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Abstract
Although kinship groups have lost some of their prominence in South Korea, this article investigates

how they continue to act as significant producers of historical knowledge in the present. Especially

in writing histories of their own ancient origins, kinship groups have constructed narratives that

clash with national histories or the scholarly consensus. This article sheds light on how kinship

groups navigate countervailing narratives and reassert their epistemological agency through their

own production of scholarship. Through this study, kinship groups emerge as potent sources of

alternative knowledge that amplifies the plurality and contentiousness of historical knowledge in

Korea.
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Introduction
In modern times, the nation has arguably been the prime focus of historical inquiry, commanding the
most attention and even threatening to “obliterate or appropriate” other forms of community.1

Despite this, alternative identity formations, whether based on local or regional ties, religious affil-
iations, political loyalties and the like, have endured as both subject matter and producers of historical
knowledge. Especially more recently, scholars have turned their attention toward such “peripheral
memory collectives” which have continued to generate their own historical knowledge on the
margins of the nation.2 One such memory collective that is particularly powerful is the family as
it possesses the capacity to “disrupt” and “throw into question the solidity of the history of the
nation.”3 Furthermore, due to their potential to create alternative regimes of historical knowledge,
memory collectives like the family can also challenge the knowledge originating from other
sources including the academic establishment, thereby upsetting perceived dichotomies between
the private and the public as well as the amateur and the professional.4 As potent social frameworks
of historical knowledge, families can thus reveal an epistemological pluralism that lies underneath
and beyond narratives of the nation.5
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This article investigates how families in contemporary South Korea have been the driving force of
alternative historical knowledge and how they have interacted and conflicted with other sources of
knowledge.6 The focus will be on Korean kinship groups which are defined as collectives that
share the same surname (sŏng), ancestral seat (pon or pon’gwan), as well as founding father
(sijo), and are organized around patrilineal descent.7 While in Korean, the terms munjung or chong-
jung are used to refer to such kinship groupings, it needs to be noted that these collectives are imag-
ined communities themselves as they are often based on perceived and even invented consanguinity.8

These groups of common descent have been significant creators of historical knowledge in Korea for
centuries due to the traditional emphasis on venerating ancestry and compiling family genealogies in
order to establish social distinction. During the Chosŏn dynasty (1392–1910) in particular, members
of the yangban aristocracy found it important to trace their family history by compiling chokpo
(family genealogies) in order to affirm legitimate provenance and social status. This had real
social, cultural, and political consequences as a person’s ancestry could determine one’s eligibility
for the prestigious civil service examination, positions in the government, as well as military
service exemptions.9 In the first half of the twentieth century, far from disappearing, the trend to
compile and publish family genealogies only became more widespread in Korea as all strata of
society began to imitate the practices of the erstwhile elite and lay claim to noble origins. This inven-
tion of ancestry was made possible thanks to increased access to printing as well as commercial
brokers.10 At the same time, it was also facilitated by the government’s bureaucratic impulse to
make society more “legible” by recording and categorizing the entire population by surname and
ancestral seat alongside other markers.11 While this can be seen as a modern drive to meticulously
document the entire population, it effectively allowed Koreans to invent and register newly-claimed
identities. As the government did not have the capacity to vet each claim, they were entered into the
government’s database without much pushback, attaining the status of official record.12 This meant
that suddenly, a vast number of Koreans had become descendants of royalty and nobility, with the
government’s official documents to back up these claims.

In post-1945 South Korea, kinship groups have continued to be prolific producers of historical
knowledge. Especially due to the need to recover familial ties in the wake of the Korean War
(1950–1953) and rapid urbanization, efforts to compile genealogies remained widespread. The
1980s in particular were seen by some as another heyday of chokpo publishing, with an entire indus-
try thriving around it.13 Granted, in the present day, clan affiliations are no longer core determinants
of a person’s success or access to power.14 Nevertheless, kinship groups endure as highly active pro-
ducers and custodians of historical knowledge: For one, many are now organized as officially regis-
tered clan associations, taking the form of corporations and foundations with governance, laws, and
in some cases, substantial assets and endowments. These associations publish not only various kinds
of family genealogies, but also narrative histories and biographies of illustrious ancestors. Moreover,
clan associations even produce journals and newspapers to circulate the latest clan-related news and
maintain a sense of connection among its members. On a material level, clan associations develop
and manage a substantial number of historical heritage sites as well as their own museums and
archives containing precious historical documents. These activities are often supported by a clan’s
own research groups consisting of genealogists and historians dedicated to the protection of the
clan’s heritage.15

