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I. IntroductionIntroductionIntroductionIntroduction

The recent controversy that has erupted over claims by certain Chinese scholars

and officials that Koguryô belongs not to Korean but to Chinese history is

closely related to the ways in which we understand how nations are constituted.

Western scholarship over the past few decades has tended, under the influence of

such scholars as Ernst Gellner (1984) and Benedict Anderson (1991), to argue

that nations and nationalisms came into being only in the modern era as the

consequence of the rise of industrial capitalism, the organizational and educational

activities of the state, the spread of print capitalism, and the efforts of

nationalizing intellectuals. Simply put, the trend has been to see nations as

“imagined communities,” as novel forms of consciousness that represent a sharp

epistemic break with pre-modern locality- and status-specific senses of self.

Scholars have pursued the same approach to these issues in Asian societies,

following the lead of Partha Chatterjee (1986) to argue that nationalism arose in
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Asia as a derivative discourse whereby Asian intellectuals sought to appropriate

and deploy Western-style nationalism as a defensive measure against imperialist

aggression.

Other scholars, such as Anthony Smith (1986), have contended that modern

nationalisms cannot be understood apart from their origins in pre-modern ethnic

identities, that myths, memories, and symbols from earlier times provided

important building blocks for the construction of modern nations. In the case of

China, Prasenjit Duara (1995) has noted the existence in pre-modern times of

collective forms of identity that, when politicized, came to resemble modern

nationalism. I myself have argued that there existed in pr-modern Korea a sense

of belonging to a distinct political, social, and cultural collectivity, usually

referred to as Tongguk, from at least the Koryô period and that this sense of

collective identity came about as the consequence of the state's organizational and

educational activities and of foreign invasions (Duncan, 1998).

In this paper, I propose to shift my focus away from institutions and wars and

focus on the role of memory in the construction and maintenance of national

identities. A key assumption here is that shared memories are important

constitutive elements of nationalities, that shared memories of past glories,

sacrifices, and suffering are what hold national communities together. (Arash

Abizadeh, 2004).

Individual personal memories are, of course, often partial, false, and even

forgotten. Even more so are national memories. Indeed, as many scholars have

pointed out, national memories are often based in myths and are willfully

selective in that they omit aspects that might be counter-productive to the

creation and maintenance of collective unity-especially inasmuch as collective

historical memories are typically created and propagated by political and social
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elites. As such, they can often be easily shown by academic historians to be

only partially true or even false. Deconstruction of these memories can be

potentially liberating for marginalized and oppressed groups within a national

collectivity, but that does not dispose of the affective power of historical

memories as the glue that binds and motivates the national community. Indeed,

to deny historical memory is to deny the possibility of human community. To

quote Benedict Anderson, “In fact, all communities larger than primordial villages

of face-to-face contact (and perhaps even these) are imagined. Communities are

to be distinguished, not by their falsity/genuineness, but by the style in which they

are imagined.” (Anderson, 1991. p 6.)

The dispute over Koguryô is indeed a problem in the style in which the

national community is imagined and in how it has been imagined over time.

The recent claim that Koguryô is part of Chinese history is not only part of a

new attempt to re-imagine the Chinese national community, but it is also direct

challenge to the ways in which Koreans have imagined their nation. As I will

show in this paper, Koguryô has been an important part of the Korean collective

historical memory for at least the past 1,000 years.

II. KoguryKoguryKoguryKoguryô as Part of the Koryas Part of the Koryas Part of the Koryas Part of the Koryô Historical MemoryHistorical MemoryHistorical MemoryHistorical Memory

The Silla kingdom in its declining years faced challenges from two new

breakaway states, one in the southwest and one in the north. The southwestern

state, founded by Kyônhwôn, was called Later Paekche. The northern state,

established by Kungye, was initially known as Later Koguryô. That Kyônhwôn

and Kungye chose to present themselves as resurrecting Paekche and Koguryô
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suggests some real limits to the extent to which Silla had been able to fashion

some sort of “national consciousness” among the populace, but it also indicates

that memories of Paekche and Koguryô were still strong in the regions that had

once been parts of those two kingdoms.

