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M ANY who have written about Los Angeles see the dynamics of race in the ter-
rible events that took place on April 29 to May 1, 1992. Some blamed Black
racism for what happencd; others found fault with the behavior of Korean mer-
chants. Others, more perceptively, blamed our society’s system of white-over-
colored supremacy for pitting the two outsider groups against one another, set-
ting the stage for the conflict that exploded on those fateful days. I agree with this
latter position, but my aim in this chapter is slightly different. It is to explore how
we analyzed, explained, came to understand, and gave meaning to “Los Angeles.”
How and why did we construct the story of that conflict as we did?

During the early aftermath of the civil disorder in Los Angeles, the notion of
Korean American/African American conflict emerged as a focal point in expla-
nations for “Los Angeles.” Examination of this construct reveals that Korean
Americans, African Americans, and those apparently outside the “conflict” used
concepts of race, identity, and entitlement in ways that described conflict as in-
evitable. Further interrogation suggests that despite the absence of obvious white-
ness in a conflict described as intergroup, culturally embedded white supremacy
(racism|] provides the operative dynamic. I use “master narrative” to describe
white supremacy’s prescriptive, conflict-constructing power, which deploys ex-
clusionary concepts of race and privilege in ways that maintain intergroup con-
flict. T try here to give my sense of the dynamic that lies beneath the surface of
the stories that emerged. I do not assume a unilateral “master hand,” although at
times I may use that image to evoke a sense of control felt but not seen, and of
contrivance. When I assert that I write with the goal of revealing the hand of the
master narrative in social discourse, I mean that I will point to traces of white su-
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premacy as evidence of that narrative. And in telling of a master narrative, I may
take the role of narrator and impose my own hand.

In questioning the concepts of race used to describe a Korean American/
African American conflict, I note that the master narrative defines race and
racial identity oppositionally. Here, a Black/African American racial identity is
located in opposition to an Asian/Korean American identity, a strategy that
merges ethnicity, culture, gender, and class into race.! With respect to African
Americans, the master narrative tells us that Asians are Koreans who are mer-
chants and crime victims. The assumption that Asians are foreign intruders un-
derlies this description. With respect to Asian Americans, the narrative tells us
that African Americans are Blacks who are criminals who are poor. All of these
identities replicate the dominant society’s understandings of blackncss and
Asianness.

Although the conflict as constructed does not directly speak of dominant
white society, it arranges the various racial identities so as to preserve the au-
thority of whiteness and devalue difference. The differences between Blacks and
Asians emerge as a tale of relative nonwhiteness. When racial identity is con-
structed oppositionally, conflict becomes inevitable, coalition unimaginable, and
both groups are publicly debilitated and exposed.

I begin by locating myself with regard to the constructed African Ameri-
can/Korean American conflict. As I do so, I recognize categories that are being im-
posed and ones that I am claiming. I am a Sansei woman, a person of color who
has experienced oppression as an Asian female, not as a Korean or African Amer-
ican, a third-generation Asian American of Japanese descent, not a person who
has lived as an immigrant, a woman writing of a story in which few have talked
about gender. I grew up in a Los Angeles suburb. T was teaching in the Midwest
when the uprising in Los Angeles occurred. Viewing the events from a physical
distance, I felt both removed and personally traumatized.

I write aware that I do not know what really happened in “Los Angeles.” 1
doubt it took place only in Los Angeles, and I assert that whatever occurred be-
gan long before April 1992. T am conscious that the major news outlets have me-
diated my picture and experience of Los Angeles, and I wonder to what extent
those who lived the uprising relied on the same media accounts to interpret their
experiences. I write as one who deploys “Los Angeles” as an ironic, iconic
metaphor for the stories of social disorder and racial conflict used to explain what
happened there. These stories give birth to “Los Angeles” as a metaphor but are
in turn swallowed by it as the events in Los Angeles become part of the master
narrative.