Korean and Western scholars so far have paid ample attention to the culture of kinship groups and
chokpo compilations in premodern Korea, bringing to light the invented and political nature of family
genealogies.16 More recently, studies have focused on the activities of kinship groups from the late
nineteenth century to the colonial period (1910–1945), illuminating how many Koreans negotiated
and reimagined their family identities during a time of intensifying contact with modernity.17 At the
same time, how this culture of kinship groups has continued to evolve beyond 1945 is only beginning
to receive more focused scholarly attention.18 In the Anglophone realm, Eugene Park has conducted
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longue-durée studies of certain clans, offering a critical approach to family genealogies and revealing
them as constructed and negotiated products. In doing so, Park has also offered vignettes of how
family genealogies continue to be negotiated and rewritten in post-1945 Korea.19 This paper seeks
to contribute to this approach by critically investigating the substantial output of contemporary
Korean kinship groups. This includes chokpo, clan periodicals, internal reports, as well as scholarly
publications. The Ch’ŏngju Han and Kwangsan Kim clans factor prominently in this study, as they
not only boast impressive pedigrees from the Chosŏn dynasty, but have also been industrious in pub-
lishing, commemorating, and preserving their family heritage in the post-1945 period.20 Both have
demonstrated substantial organizational cohesion, leaving behind a considerable historical footprint
that reveals many of the intricacies of clan politics. In addition, both clans have also been able to
mobilize substantial scholarly resources, illustrating the evolving dynamics between clan narratives
and professional scholarship. A look at how these clans have wrestled with their own origins can thus
reveal the negotiations, tensions, and conflicts that exist within and between various “memory col-
lectives,” illuminating a more pluralistic and diverse landscape of historical knowledge in Korea.

Diverging from National Narratives
Korean kinship groups usually trace their origins back to a single founding father. One problem,
however, is that these founding fathers are designated by later generations without consistent rules
to guide the selection process. For some clans, the founding father is the oldest known ancestor;
for others, the first one to receive the surname and/or settle in what would become the clan’s “ances-
tral seat.” Sometimes, the founding father is the most illustrious of early ancestors due to educational
and political achievements, trumping older ancestors with less remarkable credentials.21 What com-
plicates this matter is that founding fathers in many cases are products of family myth and cannot be
historically substantiated via outside sources.22 Because of the many difficulties, a clan nowadays
can designate multiple founding fathers: an “original” founding father (wŏn sijo) who is considered
the progenitor of an entire clan, as well as multiple “middle” founding fathers (chung sijo) who are
often the progenitors of individual branches of the clan. While both types of founding fathers are
commemorated and celebrated, it is those “middle” founding fathers that usually stand on firmer
ontological grounds.

A clan’s founding father is thus not a natural starting point of a lineage, but subject to numerous
retrospective considerations, negotiations, and even inventions. In premodern Korea, it became fash-
ionable for clans to claim increasingly more ancient and illustrious origins to elevate their own pres-
tige. Alleged ancestors who had never been mentioned before suddenly began to appear as a
genealogy’s starting point, allowing a clan’s genesis to be pushed further and further back into
the past.23 For example, around the sixteenth to seventeenth century, clans such as the Ch’ŏngju
Han or Haengju Ki clan (in addition to the T’aewŏn Sŏnu clan) began to claim Kija (Ch. Jizi), the
legendary sage king from the eleventh century BCE, as their founding father.24 Kija was a nobleman
of China’s Shang dynasty, who, according to lore, fled the country as the fortunes of the dynasty
declined. Eventually, a tradition emerged in China and Korea that saw him as having relocated to
what is now Korea where he established his own dynasty. Above all, Kija was seen as the
conduit for culture, spreading classical Chinese civilization to Korea. This allowed Kija to
become a much-venerated cultural icon among members of the Korean Confucian elite as he
allowed them to claim a deep-rooted, millennia-old link to the center of civilization. The clans
that claimed to be Kija’s descendants were thus appropriating and internalizing national-level
symbols to their own advantage. At the same time, the clans were also making their own contribu-
tions to the general lore surrounding Kija: one example is a rather detailed genealogy of 41 gener-
ations of Kija’s bloodline which first emerged in clan documents sometime in the latter half of the
Chosŏn dynasty.25 Granted, there was skepticism even among scholars and government officials
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at the time about claims of Kija-descent due to their sudden appearance and lack of historical doc-
umentation.26 Eventually, however, the clans’ expanding lore surrounding Kija became too valuable
to ignore as it was useful in adding flesh to the history of Kija and accentuating his connection to
Korea. Thus, the clan’s claims were eventually incorporated by other scholars and officials, allowing
these clan genealogies to become part of the public narrative.27

