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Executive Summary 

In 2014, the Ahn Jung-geun memorial was inaugurated in Harbin railway station, China. Its 
purpose was to commemorate the Korean patriot who assassinated the Japanese statesman Ito 
Hirobumi in 1909, in this very station, as an act of resistance against Meiji Japan’s imperial 
expansion. The memorial, constructed with the joint endorsement of the South Korean and 
Chinese governments, was objected to by the Japanese government, whose official rhetoric 
insisted on Ahn’s criminality from a legal standpoint and rebuked nationalist hostility towards 
Japan. This case study traces the controversial history of the 1909 incident in the national 
narratives of these three countries, and the contestation of the memorial as situated within East 
Asia’s contemporary geopolitical complexities and unresolved colonial past.  
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Introduction 

First constructed in 2014 by Chinese authorities within the Harbin railway station complex, the 
memorial is dedicated to the Korean patriot and anti-imperial activist Ahn Jung-geun 
(1879-1910), commemorating his assassination in 1909 of Ito Hirobumi (1841-1909), four-time 
Japanese Prime Minister and the first Resident-General of Korea. The controversy that the 
memorial sparked in Japan specifically concerned Japan, South Korea and China’s diverging 
historical narratives surrounding Ahn and Ito. These disputations are rooted deeply in Japan’s 
history of imperial expansion in East Asia and modern Japan’s ambivalent stance toward this past, 
as well as attempts by Korean and Chinese nationalism(s) to memorialise their struggle for 
sovereignty. The controversy also provides significant implications for the modern geopolitical 
dynamics within the region. 

Background  

Historical background 

In the morning of October 26, 1909, the Japanese statesman Ito Hirobumi, then President of the 
Privy Council, travelled to Harbin station to meet the Russian Minister of Finance, Vladimir 
Kokovtsov. Ito was to discuss and promote Japanese interests over the control of Manchuria. At 
around nine-thirty, as he walked towards a Japanese crowd that gathered to welcome him, he was 
shot three times by Ahn Jung-geun. Three others were also wounded in the altercation. Ito died 
approximately twenty minutes later, at the age of sixty-nine. Ahn was subsequently apprehended 
by the police.1 

Ahn Jung-geun was born into a wealthy Korean family of Confucian scholars and administrators in 
Haeju. Having lived through the turbulent political upheavals at the end of the nineteenth century 
and Japan’s continuous expansion, which culminated in the Japan-Korea Treaty of 1905, making 
Korea a Japanese protectorate, he travelled extensively in China in search of fellow Korean patriots. 
He committed much of his personal wealth towards building a school to educate young patriots, 
and actively participated in the National Debt Repayment Movement.2 His political views 
encompassed Korean independence and, significantly, a strong belief in a Pan-Asian solidarity 
against Western imperialism, a solidarity that Ahn believed Ito obstructed. 3 In 1907, following the 
forced abdication of the Gojong Emperor, Ahn exiled himself to Manchuria and the Russian Far East 
to join the armed resistance against Japan. Within two years, he led a series of failed attacks against 

3 Donald Keene, Emperor of Japan: Meiji and His World, 1852–1912 (New York: Columbia University Press, 2002), 662–667. 

2 “삼흥학교,돈의학교.” Accessed September 17, 2020. 

1 Yukinori Iwaki, “Takuboku and Korea Influence of a Foreign Culture in the Thought of Ishikawa Takuboku,” Comparative Literature 
Studies 26, no. 3 (1989): 235.  
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Japanese forces. In 1909, after receiving news of Ito Hirobumi’s planned visit to Harbin, he planned 
the assassination of the Japanese statesman along with fellow patriots. After he fired the shots, he 
was heard shouting ‘Корея! Ура!’ (Korea! Hooray!) at the crowd as he waved the Korean flag.4 Later, 
when he was interrogated, the assassin stated that he was Lieutenant-General of the Korean 
Independence Army, and his act of terrorism at the expense of his own life was done in defence of 
his mother country. 5 

