13 / When the Melting Pot Boils Over
The Irish, Jews, Blacks, and Koreans of New York

Roger Waldinger

Assimilation is the grand theme of American immigration research. The clas-
sic sociological position provided an optimistic counter to the dim assessments
of the new immigrants prevalent at the early part of the century. Notwith-
standing the marked differences that impressed contemporaries, Robert Park,
Ernest Burgess, W. I. Thomas, and others contended that the new immi-
grant groups would lose their cultural distinctiveness and move up the oc-
cupational hierarchy. Milton Gordon’s now classic volume distilled the essence
of the sociological view: immigrant-ethnic groups start at the bottom and
gradually move up; their mobility takes place through individual advance-
ment, not group collective action; in the process of moving up, ethnic groups
lose. their distinctive social structure; and as ethnics become like members
of the core group, they become part of the core group, joining it in neigh-
borhoods, in friendship, and eventually in marriage.

But the image of immigrants moving onward and upward is hard to
reconcile with the darker, conflictual side of American ethnic life. Con-
flict, often of the fiercest kind, runs like a red thread through the history of
American ethnic groups. Certainly New Yorkers evince an extraordinary pro-
pensity to come to blows over racial and ethnic differences. The latest con-
flicts pitting blacks against Hasidim and Koreans in Brooklyn or Chinese
against Puerto Ricans in Manhattan are but the latest episodes in a longer
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saga, extending from the anti-Catholic crusades of the 1850s to the school
conflicts of the 1890s, to the controversies engendered by the Coughlinites
and the German Bund of the 1930s, to the school integration struggles of the
1960s, right up to this day.

The contradiction between ethnic assimilation and ethnic conflict is
more apparent than real. Where the classic sociological model goes wrong
is not in its depiction of an upward trajectory, but rather in its individualis-
tic assumptions about the process of ethnic change. The story of ethnic prog-
ress in America can be better thought of as a collective search for mobility,
in which the succession of one migrant wave after another ensures a con-
tinuous competitive conflict over resources. Groups move up from the bot-
tom by specializing in and dominating a particular branch of economic life;
that specialization goes unchallenged as long as the newest arrivals are con-
tent to work in the bottom-level jobs for which they were initially recruited.
This chapter develops the story in the form of brief episodes from the New
York experience of four ethnic groups— Irish, Jews, African Americans, and
Koreans. Each group is associated with the four successive waves of migration
that have swept over New York in the past two hundred years.

The Irish

Nearly one and a half million Irish flocked to the United States between 1846
and 1855 in flight from famine; they converged on the eastern port cities of
Boston, Philadelphia, and New York, where, lacking resources, about a quar-
ter stayed. Low levels of education, lack of exposure to industrial or craft
work, and lack of capital led the Irish into the lower ranges of manual work,
with women taking domestic work and men engaging in insecure, low-paid
itinerant employment, especially in construction. Irish progress from the bot-
tom proceeded at a slow pace.

By 1900, however, the Irish had already established themselves in pub-
lic employment. At the time, the public sector provided relatively few jobs,
but this was soon to change. Irish employment in New York City govern-
ment almost quadrupled between 1900 and 1930, increasing from just un-
der 20,000 to 77,000, while the total number of city workers climbed from
54 000 to 148 000 lace than a factor of three !

Irish penetration into the public sector reflected the growing political
power of the Democratic machine, which remained Irish dominated. But the
machine’s hold on local government was met by opposition from WASP re-
formers. Seeking to break the machine’s power by severing the link between
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political activity and government employment, the reformers installed a civil
service system-—to little avail. The Irish encountered few effective com-
petitors for city jobs. There was never any serious threat that WASPs would
dislodge the Irish. Morever, the increasingly numerous Poles, Jews, Italians,
and others who were just off the boat had little chance of doing well in essay-
type exams against the Irish, who were, after all, native English speakers.

