REPRINTED WITH PERMISSION OF:
Social Justice .
Social Justice Vol. 20, Nos. 1-2

*Home Is Where The 11an [s: A Korean Ametican Pe
by Elainc H. Kim _
©1993 Social Justice Pgs. 1-2

.w( m!Jum:r Vol. 20, Nn\ (-2

g/"‘-“f Sorome 1953
Re-Visioning

Home Is Where the Han Is:
A Korean American Perspective on

the Los Angeles Upheavals

Elaine H. Kim

incurred during the Los Angeles upheavals was sustained by a commu-

nity no one seems to want to talk much about. Korean Americans in Los
Angeles, suddenly at the front lines when violence came to the bulfer zone they
had been so precariously occupying, suffered profound damage to their means of
livelihood.! Yel my concern here is the psychic damage that, unlike material
damage, is impossible to quantify.

1 wishtoexplore whether recovery is possible for Korean Americans and to ask
what will become of our allempts to “become American” without dying of /an.
Han is a Korean word that means, loosely translated, the sorrow and anger that
grow from the accumulaled experiences of oppression. Although the word is
frequently and commonly used by Korcans, the condition it describes is taken
quite seriously, When people dic of han, it is called dying of Awabyong, a disease
of frustration and rage following misfortune.

Situated as we are on the border between those who have and those who have
not, between predominantly Anglo and mostly African American and Latino
communilies, from our current Interstitial position in the American discourse of
race, many Korcan Americans have lrouble calling what happened in Los Angeles
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an “uprising.” At the same time, we cannol quile say it was a “rlot.” So some of
ushavetaken tocalling it sa-I-ku, April 29, afler the mannerof naming other events
in Korean history — 3.1 (sam-il) for March 1, 1919, when massiveprotests against
Japanese colonial rule began in Korea; 6,25 (yook-1-0), or June 25, 1950, when the
Korean War began; and 4.19 (sa-ll-ku), or April 19, 1960, when the first student
movement in the world to overthrow s government began in South Korea, The
tronic similarity between 4.19 and 4.29 does not escape most Korean Americans.

Los Angeles Koreatown has been important to me, even though ! visit only a
dozen times a year. Before Korcatown sprang up during the last decade and a half, 2
lused tohang around the {ringes of Chinatown, although I knew that this habit was
pure pretense.? For me, knowing that Los Angeles Koreatown existed made a

difference; one of my closest (riends works with the Black Korean Alllance there,* -

and | liked to think of it as a kind of “home" — however idealized and hypostatized
~ for the soul, an anchor, a patential refuge, a place in America where I could
beiong without ever being asked: “Who are you and what are you doing here?
Where did you come from and when are you going back?" .

Many of us waiched in horror the destruction of Koreatown and the systematic
targeting of Korean shops in South Central Los Angeles after the Rodney King
verdict. Seeing those buildings in flames and those anguished Korean faces, I had
theterrible thought that there would be no belonging and that we were, just as I had
always suspecied, o people destined to carry our sian around with us wherever we
went in the world. The destiny (p'aljja} that had spelled centuries of extreme
suffering from invasion, colonizalion, war, and national division had smuggled
- itself into the U.S. with our baggage.

Batlleground Legacy

Korean Americans are squeczed between black and white and also between
U.S. and South Korean goyernment agendas. Government-controlled newspapers
in South. Korea have opportunistically seized upon sa-i-ku, in part to deflect
atication from citizens' unrest over, political corruption and economic woes and
to fan the flames of South Korean nationalism, which enables the authoritarian
regime. They depicted the problein as that of suvage African Americans attacking
innocent Koreanx for no reason, and published articles usging the names of Korean
Americans who did no in fact write them.”

What s clear s that Korean Americans have been continually used as political
pawnsinan extensive war about which they had very little understanding, and that
Koreatown became a battleficld in that war, o

Those of us who chafe at being asked whether we are Chinese or Japanese as
if there were no othier possibilities or who were angered when news media sought
Chinese and Japanese but not Korean American views during sa-i-ku are sensitive
to an invisibility that scems particular to us, To mony Americans, Korea is but the
galeway to or the bridge between China and Japan, or s crossroads of major Aslan
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conflicts.?
Itcan certainly be said that although little known or cnred about in the Western

world, Korea has been a perennial battleground. Besides the Mongols and the
Manchus, there were the Yofin' (Jurched), the Koran (Khitan), and the Waegu
(Wako) invaders. In relatively recent years, there was the war between China and
Japan that ended in 1895 and the war between Japan and Russia in 1904 to 1905,
both of which were fought on Korean soil and resulted in extreme suffering for the
Korean people. Japan®s 36 years of brutal colonial rule ended with the U.S. and the
former Soviet Union dividing the country in half at the 38th parallel, Thus, Korea
was turned into a Cold War territory that ultimately became a battleground for
world superpowers during the conflict of 1950-1953,

