Prof. Nianshen Song - Borderlines, Backstories and Nationalism

Welcome to this episode of Exploring the Humanities, Voices from the Hong Kong
Polytechnic University. Our podcasts allow us to showcase the exciting and innovative
work being done by our colleagues in the humanities. Intersecting with fields as varied

as aviation, mental and physical health, virtual reality, Gen Al, design, neuroscience.

| am Renia Lopez from the Faculty of Humanities.

We are very lucky today to have with us Dr. Nian-Shen Song, who is Professor at the
Tsinghua Institute of Advanced Study in Humanities and Social Sciences. So welcome
Dr. Song and thank you so much for being with us.

- Thankyou for having me.

So | hear that you started your career as a journalist. So how come you ended up as a

historian and how did you being a journalist influence the work that you do now?

- lwas a newspaper editor for eight to nine years until | thought it was time to change. To
find another career, | always liked doing academic work. Even as an editor, | had a lot of
friends working in the academic field. This is the reason | changed my career path. And |
think being a journalist and an editor taught me several things that are very useful to be an
academic, especially a professional historian. One thing is the deadline. As a newspaper
editor, you know the importance of deadlines. So, you keep to the deadlines and always
complete your writing in time. That's very important. | will say this is crucial for young
scholars. You have to always keep in mind that every project needs to end and it has to be
completed on time. A good dissertation is always a complete dissertation.

- The second is that| think journalists’ writing and historical writing are basically the same.
We put important things first. We elaborate our views and our arguments first. History is
not just about something that happened in the past. We talk about the past because we
have contemporary concerns. We are concerned about contemporary crises. That's why
we use material from the past to explain our anxiety, our concerns. It's sort of like a
journalist writing. So historical writing always has a problem. This is a very crucial thing |

think I learned from being a journalist.



When you were a journalist, did you focus on any area in particular or was it general?

- |focused on international coverage, especially the diplomatic relations between China
and other countries. And that's why | came up with a topic for my first book, which is
related to China's relations with, not only Korea, but also Japan and Russia in the late 19th

and early 20th century.

| fully understand why you say that the events of the past shaped the ones now. So was

there a specific event that made you change paths or had you been mulling it over for a

long time?

- Ithink the most important thing that made me decide to change my path was in 2003
when | covered the Irag war in several countries in the Middle East, including Iraq.

- Before, as a young journalist, we always looked forward to someday having journalismin
the Mainland following the model of CNN, BBC, and Western media. Butin 2003, what |
saw on the battlefield was the very delicate manipulation of news coverage. The model
was no longer there. So | thought this is not what | want. Later we found out that all the lies
and distortion of the news were made by the Western media, and that was a pretty big
shock for a young journalist like me. So | thought | may change my path and go into history

or public science.

After the war in Iraq, did you continue as a journalist? What was at the end of your

journalist's work?

- lcontinued working for one more year. During that period, | was sent to the China-North
Korea border, because in 2004, if you remember, the news came out that North Korea was
testing a nuclear weapon. So | was sent there to try to find some stories about how these

events were impacting local lives.

Tell us more about the outcomes from that trip.

- One of the most interesting things | discovered was when | visited this very small town
called Ji'an (E2%27). At the time, the local leaders in Ji'an (2%7) told me that China was
preparing a very important historical relic called Koguryo, a very old Asian kingdom, to be
nominated as a UNESCO World Heritage, Cultural Heritage site, the following year. But it
was a sensitive issue because at the time, North Korea and China were trying to nominate

the same relic separately, both to UNESCO, as a world cultural heritage. So this was



politically sensitive. So the local leader told me “you cannot cover this right now, but next
year, when UNESCO has decided to give us this privilege to become a world heritage, you
can cover the story”. | remember that story and the following year, it was 2006 | believe,
UNESCO announced that the Koguryo relics in both China and Korea were to be listed as
separate world cultural heritage. But it created a huge political tension between China
and South Korea, believe it or not.

So long story short, the Asian kingdom of Koguryo had already vanished over 1,200 years
ago, and during that period, nobody really paid attention to that very old kingdom. It had
just disappeared. But suddenly in 2005 and 2006, it became the cause of diplomatic
tension, huge diplomatic tension in Northeast Asia, specifically between China and South
Korea. So my academic thinking started with this question and puzzle. Why a very old
kingdom that nobody paid attention to for over a thousand years suddenly had become a

contemporary diplomatic issue. This | think was the starting point of my academic career.

And what was the answer?