The assassination took place against the broad background of imperialist expansion in Asia in the 
early twentieth century. Japan had emerged victorious in the Russo-Japanese War in 1905 and was 
in a position of strength to bargain against the Russian Empire, securing the path for further 
expansion in East Asia. This materialised in Japan’s annexation and occupation of Korea, where Ito 
had been the first Resident-General until June 1909. The Korean peninsula had long been a 
strategically significant, contested territory. Initially a tributary of the Chinese Qing dynasty, Korea 
gained nominal independence following the Chinese defeat in the First Sino-Japanese War of 
1894-5. But it soon became an obvious target in the Far East, over which both Russia and Japan 
wished to exert their influence. Since the signing of the Korea Protection Treaty and the Treaty of 
1905, the government of the Resident-General in Korea, headed by Ito, acquired complete power 
over both domestic and foreign affairs of Korea. Though Ito had resigned from the position of 
Resident-General earlier in 1909, his policies remained in place; moreover, in contrast to Ito’s having 
‘practically reported to nobody’, his successors reported directly to the Privy Council in Tokyo and 
the Emperor himself.6 Thus, the way for Japan's dominance over Korea had been mainly paved. 

Ahn listed fifteen justifications for killing Ito, including Ito’s disloyalty to the Meiji emperor,  the 
murder of Empress Myeongseong, Emperor Gojong’s dethroning, and the killing of innocent 
Koreans. Following the arrest, he was imprisoned in Port Arthur (previously Japanese-controlled 
Kwantung territory, present-day Lüshun). During his time in prison, he produced an autobiography, 
in which he described his motives: 

...[A]nger took hold of me [when I saw Ito]. Why is the world so unfair? Here is a man who has robbed 
his neighbour country and who is not only at the peak of joy but is not in the least ashamed to show 
it. Why should the people of a weak country be thrown into such difficulties for no reason?7 

He was eventually tried and executed on March 26 1910. Before his death, he also produced 
dozens of calligraphy works, some of which have been declared national treasures by the South 

7 Yukinori Iwaki, “Takuboku and Korea Influence of a Foreign Culture in the Thought of Ishikawa Takuboku,” Comparative Literature 
Studies 26, no. 3 (1989): 235–236. 

6 Dundee Courier, “A New Regime in Korea,” Dundee Courier, British Library Newspapers, July 1, 1909.  

5 Yukinori Iwaki, “Takuboku and Korea Influence of a Foreign Culture in the Thought of Ishikawa Takuboku,” Comparative Literature 
Studies 26, no. 3 (1989): 235.  

4 Seo Yunhee, “An Junggeun’s Calligraphy Work of His Final Message,” National Museum of Korea. 
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Korean government.8 Remarkably, Ahn gained respect from, and maintained good relationships 
with, a number of guards in the prison of Lüshun, notably Chiba Toshichi, to whom he gifted some 
of his works of calligraphy. These were returned to South Korea in 1979, a year which also marked 
the centenary of Ahn’s birth.9 
 
News of Ito’s assassination caused a media sensation. Public reception was ambiguous. Korea’s 
official media, under complete Japanese control, denounced Ahn and the incident. It was through 
the extra editions of several Japanese-language papers published in Korea, including Chosun 
Shinmun and Kyungsung Ilbo, that the news of the killing first reached the Korean populace.10 The 
Korean papers could not give praise to the incident due to censorship, and many pro-Japan papers 
carried heated denunciations. However, the Daehan Maeil, a paper published by an Englishman and 
relatively independent from Japanese censorship, introduced the event in an article entitled 
‘Gunshot Kills Ito’ a day later and referred to Ahn as a ‘righteous activist’. In general, partisan media 
and information gaps produced mixed public opinion. As Shin Un-yong explained, ‘while some 
welcomed Ahn’s doing, there was a mixed reaction of disbelief, astonishment and apprehension 
among the general public.’11 
 
