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Instructor: Ian Thomas-Bignami 
Spring, 2014 
Location: ET-122B 
Day and Time: M, W, F, 9:30-11:55 
April 7-May 21, 2014 



Course Schedule: Weeks #4-7 

Week Four Public Voices #1(Free Speech and Dissent) 

Music: Protest Songs  

April 28th  Reading Distributed in Class: The Freedom of Speech  

Mario Salvio: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PhFvZRT7Ds0 

April 30th Reading: Martin Luther King Jr., “I Have a Dream” 

  Langston Hughes, “Dream Deferred” 

Woody Guthrie: “This Land is Your Land” 

Sam Cooke: “A Change is Gonna Come” 

Listen to these corresponding recordings and videos:  

Martin Luther King Jr.: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=smEqnnklfYs 

Woody Guthrie: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wxiMrvDbq3s 

Sam Cooke: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gbO2_077ixs 

May 2nd  Reading: Clyde Kluckholn, “Customs” 

  Watch: A Time For Justice (Parts #1 and #2): 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ow-bdFDrkAw 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hP-inTdNIiE 

  Discussion of Project #2 

Journal Entry Due in Class 

Group Problem Set Activity 

  (Group Problem Set Due) 



 

 

Week Five Public Voices #2 (Cultural Conflicts) 

May 5th Reading: Allport, “Prejudice and the Individual” 

  Malcolm X “Hair” 

May 7th Reading: Chang-Rae Lee, from Native Speaker 
  Itabari Njeri “Cultural Conflict” and Response Letter. 

May 9th Reading: Online Wikipedia Entry “Internment of Japanese Americans” (Read 
main sections for general history) 

 Film: selections from Rabbit in the Moon 

Group Problem Set Activity 

Journal Entry Due in Class 

  (Group Problem Set Due) 

Week Six Public Voices #3 (Cultures in Public) 

Music: Student Suggestions! 

May 12th Reading: Read independently for Project #2 (Report what you read) 

In-Class Presentation and Performance 

  Post-Performance Discussion  

May 14th Reading: Explore the website: “The New Americans” 
 
http://www.pbs.org/independentlens/newamericans/index.html 
 
Directions: Read and View     “Meet the New Americans” 

 “Cultural Riches” 
 

Within “Cultural Riches” pay particular attention to: 
 Latino Mural Tradition Slideshow 

  Nigerian Music 
  Language 
 
Film: “Becoming American” 
 



May 16th  Instead of Reading: Bring a list of cultural “contributions,” either from your 
own or another culture/country/region that you think are visible in American 
culture today. 

  Journal Entry Due in Class 

  (Group Problem Set Due) 

Week Seven  

May 19th Project #2 Due in Class 

May 21st  Final Class. Party. 

  Final Reflective Letter Due in Class 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



'(1 HAVE A DREAM ..." 
LVTFIERKING,(Copyright 1963, M.~RTIN JR.) 

Speeoh by the Rev. MAXTIN LUTHEE KING 
At  the "Marah ~n Wa&hi~xgton" 

I am happy to join with you today in what will go down 
in history as the greatest demonstration for freedom in 
the histmy of olw nation. 

Five smre yeag ago a great American in w h w  s p -
Imlic shadow we stand today signed the Emancipation 
Proshation. This momen~tous deoree is a great W n 
light of hope to millions of Negro slaves who had been 
seared in the flames of withering injustice. It cmm ais a 
joyous d:tybreak to end the long night of their captivity. 
But 100 years later the Negro still is nok free. One hun- 
dred yearn later the life of t,he Xegro is still badly 
crippled by the manacles of segregation and the chains of 
diwrimination. One hundred gears later the Negro lives 
on a lonely island of povedp in the mjidst d a vast meam 
of matr.ria1 prosperity. O w  hundred years later the 
Negao is still lanlgnisl~cd ill the cornem of American 
=ie$ and finds hinleclf in exile in his m lad .  So 
wu'vc come ho1.c. today to (1mma.tize a shamdul ccmditicm. 

I n  a sense w~tl'wG o m e  to our nation's capital to cash 
a c+heck. When the aJrrahiteet.s o~f our Republic wrote the 
mzpifiemt WOI-(1s of the Constitution and the h l a r a t i o n  
d Lmdepcintlc.nce, thcp were signing a promissory note to 
which ewry h le r ioan  was to fall heir. This note was a 
promise that. dl IWII-yes, black nwn as well as white 
me-n-would he g~al .a~ltwdthe unalienable rights of life, 
liberty and the pursuit of happiness. It is obvious today 
tha$ America has defaulted on this promissory note inso-
fkr as hnr citizens of cololr arc c.oncerned. Ins'tead of ,-



honoring this sacred obligation, ~ m e & a  has given the 
Nepo  people a bad deck, a check whioh has come back 
marked "inisrdfioient funds. " 

But we refuse to believe that tihe bank of justice is 
tmikrupt. W e  ~.ef,fuseto belierc? that there are insufficient 
Suncis in the gma,t vaults of opportunity of this nation. 
So we've come to cash this check, ti check that will give 
11s upon demand the ridlcs of f~eedom and the security of 
justice. 

We have dw conic to this hallowed spot to remind 
America of the fierce urgcacp of now. This is no time to 
cl~g,agcin the 11ixui~ of cooling off or to ta.ke the t-ran- 
quilizing di-ng of gradualism. Now is the time to make 
leal the prmlisos of democracy. Now is the time to rise 
from the dark and rlcsolatt. valley of segregation to the 
millit path of racial j~wticc~.Now is the time to lift our 
ion from the qaicksands of racial injustice to the solid 

rock of bbr.fitfherhowl. 

Now is the time t.o nlalrc justice a 1-mlity for a l l  a€ 
God's child~en. It wo~.ltlbe f a td  for the nation to over- 
look the urgency of the momen,t. This swelte&.g summer 
of the Xegro's legitimate discontent. will nat pass until 
there is an invigol-atiag autumn of f reedm and equality 
-1963 is not an end but rz beginning. who hope 
that the Xegro needed to blow off sim.m and will now be 
c*cmtenlwill have a n d c  a wakening if the miioln retumw 
to business as w u d .  

There will be neither rest nor tranquility In America, 
until the Negro is granted his fiitizenship rights. The 
whirlwinds of revolt will con:t.inue to shake the fouda -  
tiom of our nation until the bright d q s  of justice merge. 

(Copyright 1963. MARTINLCTI-XFRKIW., JR.) 



Anii that is something that I must say to my people who 
at& an the worn threshold whioh leads the palm 
of justice. In the prmess d gaining our rightful p l w  
we must not be guilty of wrongful deeds. Let us not 
seek to satisfy our thirst for freedom by dl-i;nking from 
the cup of bithrness anld h a h d .  

We must forever conduct our struggle cm t~he high plane 
of dignity and diwipline. We must not allow oar erea-
tive proltests to degenerate into physicd videme. Again 
and again we must. rise to t<he maje&ic heights of m&t.ing 
physical form with soul force. The marvelous new mili- 
tancy whi& has engulfed the Negro communi.ty must not 
lead us t.o distrust all white people, for mamy d our white 
bro;tlwr.s, as evidenced by their presence here today, have 
come to realize that tlheir destiny is tied up with our 
destiny. 

They have come t30 realize that their freedom is in-
extricably hound to qur fredorn. We cannot walk alone. 
And rn we walk we must make the pledge that we shall 
always march ahead. We cannot turn back. There are 
thase who atweasldng the devotees of civil rights, "When 
will you be satisfied?" We can never be satisfied as lomg 
as the Negro is the victim of the unspeakable horrors of , 
police brutality. 