Becoming American

One of the consequences of war, colonization, national division, and super-
power economic and cultural domination has been the migration of Koreans to
places like Los Angeles, where they believed their human rights would be
protected by law. Afterall, they had received U.S.-influenced political educations.
They started learning English in the seventh grade. They all knew the story of the
poor boy from Illinois who became President. They all learned that the U.S.
Constitution and Bill of Rights protected the common people from violence and
injustice. Yet those who grew up in Korea waltching “Gunsmoke,” “Night Rider,”
and “McGyver" dubbed in Korean were not prepared for the black, brown, red, and
yellow America they encountered when they disembarked at the Los Angeles
International Airport.? They hadn't heard that there is no equal justice in the U.S.
They had to learn about American racial hierarchies. They did not realize that as
immigrants of color they would never attain political volce or v! \bility, but would
instead be used 10 uphold the inequality and th- racial hierarchy they had no part
increating.

Most of the newcomers had underestimated the communication basriers they,
would face. Like the Turkish workers in Germany described in John Berger and’
Jean Mohr's A Seventh Man,'° their toil amounted to only a plle of gestures and

the English they tried to speak changed and turmned against them as they spoke it.

Working 14 hours a day, six or seven days a week, they rarely came into sustained
contact with English-speaking Americans and almost never had time to study
English. Not feeling ot ease with English, they did not engage in informal
conversations easily with non-Koreans and were hated for being curt and rude.
They did not atiend churches or do business in banks or other enterprises where
English was required. Typically, the immigrant small-business owners used
unpaid family labor instead of hiring people from local communitles, Thanks to
Eurocentric American cullural practices, they knew little or nothing good about
African Americans or Latinos, who in turn and for similar reasons knew little or
nothing good about them. At the same time, Korean shopowners in South Central
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and Koreatown were affluent compared with the impoverished residents, whom
they often exploited as laborers or looked down upon as | O{}i‘i with an aversion to
hard work.!" Most Korean immigrants did not even know that they were among
the many direct beneficiaries of African American-led Civil Rights Movement,
which helped pave the way for the 1965 immigration reforms that made their
immigration possible.

Korean immigrant views of America, shaped as they were by U.S. cultural
influences and official anticommunist South Korean education,'? differed radi-
cally from that of many poor people in the communities they served: unaware of
the shameful history of oppression of nonwhite immigrants and other people of
color in the U.S.,, they regarded themselves as having arrived in a meritoeratic
“land of opportunity” where a person's chances for success are limited only by
individual lack of ability or diligence, Having left a homeland where they foresaw
their talents and hard work going unrecognized and unrewarded, they were
desperate to believe that the “American dream” of social and economic mobility
through hard work was within their reach.

Sa-i-ku

What they experienced on April 29 and 30 was baptism into what it really
means for a Korean to “become American™ in the 1990s.'? In South Korea, there
is no 911, and no one really expects a fire engine or police car if there is trouble.
Instead, people make arrangements with friends and family for emergencies. At
the same time, guns are not part of Korean daily life. No civillan in South Korea
can own a gun, Guns are the exclusive accoutrement of the military and police,
who enforce order for those who rule the society, When the Korean Americans in
South Central ar, 4 Koreatown dialed 911, nothing happened. When their stores
and homes were being looted and bumed to the ground, they were left completely
alone for three horrifying days. How betrayed they must have felt by what they had
believed was a democratic system that protects its people from violence. Those
who trusted the government to protect them lost everything; those who took up
arms after wailing for help for two days were able (o defend themselves. It was as
simple as that. What they had to learn was that as in South Korea, in the U.S.
protection Is largely for the rich and powerful. If there were a cholce between
Westwood and Koreatown, it is clear that Koreatown would have to be sacrificed.
The familiar concept of privilege for the rich and powerful would have been easy
for the Korean immigrant to grasp if only those exhortations about democracy and

- equality had not obfuscated the picture. Perhaps they should have relied even more

on whatever they brought with them from Korea instead of fretting over trying to
understand what was going on around them here. That Koreatown became a
battleground does seem like the further playing out of a tragic legscy that has
followed them across oceans and continents, The difference is that this was a battle
between the poor and disenfranchised and the invisible rich, who were being
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protected by a layer of clearly visible Korean American human shields in a battle
on the buffer zone.

