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Abstract
Social Order and Contest in Meanings and Power:

Black Boycotts against Korean Shopkeepers
in Poor Black New York City Neighborhoods

by
JEONGDUK YI
Advisor: Professor Gerald Sider

This dissertation aims to provide an analysis of the
process of social reproduction revealed through the conflict
between Korean sopkeepers and poor Black inner city
residents in New York City. The major concepts, discussed
in the introduction, include culture, power, domination,
resistance, and conceptual orders.

The pervasive racism and capitalism in America provides
the context where the two minority groups have been
constituted and where opposing meanings are contested as the
conflict between Korean shopkeepers and poor Blacks
develops. State agents, Whites, and news media also join in
the process of the conflict. They contest with various
combinations of coercion, persuasion, protest, and
argumentations for the maintenance or change of the existing
social relationships.

With further theoretical discussion on the conflict,
the multidimensionality of social orders, the relationship
between conceptual orders and social reproduction, and the
interconnection among meanings, power, and economic

relationships are discussed in the conclusion.
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PART ONE

INTRODUCTION
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

The anthropologists have shown us that cultural
forms - as "determinate orderings" of things,
behavior, and ideas - do play a demonstrable role
in the management of human interaction. What will
be required of us in the future is not to deny
that role, but to understand more precisely how
cultural forms work to mediate social
relationships among particular populations. (Wolf
1982:19)

The core of culture is the form and manner in
which people perceive, define, articulate, and
express their mutual relations. (Sider 1986:120)

The word is the ideological phenomenon par
excellence. (Volosinov 1986:13)

.« .the maintenance of categories upholds power,

and power maintains the order of the world. (Wolf
1990:593)

Aims of the Research

This dissertation aims to illustrate processes of
social reproduction as revealed through the conflict between
two social groups in New York City. I use the concept of
social reproduction as the reproduction or maintenance of
social order despite challenges to it. Specifically, this
dissertation will discuss how two groups in different
economic positions came into opposition, how they
conceptualize the conflict between them, and how they
contest meanings and power in the context of wider society.

The escalation of the conflict between Korean shopkeepers
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3
and the poor Black inner city residents during 1288-1990 in
New York City provides a good opportunity to examine how
people challenge existing social relationships and how state
agents such as politicians, public officials, law enforcers,
and involved groups deploy their cultural and political
efforts to change, compromise, and maintain existing social
relationships.

However, because they contest in historically produce 1
social conditions, it is important to understand how
structural limitation of the playing fields for both poor
Blacks and Korean shopkeepers have been constructed through
history. In order to understand these historical and
structural backgrounds of the conflict between two groups, I
will also examine how a poor Black neighborhood was
constructed in Harlem, how the Blacks in Harlem historically
experienced the conflict with alien shopkeepers, why Koreans
immigrated and settled in urban neighborhoods, and how they
opened and expanded their business in poor Black
neighborhoods. Because these processes have been closely
related to American racism and capitalism, I will also
consider the context of American racism and capitalism in
discussing poor Black residents and Korean shopkeepers.

By discussing the historically constructed social
conditions for social groups and the process of their
conflict and its connection to wider social context, this

dissertation aims to contribute to the theoretical
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discussion of the process of the reproduction of social
orders and to the discussion of American social dynamics,
especially to the interconnection between racism and
capitalism.

In order to achieve these aims, I will focus on two
things in this introduction. In sections of the first half
of this introduction, I will discuss general conceptual
tools which are necessary for the theoretical
conceptualizations of the process of social reproduction.

In sections of the second half, I will specifically focus on
the more concrete frameworks which are directly related to
the understanding of the conflict between Korean shopkeepers
and poor Blacks. Therefore, sections in the first half
address the relationships between culture and power, between
domination and resistance, and between social order and
conceptual order. Sections in the second half shall
consider the economic positions of Korean shopkeepers and
poor Black residents, their racial conceptions before the
conflict between the two groups, my motivations in selecting
this topic and a field area for this dissertation, and the

collection of my data.

Culture and Power
Most anthropologists think about culture. What is
culture? Culture which had meant in its early uses "the

tending of... crops or animals" became a metaphor for the
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cultivation of the mind (Williams 1976:76-82). 1In
eighteenth~-century Germany, Herder provided an
anthropological turn for the conceptualization of culture.
Herder used “cultures’ in the plural: the particular
characteristics of different groups, nations, and periods.
Thus, a culture was used for a culture of a specific nation
or period. Tylor (1871) and Boas (1920; see also 1940) used
cultures in this context, and the coucept of culture as a
particular way of life of a specific group has been well
established in anthropology.

However, traditional conceptualizations of culture in
anthropology are very limited in explaining cultural
dynamics, because their conceptualizations of culture give
insufficient attention to problems of power and social
conflict (Wolf 1982:afterword). Even those who paid
attention to power and social conflict in understanding
culture limited their analytical understanding to
equilibrium systems (e.g. Leach 1954; Gluckman 1955) or to
individual interactions (Turner 1957; Barth 1959; Cohen
1974).

The equilibrium model does not explain historical
change. The interactional understanding of power is very
limited because this model ignores organizational and
structural dimensions of power. According to Wolf(1990),
four different modes of power can be ascertained: individual

endowment in the play of power; imposition of one’s will on
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6
others in interpersonal relationships; controls within the
setting (organizational power); and the ability to structure
the settings themselves (structural power). If we primarily
focus on individual interaction in understanding power,
neither structural power which shapes the social field of
action nor organizational power which sets up relationships
among people through allocation and control of resources and
rewards come into our view (Wolf 1990).

The various dimensions of power cannot be ignored when
we understand culture, because, as Wolf (19920:593) suggests,
Power is implicated in meaning through its role in

upholding one version of significance as true,

fruitful, or beautiful, against other possibilities
that may threaten truth, fruitfulmess, or beauty. All
cultures, however conceived, carve out significance and
try to stabilize it against possible alternatives.

In another dimension, a problem for the traditional
conceptualizations of culture is that the integration,
boundedness, uniqueness, and to a lesser degree,
independence from other social dimensions of each culture
were assumed a priori. This conception of culture, in fact,
came into existence when European nations contended for
dominance or for separate identities and independence and
"[tjhe notion of separate and integral cultures responded to
this political project" (Wolf 1982:387). The vestiges of
this conceptualization of culture in the specific European
political environment were carried over to anthropology. In

order to overcome this problem and to reflect the social

reality of "historically changing, imperfectly bounded,
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multiple and branching social alignments," Wolf (1982:387)
suggests us to replace "the concept of a fixed, unitary, and
bounded culture" with "a sense of the fluidity and
permeability of cultural sets.”

The concepts of cultural sets or cultural forms provide
conceptual tools free from the a priori assumptions of the
concept of culture in anthropology. If we continue to use
culture as an integrated totality, this concept of culture
inherently limits the possibility to examine the diverse,
contradictory, permeable, and inconsistent elements in
culture because the paradigm of the traditional conception
of culture will render those elements trivial and
meaningless.