Tire can never. be mtisficd as long as our bodie~s,heavy 
with the fatigue of travel, cannot gain lodging in the 
matds of the highways and the hot& od the &ties. 

We m n m t  be satisfied as long as the Negro's basic 
mobility is from a smaller ghetto to a larger one. W e  
can never be satisfied a+slong as our children are atripped 
of the,ir adulthood and robbed of their dignity by signs 
stating "For Whites Only." 

(Copyright 1963. MARTIHLUTHERKING, JR.) 



We canad be srtthfid a63 10% as the-Negro in Mis-
sisbippi oannot vote and the %fegro' in New York believes 
he has nothing for prrbiah to vde. 

6 \ 

.No, no, we are not satisfied, d we will wit be sakis-
Eed until justice. rolls down like wakemi azEd r i g h t e m m ~  
like ,a mighty beam.  

I ain not unmindful that some otf you have c d e  here ,' 

out of' gm.t t r ia ls a.nd tribulation. Some of you have 
come frewh from narrow jail d l s .  Some of you have ' 
oom4 from areas where your ,quest for freedm left you 
1m.ttered by the s toms of persecuhn and stagger& by 
the winds of police brutality. You have been the veterans' 
of creative suffering. 

Continue to work with the faith that- n m m d  sufferkg 
is redemptive. Go baek to hiississippi, go back to Ala-

f
hma,  go back to Sonth Carolina, go back to Georgia, go . 
t w k  to Louisiana, go back to the s lum and ghet-tm d our 
Nmthern cities, knowing t . b t  somehow this situation &an 
and will be cihamged. Lit us not wa.Ilow in the vailey of 
despair. 

I say to you %day,my friends, though, even though 
we face the difficultiesof toclay and torno~~ow,I still haw 
a dream. I t  is a dream deeply rooted in the Amerieaa 
cham. I have a dream thak me day this nation will rise 
up, live out the true meaning of its creed: "We hold these 
truths to be self-erident, that all men are created equal." 

I have a dream t b t  olle day on the red hills of Georgia 
sow of for~rmei- slaves and the *om of former slave-owners 
will be able to sit down together at tqhe table of brother- 
hod .  I have a dream that one day even the state of 
Mississippi, a state sweltering with the beat d injustice, 

(Copyright 1963, MARTINLUTHF~KING, JR.) 



sweltering with tihe heat of oppression, will be trans-
f'onned h t o  an oasis of freedom and 'justice. 

I have a ream that my four little children will me day 
live in a 13iat.icmwhere they will not be judged by the oololr 
of ;their ~ k i ibut by the content of their &rmtm.r.r I have 
u d r a m  . . . I have a dresjlm that one cEay in AJabama., 
with ibs vbious racists, with its governor h.avin.g his lips 
dripping with the wards of interpwitim w d  nullifi+tion, 
one day right t.here in Alabama little black boys and black 
girls will be able to join hands with litkle white boyis and 
white girls as sist&s and brothers. 

1 b v g  a dream today . . . I have a aream that one day 
every vadley shall be exdted, every hill and mountain 
&dl be made low. The rough places wild be made plain, 
aad the crooked places 'will be made straight. &nd the 
glory of the Lord shall be rereal&, and all flesh &all see 
it together. This is our hope. This is thle faith that 1 
go I>aolc to bhhc Sout.h wi1,h. Wikh this faith we will be 
able to hew out d the mount& of despair a stane of 
I~o~rn.Vith this faith we will be able to transform the 
jsl~gling discords of our nation into a b ~ u t i f ~ lsymphony 
c d '  brotherhwd. MTith this faith we will be able ta work 
together, to pray to get he^, to struggle together, to go to 
jail together, to stand ap for freedom @ether, knowing 
that we will he frre one day. 

This will be the day when all of God's ahildren will be 
able to sing with new meaning. "My country, 'tis of thee, 
swo t  lami of liberty, of t h e  I sing. Land where my 
?'athers d i d ,  land of the pilgrim's pride, from every 
n~ountain side, let freedom ring." And if h e r i m  is to 
he rr great nation, this mudt become true. So let freedom 
sing from the p r ~ i g i o u s  hilltops d New Hampshire. 
Let freedom ring from the mighty mountains of New 

(Copyright 1963, MARTISIXI'HERKING,JR.) 



Park. kt,freedom ring from the heightertiing Allegknies 
of Pennsylvania. k t  freedom ring f r m  the mowcapped 
Rmkias o& Colorado. Let freedom ring from the eurva- 
c+mus s l o w  of California. 

But nat hnly that. Let freedom rhg from Stone Msun-
tain of Georgia. Let freedom ring from Looko;ut Moun- 
t-& of Tmcj.ssee. k t  freedom ring from every hill and 
molehill of hGssiwippi, from every mounhin side. Let 
freedom ring . . . 

When we allow freedom to ring-when we let it ring 
from every city and every ha.mlet, from every s~tate and 
every aity, we will be able to speed up that day when d l  
CUF God's children, black men and white men, Jews and 
Gentiles, Proteslhts and Catholim, will be able to join 
hands and sing in the words of the old Negro spiritual, 
" F m  at last, Free at last, Great God a-mighty, We axe 
free at last." 

(Copyright 1963, MARTINLUTHER JR.)KING, 
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332 Notes of a Native Son 

Langston Hughes 
(1902-1967) 

Dream Deferred 
What happens to a dream deferred? 

Does it dry up 
like a raisin in the sun? 
Or fester like a sore
And then run? 
Does it stink like rotten meat? 
Or crust and sugar over-
like a syrupy sweet? 

Maybe it just sags 
like a heavy load. 

Or does it explode? 

(1951) 

Notes of a Native Son 

James Baldwin 
James Baldwin (1924-1987) was born in Harlem. The eldest of nine chil
dren, he never knew his real father. After the death of his stepfather, a lay 
preacher, in 1943, he lived in Greenwich Village, working by day as handy
man, office boy, or factory worker, and writing at night. A Rosenwald 
Fellowship enabled him to go to Paris in 1948 where he wrote his first two 
novels, Go Tell It on the Mountain (1953) and Giovanni's Room (1956), 
and the essays published as Notes of a Native Son (1955). 

Baldwin returned to America in 1957 and continued his career as a 
distinguished novelist, playwright, and essayist, and as a spokesman for 
black civil rights. His first Broadway Play, Blues for Mister Charlie, was 
dedicated to his friend Medgar Evers, the civil rights leader who had 
recently been slain, and to the children bombed in a Birmingham church. 
He won many awards, including a Guggenheim Fellowship in 1954. No
body Knows My Name, a collection of essays, was selected as one of the 
outstanding books of 1961 by the American Library Association. The Fire 
Next Time (1963)-two searing articles, or letters, on the relationship 



This Land Is Your Land (1940) 

Words and Music by Woody Guthrie  

    Chorus:  
    This land is your land, this land is my land  
    From California, to the New York Island  
    From the redwood forest, to the gulf stream waters  
    This land was made for you and me  

    As I was walking a ribbon of highway  
    I saw above me an endless skyway  
    I saw below me a golden valley  
    This land was made for you and me  

    Chorus  

    I've roamed and rambled and I've followed my footsteps  
    To the sparkling sands of her diamond deserts  
    And all around me a voice was sounding  
    This land was made for you and me  

    Chorus  

    The sun comes shining as I was strolling  
    The wheat fields waving and the dust clouds rolling  
    The fog was lifting a voice come chanting  
    This land was made for you and me  

    Chorus  

    As I was walkin' - I saw a sign there  
    And that sign said - no tress passin'  
    But on the other side .... it didn't say nothin!  
    Now that side was made for you and me!  