The Meiji Japanese government viewed Ahn as nothing but a convicted criminal. A report produced 
by the Resident-General in November 1909 linked the actions of Ahn, referred to as a ‘thug’ (兇漢), 
to influential anti-Japanese figures in Pyongyang, and described Ahn’s actions as ‘brutal’ (粗暴) and 
‘shameful’.12 At the same time, the assassination was broadly reported in the West. There were 
fond remembrances of Ito as the first Prime Minister of Japan and a key craftsman of the Meiji 
Restoration, which helped to achieve ‘the great work of abolishing feudalism in Japan’.13 Prominent 
Western newspapers labelled him as the ‘Greatest Man of the East’ and the Japanese equivalent of 
Bismarck for having been the pioneer of Japanese Westernisation; 14 yet they also pointed out that 
his regime in Korea ‘incurred the hatred of the people’.15 Little attention had been paid to the 
identity of the assassin, often referred to as ‘a Korean man’.  

The assassination did not trigger a diplomatic crisis or an outbreak of war, but arguably incurred a 
more heavy-handed approach by Japan to occupy Korea. It was known that Ito was committed to 
suppressing the militaristic and expansionist factions within the Japanese government and did not 
support the immediate annexation of Korea into the Japanese Empire, as proven by a number of 

15 Illustrated London News, “The Maker of Modern Japan Assassinated: The Late Prince Ito,” The Illustrated London News Historical 
Archive, 1842-2003, October 30, 1909.  

14 Daily Telegraph, “Greatest Man of the East,” The Telegraph Historical Archive, October 27, 1909. 

13 Times, “Prince Ito,” The Times Digital Archive, October 27, 1909. 

12 Sone Arasuke, “伊藤公遭難事件에대한調査報告書提出,” National Institute of Korean History, November 7, 1909.  

11 Ibid. 

10 Do Je-hae, “1909 Killing of Ito Stirred Int’l Media Reaction,” Korea Times, August 31, 2009.  

9 “安重根義士と千葉十七夫妻の日韓合同法要”, 一般財団法人日韓仏教福祉協会, April 19, 2013.  

8 Seo Yunhee, “An Junggeun’s Calligraphy Work of His Final Message,” National Museum of Korea. 
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his personal notes discovered in 2010.16 In November 1909, the authorities honoured Ito with a 
state funeral in Hibiya Park, and a treaty in August 1910 eventually completed the annexation. 

History of memorialisation 

The first attempts at memorialising the assassination – more specifically, Ito – were taken by the 
Japanese authorities following the event of 1909. Postcards from 1910 depict a circular copper 
fencing that surrounded the point where Ito was shot, as well as a bust of the victim, which had 
been placed in the waiting room in the station, now named the Memorial Hall.17 Both objects were 
removed after the Japanese surrender at the end of the Second World War. 
 
Over the next century, the Japanese government, especially right-wing factions, continued to view 
the assassination as a condemnable act of terror and Ahn himself a murderer and criminal. In 1984, 
when Katsuo Shinmura of the Japan Socialist Party suggested that the Japanese government 
recognise Ahn’s status as a political prisoner, the Foreign Minister Shintaro Abe (grandfather of 
future Prime Minister Shinzo Abe) refrained from providing a clear response.18 Still, it must be noted 
that remembrances of Ahn in Japanese society were much more varied, often contingent upon 
diplomacy and re-appraisals of history within Japanese media and popular society. Memorial stones 
dedicated to Ahn, and to peace between Japan and Korea, were placed in Dairin-ji temple in Miyagi 
and Muryo-ji temple in Saga.19 Moreover, in 2009, a Japanese public broadcaster, NHK, reflected on 
Ahn’s legacy and the history of Japanese-Korean relations at the centenary of Korea’s annexation, 
acknowledging Ahn’s assassination as an act of resistance to protect Korean independence against 
Japanese annexation. That same year, a magazine published Ahn’s ‘Oriental Peace Theory’, 
alongside a thesis by Professor Sasagawa Norigatsu on Ahn Jung-geun’s ‘resistance spirit’; within 
the academic world, scholars had been critical of chauvinistic claims of Ahn’s criminality. 20  
 
After the Second World War, Korea regained independence but was divided into two parts with 
opposing ideologies. The South has been continuously vocal in venerating Ahn as a martyr and 
patriotic hero, conferring posthumously the Order of Merit for the National Foundation to him in 
1962, recognising his works of calligraphy as national treasures, and conducting regular events of 
memorialisation.21 In 2010, a modern memorial hall was built in Namsan Park in the heart of Seoul 

21 Yoon Sojung, “Korea marks 107th anniversary of An Jung-geun’s ‘patriotic deed,” Korea.net, October 26, 2016.  

20 “와다 하루키 칼럼]안중근과 이토 히로부미,” Kyunghyang Shinmun, May 3, 2010.  
19 “安重根を愛する日本人、「安重根東洋平和祈願碑」除幕式”. Joongand Ilbo, March 26, 2011.  