In the early twentieth century, however, the rise of ethnic nationalism in Korea led to the rapid
decline of Kija. Tan’gun, who had traditionally been honored as the first ruler of a Korean state
but received somewhat less attention than Kija, was redefined by nationalist historians as the progen-
itor of the ethnic Korean nation and became their primary focus. At the same time, Kija’s Chinese
background began to be seen as an embarrassment as it entailed Korea’s subservience to China.
As a result, within the writings of nationalist historians, Kija was de-emphasized and began to be
eclipsed by the figure of Tan’gun.28 In post-colonial Korea, the trend to downgrade Kija continued:
for one, textbooks began to make fewer and fewer mentions of him, so much so that he has been all
but erased from history curricula.29 In addition, it became prevalent among mainstream historians to
deny that Kija had ever even come to the Korean peninsula. This would imply that he could not have
sinicized Korea early on or have left any descendants there, which directly contradicted the clans’
most foundational claims.30

However, since Kija had been so deeply engrained in the clans’ identities—after all, he had
allowed these kinship groups to claim to be some of the most ancient in Korea—it was not feasible
to simply erase him from their genealogies.31 Instead, the Ch’ŏngju Han and Haengju Ki clans chose
to hold on to their traditional narrative of Kija, refusing to bow to the trends of the time, in effect
prioritizing family history over national narratives. For instance, in the genealogical compilations
created by the two clans from the early twentieth century to the present, the narrative of Kija’s trans-
formation of Korea remains unchanged.32 Furthermore, the clans’ memorial sites which have been
reconstituted in recent decades equally persist in attesting to Kija’s purported exploits in Korea.
Thus, despite the dominance of newer national narratives, physical reminders of Kija can still be
found in the country thanks to these clans.33 In some cases, members of the clans are even able to
count which generation they belong to starting from Kija—a contemporary member of the clan
would be considered roughly Kija’s 140th-generation descendant despite significant gaps in the gene-
alogy—maintaining a sense of personal connection to the founding father.34 Granted, while Kija has
not been the sole focus of these clans’ ritual practices as some closer ancestors are celebrated with
more frequency, he endures as an ineradicable part of their historical identity.35

Even within the academic realm, the clans were able to have their voices represented against all
odds. This was possible thanks to the efforts of Han Yŏngu (1938–2023), a highly renowned scholar
of Korean history who spent his professorial career at Seoul National University, the country’s most
prominent academic institution. Aside from being a household name within the historical profession,
he also happened to be an active member of the Ch’ŏngju Han clan association, engaging in several
of its endeavors to research and preserve the clan’s history.36 Even in the capacity of an academic, he
published scholarship that was aligned with the clan’s narrative, challenging the dominant views on
Kija. One key impetus within Han’s research was to stress that for much of Korean history, Kija and
his legacy in Korea had been considered real by so many, suggesting that there must have been a
genuine cause for the memory of Kija to become so deeply embedded. In fact, Han emphasized
that for over two thousand years prior to the modern era, nobody had ever been skeptical of the exis-
tence of Kija and the state entity he founded, making the modern reevaluation of the figure look more
adventitious.37 While Han failed to consider other reasons for the popularity of Kija in premodern
times, his work did point at the relative novelty and contingent nature of contemporary nationalist
imaginations.

In holding on to the memory of Kija, these clans serve as stubborn reminders of a bygone histor-
ical imagination while also illustrating the strength of kinship groups as frameworks of historical
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memory. The Korean nation may have moved on from Kija, but the clans’ genealogies remain truth-
ful to a prior self-understanding that many Koreans have disavowed or simply forgotten. National
history, in this case, is not all-pervasive as seemingly anachronistic pockets of resistance continue
to attest to the vagaries of historical memory. Of course, members of the Ch’ŏngju Han and
Haengju Ki clans are aware of the contemporary consensus on Kija. In making their case,
however, these clans are able to draw on an extensive archive that has been built up over centuries
as both Chinese and Korean documents throughout history have repeatedly attested to Kija’s exploits
in Korea. While contemporary studies by various scholars highlight the constructed nature of such
narratives, they also reveal that deconstructing this considerable archive rooted in millennia of tra-
dition requires a more complex operation.38

