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Chapter 12

Race-ing the Korean American Experience

Nadia Y. Kim

Broad us political, economic, and sociocultural forces since the early 2000s 
have given us not just a political whirlwind but racial whiplash. In addition to 
beholding our first (phenotypically) black American President, Toni Morrison 
willing, we have witnessed, in the incisive words of Michael Omi and Taeku 
Lee, our first Asian American President.1 Not only did Barack Hussein Obama 
have a part Asian American family and grow up in Indonesia and Hawaii, but 
his administration also hired an unprecedented number of Asian Americans 
to top civic posts. Fast-forward eight years and one month later: the whip of the 
wind and the lash turn our gaze to a wealthy white man who rose to the presi-
dency on a platform of nativistic racism and fascist demagoguery and whose 
first chief advisor, white supremacist ex-Breitbart-chair Steve Bannon, recently 
bemoaned the marked Asian American face of Silicon Valley’s upper manage-
ment.2 If this political whiplash feels racially dystopian, perhaps it’s because 
it is.

A pressing question before us is how, in this current political context, 
structural forces have racialized Korean and other Asian Americans. Indeed, 
we will ponder for years what Barack Obama was really able to accomplish 
for Asian Pacific Americans (and, frankly, all people of color) while we react 
to ex-White House chief strategist Steve Bannon reminding the world of the 
racialized foreignness of Asian Americans, who embody what whites have 
actually implored of them—model minority success. In making clear that 
white America is entitled to Silicon Valley and other vaunted us industries, 
Bannon racializes Asian Americans as a threat to white America. Against this 
“foreign model minority” backdrop that seemed to manifest repeatedly and 
in manifold ways, this essay explores how Korean ethnics in America have 
responded with their own meso-level social structures, cultural logics, and 
identity formations and how they have been affected as individuals and a com-

1 Michael Omi and Taeku Lee, “Barack Like Me: Our First Asian American President,” Obama 
Reflections (2009): 44–47. 

2 Scott Shane, “Combative, Populist Steve Bannon Found His Man in Donald Trump,” New York 
Times, November 27, 2016. <https://www.nytimes.com/2016/11/27/us/politics/steve-bannon-
white-house.html>.
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munity. Although the study of Korean Americans and race continues to suffer 
from underappreciation and underdevelopment within the mainstream social 
sciences,3 the emergence of several quality works, written mostly by Korean 
Americans, has been encouraging and heartening. To be sure, this chapter’s 
coverage is not a statement about the lesser worthiness of research published 
prior to 2007, but rather a reflection of the arc and the trends of scholarship 
since that time and the implications of these for where Korean America, and 
the scholarship on it, are going.

I begin this chapter with works that theorize broader racial and structural 
orders in which Korean and other Asian Americans are positioned: these 
include research on the legacy of American (neo)imperialist power in terms 
of race and race relations, the 1992 Los Angeles uprising, the Korean war and 
transnational adoption, and the dynamism of the journalistic and pop cultural 
mediascape on Korean ethnics. I then consider the groups’ own meso-level 
social structures that conform to, challenge, and/or remap that structural racial 
context--namely, small businesses, churches, education, and the transnational 
adoptee community. Thereafter, I focus on the linkage between material-ide-
ological structures and the following: Korean Americans’ racial allegiances 
(or lack thereof) with co-ethnics, other Asian ethnics, black Americans, and 
Latinos; their related identity formations; their individual- and community-
level psychology; and their transnational responses to the aforementioned.  
I end by calibrating the works that thoughtfully highlight the implications of 
theoretical and empirical findings or look at demographic data to make pre-
dictions. Threaded throughout my critical review of the state of the field is 
an argument for more global/transnational, racially comparative, gendered/
intersectional, and neoliberal capitalist analyses of Korean America. 

 The Racial Context Writ Large

	 Structural–Cultural	Racial	Triangulation,	Class,	and	Capitalism
Before assessing the contributions of recent works on Korean America, it is 
important to provide a theoretical overview of the racial context in which 
Korean Americans have lived, then and now. In this regard, most of the works 
since 2007 have reflected or built on Claire Jean Kim’s path-breaking model 
of Asian Americans as positioned along multiple, though related, lines of 

3 Nadia Y. Kim, Imperial Citizens: Koreans and Race from Seoul to LA (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 2008).
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difference in a triangulated field vis-à-vis white and black America—that is, 
in an intermediate position between whites and blacks on the standard color 
line and in the most disadvantaged “outsider” position on the citizenship 
line (on which whites and blacks are national insiders). Furthermore, most 
authors agree that whites’ discursive practices regarding culture are often code 
for racialized class dynamics; in other words, Asian Americans are lauded for 
reaffirming the heteronormative family and its traditional notions of the white 
Protestant ethic and gendered labor, yet once these elements take on “Tiger 
Mom” proportions, white America racializes Asian American women (and 
men) as inscrutable and exotic foreign threats.4 Dominant racial discourse 
thus demands that second-generation Asian Americans not only shed their 
“foreign” ways in order to fully assimilate into middle-class white America, but 
also that Asian ethnics enter this national drama as “foreigners” so as to main-
tain the construct of the open American class system “American Dream,” a trap 
into which the second generation often falls.5 

Scholars have found that class and other institutional barriers account for 
why Korean Americans have continued to be marginalized and less visible in 
the polity and culture.6 Dae Young Kim calls this “elusive inclusion,” the fact 
that Korean Americans have not realized all dimensions of us assimilation 
even as they hold “intermediate positions in the racial order” and enjoy resi-
dential, marital, and educational assimilation. Rather than speak only of how 
race and class dovetail, however, authors like Pawan Dhingra cast into relief 
and speak explicitly of capitalism. Drawing on the work of Ong, Bonacich, 
and Cheng,7 Dhingra argues that both anti-Asian American nativism and anti-

4 Angie Y. Chung, Saving Face: The Emotional Costs of the Asian Immigrant Myth (New Brunswick, 
NJ, and London: Rutgers University Press, 2016); Miliann Kang, “Are Second-Generation 
Korean-American Women Tiger Mothers? Strategic, Transnational, and Resistant Responses 
to Racialized Mothering,” in Second Generation Korean Experiences in the United States and 
Canada, ed. Pyong Gap Min and Samuel Noh (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2014): 
225–245.

5 Lisa Sun-Hee Park. “Continuing Significance of the Model Minority Myth: The Second 
Generation.” Social Justice 35 no. 2 (2008): 134–144. 

6 Pawan Dhingra, Managing Multicultural Lives: Asian American Professionals and the Challenge 
of Multiple Identities (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2007); Dae Young Kim, Second-
Generation Korean Americans: The Struggle for Full Inclusion (New Americans: Recent 
Immigration and American Society. El Paso, TX: LBF Scholarly Publishing, 2013); Kevin D. Lam, 
“Theories of Racism, Asian American Identities, and a Materialist Critical Pedagogy,” Journal 
for Critical Education Policy Studies 13, no. 1 (2015): 83–102. 

7 Paul M. Ong, Edna Bonacich, and Lucie Cheng, eds., The New Asian Immigration in Los Angeles 
and Global Restructuring (Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press, 1994).
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black racism “stem from the same source: the intersection of white privilege 
and capitalism that leads to the use of minorities to sustain racial (and other) 
inequalities. Asian Americans solve contradictions within capitalism, for they 
are recruited to fill holes left by a lack of attention to social welfare, such as in 
the medical field, in the academy, and so on.”8

Furthermore, some scholars consider the 1992 Los Angeles uprising to be 
“bread riots,” that is, a protest against economic impoverishment and the tri-
partite system of elite white capitalists selling to immigrant middleman mer-
chants who, in turn, sell to poor clientele of color. As the popularly-named “1992 
LA riots” marked the country’s first uprising against police brutality to involve 
multiple racial groups—whites, blacks, Korean Americans, and Latinos—
many scholars underappreciated class dimensions in their race-focused analy-
ses.9 In fact, The Korea Times never used the word “race” or its variants in any of 
its front page stories on the uprising.10 The recent attention to social class can 
be summed up in the work of scholars such as Kevin Lam who argue that us 
scholarship on racialized populations has myopically prioritized “race” at the 
expense of a systematic understanding of racism and class struggle, further 
preventing a materialist critical pedagogy for student generations.11 Indeed, 
one of the key criticisms of Erika Lee’s otherwise impressive and sweeping 
update of Asian American history, Making Asian America,12 is that she does 
not explicitly describe us war and military intervention in Korea (or the 
Philippines, Viet Nam, Laos, and Cambodia) as endemic to American capital-
ism; in other words, she does not conceive of capitalist systems as depen  dent 
on military expansion and war as means not only to establish global hegemony 
but to amass enormous profit for the 1 percent class of corporate, Wall Street, 
and political elites.13 Lee is certainly not alone. We academics, often tied to a 
liberal read of race and the United States, inadvertently reify the elision of class 
and capitalism on which American exceptionalism, and more importantly, its 

8 Dhingra, Managing Multicultural Lives, 97.
9 Edward T. Chang, “Remembering Sa-I-Gu,” in Los Angeles Since 1992: Commemorating the 

20th Anniversary of the Uprisings, ed. Darnell Hunt and David K. Yoo (Los Angeles, CA: 
Asian American Studies Center Press, 2012). 

10 Rose M. Kim, “Sa-I-Gu, Twenty Years Later: I Still Love L.A.,” in Los Angeles Since 1992: Com-
memorating the 20th Anniversary of the Uprisings, ed. Darnell Hunt and David K. Yoo (Los 
Angeles, CA: Asian American Studies Center Press, 2012): 63–82. 

11 Lam, “Theories of Racism, Asian American Identities, and a Materialist Critical Pedagogy.”
12 Erika Lee, The Making of Asian America: A History (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2015). 
13 Viet Thanh Nguyen. “‘The Making of Asian America’ is a Stirring Chronicle Long Over-

due,” Los Angeles Times, September 3, 2015. <http://www.latimes.com/books/jacketcopy/
la-ca-jc-erika-lee-20150906-story.html>. 
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coded cultural racism, depends. That Donald Trump, the progeny of a wealthy 
white business empire, vaulted himself into the us presidency by invoking rac-
ism, faux populism, and his “sleepless nights” about free trade and the working 
class’s thinning pocketbook, points to race scholars’ underappreciation of class 
struggle at our own peril.

	 Racialization	by	Mass	Media:	Zooming	in	on	Empirical	Findings	and	
New	Theories

A major structural force of Asian American racialization is the culture-knowl-
edge industry that speaks for and represents Korean ethnics: the news media. 
Perhaps there is no more apt an example of this than the news coverage of the 
1992 Los Angeles uprisings, Korean ethnics’ rudest but most generative racial 
awakening in their immigrant history. In her analysis of newspaper frames of 
Korean American small business merchants and the infamous unrest, Rose Kim 
does not use a race and capitalist framework, rather opting for a framework of 
Foucauldian “biopolitics” that foregrounds the state’s governing, regulation, 
and surveillance of populations by way of their bodies.14 Although in my own 
research, class and capitalism are key bedfellows of structural racism, I also 
find that a combination of sending state and us race discourses, in the spirit of 
Foucauldian biopolitics, is crucial for understanding Asian Americans’ sense of 
themselves and their oppression as thoroughly embodied.15 Citing Foucault’s 
work on how racialized discourse subdivides and hierar chizes populations by 
placing value on who is more deserving of life and death,16 Kim analogizes 
this discourse to the Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD)’s abandonment of 
Korean American storeowners despite “the model minority’s” repeated pleas 
for help.17 On the news framings of the Los Angeles Times—a newspaper for 
which she previously worked, including during the unrest—Kim found that 
the paper pitted Korean and black Americans against each other in a racial 
melodrama of a racist/ model minority shopkeeper victimized by, or oppres-
sive of, violent blacks; in this melodrama white America is thus absolved of 
any responsibility and is depicted as watching in horror on the sidelines.18 In 
addition, the black American-run newspaper The Los Angeles Sentinel aligned 

14 Kim, “Sa-I-Gu, Twenty Years Later.”
15 Nadia Y. Kim. n.d. We the Polluted People: US Immigrant Generations Remap Race, Class, Gen-

der & the Body to Remake Citizenship (monograph under contract with Stanford University 
Press).