Kungye subsequently changed the name of his state to Majin and then

T’aebong be fore he was ousted by Wang Kôn in 918. Upon taking the throne,

Wang Kôn changed the name of the new kingdom to Koryô. Koryô was an

abbreviated form of Koguryô-an abbreviation that had been commonly used

during the earlier Three Kingdoms period. This implies that Wang Kôn and his

supporters may have been seeking to present themselves as successors to

Koguryô. Certainly an effort was made to expand the kingdoms northern borders

into territory that, while not under Silla control, had been part of Koguryô.

That implication is strengthened by the importance Wang Kôn and other Koryô

kings placed on P’yôngyang, the old Koguryô capital, that had fallen outside of

Silla’s borders and lain in ruins after the fall of Koguryô in 668. P’yôngyang

was rebuilt, fortified, and designated as the kingdom’s Western Capital(Sôgyông).

Subsequent efforts were made, in the 940s and again in the 1130s, to move the

main capital to P’yôngyang. Although these efforts were typically justified in

terms of the geomantic superiority of P’yôngyang and may have been motivated

by the kings’ desires to escape from the domination of the Kaegyông-centered

aristocracy, at least in the case of the Myoch’ông rebellion of the 1130s it also

appears to have involved a desire to recover the old northern lands of Koguryô

that still lay beyond Koryô’s borders.

Concrete expression of Koryô’s sense of self as successor to Koguryô can be

found in the Koryôsa entries related to the border conflict between Koryô and

the Khitan Liao in the late tenth century. In 993 negotiations with Khitan
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invaders, the Koryô official Sô Hûi refuted Khitan contentions that Koryô was

Silla’s successor state and that Koryô was infringing on Khitan territory, stating,

“That is not true. Our country is the successor to Koguryô. That is why we

call ourselves Koryô and have established a capital at P’yôngyang.” (KS 94:4b)

Michael Rogers (1983) has argued that the entire exchange between the Khitan

leader and Sô Hûi is a fabrication committed by later history compilers, but even

so it suggests an historical memory among Koryô elites that their kingdom was

indeed the successor to Koguryô.

The Koryôsa was compiled by early Chosôn scholars and thus may be

more reflective of 15th century historical memories than of Koryô

memories. If, however, we turn to histories compiled during the Koryô

period, such as Kim Pusik’s twelfth century Samguk sasi or Iryôn’s

thirteentn century Samguk yusa, we find Koguryô included along with

Silla and Paekche as part of Korean history. Kim Pusik, in particular,

has been roundly criticized by modern Korean nationalists, following the

cue of Sin Ch’aeho, for his Silla-successionism, his admiration for things

Chinese, and his omission of Parhae from the Samguk sagi. Kim Pusik

does appear to have been a Silla-successionist and did accept Chinese

models-although not to the sino-philistic degree of which he has been

accused. But he presented a story of the conflict between Silla and

T’ang very different from that found (or, in fact, omitted from) Chinese

histories. More importantly for the issues at stake he, not only did he

include Koguryô as part of the Koryô’s historical legacy-the three

kingdoms that preceeded his Koryô were Koguryô, Paekche, and Silla,

but he lionizes Ûlchi Mundôk for his defeat of a huge invasion force

from Sui China, in effect emphasizing past glories of Koguryô as part of
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the collective historical memory of Koryô.

One thing worthy of note here is the treatment of Parhae in the Koryô period.

Whether Parhae belongs to Korean history, Chinese history, or Siberian history

has long been a point of controversy among scholars from Korea, China, and

Russia and remains an issue of considerable nationalistic interest. We should

note here that neither Kim Pusik nor Iryôn laid claim to Parhae. Kim Pusik

simply ignored Parhae, but Iryôn identified Parhae as a Malgal (Moho) kingdom.

(SGYS 1: Malgal parhae). In other words, whereas Korean claims to Parhae as

part of their historical memory can perhaps be dismissed as the imaginings of

more recent nationalists such as Sin Ch'aeho, Koryô period historical memories

of Koguryô are not modern constructs-rather they date back well over 1,000

years.