At the same time, members of these clans sometimes seek a middle ground to satisfy both their
familial and national allegiances which leads to a further diversification of discourses: one solution
that they have come up with is to argue that Kija had been “Korean” all along instead of “Chinese,”
making his purported relocation to and takeover of the Korean peninsula much less problematic. This
view has emerged in the clan’s monthly journal, promotional videos, and online forums, suggesting
that it has gained currency within the kinship group.39 The narrative, however, is also aligned with a
broader theory that claims much of Chinese civilization to be originally “Korean” and is popular
among a fringe group of history aficionados.40 Because these claims are problematic to say the
least, they also encounter some resistance within the clan. Han Yŏngu, for instance, has tried to dis-
tance himself from such views as they employ dubious sources, even though he was also at pains to
argue that Kija’s state entity was independent of China, rendering the figure more acceptable to
nationalist sensibilities.41 Thus, even efforts to navigate the gap between national and familial
history result in increasing the plurality of historical perspectives.

Challenging Scholarship with Scholarship
Another clan in which debates over family origins have been particularly intense is the Kwangsan
Kim clan which prides itself in having produced numerous renowned literati in the Koryŏ (918–
1392) and Chosŏn dynasties.42 Even today, the clan is represented by a well-organized, well-
endowed, and highly prolific clan association which seeks to emulate the scholarly achievements
of previous generations through its own historical investigations and scholarly rigor.43 As part of
that, the clan takes documentary inconsistencies, new narratives, and countervailing evidence seri-
ously, not shying away from lively discussions and even controversy. While this has revealed a
dynamic culture of debate and inquiry within the clan, it has also laid bare—necessarily so—friction
not only within the clan, but also with other clans and the academic community.

One enduring issue for the Kwangsan Kim clan has been the elusive character of its founding
father. Although various clan documents had agreed that he was a member of the royal family of
the Kingdom of Silla (ca. 4C CE – 935 CE), different documents offered different biographical infor-
mation. It was thus not clear when he was born or which Silla monarch’s offspring he was—this
would have provided a clearer estimate of his dates—while it was also not agreed how to refer to
him. In the mid-1950s, as the Kwangsan Kim clan was reconstituting its genealogy in the wake of
the Korean war (1950–1953), debates surrounding the identity of the founding father flared up. In
order to settle the issue, the path chosen was “history via resolutions” in that the historical facts of
the founding father were to be resolved by a vote.44 Through an arduous process that lasted
twelve hours,45 it was eventually decided that his name was “Kim Hŭnggwang” which some, but
not all of the clan’s records had mentioned, settling the issue of how to refer to the progenitor. In
regard to where he fit in within Silla’s royal family, however, no clear settlement was reached and
it was resolved to simply refer to him with the general title “Silla Prince,” maintaining a deliberate
sense of vagueness.46
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Due to the irresoluteness of this resolution, however, there continued to be dissatisfaction within
the clan as some members were not happy with “resolving” historical issues via compromise rather
than historical argumentation.47 Part of the issue was that there was indeed a Kim Hŭnggwang in
Silla’s royal family—even spelled with the same Chinese characters—although he did eventually
become king under the regnal name King Sŏngdŏk (691–737 CE) while his dates were too early
and thus not compatible with the clan’s timeline. For the Silla Prince to chronologically mesh
with the clan’s subsequent genealogy, he had to have lived toward the end of Silla around the
early tenth century. This, however, raises the possibility that the Kim clan at some point in time
may indeed have “adopted” this Silla king as their founding father although without sufficient atten-
tion to chronology. Whatever the case, the clan’s claim of Silla royal heritage was aligned with the
common practices of yangban elite families in the Chosŏn dynasty to link their genealogy to illus-
trious ancient figures whether real or imagined.48 However, with subsequent generations realizing the
chronological discrepancy, it may have become standard for the Kim clan to distance their founding
father from the more well-documented historical monarch, separating the figure into two different
individuals. While this allowed the clan to preserve its chronology, its version of Kim
Hŭnggwang now exists only in the clan’s documents and cannot be substantiated through any exter-
nal sources. To this day, the exact identity of the founding father remains unsolved, although to the
clan’s credit, its genealogical publications now openly acknowledge the uncertainties that surround
him.49 In fact, ever since this compromise was reaffirmed in the early 1990s, many of the clan’s pub-
lications have tried to refrain from depicting the Silla Prince as the offspring of a particular king.50

While this has not prevented the clan from continuing to celebrate the founding father with utmost
devotion, the debates reveal the heterogeneity of views that exist within the same clan.