16 Michel Foucault. “Society Must be Defended”: Lectures at the College de France, 1975–1976 
(New York: Picador, 1997).

17 Ibid., 66.
18 Ibid., 70.
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Korean Americans with the white system. In contrast to these depictions, 
and speaking for many Korean Americans at the time, long-time activist 
and founder of the Korea Times Weekly English Edition, K.W. Lee wrote, “The 
mainstream media’s ignorance and sensationalism in black-Korean coverage 
has had a life-threatening impact on many fearful Koreans, contributing to 
the Lebanonization of the City of Angels, polarizing the two misunderstood 
groups, rather than healing and calming tensions.”19 He added that the domi-
nant white and black media focused on Korean merchant Soon Ja Du’s fatal 
shooting of Latasha Harlins in the lead-up to the unrest rather than on the 
violence routinely inflicted on Korean immigrant storeowners, many of whom 
died.20 

Rose Kim’s analysis also picks up on the class dimensions of the uprising, 
noting that in the present day “the gap between the richest and poorest 
Americans is the greatest since the Great Depression of the 1930s, and com-
pared by race, whites have 20 times the wealth of black households and 18 
times that of Hispanic households; the recent 77 economic downturn and the 
subprime mortgage fiasco have furthered these economic inequalities,” with 
high unemployment and a 75 percent increase in the state’s prison population 
between 1990 and 2005.21 In this light, she argues, it is not surprising that 
Korean Americans were mistreated and maligned by the mass media. 

In her book Imperial Citizens: Koreans and Race from Seoul to LA Nadia Kim 
offers a historical, geopolitical, and transnational framework in order to grasp 
not only the 1992 uprisings but also the cross-roads of the immigrant and 

19 Ibid.
20 Ibid. 71. On March 16, 1991, Korean American shopkeeper Soon Ja Du accused teenager 

Latasha Harlins of stealing a bottle of orange juice although Harlins had money in her 
hand and insisted that she simply put the bottle in her bag temporarily. After a hostile 
exchange of words between the two and a punch from Harlins that knocked Du to the 
ground, Harlins put the juice on the counter and began walking out when Du shot her in 
the back of the head, instantly killing her. The mass media repeatedly aired the grainy 
security camera footage of the shooting, prompting many scholars and pundits to con-
clude that the video, coupled with the infamous video of LAPD officers beating an intoxi-
cated, unarmed, and non-resisting black motorist named Rodney King, sparked the 1992 
unrest. In part because of the legacy of light sentencing of those who kill blacks, the 
judge’s desire to curry political favor with Korean Americans, and Du’s potential mental 
illness from the stress of working in a crime-ridden black inner-city and from psychoemo-
tional abuse at home, Judge Joyce Karlin levied a lax sentence for voluntary manslaugh-
ter; rather than sixteen years, she gave Du probation, 400 hours of community service and 
a $500 fine. See Ibid., 71.

21 Ibid., 76.

9789004334533_Joo_Lee_01-inner_proof-01.indd   272 1-3-2018   21:06:53



273Race-ing the Korean American Experience

South Korean experience.22 Exhorting scholars to understand 1992 and Korean 
America within a transnational capitalist and racial context of power, Kim 
substantially remapped Claire Jean Kim’s triangulation model to argue that 
Korean Americans of all generations are racialized by a transnational triangu-
lated field, or an “imperialist racial formation.” This transnational racialization 
in a (neo)imperialist context explains why Korean and other Asian Americans 
are fundamentally affected by us economic and diplomatic relations with pur-
ported Asian “homelands,” whether or not they have any links to these places. 
In South Korea, for instance, domination by way of capitalist and military 
might (often for the benefit of the us state23) has meant that the triangula-
tion of white, Asian, and black America overlays internal South Korean orders 
based on color-class (vertical axis) and on global political recognition (horizon-
tal axis). This racialization that members of the first generation experienced 
can explain why they and their children read the 1992 Los Angeles uprisings as 
reflecting their intermediate color-class position as well as their political and 
cultural disposability, submersion, and invisibility. Jean-Paul deGuzman has 
elaborated on this perspective, writing that Kim’s framework of transnational-
ism “pushed the historiography towards questions that removed the uprisings 
solely from the events leading up to the ruptures of 1992. This transnational 
perspective, as well as the ever-increasing temporal distance from 1992, allows 
Kim to reinterpret the uprisings as both a result of a variety of structural factors 
and a driving cause for rearticulated ideologies of race.”24 

 The Meso Level: Korean Americans from the Ground Up 

The 1992 uprisings also force our gaze onto the meso-level dynamics of Korean 
American relations with black and Latina/o America, delimited mainly by the 
small business realm. Almost a decade after the unrest, Kim’s (neo)imperialist 
lens reveals that Sa-I-Gu interwove and calibrated racial ideologies.25 For one, 
the South Koreans watching in horror the mainstream us media’s coverage 

22 Nadia Y. Kim, Imperial Citizens: Koreans and Race from Seoul to LA (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 2008).

23 Nadia Y. Kim, “‘Seoul-America’ on America’s ‘Soul’: South Koreans and Korean Immigrants 
Navigate Global White Racial Ideology,” Critical Sociology 32, no. 2–3 (2006): 381–402.

24 Jean Paul DeGuzman, “The Twenty-Year Tale of Interpreting a Multiethnic Urban Upris-
ing: Towards a Historiography of Sa-I-Gu.” In Los Angeles Since 1992: Commemorating the 
20th Anniversary of the Uprisings, ed. Darnell Hunt and David K. Yoo (Los Angeles, CA: 
Asian American Studies Center Press, 2012): 181.

25 Kim, Imperial Citizens.

9789004334533_Joo_Lee_01-inner_proof-01.indd   273 1-3-2018   21:06:53



274 Kim

of “black rioting” in Koreatown interpreted black Americans’ actions within 
the logic of skin tone hierarchies and South Korean discourse on “bad black 
soldiers” who are purportedly “worse” than already bad white soldiers, part of 
the anti-imperialist discourse on the peninsula. Yet South Koreans and Korean 
immigrants had long been aware of blacks’ and black Americans’ powerful 
political voice and cultural influence in and out of the United States; hence, 
blacks’ protest in the streets of Koreatown—and Korean Americans’ own 
muted and mediated voice in the chaos—also came as no surprise to South 
Koreans. A matter of historical and transnational fact is Koreans’ ambivalence 
about how white America, whom South Koreans and immigrants alike had 
been taught to admire, simultaneously muted Korean immigrants and refused 
to help them during the riots, in turn washing its hands of white economic 
racism and blaming black and Korean ethnics for the carnage. Through trans-
national communique, the traumatic stories that immigrants told of their 
erasure by, and disposability to, white Los Angeles made heads nod in South 
Korea, a tale all too familiar since the 1940s when the United States first estab-
lished its concerted and sustained presence in the peninsula. 

Works focusing on race relations in the United States tend to concur with 
Kim’s conclusion that, on balance, immigrant ties to black Americans have 
benefited from greater transnational understanding of black American history 
and struggle, especially in the smoking and charred wake of the Los Angeles 
unrest.26 Edward Chang writes that in the immediate aftermath both groups 
realized how deeply dependent they were on each other, with black residents 
having to walk many more miles to purchase their basic needs and with Korean 
American merchants realizing that they would never succeed economically 
without forging more meaningful relations with the black community.27 He 
surmises that the resulting efforts by both to appreciate the other “may have 
diffused tensions between the two groups.”28 Structurally and economically, 
Chang also attributes this period of relative peace (no major boycotts, no more 
riots) to Korean Americans’ relocation of their business ownership outside of 
South Los Angeles, albeit because of “strict, unfair, and possibly discriminatory 
city ordinances” and black Americans’ community movements against liquor 

26 Ibid.
27 Edward T. Chang, “Remembering Sa-I-Gu.” In Los Angeles Since 1992: Commemorating the 

20th Anniversary of the Uprisings, eds. Darnell Hunt and David K. Yoo (Los Angeles, CA: 
Asian American Studies Center Press, 2012): 32–33. Also see Angie Y. Chung, “The Powers 
that Bind: A Case Study of the Collective Bases of Coalition Building in Post–Civil Unrest 
Los Angeles,” Urban Affairs Review 37, no. 2 (2001): 205–226.

28 Chang, “Remember Sa-I-Gu,” 33.
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stores.29 While some Korean immigrant merchants remain, the faces of most 
new business owners are Latino/a, Arab, and Southeast Asian. 

Other contributing factors to evolving Korean–black relations include post-
unrest “black flight” to areas like San Bernardino and Riverside Counties as 
well as further distances like the American South coupled with the dramatic 
influx of Latinas/os into South Los Angeles. To be sure, Erin Aubry Kaplan 
reminds us that the historic and structural problems that set flame to LA’s poor 
areas of color nearly twenty-five years ago never left: the “economic rot, politi-
cal neglect that equates with racial neglect, [and] deep civic anger amongst 
black residents about both.”30 She extends the argument about improved 
Korean–black American relations, but attributes the more sanguine picture 
to their “geographically and economically” moving further apart, not closer 
together (pp. 38).31 She underscores that black Americans remain largely shut 
out of the merchant class and that the 2007–2008 great recession “confirmed 
what was already evident in 1992 and 1965 before that—after a burst of atten-
tion around a news event, the world ultimately moves on from black problems, 
while black people lapse back into familiar isolation and sense of other-ness.”32 
A year after Kaplan’s writing, the Black Lives Matter movement grabbed the 
world’s attention in protesting the 2014 police killings of unarmed Michael 
Brown and Eric Garner, as well as countless others, underscoring how little 
had changed. 

An invigorating addition to the canon on Korean American small business 
proprietorship and race relations is Miliann Kang’s The Managed Hand: Race, 
Gender, and the Body in Beauty Service Work.33 Kang provides a rare intersec-
tional treatment of how Korean immigrant women in New York City, many of 
whom were highly educated in South Korea, came to work in or own nail salons 
where they navigate race, gender, and class stratification via body labor trans-
actions up to fourteen hours a day. We learn that although racialized tensions 
at times boiled over in the “nail-art” salons catering to working-class black 
women, the exchange afforded more opportunities for interracial solidarity 
than in upscale “nail spas,” where typically white women enacted dominance 
and entitlement by demanding pampering and emotional body labor, often 
without adequate compensation. In this analysis of race, gender, and the body 

29 Ibid., 32.
30 Erin Aubry Kaplan, “Fire, Then Ice.” Amerasia Journal 38, no. 1 (2012): 37.
31 Ibid., 38.
32 Ibid.
33 Miliann Kang, The Managed Hand: Race, Gender and the Body in Beauty Service Work 

(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2010).
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Kang foregrounds the structural workings of immigration, feminized labor, 
service-based capitalism, market flows, and regulations. Specifically, she exam-
ines how customers invoke racist ideologies about putatively fungus-causing 
discount salons as a way to racialize all Korean/Asian Americans in “Yellow 
Peril” proportions, when it is (global) economic demands, not a “foreign” racial 
group, that is responsible for the existence of low-cost, fast-paced assembly-
line “manis” in the first place.34 

With regard to Latinas/os the influx of immigrants from Latin America into 
once-black strongholds has had varied consequences. In Los Angeles, this has 
often taken the form of competition for scarce resources. Some research has 
noted an increase in racialized/ethnic tensions,35 others identify Korean pro-
fessionals’ social distancing from Latina/o ethnics in cities like Dallas,36 and, 
yet others cite positive relations from cultural-immigrant similarities.37 In 
contrast to the studies that analyze relations between Latina/o and Korean 
ethnics from the perspective of only the latter group—a curious elision given 
the pronounced presence of Latinas/os in the 1992 unrest—Kyeyoung Park 
investigates the unrest by way of ethnographic and interview research on 
both Korean merchants and Latina/o clients.38 In doing so, she complicates 
the extant arguments that Latinas/os and Koreans are mutually respectful due 
to a shared status as spicy food-loving, non-English speaking immigrants who 
are racial intermediates or due to Latinas/os admiring Koreans’ because of 
their socioeconomic success.39 Other studies conclude that the two are fun-
damentally in conflict owing to their economic relationship.40 Instead, Park 

34 The only dimension of nail salons that Kang does not analyze in-depth are employer-
employee relations, such as between Korean immigrant owners and Latina/o immigrant 
workers. Given the rapidly diversifying presence of Latina/o ethnics in New York City and 
surrounding areas, and the emotional labor in which the latter may have to engage with 
ethnically Korean bosses, this analysis would have enriched the literature in important 
ways. 