18 “「義士」なのか「犯罪者」なのか 安重根の評価巡り対立深まる,” J-cast News, November 20, 2013.  

17 “1910's Japanese Photo Postcard: The assassination of Prince Ito Hirobumi by Korean independence activist An Jung-geun (Harbin) 
Harbin railway station & the assassination point of Prince Ito (in the station) / Photo of the Train , Platform & Ito's bust installed by The 
Harbin Japanese Residents Association at Harbin Station Memorial Hall, 안중근 이토 히로부미,” Japan War Art. 

16 NHK, “Project JAPAN Series Japan and the Korean Peninsula 1st Road to the Annexation of Korea Hirobumi Ito and An Jung-geun,” 
NHK, April 18, 2010.  
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to commemorate Ahn and his fellow patriots, which became a key tourist attraction.22 Meanwhile, in 
North Korea, Kim Il-sung’s regime was initially hesitant to praise Ahn due to his Yangban class 
status. This ancient gentry class was ideologically problematic under the communist state. 
Nonetheless, Ahn’s status was later elevated for nationalist reasons. The DPRK made a feature film, 
Ahn Jung-geun Shoots Ito Hirobumi (1979), which was later shown around China. 23 By the time 
Kim Jung-un came to power, Ahn was referred to as a ‘martyr’ by the Rodong Sinmun, which 
compared the attack on US ambassador Mark Lippert by a South Korean in 2015 to Ahn’s 
assassination of Ito.24 
 
China occupies a curious position in the affair. While the assassination did not directly involve 
Chinese authorities or any Chinese individuals, the event did take place in a Chinese city. It helped 
Chinese patriots and intellectuals in the early twentieth century, such as Sun Yat-sen, to draw 
parallels between Chinese and Korean experiences of Japanese imperialism and expansionism. In 
particular, China’s historical disputes with Japan, such as the Nanjing Massacre and the issue of 
forced sexual slavery, or that of comfort women, echo similar experiences of the Korean people. 
National resistance movements in China and Korea, moreover, shared sustained ties over the 1930s 
and 40s. Hence, in China, for the twentieth century, Ahn’s act was upheld as a paradigm of patriotic 
fervour and martyrdom. In the communist period, Ahn featured in the nation’s popular culture and 
patriotic education as the subject of plays, operas and primary school set-texts. Chinese 
revolutionary leader Zhou Enlai remarked in 1971 that ‘the punishment of Ito Hirobumi by Korea’s 
Ahn Jung-geun was a prelude to Korea’s support of China... ‘Through five wars over 50 years since 
the CCP’s founding, our Korean comrades have always been there for us’.25 In 1993, the opera ‘Ahn 
Jung-geun’ by the Chinese composer Liu Zhenqiu debuted in Seoul with the president Kim 
Young-sam in attendance, and was extremely well-received26.  
 
After the end of the Cold War, China had to recalibrate its geopolitical strategy with the 
neighbouring countries carefully. Ahn’s assassination of Ito became one of the many delicate 
historical issues and balancing acts for the relationship between China, Japan and South Korea to 
maintain. In the twenty-first century, there continued to be attempts at commemorating Ahn in 
China. In July 2006, a new Museum for Korean Folk Art opened in Harbin with a special exhibition 
dedicated to Ahn Jung-geun. This was matched by an exhibition inside Harbin station and new 
markings on the main platform: a triangle indicated the position of Ahn, and a rhombus marked 
where Ito fell towards Kokovtsov after being shot, though there was no sign or explicit information 

26 Gao Xiaogong, “The Internationalization Trend of Chinese Modern Opera,” Theory and Modernisation [Chinese] (2013), 5  

25 Cho Eun-kyung, “[Foreigners Who Loved Korea] Zhou Enlai, Chinese revolutionary and like-minded comrade of Korean patriots,” 
Korea Herald, October 26, 2015.  

