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On March 3, 1991, George Holliday filmed four LAPD officers brutally beating Rodney
King after a high-speed chase in San Fernando Valley.! The officers’ acquittal by a
predominantly white jury in Simi Valley sparked national outrage. While protests erupted across
American cities, nowhere was the damage more severe than South Central Los Angeles. Over
three days, 58 people died, nearly 12,000 were arrested, and the city sustained over $700 million
in damages.” At first glance, the 1992 riots seemed a tragic echo of past Black-white tensions,
but examining the background revealed a larger picture. A year before the 1992 LA riots, Korean
grocer Soon Ja Du shot Black teenager Latasha Harlins after a shoplifting accusation and was
sentenced to probation, leading to backlash in LA’s Black communities. Taking in the context of
the riots, many believed that “Latasha Harlins...was the key to the catastrophic collapse of
relations between LA’s Korean and Black communities.” America no longer wanted to “settle
for black and white conclusions when one of the most important conflicts was the tension
between Koreans and African-Americans.” In the aftermath of the protests, the tension became
known as the Black-Korean conflict. Emerging as a politically convenient and oversimplified
explanation for the 1992 Los Angeles riots, the narrative of Black-Korean conflict was driven by
the flawed frameworks of the model minority myth and urban underclass theory, ultimately

serving to legitimize mainstream conservative policy.

Tensions between the Black and Korean communities in South Central Los Angeles were

real, shaped by competing racial myths. By the late 1980s, Korean immigrants owned 40% of
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businesses in the area,’ and their economic success was frequently explained through the lens of
the model minority myth. Time Magazine praised their “entrepreneurial spirit,” describing
Korean Americans as driven by “an impulse” for self-employment.® A Korean grocer told the LA
Times, “Most Koreans would rather be self-employed... they’re hard-working, with high goals.””
This narrative, also known as the model minority myth, implied that Koreans achieved the
American Dream through personal discipline, feeding the notion that other groups, particularly
Black Americans, lacked the same values. At the same time, conservative thinkers popularized
the “urban underclass” theory, which framed Black poverty not as the result of systemic racism,
but as a cultural failure. In 1992, The Economist described the underclass as “poor but healthy
young people who cannot or will not get a job,” blaming moral weakness rather than structural
barriers.® These two narratives set the stage for mutual resentment. As one writer for Republican
commentator Heterodoxy observed, public sympathy flowed toward Latasha Harlins, the Black
teenager shot by Korean shopkeeper Soon Ja Du, while little attention was given to the 25
Korean merchants killed in the ghetto in the two years prior. The commentator argued that it was
“impermissible” to mention the brutal work hours and family sacrifice behind Korean success,

yet acceptable to label Black anger as justified frustration.” This tension surfaced in popular

culture. Ice Cube’s 1991 track “Black Korea,” released just months before the riots, warned: “So
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pay respect to the Black fist, Or we’ll burn your store right down to a crisp.”'® The anger was
real, but so were the structural questions it obscured. Why had South Central been left
economically desperate in the first place? And why were Korean immigrants so concentrated in

poor Black neighborhoods?

Rather than stemming from isolated tensions, racist sentiments by white Angelenos
prevented minorities from accessing housing and social mobility, disproving the idea of an
“urban underclass.” In 1968, the Open Housing Act eliminated legal housing barriers'' for
minorities in Los Angeles, but informal racism by civilians persisted. In 1993, over one hundred
fifty neighborhoods attempted to physically gate their communities from encroaching Black
residents.'? Whitley Heights, an influential neighborhood directly northwest of Los Angeles, was
among those leading the effort: “a judge ruled last week that the city of Los Angeles could not
allow the neighborhood up the hill [Whitley Heights] to close its gates to the rest of the world.”"?
Inequitable access to housing severely limited social mobility. As a result, in 1990, two-thirds of
minority students attended schools funded below neighboring suburban districts like Whitley

Heights.'*

Beyond general racist sentiments in LA, deindustrialization in South Central Los Angeles

affected Black Americans disproportionately, suggesting that economic slowdowns were an
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impact of circumstance, rather than the “poverty culture” cited by the urban underclass theory. In
the 1970s, the US economy experienced deindustrialization, as large corporations moved
overseas for lower operating costs."” From 1970 to 1985, US manufacturing declined by 1.5%,
but Southern California’s manufacturing increased exponentially, with a 24.2% gain that
established Los Angeles as a national manufacturing powerhouse.'® However, in reality, while
areas like Orange County thrived as high-tech industries grew, the auto industry and rubber
plants in South Central, which had been the second largest in the 1970s, had essentially vanished
by the mid-1980s. Ten of the twelve aerospace factories closed down, displacing over 50,000
workers."” In addition, the new preference for nonunionized laborers in low-wage industries, due
to lower wages and likelihood of striking, affected African Americans at a higher rate than other
ethnic groups. Throughout Los Angeles in the 1980s, unionization rates of manufacturing
workers fell from 30% to 23% in Los Angeles County.'® However, 10% of African Americans
were union members, despite composing only 6% of the LA workforce (See Appendix A). As a
result, African American communities in South Central felt the effects of deindustrialization the
hardest, with the annual median family income falling $5,900-$2,500 below the city median in