35 Chang, “Remembering Sa-I-Gu,”; Kyeyoung Park, “An Analysis of Latino-Korean Relations 
in the Workplace: Latino Perspectives in the Aftermath of the 1992 Los Angeles Civil 
Rights Unrest,” in Los Angeles Since 1992: Commemorating the 20th Anniversary of the 
Uprisings, ed. Darnell Hunt and David K. Yoo (Los Angeles, CA: Asian American Studies 
Center Press, 2012).

36 Dhingra, Managing Multicultural Lives.
37 Park, “An Analysis of Latino-Korean Relations in the Workplace.”
38 Ibid.
39 Edward T. Chang and Jeannette Diaz-Veizades, Ethnic Peace in the American City: Building 

Community in Los Angeles and Beyond (New York: New York University Press, 1999). 
40 Lawrence Bobo, et al, “Public Opinion Before and After a Spring of Discontent,” in The Los 

Angeles Riots: Lessons for the Urban Future, edited by Mark Baldassare (Boulder, CO: West-
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acknowledges that discord and peace exist side by side. A key reason for the 
seemingly positive relations has been the organizing work of mostly younger-
generation labor and community activist organizations. Koreatown Immigrant 
Workers’ Advocates (KIWA) and Koreatown Youth and Community Center 
(KYCC), for instance, often advocate for Latinas/os against Korean Americans.41 
Park concludes, however, that given Korean merchants’ dependence on Latino 
workers, their symbiotic relationship is akin to that of patron-client relations 
in places like Mexico and in Latin America.42 This arrangement, she argues, 
accounts for the less racially charged and -explosive relations between the two 
compared with Koreans’ historical relations with blacks. Yet she also weaves in 
Howard Stein’s critique of the patron–client system, which observes, “it works 
for the short term, but…is dysfunctional in the long run and at a deeper level of 
analysis.”43 My own analysis of the Korean-Latina/o relationship suggests that 
its primarily economic and exploitative nature and the unauthorized status of 
many of the workers does not automatically lend itself to symbiosis and politi-
cal allegiance and certainly not for the long haul.44 

Although less ensconced in the small business realm, some authors find 
Korean Americans’ relations with white America to be plagued primar-
ily by racial microaggressions, defined as “the brief and commonplace daily 
verbal, behavioral, and environmental indignities, whether intentional or un -
intentional, that communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative racial, gender, 
sexual-orientation, and religious slights and insults to the target person or 
group.”45 white microaggressions often appear in the professional workplace 
and draw from the interrelated racializations of Asian Americans as model 

view Press, 1994): 103–133. 
41 Chung, 2007; Park, 2012
42 Park, “An Analysis of Latino-Korean Relations in the Workplace,” 147.
43 Howard F. Stein, “A Note on Patron-Client Theory,” Ethos 12, no. 1 (1984): 30–36.
44 Beyond Los Angeles, Dhingra (2007:98) found that Korean ethnics in Dallas, Texas could 

always reference black Americans given the latter’s permanence in the racial imagina-
tion, but there was little camaraderie with Latinos because the two “generally occupied 
separate occupational categories, did not share the Asian American categorization as the 
model minority, and had a seemingly distinct set of issues, according to the Dallas main-
stream media.” 

45 Derald Wing Sue, et al., “Racial Microaggressions in Everyday Life: Implications for Clini-
cal Practice,” American Psychologist 62, no. 4 (2007): 273. See also Angie Y. Chung, Saving 
Face: The Emotional Costs of the Asian Immigrant Myth (New Brunswick, NJ, and London: 
Rutgers University Press, 2016); Kim, Imperial Citizens; Jiannbin Shiao and Mia Tuan, 
Choosing Ethnicity, Negotiating Race: Korean Adoptees in America (New York: Russell Sage 
Foundation, 2011).
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minorities and internal foreigners.. Several authors find the presence of the 
“bamboo ceiling,” which Korean Americans confront when management 
deems them too stereotypically technocratic, passive, or socially unskilled to 
be among their upper ranks, but then too much a “foreign” competitive threat 
when they conform to the aggressive norms of the whites who get promoted.46 

With respect to the sociological research on education and Asian Ameri-
cans—which often includes Korean ethnics—the main focus has been on 
the factors facilitating the group’s success, with socioeconomic status (SES), 
race, and culture often taking center stage. Dae Young Kim differs from this 
approach by foregrounding class, thus offering a structural corrective to the 
widely taken-for-granted story that Korean Americans’ academic success owes 
to cultural values.47 Drawing on multiple respected data sets on the 1.5 and sec-
ond generations as well as qualitative interviews, Kim finds that the answer lies 
instead with social class within the status-attainment framework. That is, he 
finds that parents’ high socioeconomic (college-educated, middle-class) sta-
tus accounts for children’s high educational attainment, as nearly 66 percent 
of the fathers of Korean Angelenos and up to 80.6 percent of the fathers of 
Korean New Yorkers were college graduates (even if they were small business 
owners in the United States). In this context, it is not just the ethnic academic 
market and cultural expectations enacted through the Korean church, for 
instance, but the immigrant parents’ ability to avail their children of socio-
economic advantages and resources—for example, suburban life and quality 
high schools—that make success possible. The 1.5 and second generations are 
therefore primed to scaffold onto their parents’ gains by attending elite uni-
versities/colleges and then rapidly professionalizing in the mainstream labor 
market. Kim finds, however, that race and racialization forge and sustain the 
“elusive inclusion” of these newer American generations, no matter how many 
“A” grades and professional jobs they garner. In fact, such racial hierarchies 
have often instructed Korean and other Asian Americans that studying hard 
was an instrumentalist strategy to overcome race-class barriers and to give 

46 Kelly H. Chong and Nadia Y. Kim, “‘The New Traditional Man’: The Construction of a New 
Asian American Masculinity,” n.d.; Chung, Saving Face; Eric Yo Pong Lai and Denise 
Arguelles, eds., The New Face of Asian Pacific America: Numbers, Diversity and Change in 
the 21st Century (San Francisco and Los Angeles: Asian Week and University of California, 
Los Angeles, Asian American Studies Center Press, 2003). 

47 Kim, Second Generation Korean Americans. 
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back to families and ethnic communities,48 not the fact that education was 
inherently or fundamentally equalizing.49 

Works by Nadia Kim and Christine Oh on Korean Americans and educa-
tion problematize the presumption found in the extant literature that high 
achievement at a “good high school” and attending a widely respected uni-
versity constitute “success” for the second generation.50 Korean Americans’ 
dismissal of standard measures of success becomes clear in Oh and Kim’s 
exploration of how meaning-making is shaped by the interplay of structural 
dimensions such as sending country’s education market and social capital, as 
well as (transnational) cultural dimensions such as parental/communal expec-
tations, emotional support systems (or lack thereof), and comparison groups. 
Specifically, Korean immigrant parents sought to subvert racism and be seen 
as prototypical “Americans” not by forging emotional support systems for their 
children (though, some did) but by evaluating their children’s school perfor-
mance by way of South Korea’s extremely high-stakes education system and 
by high-performing Korean peers. We found that most Korean American stu-
dents therefore defined “success” not as getting straight A’s and being admit-
ted to a school like UCLA or even Stanford, but instead as reaching only the 
highest levels of achievement (i.e., Harvard) and clearly outperforming other 
co-ethnics. Scholars cannot assume, the authors conclude, that measures of 
success in the sociology of education research or by mainstream society match 
those of second-generation Korean Americans; in turn, scholars must be vigi-
lant about how this group’s extremely high bar bears on identity and mental 
health struggles in the community. 

As with the aforementioned research, studies of Korean Americans and 
church also reveal the deleterious effects of racism. In Preserving Ethnicity 
through Religion in America: Korean Protestants and Indian Hindus across 
Gen era tions Pyong Gap Min reveals that nearly 80 percent of Korean church-
goers report one or more cases of racial discrimination, prompting him to 
confirm Sharon Kim’s finding that such racism has profound effects on the 

48 Chung, Saving Face; Dhingra, Managing Multicultural Lives; Nadia Y. Kim and Christine  
J. Oh, “On Being a Successful Failure: Korean American Students and the Structural-Cul-
tural Paradox,” in Second-Generation Korean Experiences in the United States and Canada, 
ed. Pyong Gap Min and Samuel Noh (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2014): 167–186.

49 Chung, Saving Face; Kim, Second-Generation Korean Americans; Nadia Y. Kim and Chris-
tine J. Oh, “On Being a Successful Failure: Korean American Students and the Structural-
Cultural Paradox,” in Second-Generation Korean Experiences in the United States and 
Canada, ed. Pyong Gap Min and Samuel Noh (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2014): 167–
186.

50 Kim and Oh, “On Being a Successful Failure.”
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second generation’s church behaviors.51 Kim’s ethnographic research on 
Korean American English-language congregations in Los Angeles revealed the 
second generation to have created “their own hybrid religious institutions” 
that radically differ from both white American churches and their Korean 
parents’ immigrant churches.52 In line with previous research on Korean 
Americans and the church53, she confirms that second-generation Koreans’ 
preference for ethnically Korean rather than white American churches owes to 
their struggles with racialized marginalization in the United States.54 Min also 
finds in Preserving Ethnicity that, when compared with non-Christian Korean 
Americans, evangelical Korean Christians place much less importance on eth-
nic identity and valuate most highly their Christian identity.55 He believes this 
accounts for their increasing independence and complete separation from 
their first-generation congregations and, in turn, the growth of pan-East Asian 
and multiracial English-language Korean congregations, a growth that he does 
not see abating.56 

Another important group to consider with regard to racialization is the 
transnational adoptee community. It is striking that Korean adoptees remain 
understudied despite the fact that they comprise the largest proportion of inter-
national adoptions and transracial adoptions in the last fifty years.57 Recent 
work by Arissa Oh has cast into relief the important connections between the 
history of the Korean War/Cold War and the present in order to fully grasp 
Korean American racialization.58 In a historical analysis of us constructions 

51 Pyong Gap Min, Preserving Ethnicity through Religion in America: Korean Protestants and 
Indian Hindus Across Generations (New York: New York University Press, 2010); Sharon 
Kim, “Replanting Sacred Spaces: The Emergence of Second-Generation Korean American 
Churches,” in Religion and Spirituality in Korean America, eds. David K. Yoo and Ruth  
H. Chung (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2008): 151–170.

52 Kim, “Replanting Sacred Spaces,” 169.
53 Kelly H. Chong, “What it Means to be Christians: The Role of Religion in the Construction 

of Ethnic Identity and Boundary among Second-Generation Korean Americans,” Sociol-
ogy of Religion 58 (1998): 258–286; Rebecca Y. Kim, “Second-generation Korean American 
Evangelicals: Ethnic, Multiethnic, or White Campus Ministries.” Sociology of Religion 65 
(2003): 19–34; Rebecca Y. Kim, God’s New Whiz Kids: Korean American Evangelicals on 
Campus (New York: New York University Press, 2006). 

