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What is the history of Korea within (North) American anthropology, and how might this 

question be approached?  This presentation reflects an attempt to examine these issues 

using both published and archival sources from roughly the 1880s through the 1960s.  I 

argue that Korean concerns, precisely in their historical marginality to the mainstream of 

the American discipline, offer a useful site for an examination of lacunae and gaps in 

canonical understandings of anthropology. In this talk, I offer an overview of three 

moments.  Stewart Culin, the author of Korean Games (1895), provides an occasion for 

reflection on the common understanding that American anthropology began with an almost 

exclusive focus on Native American groups.  Was there an “Asia” of Americanist 

anthropology?  The physical anthropologist Ales Hrdlicka, in his cognizance of the 

assimilationist project of Japanese colonial rule in Korea, opens questions of the partiality 

of anthropology’s critique of racism at the same moment.  Finally, anthropology as an 

active participant in the Korean War illuminates limitations in contemporary 

understandings of the Cold War pasts of the discipline and the social sciences more 

generally. 

 

Robert Oppenheim, an anthropologist by training, is an Associate Professor in the 

Department of Asian Studies of the University of Texas at Austin.  His book Kyongju 

Things: Assembling Place (University of Michigan Press, 2008) sought to open questions 

of technical or ontological politics in post-1987 South Korea through an examination of the 



economy of things of culture and development in the historic city.  Work related to his 

current book project on the history of American anthropology of Korea, reflected in this 

presentation, appears in the Journal of Asian Studies, Histories of Anthropology Annual, 

and (forthcoming) in American Anthropologist and positions. 

 

 