In order to avoid the limitation of traditiomal
concepts of culture in anthropology, my dissertation will
focus not on culture per se, but certain cultural sets,
especially meanings, which can make us possible to approach
the fluidity of cultural dynamics. These meanings are not
to be considered as the precise and fixed meanings. They
may be generated, assembled, ensembled, changed, modified,
distorted, and discarded in the process of concrete social
interactions (Wolf 1982:385-391). As Moreman (1988:97)
mentions, "meaning is situated, not abstract; enacted, not
embodied; negotiated, not decoded; consequential, not prior,
to use; and not exclusively referential." This

understanding of cultural sets is important for analyzing
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the process of social reproduction, because this approach
makes the dynamics process of cultural sets, in connection
to the dynamics o. other social dimensions, come into our

view.

Domination and Resistance

The turn toward power in understanding culture, or vice
versa, which influences recent anthropologists came from
Marxist traditions(e.g. Gramsci 1971; Thompson 1963;
Williams 1977), especially for political-economic
anthropologists, and from poststructuralism (e.g. Foucault
1978; 1979; 1980), especially for feminist and post-
modernist anthropologists. 2Among them, Gramsci provides the
most systemic -- but scattered and often inconsistent -~
conceptual tools to approach the complex interlocking
relationships between state and civil society, and between
power and culture.

Gramsci distinguishes "rule" (dominio) from "hegemony."
Rule is a direct political form while hegemony is "a more
complex interlocking of political, social and cultural
forces" (Williams 1977:108). Thus, the concept of hegemony
relates culture to power. For Williams, hegemony is never
total nor exclusive and forms of alternative or oppositional

politics and culture exist in any society.! These

1 Foucault also states a similar view. "Where there is a
power, there is resistance, and yet, or rather consequently,
this resistance is never in a position of exteriority in
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oppositional features are also indicative "of what the
hegemonic process? has in practice had to work to control”
(Williams 1977:113). This conceptualization of hegemony
emphasizes the various processes producing consent from the
dominated. 1In this sense, the hegemonic process is a good
conceptual tool to analyze the process of making consent
even in a society where the achieved moral leadership does
not exist.

However, the concept of hegemony can overemphasize the
possibility of consent® because the concept directs our

concerns toward the possibility of achieving consent through

relation tc power" (Foucault 1978:95-96).

2 While Foucault would put power here instead of "hegemonic
process," Bourdieu would put domination. It seems to me
that Foucaultian conception of power already incorporates
the hegemonic process in it. Thus, Foucault can discuss the
hegemonic process without the concept of hegemony. However,
because Foucault, in his conceptualization of power, ignores
the role of the material conditions in constituting social
relations, knowledge, and subjectivity, his conceptual
framework is not adequate for understanding social
reproduction. (For a concise explanation of the Foucaultian
concept of power, see Digeser 1992.) 1In contrast, Bourdieu
tries to connect culture, politics, and class. 1In his
conceptualization of domination, Bourdieu (1977:183-197)
argues that cultural forms are inherent elements of the
reproduction of domination.

3 At the time of Gramsci, 97% of the population in Italy

was Catholic and even Gramsci’s mother considered Gramsci as
a poor atheist(Germino 1990). The tremendous impact of
Catholicism in Italian social dynamics might have been the
major subject which Gramsci wanted to wrestle through the
concept of hegemony. Thus, in understanding the concept of
hegemony, the peculiarity of the Italian society should be
considered. His division between the East and the West does
not solve the problem, because the variations among the East
or the West also require further sxplanation.
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various cultural mechanisms while the concept directs us
possibly to belittle various faces of direct political (er
dominating) mechanisms including explicit and implicit, as
well as direct and indirect, use of force, coercion,
pressure, constraint, and influence. As Abercrombie, Hill
and Turner(1980) and Scott(1985; 1990) show, even though the
‘process of manufacturing consent may exist in a society, the
real consent may not be successfully produced. Moreover,
the dominant classes do not necessarily need consent in
ruling or directing a society.

I would argue that while the hegemony of the dominant
may exist in certain sections of a society, it may not exist
as strongly, or at all, in other sections. Even though
hegemony is not necessarily achieved over certain social
sections, the research on the hegemonic process will reveal
how relations between particular groups are mediated through
interlocking social, cultural, and political relationships.
However, the attention to both the hegemonic process and
direct political process should be balanced in order to
avoid the possibility of misdirecting our concerns toward
one aspect of social dynamics, and while ignoring the other.

Resistance provides a good window to examine the
mechanism of power, which includes the hegemonic process and
the direct political process. The dynamics of power become
clearer during the acts of containing and defusing

resistance through interlocking cultural and political
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mechanisms. Resistance not only reveals the complex faces
of power, but also alters the faces of power, because the
dominant groups must deploy the new or adapted faces of
power in order to centain or accommodate new phases of
resistance. Thus studies on resistance can analyze the
continuous shift of the faces of both power (Abu-~Lughod
1990:41), and the resistance manifested both in culture and
politics and through their interconnections.

The conceptual framework of domination/resistance,
discussed above, directed this researcher to pay close
attention to the various political and hegemonic processes
not only in civil society but also in relation to state
agents during the conflict between poor Blacks and Korean
shopkeepers. Previous discussion of the conflict between
poor Blacks and Korean shopkeepers ignored this complex
political process by focusing on the different communication
styles of the two groups (Stewart 1989), by presenting
Blacks and Koreans as similar minorities (Chang 1990), or by
focusing on the economic dimension of Korean shopkeepers

(Light and Bonacich 1988).

Conceptual Orders and Social Contests

The web of meanings is a fundamental aspect of human
life (Geertz 1973). The web of meanings provides people
with "conceptions of the world" (Gramsci 1971), "a sense of

the reality" (Williams 1977), or a "symbolic universe"
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12
(Berger 1966) which guides people in how to live and how to
interpret the world. As Peter Berger (1966) suggests, the
phenomenon of actual reality is too complex to experience
meaningfully without some guiding and filtering frameworks.
Thus, classificatory systems and/or symbolic categories
guide us to organize the myriad reality into a relatively
orderly and meaningful reality.

However; these guiding and filtering frameworks should
be considered as tools to grasp and organize reality rather
than as a framework to arbitrarily structure the
representation of reality. That is, frameworks are used in
a continuous interaction with the reality and can be
transformed, discarded, and replaced with other ones.
However, in the process of grasping and organizing reality,
the frameworks influence not only our cognition of reality
but also our moral order of reality.

Douglas (1966) shows that classificatory systems are
not only classifying myriad things and organizing them into
an orderly reality but also putting them into a moral
framework. Thus, the classification system is an organizing
tool for reality and also for morality at the same time.
According to her, what does not fit into existing rules or
classificatory systems is described by a society as dirty,
polluted, or dangerous. By eliminating or punishing the
boundary transgression, the reality and rightness of

original rules or classificatory systems are restored and
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confirmed. While Douglas limits her focus to the boundary
crisis, Bourdieu goes further and considers some
classificatory systems themselves as a reproductive
mechanism of class relations.