    Chorus  

    In the squares of the city - In the shadow of the steeple  
    Near the relief office - I see my people  
    And some are grumblin' and some are wonderin'  
    If this land's still made for you and me.  

 

 



A Change is Gonna Come (1963) 

By Sam Cooke 

I was born by the river in a little tent 
Oh and just like the river I've been running ever since 
It's been a long, a long time coming 
But I know a change gonna come, oh yes it will 

It's been too hard living but I'm afraid to die 
'Cause I don't know what's up there beyond the sky 
It's been a long, a long time coming 
But I know a change gonna come, oh yes it will 

I go to the movie and I go downtown 
Somebody keep telling me, "Don't hang around" 
It's been a long, a long time coming 
But I know a change gonna come, oh yes it will 

I go to the movie 
And I go downtown 
Somebody keep telling me don't hang around 
It's been a long, a long time coming 
But I know a change gonna come, oh yes it will 

Then I go to my brother 
And I say, "Brother, help me please" 
But he winds up knockin' me 
Back down on my knees 

Oh there been times that I thought I couldn't last for long 
But now I think I'm able to carry on 
It's been a long, a long time coming 
But I know a change gonna come, oh yes it will 
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Peter Freuchen shows man's ingenuity in adapting to extreme climatic 
conditions. Leonore Tiefer's analysis "The Kiss" shows that a particular 
ritual, natural to one culture, may be considered unnatural in another. 

The second half of this section is devoted to various aspects of 
American culture. Conrad Phillip Kottak, in "Swimming in Cross
Cultural Currents," demonstrates that cultural differences may have an 
important impact on success in sports. Horace Miner, in "Body Ritual 
Among the Nacirema," talks of a tribe that has developed seemingly 
excessive religious rituals related to bodily functions. And Ashley 
Montague, in a brief selection, discusses why American men are often 
unable to cry. 

The final two selections deal with an important, contemporary 
influence on American culture: television. Donna Woolfolk Cross, in 
"Sin, Suffer and Repent," discusses soap operas: and Michael j. Arlen, 
in "Ring Around the Collar!" analyzes the meaning of one well-known 
1V commercial. 
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CUSTOMS 
Clyde Kluckhohn 

Clyde Kluckhohn ( 1905-1960) was at the time of his death a 
.. professor of anthropology at Harvard. As an undergraduate at 
Princeton, he became ill and was sent to New Mexico to recover. 
There he spent a great deal of time in Navaho. country, learned 
the Navaho language, and developed a lifelong interest in Indian 
peoples. As a Rhodes scholar he studied at Oxford and received 
an M.A. from that university. At Harvard he played a major role 
in establishing its Russian Research Center. Among Kluckhohn's 
books are To the Foot of the Rainbow (1972), and several studies of 
the Navaho. The selection included here is an excerpt from Mir
ror for Man (1949). 

Why do the Chinese dislike milk and.milk products? Why would the 
Japanese die willingly in a Banzai charge that seemed senseless to 
Americans? Why do some nations trace descent through the father, 
others through the mother, still others through both parents? Not 
because different peoples have different instincts, not because they 
were destined by God or Fate to different habits, not because the 
weather is different in China and Japan and the United States. Some
times shrewd common sense has an answer that is close to that of the 
anthropologist: "because they w~re brought up that way." By "cul
ture" anthropology means the total life way of a people, the social 
legacy the individual acquires from his group. Or culture can be 
regarded as that part of the environment that is the creation of man. 

This technical term has a wider meaning than the "culture" of 2 

history and literature. A humble cooking pot is as much a cultural 
product as is a Beethoven sonata. In ordinary speech a man of culture 
is a man who can speak languages other than his own, who is familiar 
with history, literature, philosophy, or the fine arts. In some cliques 
that definition is still narrower. The cultured person is one who can 
talk about James Joyce, Scarlatti, and Picasso. To the anthropologist, 
however, to be human is to be cultured. There is culture in general, 
and then there are the specific cultures such as Russian, American, 
British, Hottentot, Inca. The general abstract notion serves to remind 
us that we cannot explain acts solely in terms of the biological proper-
ties of the people concerned, their individual past experience, and the 
immediate situation. The past experience of other men in the form of 
culture enters into almost every event. Each specific culture consti
tutes a kind of blueprint for all of life's activities. 

One of the interesting things about human beings is that they try 3 

to understand themselves and their own behavior. While this has been 
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particularly true of Europeans in recent times, there is no group 
which has not developed a scheme or schemes to explain man's ac
tions. To the insistent human query "why?" the most exciting illumi
nation anthropology has to offer is that of the concept of culture.· Its 
explanatory importance is comparable to categories such as evolution 
in biology, gravity in physics, disease in medicine. A good deal of 
human behavior can be understood, and indeed predicted, if we 
know a people's design for living. Many acts are neither accidental 
nor due to personal peculiarities nor caused by supernatural forces 
nor simply mysterious. Even those of us who pride ourselves on our 
individualism follow most of the time a pattern not of our own mak
ing. We brush our teeth on arising. We put on pants-not a loincloth 
or a grass skirt. We eat three meals a day-not four or five or two. We 
sleep in a bed-not in a hammock or on a sheep pelt. I do not have to 
know the individual and his life history to be able to predict these and 
countless other regularities, including many in the thinking process, 
of all Americans who are not incarcerated in jails or hospitals for the 
insane. 

To the American woman a system of plural wives seems "instinc- 4 

tively" abhorrent. She cannot understand how any woman can fail to 
be jealous and uncomfortable if she must share her husband with 
other women. She feels it "unnatural" to accept such a situation. On 
the other hand, a Koryak woman of Siberia, for example, would find 
it hard to understand how a woman could be so selfish and so undesir-
ous of feminine companionship in the home as to wish to restrict her 
husband to one mate. 

Some years ago I met in New York City a young man who did not 
speak a word of English and was obviously bewildered by American 
ways. By "blood" he was as American as you or I, for his parents had 
gone from Indiana to China as missionaries. Orphaned in infancy, he 
was reared by a Chinese family in a remote village. All who met him 
found him more Chinese than American. The facts of his blue eyes 
and light hair were less impressive than a Chinese style of gait, Chi
nese arm and hand movements, Chinese facial expression, and Chi
nese modes of thought. The biological heritage was American, but 
the cultural training had been Chinese. He returned to China. 

Another example of another kind: I once knew a trader's wife in 6 

Arizona who took a somewhat devilish interest in producing a cul
tural reaction. Guests who came her way were often served delicious 
sandwiches filled with a meat that seemed to be neither chicken nor 
tuna fish yet was reminiscent of both. To queries she gave no reply 
until each had eaten his fill. She then explained that what they had 
eaten was not chicken, not tuna fish, but the rich, white flesh of 
freshly killed rattlesnakes. The response was instantaneous-
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vomiting, often violent vomiting. A biological process is caught in a 
cultural web. 

A highly intelligent teacher with long and successful experience 
in the public schools of Chicago was finishing her first year in an 
Indian school. When askt;d how her Navaho pupils compared in intel
ligence with Chicago youngsters, she replied, "Well, I just don't know. 
Sometimes the Indians seem just as bright. At other times they just act 
like dumb animals. The other night we had .!1 dance in the high 
school. I saw a boy who is one of the best students in my English class 
standing off by himself. So I took hirn over to a pretty girl and told 
them to dance. But they just stood there with their heads down. They 
wouldn't even say anything." 1 inquired if she knew whether or not 
they were members of the same clan. "What difference would that 
make?" 

