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Reconstructing Ancient History': Historiographical Review of the
Ancient History of Korea, 1950s-2000s?

Stella Xu

Abstract: The ancient history of Korea has been one of the most controversial and
difficult phases to incorporate into an East Asian history survey class, not only
because there are indeed quite a number of contested issues, but also because very
few updated materials are available in English. This essay aims to provide a com-
prehensive and critical overview of research on the topic of Korean ancient his-
tory in the past six decades (mainly in South Korea), so that the ancient history of
Korea can be understood first within the broader frame of East Asian history, and
then in relation to the intellectual and ideological evolution which has significantly

impacted historical interpretations in South Korea.
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I. INTRODUCTION

The ancient history of Korea has been one of the most controversial periods, as the
scarcity and ambiguity of historical records as well as various interpretations generated by
different scholars have made this an arena replete with complexity and disputes. For a long
time, research on ancient history remained a puzzle of fragmentary and sometimes con-
tradictory historical records. Moreover, understandings of Korean ancient history under-
went a drastic change in the late nineteenth century, in close relation to Korea’s political
situation and the rise of nationalism. During the Japanese colonial period (1910-1945),
Korean nationalist historians focused their attention on ancient Korea as a way of raising
the national consciousness. This political inclination toward research on ancient history
was carried over to the postwar period after Koreas liberation from Japanese rule in 1945.
Outside Korea, Japanese and Chinese historians also became interested in ancient Korean
history for its relevance to their own histories.

The controversial connection between ancient history and political legitimacy, combined
with the scarcity of English publications on these subjects, makes it hard to incorporate
Korea’s ancient history in East Asia survey classes.’ This paper traces the historiographical
evolution of research on ancient history in South Korea, with emphasis on the most contro-
versial issues and their transformation in relation to ideology and new archaeological find-
ings. Because it appears that all possible written documents have already been found and
examined, new findings are limited to what is uncovered by ongoing archaeological studies.
Despite decades of effort, the ancient history of Korea is still mostly myth and enigma;
nonetheless, studies on ancient history continue to flourish, driven by the enthusiasm of
scholars who have embraced their variety and complexity for the past sixty years.
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II. MAJOR ISSUES

A. THE ORIGIN OF THE KOREAN PEOPLE AND CIVILIZATION

Tracing the origin of East Asian people and civilization has been crucial not only in
the field of national history, but also in studies of interstate relationships. Since the 1950s,
most South Korean scholars have leaned toward a so-called migration hypothesis about
the origin of the Korean people. The earliest residents of the Korean Peninsula are said to
have been Paleo-Asiatic people who were widely spread across Eurasia, northern China,
and the Korean Peninsula. They used cord-patterned pottery and cherished shamanistic
and animistic beliefs. This is the period that is tied to the Korean founder myth of Tan'gun.
These earliest Paleo-Asiatic people were absorbed and replaced by newly arriving Altai-
Tungus people who then evolved into the direct ancestors of the Koreans, known as the Ye
and Maek in Chinese documents.*

This widely accepted northern origin hypothesis reflected Korean scholars’ effort to
overcome Japanese-sponsored scholarship that flourished during the colonial period, a
historiography heavily weighted toward heteronomy (i.e., Korea’s total reliance on foreign
influences, both cultural and political, from China). Korean scholars felt more comfortable
connecting prehistoric Korean civilization to the northern areas, such as Altai and Siberia,
while identifying Chinese influence as having begun as late as possible (after the third cen-
tury BCE). Paleo-Asiatic and Tungus were terms used to indicate ancient residents of Altai
and Siberia based on Russian ethnographical investigations carried out in the eighteenth
century. However, it was the Japanese colonial historian Shiratori Kurakichi (1865-1942)
who first claimed that the Ye and Maek belonged to the Tungus people—a theory aimed
at making it seem that the Koreans and Japanese had common ancestors.” These problem-
atic concepts of ethnicity were transmitted from Russian to Japanese scholars, and then
accepted by Korean scholars during the colonial period. This intellectual heritage burdens
Korean scholars who are still not completely free from politically driven Japanese histori-
ography.® Scholars are still debating the migration hypothesis (from Altai and Siberia to the
Korean Peninsula) versus an indigenous origin of early residents in the Korean Peninsula,
while continuing to search for better archaeological evidence.