The answer was that in the 19th and 20th centuries, people in East Asia experienced a
huge change in terms of how they viewed and understood their past. We started to use
Western ideas like sovereignty, absolute boundary and exclusive historical belongings,
nationalities, nationalism, to name a few, to try to categorize our past. That created huge
tension and confusion in understanding our shared common past. And that became an
endless source of disputes between East Asian countries specifically between China,

Korea and Japan.

You just mentioned that these ideas, such as nationalism and so on, that we begin to

hear about them in the 19th century. So how come it took so long for this specific

dispute to come to light? Why nhow? And not a hundred years ago?

It was precisely because at that time UNESCO decided to create these ideas of world
cultural heritage. It was essentially a very good thing to try to encourage a nation-state to
preserve its heritage. But here comes the thing. When it comes to the true actor of these
preservations, you have to rely on the nation state. But how can a nation state designate
these relics like “this is ours, that is yours”, right? Kingdoms like Koguryo are territories
nowadays shared by the Korean Peninsula and China. So this is the question: Whether

Koguryo is a Chinese kingdom or a Korean kingdom. And that brought up all the disputes



and controversy.

And ethnically, is it clear where they came from?

No, because at the time, a thousand two hundred years ago, there wasn't a modern idea

of ethnicity.

But ethnically, these people were not nomadic Turkic tribes, were they?

No, they were settlers. They built cities, they built forts, and they were basically agrarian

people.

And what happened to them?

During the Sui and Tang Dynasties, they rebelled against the emperors in the central plain
area of China, but they also caused a lot of tensions in the Korean Peninsula against the
other two kingdoms, which were Paekche and Silla. So later on in the eighth century, the
Tang Dynasty allied with the Silla dynasty in the Korean Peninsula, they joined forces and
destroyed this kingdom.

OK. So they really disappeared. It's not that they were integrated within the other.

The people integrated. Part of the people moved to central plain area in China, some
moved further south to Silla and Paekche. And some of them created a new kingdom
called Paekche. So this is a very sophisticated scenario when we really look at the
people's flow. But if you ask the Koguryo people, whether you believe you're Chinese or

Korean, they will say, “this is a very funny question because we don't have this idea at all”.

Is this phenomenon unique to this area and to this group of people? Or do we see it

elsewhere?

Yeah, it's everywhere because nowadays, most historians believe that the identity of
ethnicity and nation is basically a modern creation. It was first created in Europe roughly
in the 17th, 18th centuries, but mainly in the 19th century. So these new modern
inventions were later imposed onto other places of the world and start with colonialism
and imperialism. Nowadays, all around the world, people think about their identity in
terms of ethnicity and nationality. But this is not what happened in history. This is a fairly

new phenomenon.



You have just mentioned the effect of colonialism. What about colonialism on this part

of the world? Because a lot of people don't realize that it also had a significant impact.

What can you tell us about that?

So talking about colonialism in East Asia, most of the people will think about Western
colonialism towards people in East Asia. But in Northeast China and the Korean
Peninsula, the modern colonizers were not mainly Westerners, but Japanese. So Japanese
colonialism was a manifestation of European-style colonialism in the local situation.
Japan learned a lot, including international law and linear historiography. To say, history is
like a line, starting from five thousand years ago, all the way to here. So in these areas,
Northeast China and the Korean Peninsula, we have to understand Japanese colonialism.
And that's how the historical narrative starts to change. My study shows that the Koguryo
began to be merged into the nationalist narrative in both China and Korea, starting from
the late 19" and early 20th centuries, in order to defend themselves against Japanese
colonialism. So at the beginning, both the Chinese and Korean scholars didn't really view

each other as enemies.

So it was a unifying force in a way.

Right. So in a way, that also explains how, even during the Cold War era, between China
and North Korea, there weren’t any issues regarding this. It was right after the end of the
Cold War, when nationalism was used to infuse the empathy of the ideology of socialism
and communism, that it became a huge issue, in the 1990s, between China and South

Korea.

Had there been a lot of archaeological research in this area?

No, no, there was some joint research, archaeological research, but it was purely for
scientific reasons. During the Mao period nationalism wasn't really the official ideology.
We believed in socialism and internationalism. So, in that period, even in Chinese
textbooks, Koguryo was described as a “foreign part of the foreign history”. That is, Korean
history. But that refers to North Korea, not just the South. It's the Korean Peninsula as a
whole.

But this is problematic because in the local regions, local scholars have different ideas. |

mentioned how in the early 20th century, local scholars started to study this Asian history



and refer to it as a part of Chinese history against Japanese aggression. So, these tensions
existed for a very long time. And in the 1990s, it became more and more of a serious

diplomatic problem.

You have spoken about postcolonial theory and said that it might be oversimplifying

Asian history. So why have you said that?