Yi Sûnghyu’s late thirteenth century Chewang un'gi is another example of

Koguryô as part of Korean historical memory that distinguishes clearly between

Korea and China. The first volume of Chewang un'gi deals with the rulers of

China (which Yi Sûnghyu terms Chungjo) from the mythical founders through

the Sung; the second volume deals with the rulers of Korea (which Yi calls

Tongguk). Koguryô is included in the second volume, along with Paekche and

Silla, as part of Korean history. But perhaps the strongest assertion of historical

memory of Koguryô can be found in the Tongmyôngwang p’yôn (The Lay of

King Tongmyông), compiled by Yi Kyubo in 1193 to relate the founding myth

of Koguryô. Although Yi Kyubo began his preface to the Lay of King

Tongmyông with a statement of concern about how the story had been passed

down as a magical tale among the ordinary people, he ends with a positive

affirmation of the tale: “The affairs of King Tongmyông were not things that

was bewitched the people with magical changes, but were actually the traces of
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the founding of the country. If I do not write this down, what will there be for

later generations to see? Thus I have written this down in poetry to let the

world know that our country was originally the land of a sage.” (Yi Sangguk

chip 3:1a-2a). Whether Yi Kyubo was actually preserving a tale that had been

passed down for hundreds of years among the common people of Korea or

whether he was simply responding to the strong sense of Koguryo-successionism

of the era of military rule, as suggested by Michael Rogers (1983) is not clear

and, in fact, is not relevant to the issue here. Also whether the tale of King

Tongmyông represents historical fact or mere myth is also not relevant. Rather

the point is that Koguryô was a major part of the way in which the people of

Koryô-certainly elites such as Yi Sûnghyu or Yi Kyubo and perhaps even

ordinary commoners-were remembering their history and thus imagining their

national community.

III. Kogury. Kogury. Kogury. Koguryô as Part of Chosas Part of Chosas Part of Chosas Part of Chosôn Historical Memoryn Historical Memoryn Historical Memoryn Historical Memory

Memory of Koguryô as part of Korean national history was expressed in the

Chosôn period in a number of ways. One was the compilation of histories.

Another was was symbolic measures taken by the court. A third was the

writings of various literati found in literary collections and other works.

Together these things worked to perpetuate a collective historical memory of

Koguryô as part of Korea's national heritage.

The official dynastic histories of the Koryô dynasty, the Koryôsa and the

Koryôsa chôryo were, as mentioned earlier, compiled in fifteenth century Chosôn

from Veritable Records passed down from the Koryô. That the Chosôn
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compilers of the dynastic histories included such Koguryô-related entries as that

of Sû Hûi confronting the Khitans indicates that they succeeded to and affirmed

the historical memory of Koguryô as part of the Korean heritage. Indeed I

believe it safe to say that the collective historical memory of the

Koryo-particularly as it related to the Three Kingdoms and Koguryô-was

transmitted largely intact into the Chosôn period.

The Chosôn period also saw the publication of a large number of books

purporting to depict the full range of Korean history from Tan’gun and Kija

down through the end of the Koryô. Representative works include the Tongguk

t’ongam complied by Sô Kôjông in the second half of the fifteenth century, the

Tongsa kangmok written by An Chôngbok in the mid-eighteenth century, and the

Haedong yôksa authored by Han Ch’iyun near the end of the eighteenth century.

All of these works, which draw heavily from such Koryô period sources as the

Samguk sagi, feature the Three Kingdoms, including Koguryô, as an integral part

of early Korean history.

An Chôngbok’s treatment of Koguryô in the Tongsa kangmok is worthy of

attention. In comparing the Three Kingdoms, An depicted Koguryô as the

strongest, and he also made efforts to show that Koguryô had come into being

before Han Wu-ti conquered Old Chosôn. “According to the Samguk sagi,

Koguryô lasted 705 years. But King Munmun of Silla told An Sûng of

Koguryô that ‘Since your great ancestor founded your kingdom, his heirs

succeeded to the throne for eight hundred years. In the old days, people used to

round numbers to a higher figure when they told a story. But would King

Munmu have rounded 705 years up to 800 years? From the year Wu-ti

conquered Chosôn (108 B.C.E.) to the year Koguryô is said to have been

founded (37 B.C.E.) is 72 years. Moreover, if one counts backward from the
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year when Koguryô fell (668 C.E.) to the year when the Hsüan-t’u Commandery

was established, one will come up with 776 years. Therefore, it is certain that

Koguryô was already in existence when the Han commanderies were established.”