The liabilities of the new immigrants lasted hardly a generation; with the
Jews’ rapid educational and occupational advancement, another competitor
entered the scene. But as long as the Irish, through Tammany Hall’s grip over
city government, could control municipal hiring, interethnic competition posed
little threat. Competition was structured in such a way as to minimize the
value of Jews’ educational advantages. The patronage system functioned
unencumbered throughout Tammany’s dominance between 1917 and 1933.

The depression severely challenged Irish control over public jobs; La-
Guardia’s election in 1933 delivered the coup de grace. Keeping control of
City Hall required LaGuardia to undermine the material base of Tammany’s
power and consolidate his support among groups not firmly under Tam-
many'’s tow—the most important of which were the Jews, who had split
between LaGuardia and his Tammany opponent in 1933. Both goals could
be accomplished in the same way, namely pursuing the administrative changes
long championed by the reformers.?

The depression and LaGuardia’s reforms made city jobs more attractive
to highly educated workers, which, under the circumstances, mainly meant
Jews. One door at which Jewish competitors knocked was teaching, previ-
ously an Irish reserve (as the 1900 statistics show). If Jewish entrance into
teaching produced antagonism, far more explosive was the situation in the
police force. Twenty-nine thousand men sat for the exam held in April 1939,
from whom three hundred were selected to enter the department in 1940,
Of these, over one-third were Jews. Not surprisingly, this class of 1940 con-
stituted the first significant proportion of Jews to enter the police.’

Jewish-Irish competition produced some other episodes, but conflict
between them abated, thanks to the prosperity of the postwar era and the
new opportunities it provided. Qutmigration to the suburbs and the Sun Belt
and mobility into the middle class depleted the ranks o'f the city’s Irish pop-
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so profound was the sense of displacement that the remaining Irish New
Yorkers reminded themselves, “There are still some of us left””*

Those who are left have kept up the long-established Irish occupational
ways. Although the commissioners of the police and fire departments are
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black and Puerto Rican, respectively, the top brass retains a strongly Irish
cast, as does the rank and file. Indeed, the fire department presents a glimpse
of New York gone by, with a workforce that is 93 percent white and 80 per-
cent Catholic. Some unions still have a distinctly Irish makeup.®

In the 1980s, some of the old niches at last gained new blood, as an
influx of new, illegal Irish immigrants fled unemployment in the Republic
of Ireland for better times in New York. Whereas black Americans still found
the doors of construction unions closed, the new arrivals, dubbed “JFK car-
penters,” were warmly welcomed by their aging compatriots. Women also
retraced the steps of the past, as could be seen from the classified pages of the
Irish Echo, with its columns of ads for nannies, babysitters, and housekeepers.

The Jews

Although the Jewish presence in New York extends far back, almost to the
city’s founding, Jews did not become an important, visible element in the
city’s economic life until the 1880s. Rising anti-Semitism, combined with
the pressures of modernization, led to a huge outflow of Jews from Eastern
Europe. By 1920, New York, with two million Jews, had become the world’s
largest Jewish city.

The new arrivals came just when the demand for factory-made cloth-
ing began to surge. Many had been tailors in the old country, and although
most had worked with needle and thread, they quickly adapted themselves
to machine production. As the various components of the clothing indus-
try grew in synergistic fashion, the opportunities for mobility through the
ethnic economy multiplied. Through rags, some immigrants found riches:
the sweatshop workers who moved to contracting and then to manufactur-
ing, or possibly careers in retailing, filled the newly formed ranks of New
York’s alrightniks.®

The Jewish concentration in commerce and clothing manufacture de-
fined their initial place in the ethnic division of labor. Jewish specializations
seldom overlapped with the Irish: domestic service and general labor were
rarities among the Russians but were common Irish pursuits; by the same
token, tailoring and retailing, whether by merchant or peddler, were far
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to hire Jews. One study, completed just before the Great Depression, found
that the doors of New York’s large, corporate organizations— “railroads,
banks, insurance companies, lawyers’ offices, brokerage houses, the New York
Stock Exchange, hotels . .. and the home offices of large corporations of the
first rank” — were infrequently opened to Jews.” The surge into the schools,
and through the schools into the professions, met with resistance from the
older, largely Protestant population that dominated these institutions.