24 Daily NK, “北朝鮮米大使を襲撃したキム容疑者を安重根に例えて評価,” Daily NK, March 8, 2015.  

23 “DVD in North Korea Books”. Archived from the original on 18 May 2015. Retrieved 3 April 2010. 

22 ‘Ahn Jung-geun Memorial Hall / D.LIM architects’, ArchDaily. 
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that explained their meanings or how they were linked to the assassination.27 Despite these, 
authorities also removed a statue depicting Ahn in 2006, and in 2009 refused to grant permission 
for the central square to be used as part of several celebratory events to mark the centenary of the 
assassination.28 China is hesitant to celebrate Ahn Jung-geun at the cost of damaging 
Sino-Japanese relations. 

History of the Contestation  

The proposal for a memorial 

Contestations over the memorial in question are a product of opposing views over the nature of Ito’s 
assassination, as illustrated above, that had existed long before the construction of the memorial. 
The memorial, meanwhile, was erected against the background of improving Sino-South Korean 
relations. Park Geun-hye’s victory in the 2013 presidential election followed Xi Jinping’s ascension 
in China a year earlier and shifted the political dynamics in the region. After a state visit to the 
United States, Park broke the tradition set by her predecessors and announced that she would visit 
China in June before paying a visit to Japan. Chinese authorities warmly welcomed the gesture, as it 
signified a prioritisation of Korea’s relations with China over those with Japan.29 Park arrived in 
Beijing in June and discussed with Xi Jinping several topics, such as beginning a ‘trust-building 
process’ towards North Korea. She also raised hopes of refurbishing the Korean Provisional 
Government building in Shanghai, and establishing a statue for Ahn Jung-geun in Harbin, 
suggesting that the historical figure was one ‘loved and respected by both the Korean and Chinese 
peoples’.30 Xi approved the suggestion, and months later, Chinese authorities confirmed plans to 
build a memorial inside Harbin station. The decision is an important indicator of the warming 
diplomatic relations between the two countries. Looking back, the first decade of the twenty-first 
century saw relations between China and South Korea sour, best illustrated by the disputes over 
Goguryeo and the 2010 bombardment of Yeonpyeong island.31 In comparison, as researcher Dean 
Cheng suggests, by 2013, Chinese officials had not only ‘gone silent’ on the ancient kingdom, but 
also made efforts to ‘curry favour’ with South Korea at the expense of their Japanese counterparts.32 
Upon receiving the news of the Korean proposal, the Japanese government immediately voiced 
their objections to a memorial complex dedicated to Ahn. At a press conference, Yoshihide Suga, 

32 Dean Cheng, "Chinese Calculations of Security and the Korean Peninsula." The Journal of East Asian Affairs 32, no. 1 (2018): 31–32. 

31 The former controversy arose around 2002-3, as Chinese and Korean scholars disagreed over the historical belonging of the ancient 
kingdom of Goguryeo, located in present-day Northeast China and the Korean Peninsula. The latter was a military engagement 
between the North and South Korean forces, during which the shelling of the island by the North Korean military resulted in 
widespread damage, killing four and injuring 19. China, to South Korea’s dismay, did not actively condemn the North and intervened to 
limit US involvement in the affair. 

30 储信艳,”习近平赠朴槿惠书法作品《登鹳雀楼》,” 新京报，June 29, 2013. 

29 “韩媒称朴槿惠破例不访问日本先访华,” 中国新闻网, May 24, 2013. 

28 “伊藤博文暗殺から100年 中国ハルビンでの記念式典をめぐり中韓で大きな温度差”産経新聞,” October 26, 2009. 