According to Bourdieu (1977a; 1977b; 1984; 1991),
access to different kinds of cultural capital such as
language, attitudes, education, consumption, and lifestyle
is determined by one’s class position, and differentiations
in cultural capital reproduce these social inequalities.
That is, cultural capital or symbolic differentiation
justifies hierarchical exclusionary practices, and mutes the
critique against existing social hierarchy. Classificatory
systems of myriad symbolic acts, words, and objects are also
the result of the active manipulation of symbols by the
upper class. By emphasizing the distinction of the upper
class and by the devaluing of the culture of other groups,
the differential meanings of various lifestyles justify a
social hierarchy (Bourdieu 1984).

But Bourdieu does not clearly explain how existing
classificatory orders are internalized or rejected. He also
ignores implicit and explicit resistance or disagreement
over the classification among different classes (Joppke
1986). 1In order to explain the social struggle over signs,
Volosinov (1986) proposes the concept of multiaccentuality
where "differently oriented social interests" intersect.

"By and large, it is thanks to this intersecting of accents
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that a sign maintains its vitality and dynamism and the
capacity for further development. A sign that has been
withdrawn from pressures of the social struggle...
inevitably ioses force..."(Volosinov 1986:23). In other
words, because accents in meanings of signs are challenged,
contested, and disciplined, accents in meanings are in a
state of constant tension. However, "differently oriented
social interests" produce tension not only in accents of
meanings but also in claims and assertions. This tension
may be negotiated through compromise or heightened through
antagonistic confrontations among differently oriented
social groups.

This logic can also be applied to classificatory
orders. Classificatory orders are under "pressures of the
social struggle." Because "the creation of conceptual order
is also, constitutively, the suppression of aspects of
reality" (Valeri 1985:xi, quoted in Wolf 1990:593), power
holders should assault or suppress rival categorical claims
in order to maintain their conceptual order. That is,
classificatory orders that justify an existing social
hierarchy can be maintained only when rival conceptual
orders or claims can be oppressed. Thus, signs and
classificatory systems have to be seen as the sites where
‘disciplinary acts for domination, and resistance toward
dominant accents clash.

This conceptual framework for the relationship between
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classificatory systems and domination/resistance has very
important implications for the understanding of the conflict
between poor Black resicfents and Korean shopkeepers because
I found, through my preliminary research, that the
hierarchial conceptualizations of racial order and
individual virtues are the most important sites of struggles
for the both groups. Loewen’s The Mississippi Chinese(1971)
clearly showed that the conceptualization of racial
hierarchy was very important for the dynamics and change of
the economic and social relationships among Blacks, Chinese,
and Whites in the Mississippi Delta area. However, in
studies about the conflict between Black residents and
Korean shopkeepers (Chang 1990; I. Kim 1981; Light and
Bonacich 1988; Stewart 1989), the role of the hierarchical
conceptualizations of racial order and individual virtues
was totally ignored.

The conceptual orders of racial hierarchy and
individual virtues in certain groups develop within
historical and social contexts. The historical and social
contexts of the hierarchical conceptions of racial order
between Blacks and Whites will be discussed in chapters 2,
6, and 7; I will briefly explain here the concepts of racial
order Korean immigrants brought with them from Korea to
BAmerica. This is important for understanding the context of
their present conception of racial order which is one of the

major sites of struggle between poor Blacks and Koxean
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shopkeepers. The present concepts of racial order of Korean
shopkeepers in relation to Blacks will be discussed in
chapter 6. However, in order to contextualize the political
and cultural dimensions of the conflict between Korean
shopkeepers and poor Blacks in American society, I will
discuss their material conditions in America first. Their
political and cultural conditions will be discussed in the

subsequent chapters.

The Material Conditions of the Existence of Shopkeepers

The following abstract presentation of the social
relationships of shopkeepers in this section is an effort to
provide a conceptual framework with which I can approach
more concrete socio-cultural relationships and dynamics in a
definite social and historical moment. Since culture
mediates social relationships, especially, the relationships
of production and appropriation, the understanding of the
relationships of production and appropriatiqn is an
important first step for analyzing the implications of
various cultural sets or fcrms. Thus, this section should
be understood not as a result of data analysis but as a
conceptual construction to help the analysis of the data.

The human species has, "in the course of evolytion,
acquired the ability to transform nature to human use" (Wolf
1982:74). In the process of production and consumption,

human beings organize themselves. In capitalist societies,
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most products and even human labor are commodified and put
into circulation. Commodities are distributed through
wholesalers and retailers which include capitalist
distributors such as Wal-Mart or Price Club and small
retailers such as "mom and pop" stores. This distribution
is for individual consumption through which individual
households and individuals reproduce themselves.? Because
individual and collective consumption reproduces labor
power, this process is a critical moment of capitalist
reproduction.

Exchanges of commodities for individual consumption are
at the core of the economic relationship of shopkeepers. In
capitalist societies, these exchanges are a part of the
circulation of commodities in the process of realization of
surplus value or profit. Their main social relationships

can be diagrammed as below.

Importers--Wholesalers--Industrial Capitalists

Bankers Landlords
Other ShopkeepersEShopkeeperé --------- State Agents
Workers/ \Shoplifters, Robbers, etc.
Consumers

4 Collective consumption such as health care, education,
transportation, and housing, often organized and produced by
state systems, are also necessary for the reproduction of
labor power. For the detailed discussion of individual and
collective consumptions and their implication in social
reproduction, see Dickinson and Russell (1986).
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This diagram is an abstract model for the social
relationships of shopkeepers. However, this diagram
implies the stratification of the relationships. Those with
capital are on top. Shopkeepers are in the middle. They
have small capital and also work by themselves. On the
bottom, workers, consumers, and shoplifters are located
closely. The common character through them is that they all
have labor to sell. The diagram also implies that consumers
are usually workers and, shoplifters are usually consumers.
However, in concrete reality, the social relationships of
shopkeepers can vary.

In the U.S., the distribution system of commodities is
dominated by capitalists whe own department stores, discount
stores, supermarket chains, and franchise stores. Many
small store owners focus on the area where capitalists have
problems in expanding their distribution systems. The areas
include labor-intensive small business (labor control
problem), businesses with small markets or demands
(unprofitable for capitalists), and inner city areas (too
high a crime rate for capitalists risk). Many Korean
shopkeepers risk the high crime rate and move into inner
city areas because of their limited choices and relatively
strong resources for small business as a form of "dirty
work" and "cheap labor" (Light and Bonacich 1988).

The major everyday interaction of shopkeepers is the

interaction with consumers. Through the exchange of mocney
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and commodities with consumers, shopkeepers earn their own
profit and pay to wholesalers and landlords. When
shopkeepers cannot sell enough for their profit, they simply
close their stores. Because of their small amount of
capital, the survival rate of small businessmen is low.
Nearly half of all new small business ventures fail within
five years. In order to avoid failure and to increase
profit, small businesses rely on various strategies to
secure their profits. They may work long hours themselves,
use cheap labor, and exploit consumers.