This difference is crucial. Perhaps the legacy is not one carried across oceans
and continents, but onc assumed immediately upon amival; it is not the curse of
being Korean, but the initlation into becoming American, which requires that
Korean Americans take on thiscountry's legacy of {ive centuries of racial violence
and Inequality, of divide and rule, of privilege for the rich and oppression of the
poor. Within this legacy, they have been assigned a place on the front lines,
Silenced by those who possess the power to charuclerize dnd represent, they are
permitted to speak only to reiterate their acceptance of this role,

Silencing the Korean American Voice
©® 00

Without a doubt, the U.S. news media played a major role in exacerbating the
damage and ill will toward Korean Americans, first by placing the spotlight on )
tensions between African Americans and Koreans instead of on efforts to work
together and as opposed to many other newsworthy events In these iwo commu-
nitics, and second by exploiting racist stereotypes of Koreans as unfathomable
aliens, this time wiclding guns on rooftops and allegedly firing. wildly into
crowds.' In ncws programs and on talk shows, African and Korean American
tensions were discussed by blacks and whites, who pointed to these tensions as the
main cause of the uprising. | heard some Buropean Americans railing against rude
and exploitative Korean merchants (or ruining peaceful race relations for cvery-
one else. Thus, Korean Americans were used (o deflect alteation from the racism
they inherited and the economic injustice and poverty that had been already well
woven into the fabric of American life, as evidenced by a judicial system that could
allow not only the Korean store owner who killed Latasha Harlins, but also the -
white men who killed Vincent Cbin and the white policemen who beat Rodney
King to go free, while Leonard Peltier still languishes In prison.
As far as | know, neither the commercial nor the public news inedia have
mentioned the many Korean and African American altempls to improve relations,
such as joint church services, joint musical performances and poetry readings, i
Korean merchant donations to African American community and youth programs,
African American volunteer teachers in classes for Korean Immigrants studying
for citizenship examinations, or Korean translations of African American history
materials. ;
While Korean immigrants were preoccupied with the mantra of day-to-day
survival, Korean Americans had no voice, no political presenge at all in American ‘
life. When they became the targets of violence in Los Angeles, their opinions and A %
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views were hardly solicited, except as they could be used in the alresidy»
constructed mainstream discourse on race relations, which isa sorry combination
of blaming the African American and Latino victims for thelr povcr{y and
scapegoating the Korean Americans as robotic aliens who have no “real” right to
be here in the first place and therefore deserve whatever happens to them.

The Newsweek Experlence

l_n this situatiodi, I felt compelled torespond when an editor from the “My Turn"
section of Newsweek magazine asked for a 1,000-word personal essay. '3 Hesitant
because _l was given only a day and a half to write the plece, not enough time
cousic.lcnng the vastness of American ignorance about Koreans and Koresn
Americans, I decided to do it because I thought I could not be made into a sound
bite or a quote contextualized for someone else’s agenda.

! wrole an cssay accusing the news media of using Korean Americasis and
teasions between African and Korean Americans to divest attention from the roots
of racial violence in the U.S. I asserted that these lie not in the Korean immigrant-
owned comer store situated in a community ravaged by poverty and police

violence, but reach far back into the corridors of corporate and government offices -

in Los Angeles, Sacramento, and Washington, D.C. 1 suggested that Koreans and
A!‘ri'can Americans were kept ignorant about each other by educational and media
inauttftlons that erase or distort their experiences and perspectives. | tried to
explain how racism had kepl my parents from ever really becoming Americans
but that having been born here, | considered myself American and wanted tc;
belleve In !he possibility of an American dream. .