In the 1930s, depression and discrimination outside the ethnic economy
led many second-generation Jews to seek an alternative in public employ-
ment. Although the quest for government jobs, and in particular teaching
positions, had started earlier, the straitened circumstances of the 1930s ac-
celerated this search. The quality and quantity of Jews vying for govern-
ment employment increased, heightening the competitive pressure on the
Irish and yielding the antagonism we’ve already observed.

Jewish-Irish conflict reached its height in the late 1930s; it gradually
subsided, replaced by a more explosive, deeply antagonistic relationship with
blacks. Although black occupations were more similar to those of the Irish
than they were to the Jews’, the economic pursuits of Jews put them at odds
with blacks on various counts. The Jews dominated small retail activity
throughout the city and were particularly prominent in Harlem. The Jew-
ish storeowners in Harlem sold to blacks but preferred not to employ them
until protests in the mid-1930s finally forced them to relent. Antagonism
toward Jewish shopkeepers in Harlem rose during the 1930s, fueled by the
depression and by Jews’ broader role as middlemen in the Harlem econ-
omy. Frustration boiled over in the riot of 1943, when black Harlemites
burned down the stores of Jews in a fury that presaged events to come.?
Hostility simmered thereafter, reaching the boiling point during the 1960s.

The transformation of the ethnic economy also engendered black-Jewish
conflict. Rapid Jewish social mobility meant a dwindling Jewish working
class; the diminishing supply of Jewish workers had a particularly notable
effect on the garment industry, where Jewish factory owners were forced
to hire outsiders in growing numbers —first Italians, then blacks. In World
War 11, desperate for workers, Jewish employers hired blacks in great num-
bers. By 1950, there were 25,000 African American garment workers, 20,000
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As Jews sought to move beyond the ethnic economy, interethnic com-
petition and antagonism grew more intense. The relatively rapid educational
progress of younger immigrants and of the second generation prepared them
to work outside the ethnic economy, but gentile employers were rarely eager
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But relations between blacks and Jews proved uneasy. Blacks moved
into less-skilled, poorer-paying positions, from which mobility into better-
remunerated positions proved difficult. Although the garment unions made
explicit efforts to organize black workers and integrate them into union
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structures, few blacks moved up to elected offices, and none high up in the
union hierarchy. To protect jobs from southern competitors, the unions
adopted a policy of wage restraint, which inevitably meant a softened stance
_ on union employers at home —much to the dismay of black New York gar-
ment workers. '’

The garment business was the Jewish enclave of the past; Jewish mo-
bility into the middle class had made teaching the Jewish niche of the mid-
1960s. As the schools came to serve a growing black population, their role
was increasingly contested by black students, parents, and protest organiza-
tions. The complaints were various, and not all directly linked to the Jews’
prominent role in the school system; but the situation in which so many
Jews were teachers and so many schools in black neighborhoods were staffed
by Jews inevitably led to conflict. In 1968, a black-dominated school board
in Brooklyn dismissed a group of white, largely Jewish teachers and replaced
them with a mainly black staff; these actions set off a three-month-long
strike by the Jewish-led teachers’ union. Although the union eventually won,
its victory was pyrrhic, at least concerning black-fewish relations. Memory
of the strike and the resentments it fueled have not significantly changed,
even a generation later."

What has altered, however, is the economic position of the Jews. The
ethnic economy of the immigrant days remains, but in vestigial form. Al-
though Jews are still active in the garment industry, they mainly concen-
trate in the designing and merchandising ends. “Goldberg” no longer runs
clothing factories; his place has been taken by “Kim” and “Wong,” who
only employ compatriots, not blacks. The same transformations have changed
the face of petty retailing and small landlording— the older flash points of
black-Jewish conflict. The Jewish presence in the public sector is also fad-
-ing fast: working as a city engineer or accountant used to be a Jewish occu-
pation; now these careers engage far many more Patels than Cohens.'> Only
in teaching and in higher education do the Jewish concentrations of the past
remain in full force.”