27 Fei Yongda, “在安重根义举100周年之际来到哈尔滨.” 中央日报, October 23, 2009. 
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then Chief Cabinet Secretary, denounced Ahn as a ‘criminal’, and stated that the South Korean 
government’s endorsement of the historical figure would damage its relationship with Japan.33 A 
number of Japanese politicians and scholars echoed Suga’s message. Hiroshige Seko, then Deputy 
Chief Cabinet Secretary, emphasised the fact that Ahn was a criminal who received the death 
penalty.34 Japanese academics such as economist Nobuo Ikeda and international relations professor 
Yoi Shimada penned articles criticising Park Geun-hye’s ‘childish nationalism’ and anti-Japanese 
behaviour.3536 
 
In response, the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs stated that Ahn was a ‘well-known righteous 
figure’ for the resistance against Japan, who was well-respected in China. As fierce exchanges 
between Beijing, Tokyo and Seoul continued, Ahn’s memorialisation was placed in the crosshairs 
of diverging historical narratives across East Asia, and continued to be linked by China and Korea 
to anti-imperial resistance. This escalated after Shinzo Abe’s visit to the Yasukuni Shrine in 
December of the same year.37 Korean observers pointed out that the response of  Yoshihide Suga, 
along with Shinzo Abe’s previous claim that Korea should respect Ito’s esteem in the minds of the 
Japanese public, shows not only the gap between the historical perceptions of the two nations but 
‘deep-seated refusal to acknowledge the pain and suffering that Imperial Japan inflicted on its 
Asian neighbours’.38 

The memorial and its aftermath 

Despite Japanese protests, the memorial was officially inaugurated on January 19 2014. Located at 
the side of Harbin station, its entrance resembled the Art Deco façade of the main station entrance 
as it was built in 1899. The main hall provided information on Ahn’s life and details of the 
assassination, accompanied by copies of his calligraphic works. Converted from a waiting room, the 
memorial hall is connected to the main platform by two large floor windows, through which the 
two preserved markings from 2006 can be seen. A new bronze sign that read ‘here occurred the 
incident where Ahn Jung-geun shot dead Ito Hirobumi, 1909.10.26’ was placed above the 
platform.39 An opening ceremony, held on 19 January, was attended by the Heilongjiang Province 

39 Emily Rauhala, “104 Years Later, a Chinese Train Station Platform is Still the Site of Anti-Japanese Rancor,” TIME, January 30, 2014.  

38 Korea Times, “Which Japan is real?,” Korea Times, November 20, 2013.  

37 Located in central Tokyo, the shrine honoured the war dead from major conflicts since the end of the Boshin War (1868-9), including 
1,068 people convicted of war crimes by a post-WWII court and the remains of fourteen convicted Class-A war criminals, entombed in 
the shrine by a secret ceremony in 1978. As a result, visits from Japanese politicians to the shrine led to protests and condemnation by 
a number of countries that were invaded by Japan during the war, especially China and South Korea who view the shrine as a symbol 
of militarism, imperialism and Japan’s unapologetic approach towards WWII. 

36 Julian Ryall, "China, South Korea reject complaint from Japan over statue of assassin". South China Morning Post, November 20, 
2013. 

35 池田信夫, “テロリストを英雄に仕立てる韓国の幼児的ナショナリズム.” Newsweek Japan, November 19, 2013. 

34 “安重根「死刑判決の人物」世耕氏、韓国外相に反論”, Nikkei, November 20, 2013. 

33 童倩,”日本不满中韩计划重建安重根碑” BBC, November 19, 2013. 
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Vice Governor, the Mayor of Harbin, and other members of the government.40 The memorial hall 
was reportedly financed by the municipal government of Harbin as well as local railway authorities. 
According to the organising authorities, the hall received 300,000 visitors in the first three years.41 
A number of books were made available for visitors to leave messages. The majority of messages 
were left in Korean, and some common phrases referred to Korea’s national sovereignty, such as 
‘대한독립만세!’ (Long live Korean independence!), and Ahn is referred to as ‘patriotic martyr’ (의사) 
‘brother’ (형), ‘teacher’ (선생님), or ‘hero’ (영웅).42  
 