"How would you feel about getting into bed with your brother?" s 
The teacher walked off in a huff, but, actually, the two cases were 
quite comparable in principle. To the Indian the type of bodily con-
tact involved in our social dancing h~s a directly sexual connotation. 
The incest taboos between members of the same clan are as severe as 
between true brothers and sisters. The shame of the Indians at the 
suggestion that a clan brother and sister should dance and the indig
nation of the white teacher at the idea that she should share a bed 
with an adult brother represent equally nonrational responses, cultur-
ally standardized unreason. 

All this does not mean that there is no such thing as raw human 9 

nature. The very fact that certain of the same institutions are found in 
all known societies indicates that at bottom all human beings are vety 
much alike. The files of the Cross-Cultural Survey at Yale Univetsity 
are organized according to categories such as "marriage ceremonies," 
"life crisis rites," "incest taboos." At least seventy-five of these catego-
ries are represented in every single one of the hundreds of cultures 
analyzed. This is hardly surprising. The members of all human 
groups have about the same biological equipment. All men undergo 
the same poignant life experiences such as birth, helplessness, illness, 
old age, and death. The biological potentialities of the species are the 
blocks with which cultures are built. Some patterns of every culture 
crystallize around focuses provided by the inevitables of biology: the 
difference between the sexes, the presence of persons of different 
ages, the varying physical strength and skill of individuals. The facts 
of nature also limit culture forms. No culture provides patterns for 
jumping over trees or for eating iron ore. 
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Malcolm X 

Malcolm X, born in Omaha, Nebraska, in 1925, changed his 
name from Malcolm Little when he joined Elijah Muhammad's 
Black Muslims, in which he eventually moved up to become sec
ond in command. He broke with the Muslims because of major 
differences in policy and established an organization of his own. 
Soon after that he was assassinated at a public meeting, on Febru
ary 21, 1965. The Autobiography of Malcolm X, written with the help 
of Alex Haley (later more widely known as the author of Roots), 
was published in 1964. The selection reprinted here is from one 
of the early parts of the book and records an experience during 
his junior high school years in Michigan, in 1941. 

Shorty soon decided that my hair was finally long enough to be 
conked. He had promised to school me in how to beat the 
barbershops' three- and four-dollar price by making up congolene, 
and then conking ourselves. 

I took the little list of ingredients he had printed out for me, and 
went to a grocery store, where I got a can of Red Devil lye, two eggs, 
and two medium-sized white potatoes. Then at a drugstore near the 
poolroom, I asked for a large jar of vaseline, a large bar of soap, a 
large-toothed comb and a fine-toothed comb, one of those rubber 
hoses with a metal spray-head, a rubber apron and a pair of gloves. 

"Going to lay on that first conk?" the drugstore man asked me. I 
proudly told him, grinning, "Right!" 

Shorty paid six dollars a week for a room in his cousin's shabby 
apartment. His cousin wasn't at home. "It's like the pad's mine, he 
spends so much time with his woman," Shorty said, "Now, you watch 
me-" 

He peeled the potatoes and thin-sliced them into a quart-sized 
Mason fruit jar, then started stirring them with a wooden spoon as he 
gradually poured in a little over half the can oflye. "Never use a metal 
spoon; the lye will turn it black," he told me. 

A jelly-like, starchy-looking glop resulted from the lye and 
potatoes, and Shorty broke in the two eggs, stirring real fast-his own 
conk and dark face bent down close. The congolene turned pale
yellowish. "Feel the jar," Shorty said. I cupped my hand against the 
outside, and snatched it away. "Damn right, it's hot, that's the lye," he 
said. "So you know it's going to burn when I comb it in-it burns bad. 
But the longer you can stand it, the straighter the hair." 

He made me sit down, and he tied the string of the new rubber 
apron tightly around my neck, and combed up my bush of hair. 

. .. 
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Then, from the big vaseline jar, he took a handful and massaged it 
hard all through my hair and into the scalp. He also thickly vaselined 
my neck, ears and forehead. "When I get to washing out your head, 
be sure to tell me anywhere you feel any little stinging," Shorty 
warned me, washing his hands, then pulling on the rubber gloves, 
and tying on his own rubber apron. "You always got to remember 
that any congolene left in burns a sore into your head." 

The congolene just felt warm when Shorty started combing it in. 
But then my head caught fire. 

I gritted my teeth and tried to pull the sides of the kitchen table 
together. The comb felt as if it was raking my skin off. 

My eyes watered, my nose was running. I couldn't stand it any 
longer; I bolted to the washbasin. I was cursing Shorty with every 
name I could think of when he got the spray going and started soap
iathering my head. 

\ ·He lathered and spray-rinsed, lathered and spray-rinsed, maybe 
ten or twelve times, each time gradually closing the hot-water faucet, 
until the rinse was cold, and that helped some. 

"You feel any stinging spots?" 
"No," I managed to say. My knees were trembling. 
"Sit back down, then. I think we got it all out okay." 
The flame came back as Shorty, with a thick towel, started drying 

my head, rubbing hard. "Easy, man, easy!" I kept shouting. 
"The first time's always .worst. You get used to it better before 

long. You took it real good, homeboy. You got a good conk." 
When Shorty let me stand up and see in the mirror, my hair hung 

down in limp, damp strings. My scalp still flamed, but not as badly; I 
could bear it. He draped the towel around my shoulders, over my 
rubber apron, and began again vaselining my hair. 

I could feel him combing, straight back, first the big comb, then 
the fine-tooth one. 

Then, he was using a razor, very delicately, on the back of my 
neck. Then, finally, shaping the sideburns. 

My first view in the mirror blotted out the hurting. I'd seen some 
pretty conks, but when it's the first time, on your own head, the trans
formation, after the lifetime of kinks, is staggering. 

The mirror reflected Shorty behind me. We both were grinning 
and sweating. And on top of my head was this thick, smooth sheen of 
shining red hair-real red-as straight as any white man's. 

How ridiculous I was! Stupid enough to stand there simply lost in 
admiration of my hair now looking "white," reflected in the mirror in 
Shorty's room. I vowed that I'd never again be without a conk, and I 
never was for many years. 

This was my first really big step toward self-degradation: when I 
endured all of that pain, literally burning my flesh to have it look like 
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a white man's hair. I had joined that multitude of Negro men and 
women in America who are brainwashed into believing that the black 
people are "inferior"-and white people "superior"-that they will 
even violate and mutilate their God-created bodies to try to look 
"pretty" by white standards. 

EXERCISES 

Some of the Issues 

1. What is a conk and why did Malcolm X want it? . 
2. Why does Malcolm X describe the process of buying the ingre

dients and of applying them in such detail? 
3. What is the thesis of this short selection? With what arguments, 

information, or assertions does Malcolm X support his thesis? 

The Way We Are Told 

4. The selection divides into two very different parts. What are they? 
How do they differ? 

5. The main part of the selection is a description of a process. How is 
it arranged? What qualities of instruction, even of a recipe, has it? 
How and where does it differ from a recipe? 

Some Subjects for Essays 

6. Malcolm X describes a process that shows, among other things, 
that people will go to great lengths to conform. Develop a short 
essay describing, in a straightforward, neutral manner, some ex
ample of how people will subject themselves to pain, inconve
nience, and embarrassment to conform to some fashion or idea. 

7. Rewrite your previous essay, but take a strong stand indicating 
approval or disapproval of the process. 

* 8. Write an essay examining the rewards American society offers for 
conforming, or the penalties for not conforming. In addition to 
Malcolm X, you might read Podhoretz's "The Brutal Bargain." 

.. 