A distinctive Jewish role in New York’s economy still lives on. It is to be
found in the professions, in the persistently high rate of Jewish self-employ-
ment, in the prominence of Jews in law, real estate, finance, and the media.
But the current Jewish pursuits differ cruciaily from the older ethnic econ-
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gone. But its legacy and the many other resources around which groups can
compete —status, politics, and territory—ensure continued conflict between
Jews and their ethnic neighbors.

The Blacks

In 1890, the black share of the New York population was 1.6 percent— just
about what it had been on the eve of the Civil War. But in the 1890s the
South started losing blacks due to outmigration, and that loss quickly trans-
lated into New York’s gain. By 1920, New York housed 150,000 black res-
idents —who, although only 3 percent of the city’s population, made New
York the country’s largest black urban concentration. In the next twenty
years, as European immigration faltered and then stopped, and bad condi-
tions in the rural South provided additional reasons to leave, the number of
black New Yorkers tripled. Postwar prosperity and a new wave of mecha-
nization down South launched a final, massive flow northward: by 1960, the
African American population of New York numbered 1,088,000, of whom
approximately 320,000 had moved to the city from other areas (mainly the
South) in the previous ten years.!*

It was not until 1940 that black New Yorkers moved out of the periph-
eries of the New York economy. At the turn of the century, blacks mainly
found work in domestic labor, with 90 percent of black women and 55
percent of black men working in some type of domestic service occupation.
Blacks’ confinement to domestic service reflected, in part, the unfavorable
terms of competition with immigrants, who had evicted them from trades
where they had previously been accepted. The continued expansion of New
York’s economy slowly opened doors in a few manufacturing industries;
the shutoff of immigration during World War I and its permanent demise
after 1924 further accelerated dispersion into other fields.!

But the depression largely put an end to these gains. By 1940, 40 per-
cent of blacks still worked in personal service—a far greater proportion
than among the workforce overall.'s With the advent of World War II doors
to other jobs were finally unlocked; manufacturing, in particular, saw very

large black employment gains. Yet unlike the case in Chicago or Detriot,
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omy in that they are detached from the dynamics of interethnic competition
that characterized earlier periods. In a sense, the material basis that under-
lay anti-Semitic currents in New York for most of the twentieth century is
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Lacking auto factories or steel mills, New York’s goods-producing sector was
a concentration of low-wage jobs; white workers remained ensconced in the
better-paying, more skilled positions. Opportunities for blacks were more
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easily found in the burgeoning service sector— for example, health care —
and in government; hence, blacks quickly dispersed into other fields.

Government, where 35 percent of native-born black New Yorkers
worked in 1990,7 has become the black niche par excellence. The history
of black employment in the public sector provides yet another example of
the continuing, interethnic competitive conflicts over jobs and economic
resources in which New York’s ethnic groups have been engaged.

In the early years of the twentieth century, local government, like most
other New York employers, closed its doors to blacks: in 1911, the city only
employed 511 blacks, almost all of whom were laborers. In the early 1920s,
Tammany installed the leader of its black client organization, the United
Colored Democracy, as a member of the three-person Civil Service Com-
mission, but black access to public jobs changed marginally. By the late
1920s, the city counted 2,275 black workers on its payroll, of whom 900
were in laboring jobs and an additional 700 were in other noncompetitive
or per diem positions.'® The reform regime did more for blacks, pushing
black employment above parity by 1940.'° But these effects occurred as a
result of the government’s burgeoning payrolls, and they were mainly felt
in the black concentrations of hospitals, sanitation, and public works, where
more than 80 percent of the city’s black job holders worked in 1935.*° More-
over, blacks remained vulnerable to discriminatory practices, as in the city-
owned subway system, where blacks only worked as porters, with the excep-
tion of a few stations in Harlem. Most important, the employment system
that emerged during the depression put blacks at a structural disadvantage
in competition with whites. Lacking the educational skills and credentials
needed to qualify for most city jobs, blacks and Puerto Ricans found them-
selves channeled into noncompetitive positions, of which the single largest
concentration was found in the municipal hospital system. From here there
were few routes of movement upward, as these bottom-level positions were
disconnected from the competitive system, which promoted from within.