Thf editor of “My Turn” did everything he could to frame my words with his
own viewpoinl. He faxed his own introductory and concluding paragraphs that
equated Korean merchants with cowboysinthe Wild Westand alluded o African-
Korean hatred. When 1 objected, he told me that my writing style was not crisp
enoughand that as an experienced Jjournalist, he could help me out, My confidence
WlVf:a:ed. but ultimately I rejected his editing. Then he accused me of being overly
seasitive, confliding that I had no need to be defensive — because his wife was
Chinese American. Only after I had decided to withdraw the piece did he agree to
accept it as | wrote it,

Before I could finish congratulating myselfon being able toresist silencing and
the kil_:d of decontextualization [ was trying to describe in the piece, [ started
receiving hate mail. Some of it was addressed directly to me, since I had been
::]mliﬁed as a Universily of California faculty member, but most of it arrived in

ge bundles, forwarded by Newsweek. Hundreds of letters came from allover the
country, from Florida to Washington state and from Massachusetts to Arizona, I
th\#:lm!preplled for the hostility expressed in most of the Jetters. Some people sent
article, torn from the magazine and covered with angry red-inked obscenities
scraiched across my picture, “You should scea good doctor,” wrote someone from
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Southern Californla, "you have severe problems in thinking, rcasoning, and
adjusting to your eavironment.” -

A significant proportion of the writers, who identified themselves as descen-
dants of immigrants from Bastern Europe, wrote Newsweek that they were
outraged, sickened, disgusted, appalled, annoyed, and angry with the magazine for
providing an arena for the paranoid, absurd, hypocritical, racist, and childish views
of a spoiled, ungrateful, whining, bitching, un-American bogus faculty member
who should be fired or die when the next California earthquake dumps all of the
“so-called people of color” into the Pacific Ocean.

I was shocked by the profound ignorance of many writers® assumptions about
the experiences and perspectives of American people of color in general and
Korean and other Asian Americans in pasticular. Even though my essay revealed
that [ was born in the U.S. and that my parents had lived in the U.S, for more than
six decades, [ was viewed as a foreigner without the right to say anything except
words of gratitude and praise aboul America. The letters also provided some
evidence of the dilemma Korean Americans arc placed in by those who assume
that we are aliens who should “go back” and at the same time berate us for not
rejecting “Korean American identity” for “American identity.”

How many Americans migrate to Korea? If you are so-disenchanted,
Korea is still therc, Why did you ever leave i1? Sayonara,

Ms. Kim appears to have a personal axe to grind with this country that has
given her so much freedom and opportunity.... I should suggest that she
move to Korea, where her children will learn all they ever wanted about

that country's history.

{Her} whining about the supposedly racist U.S. society is just a mask for
herown acute inferiority complex. If sheis so dissatisfied with the United
States why doesn't she vote with her feet and leave? She can get the hell
out and return to her beloved Korea — her tribal afinity [sic] where her
true loyalty and consciousness lies {sic].

.You refer to yourself as a Korean American and yet you have lived all
your life in the United States...you write about racism in this country and
yet you are the biggest racist by your own written words. If you cannot
accept the fact that you are an American, maybe you should be living your

life in Korea.

My stepfather and cousin risked their lives in the country where your
fatheris buried to ensure the ideals of our country would remain. Sodon't
expect to find a sympathetic ear for your pathetic whining.

Many of the letter writers assumed that my family had been the “scum™ of Am
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and that [ was a college teacher only because of American
| Justice and largesse.
They were furious that I did not express gratitude for being saved from s!:rr\xratlon

inAsiaand gi i : :
i America.‘ ven the opportunity to ﬂwush. no doubt beyond my wildest dreams,

I?o:hm would she be if her parents had not migrated to the United Staics?
aprofessor at Berkeley University to say the American dream is only
an emply promise is ludicrous. Shame, shame, shamel

[Her father and his family] made encugh money i ip hi
y in the USA to shiph

corpse home' to' Korea for burial. Mg, Kim herself no doubt lltl;s l:

guaranteed life income as a professor paid by C “ifornia taxpayers.

Wouldn't you think that she might s.y kind th ;
of whining, about racism? ghtsay ings about the USA instead

:i: ;f"“ same time, some leiters blamed me for expecting “freedom and opportu-

Itis wondrous that folks such as you find truth in i
your paranoia. No
ever promised anything to you or your parents. i . e

Besides providing indications of how Korean Americans are regarded, the
letu.:rs‘revealed a great deal about how American identity is lhougght of, bnc
California woman explained that although her grandparents were Irish immi-
mn. slu:.wus f’°‘ an Jrish American, because “if you are not with us, you are
against us, A Missouri woman did not seem to realize that she was conflating race
and nationality and c.onfuslng “non-ethnic” and “non-racial,” by which she seems
to havef meant “white,” with “American.” And although she insists that it is
imposslb.le to be both “black™ and “American,” she identifies herself at the outset
as & "white American.” :

I am a white American. | am proud to be an American. You

black, while, Korcan, Chincse, Mexican, German, Frencl:f:r E::ﬁz:t:
any o.ther andstill be an American, Of course theculture taught in schools
is strictly American. That's where we are and if you choose 1o learn
another [cullure] you have the freedom to settle there, You cannot be a
Korean American, which assumes you are not ready to be an American.
Do you get my gist?