The urban poor have problems in their reproduction
because of their lack of income. During the 1970s and
1980s, the flight of American capital to foreign countries,
the intermal relocation of capital from the Northeastern
area to the South, and the loss of competitiveness of many
American industries pushed more people into low-wage service
industries in Northeastern cities than before (Rodwin and
Sazanami 1989). In the case of New York City, the number of
manufacturing jobs dropped 35% during the 1970s alone
(Sassen-Koob 1985:302). The reduction of welfare during the
Reagan and Bush administration further deteriorated the life
of the urban poor (New York Times, Jan. 27, 1991). The
problems in everyday reproduction of the lives of the poor
increased tension in their family relationships and other
social relationships. During the same period, new

immigrants to metropolitan areas provided cheap labkorers and
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kept many urban poor out of employment. Some other
immigrants such as Korean immigrants rapidly expanded their
small businesses in the inner-city areas during the same
period. The transaction between poor Blacks and Korean
shopkeepers is not only the place for an economic
relationship between the two groups but also the place of

the mediation of racial relationship.

History of Racial Conceptiong

Korea has been a country with one ethnic group for over
a millennium.® Even though the majority of Koreans did not
have direct experiences with other ethnic or racial groups
before the turn of the century, they were aware of the other
nations surrounding the Korean peninsula. They
conceptualized those nations in a hierarchical order. The
Chinese - from whom Koreans adopted various social and
cultural elements - occupied the top of this racial
hierarchy. Because Koreans believed themselves to be more
civilized than any other nations except the Chinese, they
considered Manchurians, Japanese, and other East Asian
nations inferior to Koreans. Similarly, Koreans dismissed

Whites as yangyi [Western barbarians] until the late 19th

5 Because Korea has been an one-nation state for almost two
thousand years, they have not developed the concepts such as
“ethnicity.’ Because of this situation, there is also no
clear definition of race or ethnicity in Korean language.
Inchong [race] often connotes not only race but also nation.
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century.

But from the mid and late 19th century, Koreans were
shocked by the military power of the supposedly inferior
vangyl [Western barbarians] and waenom [Japs]. This
disturbed the Korean conception of racial hierarchy.

Because of Japan’s brutal domination and occupation of
Korean until 1945, Koreans developed and still maintain a
great hostility toward the Japanese. The prestige of the
Chinese in the Korean conception of racial order also
declined because of the miserable humiliation of China by
the Western power during the 19th century.

From the turn of the century, Whites clearly occupied a
better position in the Korean conception of racial hierarchy
because of their military power and civilization, which was
eventually considered superior to the Chinese and Rorean
civilizations. Koreans also realized that Whites®
controlled the world with superior economic and political
power. Because Koreans who were educated in America have
dominated South Korea since 1945, and because the Korean
media and education system describe White civilization as
superior, Koreans still consider Whites to be the most
prestigious race.

The image of Blacks eventually came to occupy the

¢ Whites include peoples in America and Europe. It does
not come into view clearly to Koreans that many Blacks are
also living in America and Europe. Because of the close
relationship between America and Korea for the last 50
years, Whites are usually represented by American Whites.
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bottom in Korean racial conception. Television networks in
Korea broadcast American programs almost every week, and
American movies dominate the Korean movie market.

Certainly, Korean people notice from these programs that the
dominant characters are mostly White, and that most Blacks
are often depicted as a lower class cor as violeat criminals.

They also know from television news programs and
newspapers that the most powerful people in America and in
the world are typically Whites, while famines and "tribal”
wars are frequent in Africa. Thus, they perceive Whites as
coming from ‘"civilized" countries superior to Korea, and
view Blacks as coming from "tribal” or "primitive" African
countries inferior to Korea. These images easily translate
into a racial hierarchy.

The image of Blacks for Koreans remains vague but
negative. Koreans do not cognitively separate the images of

Blacks in America and in Africa.’ The images of Whites in

’ Many Korean immigrants expressed that they did not know,
when they came to America, that there are so many Blacks in
Bmerica. Because they were accustomed only to the White
image of America, the large size of Black population in
America was a surprise for many Korean immigrants. However,
because the increasing conflict between Korean shopkeepers
and Black Americans are frequently reported in Korea,
Koreans in Korea may now clearly aware of the presence of
Blacks in America but may have more negative images of
Blacks. (Korean newspapers in Korea depicted Black
boycotters as "reverse racists" against new Korean
immigrants.)
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Europe, in America, and in Australia are also mixed.®
Koreans are not accustomed to the cohabitation of several
races or ethnic groups in the same country. Accordingly,
Korean immigrants come to America with only a very vague
notion of what a multi-ethnic country is. However, they
bring from Korea conceptions of a racial hierarchy where
Whites are "superior" and "developed" while Blacks are
*inferior"” and "primitive."

Before large number of Koreans entered poor Black
neighborhoods, Blacks had similarly vague ideas about
Koreans. First of all, the differences between Koreans,
Chinese, and Japanese were and still are not clear to many
of them; many Blacks simply consider all of them as Asians.
The position of Asians in American racial conceptions yet is
not clearly defined in American racial conceptions yet.

A considerable number of Black adults were directly
exposed to Korea when they fought there during the Korean
Civil War, 1950-1953. Poverty prevails the image of Korea
because of the image of Korea during the Korean Civil War
and on the T.V. program, "MASH." Even though many Blacks
thought Korea of a poor country, they might not have had a
clear negative image of Koreans. When Korean immigrants

first appeared in Harlem in the late 1970s, some Blacks

8 Because of the White image of America (Whiteness also
means wealth for many Koreans), the existence of many poor
White Americans is also a surprise for many Korean
immigrants.
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considered Koreans to be a third world people just like
Blacks. However, others believed Koreans to be inferior in
raclial status because Korea was a very poor and undeveloped
country.

During the subsequent conflict, both pcor Blacks and
Korean shopkeepers concertized and reformulated their
conceptions of racial order based on their historical
beliefs and new experiences about each other in a White

dominated American society.

Research Concerns and Methods

My research was a process of continual dialcgue with
myself about the social location of urban shopkeepers.
Before I came to the United States to attend a doctoral
program at CUNY in 1985, I had some interest in the
ambiguous social position of urban petty producers. However,
my main concern was the transformation of the labor process
and organization and its implications for politics and
culture.

When I worked in Korean stores as a part-timer in 1385
and 1986, I also gathered information about Korean
shopkeepers. At the time, my question focused on how the
Korean shopkeepers managed work processes in their stores,
disciplined workers, and manipulated meanings in the
relationship with their workers. When I took a course, _

"Anthropology and Marxism," with Professor Sider im the fall
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of 1986, I wrote a paper for the class blending the
theoretical constructs about the urban petty bourgeoisie,
and my experiences. At the time, I tried to construct a
mechanical class model of the urban petty bourgeoisie.

