegemo ny o f regio nal culture.

Figure 6: A snake cro ssed with a to rto ise. Kanso  Middle-s ized Mo und, 7th Century in the Kito ra To mb in Asukamura, Nara prefecture,
Japan.

In any case, the preservatio n o f natio nal heritage and his to ric relics  is  co ns idered imperative in es tablishing hegemo ny o r
legitimacy, and in asserting so vereignty o ver co ntes ted territo ries  in bo th co untries . Ariane Perrin (2004), a member o f an ICOMOS
survey team to  No rth Ko rean Heritage s ites , has  expressed co ncern o ver No rth Ko rea’s  heavy reco ns tructio n at so me o f the s ites ,
especially King To ngmyo ng’s  To mb, which did no t meet Wo rld Heritage Co nventio n criteria fo r the authenticity and integrity o f a
cultural s ite. This  is  the case in China as  well, with the relics  in Zhuanghe in Liao ning. [32] The po litical value o f archaeo lo gy in the



present can be seen in rushed excavatio n and reco ns tructio n pro jects  that lack adequate research fo undatio ns . Here, archaeo lo gy
has  played a critical ro le in the battle o ver the “cultural capital” o f the pas t.

Archaeo lo gy is  o ften asso ciated with patrio tism in bo th the “periphery” as  well as  fro m the “co re”. (Ho bsbawm 1990) Mass  suppo rt
fo r cultural patrio tism can be seen in respo nse to  effo rts  to  preserve natio nal heritage in China. “Relics  pro tectio n prizes ” were
o ffered by the central go vernment in Beijing in December 2003. The prizes  were awarded to  a to tal o f 31 natio nal level cultural relics
autho rities  fo r their effo rts  to  pro tect his to rical treasures . Ji’an Pro vince where Ko guryo  archaeo lo gical remains  are lo cated was
o ne o f the award winners , bo as ting numero us  cultural relics  fro m the ancient Gao go uli ruins . [40] This  mass  suppo rt is  pro bably
related to  recent “regio nalism” in Chinese archaeo lo gy. Vo n Falkenhausen (1995: 200) no tes  the recent “paradigm shift to
regio nalism fro m centralism” in Chinese archaeo lo gy. This  has  no t, ho wever, undercut cultural natio nalism. As  he s tresses , this
regio nalism enco urages  vo luntary integratio n, ins tead o f co ercing unity fro m the centre. (vo n Falkenhausen 1995: 200 , 215) The
result is  to  ass is t the central go vernment in gaining mass  suppo rt in cultural patrio tism, and to  help the lo cal po pulatio n gain
o fficial suppo rt and legitimatio n. Ko guryo ’s  archaeo lo gical f indings  fro m the bo rder regio ns  are co rrelated with the mas ter
narratives  o f natio nal his to ry, sho wing the his to rical and cultural integrity o f the bo rderlands , thereby reinfo rcing natio nal myths  o f
unity.

Figure 7: The King Kwanggaet’o  s tele in Ji’an, China



Figure 8: A legend o f the fo unding o f Ko guryo  inscribed o n the King Kwanggaet’o  s tele in Ji’an, China

The mo numents  and sacred s ites  which embo dy ances tral title-deeds  and memo ries  are crucial fo r engendering a co mmo n natio nal
identity, as  Antho ny D. Smith (1986: 213) undersco res . Amo ng Ko guryo  relics , especially the King Kwanggaet’o  s tele in Ji’an, a
mo nument inscribed with Chinese characters  exto lling the explo its  o f a king o f Ko guryo  in AD 414, reinfo rces  natio nal pride in
Ko rea. The s tele is  interpreted as  evidence o f a capacity fo r co nques t. It is  asserted that “the Ko guryo  peo ple regarded their
kingdo m as  the centre o f the wo rld and to o k great pride in its  po s itio n” (Im Ki-hwan 2004: 100). Ko rean natio nalis t archaeo lo gy
pursues  evidence o f the uniqueness  and ho mo geneity o f Ko rean identity. Sarah Nelso n (1995) argues  that Ko rean archaeo lo gy has
been detrimentally affected by the co ntempo rary po litical des ire to  see Ko rean culture pas t and the present as  dis tinctive and
ho mo geneo us . The “his to ry wars ” glo rify the heritage o f Ko guryo  and bo ls ter feelings  o f fraternity. The s ignificance o f archaeo lo gy,
his to ry and territo riality in fo rming o r reinfo rcing ethnic o r natio nal identity is  at the centre o f this  co nflict.