Traces of White Supremacy

Consider the thesis: The stories of intergroup conflict came from the
master narrative of white supremacy. Those Korean and African Americans who
participated in the storytelling spoke and acted from the imposed experience of
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racism.? I am not saying that the Korean American or African American com-
munities or anyone told the conflict constructing stories in a consciously strate-
gic way.? Rather, I am acknowledging that we Interpret our experiences by refer-
ring to familiar stories about the world 4

If you live within a society pervaded by racism, then racism prescribes your
experience. Racism is so much a part of our experience that we cannot always rec-
ognize those moments when we participate.® As a corollary, if you experience
racism as one marginalized by it, then you use racism to explain your relations
with other groups and their members. Racism operates, in part, through stories
about race. These stories both filter and construct our reality .6

Now consider the stories of conflict.

Claims of Entitlement

“The pie 1s only so big, and everybody wants a piece, and they're fighting
over it.”

“[Jlust twenty-three percent of the blacks said they had more opportunities
than recently arrived immigrants. Twice that many whites said they had more
opportunities than new immigrants.”

“People here are out of jobs and yet they allow foreign people to come over
and take work away from people born here in America. .. [T]hey can come over
and get loans and open up businesses, but no one will lend any money to us.”

“These businesses belong to people who have exploited, abused and disre-
spected black people.”

“I respect the different cultures . . . but they are here in America now, and
they’re doing business in our community.”

“We didn’t do anything wrong,” said [Bona Lee], who came to Los Angeles
from Korea two decades ago. “We worked like slaves here."

“I left Korea because America is a good country, a free country, and to get
rich.”

“This is not an act of aggression. This is just saying, ‘Leave us alone and let
us get back to business.””

As the above sub-stories show, one common explanation circulated during
the aftermath of the uprisings that had to do with competition between Korean
Americans and African Americans for a too small picce of the economic pie. The
issue became one of entitlement. In the fray, many different claims to entitle-
ment were made. Some complained that Korean Americans had, in effect, cut in
line. The premise was that African Americans have been waiting in line for a
longer time, and that more recent arrivals must go to the back.

This story is more complex than it first appears. To begin, there is the im-
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age of the breadline and the use of a first-in-time principle to claim entitlement.
The breadline image evokes a picture of hierarchy. At issue is whether Korean
Americans or African Americans must stand further back in line or lower in the
hierarchy. The image also admits that both Korean Americans and African
Americans are outgroups dependent on the will and leftovers of a dominant
group. It presupposes deprivation by social and political forces beyond our con-
trol. And it assumes that the competition must occur among those forced to
stand in line, not between those making the handouts and those subject to those
handouts.

The use of the first-in-time principle echoes traditional property law’ and
suggests that the process of keeping outgroups in line has commodified status
as well as goods.® In part, this story asserts that Korean Americans do not un-
derstand the plight of Blacks in America, and that if they did they would wait
their turn. This assertion assumes knowledge of the history of white oppression
of Blacks stemming from, but not limited to, the practice and laws of slavery.
It also expresses the idea that more recently arrived immigrants do not under-
stand because they are less “Amecrican.” Ultimately, the first-in-time principle
both denies and reifies the truth—that African Americans have been first in
time, but last in line since the practice of slavery began in the American
colonies.?

A closely related entitlement claim was that Korean American merchants
were not giving back to the Black community. African Americans charged
Korean merchants with failure to hire Blacks, rudeness to Black customers,
and exploitive pricing. The claim draws a boundary around the Black commu-
nity as the in-group, relative to the Korean outsiders who can gain admission
only by purchasing it—by giving back value. Jobs and respect are the local cur-
rency. The claim also claborates upon the breadline image in a telling way. Tt
describes the Black community as the in-group with the authority to set the
standards for admission, yet, by claiming victimhood status for the Black com-
munity, it places the Black community behind Korean Americans in the bread-
line. This simultaneously excuses the resulting end-of-the-line position of
African Americans and delegitimizes the relatively better place of Korean
Americans.