B. Ko CHOSON OR THE THREE CHOSON: TAN’GUN, Kija (C. J1z1), AND WIMAN
(C. WEIMAN)

1) TAN’GUN: FROM MYTH TO A HISTORICAL FIGURE

Among the unresolved issues regarding the early history of Korea, the most controver-
sial is the historical lineage of the Three Choson, especially Tangun Choson. In a desper-
ate effort to validate an authentic national ancestor, Korean scholars have spared no effort
to learn about Tan'gun, the legendary ancestor of the Korean people and putative founder
of the first Korean state, called Ko Choson. Scholars are still far from any consensus on
Ko Choson. The debate includes whether Ko Choson was centered in the Liaodong area
in China or in P’ydngyang or whether, according to the migration hypothesis, it was first
in Liaodong and then moved to P’yéngyang around the third century BCE.” Many South
Korean scholars commonly agreed upon the migration hypothesis in the 1990s, though it
was recently challenged by a young scholar who argued that the center of Ko Choson was
always located in the northwestern part of the Korean Peninsula.®

Tangun has long maintained unsurpassable significance in Korean history and con-
sciousness. Since the summit meeting between Kim Dae-Jung and Kim Jong Il in 2000 and
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the raising of hopes for Korean re-unification, the legend of Tan'gun as a common ancestor
has become a starting point for national healing. There have been a number of unprece-
dented symposiums and events held in North and South Korea for commemorating Tangun
in the past twelve years, which contributed to the creation of a new term, Tangun minjok
chuiii or Tan'gun nationalism,’ indicating a new phase of Korean nationalism with emphasis
on the symbolic meaning of Tan'gun."

More recently, the South Korean Ministry of Education decided to make two major
revisions in new high school history textbooks. The first is relocating the Tan'gun myth to
the historical era, and the second is revising the dates of the Korean Bronze Age to start in
2000 BCE, adding an additional millennium to Korean history. According to one authority,
the revisions were made because “there has been criticism from both political and academic
spheres, pointing out that the overall treatment of Tangun Choson was too passive....and
upon this request, we plan to make a more proactive narrative about our ancient history
[author’s translation and italics] !

An additional complication is the rising popularity of so-called amateur historians in
South Korea since the 1960s. They have attempted to reconstruct a glorious national his-
tory through emotional and arbitrary interpretations of historical documents, replete with
ultra-nationalism and irredentism. Believing that the idea of a powerful ancient empire is
crucial to Korean national unity and identity, they have contended that the territory of Ko
Choson reached as far as the east coast of mainland China and the Maritime Provinces of
Russia, in addition to Northeast China and the Korean Peninsula.'? With the support of
the former military government of South Korea, these amateur historians even made the
issue of ancient history the subject of a hearing in the Korean National Assembly in 1981
and requested fundamental changes to the narrative of Ko Choson history in textbooks. It
is ironic that despite the amateur historians’ patriotic hostility toward Communism, their
understanding of the country’s ancient history is similar to the official stance of North
Korea: both argue for a glorious, powerful, and uninterrupted ancient history that includes
territory far beyond the normally recognized national boundaries.

2) Kijo AND KijA CHOSON:

In contrast to Tangun, which shifted from the realm of myth to historical reality, the
long-venerated authenticity of Kija has been repeatedly challenged in the twentieth century.
Until the late eighteenth century, Kija was highly respected as a most righteous gentleman
who brought advanced Chinese civilization to Korea. Indeed, the Kija story enabled the
Choson Dynasty (1392-1910) literati to claim with pride that they were the only remaining
carriers of civilization in East Asia after the Manchu people established the Qing Dynasty
(1644-1911) in China proper. However, whatever pride there was in being Kija’s descend-
ants waned with the weakening of China after the late nineteenth century.”

After decades of historical investigation, the essential questions about Kija and his
regime in Korea, known as Kija Choson, remain. Was Kija a real figure? Did he come to the
Korean Peninsula? Did he establish Kija Choson? Where was Kija Choson located? Setting
Tangun as the starting point of Korean history, contemporary Korean scholars agree that
Kija’s emigration to the Korean Peninsula was a fabrication first introduced by Chinese his-
torians during the Han dynasty (second century BCE), and later was uncritically accepted
and internalized by Kory6 and Choson literati.

However, scholars have varied in their alternative interpretations. Some argue that Kija
Choson should be renamed as Hanssi Choson' or Yemaek Choson,"” while some assign
Kija Choson to areas outside of the Korean Peninsula;'® some contend that Kija Choson
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was just one of numerous coexisting primitive states founded by Chinese refugees.'” Very
few scholars still admit Kija’s migration to the Korean Peninsula, but by arguing that Kija
belongs to Tongi or the Eastern Barbarians (hence, ancient Koreans), Kija Choson has there-
fore been redeemed as an ancient Korean state.'®

3) WIMAN: A CHINESE EXILE OR KOREAN PATRIOT?