4 . Pro blems in t he “hist o ry wars”

Several pro blems  can be fo und in the co nflicts  o ver Ko guryo . One is  the rigidity o f empiricism. The who le debate is  heavily based o n
the empiricis t paradigm, emplo ying archaeo lo gical and empirical evidence. The ancient pas t o f Ko guryo /Gao go uli is  claimed to  be
reco ns tructed thro ugh fo rens ic research into  fragmentary and partial evidence o f archaeo lo gy and his to ry. This  attempt seeks  to
derive legitimacy fro m empirical evidence. We have no ted, ho wever, that s cho lars  in bo th China and Ko rea pro duce ideo lo gically-
laden interpretatio ns  o f the pas t that eschew value-neutral s cientif ic o r “academic” metho ds . Their interpretatio ns  are no t o nly
co ntradicto ry, but also  equally reinfo rce natio nalis t claims . Clearly, the debate has  deep ro o ts  in the po litical agendas  to  maintain
hegemo ny and legitimacy o ver his to ry and the territo ry o f Ko guryo  with its  impo rtant co ntempo rary territo rial and po litical
implicatio ns . While each criticises  the o ther fo r abus ing his to ry fo r po litical purpo ses , Ko guryo  is  symbo lically impo rtant fo r the
unity and antiquity o f bo th natio n-s tates . The ancient his to ry o f Ko guryo  has  been used as  an ideo lo gical pro p fo r bo th, in o rder to
claim autho rity and authenticity.

A seco nd pro blem in the dispute is  that it pro jects  the mo dern natio n-s tate o nto  ancient times , reco ns tructing ancient his to ry within
the framewo rk o f natio nal his to ry. The mo dern co ncepts  o f natio nal territo ry and natio n-s tate are applied retro actively to  the
ancient perio d. Lim Jie-hyun (2004) finds  such pro jectio ns  anachro nis tic. Co ntempo rary views  o f the ancient pas t shaped by present
needs  are o ften self-serving.

Third, at the centre o f the dispute o ver Ko guryo  his to ry and relics  is  the is sue o f bo undaries  o f natio nal his to ry and heritage that
are drawn differently in China and in Ko rea. Chinese his to ry, heritage and culture are defined fro m the perspective o f its  present-day
territo ries  and bo rders  o ver which the s tate claims  so vereignty. Thus , the his to ry and heritage o f Ko guryo  and Parhae are claimed as
part o f Chinese his to ry. This  can be viewed as  territo rialisatio n o f his to ry. On the o ther hand, Ko rean natio nal his to ry is  defined by
the area where Ko reans  settled, differentiating Self and Other by “blo o dline”. Debates  o n Ko guryo  and Parhae his to ry s tem fro m this
difference in criteria by which the bo undary o f natio nal his to ry is  determined. Fo r Ko reans , Ko guryo  and Parhae are exclus ively their
o wn. Natio nalis t Ko rean scho lars  argue that ques tio ns  o f the his to rical identity o f the ancient kingdo m are far mo re impo rtant than
co ntempo rary territo rial rights . [34] The Chinese No rtheas t Pro ject is  deno unced as  “a pro duct o f a his to rical perceptio n based o n a
territo ry-centred view” (Yo o n 2005: 166).

In these “his to ry wars ,” natio nal his to ry serves  as  a clear-cut dividing line between “o ur his to ry” and “theirs ”. The rigidity o f natio nal
his to ry repro duces  the image o f the mo no lithic natio nal “self” and “o ther”, igno ring the multiplicity o f hetero geneo us  “selves ”.
Natio nalis ts ’ co ncern fo r cultural ho mo geneity leads  to  an exclus ive so cial clo sure agains t the o ther. The o ther’s  claim o n “o ur”
his to ry is  branded as  s tealing, manipulating, o r dis to rting his to ry, so  that “we” need to  co rrect and pro tect o r rescue “o ur” his to ry.
“If we fo rget o ur his to ry, we are fo rgetting o ur ro o ts .” [35] In this  co ntextualisatio n o f his to ry, his to ry is  read as  a mo ral
dicho to my; either co rrect, i.e go o d his to ry, o r dis to rted, i.e bad his to ry. Ho wever, the interpretatio n o f his to ry needs  to  be
co ns idered as  a pro cess  rather than as  a s tatic entity in a mo ral judgment.