the 1970s."°

Urban renewal projects further displaced working-class residents of color. The Los
Angeles Community Redevelopment Agency (CRA) demolished entire neighborhoods under the
guise of modernization. One such neighborhood was Bunker Hill, a district north of South

Central, which received federal grant funding for urban renewal in 1955. The 133-acre
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residential neighborhood, lined with stately Victorian homes, had originated in the 1860s.
However, a wave of immigration in the 1920s and 30s prompted a “white flight” into Brentwood
and the Pacific Palisades, enabled by the Pacific Electric Company’s trolley lines.?’ The
Victorian houses left behind were subdivided into housing for workers arriving from the
Midwest, Europe, and Mexico, quickly making Bunker Hill a target for the CRA (See Appendix
B). 9,000 residents—mostly Black and immigrant—were displaced without relocation
assistance.?! The result of redevelopment and neglect was what locals called the “Cotton
Curtain,” a racial boundary that cut off South Central from opportunity and investment. One
resident testified before Congress in 1981, describing the divide as a dumping ground for toxic
waste, junkyards, and neglect: “Not one of you sitting in this room would want your daughter to
go to Jordan High School and walk that corridor down there.”?* At the time of the testimony,
Jordan High School in South Central had a 60% graduation rate, significantly lower than the

state average of 72.2%.%

Similarly, the model minority myth proved equally oversimplified. The myth of Korean
Americans as naturally entrepreneurial masked reality, as many immigrants turned to small
business ownership as a last resort. Professional degrees earned in Korea were often invalidated
in the US, with licensing boards refusing to recognize foreign credentials. In 1975, the California

Commission on Civil Rights estimated “there are at least 300 experienced pharmacists in
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Southern California born and educated in Korea, who cannot practice their profession.”* Kooin
Choi, a Korean grocer trained as a nurse in Seoul, put it plainly: “That is why so many from my
country own grocery stores... It doesn’t need too much English.”?® Shop ownership wasn’t an
expression of cultural values, it was an adaptive response to exclusion. In fact, between
1980-1990, the affluent South Bay community saw its Korean population double,?® emphasizing
the community’s true goals of social mobility rather than small business ownership.?” Moreover,
the success of Korean businesses in the 1980s was due to circumstantial advantages, notably
loosened capital export laws from South Korea, family networks to provide labor and startup
funds, and the commercial vacuum left by white flight and disinvestment in South Central.?®
When capital export laws loosened in the 1980s, Koreans could come to the US with
increasingly more capital, and family members or relatives could support around 60% to 80% of
initial startup costs.”” By 1986, Korean-owned enterprises in southern California became the

largest import concerns for South Korean products.*® South Korea also experienced a per capita
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GNP increase from below 1,000 to 5,040 between 1980 and 1990, further increasing the
invaluable advantages of flexible export policy.’' In fact, early Korean immigrants struggled with
business in the early 1900s, demonstrating the importance of circumstance: “many Koreans took
the first opportunity to go into business, no matter how small .... Many Korean small businesses

exacted long hours of work from the owners and their families and yet yielded little income.”?

The reality of South Central Los Angeles in the aftermath of the 1992 riots was much
more complex than the reports of mainstream media and social discourse. The urban underclass
theory and model minority myth justifying a Black-Korean conflict as one of the primary factors
of the 1992 riots were just that — myths. The urban underclass theory, predicated on the idea that
poverty was a cultural phenomenon, was undermined by structural racism, deindustrialization,
and urban redevelopment programs, while the model minority myth was disproved by the
circumstantial advantages as well as professional goals of Korean immigrants. Correspondingly,
public perception of the riots was equally distorted, often sensationalized by media coverage.
Angela Oh, a Korean American trial lawyer who found herself as the spokesperson for the
Korean community after the riots, explained in a speech that her words were often twisted during

TV appearances on NBC’s “Sunday Today™:

What’s happened is that the producer will call you up and say, we are going to talk about
where we go from here, and they interview you and do this whole little prep, and when
you go to the station—and this literally happened to me on a national network station—the
issue becomes ‘Black-Korean conflict, the reason for the riots in LA.” Then I sat on the
panel with people who are 3,000 miles away whom I couldn’t even see, who are saying
these really inflammatory things, leaving me in a position to do nothing more than

ED205666.pdf.