Through Professor Sider’s comments and my reflection, I
realized that I constructed an ideal model instead of
analyzing real experiences and relationships. I also
realized that I was not dealing with the urban petty
bourgeoisie in general but Korean shopkeepers specifically.
I also received comments from other professors for other
papers reflecting my changing ideas. My desire to
understand the petty bourgeoisie as a class eventually made
me choose the example of Korean shopkeepers as my
dissertation topic.

I chose their relationships to poor Black consumers as
my main research topic in order to understand how two
minority groups, not as passersby but as actors, participate
in the process of social reproduction. I also expected that
this process would clarify how specific class positions and
ethnicity can intersect, particularly how class and ethnic
conflicts are both organized, expressed, and mediated in the
wider social context.

In order to achieve a more balanced understanding about
the social relationships of shopkeepers, I also decided to
collect some information about the relationship between

Korean shopkeepers and White wholesalers. For this purpose,
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I will add a short afterword explaining the relationship
between them.

I chose Harlem as my main field research area. BHarlem
serves as a historical base for the conflict between Black
residents and Korean shopkeepers. In addition, there was
further historical documentation on earlier conflicts
between Jewish shopkeepers and Black residents. Data on
previous conflicts would help to interpret present
conflicts. Furthermore, Harlem has become, for Blacks and
others, the symbol of the Black inner city. The conflict
between the two groups was not limited to local areas.
Through the involvement of city-wide organizations, news
media, and various levels of city and state agents, the
conflict became a city-wide issue. Thus, I also researched
the conflicts in other areas, city-wide organizations, news
media, and various state agents. I also collected data from
other areas and from city-wide discourse (e.g. newspapers).

My data collection methods were necessarily informal.
Before I started my research, I worked in several Korean
stores in New York City. For my pilot research, I worked in
a clothing store in Harlem for six weeks in late 1988. As
an employee, I could observe and actually participate in
everyday transactions as a "Korean" salesclerk. Because I
was a Korean, the Korean employer was relatively open with
me. However, Black customers and I felt a certain distance

between us. My Korean background helped me to obtain
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information from Korean shopkeepers but was also a barrier
to opening dialogue with Black residents.

I useg only one formal questionnaire form in my
research. With this, I collected data from twenty-eight
Korean shopkeepers in the field area regarding their
business establishments and relationships with White
wholesalers and Black residents. Other information about
the conflict between Korean shopkeepers and poor Black
residents came mainly from three sources: my informal
interviews, conversations with related people, and
newspapers. Some other data was collected from radio and
television news programs. Information from newspapers was
critical to my understanding of Korean and Black
oxrganizations, their points of view, and the actions of
various politicians. Without the information from
newspapers, my description of the relationship between the
Blacks and the Korean shopkeepers would have been wvery
limited. As a Korean, I encountered difficulty in gathering
the full co-operation of the Black population. Thus the
information from newspapers was very critical to my
understanding of Black experiences, views, and
organizations.

However, I conducted informal interviews, with Black
residents on the streets of Harlem and participated in their
meetings. I observed Black boycotts and interviewed Black

boycotters. My Black research assistant, Sabiyha Prince,
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also conducted an interview with the organizer of the Black
boycott against Korean shopkeepers in Harlem. I also
conducted informal interviews with Korean shopkeepers in
Harlem and in other areas. Initially, I had problems
interviewing them, because they were reluctant to speak
about their business practices and racial problems. Both
are very sensitive issues for Korean shopkeepers. However,
some of the Korean shopkeepers soon began pouring out
information due to the fact that I was Korean. I also
participated in the events and observed the meetings of
several city-wide Korean organizations on a reqular basis
during the field research.

My formal fieldwork started June 1989 and finished in
May 1990. BHowever, I visited and worked in the field area
before my formal fieldwork began, and I also visited the
area after my formal fieldwork ended. Materials on the
conflict between Jewish shopkeepers and Black residents in

Harlem was collected from historical documents and texts.

Structure of This Dissertation
This dissertation is divided into four parts. The
first part discusses the conceptual frameworks that guide my
presentation and analysis of data. The second part deals
with relevant historical issues on how Blacks and Koreans
came to Harlem. This part also deals with questiomns

regarding the censtruction of social conditions through
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which they confront each other.

Specifically, chapter two in part two will show how the
Blacks in New York City have been segregated and
concentrated in Harlem, why Blacks could not develop their
small businesses, and how the conflict between Black
residents and Jewish shopkeepers developed. Chapter three
will explain why certain Koreans came to America, and how
they concentrated in the small business sector of inner-
cities. Chapter three will also explain American
immigration policy and its implication for American racial
order. Chapter four focuses on how Koreans became
shopkeepers, and how the social and family relationships of
Koreans were geared toward making money. The information in
this part will help us understand the social and historical
contexts of the conflict between Korean shopkeepers and
Black residents. This understanding will also help us
clarify the context of deployed meanings and power contests
during thes conflict between the Black residents and Korean
shopkeepers.

The third part deals with questions about the present
conflicts between the two groups. What happened, why and
how do Blacks and Koreans feel in everyday interactions, how
do Blacks boycott Korean shopkeepers, how do they present
their stories and organize their power, how do the White
majority and ‘White’ media understand and present the

conflict between the two minority groups, how do state
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agents intervene in the conflicts, how do state power and
capitalist relationships constitute the playing field of two
groups, and how do Koreans try to avoid or diffuse problems
with Black residents? Chapters five and six in part three
will answer these questions.

Part four is a section for the discussion of the
implications of the data presented in the parts two and
three. In part four, I will discuss the theoretical
implications of the data in the light of the conceptual
framework presented in the first section. In this part, the
social order, domination, resistance, and the
interconnection among meanings, power, and economic
relationships will be discussed with more concrete data
presented in the parts two and three.

I add an afterword in order to explain the conflicting
relationships between Korean shopkeepers and White
wholesalers. This is a brief sketch to show the social
relationships of Korean shopkeepers with the "higher" group,
in terms of racial status and class position. Because this
dissertation is imbalanced in the representation of Korean
shopkeepers by focusing on only one side of Korean
shopkeepers’ social relationships, I want to provide a brief
sketch of the other side. In the future, this section will
be further developed to explain the "contradictory" social

position of Korean shopkeepers.
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THE HISTORICAIL CONSTRUCTION OF SOCIAL CONDITIONS FOR
THE CONFLICT BETWEEN POOR BLACKS AND KOREAN SHOPKEEPERS
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CHAPTER TWO

"WE MEAN BUSINESS": BLACK HARLEM AND ALIEN SHOPKEEPERS

Folks, I come up Noxrth

Cause they told me de North was fine.
I come up North

Cause they told me de North was fine.
Been up here six months-

I’‘m about to lose my mind.