Wiman is one of the most controversial figures in Korean history.!” There have been
numerous attempts to reinterpret Tan'gun and Kija Choson since the 1950s, yet almost all of
them were more or less variations that had already appeared from the late Choson period to
the colonial period. Interestingly, the most drastic change that occurred during the postwar
era was about Wiman Choson.

For almost two thousand years after the Wiman Choson period, no Korean historian
had ever questioned that Wiman was a member of the Yan people (and thus a Chinese).
From the Korean side, Wiman was first mentioned in Samguk yusa or the Memorabilia of
the Three Kingdoms, which was written by Iryon (1206-1289 C.E.) and largely quoted from
Chinese sources regarding Wiman. Hence, Iryon was the first to propose a Three Choson
framework, and Wiman Choson was included in the lineage of Ko Choson along with
Tangun and Kija Chosdn. However, according to the story, Wiman usurped the throne after
betraying King Kijun, the legitimate ruler of Kija Choson, and was thus an illegitimate ruler.
Wiman is therefore condemned, and for centuries his role has been minimized or inten-
tionally ignored.

The most drastic change in interpretations of Wiman was proposed by Yi Pyéngdo
(1896-1989), one of the most prominent historians in South Korea in the twentieth century.
Calling special attention to Wiman’s topknot hairdo and the barbarian dress that he wore
when he fled to Korea, Wiman’s insistence that Choson be the title of his new state, and
Wiman Choson’s obstinate resistance against the Han invasion, Yi Pydngdo concluded that
Wiman was actually a descendant of Ko Choson.?

It is interesting to note that North Korean scholars have concurred with Yi’s strik-
ingly new interpretations.** Although it is difficult to find any evidence of communication
between scholars in North and South Korea in the 1950s and 1960s, it seemed that the
national division did not prevent them from reaching similar interpretations on Wiman.*
Yi Pyongdo’s revisionist view was widely accepted among South Korean scholars due to Yi’s
academic reputation and his theory’s promising implications.” Believing that Wiman was of
Korean descent, archaeologists have attempted to bring Wiman Choson into the discussion
of state formation in early Korea.? Contrary to the Japanese scholarship, which uses Wiman
Choson as one of the most substantial pieces of evidence for affirming the heteronomous
nature of Korean history, the newly invented ethnicity of Wiman makes for a complete
reversal. Thus, Wiman Choson has been transformed into a legitimate phase among Korean
ancient states, and Wiman himself has been resurrected as a Korean national hero who led
his fellow compatriots in fighting against Chinese domination.” This is despite the fact that
the details of Wiman’s hairdo and dress, depicted by Sima Qian, were not based on his first-
hand observation and thus are dubious as evidence of Wiman’s actual ethnicity.

C. Di1sPUTES OVER FOREIGN INTERVENTION
1) THE FOUR HAN COMMANDARIES

Nangnang (C. Lelang) Commandery, established after Wiman Choson collapsed after
the invasion of the Han Emperor Wudi’s troops, lasted from 108 BCE to 313 CE in the
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P’yongyang area. Post-1945 Korean scholars intentionally avoided the issue of Nangnang
because of its nature as a Han colony and the exceptional attention paid to it by Japanese
colonial scholars for purposes of making claims about the innate heteronomy of Koreans.*
Nonetheless, the large amount of Nangnang-related archaeological data excavated between
the end of the colonial period and the 1990s needs to be addressed in order to understand
the ancient history of Korea. Although it has long been held that Nangnang was located in
the P’yongyang area, some extreme nationalist scholars have contended that it was located
as far away as to the west of the Liao River in China. They base this on an attribution of
Nangnang relics excavated around the P’yongyang area to an indigenous Korean state
named Nangnangguk, or the State of Nangnang, which is believed totally irrelevant to the
Han Lelang Commandery.”’