31 Ibid.

32 Yim, Sun Bin. "The Social Structure of Korean Communities in California,
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respond...you’ve [NBC] just fucked the whole city of Los Angeles as far as I'm
concerned, and all the hard work we’ve put into building coalitions...*

While tension did exist, as NBC claimed, so did a sense of community solidarity. In Santa Cruz,
a group of “Korean shopkeepers took a step toward easing tense relations with blacks by
agreeing last week to hire a few gang members to work in their South Central Korean shops
which were especially hard hit by rioters.”** The gang truce was one of many community
coalition programs initiated between Korean and Black Americans. More casual day-to-day
interactions confirmed that relations between the communities were more nuanced than at first
glance, like Korean shopkeeper Chung Jin Moo’s recovery from the riots. Upon Moo’s return, he
was welcomed home by former patrons:
“You made it! You made it! Thank you, Jesus’ yelled Lashon Henry, a customer of
Chung’s 47th Broadway Food Market...Her eyes full of tears and disbelief, she wrapped
her arms around him for a long embrace... ‘How ya feelin’, man?’ asked Carlester Hall,
17, slapping Chung with a handshake. ‘OK,” Chung said. Several other youths got out of
a car to greet Chung. “What’s up, man’ one asked. “You comin’ back?’ “Yes,” Chung said.
‘All right!” the youth said.*’
While tense relations between Korean shopkeepers and their largely Black customers certainly
existed, so did positive interactions.
Yet, the persistence of the Black-Korean conflict narrative in mass media and social
discourse was no minor accident. It served as a politically convenient explanation that aligned
with mainstream conservative efforts to undermine social welfare programs and defend

conservative policy agendas, shifting the blame onto marginalized groups. Marlin Fitzwater, a

spokesperson for the Bush administration, argued against welfare, stating that “many of the root
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problems that have resulted in inner-city difficulties were started in the '60s and '70s and that
they have failed.”*® In the weeks following the riots, the Bush administration “on March 20
[sought] to eliminate from the budget for the 1993 fiscal year $547.7 million to build new public
housing.”*” The housing proposal was one of many reductions part of the 3.6 billion in federal
programs Bush hoped to eliminate. The riots couldn’t have happened at a better time, as for Bush
and other conservative politicians, the “...thrust of European-American identity is to defend the
individualistic view of the American system, because it portrays the system as open to those who
are willing to work hard and pull themselves over barriers of poverty and discrimination.”*®
However, in 1992, conservative politicians were still grappling with the lasting impact of the
1960s civil rights movement and the 1965 Watts Rebellion in LA, which directly challenged the
ideals of American individualism. The frustration voiced by one LA resident captured a broader
national sentiment: “I’ve had it with equality and all these lies about opportunities.”** The
disillusionment was not unfounded. Between 1979 and 1989, 4.3 million Americans joined the
ranks of those living below the poverty level, undermining the mainstream conservative claim
that hard work can overcome systemic challenges.* Frustrated by the seemingly blind

Republican leaders, critics began to make their presence known. In reply to Marlin Fitzwater’s

attack on social welfare in LA, Democratic nominee Bill Clinton stated, “Republicans have had
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the White House for 20 of the last 24 years, and they have to go all the way back to the 60's to
find somebody to blame.”*! In response, Bush used the Black-Korean conflict narrative to defend
the conservative platform. The conflict verified that it was possible for minorities to succeed in
America without aid, just like Korean immigrants. The resentment of African Americans toward
Koreans was concrete, undeniable evidence of their success.

In the early morning of April 17, 1993, a federal jury convicted two of the four LAPD
officers involved in the Rodney King beating, avoiding the riots that followed the previous year’s
acquittals. Though many, including Attorney General Janet Reno, felt “justice was done,”* the
country turned to speculating on the deeper causes behind the 1992 unrest. A popular
explanation—framed as the Black-Korean conflict—attributed the riots to tensions between
African Americans and Korean immigrants, justified by the model minority myth and urban
underclass theory. However, this oversimplified view, despite systemic issues like
deindustrialization, discriminatory urban policy, and structural racism, advanced conservative
attacks on welfare spending. While progress has been achieved since, the political weaponization
of racial conflict remains powerful, shaping public discourse and policy. As Black and Korean
community leaders continue their work toward solidarity today, the challenge remains for all
minorities: ensuring that tensions are not distorted into rhetoric that exploits and divides, but

instead understood in full complexity—paving the way for real solutions to injustice.
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Figure 5. Employed Workers and Union Members in Greater L.A., 1994-97, by Sector, Nativity and Ethnicity
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