The Japanese government once again voiced its objections following the memorial’s official 
opening. In February, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe issued a response to the issue of Ahn’s memorial 
raised by a member of the House of Representatives, in which the government confirmed Ahn’s 
status as a ‘figure sentenced to death for the killing of Ito Hirobumi, sometime Prime Minister and 
Resident-General of Korea’.43 In response, the South Korean Foreign Ministry said that Japan should 
‘reflect on what kind of figure Hirobumi Ito was during Japan's era of imperialism and militarism and 
what Japan did to neighbouring nations at the time.’44 At a press conference, spokesperson Hong 
Lei said that the Chinese Foreign Ministry ‘refuses to accept Japanese protests’. He suggested that 
actions of Japanese leaders in recent years over historical problems had ‘raised alarm’ and aroused 
‘fervent protests’ from surrounding nations, and reminded Japan to ‘correctly view and reflect on 
history’.45 The Xinhua News Agency dubbed this a ‘response to the Japanese slander of Ahn 
Jung-geun’.46 
 
Despite deteriorating Sino-Korean relations and Park Geun-hye’s political scandal in subsequent 
years, the memorial in Harbin station continued to attract visitors, though it ceased to make the 
news. In March 2017, the museum was relocated to the Korean Folk Art Museum as Harbin 
Station underwent renovation. The move coincided with the Sino-Korean disputes over the 
deployment of the THAAD system, which was not resolved until late in 2017.47 It was widely 
speculated by South Korean media that the relocation of the museum was an act of retaliation.48 

48 “China Relocates Ahn Jung-geun Memorial Hall”. KBS World, March 22, 2017.  

47 Terminal High Altitude Area Defence is an anti-missile defence system developed by the United States Army. The South Korean 
government announced plans to deploy the system in July 2016 and caused a number of diplomatic disputes with China. While South 
Korea claimed that the system is used as a defensive measure against North Korea, China saw this as a threat to the wider Chinese 
homeland security. Though the plan proved to be controversial in South Korea itself, the government, with support from the United 
States, moved swiftly and deployed the system in early 2017. At the same time, China introduced a series of measures in retaliation, 
such as issuing limits for tourism and censoring South Korean artists. A mutual agreement was reached in November 2017. 

46 “外交部发言人“两问”回应日方污蔑安重根言论”. 人民网, January 22, 2014. 

45 “外交部：不接受日方对安重根纪念馆“抗议”. 中国新闻网. January 20, 2014. 

44 Ryall, “China, South Korea reject complaint from Japan over statue of assassin” 

43 “衆議院議員鈴木貴子君提出中国黒竜江省に安重根記念館が建設されたことに関する質問に対する答弁書,” The House of 
Representatives, Japan, February 4, 2014.  

42 Steven Denney and Christopher Green, “National Identity and Historical Legacy: Ahn Jung-geun in the Grand Narrative,” SINO-NK, 
June 6, 2014.  

41 “哈尔滨安重根纪念馆迎三周年华诞 已接待30万人,” Yonhap News, January 18, 2017. 

40 “安重根义士纪念馆竣工并开馆,” 人民网, January 19, 2014.  
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Eventually, a renovated and enlarged memorial hall did open in April 2019, though the scale of its 
opening was much less grand compared to 2014: no ceremony was held, and news of the 
reopening was only mentioned in local media.49 

Summary and Conclusions  

The assassination of Ito Hirobumi by Ahn Jung-geun is among the most debated topics in the 
history of East Asia and has been profound in shaping the history of the region over the twentieth 
century. Over time, it became entwined within broader narratives of imperialism and 
anti-imperialism in Korea, China and Japan, narratives that each government has co-opted to come 
to terms with their respective national pasts. The ways in which Ahn’s act has been politicised, 
represented and contested over the years are deeply coloured by East Asia’s unresolved colonial 
past, nationalist and nation-state frameworks of collective remembrance, and geopolitical 
complexities of the region up to the present. Ahn’s memorial in Harbin is a potent reminder of 
imperial expansion and resistance in East Asia and their continuing political legacy. It is also a 
reminder of the intricate dynamics within structures of memorialisation, and the narrative power 
that physical historical spaces and the authorities that construct them hold. 
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