Race didn’t reach the top of the government’s agenda until 1965, when
John Lindsay arrived in office, the first reformer elected mayor since La-
Guardia.?! Elected with the votes of liberals and minorities, Lindsay lacked
his predecessors’ commitments to the interests of the largely white, civil ser-
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but resistance proved severe when his reforms threatened established white
ethnic workers in the better-paid ranks.

Lindsay’s main focus, in contrast to earlier reform administrations, was
to evade the civil service system and its unionized defenders. The Lindsay
administration created new, less-skilled positions for which minority resi-
dents could be more easily hired. But this approach never involved large num-
bers and, more important, left existing eligibility requirements unchallenged,
shunting minority recruits into dead-end jobs, where they were marooned.

Lindsay backed off from his confrontations with the civil service sys-
tem and its defenders in the aftermath of the disastrous 1968 teachers’ strike.
Where the mayor could both accommodate the unions and pursue his ear-
lier goals of increasing minority employment, he did—mainly by tripling
the number of exempt workers and shifting them from agency to agency to
avoid the requirement of taking an examination. But in other instances,
pressure from civil service interests proved overwhelming. With Abraham
Beame’s accession to City Hall in 1973, followed in 1977 by Edward Koch,
mayoral support for black employment gains vanished for the next sixteen
years.

The 1970s and 1980s nevertheless saw dramatic gains in black govern-
ment employment. Like earlier white ethnic groups that had developed a
concentration in public jobs, blacks benefited from simultaneous shifts in
the structure of employment and in the relative availability of competing
groups.

Changes in the structure of employment came from a variety of sources.
The Equal Employment Opportunity (EEO) Act of 1972 prohibited dis-
crimination in local government. By requiring local governments to main-
tain records on all employees by race and gender and to submit them to the
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, with the clear expectation
that governments would show improvement over time, the act also led to
institutional changes. As EEO functions were established in each city agency,
recruitment and personnel practices changed in ways that benefited previ-
ously excluded groups, as recruitment became focused on minority and im-
migrant conunumnities.

Moreover, the 1972 act provided minority employees with levers to act

vice workforce and pledged to increase black and Puerto Rican employment
in city agencies. But the new mayor quickly discovered that the civil service
strizcture was not easily amenable to change. Lindsay gradually made progress
in reducing the inflated eligibility requirements inherited from the depression,

~on more recalcitrant agencies, which they used with greatest ettectiveness

in the uniformed services. For example, in 1973 the Vulcan Society (the or-
ganization of black firefighters) successfully challenged the results of a 1971
exam, leading to an imposition of a 1:3 quota for the duration of that list
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(1973-79). In 1979, the Guardians and the Hispanic Society challenged the
1979 police officer’s exam; court findings of disparate impact led to the im-
position of a 33.3 percent minority quota for the duration of the list.

While the advent of affirmative action helped increase access for blacks
and other minorities, other changes on the supply side hastened the growth
of black employment. Although the city’s attraction to its traditional white
ethnic labor force had begun to diminish by the 1960s, the fiscal crisis of
the mid-1970s decisively exacerbated and extended the city’s recruitment
difficulties among its traditional workforce. By the time large-scale hiring
resumed in the early 1980s, public employment had become a less attractive
option than before. Moreover, municipal salaries and benefits took a severe
beating during the fiscal crisis; although compensation edged back upward
during the 1980s, real gains never recaptured the losses endured during the
1970s. The strength enjoyed by New York’s private sector during the 1980s
pulled native white workers up the hiring queue and cut of the effective la-
bor supply for many city agencies.?