The suggestion that more should be taught in U.S. schools about America’s
many imnfix‘,r?m groups and people of color prompted many letters in defense of
Westem civilization against non-Western barbarism:

You are disn}lisﬁed with current school curricula that excludes Korea.
Could it possibly be because Korea and Asia for that matter has [sic] not
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had...a noticeable impact on the shaping of Western culture, and Korea
has had unfortunately little culture of its own?

Who cares about Korea, Ms. Kim? ...And what enduring contributions
has the Black culture, both hero in the US and on the continent conurib-
uted to the world, and mankind? I'm from a culture, Ms. Kim, who put

" aman on the moon 23 years ago, who established medical schools totrain
doctors to pesform open heart surgery, and...who created a language of
music so that musicians, from Beethoven to the Beatles, could easily
touch the world with their brilliance forever and ever and ever. Perhaps
the dominant culture, whites obviously, “swept aside
Chicanos...Latinos...African-Americans...Koreans,” because they
haven't contributed anything that made — be mindful of the cliche —a
world of difference?

Koreans® favorite means of execution is decapitation.... Ms. Kim, and
others like her, came here to escape such Injustice. Then they whine at
riots 1o which they have contributed by their own fanning of flames of
discontest.... Yes! Letusall study more about Oriental culture! Letus put

matters inlo proper perspective.

Fanatical multiculturalists Jike you expect a country whose dominant
culture has been formed and influenced by Europe...nearly 80% of her
‘population consisting of persons whose ancestry is European, to include
the history of every ethnlc group whohas ever lived hese. 1 truly feel gorry
for you. You and your bunch need to realize that white Americans are not
racists.... We would love to get along, but not at the expense of our own
culture and heritage.

Kim's axe-to-grind confirms the utter futility of race-relations — the
races were never meant to live together. We don’t get along and never
will.... Whats [sic] needed is to divide the United States up along racial

lines so that life hese can finally become livable.

What seemed (o anger some people the most was their idea that although they
worked hard, people of color are seeking handouls and privileges because of their
race, and the thought of an ungrateful Asian Amerlcan, siding with African
Americans, presumably against whites, was infuriating. How dare 1 “bite thehand
that feeds™ me by siding with the champion “whiners who cry ‘racism'” because
10 do 20 is the last refuge of the “terminally incompetent™

The racial health in this country won't improve until minorities stop
erecting “me first” barricrs and strive to be Amecricans, not African-

Americans or Asian-Americans expecting privileges.




Ms. Kim wants preferential treatment that immigrants from Greece-to-
Sweden have not enjoyed.... Even the Chinese...have not created any
special problems for themselves or other Americans. Soon those folk are
going to express their own resentments to the insatiable demands of the
Blacks and other colored peoples, including the wetbacks from Mexico
who sneak into this country then pilfer it for all they can.

The Afrorderived citizens of Los Angeles and the Asiatic derivatives
were not suffering a common imposition.... The Asiatics are trying to
build their success. The Africans are sucking at the teats of entitiement,

As Is usual with racists, most of the writers of these hate letters saw only
themselves in their notions about Korea, America, Korcan Americans, and
African Americans. They felt that their own sense of American identity was being
threatened and that they were being blamed as individuals for U.S. racism. One
man, adept. at manipulating various fonts on his word processor, imposed his
preconceptions on my words:

Let me read between the lines of your little hate message:

“The roots...stretch far back into the corridors of corporate and govern-
ment offices in Los Angeles, Sacramento, and Washington, D.C."

All white America and all American institutions are to blame for racism.
"' still want to believe the promise is real.”

[ have the savvy to know that the American ideals of freedom and justice
are a joke, but if you want to give me what I want ['m willing to make
concessions. L

A}

Ms, Kim, ...if you want to embody e ignorant, the insecure, and the
emotionally immature, that's your right! Just stop preaching hate and
please, please, quit whining.