Las t but no t leas t, ques tio ns  o f gender are igno red in mains tream natio nal his to rio graphy o n Ko guryo . Natio nal hero es  are
co ns tructed as  masculine: fo r example, the ancient his to rical f igures  like King Kwanggaet’o  the Great and his  so n King Changsu are
presented as  a so urce o f Ko rean natio nal pride. Their co nques ts  in the No rtheas t pro vinces  are attributed to  the victo ry o f Ko rea’s
virile “natio nal masculinity”. Acco rdingly, in prais ing masculine achievement in his to ry, wo men beco me invis ible and images  o f male
do minatio n are reinfo rced.

Figure 9: King Kwanggaet’o  the Great



Figure 10: To mb o f King Changsu

5. “Hist o ry in bet ween”

Bo rders  can be unders to o d as  so mething which separates  and excludes  o r which binds  and includes  the co mmunities  that share it.
This  inters titial po s itio n o f bo rderlands  serves  to  co ns titute the intertwined nature o f diverse natio nal, po litical and cultural
identities . Ho wever, the rigidity o f natio nal his to ry canno t permit an unders tanding o f bo rders  which emphas ises  the variety and
permeability o f po litical and cultural bo undaries . Self-co ncepts  o f pure difference between Chineseness  and Ko reanness  at the
present time appear to  exclude creo lised and multiple narratives  o f his to ry within the bo rder regio ns . This  is  an attempt to
“natio nalise” fro ntiers . In the times  o f the Ko guryo  kingdo m, no  clear bo rders  divided the multiple s tates  and peo ple. Bo rders
between Ko guryo  and Tang o r Silla, fo r example, were fluid and permeable. Cultural and his to rical hybridity between Ko guryo  and the
Han, Wei and Jin dynas ties , which co ntro lled the neighbo uring regio ns  o f Liao ning and Shando ng pro vinces , as  well as  between
Ko guryo  and Silla, needs  to  be mapped o nto  the carto graphy o f Ko guryo . In fact, in his  wo rk o n Manchuria (1644-1912), which
o verlaps  Ko guryo ’s  territo ry, Ellio t undersco res  that Manchuria was  inco rpo rated o nce and fo r all into  the larger Chinese geo -bo dy
with the Japanese defeat o f 1945. Yet he argues  that the dis tinctive identity o f bo th peo ple and regio n fro m the Chinese “co re”,
particularly s ince the seventeenth century, remains  part o f the co ntempo rary scene. (Ellio t 2000: 635-640) Acco rdingly, China’s
recent refo cused attentio n o n the No rtheas t bo rder regio ns  and effo rts  to  integrate the regio ns  with the res t o f the natio nal
territo ry are no t irrelevant to  unders tanding the dis tinctive and co mplex identity o f the Manchu ho meland as  an inters titial
co mmunity fro m the “co re”, a regio n who se his to ry shaped in co mplex ways  the o utco mes  o f multiple peo ples  including Ko reans ,
Chinese, Mo ngo ls , and Mus lims .

The his to ry o f a bo rderland is  invariably o ne in which identities  co nverge, co exis t, and so metimes  co nflict. Such identities , which are
invariably in flux, canno t be appro priated by a s ingle natio n-s tate. In this  sense, the ques tio n o f who  o wns  the his to rical legacy o f
Ko guryo  is  bes ide the po int. It is  ins tead wo rth trying to  unders tand ho w Ko rean natio nals  and Chinese natio nals  to day make sense
o f the peo ple and cultures  that blended to  shape Ko guryo  in ancient times . The his to ry o f the bo rder regio n between No rth Ko rea
and China needs  to  be examined as  that o f an intercultural s ite o f hybridity, bo th within and beyo nd the bo undaries  o f the mo dern
natio n-s tate, rather than as  the exclus ive natio nal his to ry o f o ne natio n.

In prio ritis ing differences  as  o ppo sed to  interactio n and creo lisatio n is  hardly unique to  China and the two  Ko reas . Each natio n in
Eas t As ia has  armed itself with a narrative s tress ing the uniqueness  and achievements  o f its  natio nal his to ry. Ho wever, unilateral
claims  lead to  co nfro ntatio n ins tead o f co -o peratio n, and a negatio n o f “his to ry in between”. Rather than pursuing o ne-natio n
centred natio nalis t appro aches  to  his to ry, highlighting the interactive nature o f his to ry in Eas t As ia co uld co ntribute to  a dialo gue in
his to ry and archaeo lo gy that wo uld o verco me inter-natio nal antago nisms  and pave the way to ward a mo re harmo nio us  and
interactive Eas t As ia.
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