The issue of the Nangnang Commandery along with the other three Han Commanderies
was crucial not only to the history of Korea, but also for the overall picture of premodern
East Asian history. There is little written and affirmed archaeological evidence about the
other two Han Commanderies, i.e., Chinbon (C. Zhenfan) and Imdun (C. Lintun), mainly
because these two commanderies lasted for a brief twenty-five years. The fourth one, the
Hyondo (C. Xuantu) Commandery, has also been neglected for a long time because it
moved westward twice and remained outside of the Korean Peninsula thereafter. However,
the Hydndo Commandery was pivotal because of its relationship with the later Kogury6
Kingdom (C. Gaogouli, 37 BCE?-668 CE). According to Hanshu or The Historical Record
of the Han Dynasty, “After the Emperor Wu of the Han quashed Chaoxian, he made
Gaogouli a county subject to Xuantu Commandery. Emperor Wu also invested musicians
to Gaogouli”* This further contributed to the issues of Koguryd's historical sovereignty that
are now the subject of passionate debate between Chinese and Korean scholars. Some Chi-
nese scholars insisted that because of the subjugation of Gaogouli to the Han Xuantu Com-
mandery, Gaogouli was always a Chinese vassal state.” In contrast, Korean scholars would
emphasize the independent formation of the Koguryd state and the stiff resistance raised
by Kogury6 against the expansion and invasion of the Chinese dynasties over the centuries.
Despite its demise in 668, Koguryo continues to be remembered as one of the strongest and
most prosperous phases of Korean history, especially in the sense of military strength and
territorial scope.

The most recent discovery of wooden tablets in North Korea shed new light on the
history of Nangnang and Ko Chos6n. Some of these wooden tablets were inscribed with
census information of the Nangnang Commandery, indicating that the Nangnang Com-
mandery consisted of twenty-five counties and had a population of 280,561 in 45 BCE.*
This is a crucial breakthrough in deciphering not only the history of Nangnang, but also of
Ko Choson. Opinions on the territorial size of Ko Chosdn have ranged from viewing it as a
huge ancient empire to a small entity on the northwestern Korean Peninsula. Now sup-
ported with census documents from Nangnang, scholars have projected the possible size of
population of Ko Choson and drawn the conclusion that Ko Choson was a chiefdom at an
early stage of state formation with a small population.*'

2) IMNA (J. MIMANA)

The issue of Imna, said to have been located on the southeastern coast of the Korean
Peninsula in the fourth century CE, has been utilized for legitimizing Japan’s colonization
of Korea since the 1890s. Because of the limited and ambivalent written sources regard-
ing Imna, the late nineteenth-century rediscovery of the King Kwanggaeto (r. 391-413 CE)
stele, erected in 414 C.E., attracted tremendous political and academic attention. Japanese
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scholars demonstrated intense interest in this stele, which they believed to be the key not
only for exploring the early history of Japan, but also the interstate relationships between
Japan and Korea. This was also the reason that the research of the stele inscription garnered
support from the Japanese Ministry of Army. Indeed, the founder of Japanese modern his-
toriography, Shiratori Kurakichi, once even proposed to smuggle the entire stele to Japan. *

The importance of this stele centered on a fourteen-character sentence that described
the interstate relationships among the Three Kingdoms in the Korean Peninsula and Japan.
Based on the conventional reading by Japanese scholars, it reads that “Wa (Japan) came
across the sea and defeated Paekche, and Paekche and Silla have been the subjects of Japan
ever since.” Japanese scholars insisted that Wa actively intervened and even dominated
interstate relationships in Northeast Asia. In other words, Wa came to the Korean Peninsula
under the request of Paekche, confronted Koguryd, and invaded Silla. As a result, some
Japanese scholars claimed this stele to be the most substantial evidence for the actual exist-
ence of Imna Colony and the dominance of Japan over the southeastern part of Korea.

The interpretation of this crucial sentence and some particular characters in it has been
hotly debated among Japanese and Korean historians. Some Korean scholars have suspected
a conspiracy of applying lime onto the stele so that the overall meaning would be beneficial
to Japan, though a Chinese scholar later affirmed that the lime was applied by local Chinese
workers in order to produce rubbings with readable quality.” Due to its complexity and
crucial implication, it is not surprising that Imna has been one of the primary targets for
Korean historians since the 1950s. The still controversial issues are about whether Imna
really existed, where it was located, and the nature of this entity.

The debate over Imna continues.** Although the colonial-era theories were consciously
eroded, many postwar Japanese scholars still believe in the existence of a Japanese admin-
istration/outpost in the southern part of the Korean Peninsula. Some Japanese scholars
suggested a much later formation of the Imna, in 429 CE or as late as around 530 CE, com-
pared to the early hypothesis of 369 CE.** There were also new interpretations of the nature
of Imna by arguing that Imna was more of a diplomatic or commercial station. Some Korea
scholars further suggested that instead of Wa Japan, it was Paekche that had suzerain power
over Imna. According to this theory, the ruler of Imna was later mistakenly recorded as
Japanese, because the Nihon shoki or the Historical Record of Japan was written by Paekche
refugees who escaped to Japan after the demise of the Packche Kingdom in 660 CE and con-
sequently presented all Paekche-related records with Japanese protagonists.*® More recently,
scholars called for understanding Imna in the context of Kaya history, and proposed that
Imna was a branch office of Paekche for securing the trade route to Japan as well as an intel-
ligence outpost.