54 Kim, “Replanting Sacred Spaces.”
55 Min, Preserving Ethnicity Through Religion in America.
56 Ibid., 201.
57 Shiao and Tuan, Choosing Ethnicity, Negotiating Race.
58 Arissa H. Oh. “From War Waif to Ideal Immigrant: The Cold War Transformation of the 

Korean Orphan.” Journal of American Ethnic History 31, no. 4 (2012): 34–55. 
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of Korean war orphans from “refugees” to deserving adoptees, she foregrounds 
the discourse of “Christian Americanism,” a Cold War civic religious rhetoric 
that fused patriotism and vaguely Christian values to promote Korean adop-
tion. She finds that Christian Americanism serves “a kind of missionary work 
through which ordinary Americans could support their gov ernments’ efforts 
to display racial liberalism in the face of Soviet propaganda, and thus win the 
allegiance of newly decolonizing countries in Asia and Africa.”59 The legacy 
of this history lives on, as today the South Korean adoptee is “appropriated 
as a sign of racial harmony or multicultural idealism, and thus ‘becomes the 
global.’”60 Oh illustrates the interrelation of race and gender in discussing how 
Korean war brides and orphans were cast as feminized East Asians coming 
into the American embrace during the Cold War, supplanting the once hyper-
masculine construction of the Japanese “Yellow Peril” during World War II.61 
Taken together, she argues that the Korean War/Cold War “reinscribed” racial 
boundaries, including the whitening of mixed Korean–white children, paving 
the way for white families’ adoption of fully Korean children, as well as the 
subordination of Korean–black children. All but the latter became “adoptable” 
because they were non-black. Christian Americanism also “erased Korean birth 
mothers and ignored histories of imperialism, militarism, racism, and patriar-
chal sexism, as well as any suggestion of exploitation in an emerging adoption 
market.”62 Doing nothing to resolve the patriarchal, class, and regional oppres-
sions that pressured mothers into giving up children, South Korea’s early 
policies on the transnational adoption of mixed-blood children can be read as 
a Foucauldian form of “state racism” that hinged on President Syngman Rhee’s 
formal nationalist ideology of “one people” to legitimate his own authoritarian 
leadership; it also turned a profit.63

Two major social science works on contemporary adoption—one by Jiann-
bin Shiao and Mia Tuan and the other by Eleana Kim—significantly ad  vance 
the scholarly conversation. Shiao and Tuan’s work is significant in their atten-
tion to history, the life course, external contexts/institutions, and a comparator 
group of non-adopted Asian Americans. In the comparative aspect of their 
research, the authors find that Korean adoptees are both “a part and yet apart” 

59 Ibid., 35-36. See also Catherine Ceniza Choy, Global Families: A History of Asian Interna-
tional Adoption in America (New York: New York University Press, 2013).

60 Claudia Castañeda, Figurations: Child, Bodies, Worlds (Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press,2012): 104 cited from Eleana Kim, Adopted Territory: Transnational Korean Adoptees 
and the Politics of Belonging (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2010): 28.

61 Oh, “From War Waif to Ideal Immigrant,” 48.
62 Ibid., 44.
63 Kim, Adopted Territory, 31–32.
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with respect to non-adopted Asian Americans.64 While both groups experi-
ence racism, adoptees are particularly hurt and outraged by it given their 
“higher expectations for social acceptance from whites,” as their white fam-
ilies conditioned them to be white people and largely raised them in white 
environments.65 Addressing the implications of their findings for understand-
ing race in America, Shiao and Tuan conclude that, unlike declarations of a 
post-racial Obama era, race matters in the twenty-first century.66 At the same 
time, the rising rates of Asian adoption (relative to less common black/African 
adoptions) signal a genuine degree of interracial acceptance of Asian ethnics. 
Using a global capitalist, geopolitical, and transnational framework, Eleana 
Kim affirms the work of Sara Dorow to read this Asian-over-black preference 
as the “flexible” racialization of Asian ethnics in global and domestic race 
hierarchies.67 

I argue, however, that the transnational nature of Korean adoption is predi-
cated on the perennial racial foreignness of the child—that is, her inherent 
Asianness that is at once her Asian Americanness—and it is this foreignness 
on which the path to “cute” multicultural-ness and even whiteness depends. 
This reveals both a “flexible and inflexible” Asian racialization vis-à-vis the large 
numbers of black children who languish in the us foster care system. Not only 
do Korean adoptees remain racially foreign, then, but flexible racialization 
upholds the very inflexibility of that foreignness. Color-blind ideology obscures 
this type of hidden, manifold ordering in Asian-black comparisons, as Shiao 
and Tuan find that post-civil rights colorblindness is readily repeated by white 
adoptive parents. The white family’s inability or refusal to see their own racial 
contradictions—buoyed by adoption agencies’ historical68 and current depo-
liticized multiculturalism69—occurs concomitantly with a daily onslaught of 
racial microaggressions, leaving Korean adoptees feeling alienated, confused, 
angry, and prompting their internalization of racism.70 Kim also emphasizes 

64 Shiao and Tuan, Choosing Ethnicity, Negotiating Race, 144.
65 Ibid., 67. Ironically, adoptees who are foreigners by birth are often more outraged than 

many native-born Asian Americans when both are queried about their ties to Asia.
66 Shiao and Tuan, Choosing Ethnicity, Negotiating Race, 142.
67 Kim, Adopted Territory; Sara K. Dorow, Transnational Adoption: A Cultural Economy of 

Race, Gender, and Kinship (New York: New York University, 2006).
68 Oh, “From War Waif to Ideal Immigrant.”
69 Kim, Adopted Territory. 
70 Shiao and Tuan, Choosing Ethnicity, Negotiating Race, 141, 143. See also Joe A. Feagin and 

Jose A. Cobas, “Latinos/as and White Racial Frame: The Procrustean Bed of Assimilation,” 
Sociological Inquiry 78, no. 1 (2008): 39–53.
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the power of South Korean and Korean immigrant essentialist blood discourses 
on adoptees’ own delegitimation of themselves.71 

With respect to Korean adoptees’ implications for race in the United States, 
Shiao and Tuan conclude:

predictions that [they and other Asian ethnics] will en masse become hon-
orary whites (Bonilla-Silva 2003) and may even begin identifying simply 
as white (Yancey 2003) … confuse the acceptance of Asian American indi-
viduals for their acceptance as a group. Instead, the experience of Korean 
adoptees shows that racial assumptions and stereotypes remain salient 
hurdles for nonwhites despite, or indeed because of, their integration in 
predominantly white families, social networks, and neigh  borhoods.72 

Shiao and Tuan make clear that, adopted or not, the role of the family in race 
socialization is both powerful and limiting. In contrast to a family study by 
Angie Chung, Shiao and Tuan found that first-generation parents were sorely 
ill-equipped to teach their children how to deal with race and racism in us 
society; in fact, most simply did not talk about it.73 Rather, in an analysis that 
refreshingly foregrounds gender and emotions—currently one of the most 
dynamic areas in sociology—Chung found that the parents of most of her 
Korean and Chinese American participants taught them throughout their 
childhood to be proud of their ethnic origins, with parents imploring them to 
hold fast to ethnic pride and consciousness as their weapon and crutch for rac-
ism’s onslaught.74 

To be sure, Chung did find that communication problems often plagued 
relations between parents and children. She cautions, however, against inter-
pretations of these parents as cold, distant, and strict given the complex ways 
that racism and economic hardship shape emotional dynamics and given 
the more implicit displays of love and affection by Korean American fami-
lies.75 At the same time, how the children adapted to this immigrant structure 
depended on if and how they were able to reconcile generational cultural dif-
ferences and whether they tolerated the hierarchical structure of the family.76 

71 Kim, Adopted Territory. 
72 Shiao and Tuan, Choosing Ethnicity, Negotiating Race, 143–144.
73 Ibid. Chung, Saving Face; also see Nazli Kibria, Becoming Asian American (Baltimore, MD: 

The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002).
74 Chung, Saving Face. See also Kim, Imperial Citizens.
75 Chung, Saving Face, 45–47, 64.
76 Ibid., 96–97.
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In this way, race was endemic to the hierarchical nature of the family, as was 
the gendering of race. For instance, children traced the conflict and hostility 
in their family to immigrant men’s need to compensate for racism’s (and clas-
sism’s) delegiti mation of them as men, hence, their patriarchal sexism over 
their wives. Patriar  chal sexism also structures daughters’ lives; many studies 
have noted how the priority of honor in families and ethnic communities 
pivots on girls’ virginity and the policing of it, in contradistinction to “slutty” 
white girls and white American cultural immorality.77 In doing so, immigrants 
transnationally engage in a cultural nostalgia about the “virginal” homeland.78 

 Korean American Racial Allegiances, Identity, Psychology in 
Cross-Border Context

Threaded throughout the above section on meso and micro social structures 
are the identity negotiations, interpersonal ties, and mental health of Korean 
Americans at both the individual and community levels. Also implicit is the 
dependence of identity and interpersonal ties on positioning themselves 
against, and with, blackness. This section explores these issues in-depth, with 
attention both to the hegemonic and counter-hegemonic responses and 
agency of Korean Americans. Returning to the subject of us racialization of 
Korean War orphans, Arissa Oh discusses historical processes in which Asian 
Americans addressed the upheavals of global war, Cold War racial liberalism, 
and a nascent civil rights movement by becoming hard-working, family and 
education-oriented model minorities who were “superlatively equipped to be 
good American citizens,” and decidedly not black.79

Also significant is how the 1992 Los Angeles uprisings shaped the commu-
nity psychology of Korean America both in and outside the borders of “La La 
Land.” In this regard, Rose Kim argues that racist violence and its traumatic 
after-effects are a key element in the social construction of racialized identi-
ties.80 Using Korean Americans as case study, she finds that before the unrest 

77 Yen Le Espiritu, “‘We Don’t Sleep Around Like White Girls Do’: Family, Culture, and Gen-
der in Filipina American Lives,” Signs 26, no. 2 (2001): 415–440; see also Chung, Saving 
Face; Dhingra Managing Multicultural Lives.

78 Sunaina Marr Maira, Desis in the House: Indian American Youth Culture in New York City 
(Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press, 2002).

79 Oh, “From War Waif to Ideal Immigrant,” 47; also see Ellen D. Wu, The Color of Success: The 
Origins of the Model Minority (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2015). 

80 Rose M. Kim, “Violence and Trauma as Constitutive Elements in Korean American Racial 
Identity Formation: the 1992 L.A. Riots/Insurrection/Saigu,” Ethnic & Racial Studies 35, no. 
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they did not necessarily define themselves in racial terms, but afterward began 
to subscribe to race-based national terms. As part of this process, journalists 
and scholars had compared the 1992 unrest to events like the Warsaw uprising 
and mass incarceration of Japanese Americans during World War II, deeming 
all as similarly haunting to group collective consciousness. Kim argues that 
the mass media constructed group memory as an important site for Korean 
Americans’ racialized collective consciousness, although it did so without 
humanizing Korean Americans themselves. This became another source of 
trauma. 

In light of the many studies on the news media’s affirming and muting of 
Korean Americans, I argue that we must turn our attention to the way popular 
culture has taken a keen interest in, and has variously represented, Korean 
Americans. Timothy K. August and Chi-Hoon Kim have insightfully claimed 
that the inclusion of Koreatown on popular television shows like Anthony 
Bourdain’s Parts Unknown is an index of the cultural cache of Korean America, 
of the transnational cause celèbre of the “Korean Wave” (hallyu), and of main-
stream American audiences’ interest in all things Korean.81 They note that one 
representation that has emerged--in contradistinction to the dutiful violin-
playing, would-be esquire and surgeon children that open the Koreatown 
episode—is the “Bad Korean.” This is a type whom Bourdain thanks for being 
so much more interesting for delighting our bellies with kimchi taco gold 
rather than checking our prostate. Bourdain celebrates Korean cool through 
the likes of “Bad Korean” chef Roy Choi, the tilted-cap- and tattoo-wearing culi-
nary rebel who single-handedly seemed to innovate the urban food truck 
movement and is among the few to build healthy fast food joints in the “‘hood.” 
August and Kim write:

As [Tasha] Oren (2016) points out, Asian Americans have long appeared 
on television screens as plebian cooks, delivery boys, and waiters. But the 
“Bad Koreans,” like [Roy Choi] are positioned as genius chefs with the 
artistic and business acumen to promote a cuisine that is both Asian and 
American …. At the same time, though, we must note that what salon.
com refers to as “The Kimchi Revolution” is driven by men, and the 
domestic arbiters of “Korean cool” embody iconoclastic qualities that 
are construed to revitalize rather than reverse common practices of culi-

11 (2012): 1999–2018. 
81 Timothy K. August and Chi-Hoon Kim. “The Turn to ‘Bad Koreans’: Transforming Televi-

sual Ethnicity.” Television & New Media 17, no. 4 (2016): 335–349. 
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nary ethnic management—for the most part keeping dining codes and 
gendered orders intact. 82

Indeed, many of the most dramatic changes in popular cultural representations 
have been of East Asian American men. Korean American men in particular 
seem to be enjoying a racial makeover, as John Cho, Yul Kwon, Daniel Dae 
Kim, Steve Yeun, Randall Park, and Ken Jeong have become household names 
in recent years. Although narratives about these men are contradictory and 
ambivalent at best, these Asian American men are decidedly less de-sexual-
ized, nerdy, and robotic, and are much more desirable than what we witnessed 
for decades.83 Yul Kwon, for instance, gained notoriety for winning on the 2006 
reality TV show Survivor: Cook Islands by way of smart and honest strategy, but 
also for his conventional good looks and enviable accomplishments post-win, 
such as, hosting television shows and working with the FBI. Daniel Dae Kim 
gained fame as the complex and multi-dimensional characters on the televi-
sion series Lost, renowned for its multiracial and multilingual cast. In AMC’s 
acclaimed The Walking Dead, Steven Yeun’s character Glenn Rhee is a skilled 
scavenger and zombie-killer who is the love interest of a white female (though, 
later killed off, to the dismay of devoted audiences everywhere, an artistic 
choice that could be read as the continuing disposability of Asian Americans). 
More recently, the breakout hit Fresh Off the Boat, the first Asian American 
network sitcom in twenty years and the only one in us television history to be 
renewed, stars Randall Park as a relatively multi-dimensional father character 
Louis Huang; attractive, affable, naïve, but also emotive and athletic. 