(from "Evenin’ Air Blues" of Langston
Hughes, 1942:38)

From Native Land to Jewish-Dominated Harlem

- On September 3rd, 1609, Henry Hudson with his ship
dispatched by the East India Company of Holland and seeking
a western route to ‘golden’ China, approached an “unknown’
river, later called the Hudson River, in North America.
Natives viewed them with astonishment, and finally conluded
that "it’s nothing less than the wigwam of the great
Manitto, or Supreme Being himself, who has evidently come to
pay them a visit"(Riker 1904:110). Hudson’s discovery of
the area stimulated annual dispatches of vessels to “New
Netherland’ for further discovery and the fur trade. For
this purpose, the Dutch established trading posts. The
Dutch eventually brought and built their settlement at the
tip of Manhattan in 1623 (Riker 1904:109-118).

The Dutch bought Manhattan island for the sum of 24

dollars of beads and trinkets from the natives in 1626, and
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started to call the upper part of the island "Haarlem,"
after a city name of the Dutch.! The first Dutch settlers
in Haarlem, Johannes de la Montagne and his family, began
living there in 1636. He obtained a grant of the land where
he settled from Governor Kieft of New Amsterdam. The
Manhattans and Wickquaskeeks, the native tribes of the
region, were not satisfied with this development. They
attacked the Dutch settlements and ruined the farms.
Gradually, the natives were driven out by the Dutch and the
Haarlem land was given to the European settlers (Pierce
1903).

After the British gained control of New Amsterdam in
1664, they changed the city name to New York City.
Eventually, one “a’ was deleted from Haarlem. Harlem
remained a rural settlement distant from downtown Manhattan
until the Civil War.

The economic expansion of the United States after the
Civil War attracted massive immigrants from Europe and many
of them settled in lower Manhattan. When upper- and middle
class Whites such as Germans, Irish, German-Jews, and
Italians migrated to Harlem to avoid congested downtown

Manhattan,? Harlem was transformed into the first suburban

1 Haarlem is located on the westside of Amersterdam in the
Netherlands. ’

2 The population of Manhattan was 124,000 in 1820 and
516,000 in 1850. The number already passed 1,200,000 in
1880 (Scheiner 1965:222). Nearly one million people
overcrowded lower Manhattan. While the poor immigrants
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residential area of New York City. New railroad lines
connected Harlem to downtown Manhattan. In the early 1880s,
the residential construction boom rapidly transformed the
landscape of East Harlem (Gurock 1979:15).

When the overhead trolley line was extended to Central
Harlem in 1895, that area experienced a construction boom
and accommodated new settlers from the downtown. New subway
lines were constructed during the late 1890s. Lower and
middle class Russian-Jews and Italians also migrated to
Harlem. Until 1910, about 100,000 Russian-Jews migrated to
Harlem and this made Jews the largest ethnic group in
Harlem.?® The construction boom of new houses and
apartments rekindled from 1903, and most vacant places in
Harlem were built over by 1906. Many Jewish shopkeepers and
businessmen also heavily invested in the construction and

renovation during the period (Gurock 1979:32-49).

Black Business before the Emergency of Black Harlem

Many Blacks in New York City worked as domestics and

common laborers before the Civil War. The jobs which were

overcrowded the area south of 14th Street, the middle and
rich classes lived in the area between 14th and 42nd streets
(Gurock 1979:5). In order to avoid the congestion and new
immigrants, many escaped from downtown Manhattan to Harlem.
One man recalled, "It was our way of avoiding contact with
such uncouth citizens as might be found downtown..."
(Osofsky 1971:26).

3 Between 1901-1910, 976,000 Jews immigrated to the United
States mostly from Russia and 696,000 of them to New York
City (Joseph 1914:195).
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considered distasteful for Whites were left for Blacks.
When a great number of Irish immigrated to New York City
during the mid-19th century, there was a serious competition
for the menial jobs occupied by Blacks. The Irish, and
later other immigrants from Europe gradually replaced Blacks
in many menial jobs (Scheiner 1965:45-48). Thus, for
example,

By 1850 there were more Irish servants than the entire

Negro population of the city, whereas twenty years

earlier Negro labor constituted a majority of the

servant class. (Scheiner 1965:46)

According to the Colored Mission in 1879, Negroes were

"entirely excluded from the more lucrative branches of

employment".... One year later, the Mission reported

that "many of the various industries open to the
foreigner" were closed "to the native colored man."

(quoted in Scheiner 1965:53)°
In these conditions, Blacks were often hired as strike-
breakers and as cheap laborers to reduce the wages of White
workers.

A small number of Blacks specialized in certain
businesses until the mid-19th century. Businesses in the
catering, barbering, and whitewashing fields were Xnown as
"Negro Business" before the Civil War and were patronized

largely by Whites. After the massive influx of millions of

European immigrants after the mid-19th century, European

4 However, in terms of absolute number of workers, there was
a steady increase in Black workers within New York City.
This was the result of the steady increase of the Black
population in New York City after the 1890s. While Handlin
(1959) stated that there was considerable progress between
1870-1900 for Blacks in New York City, Bloch (1960)
concluded that European immigrants replaced Blacks.
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immigrants displaced the Black small businessmen from "Negro
Business."® (Ottley and Weatherby 1967:229)

This process was very tumultuous and the tension
between European immigrants and Blacks was very high through
the 19th century. Many race riots were directed towards
Blacks not only in New York City but also in many other
northern cities. 1In July 1834, the anti-abolitionist riot
continued for eight days, and many Blacks and their churches
were attacked in lower Manhattan. Because of the strike-
breaking role of scvme Black workers, European immigrant
workers often attacked Black strike-breakers (Bernstein
1990:5) .5

The Draft Riots were the worst race riot. 1In the
middle of the Civil War, the Conscript Act of 1863 caused a
wide-spread resentment from working-class immigrants who
were the wictim of the new law. The resentment was

expressed in bloody attacks not only upon the wartime

5 Until the 1850s, barber shops, the catering business, the
white washing trade, coachmen, and the boot-black business
were primary business areas for Blacks. Many hotel dining
rooms and restaurants hired Blacks. According to a news
article, "[Black employment] has been receding ever since"
the 1850s. (Harper'’s Weekly, Dec. 22, 1200)

¢ Because of the pervasive racism, it would be difficult for
Blacks to attack European immigrants or Whites. If they
did, they would be severely punished. Racism might also
encourage the European (or White) immigrants to attack
Blacks without the consequence of severe punishment from the
White government.
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authority and some established Republicans’ but also on
Blacks and their property. The rioters thought that the
main reason for the Act and the war was Blacks. Many Blacks
were slain and thousands of them fled town. Amid the
confrontations, 105 or more people were killed (Berstein
1990:5). This riot and other riots caused a great loss of
Black businesses in New York City and the loss of much White
patronage to Black businesses. Eventually, the Blacks and
their business were driven into strict segregation (Ottley
and Weatherby 1967:229).