The issue of Imna has continually been spotlighted, especially when there was a dis-
covery of archaeological sites related to both the Korean and Japanese sides. Interestingly,
the fundamental question is always about the authenticity of Imna and the chronology of
cultural relics—in other words, which side of the strait created and/or possessed certain
items first. The dilemma of archaeology can be perceived in the opposite interpretations of
the archaeological data: the Japanese scholars used it to affirm the existence of a Japanese
colony in Korea, while the Korean scholars used it to prove the Korean origin of the early
Japanese culture and/or royal lineage. It is not surprising that Japanese Emperor Akihoto’s
comment on the Paekche origin of the maternal side of the Japanese royal lineage aroused
opposite reactions in the Japanese and Korean media in 2001.>” The Japanese media allo-
cated minimum coverage, while the Korean newspapers were replete with overjoyed tones
claiming that the Japanese emperor had finally admitted historical truth.*®
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III. CONCLUSION

With the prevalence of modern nationalism, colonialism, and imperialism in the twenti-
eth century, the interpretation of ancient history underwent tremendous changes which can
be observed, for example, in the way history textbooks have been revised in South Korea.
Tan’gun and Tangun Choson were transformed from myth to historical fact and, by using
the vague term seryok pomwi, or the scope of power, the map of Ko Chos6n was made to
cover a wide range from Northeast China to the Korean Peninsula. Despite the prominence
of Kija in Korean history until the late nineteenth century, Kija and Kija Choson com-
pletely disappeared from the historical lineage of Korean history. Starting from Tan'gun,
the textbook implied a continuity of the Tangun lineage in the following period, which was
conventionally named the Kija Choson.

Many South Korean scholars are sympathetic to the new view of Wiman as a former
member of Ko Choson. However, due to the prominence of historical records describing
Wiman as Yan Chinese, the textbook revisions made a compromise between the previous
definition of Wiman as a Han refugee and Yi Pyongdo’s new definition of Wiman’s ethnicity
by vaguely depicting Wiman’s origin as follows:

at the end of the third century BCE, there were many migrants to Choson because
of the chaotic transition from the Qin to the Han Dynasty. There was a man named
Wiman among them who came with many followers, and the King of Ko Choson
[here the textbook uses Ko Choson to avoid Kija Choson] enfeoffed him with the
western frontier for defense. However, Wiman later used military force to drive
King Chun [again, the textbook uses King Chun instead of King Kijun for the same
purpose of avoiding Kija Choson] out and made himself king. He further con-

quered the surrounding areas and his power prevailed [author’s italics].”

The nature and location of the Han Commanderies and Imna became the most con-
tested issues since the late nineteenth century, thanks to their potential implications for the
formation of a new East Asian order. Despite the complexity, importance, and sensitivity
of these issues, both the Han Commanderies and Imna completely disappeared from the
current history textbooks in South Korea.*® Although these are ongoing debates and there is
room for different and/or opposite interpretations, it seems that revisionist views are still far
from sufficient in counteracting the image of the Han Commanderies and Imna as foreign
colonies located in the Korean Peninsula. Therefore, without any reference to the installa-
tion of the Four Han Commanderies, the textbook revisions emphasized Korean resistance
against foreign power and implied the eventual victory of the Korean nation: “Though the
Han dynasty extended their power to a certain portion of the former Ko Choson territory,
our nation resisted and was finally successful at driving them [Han troops] out”!

Nationalist historiography is still prevalent among many Korean historians because of its
contribution to counteracting Japanese colonialism and racism during the colonial period.
With the disintegration of the Cold War framework and increasing cultural, economic,
and political interactions among countries, studies of ancient history have become more
complicated. This is because of the still valid burden of affirming a national essence/iden-
tity despite the ambivalent boundaries among “national” cultures, especially regarding the
early history of East Asia. As a result, the so-called “history wars” have been frequently in
the mass media spotlight, drawing tremendous and unprecedented attention not only from
academics but also from the general public, and historians have often condemned their
counterparts from other countries for “distorting history.” Noticing the dilemma of national
history and globalization, some contemporary Korean historians have proposed yollin
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minjok chutii or “Open Nationalism,”*? attempting to reach a compromise between the felt
need for strengthening nationalism in the local context and the overall trend of globaliza-
tion, though it is unclear how to implement the “Open Nationalism” in the study of ancient
history.
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