Korean American merchants responded, in part, by casting themselves as ac-
tors in the “American Dream”—XKorcans working hard to support their families,
survive as immigrants, and succeed as entrepreneurs. By doing so, they bring en-
terprise to the poorest neighborhoods. Claiming entitlement by invoking the
American Dream recharacterizes the breadline. One’s place in the line is not, ac-
cording to this claim, the inevitable plight of those marginalized by the dominant
society; it is changeable for those who pursue the Dream. Those left standing at
the end of the line deserve their fate. The American Dream counters the “Amer-
ican Nightmare”—the history of racial oppression—that the claims of Black com-
munity entitlement invoke. For many, “Los Angeles” represents the death of the
American Dream.
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Racial Positioning

Another story of conflict, intertwined with that of competition, is
concerned with racial hierarchy. And, while it expressly racializes Korean Amer-
ican and African American identity, it also implies an important story about
whiteness.

African Americans and others who complained about Korean merchants took
a nativist position. The first-in-time principle describes Korean Americans not
only as immigrants and therefore later in time but also as foreigners and there-
forc less American.'® Nativism simultaneously calls for assimilation and as-
sumes that Asians are less assimilable than other races. Characterizing Koreans
as rude, clannish, and exploitive, with little or no effort made to learn Korean cul-
ture, calls up longstanding anti-Asian stereotypes.!! The charge that Koreans do
not understand the plight of Blacks implies that “real” Americans would. The im-
plication that Blacks are real Americans strikes an odd note in this context since
the norm-making dominant society has usually defined the real American as
white.!? Perhaps the real irony is the duality of the un-American charge. Exclud-
ing Koreans from the category of American suggests that Koreans are not also sub-
ject to racial oppression, while simultaneously racializing Korean identity. The
master hand does double duty here. It collapses ethnicity into race, thus includ-
ing Korean Americans within the racial conflict; and it defines ethnicity as “for-
eignness,” to describe Korean Americans as outside the racial hicrarchy.

I noted that usually the dominant society takes the nativist position. When
African Americans made nativist charges, they positioned themselves as whites
relative to Asians. When Korean Americans responded by placing themselves
within the American Dream—a dream produced and distributed by the dominant
society—they positioned themselves as white. Their belief in an American
Dream and their hope to be independent business operators positioned them as
white relative to Blacks. The rule underlying this racial positioning is white su-
premacy. Racial positioning would not be coherent, could not take place, but for
racism. In other words, I have used “positioned” as an active verh, with Korcan
Amcricans and African Americans as actors, but here I sense a master hand posi-
tioning Korean Americans and African Americans as objects.

The stories of conflict are not about ordinary, marketplace competition. Nor
do they tell of empowering community. Instead, they plot relative subordination,
subordinated domination, subordinating storytelling. In doing so, the stories of
race and conflict flatten our understanding of racial identity.

Constructed Identities and Racial Pairing

The stories of contlict have filtered largely through the major media;
‘other stories have been filtered out. Media-selected images and words both rep-
resent and reinforce the constructed conflict. The stories described above were
told in words. The stories addressed here were also told with pictures. The latter,
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I suspect, will prove more memorable and therefore more significant in the con-
struct of conflict. Recall, for a moment, the much-photographed Latasha Harlins
and Soon Ja Du, gangmember looters, and armed Korean storecowners.!? These im-
ages have merged into the African American/Korean American conflict plotted
by the master narrative. They operate by informing and reinforcing the identities
created for conflict. The result: Shoplifter, looter, and gangmember images are re-
inforced as the operative aspects of African American identity; crime-victim, gun-
toting merchant, and defender-of-property images emerge as the Korean Ameri-
can character types.!* Thus, apparently race-neutral categories—criminals and
property-owning crime victims—become part of African American and Korean
American racial identities.