This mediated shift, however, begs the question: to what extent does the 
presence of these figures influence a transformation in Korean/Asian American 
masculinity? For all of their trailblazing, one of the accusations hurled against 
these entertainers is that their lives or roles still reify the model minority ste-
reotype, especially if the wider public seems to celebrate these men in part 
for fulfilling it.84 Yul Kwon, a Stanford- and Yale-groomed attorney, showed 
the country that Asian American guys can have muscles and charm, but never 
without brains and other “model” qualities like loyalty, responsibility, and per-
severance. Similarly, while Ken Jeong’s breakout role as a short, naked, and 
effeminate Chinese mobster in the box office hit The Hangover was highly 
controversial for reinforcing age-old stereotypes for laughs, he, as an actual 
licensed physician doubling as a successful actor—and now starring as a ste-

82 Ibid., 347.
83 Chong and Kim, “The New Traditional Man.”
84 Ibid.
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reotypical Korean male doctor in Dr. Ken—is indeed a “living model minority.” 
Finally, maintaining the tradition of the nerdy “sidekick,” none of the actors 
mentioned thus far play leading or co-lead roles except Cho in the Harold and 
Kumar franchise (albeit playing the studious model minority), Randall Park in 
Fresh Off the Boat, and Ken Jeong in Dr. Ken. Furthermore, one cannot discuss 
Asian American masculinity without addressing the Jeremy Lin “Linsanity” 
phenomenon. Although Lin truly put East Asian American men on the map 
for disrupting the tired stereotype that Asian men cannot ball, jump, or do 
anything outside the realm of calculus, he is also a high-achieving student who 
graduated from Harvard and professes his evangelical Christianity everywhere 
he goes. He is even better than a model minority because he has not just con-
quered the Ivy League, but the world’s most prestigious basketball league, and 
he is handsomely paid for it, though not as much as some of his peers of com-
mensurate skill.85

In view of these simultaneously foreignizing, valorizing, silencing, infan-
tilizing, but racially disruptive depictions and experiences of Korean American 
men and women, how do these bear on the first and second generations’ iden-
tity formations? How might these forces shape their related racial associations 
and disassociations? Recent studies reaffirm what the older body of research 
seemed to find, that much of the first generation distances itself from “racial 
minority” and “people of color” identities and even from admitting bouts with 
racism as a way to align with whites and to conform to the “American Dream.”86 
Although this dynamic was more common to the first generation, the same 
phenomenon was found, among the second generation, including Korean 
adoptees.87 Korean Americans of both generations also often invoked the suc-
cess story of Jewish Americans as a way to de-foreignize themselves by aligning 
with a white ethnic group with whom they shared similarities, but who had 
already “made it” socioeconomically, politically, and culturally.88 

Of the many influences on Korean Americans’ responses to race, studies 
often cite the white–black order in which whites use Asian Americans as a 
wedge or buffer by valorizing them over blacks, a process Asian Americans offer 
little resistance to because of their desire to avoid being targets of nativist rac-

85 Ibid.
86 Dhingra, Managing Multicultural Lives.
87 Chung, Saving Face; Dhingra, Managing Multicultural Lives; Inseo Son, “Partly Colored or 

Almost White? Racial Intermediacy and Identification Ambivalence of Grown Children 
of Korean Immigrants,” Discourse & Society 25, no. 6 (2014): 766–782; Shiao and Tuan, 
Choosing Ethnicity, Negotiating Race.

88 Chung, Saving Face; Kim, Imperial Citizens.
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ism. Building on research about (neo)imperialist and transnational influences 
on Koreans’ anti-black strategy as a way to reconcile with white supre macy,89 
Wendy Roth and Nadia Kim demonstrate the transmission of racial prejudice, 
such as against blacks, to be a central feature of globalization, transnational-
ism, and immigration.90 As sociology’s classic models of prejudice have been 
US-bound and intra-national in their analysis, the authors find that all con-
temporary immigrants, such as Korean and Dominican ethnics, learn racial 
ideologies (including prejudice) by way of four major interrelated processes: 
(1) the racial context of the sending society and its interracial group dynamics, 
(2) the racial context and interracial group dynamics of the receiving society, 
(3) the globalized mass media, and (4) the transnational exchange of racial 
attitudes between immigrants and nonmigrants.91

Despite the historical, economic, sociopolitical, and geopolitical underpin-
nings of cross-border prejudice formation, Shiao and Tuan find that Korean 
Americans often negotiate anti-blackness and other forms of social distancing 
at the individual level.92 The authors consider honorary whiteness, then, to be 
an individually-negotiated social status—if not active social distancing—from 
blacks. This is not exclusively applied to blacks, however, as Korean Americans 
distance themselves from other nonwhites and even other Koreans and Asian 
Americans. For second-generation Korean Americans in Dallas, Pawan Dhingra 
found that, in contrast to Portes and Rumbaut’s claim that immigrant youth 
develop a reactive bond with other minorities and disidentify from whites, his 
young professionals defined themselves as model minorities and members of 
distinct immigrant groups.93 They were also shaped by the rhetoric of multi-
culturalism and the salience of ethnic culture and had limited interests in 
forging alliances with people of color owing to their class status and residential 
privilege in Dallas. Like the first-generation leaders, his respondents “viewed 
racism as existing at the individual rather than the systemic level, which weak-

89 Kim, Imperial Citizens. 
90 Wendy Roth and Nadia Y. Kim, “Relocating Prejudice: A Transnational Approach to 

Under standing Immigrants’ Racial Attitudes,” International Migration Review 47, no. 2 
(2013): 330–373.

91 On present-day South Korea, see Nadia Y. Kim, “Race-ing towards the Real South Korea: 
The Cases of Black-Korean Nationals and African Migrants,” in Multiethnic Korea? Multi-
culturalism, Migration, and Peoplehood Diversity in Contemporary South Korea, ed. John 
Lie (Berkeley: University of California Berkeley Institute of East Asian Studies Publishing, 
2015), 211–243.

92 Shiao and Tuan, Choosing Ethnicity, Negotiating Race, 138.
93 Dhingra, Managing Multicultural Lives, 89; Alejandro Portes and Ruben G. Rumbaut. Leg-

acies (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001).
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ened the sense of reactive ethnicity as well as interminority solidarities.”94 The 
model minority mythology, he finds, further diluted a strong sense of identity 
and fellowship as people of color.95 

Yet studies have also found that, in line with the analyses discussed above 
by Edward Chang, Korean ethnics of even the first generation have forged alli-
ances with, and identified more closely with, black Americans.96 Not only was 
this true of some South Koreans during the Jim Crow era who saw the white-led 
military as the true imperialists but it was also the case of those who witnessed 
humane, complex, and three-dimensional representations of blacks in global 
mass media, all long before emigration.97 Such cross-racial affinities, as noted, 
were expressed after the riots;98 they appear, as well, in the commercial jug-
gernaut that is hip hop. This black American-originated culture of emceeing, 
deejaying, and b-boy/b-girl dancing has had Asian American and Asian men 
abroad, especially South Korea, pop-locking on every corner of the globe, 
storming competitions, and therefore prompting more than cultural appro-
priation but an appreciation for black American culture and the politics.99

Results from the most authoritative source on Asian Americans’ opinions to 
date and the first nationally representative survey of Asian Americans’ politi-
cal views, the 2008 National Asian American Survey (NAAS), are striking and 
instructive. To a greater extent than their Asian ethnic counterparts (40 per-
cent), 50 percent of Korean Americans reported feeling “a lot” or “some” sense 
of political commonality with African Americans (and with Latinos: 58 per-
cent).100 As 2008 was just after Obama burst onto the national scene, we cannot 
discount the Obama effect here or abroad. Indeed, of the non-white countries 
that had longed for his symbolic and embodied promise of racial-national 
unity, South Korea is rivaled only by India in terms of approval ratings of the 
former President: fully nine in ten South Koreans approve of Obama’s time in 

94 Dhingra, Managing Multicultural Lives, 89.
95 Ibid., 90.
96 Chang, “Remembering Sa-I-Gu.” 
97 Kim, Imperial Citizens; also see George Lipsitz, A Life in the Struggle: Ivory Perry and the 

Culture of Opposition (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1995); George Lipsitz, “Fran-
tic to Join … the Japanese Army”: The Asia Pacific War in the Lives of African American 
Soldiers and Civilians, in The Politics of Culture in the Shadow of Capital, eds. Lisa Lowe 
and David Lloyd (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1997), 324–353.

98 Chang, “Remembering Sa-I-Gu”; Kim, Imperial Citizens.
99 Jeff Chang, Can’t Stop Won’t Stop: A History of the Hip-Hop Generation (New York: St. Mar-

tin’s Press, 2005); Kim, Imperial Citizens.
100 Taeku Lee, “Riot, Remembrance, and Rebuilding: Some Longer-Term Aftereffects of Sa-I-

Gu,” Amerasia Journal 38, no. 1 (2012): 42.
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the West Wing.101 Moreover, Korean Americans have politically committed to 
their left turn, with 64 percent pulling the lever for Obama in 2008 and an 
astonishing 78 percent doing so in 2012.102 While “Obama approval” is certainly 
no panacea for white supremacy (as Trump, Bannon, and Jeff Sessions plainly 
remind us) or for mutual Korean–black prejudice and race relations here and 
abroad, it also contravenes the usual role of historic social forces to argue that 
the widely adored first black (and, dare I say, Asian American) president has 
had little to no impact at all.103 

Numerous studies continue to explore how our racialized society has shaped 
the individual-level identity negotiations and choices of Korean Americans, 
which, in turn, shape the horizon of group identification. As Shiao and Tuan 
remind us, identity exploration is vital for people of color to make sense of who 
they are and to develop a healthy self-image while living in a racial hierarchy.104 
They add that a “strong ethnic and racial identity can also offer protection from 
negative stereotypes by providing a positive counternarrative about one’s 
group.”105 In agreement with Shiao and Tuan, Linda Park’s research on the 
lesser-known Koreans who immigrated in the 1950s under the 1952 Walter 
McCarran Act (such as my own father Bock-ki Kim) also affirmed how identi-
ties constantly shift and are renegotiated at various life stages.106 While early 
childhood in predominantly white areas with few Koreans/Asians coupled 
with assimilation pressures from parents had fostered a weak racial/ethnic 

101 Ipsos MORI. “President Obama Leaves Office with High Worldwide Approval Ratings but 
Global Expectations for Trump are More Pessimistic.” 2017. <https://www.ipsos-mori.
com/researchpublications/researcharchive/3829/President-Obama-leaves-office-with-
high-worldwide-approval-ratings.aspx>.

102 AALDEF, The Asian American Vote in the 2008 Election. A Report of the Asian American 
Legal Defense and Education Fund, 2008. <http://www.aaldef.org/docs/AALDEF-Exit-
Poll-2008.pdf>; AALDEF, The Asian American Vote 2012. A Report of the Asian American 
Legal Defense and Education Fund, 2012. <http://aaldef.org/Asian%20American%20
Vote%202012.pdf>.