‘ Slnccrciy.
A proud White-American teaching my children not to be prejudicial

E:tpocia!ly since my essay had been subdued and intensely personal, I had not
anticipatedthe fury it would provoke. I never thought that readers would write over
‘my words with their own. The very fact that I used words, and English words at
that, particularly incensed some: one letter complained about my use of words and
phrases like “manilestation™ and “zero-sum game," and “suzerain relationship,”
which isthe only way to describe Korea's relatignship with Chinaduring the T"ang
Dynasty. “Not more than ten people in the USA know what [these words) mean,”
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he wrote. “You are on an ego trip.” I wondered if it made him particularly angry
that an Asian American had used those English words, or if he would make such

s comment to George WIll or Jane Bryant Quinn,

Clearly, | had encountered part of America’s legacy, the legacy that insists on
silencing certain voices and erasing certain presences, even if it means deporta-
tion, internment, and outright murder, I should not have been surprised by what
happened in Koreatown or by the ignorance and hatred expressed in the letters to
Newsweek, any more than African Americans should have been surprised by the
Rodney King verdict. Perhaps the news media, which constituted sa-i-ki as news,
as an extraordinary event in no way continuous with our everyday lives, made us
forget for a moment that as people of color, many of us simultaneously inhabit two
Americas: the America of our dreams and the America of our experience.

Who among us does not cling stubbornly to the America of our dreams, the
promise of a multicultural democracy where our cultures and our differences
might be affirmed instead of distorted in an effort to destroy us?

After sa-i-ku 1 was able to caich glimpses of this America of my dreams =
because I recelved other letters that expressed another American legacy. Some
people identified themselves as Norwegian or Irish Americans interested in
combating racism. Significantly, while most of the angry mail had been sent not
to me, but to Newsweek, almost all of the sympathctic mail, particularly the letters
from African Americans, came directly to me, Many came from Korean Ameri-
cans who were glad that one of their number had found a vehicle for seif-
expression. Others were from Chinese and Japanese Americans who wrote that
they had had similar experiences and feclings. Several were wrilten in shaky
longhand by women fervently wishing for peace and understanding among people
of all races. A Native American from Nashville wrote a long description of cases
of racism against African, Asian, and Native Americans in the U.S. criminal
justice system. A large number of letters came from African Americans, all of
them supportive and sympathetic — from judges and professors who wanted
better understanding between Africans and Koreans to poets and laborers who
scribbled their notes in pencil while on breaks at work, One man identified himself
as a Los Angeles African American whose uncle had married a Korean woman.
He stated that as a black man in America, he knew what other people fee! when
they face injustice, He ended his letter apologizing for his spelling and grammar
mistakes and asking for materials to read on Asian Americans, The most touching
Ietter 1 received was wrilten by a prison inmate who had served 12 years of a 35-
70 year sentence for armed robbery during which no physical injuries occurred,

He wrote;
I'vebeen locked in these prisons golng on 12 years now...and sincebeing

here I have studied fully the struggles of not just blacks, but all people of
color. I am a true believer of helping “your” people “first,” but also the
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helping of all people no matter where there at or the color of lh&c,skin.
But I must be truthful, my struggle and assistance is truly on the side of

]:;:ople of color like ourselves, But just a few years ago I didn't think like
this.

1 thought that if you wasn't black, then you was the enemy, but...many
years of this prison madness and much study and research changed all of
this.... [1Jt’s not with each other, blacks against Koreans or Koreans
againstblacks. No, this is not what it's about. Our struggle(s) are truly one
in the same. What happened in L.A. during the riot really hurt me,
because it was no way that blacks was suppose o do the things to your
people, my people (Koreans) that they did. You're my sister, your people
are my people. Even though our culture may be somewhat different, and
eventhough we may worship our God(s) different.... [W]hite-Amerikkka
[doesn’t] separate us. They look at us all the same. Either you're while,
or you're wrong.... ['m just wriling you to let you know that, you're my
sister, your people's struggle are my people's struggle.

This is the ground | need to claim now for Korean American resistance and
recovery, so that we can become American without dying of han.

Although the sentiments expressed in these lellers seemed 1o break down
roughly ulong racial lines — that is, all writers who were identifiably people of
cc?lc_:r_ wrole in support — and one might become alarmed at the depth of the
d:wmr:)ns they imply, I like to think that I have experienced the desire of many
Americans, especially Americans of color, to do as Rodney King pleaded on the
second day _or .ra:l-ku: “We're all stuck here for awhile.... Let's try to work it out."”

In my view, it's important for us ta think about all of what Rodney King said
and not just the words “we all can get along,” '* which have been depoliticized and
transformed into a Disneyesque catch-phrase for Pat Boone songs and roadside

biliboards in Los Angeles. It scems to me the emphasis is on the being “stuck here -
for awhile" together as we await “‘our day in court.”