FITIING IN 
john Tarkov 

John Tarkov is a writer and editor who lives in Queens, New 
York. "This newspaper" (paragraph 12) refers to The New York 
Times, in whose Sunday Magazine the selection below was pub-
lished on July 7, 1985. 

Not quite two miles and 30 years from the church where these 
thoughts came to me, is a small, graveled parking lot cut out of the 
New Jersey pines, behind a restaurant and a dance hall. On road 
signs, the town is called Cassville. But to the several generations of 

, Russian-Americans whose center of gravity tipped to the Old World, 
it was known as Roova Farms. I think the acronym stands for Russian 

\ Orthodox Outing and Vacation Association. In the summers, the 
place might as well have been on the Black Sea. 

One day during one of those summers, my old man showed up 
from a job, just off a cargo ship. He made his living that way, in the 
merchant marine. With him, he had a brittle new baseball glove and a 
baseball as yet unmarked by human error. We went out to that park
ing lot and started tossing the ball back and forth; me even at the age 
of 8 at ease with the motions of this American game, him grabbing at 
the ball with his bare hands then sending it back with an unpolished 
stiff-armed heave. It was a very hot day. I remember that clearly. 
What I can't remember is who put the first scuff mark on the ball. 
Either I missed it, or he tossed it out of my reach. 

I chased it down, I'm sure with American-kid peevishness. I won- 3 

der if I said anything. Probably I mouthed off about it. 
Last winter, the phone call comes on a Saturday morning. The 4 

old man's heart had stopped. They had started it beating again. When 
I get to the hospital, he's not conscious. They let me in to see him 
briefly. Then comes an afternoon of drinking coffee and leaning on 
walls. Around 4 o'clock, two doctors come out of coronary care. One 
of them puts his hand on my arm and tells me. A nurse takes me 
behind the closed door. 

Two fragments of thought surface. One is primitive and it reso- s 
nates from somewhere deep: This all began in Russia long ago. The 
other is sentimental: He died near the sea. 

I join the tips of the first three fingers of my right hand and touch 6 

them to his forehead, then his stomach, then one side of his chest, 
then the other. It's what I believe. I pause just briefly, then give him a 
couple of quick cuffs on the side of his face, the way men do when 
they want to express affection but something stops them from em
bracing. The nurse takes me downstairs to sign some forms. 
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family to me, as if I were just passing through, just saying one long Rallo!, 

and soon would be saying a quick Goodbye! So long! It was very nice! For 

look at the way I stared at them as they ate, Lewis said. Had I never seen 

anyone put a forkful of French-cut green beans in his mouth before? This 

made Mariah laugh, but almost everything Lewis said made Mariah happy 

and so she would laugh. I didn't laugh, though, and Lewis looked at me, con

cern on his face. He said, "Poor Visitor, poor Visitor," over and over, a sympa

thetic tone to his voice, and then he told me a story about an uncle he had who 

had gone to Canada and raised monkeys, and of how after a while the uncle 

loved monkeys so much and was so used to being around them that he found 

actual human beings hard to take. He had told me this story about his uncle 

before, and while he was telling it to me this time I was remembering a dream 

I had had about them: Lewis was chasing me around the house. I wasn't 

wearing any clothes. The ground on which I was running was yellow, as if it 

had been paved with cornmeal. Lewis was chasing me around and around 

the house, and though he came close he could never catch up with me. Mariah 

stood at the open windows saying, Catch her, Lewis, catch her. Eventually I 

fell down a hole, at the bottom of which were some silver and blue snakes. 

When Lewis finished telling his story, I told them my dream. When I 

finished, they both fell silent. Then they looked at me and Mariah cleared her 

throat, but it was obvious from the way she did it that her throat did not need 

clearing at all. Their two yellow heads swam toward each other and, in uni

son, bobbed up and down. Lewis made a clucking noise, then said, Poor, poor 

Visitor. And Mariah said, Dr. Freud for Visitor, and I wondered why she said 

that, for I did not know who Dr. Freud was. Then they laughed in a soft, kind 

way. I had meant by telling them my dream that I had taken them in, because 

only people who were very important to me had ever shown up in my dreams. 

I did not know if they understood that. 

CHANG-RAE lEE 
Chang-rae Lee's first novel, Native Speaker (1995), is set in Queens, 

the quintessential "outer borough" of New York City that now holds the 

distinction of being the "most diverse" county in the United States, with 

a foreign-born population approaching 50 percent. In the excerpt that 

follows, Lee's protagonist Henry Park witnesses a tense minor standoff 

between a Korean-American store owner and an African-American cus

tomer, and hints at some of the complex rivalries and alliances that 

emerge in an intensely competitive, multicultural place like Queens. Late 

at night, exploiting themselves as cheap labor, the proprietors of the 

Korean store, the Vietnamese deli, and the West Indian takeout vie for a 

marginal extra dollar or two. 

Lee, born in Seoul in 1965, moved to the United States at the age of 

three and was raised mainly in Flushing-a Queens neighborhood in 

which new arrivals from Asia have been replacing a former generation 

of immigrants from Southern Europe for several decades. He has gone 

on to write the novels A Gesture Life (1999), Aloft (2004), and The Sur

rendered (2009) in addition to directing the Program in Creative Writing 

at Princeton University. 

from 

Native Speaker 

A s we passed the rows of Korean stores on the boulevard, John could tell 

me the names of the owners and previous owners. Mr. Kim, before him 

Park, Hong, then Cho, Im, Noh, Mrs. Yi. He himself once ran a wholesale shop 

on this very row, long before all of it became Korean in the 1980s. He sold and 

leased dry-cleaning machines and commercial washers and dryers, only 

high-end equipment. He expanded quickly from the little neighborhood busi

ness, the street-front store, for he had mastered enough language to deal with 
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non-Korean suppliers and distributors in other cities and Europe. Other 

Koreans depended on him to find good deals and transact them. Suddenly, he 

existed outside the intimate community of his family and church and the 

street where he conducted his commerce. He wasn't bound to 600 square feet 

of ghetto retail space like my father, who more or less duplicated the same 

basic store in various parts of the city. Those five stores defined the outer 

limit of his ambition, the necessary end of what he could conceive for himself. 

I am not saying that my father was not a remarkable and clever man, though 

I know of others like him who have reached farther into the land and grabbed 

hold of every last advantage and opportunity. My father simply did his job. 

Better than most, perhaps. 

Kwang, though, kept pushing, adding to his wholesale stores by eventu

ally leasing plants in North Carolina to assemble in part the machines he sold 

for the Italian and German manufacturers. He bought into car and electronics 

dealerships, too, though it was known that some of the businesses had been 

troubled in recent years, going without his full attention. The rumor was that 

he'd lost a few million at least. But he seemed to have plenty left. At the age 

of forty-one he started attending Fordham full-time for his law and business 

degrees. I have seen pictures of the graduation day hung about his house, 

Kwang and his wife, May, smiling in the bright afternoon light, bear-hugging 

each other. He passed the bar immediately, though I know he never intended 

to practice the law or big corporate business. He wanted the credentials. But 

that sounds too cynical of him, which would be all wrong. He wasn't vulner· 

able to that kind of pettiness. He was old-fashioned enough that he believed 

he needed proper intellectual training and expertise before he could serve the 

public. 

"Henry," he said, "over there, on the far corner." There were two men 

talking and pointing at each other in the open street display of a wristwatch 

and handbag store. The lighted sign read H&J ENTERPRISES with smaller 

Korean characters on the ends. He pulled us over and I followed him out. 