Another problem for the Kim clan was that archeological discoveries in the twentieth century
further challenged the clan’s mantra about its royal origins. Even though the clan’s own records
of the identity of the founding father had been inconsistent, the Kim clan had at least been consistent
in their belief in the Silla Prince as their progenitor, whatever his biographical details. In fact, the
earliest known reference to the Silla prince as the clan’s progenitor is usually traced back to 1307,
the late Koryŏ period.51 Thus, the Kim clan has been able to refer to a fairly enduring, deeply
rooted identification with the Silla Prince. His biographical details may not have been transmitted
properly, but at least his link to the clan had been passed on unambiguously, adding weight to the
clan’s historical assertions.

In 1910, however, the discovery of a tombstone threw the clan’s claims into doubt.52 The tomb,
located in the Kaesŏng area, was that of Kim Ŭiwŏn (1066–1148), a member of the Kwangsan Kim
clan and nowadays considered its eighth-generation ancestor.53 The tombstone inscriptions which
were dated to 1153, however, not only preceded all existing genealogical records of the clan, but
also offered a genealogy that was different from the one that was known: instead of listing the
Silla Prince as the founding father, it posited Kim Kil (dates unknown), nowadays considered the
clan’s third-generation ancestor, as the oldest known member of the Kim clan. Granted, the inscrip-
tions vaguely mentioned that he had Silla origins, yet there was no mention of royalty. Even more
problematic for the clan, the text also stated that no genealogical records of previous generations
had been passed down. This would suggest that when the tombstone was erected in the mid-twelfth
century, the Kwangsan Kim had no knowledge of the Silla Prince, and it was only sometime between
this and the early fourteenth century that the figure came to the surface. One possible explanation
would be that new evidence emerged in the meantime, although the clan was never able to proffer
any. An alternative explanation would be that the Silla Prince was invented sometime between
1153 and 1307 in order to add further layers to the family’s heritage. This does not sound too far-
fetched considering that other clans did the same in connecting their lineages to ancient royalty.54

The questions that arose created headaches for the clan. Why was the founding father not men-
tioned in the 1153 tombstone? How can one explain the gap between the progenitor’s supposed
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life around the tenth century and his first known mention in 1307? The problem became especially
acute beginning in the 1970s as scholars unaffiliated with the Kwangsan Kim began to dig into the
clan’s history, bringing its problematic origins into academic discourse.55 One of these academics
was Yi Sugŏn, a leading scholar of chokpo compilations and kinship groups.56 At first, the clan asso-
ciation was reluctant to respond, as there was hesitance among some of its members to stir up further
debate and put public spotlight on the scholarship challenging the clan’s narratives.57 This revealed a
rift between those who favored using scholarly investigation to defend the clan’s genealogy and
those who believed that this was a battle that the clan could not win in the arena of scholarly dis-
course. Eventually, the clan did initiate efforts to address the issue. For one, searches were under-
taken to find the Silla Prince’s tomb as a discovery could potentially settle the issue once and for
all.58 The search, however, remained unsuccessful, with the clan’s own internal research report even-
tually acknowledging that the chances of finding any tomb associated with the founding father were
virtually non-existent due to the general dearth of tombstone inscriptions from the Silla period.59

In the absence of any new discoveries, circumstantial evidence and conjecture were used to argue
that there were political reasons for the clan’s long silence about its founding father. It was argued
that the clan had intentionally elevated Kim Kil over his “grandfather,” the Silla Prince, since the
former had contributed to the founding of the Koryŏ dynasty and would hence magnify the clan’s
political contributions while the dynasty was still ongoing.60 Moreover, it was argued that the
Silla prince was the offspring of a monarch who had been viewed negatively in the mid-Koryŏ
period, making it difficult for the clan to openly reference its founding father.61 In identifying the
prince as the son of a specific king, however, the claim also went against the clan’s earlier consensus
of leaving the identity of the founding father vaguely defined. In this regard, the clan’s attempts to
find solutions to unfavorable evidence generated new issues within the clan’s historical narratives.