103 It also flies in the face of longstanding research in social psychology that has well-estab-
lished that the more we see and become familiar with a signifier, the more we like it. That 
is, not only are we now used to a black American face gracing the Presidential portrait 
gallery and the pages of our history text, but, indeed, we like that black American face.

104 Shiao and Tuan, Choosing Ethnicity, Negotiating Race, 138.
105 Deborah Rivas-Drake, “Perceptions of Opportunity, Ethnic Identity, and Motivation 

among Latino Students at a Selective University,” Journal of Latinos and Education 7, no. 2 
(2008): 113–128 cited from Shiao and Tuan, Choosing Ethnicity, Negotiating Race, 138.

106 Linda S. Park, “Contextual Influences on Ethnic Identity Formation: A Case Study of Sec-
ond-Generation Korean Americans Baby Boomers in Midlife,” Journal of Cross-Cultural 
Gerontology 30, no. 1 (2015): 87–105. 
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sensibility, mid-life adulthood engendered the opposite; the continued lack of 
Korean language proficiency among the 1950s’ 1.5 and second generations, 
however, constantly ruptured any neat constructions of Korean ethnic identity 
and authenticity. 

Another repeated finding throughout the literature was the Korean genera-
tions’ desire to challenge white racism not by moving up as de-ethnicized 
white people, as scholars like George Yancey allege,107 but as “mainstream 
Korean Americans.”108 This desire for an ethnic politics of recognition on par 
with whites’ automatic claim to sociocultural citizenship and to the nation’s 
identity did little of course to overturn the intersecting white supremacist, 
capitalist, and patriarchal foundations of the nation-state.109 It did, however, 
challenge the tenet of full identificational assimilation that has been one of 
the hallmarks both of white supremacy and of the “openness” and fairness of 
the capitalist opportunity structure. This desire for the ethnic politics of main-
stream recognition also meant that the push for socioeconomic, political, and 
popular cultural integration existed side by side with the push for pride in 
Korean identity and culture and for maintenance of ties to ethnic towns and 
networks.110 Another major trend was the adoption of “Asian” or panethnic 
identities—a “choice” that signaled the sense of being lumped and racialized 
with others, but also recognition of the political cache of moving beyond one’s 
ethnic bounds.111 Although this sensibility was stronger among the younger 
generations and “mainstream Korean Americanness” remained the optimal 
goal for all, older and younger Koreans understood that there was a time and 
place to be Asian American.112 As Shiao and Tuan aptly sum up about second-

107 George Yancey, Who is White?: Latinos, Asians, and the New black/nonblack Divide (Boul-
der, CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2003).

108 Kim, Imperial Citizens.
109 Chung, Saving Face; Dhingra, Managing Multicultural Lives; Kim, Second Generation 

Korean Americans; Kim, Imperial Citizens; Pyong Gap Min and Samuel Noh, eds., Second 
Generation Korean Experiences in the United States and Canada (Lanham, MD: Lexington 
Books, 2014); Pyong Gap Min and Thomas Chung, Younger-Generation Korean Experiences 
in the us: Personal Narratives on Ethnic and Racial Identities (Lanham, MD: Lexington 
Books, 2014); Park, “Contextual Influences on Ethnic Identity Formation”; Shiao and Tuan, 
Choosing Ethnicity, Negotiating Race.

110 Kim, Imperial Citizens; also see Dhingra, Managing Multicultural Lives.
111 Chung, Saving Face; Kim, Second Generation Korean Americans; Kim, Imperial Citizens; 

Min and Chung, Younger-Generation Korean Experiences in the us; Min and Noh, Second 
Generation Korean Experiences in the United States and Canada; Shiao and Tuan, Choosing 
Ethnicity, Negotiating Race. 

112 Chung, Saving Face; Kim, Second Generation Korean Americans; Kim, Imperial Citizens, 
Shiao and Tuan, Choosing Ethnicity, Negotiating Race.
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generation adoptees and non-adoptees alike: “a panethnic identity can serve to 
recognize the racial basis of the social reality of being Asian in the United 
States—as evidenced, for instance, in inquiries putatively about their ethnic-
ity—and can permit [the second generation] to redefine that basis rather than 
evade or deflect it.”113 

Survey data corroborate these findings. In the authoritative 2008 National 
Asian American Survey (NAAS), compared to other groups, Korean Americans 
were notably much more prone to a sense of group solidarity with fellow 
Koreans and Asian Americans than other ethnics as a whole. An impressive 54 
percent believed their fates were “very linked” or “somewhat linked” to other 
Asian Americans and 67 percent saw their fates as “very” or “somewhat” linked 
to other Korean Americans. In comparison, only 34 percent of the remaining 
informants felt a “very” or “somewhat” strong linked fate with other Asian 
Americans and only 43 percent felt the same about their co-ethnics.114 And 
whereas a whopping 83 percent of Korean Americans said they would vote for 
a fellow Korean candidate running against an equally qualified non-Korean, 
only 55 percent of the remaining Asian American respondents said the same of 
their co-ethnics. This trend may owe to the low rates of naturalization that 
have hurt the group politically, yet thirty-one Korean Americans have man-
aged to become elected officials, including mayors (predominantly at the local 
level).115 

As for the impact of stereotyping, discrimination, and exclusion on the 
mental health of Korean Americans, scholars have long established that young 
Asian Americans, and especially Korean ethnics, suffer from a higher preva-
lence of mental health disorders than white Americans. Specifically, they 
experience higher levels of depression and withdrawal, isolation and anxiety, 
and suicidal thoughts and attempts, and seek professional help at lower rates 
due to stigma.116 In their study of Korean American youths and bullying, Shin, 

113 Shiao and Tuan, Choosing Ethnicity, Negotiating Race, 145.
114 Lee, “Riot, Remembrance, and Rebuilding,” 40.
115 Sookhee Oh, “Group Membership and Context of Participation in Electoral Politics 

among Korean, Chinese, and Filipino Americans,” in Second Generation Korean Experi-
ences in the United States and Canada, ed. Pyong Gap Min and Samuel Noh (Lanham, MD: 
Lexington Books, 2014), 87–106. 

116 Laura Uba, Asian Americans: Personality Patterns, Identity and Mental Health (New York, 
NY: Guilford Press, 1994); Ellen Greenberger and Chuansheng Chen, “Perceived Fam-
ily Relationships and Depressed Mood in Early and Late Adolescence: A Comparison 
of European and Asian Americans,” Developmental Psychology 32, no. 4 (1996): 707–716; 
May Kwan Lorenzo, Abbie Frost, and Helen Z. Reinherz, “Social and Emotional Func-
tioning of Older Asian American Adolescents,” Child and Adolescent Social Work Journal 
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D’Antonio, Son, Kim, and Park find that in the context of school, victims’ 
reports of bullying and discrimination were more frequent the higher the pro-
portion of white students.117 Bystanders to bullying, moreover, reported higher 
levels of depression, leading the authors to conclude that reasons outside of 
the bystander experience—such as cultural dissonance between family and 
public life—also accounted for that depression.118 Perhaps the little-known 
Asian American struggles with high rates of domestic violence (typically 
among the first generation) and drug abuse (typically among the second gen-
eration) are also triggering depression and anxiety.119

Another strand in the scholarship, albeit an understudied one, is how 
Korean Americans might use “transnationalism from the bottom-up” as a way 
to address racism and its deleterious effects. For the first generation, navigating 
transnational networks—especially in this age of advanced global capitalism, 
direct flights, and technological interconnectedness—is more organic and 
seamless than it is for their children who tend to be more rooted in a strictly 
us setting. Yet even members of the first generation sometimes lament their 
sense of displacement and even hostility when they travel to South Korea, 
prompting them to resign themselves to partial belonging in their “new home” 
of the United States and avoiding contact with most South Koreans except 
for family members.120 Indeed, the global specter of colonialism, (neo)impe-
rialism, war, and economic and cultural inequality has long loomed over the 
relationship between South Koreans and us Korean immigrants given the 
former’s anti-Korean immigrant discourse. In a play on words that likens emi-
gres to excrement (ddongpo), those who stayed often rail against those who 
left (dongpo) for a Superpower nation of excess and largesse, only then to 

17 (2000): 289–304; May Kwan Lorenzo, Bilge Pakiz, Helen Z. Reinherz, and Abbie Frost, 
“Emotional and Behavioral Problems of Asian-American Adolescents: A Comparative 
Study,” Child & Adolescent Social Work Journal 12 (1995): 197–212; Jeremy E. Kisch, Victor 
Leion, and Morton M. Silverman, “Aspects of Suicidal Behavior, Depression, and Treat-
ment in College Students: Results from the Spring 2000 National College Health Assess-
ment Survey,” Suicide and Life-Threatening Behavior 35 (2005): 3–13; K.V.T. Bui and David 
T. Takeuchi, “Ethnic Minority Adolescents and the Use of Community Mental Health Care 
Services, American Journal of Community Psychology 20, no. 4 (1992): 403–417. 

117 Jin Y. Shin et al, “Bullying and Discrimination Experiences among Korean American Ado-
lescents,” Journal of Adolescence 34 (2011): 881.

118 Ibid., 882.
119 Mary Yu Danico and Franklin Ng, Asian American Issues (Westport, CT: Greenwood Pub-

lishing Group, 2004); Pyong Gap Min, Caught in the Middle: Korean Communities in New 
York and Los Angeles (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996). 

120 Kim, Imperial Citizens.
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come swaggering back thinking themselves better—the trope of the “Korean 
Benedict Arnolds,” as Nadia Kim calls it.121 Tensions remain and intensify when 
South Koreans nationalistically point to the Los Angeles unrest and “America’s 
race wars” as karma, while immigrants retort that those who stayed are simply 
jealous and bitter for not having left themselves while remaining coy about 
their day-to-day race, class, and cultural struggles as us immigrants. Of course, 
this tension is not always present, and many South Koreans proudly boast 
about their highly-accomplished American brethren, while the latter vocally 
envy the lives of South Koreans who do not have to toil their life away in a 
mom-and-pop store.122 

A common response among the second generation is to forge ties with the 
“homeland” to find a symbolic or literal “home” where they can sense what it is 
like to be, for once, part of the racial majority. For some, this involves identify-
ing themselves with and overlaying the heightened wealth of South Korea onto 
their American positioning, whether through periodic family visits, sponsored 
“motherland” tours, employment as English teachers or as corporate workers, 
and/or cultural consumption of K-pop, soap operas and other forms of hallyu.123 
Many Korean adoptees also visit South Korea to search for their familial origins 
and “lost” culture.124 Like many non-adopted Korean Americans, however, they 
are often sorely disappointed by what they see as canned and depoliticized 
formations of culture in the homeland that do little to embrace them as part of 
the diaspora.125 As such, adoptees and non-adoptees alike tend to come to a 
similar conclusion as the first generation: in all its imperfections, America is 
still home. Yet transnational longings and connections continue to be sought 
after, as second-generation Korean American writers themselves have devoted 
countless pages to the legacy of the Korean War, us militarism abroad and 

121 Ibid., 226.
122 Ibid.
123 Chong and Kim, “The New Traditional Man”; Nazli Kibria, “Of Blood, Belonging, and 

Homeland Trips: Transnationalism and Identity Among Second-Generation Chinese and 
Korean Americans,” in The Changing Face of Home: The Transnational Lives of the Second 
Generation, ed. Peggy Levitt and Mary C. Waters (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 
2002), 295–311; Nadia Y. Kim, “Finding Our Way Home: Korean Americans, Homelands 
Trips, and Cultural Foreignness.” In Diasporic Homecomings: Ethnic Return Migrants in 
Comparative Perspective, ed. Takeyuki Tsuda (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 
2009), 305–324. 