Racializing identity has another effect; it submerges class and gender. Ac-
cording to the constructed identities, “Korean Americans” are merchants.
“ African Americans” are not simply criminals, but are most likely poor, because
shoplifting and looting are considered crimes of poverty. And both gun-toting
merchants and gangmember looters are probably typified as male.! These iden-
tities describe class and gender as characteristics of race, not effects of racism.
The construct of conflict defines African American and Korean American identi-
ties in opposition to each other. It neatly positions Korean Americans as white,
relative to Blacks. In other words, in black-white conflicts, blackness would be
similarly criminalized and whiteness would be accorded victim status. This con-
clusion does not require a leap of logic or faith. Rodney King and Latasha Harlins
emerged as the two main symbols of racial injustice during the events surround-
ing the uprising. The Rodney King verdict became representative, in part, of white
oppression of Blacks. Once the uprising began, many invoked the name “Latasha
Harlins” to recall the sentence issued in People v. Soon Ja Du. “Latasha Harlins”
came to represent (white) systemic, race-based injustice even while it reinforced
the sense of African American/Korean American conflict and goaded many to tar-
get Korean-owned stores for looting and vandalism. For purposes of defining racial
injustice, “Korean” became provisionally identified with whiteness. Racial pair-
ing not only creates racial differences, but it also makes racial difference a source
of inevitable conflict. The primary model for identifying bases for positive rela-
tions between groups is that of sameness/differencc—the assumption that there
are either samenesses or differences and that we should identify and focus on
sameness and overlook difference. The underlying assumption is that ditference
can only lead to contention. Positive relations between Blacks and Asians become
impossible because there are only apparent racial differences. “Black” now sug-
gests the possibility of conflict with Asian, and “Asian” with Black.

Racial pairing also essentializes race. The essentialized understanding of race
occurs via a syllogism: The stories of conflict construct African American iden-
tity in opposition to Korecan American identity. In the context of intergroup con-
flict with African Americans, the oppositional Asian is Korean; all Asians are Ko-
rean. This syllogism silently strips Korean identity of ethnic and cultural content,
making “Korcan” interchangeable with “Asian.” It is important that “Korean”
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has been defined in the context of conflict with African Americans. So, it is prob-
ably more accurate to say that the syllogism concludes: All Asians are Korean for
purposes of intergroup conflict. Further, the constructed Korean American/Asian
identity—economically successful minorities, hardworking, entrepreneurs!s—
reinforces its opposite, constructed blackness. “It is no accident . . . that immi-
grant populations (and much immigrant literature) understood their ‘American-
ness’ as an opposition to the resident black population.”!7

The media-reinforced construct makes racial identity not only flat, but also
transparent. The stories of conflict have given many the sense that they know
about Korean Americans and African Americans. “Korean American” and
“African American” invoke a whole set of conclusions that do not follow from a
personal or group history or from Korcan American or African American experi-
ence, but from the construct of conflict. For those who are both abject and sub-
ject of the conflict, the essentialized racial identities filter out the possible bases
of understanding. What is perceived as Korean rudeness may reinforce the expe-
rience African Americans have had—race-based rejection. In responding nega-
tively to “Korean Americans,” African Americans may be rejecting imposed
blackness. In addition, many of the comments made by both African Americans
and Korean Americans to reporters indicated that the speaker not only lacked un-
derstanding of the culture, experience, or history of the other group but also re-
jected the need to try—the other group was the one that had an obligation to con-
form in some way. For example, in response to claims of bigotry by Black
customers, Korean storeowners often asserted that they had businesses to run,
thereby suggesting that good business practice did not include recognizing local
concerns. Or consider African Americans who discounted the Korean cultural
practice of not touching strangers by asserting “this is America.” The construct
of conflict not only filters out personal experience, group history, and culture, but
deems them irrelevant.

Distancing Stories, Symbols of Disorder

Consider the effect of the stories of conflicts: The notion of 2 Korean
American/African American conflict locates the causes of the uprisings in prob-
lems originating within and bounded by communities of color. At the same time,
the rubric of race and racism used to describe the conflict is legalistic; it focuses
on intent and attributes racism to wrong-minded individuals. This denies the pos-
sibility of embedded, culture-wide racism. It makes race fungible and indepen-
dent of the history of racial subordination in the United States. And it distances
the problem of intergroup conflict from the dominant society; the problem is de-
fined as one of race. This distance distinguishes race from whiteness.