The most existential challenge to the clan, however, was not the contention that something was
problematic about the founding father. Instead, it was the accusation that the Kwangsan Kim clan,
sometime in the distant past, had appropriated the genealogy of another clan, making the
Kwangsan Kim in effect imposters. The tombstone inscriptions that had been discovered in 1910
included a statement that was problematic for the Kwangsan Kim clan in that it identified the ancestor
buried there with the locale Kwangyang instead of Kwangsan.62 While both are located in what is
now the Chŏlla Province, Kwangyang is located on the south coast, whereas Kwangsan (present-day
Kwangju) is further inland. The scholars that began to study the Kim clan’s genealogy in the 1970s
highlighted the tomb inscriptions to argue that the Kwangsan Kim had adopted its first eight gener-
ations from the Kwangyang Kim’s genealogy. While the Kwangsan Kim clan came to prominence in
the latter part of the Koryŏ period as members began to assume important government posts, the
Kwangyang Kim, once powerful, had fallen out of favor and were in decline by that point. This
became an opportunity for the arriviste clan to appropriate the cultural capital of the older clan.63

While an increasing number of scholars began to ascribe to this understanding of the Kwangsan
Kim’s origins, they were not seeking to publicly attack the clan specifically.64 Rather, their goal
was to understand the social and political changes that happened during the Koryŏ dynasty, with
a focus on elite families, their practices, and their changing fortunes. In fact, the Kwangsan Kim
clan was only one of several examples these scholars focused on and there was no intent to single
out one over the other.65

Nonetheless, as awareness of this scholarship grew within the clan association, it finally resolved
to form a research committee in 1998 to contest the argument that the Kwangsan Kim clan had appro-
priated the genealogy of the Kwangyang Kim.66 The idea was to bring the battle into the academic
sphere by mobilizing the considerable connections of the clan, challenging scholarship with its own
scholarship. In so doing, the association was able to draw on prominent historians that happened to be
members of the kinship group, with one example being Kim Yongsŏp (1931–2020), a former pro-
fessor of history at Seoul National University and Yonsei University. Kim had achieved eminence
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in Korea beginning in the 1970s for formulating the “internal development” theory which left a huge
impression on Korean history writing. For one, the theory argued that Korea had already been devel-
oping the sprouts of capitalism before encounter with Japanese imperialism. This engendered a more
positive evaluation of the Chosŏn dynasty and endowed Koreans with a tool to challenge negative
Japanese depictions of Korean history often referred to as “colonial historiography.”67 As a conse-
quence, Kim’s theory was enthusiastically received in Korea, allowing Kim to become one of the
most prominent names in the field. With Kim as one of its key members, the clan’s research com-
mittee spent three years (2000–2003) investigating and publishing on the clan’s early history in
an attempt to defend the Kwangsan Kim’s genealogy using the means and practices of academia.
Articles explaining the clan’s history were published in renowned academic journals, while numer-
ous internal research reports were also filed.68 In order to achieve a degree of objectivity and fend off
possible criticisms of partiality, the research committee even succeeded in enlisting the help of
outside scholars who would also publish research in favor of the clan’s views.69

As before, the research group was unable to unearth any new historical documents that could
strengthen the clan’s stance in a critical way. In light of this, circumstantial evidence and conjecture
were again used to make sense of the unfavorable historical sources. The academic view was that the
Kwangsan Kim and Kwangyang Kim had been two separate entities with the former commandeering
the ancestral lineage of the latter. In opposition to that, the research group argued that the two kinship
groups were in fact identical but had simply been identified in two different ways due to changes of
residence. That was why the clan was associated at times with Kwangsan and at other times with
Kwangyang. This is not entirely implausible as there are cases where clans have used different
names to refer to their ancestral seat or where the actual location of the ancestral seat had
changed.70 However, the research committee was unable to present any direct documentary evidence
for this change of ancestral seat and instead had to use circumstantial reasoning to explain the clan’s
possible relocation. Especially the political instability preceding the unification of the Korean pen-
insula by Koryŏ was highlighted as a major factor that potentially propelled the clan to seek
refuge elsewhere.71 Moreover, members of the research group argued that the conventions surround-
ing ancestral seats had not been solidified yet in the Koryŏ period, with people sometimes being iden-
tified with their current residence and sometimes with their ancestral seat.72 This was used to explain
why the tombstone discovered in 1910 identified the person buried there with Kwangyang, his con-
temporary seat of residence, rather than Kwangsan, his ancestral home.