The owner recognized Kwang immediately, and stopped arguing with the 

other man and quickly bowed. The man was shaking a gold-toned watch: it 

had stopped working and he wanted his money back. The Korean explained 

to us that he only gave exchanges, no refunds, he seemed to say again for all, 

.. 
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pointing continually at the sign that said so by the door. Besides, he told 

Kwang in Korean, this man bought the watch many months ago, during the 

winter, and he was being generous enough in offering him another one. He 

added, You know how these blacks are, always expecting special treatment. 

Kwang let the statement pass. He introduced himself to the man, telling 

him he was a councilman. He asked the man if he had bought other things at 

the store. 

"I stop here every couple weeks," the man answerer. "Maybe pick out 

something for my wife." 

"One time a muhnt!" the Korean insisted. 

The man shook his head and mouthed, "Bullshit." He explained he'd 

originally come to get an exchange, but the owner was so rude and hard to 

understand (intentionally, he thought) that he decided to demand a full refund 

instead. He wasn't going to leave until he got one. He showed us the receipt. 

Kwang nodded and then gestured for the storekeeper to speak with him in

side the store. I waited outside with the customer. I remember him particu

larly well because his name, Henry, was embossed on a tag clipped to his 

shirt pocket. When I told him my name he smiled weakly and looked in the 

store for Kwang. I didn't say anything else and he coughed and adjusted his 

glasses and said he was tired and frustrated and just wanted his money or an 

exchange so he could get on home. He was a salesman at the big discount 

office furniture store off 108th Street. 

"I don't know why I keep shopping here," he said to me, searching the 

wares in the bins. "It's mostly junk anyway. My wife kind of enjoys the jew

elry, though, and it's pretty inexpensive, I suppose. Buying a watch here was 

my mistake. I should know better. Thirteen ninety-nine. And I know I wasn't 

born yesterday." 

We laughed a little. Henry explained that it was easy to stop here on Fri

days to buy something for his wife, a pair of earrings or a bracelet. "She 

works real hard all week and I like to give her a little present, to let her know 

I know what's going on." She was a registered nurse. He showed me a five

dollar set of silver earrings. "I was gonna buy these, but I don't know, you 

don't expect anybody to be nice anymore, but that man in there, he can be 

cold." 
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I didn't try to explain the store owner to Henry, or otherwise defend him. 
I don't know what stopped me. Maybe there was too much to say. Where to 
begin? 

Certainly my father ran his stores with an iron attitude. It was amazing 

how successful he still was. He generally saw his customers as adversaries. 

He disliked the petty complaints about the prices, especially from the cus

tomers in Manhattan. "Those millionaires is biggest trouble," he often said 

when he got home. "They don't like anybody else making good money." He 

hated explaining to them why his prices were higher than at other stores, 

even the other Korean ones, though he always did. He would say withouf • 

flinching that his produce was simply the best. The freshest. They should , 

shop at other stores and see for themselves. He tried to put on a good face, but 
it irked him all the same. 

With blacks he just turned to stone. He never bothered to explain his 

prices to them. He didn't follow them around the aisles like some storekeepers 

do, but he always let them know there wasn't going to be any funny business 
here. When a young black man or woman came in-old people or those with 

children in tow didn't seem to alarm him-he took his broom and started 

sweeping at the store entrance very slowly, deliberately, not looking at the 

floor. He wouldn't make any attempt to hide what he was doing. At certain 

stores there were at least two or three incidents a day. Shoplifting, accusa

tions of shoplifting, complaints and arguments. Always arguments. 

To hear those cries now: the scene a stand of oranges, a wall of canned 

ham. I see my father in his white apron, sleeves rolled up. A woman in a dirty 

coat. They lean in and let each other have it, though the giving is almost in 

turns. It's like the most awful and sad opera, the strong music of his English, 

then her black English; her colorful, almost elevated, mocking of him, and his 

grim explosions. They fight like lovers, scarred, knowing. Their song circular 

and vicious. For she always comes back the next day, and so does he. It's like 

they are here to torture each other. He can't afford a store anywhere else but 

where she lives, and she has no other place to buy a good apple or a fresh loaf 
of bread. 

In the end, after all those years, he felt nothing for them. Not even pity. To 

him a black face meant inconvenience, or trouble, or the threat of death. He 

never met any blacks who measured up to his idea of decency; of course he'd 
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never give a man like Henry half a chance. It was too risky. He personally 

knew several merchants who had been killed in their stores, all by blacks, 

and he knew of others who had shot or killed someone trying to rob them. He 
had that one close call himself, of which he never spoke. 

For a time, he tried not to hate them. I will say this. In one of his first 

stores, a half-wide fruit and vegetable shop on 173rd Street off Jerome in the 

Bronx, he hired a few black men to haul and clean the produce. I remember 

my mother looking worried when he told her. But none of them worked out. 

He said they either came to work late or never and when they did often passed 

off fruit and candy and six-packs of beer to their friends. Of course, he never 
let them work the register. 

Eventually, he replaced them with Puerto Ricans and Peruvians. The 

"Spanish" ones were harder working, he said, because they didn't speak En

glish too well, just like us. This became a kind of rule of thumb for him, to 

hire somebody if they couldn't speak English, even blacks from Haiti or 

Ethiopia, because he figured they were new to the land and understood that 

no one would help them for nothing. The most important thing was that they 
hadn't been in America too long. 

I asked Henry instead if he had known of Kwang before. He didn't, not 

caring much for politics or politicians. "But you know," he said, "he's not like 
all the other Koreans around here, all tense and everything." 

When they returned, the shop owner approached Henry and nodded very 

slightly, in the barest bow, and offered him another watch, this one boxed in 

clear plastic. "I give you betteh one!" he said, indicating the higher price on 

the sticker. "Puh-rease accept earring too. Pfor your wifuh. No chargeh!" 

Henry looked confused and was about to decline when John Kwang 

reached over and vigorously shook his hand, pinning the jewelry there. "This 
is a gift," he said firmly. "Mr. Baeh would like you to accept it." 

Henry shook our hands and left for home. As we waited for the traffic to 

pass so we could pull away from the curb, I saw Baeh inside his tiny store 

shaking his head as he quickly hung handbags. Every third or fourth one he 

banged hard against the plastic display grid. He wouldn't look back out at us. 

Kwang saw him, too. We drove a few blocks before he said anything. 

"He knows what's good for us is good for him," Kwang said grimly. "He 
doesn't have to like it. Right now, he doesn't have any choice." 
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At the time I didn't know what Kwang meant by that last notion, what 

kind of dominion or direct influence he had over people like Baeh. I only 

considered the fact of his position and stature in the community as what had 

persuaded the storekeeper to deal fairly with Henry. I assumed Baeh was 

honoring the traditional Confucian structure of community, where in each 

village a prominent elder man heard the townspeople's grievances and arbi

trated and ruled. Though in that world Baeh would have shown displeasure 

only in private. He would have acted as the dutiful younger until the wise 

man was far down the road. 

But respect is often altered or lost in translation. Here on 39th Avenue of 

old Queens, in the mixed lot of peoples, respect (and honor and kindness) is 

a matter of margins, what you can clear on a $13.99 quartz watch, or how 

much selling it takes to recover when you give one away. I knew that Mr. Baeh 

would stay open late tonight, maybe for no more of a chance than to catch the 

dance club overflow a full five hours later, drunk and high kids who might 

blow a few bucks on one of his gun-metal rings or satin scarves or T-shirts. 

The other merchants on the block would do the same. The Vietnamese 

deli, the West Indian takeout. Stay open. Keep the eyes open. You are your 

cheapest labor. Here is the great secret, the great mystery to an immigrant's 

success, the dwindle of irredeemable hours beneath the cheap tube lights. 

Pass them like a machine. Believe only in chronology. This will be your 

coin-small salvation. 