Like the African American man who wrote from prison, the African American
:'nnn who had been brutally beaten by white police might have felt the desire to
"love everybody,” but hc had to amend — or rectify — that wish. He had to speak
last about loving *“people of color.” The impulse 1o “love everybody" was there,
but the conditions were not right. For now; the most practical and progressive
agenda may be peaple of color trying to “work it out.” .

Finding Community through Natlonal Consclousness

T!ze place where Korean and American legacics converge for Korean Ameri-
cans is the exhortation to *go home to where you belong."”
One of the Jetters | received was from u Korean Ami Mcan living in Chicago.
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He had read a translation of my essay ina Korean-lunguage newspaper. “Although
you were born in the U.S.A.," he wrote, noticing what none of the white men who
ordered me to *go back to my country™ had, “your ethnical background and your
complexion belong to Korea. It is time to give up your U.S. citizenship and go to
Korea,”

Some ruined meschants are claiming that they will pull up stakes and return to
Korea, but I know that this is not possible for most of them. Evenif their stores had
not been destroyed, even if they were able to sell their businesses and take the
proceeds to Korea, most of them would not have enough resources to buy a home
or business there, since both require total cash up front. Neither would they be able
to find work in the socicty they left behind because it was plagued by recession,
repression, and flerce economic competition.

Going back to Korea, The dream of going back to Korea {ed the spirit of my
father, who came to Chicago In 1926 and lived in the United States for 63 years,
during which he never becamea U.S, citizen, at first becausethe law did not allow
it and later because he did not want to. He kept himself going by believing that he
would return to Korea in triumph one day. Instead, he died in QOakland at 88. Only
his remains returned to Korea, where we buried him in accordance with his wishes,

Hasn't the dream of going back home to where you belong sustained most of
America’s unwanted at onc time or another, giving meaning to lives of toil and
making It possible to endure other people’s hatred and rejection? Isn't the attempt
10 find community through national consciousness natural for people refused an
American identity because racism does not give them that choice?

Korean national consciousness, the resolve to resist and fight back when
threatened with extermination, was all that could be called upon when the Korean
Americans in Los Angeles found themselves abandoned. They joined together to
guard each other’s means of livelihood with guns, relying on Korean-language
radio and newspapers 0 communicate with and help ach other. On the third day
after the outbreak of violence, more than 30,000 Korean Americans gathered for
apeace march indowntown L. A. in what was perhaps the largest and most quickly
organized mass mobilization in Asian American history, Musicians in white, the
colorof mourning, beat traditional Korean drumsin sorrow,anger, and celebration
of community, a call toarms like acollective heartbeat. 171 believe that the mother
of BEdward Lee, the Los Angcles-born college student mistaken for a looter and
shot to death in the streets, has been able to endure in great part because of the
massive outpouring of sympathy expressed by the Korean American community
that shared and understood her /ian.

I have lately been critical of cultural nationalism as detrimental to Korean

- Americans, especially Korean American women, because it operates on exclu-

sions and fosters intolerance and uniformity of thought while stifling self-criticism
and encouraging sacrifice, cven (o the point of suicide. Yet sa-i-ku makes me think
again: what remains for those who are left o stand alone? If Korean Americans
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refuse to be victims or political pawns in the U.S. while rejecting the exiuortal!on
that we go back to Korea where we belong, what will be our weapons of choice?

In the darkest days of Japanese colonial rule, even after being stripped of land

and of all economic means bf survival, Koreans were threatened with total erasure .
when (he colonizers rewrote Korean history, outlawed the Korean language,
forced the subjugated people to worship the Japanese emperor, and demanded that -

they adopt Japanese names. One of the results of these cultural annihilation
policies was Koreans' fierce insistence on the sanctity of Korean national identity
that persists to this day. In this context, it is not difficult to understand why
nationalism has been the main refuge of Koreans and Korean Americans.
While recognizing the potential dangers of nationalism as a weapon, I for one
" am not ready to respond to the anti-essentialists’ call to relinquish my Korean
American idenlity, It is easy enough for the French and Germans to call for a
common European identity and an end to nationalisms, but what of the peoples
suppressed and submerged while France and Germany exercised their national
prerogatives? | am mindful of the argument that the resurgence of nationalism in
Europe is rooted in historical and contemporary political and economic inequality
among the nations of Europe. Likewise,  have noticed that many white Americans
do not like to think of themselves as belonging to a race, even while thinking of
people of color almost exclusively in terms of race. In the same way, many men
think of themselves as “human beings” and of women as the ones having a gender.
Thus, crime, small business, and all Korean-African American interactions are
seen and interpreted thropgh the lens of race in the same dominant culture that
angrily rejects the use of the racial lens for viewing yellow-white or black-white
interactions and insists suddenly that we are all “American” whenever we attempt
to assert our identily as people of color. It is far easier for Anglo Americans to call
for an end to cultural nationalisms than for Korean Americans to give up national
consciousness, which makes it possible to survive the vicious racism that would
deny our existence as cither Korean Americans or Amedcans. ‘