The publicized results of the research group were faithfully aligned with the broader goal of
defending the clan’s history in the academic sphere. Within the clan association and the committee
itself, however, internal documents reveal lingering doubts over the project.73 For one, there were
skeptical voices within the clan association that feared that these scholarly endeavors might end
up drawing even more attention to the unfavorable scholarship, potentially backfiring on the
clan.74 These critics also likened the committee’s investigations to the study of the mythical
Tan’gun, effectively characterizing the research as a futile and even ludicrous attempt to substantiate
something that was outside the realm of history.75 Moreover, in trying to defend its narrative, the
committee had ended up creating a whole new chapter in the clan’s history in which its ancestors
relocated several times to escape political turmoil. It was, as one member said, a heretofore
unknown “tragic history” (“Piunsa”) which radically altered the clan’s early history.76 This also
became the object of criticism, as opposing voices noted that this new chapter was equally not
based on any direct historical evidence and deviated from established narratives too much.77

Within the research committee, there was further disagreement over what to do about the
Kwangyang Kim clan which still existed but was now vastly outnumbered by the Kwangsan
Kim.78 The committee had studied the Kwangyang Kim’s more recent genealogical compilations,
discovering that the clan had actually edited its ancestral lineage several times during the twentieth
century to incorporate the new scholarly discoveries. Thus, the committee argued that it was the
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Kwangyang Kim clan which had adopted the Kwangsan Kim clan’s early genealogy, and not the
other way around. Some members of the research group were eager to expose the Kwangyang
Kim publicly, although others such as Kim Yongsŏp successfully resisted doing so as they were con-
cerned about the optics of publicly confronting a much smaller clan.79 While open conflict between
the clans was thus avoided, the two clans continue to make diametrically opposed assertions about
their origins, each claiming to be the true heirs of an ontologically questionable progenitor.

Overall, the Kwangsan Kim clan’s research endeavors illustrate its capacity as a dynamic and
highly active producer of historical knowledge. The scholarship developed by the clan may have
had a clear objective, but the process of achieving it was just as conflicted and tortuous as knowledge
produced elsewhere. Furthermore, while scholarship was used as a tool in service of the clan’s
agenda, the means of scholarship were not applied in a cynical or frivolous way, as at every step
of the way, there seems to have been an effort to remain transparent and within the realm of the plau-
sible. Indeed, there are no signs that new evidence was simply conjured up to buttress the clan’s nar-
rative, suggesting that there was a certain degree of academic discipline and self-reflectivity that
regulated the clan’s researchers, setting them apart from some of their predecessors who engaged
more freely in imagining ancestral origins.

Conclusion
In contemporary South Korea, kinship groups have ceased to play the role they inhabited during the
Chosŏn dynasty as nowadays, being a descendant of an illustrious yangban clan no longer guarantees
political connections or any other insurmountable advantages in public life.80 Due to the continuous
inflation of ancestry-related cultural capital since the late nineteenth century, family genealogies have
lost much of their value in producing social distinction.81 Because of this, it is not surprising that
public and scholarly interest in the contemporary incarnation of Korean kinship groups is limited.
Despite this loss of significance, however, clan associations have continued to be highly active
sites of historical knowledge production in post-1945 South Korea. In excavating, commemorating,
and defending a clan’s history, the examples discussed in this paper illustrate that family history is
still pursued with fervent devotion. This may be ascribed to the fact that family history is ultimately
personal and identitarian in nature, which in turn amplifies the intensity and affect with which
members of a clan relate to their history, both real and imagined.

This passion has also allowed family histories to withstand and challenge other powerful historical
narratives—be they national or academic in nature—attesting to the resilience of family history and
the plurality of historical knowledge in South Korea. In some cases, family histories are able to retain
an alternative cultural memory of a bygone era, resisting the hegemony of modern narratives of
nation. Indeed, Anglophone scholars have often emphasized the nationalist character of Korean his-
torical writings, failing to pay sufficient attention to the multitude of narratives that privilege other
forms of community.82 If anything, kinship groups illustrate that for certain segments of Korean
society, family history is a larger concern than national history. Furthermore, while much of the
history writing by kinship groups is geared toward an internal audience as the goal is to reconfirm
group solidarity and familial pride, sometimes a clan goes beyond its own confines to target a
broader audience, blurring the boundaries between the private and the public. This is particularly
so when members of a clan feel attacked by competing historical narratives originating from profes-
sional scholars, other clans, or different branches within the same clan. In such cases, what was orig-
inally a private or semi-public affair can become a conflict played out in the public realm.