The first World War halted immigration from Europe.
The expansion of the war economy and the shortage of labor
made it easy for Blacks to obtain employment. As a result
of the immigration halt and war expansion, the number of New
York City Blacks in the manufacturing, mechanical, trade,
and transportation fields more than doubled in the decade
1910-1920. The number of Black women in manufacturing and
mechanical pursuits increased almost fourfold in the decade
(Scheiner 1965:52). This period saw a massive influx of
Blacks which dramatically transformed the color of Harlem.

The expansion of Black employment and the massive

7 At the time Republican Abraham Lincoln was the President.
Local Republican leaders supported Lincoln’s war efforts,
while Democratic leaders had a more conciliatory attitude
toward the seceding South. Republicans were stronger at
that time than now in New York City. The state and city
governments changed hands often at the time. There was also
a very severe economic depression during 1860-61 in New York
City.
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influx of the Blacks from the South did not necessarily lead
to the prosperity for Black businesses. Some Black leaders
thought the lack of racial loyalty was one of the reasons.
They subsequently urged Blacks to patronize Black owned
stores. Fred Moore in 1904 declared that "Jews support
Jews; Germans support Germans...and Negroes should begin to
support Negroes." Booker T. Washington urged Blacks in New
York City in 1914 to patronize Black businesses rather than
White businesses, maintaining that economic success was a
prerequisite for political and social advancement. Adam
Clayton Powell Sr. also stated during the same period that
"[als long as Negroes talk race loyalty and race rights and
then spend their meney with White business and professional
men" there would be no change in the race problem. Powell
also preached about the "double duty" dollar - buying from
Black shopkeepers provided more jobs for Black workers
(Scheiner 1965:70-71).

One of the successful forms of this nationalism was the
Marcus Garvey Movement. Marcus Garvey formed the Universal
Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) in 1914 in Jamaica. He
arrived in New York in 1916 and established his headquarter
in Harlem. He urged support of Black business and organized
a chain of groceries, restaurants, laundries, and factories.
He stressed African pride and history for Blacks. He called
for the redemption of Africa. The movement raised a strong

African consciousness among Blacks. However, the movement
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was doomed after Marcus Garvey was deported to his native
country, Jamaica. But this movement made a great impact
upon Black people (Martin 1986).°

These appeals became more prevalent after the complete
transformation of Harlem into a Black neighborhood and have
continued through this century. These appeals were a
reaction to the discrimination from the White dominated
soceity. Since White patrons shunned Black stores and
patronized the stores opened by new European immigrants
after the massive influx of European immigrants during the
late 19th century, Black customers were the only hope for

Black businessmen.

The Transition of Harlem into a Black Neighborhood
In 1741, the Black population was 20% of the

inhabitants of New York (Harper’s Weekly, Dec. 22, 1900).
By 1820, the Black population was the about 9% of the total
population in Manhattan. The rate decreased to 2% in 1900
because of the massive immigration from Europe through the

previous century.’ During the 19th century, the main

8 "Buy Black" campaigns have frequently reappeared in
Harlem. Black Boycotts against Korean shopkeepers often
accompany the "Buy Black" campaign. The first boycott
against Korean shopkeepers in Harlem was organized by the
followers of Marcus Garvey Movement in 1981. Their main
theme was "Buy Black."

°® In 1741, among the ten thousand inhabitants in Manhattan,
two tousand were Black slaves. In 1820, there were some
124,000 people and the number of Blacks was about 11,000.
In 1860, there were 12,000 Blacks among 805,000 residents.
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residential area for Blacks moved northward and remained
separated from White residential areas.

The hostility of Whites!® toward Blacks limited the
Black residences to segregated areas.!* The residential
areas for Blacks moved from the present City Hall area to
Greenwich Village, the Tenderloin district,!? and San Huan
Hill in the West Sixties. After the draft riots in 1863,
many relatively affluent Blacks moved to Brooklyn out of

fear of race riots, wa well as for better housing. After

While the +total population of Manhattan in 1900 was
1,850,000, the number of Blacks was 36,000. (Harper’s
Weekly, Dec. 22, 1900; Scheiner 1965:221-222)

10 The hostility from the Irish immigrants was especially
harsh. Antagonism between Blacks and Irish existed since
the massive influx of Irish immigrants during the mid-19th
century. They competed for jobs and housing. The Irish and
other Whites abused and attacked Blacks many times in the
19th century. The Blacks feared and distrusted the
immigrants. (Scheiner 1965)

11 For example, a Black sociologist said that Harlem was in
1927, "a solid Negro community... with as definite lines of
demarcation as if cut by a knife."(quoted in Greenberg
1991:15) Residential segregation, to a lesser degree, still
continues in New York City (Hacker 1992).

2 the Tenderloin district did not have a clear boundary,
since this name was folk-designated. It referred to the
streets of the west Twenties and Thirties streets in mid-
Manhattan in the late 1880s. "Captain Reilly, of a
Tenderloin police precinct, remarked in 1889 that Negroes
had “taken up every street from Twenty-Fourth to Thirty-
Third, between Sixth and Seventh avenues’"(Scheiner
1965:18). Soon the tenderloin extended to Forty-second
street. A "New Tenderloin" extended north from 42mnd street
through the upper Fifties during the 1890s, this area also
housed the red-light district (Osofsky 1966:12-14).
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the Tenderloin Riot!? of 1900 and another race riot in San
Huan Hill in 1905, many Blacks moved out of the areas to
Harlem and later to Bedford-Stuyvesant in Brooklyn (Scheiner
1965:15-24).

After 1900, the Black population in Manhattan rapidly
increased in numbexr. By 1910, there were 61,000 Blacks
(scheiner 1965:221). Because of the broken real estate
market in 1904-1905 and the vacant spaces, some White
landlords in Harlem who had not rented their houses to
Blacks began to rent to them. These landlords charged
higher rents to Blacks. Other landlords and White residents
organized associations to stop Black settlement in their
areas. But when Black families settled in an area
successfully, many White families sold their houses and
moved out. Thus Blacks were segregated and concentrated in
certain blocks. However, there was a steady increase of
Blacks in Harlem through the early decades of this century
(Osofsky 1971:31-37). Around 1910, Blacks became a dominant
racial group in the area above 130th Street, between Fifth

and Seventh Avenues of Harlem (Gurock 1979:147). In and

3 On August 15, 1900, there was a general assault cn Blacks
in the Tenderloin district primarily by Irish men and the
police after one Black killed a policeman on August 12.

Many Blacks were brutally beaten by white mobs (Scheiner
1965:121-2). Policemen also beat Blacks rather than
protecting them from the attacks. The policemen arrested
Blacks instead of White attackers. "As policemen patrolled
the Negro blocks they were showered with bricks, bottles and
garbage from rooftops and tenement windows. They fired back
with revolvers." (Osofsky 1966:48-50)
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near the area, some 50,000 Blacks lived in 1914 (Osofsky
1966:105).