In a situation where “the City was hiring a great deal and not turning
away anyone who was qualified,” as one deputy commissioner told me in
an interview, the disparity in the availability of minority and white workers
led to rapid recruitment of minority workers. Minorities had constituted only
40 percent of the new workers hired in 1977, makjng up the majority in
only two low-paid occupational categories. By 1987, minorities made up 56
percent of all hires, dominating the ranks of new recruits in five out of eight
“occupational categories.?

Thus, the Koch years of 1977 to 1989 saw the ethnic composition of
the municipal workforce completely transformed, notwithstanding the may-
or’s opposition to affirmative action and the disfavor with which minority
leaders greeted his hiring policies. By 1990, whites constituted 48 percent
of the 375,000 people working for the city and just slightly more —50 per-
cent—of the 150,000 people working in the agencies that the mayor di-
rectly controlled.? The declining white presence in municipal employment
chiefly benefited blacks. Blacks constituted 25 percent of the city’s popula-
tion and a still smaller proportion of residents who were older than eigh-
teen and thus potentially employable, but made up 36 percent of the city’s
total workforce and 38 percent of those who worked in the mayoral agen-
cies. Although blacks were still underrepresented in some of the city’s most
desirable jobs, the earlier pattern of concentration at the bottom was over-

come. The municipal hospital system, which employed two-thirds of the
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city’s black employees in the early 1960s, in 1990 employed less than one-
fifth, reflecting the dispersion of blacks throughout the municipal sector. And
higher-level jobs showed clusters of considerable black overrepresentation
as well, with blacks accounting for 40 percent of the administrators and 36
percent of the professionals employed in the direct mayoral agencies.

By 1990, when David Dinkins became New York’s first black mayor,
the phase of black-for-white succession in municipal employment was nearly
complete. Blacks held just over 35 percent of all city jobs; although unevenly
represented among the city’s many agencies, they were often a dominant
presence, accounting for more than 40 percent of employment in six of the
ten largest agencies, and more than 50 percent of employment in three of
the largest ten.

The comparison with Latinos underlines blacks’ advantage in the new
ethnic division that has emerged in city government. Whereas the city’s
Latinos and black populations are equal in number, Latinos hold one-third
as many municipal jobs as do blacks. The discrepancies are even greater as
one moves up the occupational hierarchy into the ranks of managers and
professionals. And blacks have been far more successful than Latinos in gain-
ing new permanent civil service jobs, rather than the provisional appoint-
ments on which Latinos have mainly relied. The disparity has not gone un-
noticed, as the Commission on Hispanic Concerns pointed out in a 1986
report.® Of course, other answers might be invoked to explain Latino’s mu-
nicipal jobs deficit relative to blacks. But whatever the precise explanation,
Mayor Dinkins’s continuing conflicts with the Hispanic community suggest
that earlier patterns of interethnic competition over municipal jobs remain
alive and well.

The Koreans

In the mid-1960s, just when New York could no longer retain its native
population, it reverted back to its role as an immigrant mecca. Immigrants
began flocking to New York immediately after the liberalization of U.S.
immigration laws in 1965. Their arrival has been the principal driving force
of demographic and ethnic change in New York ever since— and will con-
tinue ta be for the

to be for the foreseeable future.
In 1965, what no one expected was the burgeoning of Asian immi-
gration. The reforms tilted the new system toward immigrants with kinship
ties to permanent residents or citizens. Since there had been so little Asian
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immigration in the previous fifty years, how could Asian newcomers find
settlers with whom to seek reunification? The answer is that kinship connec-
tions were helpful, but not essential. The 1965 reforms also created oppor-

tunities for immigrants whose skills—as engineers, doctors, nurses, phar- -
macists—were in short supply. Along with students already living in the .-
United States and enjoying easy access to American employers, these pro--
fessionals made up the first wave of new Asian immigrants, creating the ba- -

sis for the kinship migration of less well educated relatives.