(Tongsa kangmok 3: 554-55; translation adapted from Peter H. Lee, ed.,

Sourcebook of Korean Tradition, vol 2, pp 228-29.) Whereas Korean histories of

this period conventionally used the Tan'gun myth to demonstrate an origin of

Korean history prior to and independent of Chinese influence, An appears to be

attempting to extend that argument down to Koguryô as well, in effect

emphasizing the Koreanness of Koguryô. Again, as in the case of Yi Kyubo’s

Tongmyôngwang p’yôn, the historical “truth” of the dating and

circumstances of Koguryô’s origins are not the issue-rather it is the

national memory that is being constructed and propagated.

The Chosôn court repeatedly took ritual measures to reinforce the collective

memory of Koguryô as part of Korean history. Examples include an occasion

when King Sejong instructed the Ministry of Rites to establish shrines for

Tan'gun, Kija, and the founders of the Three Kingdoms of Silla, Koguryô, and

Paekche (Sejong sillok 37: 09/08/21), an instance when King Yôngjo ordered

that the tombs of the kings of the Koryô dynasty and of Tan’gun, Kija, and the

founders of the Three Kingdoms be repaired (Yôngjo sillok 101: 39/04/22), and a

time when King Sukchong ordered that titles be given to shrines for a number

of luminaries from the Korean past, including Yi Sunsin and Koguryô’s Ûlchi

Mundôk (Sukchong sillok 45; 33/02/06). In carrying out these symbolic

measures, the Chosôn court was in effect asserting that Koguryô (along with

Tan'dgun, Kija, Silla, and Paekche) was part of Korea’s history and that it, as

the current dynasty in Korea, was succeeding to the historical legacies of those

entities.
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In the eighteenth century, some Korean literati-reacting perhaps to rise of the

Manchu Ch'ing dynasty-began to construct new memories of the Korean past by

reassessing the place of Manchuria in Korean history This led to arguments by

such men as Yu Tûkkong (Parhae ko) and Han Ch’iyun (Haedong Yôksa) that

Parhae was a successor state to Koguryô, that Parhae was therefore part of

Korean history, and by implication that the Korea had a historical claim to

ownership of the Manchu homeland. This appears to have been a departure

from the Koryô period memories which excluded Parhae and provides an

example of how historical memories can be reconstructed in the face of changing

historical situations.

Not all late Chosôn literati agreed fully with Yu and Han. Chông Yagyong,

writing in the early nineteenth century, accepted the idea that Parhae was part of

Korean history, but he rejected the notion that Korea had a claim to land north

of the Chosôn dynasties border, as he laid out in his Kanggye ko. After some

discussion of what he regarded as Korea's northwestern borders ("our

northwestern border" abang sôbuk chi kye) prior to the rise of the Three

Kingdoms, he goes on to say: “A change occurred when Koguryô arose in the

north, establishing a new northwestern border farther west, along the Liao River.

Koguryô arose in what is now China’s K’ai-yüan County, but grew much larger,

expanding southward until it reach P’yôngyang. During and even after China's

Han and Wei dynasties, our southern border underwent some changes, but the

northern border did not even develop any wrinkles. Even when the Sui and

T'ang ruled over China, the Liao River continued to form our northwestern

boundary. When Koguryô fell and Parhae rose to replace it, although it placed

its western capital along the Amnok River, Parhae still maintained a border with

China from K'ai-yüan in the northt to the mouth of the Amnok River in the



Historical Memories of Kogury in Kory and Chos n Korea (John B. Duncan) //// 343343343343

south, considering that territory its western region. Thus our territory (a chi

kangyôk) was originally this broad and expansive. But the Khitans realized their

ambition to possess completely the land north of the Amnok, and thus our

northern border reached no further than Poju. After this the Amnok River

became a natural barrier, cutting off part of our territory in the northwest. Our