The contests over family history also raise questions about the nature and boundaries of scholarly
knowledge. In their efforts to claim and maintain authority over their own history, kinship groups can
and do appropriate the tools of professional scholarship to fend off any perceived transgressions from
outside forces, especially academia. In doing so, the histories clans produce go beyond hagiographies
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or genealogical compilations and assume the form of academic research with all its frills and pro-
cesses. This bespeaks a willingness and capacity by kinship groups to evolve and speak to an audi-
ence of professional scholars. It is particularly significant that even renowned scholars such as Han
Yŏngu and Kim Yongsŏp have used their capacity as established academics to engage in “kin work.”
Such instances suggest that the boundaries between family narratives and professional scholarship
are porous and mutable, with spheres and interests overlapping. Contemporary clan associations
are thus not merely atavistic remnants of a bygone era but are part and parcel of the contemporary
landscape of competing knowledge regimes and epistemological pluralism. While it remains to be
seen how the fortunes of clan associations will evolve in the future, their incessant historical produc-
tions and memorialization suggest that they will not go down without having etched themselves into
history.
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Puyŏ,” Acta Koreana 23(1) (June 2020), 65–96.

17. Hong, “The Paradox of Genealogy;” Eugene Y. Park, A Family of No Prominence: The Descendants of Pak
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of the Ch’ŏngju Han clan’s origin and founding father], in Changsŏgak 30 (2013), 322–341.
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34. Yu Kyŏngjong, “Koyang e ppuri rŭl tun myŏngmun’ga, Haengju Kissi rŭl sogae hamnida” [Introducing the
historical family with roots in the city of Koyang, the Haengju Ki Clan], in Koyang sinmun, February 10,
2017.
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(est. 1975) as well as the Wŏlgan Kwangsan nyusŭ [Monthly Kwangsan news] (est. 1992). Both of these
offer insight into the many activities of the association while also delivering news on members of the clan.

44. Kwangsan Kimssi Taejonghoe, Kwangsan Kimssi taejonghoe 60 nyŏnsa [60 years of history of the
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yŏn’gu kyŏlgwa e taehayŏ” [On the research results of the Kwangsan Kim history research committee],
Wŏlgan Kwangsan nyusŭ (May/June, 2003), 38–42.

75. Kwangsan Kimssi Taejonghoe, Kwangsan Kimssi 60 nyŏnsa, 63.
76. Kwangsan Kimssi Taejonghoe, Kwangsan Kimssi 60 nyŏnsa, 152.
77. Kimssi sa yŏn’gu wiwŏnhoe, “Kimssisa yŏn’gu wiwŏnhoe ŭi yŏn’gu,” 43.
78. According to the 2000 population census of South Korea, 837,008 people identified as members of the

Kwangsan Kim clan while only 1,987 claimed membership in the Kwangyang Kim clan.
T’onggyech’ŏng, “2000 in’gu chut’aek ch’ongjosa: sŏngssi mit pon’gwan chipkye kyŏlgwa” [General pop-
ulation and housing census of 2000: surname and ancestral seat statistics] (T’onggyech’ŏng, 2003), 28.

79. Kwangsan Kimssi Taejonghoe, Kwangsan Kimssi 60 nyŏnsa, 56.
80. This is not to say that there are no advantages to being an active member of an illustrious kinship group in

contemporary South Korea. While clan membership is not essential in assuming key official posts in the
government (including the presidency), one can still gain access to valuable burial grounds owned by the
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clan, certain financial help such as scholarships, and the more intangible benefits of being a member of a
support network.

81. While clan affiliation may not be able to produce social distinction anymore, one can argue that it is con-
ducive to creating a sense of social equality as virtually everybody in Korea can now claim to be of yangban
descent. In this regard, claims of clan affiliation contribute to social homogeneity in present-day Korea,
rather than difference.

82. Some examples of Anglophone scholars emphasizing the nationalist character of historiography in Korea
include James B. Palais, “A Search for Korean Uniqueness,” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 55(2)
(December 1995), 409–425 as well as Hyung Il Pai, Constructing “Korean” Origins: A Critical Review
of Archaeology, Historiography, and Racial Myth in Korean State-Formation (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Asia Center, 2000).

Author Biography

Nuri Kim is Assistant Professor in Korean Studies in the Faculty of Asian and Middle Eastern
Studies at the University of Cambridge. A historian of modern Korea, he focuses his research on his-
toriography, the history of knowledge, and new religious movements.

74 Journal of Family History 49(1)


	 Introduction
	 Diverging from National Narratives
	 Challenging Scholarship with Scholarship
	 Conclusion
	 Notes


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile ()
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 5
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /PDFX1a:2003
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError false
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    33.84000
    33.84000
    33.84000
    33.84000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    9.00000
    9.00000
    9.00000
    9.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV <>
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames false
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks true
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks true
      /AddPageInfo true
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks true
      /IncludeHyperlinks true
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MarksOffset 6
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