Well, | myself have adopted a lot of post-colonial theory and | really admire the
scholarship created and done by the previous generations of post-colonial scholars. |
really admire their work. But talking about what happened in the past in East Asia,
specifically in this region, we have to understand that its history had existed long before
the coming of modern colonialism. Post-colonial theory really emphasized these tensions
between the colonizer and the colonized. They used this lens to analyze a lot of things. It
worked in North America and British India it really worked. But when people start to sort of
overuse this framework to analyze what happened in Asia, there are some hazards. It's
dangerous to say “Well, this group of people are colonizers and that group of people was
colonized”.

It's not like that because in this region, people have moved around for a thousand years.
There were always newcomers and there were always the old settlers. To the extent that
you cannot really say who the real native people are here? Who are the true indigenous
peoples here? They are all newcomers, especially in Manchuria in Northeast China. If we
use this lens to say that the Han Chinese were the colonizers or the Manchurians are the
indigenous people or native people, what about, even older groups of people? So, this is
not to say this is a question of colonialism. We have to understand that colonialism
happened in modern periods along with capitalism and imperialism. We cannot extend
these frameworks to Asian history. Otherwise, these will create endless tensions and

arguments.

So, is there something that could replace it as a framework?

History. | think just read history and understand that fluidity, communication and
persistence are persistent themes, right? Cultural communication is a constant in these
regions. There is no need to draw a clear-cut line between this group of people and that
group of people. We all mingled together for a very long time. | think this is very important

to understand, not only Chinese history, but also the history of this entire region.



What about Europe? Couldn't you argue the same?

- Yeah, yeah, it's the same, right? Even modern nation-state regimes were created in
Europe. We have to keep in mind that the concept of the nation-state was created only in
1678 or 79 [correction: 1648], with the signing of the Westphalia Treaty. Before that,
people didn't really understand their identity in terms of the nation-state, right? There was
no nation-state, so people always mingled together. | think that's quite important for us to

remember.

You have also studied maps.

- Yes

| know that you have a book, "Mapping Asia," which focuses on maps. So, tell us more,

how did you get into maps, and what can you tell us about maps?

- You know, this is closely related to the Man River project, because | discovered that the
modern surveys used different mapping techniques to understand the river, to understand
the boundary. So, | started to wonder, what is really the difference between the so-called
modern cartography and traditional cartography? That's the reason | started to look into
the history of maps.

- And it's the same concern about boundaries that draws me to the study of maps and
cartography. Because every time | ask my students: “What do you think about the
boundaries?” They say: “Boundaries are the lines drawn on maps”. This is the very sort of
standardized image. When we think about modern maps, it is all absolute boundaries. But
when you are actually physically in the region, you will see that the absolute line is
absolutely nowhere to be found, right? It's not there. People come back and forth, orin
certain areas, there was, a checkpoint and barrier, so on and so forth. But a boundary is
always very flexible. It has a lot of porosity for the capital, for the people. It was never an
absolute line.

- Butmy question is, how come nowadays people understand boundaries in this manner, in
this style? Again, this is a very new phenomenon, right? So, | studied Asian maps. On
Asian maps, there wasn't a very clear-cut boundary dividing the two states. In the
Europeans' case, a state could simultaneously be in different locations. There was

overlapping, there was a buffer zone. It was the same situation in Asia. So, my basic



question is how people start to view space in the modern sense of territory? Land
becomes territory. A country becomes a nation. And people become associated with
nationality, a very clear-cut boundary, dividing us. So that's the basic concern for mein

writing this book.

And here in Asia, when did land become territory?

- Again, | will argue that it was with the coming of the international war regimes in the 18th
and 19th centuries, specifically in the late 19th century. In the early 20th century, people
started to emphasize the importance of clear-cut boundaries and the importance of
territory. That's understandable because Asians endured severe colonization, either from

the West or from the Japanese. That's a gesture of defense for them.

Do you see a difference then in the maps before that period and after?

- Sure. Very obvious. When you check the beautifully drawn maps in the 16th century,
people emphasized the domain a lot, but never a very clear-cut boundary. In both China
and Japan, they put themselves at the center of the universe, but at the same time, they
were aware of the existence of other countries, other civilizations. But there wasn't really a
need to say: “We have a very absolute line dividing us from them”. There was always a
gradual, sort of, fading-away of our control, of our civilization, to the faraway frontiers, to
the other places. We don't have to care about them. We emphasize ourselves. So, in a lot
of maps, including Korean maps and Chinese maps and Japanese maps, China, Korea
and Japan were depicted as the largest entity or the second largest entity, in the case of
Korean maps (the biggest is China). But other surrounding countries were depicted as
smaller. It's not to say that they were not important. It's just to say that these were the
places that our control could not reach. So this is a very different way of seeing the world,

seeing the universe, than the contemporary cartographic idea.