Thus, well-educated, highly skilled immigrants have dominated the Ko-
rean influx to the United States and to New York in particular. Although
Koreans constitute a small portion of New York’s new immigrants — rarely
more than 3 percent of the eighty thousand to ninety thousand legal immi-
grants who come to New York each year— they play an important and very
visible role. As middle-aged newcomers with poor English~language skills
and often lacking professional licenses, relatively few Koreans have managed

to steer a route back into the fields for which they trained. Instead they have =
turned to small business, setting up new businesses at a rate that few other -

groups can rival.

Koreans started in fruit and vegetable stores, taking over shops in all
areas of the city, regardless of neighborhood composition or customer clien-
tele. From there, Koreans moved on to other retail specialties—dry clean-
ing, fish stores, novelty shops, and nail salons. By 1980, a third of New York
Korean males were already self-employed. The 1991 Korean Business Direc-
tory provides a ready indicator of commercial growth over the 1980s, listing
over 120 commercial specialties in which Korean firms are to be found.?

The roots of the Korean ethnic economy are found in several sources.
The competitive field was open. By the middle to late 1960s, the sons and
daughters of Jewish and Italian storekeepers had better things to do than
mind a store, and their parents, old, tired, and scared of crime, were ready
to sell out to the newcomers from Korea. By the 1980s, the supply of new,
native-born white entrepreneurs had virtually dried up. One survey of neigh-
borhood businesses in Queens and Brooklyn found that almost half of the
white-owned shops were run by immigrants and that most white busi-
nesses were long-established entities, in contrast to the newly founded Ko-
rean shops with which they competed ¥

Another spur to growth came from within the ethnic community. Ko-
reans, like every other immigrant group, have special tastes and needs that
are best served by an insider: the growth of the Korean population has

When the Melting Pot Boils Over / 277

. restaurant owners. Although the Korean community is too small to support
a huge commercial infrastructure oriented to ethnic needs, the community

has utilized its ethnic connections to Korea to develop commercial activi-
ties oriented toward non-Korean markets. Active trade relations between
South Korea and the United States have provided a springboard for many
Korean-owned import-export businesses, of which 119 are listed in the
1991 Korean Business Directory.

Finally, the social structure of the Korean community itself generates
advantages for business success that few other immigrant groups share. Many
Koreans emigrate with capital, and those who are cash poor can raise money
through rotating credit associations known as gae. Because Koreans migrate
in complete family units, family members provide a supply of cheap and
trusted labor. The prevalence of self-employment means that many Kore-
ans have close ties to other business owners, who in turn are a source of in-
formation and support, and the high organizational density of the Korean
community — which is characterized by an incredible proliferation of alumni
clubs, churches, businessman’s associations— provides additional conduits
for the flow of business information and the making of needed contacts.
These community resources distinguish the Koreans from their competi-
tors, who are less likely to be embedded in ethnic or family ties that can be
drawn upon for help with business information, capital assistange, or staffing
problems.

The Koreans have discovered that conflict need not be interethnic; there
are other sources of threat, and in the 1980s they mobilized Korean mer-
chants on a considerable scale. Like other small business owners, Koreans
were unhappy with local government, usually with something that govern-
ment was doing or was threatening to do. Fruit and vegetable store owners
felt that sanitation officials were too conscientious about sidewalk cleanli-
ness, especially since the result of the officials” demands was often a fine that
the Korean store owner had to pay. Pressuring the city to relax inspections
became a high priority for Korean organizations. In the late 1980s, as the
city’s fiscal crisis led it to search for new sources of revenue, fiscal planners
thought of placing a special tax on dry cleaners. So Korean dry cleaners
entered an unusual coalition with the white owners of commercial laun-
dries, and the union that represented the laundryworkers, to roll back the
planned tax. Like other small business owners, Korean merchants could also
become dissatisfied with government’s failure to act. The prosperity of the
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1980s gave commercial landiords license to raise rents to the maximum,
much to the distress of small business owners throughout the city. Koreans
joined with their non-Korean counterparts to push for commercial rent
contro]l—to no avail. .