124 Kim, Adopted Territory; Shiao and Tuan, Choosing Ethnicity, Negotiating Race.
125 Kibria, “Of Blood, Belonging, and Homeland Trips”; Kim, “Finding Our Way Home.” .
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other forms of cross-border violence that they, at times, skillfully loop back to 
American race relations.126 

 Forecasting the Racial Weather of Korean America 

Given a common fixation among sociologists on the “inevitable” racial assimi-
lation of Korean and other Asian Americans, it is fitting to end on a point I 
have noted throughout this essay: that no study has overwhelming structural 
or qualitative evidence of Korean Americans becoming white people, or 
wanting to be so. Nadia Kim’s article, “Critical Thoughts on Asian American 
Assimilation in the Whitening Literature” affirms this conclusion by providing 
the following: uncited data on the socioeconomic fragility of and wide inter-
nal stratification within the Asian American community; dehistoricized and 
misinterpreted intermarriage trends; racial attitudes that diverge from those 
of whites; and unreported survey trends that demonstrate high levels of anti-
Asian discrimination and anti-Asian attitudes.127 For instance, while Korean 
American women tend to earn more annual income than white women and 
the second generation out-earn white Americans on some measures, Korean 
Americans experience a dismal poverty rate at 16% under the official pov-
erty line (in comparison to 11.3 percent for native-born whites).128 The high 
poverty rates are associated with high intra-group inequality among Korean 
Americans, which is higher than that of any other group.129 

While supporting this view, Dae Young Kim also entertains Richard Alba’s 
persuasive argument that the powerful positions being vacated by retiring 
baby boomers will likely go to highly educated ethnoracial minorities like 
Korean Americans.130 Kim points out, however, that a “relatively larger pool of 
[highly educated] white women” will vie for these positions, questioning 

126 Daniel Kim and Viet Thanh Nguyen, “Literatures of the Korean and Vietnam War,” in The 
Cambridge Companion to Asian American Literature, ed. Daniel Kim and Crystal Parikh 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 59–72.

127 Nadia Y. Kim, “Critical Thoughts on Asian American Assimilation in the Whitening Lite-
rature,” in Racism in Post-Racism America: New Theories, New Directions, ed. Charles A. 
Gal la gher (Chapel Hill, NC: Social Forces Publishing, 2008): 53–66.

128 ChangHwan Kim, “The Generational Differences in Socioeconomic Attainments of 
Korean Americans,” in Second Generation Korean Experiences in the United States and 
Canada, ed. Pyong Gap Min and Samuel Noh (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2014), 25.

129 Ibid., 26–27.
130 Kim, Second Generation Korean Americans; Richard Alba, Blurring the Color Line: The New 

Chance for a More Integrated America (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2009). 
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whether people of color’s ascendance is a foregone conclusion.131 With respect 
to issues of racial/ethnic identity and allegiances with people of color, it seems 
that much of the literature’s findings constellate around the reality that exter-
nal pressure to be “ethnic” exists alongside the greater sense of choice that 
Korean and other Asian Americans have in defining and exercising what they 
think to be “ethnic.” This is in large part a result of the hegemony of multicul-
turalism and the middle-class attainment of many second-generation Korean 
Americans. The same goes for the pressure that white society imposes on 
Korean Americans to be like them, without granting them the full rights to the 
club that such a transformation would entail. 

As Nazli Kibria also forecasted in the early 2000s, the growth of a “multira-
cial” population that refuses to be singularly characterized may fundamentally 
alter such pressures.132 Yet, intermarriage data also reveal that the mixed white-
Asian population may be decreasing. Xie and Goyette’s aggregate analysis 
reveals that most Asian Americans are married to members of their own eth-
nic group.133 And contrary to popular wisdom, the second largest proportion 
of marriages is not Asian-white couplings but interethnic marriages—that is, 
marriages between different Asian ethnic groups.134 As such, Asian-white mar-
riage has declined from 18 percent in 1980 to 12.7 percent in 2000.135 In states 
with high concentrations of Asian Americans, such as California, the rate of 
interethnic marriage is even higher. Interestingly, this trend further affirms the 
unpredictable outcomes of Asian Americans’ ascent into the middle class inso-
far as middle-class status has fostered ethnic and racial iden tification rather 
than mere identification with whiteness.136 

To fully understand these marital trends and race-class meanings, scholars 
will have to continue studying Korean America in relation to gender and inter-
sectionality, comparative racialization, and capitalism. Given the number of 
second-generation Korean Americans who have turned to the ethnic “home-
land” literally and figuratively, we can no longer understand Korean America 
without understanding South Korea and the transnational dynamics that bind. 
We must also pursue the question of how Korean Americans are affected by 
and react to our present neoliberal, fascist and racist autocracy cloaked in 

131 Kim, Second Generation Korean Americans, 169.
132 Kibria, Becoming Asian American. 
133 Yu Xie and Kimberly Goyette, A Demographic Portrait of Asian Americans (New York: Rus-

sell Sage Foundation and Population Reference Bureau, 2004). 
134 Ibid. 
135 Pyong Gap Min, Asian Americans: Contemporary Trends and Issues (Thousand Oaks, CA: 

Pine Forge Press, 2006).
136 Kim, “Critical Thoughts on Asian American Assimilation in the Whitening Literature.” 
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pro-worker sheep’s clothing. How will Korean Americans fare in this crucible 
of race? Based on the exciting scholarship over the last ten years, future 
research promises to pursue such complex social questions.

 References

AALDEF. The Asian American Vote in the 2008 Election. A Report of the Asian American 
Legal Defense and Education Fund. 2008. <http://www.aaldef.org/docs/AALDEF-
ExitPoll-2008.pdf> (accessed February 16, 2017).

AALDEF. The Asian American Vote 2012. A Report of the Asian American Legal Defense 
and Education Fund. 2012. <http://aaldef.org/Asian%20American%20Vote%202012.
pdf> (accessed February 16, 2017).

Alba, Richard. Blurring the Color Line: The New Chance for a More Integrated America. 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2009. 

August, Timothy K. and Chi-Hoon Kim. “The Turn to ‘Bad Koreans’: Transforming 
Televisual Ethnicity.” Television & New Media 17, no. 4 (2016): 335–349. 

Bobo, Lawrence, Camille L. Zubrinsky, James H. Johnson, and Melvin L Oliver. “Public 
opinion before and after a Spring of Discontent.” In The Los Angeles Riots: Lessons 
for the Urban Future, edited by Mark Baldassare, 103–133. Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 
1994. 

Bui, K.V.T. and DT Takeuchi. “Ethnic Minority Adolescents and the Use of Community 
Mental Health Care Services. American Journal of Community Psychology 20 no. 4 
(1992): 403–417.

Castañeda, Claudia. Figurations: Child, Bodies, Worlds. Durham, N.C.: Duke University 
Press, 2012. 

Chang, Jeff. Can’t Stop Won’t Stop: A History of the Hip-Hop Generation. New York: St. 
Martin’s Press, 2005.

Chang, Edward T. “Remembering Sa-I-Gu.” In Los Angeles Since 1992: Commemorating 
the 20th Anniversary of the Uprisings, edited by Darnell Hunt and David K. Yoo, 31–34. 
Los Angeles, CA: Asian American Studies Center Press, 2012. 

Chang, Edward T. and Jeannette Diaz-Veizades. Ethnic Peace in the American City: 
Building Community in Los Angeles and Beyond. New York: New York University Press, 
1999.

Chong, Kelly H. “What it Means to be Christians: The Role of Religion in the Construction 
of Ethnic Identity and Boundary among Second-Generation Korean Americans.” 
Sociology of Religion 58 (1998): 258–86.

Chong, Kelly H. and Nadia Y. Kim. “‘The New Traditional Man’: The Construction of a 
New Asian American Masculinity.” n.d.

9789004334533_Joo_Lee_01-inner_proof-01.indd   297 1-3-2018   21:06:59



298 Kim

Choy, Catherine Ceniza. Global Families: A History of Asian International Adoption in 
America. New York, NY: New York University Press, 2013.

Chung, Angie Y. “The Powers that Bind: A Case Study of the Collective Bases of Coalition 
Building in Post–Civil Unrest Los Angeles.” Urban Affairs Review 37 no. 2 (2001): 
205–226. 

Chung, Angie Y. Legacies of Struggle: Conflict and Cooperation in Korean American 
Politics. Stanford University Press, 2007.

Chung, Angie Y. Saving Face: The Emotional Costs of the Asian Immigrant Myth. New 
Brunswick, NJ, and London: Rutgers University Press, 2016.

Danico, Mary Yu and Franklin Ng. Asian American Issues. Westport, CT: Greenwood 
Publishing Group, 2004.

DeGuzman, Jean Paul. “The Twenty-Year Tale of Interpreting a Multiethnic Urban 
Uprising: Towards a Historiography of Sa-I-Gu.” In Los Angeles Since 1992: 
Commemorating the 20th Anniversary of the Uprisings, edited by Darnell Hunt and 
David K. Yoo, 175–192. Los Angeles, CA: Asian American Studies Center Press, 2012. 

Dhingra, Pawan. Managing Multicultural Lives: Asian American Professionals and the 
Challenge of Multiple Identities. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2007. 

Dorow, Sara K. Transnational Adoption: A Cultural Economy of Race, Gender, and Kinship. 
New York: New York University, 2006.

Espiritu, Yen Le. “‘We Don’t Sleep Around Like White Girls Do’: Family, Culture, and 
Gender in Filipina American Lives.” Signs 26 no. 2 (2001): 415–40.

Falk, Stephanie. Validation of a Stress Scale for Asian American College Students and 
Variables Related to their Perception of Stress. Ann Arber, Michigan: Bell and Howell 
Company, 1995.

Foucault, Michel. “Society Must be Defended”: Lectures at the College de France, 1975–1976. 
New York: Picador, 1997.

Greenberger, Ellen and Chuansheng Chen. “Perceived Family Relationships and 
Depressed Mood in Early and Late Adolescence: A Comparison of European and 
Asian Americans.” Developmental Psychology, 32 no. 4 (1996): 707–716. 

Ipsos MORI. “President Obama Leaves Office with High Worldwide Approval Ratings 
but Global Expectations for Trump are More Pessimistic.” 2017. <https://www.ipsos-
mori.com/researchpublications/researcharchive/3829/President-Obama-leaves-
office-with-high-worldwide-approval-ratings.aspx> (accessed February 16, 2017).

Kang, Miliann. The Managed Hand: Race, Gender and the Body in Beauty Service Work. 
Berkeley and Los Angeles, CA: University of California Press, 2010.

Kang, Miliann. “Are Second-Generation Korean-American Women Tiger Mothers? 
Strategic, Transnational, and Resistant Responses to Racialized Mothering.” In Second 
Generation Korean Experiences in the United States and Canada, edited by P.G. Min 
and S. Noh, 225–245. Lanham, Maryland: Lexington Books, 2014.

9789004334533_Joo_Lee_01-inner_proof-01.indd   298 1-3-2018   21:06:59



299Race-ing the Korean American Experience

Kao, Grace. Psychological Well-Being and Educational Achievement Among Immigrant 
Youth. In Children of Immigrants: Health, Adjustment, and Public Assistance, edited 
by D.J. Hernandez, 410–477. Albany, NY: National Academy Press, 1998. 

Kaplan, Erin Aubry. “Fire, Then Ice.” Amerasia Journal 38, no. 1 (2012): 36–38.
Kibria, Nazli. Becoming Asian American. Baltimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins University 

Press, 2002.
Kibria, Nazli. “Of Blood, Belonging, and Homeland Trips: Transnationalism and Identity 

Among Second-Generation Chinese and Korean Americans.” In The Changing Face 
of Home: The Transnational Lives of the Second Generation, ed. Peggy Levitt and Mary 
C. Waters, 295–311. New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2002.

Kim, ChangHwan. “The Generational Differences in Socioeconomic Attainments of 
Korean Americans.” In Second Generation Korean Experiences in the United States and 
Canada, edited by Pyong Gap Min and Samuel Noh, 15–33. Lanham, MD: Lexington 
Books, 2014.

Kim, Dae Young Second-Generation Korean Americans: The Struggle for Full Inclusion. 
New Americans: Recent Immigration and American Society. El Paso, TX: LBF Scholarly 
Publishing, 2013.

Kim, Daniel and Viet Thanh Nguyen. “Literatures of the Korean and Vietnam War.” In 
The Cambridge Companion to Asian American Literature, edited by Daniel Kim and 
Crystal Parikh, 59–72. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2015.

Kim, Eleana. Adopted Territory: Transnational Korean Adoptees and the Politics of 
Belonging. Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2010.

Kim, Nadia Y. “‘Seoul-America’ on America’s ‘Soul’: South Koreans and Korean Immigrants 
Navigate Global White Racial Ideology.” Critical Sociology 32 no. 2ã (2006): 381–402.