SHIRlEY &EOK-liN liM 
Although she did not immigrate to the United States until she was 

24, Shirley Geok-lin Lim (born in 1944) was unusual in that she arrived 

with a full and easy command of the English language, along with a 

university degree. From an early age, growing up destitute in British 

Malaya, Lim had sought refuge from the painful realities of her life in 

literature, and had her first poem published in the Malacca Times when 

she was ten years old. She calls her relationship with this "imperial lan

guage" the "only constant in my life": a language "which, to my mind, 

now plainly belongs to the entire human species, like rice, cotton, or 

paper." A Fulbright scholarship took her to Brandeis University where 

she earned an M.A. in 1971. To date Lim has written five books of poetry, 

a novel, three short-story collections, and a memoir (from which the fol

lowing excerpt is drawn): the award-winning Among the White Moon 

Faces (1996). 

from 

Immigrant Mother 

I became an American politically with the birth of my child. I may have 

been a blackbird, flying into Boston as a disheveled traveler uncertain 

whether I was choosing expatriation, exile, or immigration. But I had no such 

doubts about my unborn child. He would be an American child of Jewish and 

Asian descent. 

Native-born children carry the cultural imprint of Americanism in a way 

that their immigrant parents cannot. If they become encumbered by nostal

gia and regret, like their parents, this consciousness of another country cannot 

undermine the infant primacy of an American homeland. I wanted my child 

to possess the privileges of a territorial self, even as I had as a young Malay

sian. "Out of the cradle endlessly rocking," the folding into and unfolding out 
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Cultural Conflict: Blacks and Korean-Americans Have Become Antagonists Instead 
of Allies, Although Both Feel Oppressed by Society. 

November 08, 1989 | ITABARI NJERI | TIMES STAFF WRITER 

The Wish is embodied in the words film director Spike Lee places in the mouth of a 
Korean-American merchant in "Do the Right Thing": We are the same, we are brothers. 

That is the essential cry of the film's Korean immigrant grocer pointing to the color of his 
skin, begging that his store be spared as blacks in rebellion tear down what they perceive 
to be symbols of their oppression--businesses owned by "outsiders." 

But the reality in Los Angeles, where Korean-Americans have become the middlemen in 
poor minority neighborhoods, is fear, hostility and cultural misunderstanding between 
them and African-Americans. 

The fundamental problem, however, is not that people of diverse cultural backgrounds 
are living and working in close proximity, says Lillian Roybal Rose, an expert in the 
fields of race relations and cross-cultural communications. "The problem is the inequality 
of social and economic power," that African-Americans and Korean immigrants suffer, 
says Rose. They are the "targets" of oppression by the dominant white culture, she says. 

Regardless of education and income, blacks continue to experience discrimination in 
every aspect of American life, according to the National Research Council's recent report 
on the status of blacks in America, "A Common Destiny." 

Black poverty rates continue to be two to three times higher than rates for whites, the 
report said. The reason is "the negative attitude held toward blacks and the . . . actual 
disadvantaged conditions under which many black Americans live," said the report. 
"These two consequences reinforce each other. Thus, a legacy of discrimination and 
segregation continues to affect black-white relations." 

As immigrants and nonwhites, Korean-Americans also experience discrimination and 
exclusion from the economic mainstream. Usually well-educated urbanites in their 
former country, Korean immigrants typically suffer a loss of status in America. They 
often work long hours in menial jobs for low wages. Their difficulty mastering English 
keeps them from the mainstream and segregated in Koreatowns. When they are able to 
start their own businesses, it's usually in poor, minority areas where rents are cheap, 
crime high, and the social status of the neighborhood low. 

Each group directs its frustrations, its feelings of relative powerlessness in the safest way 
it can--toward the other, explains Rose. 

In this volatile environment, reality seems to have only one hue: blue, the color of vitriol. 



'Get Out of My Store' 

" 'You stupid, you don't do nothing, don't work, you stupid. Get out of my store,' " one 
Korean-American merchant allegedly yelled at Iola McClinton. 

The 33-year-old woman, a legal secretary for the Los Angeles County Worker's 
Compensation Department, is seated in the living room of her apartment in the Mid-City 
section of Los Angeles, just east of Crenshaw Boulevard near Pico Boulevard. 

Many of the store owners in the area are Korean immigrants. The residents are mostly 
black and Latino. 

McClinton, who says she avoids Korean-owned businesses because "I have so many 
negative experiences with them," went recently to one retailer to return a dress she had 
received as a gift. 

The dress was too big. The purchase had been made three days earlier. She had a receipt. 
She gave it to the store owner and said she wanted to exchange the dress. The owner told 
her " 'No refund, (after) 24 hours,' " she recounts in mocking, broken English. 

"I told him it was outrageous to enforce a 24-hour exchange policy and told him that it 
doesn't say that on the receipt." That's when he told her to "Just get out!" and began 
calling her "stupid," she claims. 

"I've heard them (Korean merchants) call black people all kinds of stuff under their 
breath," asserts Claire Ausbie, a 34-year-old medical claims examiner. She is one of eight 
people who have gathered in McClinton's living room one recent evening after work. 

What was to be a one-on-one interview with McClinton (in response to a letter she filed 
with the County Human Relations Commission charging mistreatment by Korean 
merchants) turns into a mini-neighborhood meeting. She has informed neighbors that a 
reporter is coming; they want to vent their concerns. 

Theirs is the steady, clean-cut, solid-citizen demeanor one would expect to find among a 
group in Rosa Parks' living room in Montgomery, Ala., in the 1950s. They make 
reference to Jesus Christ and Martin Luther King Jr. as models all people should follow 
in their daily interactions. 

Grass-Roots Group 

Three of the eight people present are members of OMNI, the Organization of Mutual 
Neighborhood Interest, an embryonic, grass-roots association planning to target and 
boycott merchants accused of unfair business practices and discriminatory behavior 
toward blacks. 



The boycott is planned for Nov. 15, at the start of the holiday shopping season, says 
Ward Wesley, the 36-year-old owner of a Los Angeles janitorial service. 

"When you ask if you can see the merchandise, they bark 'No, no touch!' They never 
want you to touch anything. Yes, that's a big one, 'Never touch! Don't touch!' " says 
Wesley, again in mocking tones. 

Ausbie observes: "It reminds me of . . . Texas. I'm from a black-white society. When I 
was a little girl and we went to buy clothes (blacks) couldn't try them on. It's the same 
thing with the Koreans. And I'm telling you . . . we don't need any new Massa's." 

In an intense but even voice, Wesley says: "The system--white people--is allowing drugs 
into our community. Then you've got gangs. That makes it an already volatile situation 
and when you bring in another element (Korean merchants) taking a person's money and 
treating them less than human no matter how green your money is. . . ." 

He stops, then continues: "I mean some (black) people, after years of struggle are making 
$70,000. They may stop in a Korean merchant's store, get disrespected, called a name, 
and, after years of all that hard work, you really feel ready to kill somebody. We are 
already killing each other in the black community we are just one step away. . . ." 

He pauses again. "I don't want to see anything bad like that happen," he says later, 
explaining he does not believe in violence. "But that's how bad the sentiment is running. I 
know these young Crips running around feel that way, and, as dangerous as they are, no 
telling what they may start doing." 

'Things Are Bad' 

Wesley does not exaggerate, say members of the Los Angeles County Human Relations 
Commission. "Things are bad," says Larry Aubry, a member of the Commission and its 
black representative to the Black Korean Alliance (BKA). The alliance was formed in 
1986 after three Korean-American merchants were killed by blacks during robberies in 
South-Central Los Angeles. "At least there have been no murders of merchants since the 
alliance was formed. In that sense, things are better," he says. 