northeastern border at that time (early Koryô) was drawn south of the Tuman

River, originally the land of the Okchô. Since the time of Koguryô that territory

has been considered Korean land (ye a p’ando).... After Parhae fell, the Jurchen

occupied that region.... Later, the Mongols made these lands into Ho-lan province

of the Yüan empire. Up through the end of the Koryô, we were unable to

recover these lands. After our Chosôn dynasty began ruling over our land, the

area north of South Hamgyông and to the Mach'ôn Mountains gradually came

under our control. By the reign of King Sejong, the entire region south of the

Amnok River was Korean once again, and King Sejong was able to establish six

forts south of the Tuman. During the reign of King Sônjo, we also gained

control over the Sambong plateau and established the new precture of Musan

there. Consequently, the Tuman River, too, became the border, forming a natural

barrier.” (Yôyudang chônsô vol. 1, 15:7a-8b; translation adapted from Peter

Lee, ed., Sourcebook of Korean Tradition vol. 2).

This selection from Chông Yagyong’s treatise on Korea’s borders reveals that

Chông, a prominent literatus of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries

and one of the most critical and progressive thinkers of his time, shared the

collective historical memories that had been passed down from the early Koryô

period. For Chông and his countrymen, Korea/Tongguk constituted a distinct

political and social collectivity that transcended individual dynasties and kingdoms

and that could be traced back to very early times and Koguryô was an important
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early part of that collectivity.

IV . Some Final Comments. Some Final Comments. Some Final Comments. Some Final Comments

Some Western scholars of Korean history, taking their cues from Benedict

Anderson, Ernst Gellner, and Partha Chatterjee, contend that the Korean nation

and Korean nationalism came into being only after the opening of Korea to the

West in the late nineteenth century as a defensive measure against Western and

subsequent Japanese, and Chinese imperialism. They have a point, particularly if

we accept modernist definitions of nationalism, particularly such features as the

acceptance of full social equality among all members of the nation and the ideal

of the independent nation-state. From that perspective, the social leveling of the

Kabo reforms and the proclamation of the Great Han Empire near the end of the

nineteenth century mark the beginnings of nation and nationalism in Korea. If,

however, we accept Anthony Smith’s contention that modern nations have their

origins in ethnic identities, identities constituted by such things as myth, memory,

and symbol, we can recognize that the nationalist activists of the late nineteenth

century did not have to invent a Korean nation out of whole cloth. To the

contrary, they had at their disposal a wealth of collective historical memories of

Korea as a distinct and enduring political, social, and cultural collectivity.

As I have argued in this paper, Koguryô was a lasting and important part of

those memories. If anything, Koguryô has become even an more important part

of the Korean collective sense of self over the past one hundred-plus years

because memories of Koguryô’s successful in repelling foreign invaders from Sui

and T’ang China have given courage and hope to a nation that has suffered

grievously at the hands of imperialist aggression, be it Chinese interventionism in
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the 1880s and 1890s, Japanese colonialism from 1910 to 1945, or national

division at the hands of Western superpowers after 1945. Thus any effort by an

outside power, such as China, to deny that Koguryô is part of Korean history is

bound to be seen as a denial of Korean nationhood, as an act of aggression that

threatens the very existence of Korea as a human collectivity.

I have not read widely in Chinese histories, literary collections, and other

sources. But what I have read, including such sources as the Shih-chih, the

San-kuo chih and the T’ang-shu, indicates to me that premodern Chinese

considered Koguryô to be a country of non-Chinese barbarians, of people who

were outside of the Chinese socio-political and cultural collectivity. In short, it

seems to me that there are no historical memories among the Chinese people of

Koguryô as part of their history. What we are witnessing now is an attempt by

certain groups of Chinese scholars and officials to construct new historical

memories. I will leave it to specialists in contemporary history and political

science to explain what might motivate these groups to assert that Koguryô is

part of Chinese history. What I will say, as an historian who has worked on

questions of nation-formation and nationalism, is that the recent attempts to deny

Korean collective memories of Koguryô are without historical foundation and are

devoid of intellectual legitimacy.
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