The constructed conflict created a great sense and desire for distance. Even as
the uprising and the events surrounding it enraged, demoralized, inspired, and
traumatized me, I also felt safe and fortunate in viewing it all from afar. When I
acknowledged my lack of physical proximity as my good fortune, I removed my-
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self from those more directly affected. It was not my problem. Since the conflict
was specifically cast as African American/Korean American, that I am Japanese
and not Korean American made this conclusion easier to reach. I used the cate-
gories deployed in this construct to opt out. I can, to the extent that I opt out,
sympathize with victims and condemn villains. This may make me well-mcan-
ing. But it protects me from participation, which is harder to accomplish, more
difficult to bear, but may reduce the sense that the conflict is confined to two spe-
cific groups. I could not opt out entirely. I was affected—perhaps because I iden-
tify as a person of color and as an Asian American, more inclusive descriptors that
place me within the conflict.

At first, [ wanted to deny that intergroup conflict was a significant problem.
I wanted to say that the problem was economic. That may have been an effort to
reject the submerging, essentializing effects of imposed racial identity. I may have
been resisting the sense of inevitable unresolvable conflict that flows from my
experience and understanding of race. I know that others denied race as the prob-
lem. Perhaps they did so because they know that not every person intentionally
discriminates. Some described the problem as specific to Los Angeles. But “Los
Angeles” is not located in Southern California. As I have been arguing, it is part
of the master narrative. Each of us creates and locates it somewhere else to make
it unique, episodic—i.e., not integral to American functioning—and, above all,
“not my fault.” Racial distancing enables each of us to say, “It was really too bad.
But fundamentally, it is not my problem.”

Symbols of Disorder, or Why
Multiculturalism Won’t Work

The constructed Korean American/African American conflict has
become, for many, the racial conflict of the moment. The symbolized conflict is
not only that between Korean Americans and African Americans. It is the poten-
tial for conflict among the {too) many groups of racial minorities. To the extent
that the apparent Korean American/African American conflict contributes to the
conclusion that a multiracial/multicultural!8 society is doomed to conflict, it dis-
places white supremacy as the central race issue. That displacement, in turn, may
strengthen the distinction between whiteness and race.

The stories of conflict also describe interracial tension as representative and
key to broader social disorder. Because the constructed identities conflate other
forms of problematized status with race, intergroup conflict implicates under-
class and failure to assimilate. One result is that whiteness becomes symbolic of
order and race becomes symbolic of disorder. Thus, while Latasha Harlins and
Rodney King became symbols of systemic racial injustice, “Los Angeles” has be-
come a metaphor for the failure of racial diversity.

It is difficult to escape the constructs I describe. To the extent that we inter-
pret our experience from within the master narrative, we reinforce our own sub-
ordination. We must also compete for space with the master narrative. That is
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where the master hand tailors stories about identity and conflict to the situa-
tion—African American/Korean American relations, Los Angeles, Latasha Har-
lins and Soon Ja Du, Rodney King—in ways that make Asianness the subordina-
tor of Blackness and vice versa, and in ways that isolate the conflict from
whiteness. Whether Korean and other Asian Americans can counter racism may
depend, finally, on our ability to claim identities outside the master narrative.

Contflict—the real world kind, I mean—can be bloody, misguided, and wholly
tragic. It behooves us always to try to understand how and why bloodshed breaks
out as it does. But the very narratives and stories we tell ourselves and each other
afterwards, in an effort to explain, understand, excuse, and assign responsibility
for conflict, may also be, in a sense, the source of the very violence we abhor. 1
have identified a number of ways the “master narrative” works itself out in the
stories by which we constructed “Los Angeles.” This master narrative is at one
and the same time lulling, disturbing, provocative, and always powerfully apolo-
getic. Understanding how we assemble reality unjustly, apologetically, and in sta-
tus-quo-preserving ways may cnable us, with effort, to disasscmble it—and per-
haps, onc day, to define difference as a basis for coalition and fairness.
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