Kim, Nadia Y. “Critical Thoughts on Asian American Assimilation in the Whitening 
Literature.” In Racism in Post-Racism America: New Theories, New Directions, edited 
by Charles A. Gallagher, 53–66. Chapel Hill, NC: Social Forces Publishing, 2008.

Kim, Nadia Y. Imperial Citizens: Koreans and Race from Seoul to LA. Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 2008.

Kim, Nadia Y. “Finding Our Way Home: Korean Americans, Homelands Trips, and 
Cultural Foreignness.” In Diasporic Homecomings: Ethnic Return Migrants in 
Comparative Perspective, edited by Takeyuki Tsuda, 305–324. Stanford University 
Press, 2009. 

Kim, Nadia Y. “Race-ing towards the Real South Korea: The Cases of Black-Korean 
Nationals and African Migrants.” In Multiethnic Korea? Multiculturalism, Migration, 
and Peoplehood Diversity in Contemporary South Korea edited by John Lie, 211–243. 
Berkeley: University of California Berkeley Institute of East Asian Studies Publishing, 
2015.

9789004334533_Joo_Lee_01-inner_proof-01.indd   299 1-3-2018   21:06:59



300 Kim

Kim, Nadia Y. n.d. We the Polluted People: US Immigrant Generations Remap Race, Class, 
Gender & the Body to Remake Citizenship (book manuscript under contract with Stanford 
University Press). 

Kim, Nadia Y. and Christine J. Oh. “On Being a Successful Failure: Korean American 
Students and the Structural-Cultural Paradox.” In Second-Generation Korean 
Experiences in the United States and Canada, edited by Pyong Gap Min and Samuel 
Noh, 167–186. Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2014. 

Kim, Rebecca Y. “Second-generation Korean American Evangelicals: Ethnic, Multiethnic, 
or White Campus Ministries.” Sociology of Religion 65 (2003): 19–34.

Kim, Rebecca Y. God’s New Whiz Kids: Korean American Evangelicals on Campus. New 
York: New York University Press, 2006. 

Kim, Rose M. “Sa-I-Gu, Twenty Years Later: I Still Love L.A.” In Los Angeles Since 1992: 
Commemorating the 20th Anniversary of the Uprisings, edited by Darnell Hunt and 
David K. Yoo, 63–82. Los Angeles, CA: Asian American Studies Center Press, 2012. 

Kim, Rose M. “Violence and Trauma as Constitutive Elements in Korean American 
Racial Identity Formation: the 1992 L.A. Riots/Insurrection/Saigu.” Ethnic & Racial 
Studies 35 no 11 (2012): 1999–2018. 

Kim, Sharon. “Replanting Sacred Spaces: The Emergence of Second-Generation Korean 
American Churches.” In Religion and Spirituality in Korean America, edited by David 
K. Yoo and Ruth H. Chung, 151–70. Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 2008.

Kisch, Jeremy, E. Victor Leino, and Morton M. Silverman. “Aspects of Suicidal Behavior, 
Depression, and Treatment in College Students: Results from the Spring 2000 
National College Health Assessment Survey.” Suicide and Life-Threatening Behavior 
35 (2005): 3–13. 

Klein, A. “Incoming College Students Rate Emotional Health at Record Low, Annual 
Survey Finds: Economy Continues to Shape Student Expectations for College, 
Political Views.” January 26, 2011. <http://newsroom.ucla.edu/portal/ucla/incoming-
college-students-self-191135.aspx> (accessed January 22, 2014). 

Kuo, Wen H. “Prevalence of Depression Among Asian Americans.” Journal of Nervous 
and Mental Disorders 172 (1984): 449–457. 

Lai, Eric Yo Ping and Denise Arguelles, eds. The New Face of Asian Pacific America: 
Numbers, Diversity and Change in the 21st Century. San Francisco and Los Angeles: 
Asian Week and University of California, Los Angeles, Asian American Studies Center 
Press, 2003. 

Lam, Kevin D. “Theories of Racism, Asian American Identities, and a Materialist Critical 
Pedagogy.” Journal for Critical Education Policy Studies 13 no. 1 (2015): 83–102. 

Lee, Erika. The Making of Asian America: A History. New York: Simon & Schuster, 2015. 
Lee, Taeku. “Riot, Remembrance, and Rebuilding: Some Longer-Term Aftereffects of 

Sa-I-Gu.” Amerasia Journal 38 no. 1 (2012): 39–42.

9789004334533_Joo_Lee_01-inner_proof-01.indd   300 1-3-2018   21:06:59



301Race-ing the Korean American Experience

Lipsitz, George. A Life in the Struggle: Ivory Perry and the Culture of Opposition. Phila-
delphia, PA: Temple University Press, 1995.

Lipsitz, George. “‘Frantic to Join … the Japanese Army’: The Asia Pacific War in the Lives 
of African American Soldiers and Civilians.” In The Politics of Culture in the Shadow 
of Capital, edited by Lisa Lowe and David Lloyd, 324–53. Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 1997. 

Lorenzo, May Kwan, Abbie Frost A, and Helen Z. Reinherz. “Social and Emotional 
Functioning of Older Asian American Adolescents.” Child and Adolescent Social Work 
Journal 17 (2000): 289–304. 

Lorenzo, May Kwan, Bilge Pakiz, Helen Z Reinherz, and Abbie Frost. “Emotional and 
Behavioral Problems of Asian-American Adolescents: A Comparative Study.” Child 
& Adolescent Social Work Journal 12 (1995): 197–212. 

Louie, Vivian. “Being Counted.” Sociological Forum 29 no 10 (2014): 274–277. 
Maira, Sunaina Marr. Desis in the House: Indian American Youth Culture in New York City. 

Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press, 2002. 
Magat, Margaret. “From Rebounds to Three-Pointers: Linsanity, Racial Insults, and 

Stereotypes in Flux.” Journal of American Folklore 128 (2015): 438–448.
Min, Pyong Gap. Caught in the Middle: Korean Communities in New York and Los Angeles. 

Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996.
Min, Pyong Gap. Asian Americans: Contemporary Trends and Issues. Thousand Oaks, CA: 

Pine Forge Press, 2006.
Min, Pyong Gap. Preserving Ethnicity through Religion in America: Korean Protestants 

and Indian Hindus across Generations. New York: New York University Press, 2010. 
Min, Pyong Gap and Thomas Chung (eds.). Younger-Generation Korean Experiences in 

the us: Personal Narratives on Ethnic and Racial Identities. Lanham, MD: Lexington 
Books, 2014.

Oh, Arissa H. “From War Waif to Ideal Immigrant: The Cold War Transformation of the 
Korean Orphan.” Journal of American Ethnic History 31 no. 4 (2012): 34–55. 

Oh, Sookhee. “Group Membership and Context of Participation in Electoral Politics 
among Korean, Chinese, and Filipino Americans” In Second Generation Korean 
Experiences in the United States and Canada, edited by P.G. Min and S. Noh, 87–106. 
Lanham, Maryland: Lexington Books, 2014. 

Omi, Michael and Taeku Lee. “Barack Like Me: Our First Asian American President.” 
Obama Reflections (2009): 44–47. 

Ong, Paul M., Edna Bonacich, Lucie Cheng. The New Asian Immigration in Los Angeles 
and Global Restructuring. Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1994.

Oren, Tasha. “The Bloodsport of Cooking: Asian American Chefs on Television.” In Global 
Asian America: Transnational Media and Migration, edited by Shilpa Dave, Leilani 
Nishime, and Tasha Oren, 244–260. New York: New York University Press, 2016. 

9789004334533_Joo_Lee_01-inner_proof-01.indd   301 1-3-2018   21:06:59



302 Kim

Park, Jerry Z. “Ethnic Insularity Among 1.5- and Second-Generation Korean-American 
Protestants.” In Second Generation Korean Experiences in the United States and 
Canada, edited by Pyong Gap Min and Samuel Noh, 53–73. Lanham, Maryland: 
Lexington Books, 2014. 

Park, Kyeyoung. “An Analysis of Latino-Korean Relations in the Workplace: Latino 
Perspectives in the Aftermath of the 1992 Los Angeles Civil Rights Unrest.” In Los 
Angeles Since 1992: Commemorating the 20th Anniversary of the Uprisings, edited by 
Darnell Hunt and David K. Yoo, 143–169. Los Angeles, CA: Asian American Studies 
Center Press, 2012. 

Park, Linda S. “Contextual Influences on Ethnic Identity Formation: A Case Study of 
Second-Generation Korean Americans Baby Boomers in Midlife.” Journal of Cross-
Cultural Gerontology 30 no. 1 (2015): 87–105. 

Park, Lisa Sun-Hee. “Continuing Significance of the Model Minority Myth: The Second 
Generation.” Social Justice 35 no. 2 (2008): 134–144. 

Portes, Alejandro and Ruben G. Rumbaut. Legacies. Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2001.

Rivas-Drake, Deborah. “Perceptions of Opportunity, Ethnic Identity, and Motivation 
among Latino Students at a Selective University.” Journal of Latinos and Education 7 
no. 2 (2008): 113–28.

Ryu, Minjung. “Korean Immigrant High School Students’ Identities and Their Impact 
on School Learning.” In Second Generation Korean Experiences in the United States 
and Canada, edited by Pyong Gap Min and Samuel Noh, 205–224. Lanham, MD: 
Lexington Books, 2014. 

Shane, Scott. “Combative, Populist Steve Bannon Found His Man in Donald Trump.” 
New York Times, November 27, 2016. <https://www.nytimes.com/2016/11/27/us/poli-
tics/steve-bannon-white-house.html> (accessed February 17, 2017).

Shiao, Jiannbin Lee and Mia Tuan. Choosing Ethnicity, Negotiating Race: Korean Adoptees 
in America. New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2011.

Shin, Jin Y., Emily D’Antonio, Haein Son, Seong-A. Kim, and Yeddi Park. “Bullying and 
Discrimination Experiences among Korean American Adolescents.” Journal of 
Adolescence 34 (2011): 873–883. 

Shu, Y. “Younger-Generation Korean Experiences in the United States: Personal 
Narratives on Ethnic and Racial Identities.” Choice: Current Reviews for Academic 
Libraries 53 no. 6 (2016): 878–879.

Son, Inseo. “Partly Colored or Almost White? Racial Intermediacy and Identification 
Ambivalence of Grown Children of Korean Immigrants.” Discourse & Society 25  
no. 6 (2014): 766–782. 

Stein, Howard F. “A Note on Patron-Client Theory.” Ethos 12 no. 1 (1984): 30–36. 

9789004334533_Joo_Lee_01-inner_proof-01.indd   302 1-3-2018   21:07:00



303Race-ing the Korean American Experience

Sue, Stanley. “Mental Health.” In Confronting Critical Health Issues of Asian and Pacific 
Islander Americans, edited by Nolan W.S. Zane, David T. Takeuchi, and Kathleen 
N.J. Young, 266–288. Newbury Park, CA: Sage, 1994. 

Sue, Stanley and Sumie Okazaki. Asian American Educational Achievements: A Phe-
nomenon in Search of an Explanation. American Psychology 45 (1990): 913–920. 

Uba, Laura. Asian Americans: Personality Patterns, Identity and Mental Health. New York: 
Guilford Press, 1994.

Wu, Ellen D. The Color of Success: The Origins of the Model Minority. Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 2015.

Xie, Yu, and Kimberly Goyette. A Demographic Portrait of Asian Americans. New York: 
Russell Sage Foundation and Population Reference Bureau, 2004. 

Yancey, George. Who is White? Latinos, Asians, and the New black/nonblack Divide. 
Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2003. 

Zhou, Min and Carl L. Bankston III. Growing Up American: How Vietnamese Children 
Adapt to Life in the United States. New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1999.

Zhou, Min, Jennifer Lee, Jody Agius Vallejo, Rosaura Tafoya-Estrada, Yang Sao Xion. 
“Success Attained, Deterred, and Denied: Divergent Pathways to Social Mobility in 
Los Angeles’ New Second Generation.” The Annals of American Academy of Political 
and Social Science 620 (2008): 37–61.

9789004334533_Joo_Lee_01-inner_proof-01.indd   303 1-3-2018   21:07:00