Although Italians and Jews have largely deserted petty retail trade, they
have remained in wholesaling, where the businesses are larger and profits
more sizable. Thus Jewish and Italian fruit and vegetable or fish whole-
salers have acquired a substantial Korean trade. The encounter has not al-
ways been a happy one, as Illsoo Kim recounted in his pathbreaking book:
“Especially in their first years of emergence into the fruit and vegetable
business, Koreans reported many incidents at the Hunts Point [whole-
sale] Market. The incidents ranged from unfair pricing and sale of poor-
quality produce by the Italian and Jewish wholesalers, to physical threats
and beatings administered by competing white retailers”?® Such conflicts
sparked the first mass demonstration by Koreans ever in New York. Al-
though Kim reports that Koreans were subsequently accepted by the
wholesaling community, there have been continued incidents and protests,
including a recent boycott by Koreans of one of the city’s largest fish
wholesalers.?

In New York, as in almost every other major American city, black
neighborhoods have provided new immigrants from Asia and the Middle
East with an important economic outlet. To some extent, Koreans and
other immigrants have simply replaced older white groups that had long
sold to blacks and were now eager to bail out of an increasingly difficult
and tense situation. By opening stores in black neighborhoods Koreans were
also filling the gap left by the departure of large, nonethnic chain stores,
which were steadily eliminating the low-margin, high-cost operations in-
volved in serving a ghetto clientele. Selling to black customers proved fraught
with conflict. Small protests erupted in the late 1970s. In 1981 a boycott
erupted along 125th Street, Harlem’s main commercial thoroughfare, with
black leaders calling Korean shop owners “vampires” who came to Harlem
to “suck black consumers dry”*

Repeated security problems as well as more organized clashes led Ko-
rean store owners to establish neighborhood prosperity associations, in ad-
dition to those organizations that grouped merchants in a particular retail

branch. Thus, alongside groups like the Korean Produce Association or the
Korean Apparel Contractors Associations, one finds neighborhood groups
like the Korean Merchant Association of the Bronx or the Uptown Korean
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Merchants Association, which seek “to improve Korean merchants’ reiations
with local residents or communities” while lobbying local police for more
effective support.’!

In 1990 antagonism between black shoppers and Korean merchants
erupted in picket lines set up in front of two Korean stores in the Flatbush
section of Brooklyn. The clash started with a dispute between a Korean
store owner and a black Haitian customer who charged assault; that claim
then provoked black activist groups— of fairly dubious repute** — to estab-
lish a boycott that targeted not only the offending owner, but a neighbor-
ing Korean merchant against whom no injury was ever charged.

The boycott lasted for months, choking off business at both stores. Al-
though customers disappeared, the two stores were kept alive by contribu-
tions from the organized Korean community, which perceived a broader
danger to its economic viability should the boycott succeed. As time went
on, government officials were inevitably involved. The boycott became a
crisis for Mayor Dinkins, who was widely criticized for not actively seek-
ing an end to the dispute.

The boycott ground to a halt, and a court threw out the legal suit
brought by the aggrieved Haitian shopper. Other, fortunately short-lived
boycotts were started in New York even while the Flatbush dispute lingered
on. A clash in a nearby Brooklyn area between blacks and a small group of
Vietnamese refugees— possibly mistaken for Koreans — showed how quickly
tensions generated in one arena could move to another.

Conclusion

The story of New York’s Irish, Jews, blacks, and Koreans is richer and more
complicated than the occupational histories ['ve recounted in the preced-
ing pages. But if the chapter’s deliberately one-sided focus provides only a
partial account, it reminds us of ethnicity’s continuing importance, and not
simply because of feelings for one’s own kind or animosities toward out-
siders. Rather, ethnicity’s centrality stems from its role as the mechanism
whereby groups of categorically different workers have been sorted into an
identifiably distinct set of jobs. In this sense, the ethnic division of labor has
been the central division of labor in modern New York. Now, as in the
past, distinctive roles in the ethnic division of labor impart a sense of “we-
ness” and group interest— ensuring the persistence of ethnic fragmentation
and conflict.
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