Jai Lee Wong, the commission's Korean-American representative to the BKA, nods 
grimly when she is told of Wesley's assessment. "I know," she says. She knows the anger 
on both sides. She echoes Aubry, "It's bad." 

During the meeting in McClinton's living room, Wesley repeats what other groups of 
blacks have demanded before of Asian-American merchants in the inner city: hire blacks, 
support the community by contributing funds to economic development projects or 
scholarships for black youth. 



The group adds that it doesn't like the blatant display of pornographic materials, "the first 
thing you see when you and your kids walk into many of these Korean-owned 
convenience stores," says Debra Harrison, 37. 

"They have all this drug paraphernalia there, too. That's the last thing we need or want in 
our community," says Wesley. "It shows a lack of respect. They just think we are 
animals. And they get that idea both before they come here and when they get here . . . 
from the way whites unfairly portray black people in the media." 

It is difficult to find Korean-American merchants who will discuss their conflict with 
blacks. Some fear their point of view will not be accurately portrayed by the media. Even 
the co-chairman of the Black Korean Alliance, Chung Lee, was reluctant to be 
interviewed. Only a surprise appearance by a reporter, engineered by Wong of the 
Human Relations Commission, resulted in an interview with Lee. 

He does not speak English fluently, so his thoughts are conveyed through an interpreter. 
But his body language--eyes that seem to peer beyond the mere appearance of things, 
shoulders that shrug with a pragmatist's acceptance of reality--already suggests what his 
translated words confirm. 

If he had been sitting in Iola McClinton's living room, "I would not have defended the 
Korean merchants. As there are good blacks and bad blacks, there are good Koreans and 
bad Koreans. It is true that Korean merchants have used derogatory words, racial epithets, 
toward blacks . . . and been rude to customers. We have to acknowledge that this is 
wrong," says Lee, the president of the Korean Small Business Assn. in South-Central Los 
Angeles. 

"I try to tell this to other merchants but their behavior is not changing at a fast enough 
pace." 

Unfortunately, says Lee, the Black Korean Alliance is not well-known. "People aren't 
aware that they can call the BKA for help in resolving disputes." 

Lee suggests that before the group decides to picket or boycott a business that they take a 
list of demands to the store owner and give him the opportunity to correct the problems. 
"And if it is necessary, the merchant should also make a public apology," he says. "If the 
Korean merchant insists on continuing in the same way, well . . . Then people have to do 
what they have to do." 

Depending on the situation, "I might even join them on the picket line," says Lee. 

By all means, if any Korean-American merchant is treating customers unfairly "employ 
every nonviolent means of direct action to put that particular business out of business," 
says Mark Ridley-Thomas, executive director of the Los Angeles chapter of the Southern 
Christian Leadership Conference. "But the same standard needs to be applied to others, 
irrespective of ethnicity." 



Ridley-Thomas adds: "I have lived in the African-American community all my life. I 
know only too well what the level of service is by African-Americans to African-
American consumers and that those merchants are not called to accountability." 

Why the double standard? 

"I've found that most of the sentiments aimed toward merchants who are from other parts 
of the world are born of the frustrations African-Americans experience generally. It may 
or may not have to do directly with the particular merchant. It has more to do with the 
history of exclusion around economic opportunity for African-Americans. And that is 
compounded by the long-standing xenophobia that characterizes . . . most Americans 
irrespective of ethnicity." 

Indeed, virtually all forms of interethnic conflict among minority groups are the result of 
oppression by the dominant culture, emphasizes Rose, the expert on cross-cultural 
communication. 

'Unlearning' Racism 

She conducts workshops on "unlearning" racism throughout the United States and has 
done so for most of the UC and Cal State campuses as well as the San Jose police and fire 
departments. 

When Korean immigrants and blacks come into conflict, that is not racism, says Rose. It 
is the manifestation of "internalized oppression, which is different from the oppression 
itself." 

She points to the oppression of children--which she dubs adultism --by way of analogy. 
As children, "we were not allowed to vent the mistreatment we received. If we did, we'd 
get slapped for it and hurt" by parents or teachers--whoever was in power. "And we were 
too smart for that. So we adapted, established patterns for coping for survival." 

But those frustrations, those emotions must go somewhere. Since the oppression doesn't 
allow children any power at all, they learn early that it can go two places, she says. It can 
be directed "against ourselves and against members of our own group. And if there's any 
kind of imbalance of power, it will be against members of other groups." 

The pattern continues in all oppressed groups, she says. 

In the eyes of many blacks, Korean merchants are not an oppressed group. They make 
money in the black community "and should put some of that money back in the 
community," says Wesley. 

But UCLA sociologist Harry Kitano points out that even when Koreans become 
entrepreneurs, "it is a constant struggle to lower labor costs in order to survive, and the 



struggle can lead to poor work conditions and to the overuse of family, extended family 
and other relatives." 

These immigrants face problems similar to those of other poor and minority people: 
absence of child care, latchkey children and domestic violence stemming from economic 
stress. 

These pressures, aggravated by their loss of status in a new society where they are now 
minorities, leads to classic scapegoating, Rose and others say. Their targets are those 
lower on the social and economic totem pole: blacks, who then cry "No new Massa's!" 

When blacks demand that Korean merchants hire from the African-American 
community, they don't realize how difficult that is to do, Lee says: "Most of the 
businesses are on a small scale. Other people may look at a store and say it's big enough 
to have four or five people working, but in reality it's usually just the husband and wife 
doing the work of four people." 

And when blacks are hired, or anyone outside of the family, "the loyalty is not the same. 
If you own your own store, there are higher expectations. So that becomes a difficult 
situation." 

Further, the idea that Korean-American merchants are so rich they can afford to invest in 
the black community "is wrong. It may seem that (we are rich) to outsiders. But if your 
whole life is working 15-16 hours a day and you get a nice car and a nice home, is that 
not an understandable human ambition?" 

Lee suddenly laughs. "Of course, we are talking about the first wave of immigrants. 
Working those long hours won't go on forever. My kids are like other American kids. 
They don't want to work 16-hour days, either." 

He points out, "We are in the very early stage of our immigrant history in this country. 
For Koreans to develop this pattern of (hostility) toward blacks and for blacks to perceive 
Korean merchants in so terrible a light is bad." 

The success of Koreans and other minorities in America is due to the earlier struggles of 
blacks, he says. 

Black people "have marched, gone to prison, been tortured and suffered to improve 
opportunities. As minorities who have come here at this point, we are very appreciative 
of what blacks have done," he says. "I tell the history of our black customers to people 
around me. They are people we must respect." 

 

 



Letter in Response to Njeri’s Article 

'Conflict' Implies Story With Two Sides 

November 19, 1989 

In response to "Cultural Conflict" by Itabari Njeri (View, Nov. 8): 

As a Korean-American, I was furious after reading the article. Not only was it biased, but 
it also did not cover the heart of the issue: the "conflict" between blacks and Korean-
Americans. 
 

The story was filled with how badly blacks are treated by "Korean merchants." Korean 
merchants were portrayed as mean old people who start cussing at blacks the minute they 
walk into their stores. 

But I did not see even one sentence on how Koreans are treated by blacks in the black 
community. 

Anyone who reads the article, with his or her normal mind, would think that all the 
problems were caused by Koreans' one-sided hostility towards blacks. If you want to use 
the word conflict why not include both sides of story? 

Evidently there needs to be a second article that should include how Koreans are treated 
by blacks at immigration bureaus, post offices or restaurants! 

RAYNA KIM 

Irvine 
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