‘ls there anything of use to us in Korean nationalism? During 1,000 years of
Chinese suzerainty, the Koreanruling clitedevelopedaphilosophy called sadaejui,
or reliance of the weak on the strong. In direct opposition to this way of thought
is whatis called in North Korea today juche sasang, or self-reliance. Both sadaejul
am? Juche sasang arc ways of dealing with unequal power relationships and
resisting the transformation of one's homeland into a battlefield for others, but
sadaej'ui has never worked any better for Koreans than it has for any minority
group in America. Juche sasang, on the other hand, has the kind of oppositional
po:'emlnl needed in the siruggle against silence and invisibility. From Korean
natfomll consciousness we can recover this fierce refusal o accept subjugation,
which is the first step in the effort to build community, so that we can work with
others to challenge the forces that would have us annihilate each other instead of
our mutual oppression.

- received political or financial support from the public or private sectors. The organization had neither
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What is clear is that we cannot “become American” without dying of han
unless we think about community in new ways. At least for now, that may mean
mining the rich and haunted lode of Korean national consciousness while we
struggle to understand how our fate is entwined with the fate of others lying
prostrate before the triumphal procession of the winners of History. ' During the
past 15 years or so, many young Korean nationalists have been studying the
Jegacies of colonialism and imperialism that they share with peaples in many
Aslan, African, and Latin American nations. At the same time that we take note
of this work, we can also try to understand how nationalism and feminism can be
worked together to demystify the limitations and reductiveness of each as a
weapon of empowerment. If Korean national consciousness is ever to be sucha
weapon for us, we must use it to create a new kind of nationalism-in-intemation-
alism to help us call forth a culture of survival and recovery, so that our Aan might
be released and we might be [reed to dream fiercely of different possibilities,

NOTES

1. According to s September 1992 Dun & Bradsireet survey of 560 busincss owners ln
Koreatown and South Central Los Angeles, an estimated 40% of the businesses damaged during Apsil
1992 (sa-i-ku) have closed thelr doors permanently, Moreover, almost 40% had no Insurance or were
Insured for 50% or less of their total losses (San Francisco Chronicle, Seplember 12, 1992).

2. Followlngquotachangesin U.S, immigration laws in 1963, the Korean populstion inthe U.S,
increased more than eightfold to slmust one million. Between 1970and 1990, Los Angeles Koreatown
grew from a few blocks of stores and businesses into a community base for all sorts of economic and
cultural actlvities,

3. Pretense, of course, because 1 was only passing for Chinese. The temporary comfort |
experienced would come to an end whenever it was discovered that [ could speak no Chiness and that
1 had no organie links to Chinese Americans, who frequently underscored both our commonalities and
our differences by telling me that everything Korean — even kimchl, that quintessentlally Korean
vegetable eaten at every Korean maal ~ was originally Chinese,

4. The Black Korean Alllance (BKA) was formed, with the assistance of the Los Angeles
County Human Relations Commission, to improve relations between Korean and African Americen
communities after four Korean merchants were killed In robberies during the month of April 1986, The
BKA sponsored activities and events, such as Jont church services, education forums, joint culiural
events, and seminars on crime prevention and community economic development. The BKA never

lts own meeting place nor a telephone. Orass-roots participation was not extensive, and desplie the
20od intentions of the individuals involved, the BKA was unable to prevent the killing of a dozen more
Koreanmerchants in Southem Callfornlabetween 1990and sa-/-ku, ortostopihesscalationof iensions
between the iwo communities after the shooling of | S-year-old Latasha Harlins by mm S
SoonJaDuin March 1991, By Juneof that year, afier police declared the killing of an African American
man by s Korean liquor siore owner “justifiable homicide,” African American groups
boycolling the store, and (he BKA falled to convince African American boycolters and K
merchants to meel together (0 negotiate an end to the conflics, Nor were the members of the B
success{ul In obtalning the help of members of the Los Angeles City Council or the Califomia State