However, White landlords and resident associations
continued to block the influx of Blacks into Harlem. The
founder of the Harlem Property Owners’ Improvement
Corporation said in 1913, "It is the question of whether the
white man will rule Barlem or the negro." He suggested to
fight "the common enemy" by organizing the entire community.
He also urged that "Whites who lived on streets boxdering
Negro blocks build twenty~four-foot fences to separate
themselves from Negro neighbors" (quoted in Gurock
1979:107). But all of their efforts failed.

During the First World War, Harlem experienced a
massive influx of Blacks. Harlem also experienced the
physical deterioration of buildings without further
investment. Landlords increased rent and families doubled
up in the same space (Gurock 1971:139-141).

Soon new subway lines connected Brooklyn, Queens, and
the Bronx to Manhattan within reasonable commutation time.
Realizing the shortage of adequate housing after the First
World War, New York City exempted almost all tax levies
until 1932 for housing constructed during the 1920s. The
construction boom continued through the 1920s in the outer
boroughs as well as, to a lesser degree, in Manhattan.
Better housing in the outer boroughs, rapid transit system,

and increased income after the First World War sparked the
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final mass migration of Whites, especially Jews, from Harlem
to the outer boroughs. Jewish population in Harlem which
reached 178,000 in 1920 declined to 25,000 in 1930 (Gurock
1971:142-146) .*

This sudden departure was also a response to the
massive migration of Blacks into Harlem during the 1920s.
With severe racism, the poor living conditions for Blacks in
the South, and the opening of job opportunities in the North
for Blacks because of the First World War, massive numbers
of poor Black farmers in the South migrated to northern
industrial cities. Many Black immigrants also came from the
West Indies. Between 1910 and 1930, the Black population in
New York City increased from 92,000 to 328,000. 1In Harlem,
87,000 Blacks arrived between 1920 and 1930. By 1930,
165,000 Blacks, about 72% of Manhattan’s Black population,
lived in Harlem (Osofsky 1966:128-130). Whites such as Jews
and Italians moved out to the Bronx and other outer
boroughs. Thus during the 1920s, the predominantly Jewish
Harlem became a predominantly Black Harlem.

After the Harlem Renaissance in the 1920s and the
Depression, there was little investment in Harlem. With
socially and economically discriminated Black residents,
Harlem became a ghetto (Smith and Schaffer 1987:59).

Because of the deprivation of Harlem and the discriminatory

4 The estimate of the Jewish population in Harlem
varied from 25,000 to 5,000 in 1930 (Gurock 1971:146).
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policies and practices of local governments, police,
landlords, and businessmen, there has been continuous
tension in Harlem. As a result, Harlem was one of the most
active places of Black nationalist groups throughout the

mid-20th century (Greenberg 1991; Naison 1984).

Alien Shopkeepers and Black Residents

Jewish shopkeepers came to Harlem’s Third Avenue
commercial district after the Civil War to open store.
Because of the increasing number of Jews and others who
moved to Harlem, Jewish businesses followed them and
expanded through the whole Harlem area. After the migration
of White residents to the outer boroughs during the 1910s
and 1920s, many Jewish shopkeepers stayed while some others
followed them. For example, H.C.F. Koch, who opened a large
store in 1890 on 125th Street, reportedly treated Black
customers discourteously and sold his store in 1930 rather
than continued doing business among Blacks. But most
shopkeepers stayed and Jews remained a prominent ethnic
group in Harlem business. For example, L.M. Blumstein, a
German-Jew, who opened a store in 1896 and opposed Black
settlement in Harlem, remained as one of Black Harlem’s most
successful businessmen (Osofsky 1966:121).

As the Black population increased, there were more
possibilities for Black businesses in Harlem. Some Black

shopkeepers successfully established their own businesses
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and served Black residents in the business areas where Black
customers were discouraged by White store-owners. For
example, many Blacks experienced subtle discrimination in
White-owned restaurants although state laws prohibited
discrimination in public places. White-owned funeral
parlors also discouraged Black patronage. Black businessmen
were successful in these areas. But in the area where Black
shopkeepers competed with White shopkeepers for the same
Black customers, the result was dismal for Black
shopkeepers. In addition suffering the effects of
discrimination by White wholesalers, bankers, and landloxrds,
Black shopkeepers were beginners, had a lack of capital and
credit, and could not provide a variety of goods, credits,
and competitive prices to Black customers. "Buy Black" and
"Double Duty Dollar" campaigns were not effective in drawing
Black customers to Black stores. "Appeals to race loyalty
fell on deaf ears when the offerings of the Negro merchant
were inferior to those of this White competitor." (Scheiner
1965:78-80)

After the transformation of Harlem into a Black
residential area during the 1920s, most residential and
commexrcial buildings and businesses in the area were owned
by Whites, especially Jews. One famous Black poet lamented,
"Black Harlem really was in whiteface, economically
speaking" (Hughes 196%9a:63). In 1930, less than 20% of

Harlem’s stores were owned by Blacks (Naison 1984:147).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



46

Even though most customers were Blacks, White store-
owners usually refused to hire Blacks as salesmen, clerks
and cashiers, not to mention managers. They usually
employed Whites only. Blacks suffered open discrimination
in all types of employment in New York City at the time
(Naison 1984; Greenberg 1991). Moreover, the Depression ‘hit
Blacks the hardest. The rate of unemployment of potential
labor force reached a staggering 66% in Harlem in 1934
(Grant 1986:215).

By the spring of 1931, Blacks organized a "Don’t Buy
Where You Can‘t Work" campaign. Ministers, politicians, and
newspaper editors appealed to Black residents to follow the
same campaign which, in Chicago, had opened up hundreds of
jobs to Blacks. Many nationalist groups, the Harlem
Business Men’s Club, and the Garvey movement preached race
loyalty as a first step toward winning control of Harlem’s
economy. But because of factional divisions in the Garvey
movement and vast political differences between the street
speakers, church leaders, and businessmen who supported the
concept of a boycott, a well-organized boycott was not
possible. Nevertheless the boycott, aimed at White stores
with White employees, drew broad support from Black
residents (Naison 1984:50-51).

Sufi Abdul Hamid, who was active in the Chicago
boycott, came to Harlem in 1932. 1In 1933, he launched a

boycott on 135th Street and won jobs for members of his
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group, the Negro Industrial and Clerical Alliance. In May
1934, he organized a boycott against Woolworth’s 125th
Street store after the manager had refused to hire members
of his group. These activities stimulated other community
leaders to employ the boycott as an important tactic for the
campaign (Naison 1984:117).

In June 1934, Rev. John Johnson, Rev. Adam Clayton
Powell, Jr., several other leaders, and the editors of the
New York Age formed an organization called the Citizens
League for Fair Play. They began boycotting Blumstein’s,
the largest retail store in Harlem, to demand jobs for
Blacks. Ira Kemp and Arthur Reid who led the league’s
"picket committee" were Garveyites who supported the
development of Black business and the creation of
economically self-sufficient Black communities. Nationalist
groups defined the boycott as a struggle of "Negro against
White." This bo