And if there were any borders drawn at all, were they actually lines on the map or would

they use mountain ranges or rivers to create borders?

- There were coastlines, of course. But other than that, there was no modern sense of
boundary. For example, this is also related to my study of the Tumen River. The Tumen
River was depicted as the division line between Manchurian China and the Korean

Peninsula. But the way to understand the significance of this river is different. Rivers were



not latitude and longitude depictions of countries in the Asian maps. There was no need
to do that because the river demarcated two countries but also connected them. So, the
two countries could decide their relative location on the map based on these landscapes.

It was very, very different from the ideas of state boundary nowadays.

In the case of the river, the Tumen River you mentioned, I'm assuming that that river, like

many others, might have actually changed course over history. So, when it did that, did

everybody agree that the one bank was one country and the other bank would have been

another country? Were they fighting over the territory they might have lost?

Well, this is a very good question. As you said, not only the Tumen River but also the Yalu
River, the other boundary between China and North Korea, are changing course over time.
Let me give you a very small example. At the mouth of the Tumen River, there used to be
anisland called the Lu-Tun-Dao, the Lu-Tun Islands, located exactly at the mouth. We saw
that on the Asian maps. But nowadays, because of changes in the topography, that island
is no longer there. It became connected with the northern part of the land. In the 1860s,
China was forced to sign a treaty with Russia where Russia expanded its territory all the
way to the mouth of the Tumen River. That's how nowadays, Russia and North Korea
connect. a 15-kilometer boundary between Russia and North Korea. But the problem is
that the treaty only says that China yielded these territories to Russia, but the small
islands were once occupied by Korean farmers. Even after the treaty was signed, there
were still some families living on the island, those were Korean families living in that
island.

Contemporary Korean activists argue that China had no right to yield this island to Russia,
but at the time, it was not anisland at all. So, this is showing how natural changes can
also create a massive issue for the political decision or political understanding of modern

territories and nation-states.

And as you mentioned at the beginning, would it be fair to say that the people in the

island, for example, in the 16th century, they probably wouldn't have cared whether they

were on this side or the other side. And it has only become an issue after the late 1800s

with these ideas of nationalism developing.

| think you can say that because for people living in the borderlands, border regions, what
they really cared about is where they could get their food. If the other side of the river has

abandoned food that | can grab then, just cross it. So that's why during the Ming and Qing



Dynasties, the river crossing cases could not be stopped, even though the state imposed
strict laws to forbid people from crossing the river. But for people living in the region it was
just a very natural choice for them. It was also the case in the 1990s, you may have heard
of, there was a great famine in North Korea, and then a lot of North Korean refugees
crossed the boundary to seek help in China's Yanbian, Korean autonomous region. And
they got help. It has happened all the way from the Ming and Qing Dynasties, all the way to

now. People across the river are helping each other all the way.

So again, would it be fair to say maybe not an improvement?

No. If you ask a historian, the historian will always say, wow, this is nothing new, right? It's

always been like that.

Are there any last thoughts that you would like to share with us? Anything that you're

working on at the moment that we haven’t covered?

The reason | was invited to visit your beautiful campus is that | just published my second
English monograph, which tells the nearly four centuries of history of a very small
neighborhood in Shenyang, the largest city in Manchuria. | just very briefly give you an
outline of the book. The neighborhood is called Sita, it's very small. It is right in the center
of downtown Shenyang. The reason | picked this very small space was that over the
course of 370 years, it has experienced multiple metamorphoses, from a Tibetan Buddhist
center to a railway node place. And after the colonizer, the Russians and the Japanese
created this railway space in the city, the city experienced rapid urbanization. And later
on, it attracted a lot of Korean refugees to resettle in this small area. It became a Korean
space. And in the socialist area, as it was located very close to the industrial zone of
Shenyang, it was part of the socialist working-class residence and factories there. And in
the 1990s, when Manchuria experienced an economic downturn due to the collapse of
the former central plan economic system it suffered from a new liberal economic
development model. But these enclaves surprisingly thrived because they attracted a lot
of South Korean investments. So, | use this small space to demonstrate the macro level

change in not only China, but East Asia for over nearly 400 years.

We look forward to reading the book and listening to the lecture later on [at PolyU],.

Thank you so much. It has been a pleasure talking to you and learning about all of this



history.
- Thankyou.

Thank you for joining us in exploring the humanities from the Hong Kong Polytechnic
University. For more episodes or information, visit our website or follow us on Spotify.

Stay tuned for discussions with leading voices from the Faculty of Humanities and

Beyond.



