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Middlesman Minorities and Sojourning in Black America:

The Case of Korean Entrepreneurs on the South
- Side of Chicago

Robert Mark Silverman
Jackson State University

This article argues that Korean entrepreneurs on the South Side af
Chicago have a sojourning orienfation similar (o the type describred
by middleman ninariry theory. At first, this orientation is based on
fegative stereorypes that Kaorean entrepreners bring to the black
community, and later, as these stereotyping becomes less prevalend,
the sojourning orientation of Korean merchants is reconssinted in
response io their perceptions of wistable relations between blacks
and whites in American society. The Sindings of this article are
hased on a series of in-person interviews with Korean fmigrants
who own beauty supply stores on the Sowth Side af Chicago.
Although this article focuses on a single market niche, its
corclusions indicate that greater attention needs (o be paid (o the

relationship between general economic conditions and intra-ethatc
relations.

Introduction

m:.__n_:::.:? or the inteation (o temporarily pursue ccoBomic activity in
one community or market sctiing in order (o raise capital for future economic
activity elsewhiere, is identificd as a characteristic ol middieman minorities,
However, few studies have systematically examined the attitudes and
perceptions that produce such economic behavior. In the absence of such
analysis, a prowing dispute has emerged concerning the extent to which
E:.E_Q:m_: minorities can be described as sojourners. In patticular, (his issue
15 increasingly debated among scholars when contemporary middleman
Eroups, such as Korean and Arab entrepreneurs, are discussed. This debate
has also become the focus of popular discourse, notably when interracial
tension in minority convnunities is the subject of discussion. For instance, the
belief that middleman minorities sojourn has become a flash point during
periods of heightened social tension in black America, In fact, a number of
recenl studies have described how tensions between blacks and Koreans are
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heightened when Korean merchants are perceived as sojourners in the black
communily (Kimet. al. 1997, Light ct al. 1994; Min 1996).

In light of this scholarly and popular debate, a closer examination of
sojourning among middleman entreprencurs in the black communily is
wartanted. Of particular interest, are the issues telated to whether middleman
minorities initialty Enfer the black community with a sojourning orientation,
how thal orientation is shaped by societal factors and changing circumstances
aver lime, and the degree to which such a sojourning orfertalion is reinforced
or dissipates as time elapses. Wilh those issues in mind, this article examines
the manifesiation of sojonrning bebavior among Korean merchaats in the
black comimmnity. The central argument of this article is that Korean
entreprencurs on the South Stde of Chicago have a sojourning orientation
similar 1o the type described by middleman minority theory. As a resuit,
Korcan entreprenewrs initially view their businesses in the black community
as iransitional husinesses, or slepping stones, leading fo their later entry info
the mainstream economy. Yet, as time passes, Korean enlrepreneurs find their
access to the mainsiream economy blocked by economic and social barriers,
and their business activities in the black comimunity are prolonged. Despile
these circumstances, Korean merchants maintain their sojourning orientation
in the black community, viewing it as an undesirable place to do business in
the long-term. However, the underlying rationale for the maintenance and
reproduction of a sojourning orientation changes over time. Initially, this
orientation is based on negative stereotypes that Korean entrepreneurs hring
to the black community, but later, as these stereolypes are softened, the
sojourning orientation of Korean merchants is reconstituted in response to
their pereeplions of unstable relations helween biacks and whites in American
socicty. In essence, a sojourning oricntation is perpetuated among Korcan
entrepreneurs in the black community, since they expect to be used as
scapegoats during periods ol heightened tension between blacks and white
America,

This articie 1s divided inlo two main sections. The first serves as a
theoretical overview Tor the examination of Korean entrepreneurs on the
South Side of Chicago. In this section the central concepis of middleman
minority theory are elaborated upon. In particular, prior (heorelical and
empirical findings concerning the concepls of scapegeating and sojourning
are examined in order to generate a new conceplual synthesis. In this
synthesis it is argued that scapegoating and sojourning behavior are
interrelated, and strongly influence middieman businesses ound in market
settings outside of lhe mainstream cconomy. This conceptualization is critical
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to understanding the relationship hetween the institutional context in which
Korean-owned husinesses are Tound, and the manifestation of sejourning
among middleman minorities in black America. :

- ‘Ihe second section of this atticle applies these theoretical argiments o
the analysis of the attitudes and perceptions of Korean beauty supply store
ownets on the Sonth Side of Chicago. Several aspects of their views about
doing business in black America are of interest. Uhe barriers Korean
entreprencurs face to entering the mainstream economy and (he advantages
they associate with doing business in the black comimunity are discussed.
Factors influencing the attitudes of Korean entreprencurs concert ing business
in black America are identified, And, the effects of perceived white-black
canflict on the business orientation of Korean entreprencurs in black Anerica
are examuned.

‘This article's theoretical discussion of middleman minority theory and
its examination of Korean merchants on the South Side of Chicago provides
clarification to the debate surrounding sojourning in black America. As a
tesult, the relationship between sojourning and middleman minotitics is
highlighted. More importantly, by focusing on the institutional contest in
which sojourning behavior is embedded, this article ciphasizes the
refationship between mainstream society and the manifestation of middleman
entreprencurship at the parochial level,

Methodology and Sampie Clharacteristics

‘Fhe data used in this article comes from a series of formal interviews
with Korean owners of beauty supply stores on the South Side of Chicago.
These intervicws were conducted between January 1996 and Auogust 1996.
When contacted lor interviews, informants were asked to be part of an
academic study of minority-owned Lusinesses in the ethnic beauty aids
industry. During the interviews informants were asked a scries of open-cnded
questions about the organization and operation of their businesses. The
questions were drawn from an interview guide that was prepared in advance,
The interview guide consisted of fourteen iteins and thirty-eight probes. This
research instrument focused on a core set of questions which related 1o the
theoretical issues under examination. In particular, the research instrument
Tocused an examining issues concerning the business goals of Korean
entrepreneurs in the black community, the business networks they had aceess
to, the role of race in thejr businesscs, and the atitudes that they held about
black consumers and the black conumunity. The interviews were tape
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recorded, and the tapes were (ranscribed verbatine Fach interview was
administered at the given informant’s beauty supply store during normal
business hours. The interviews ranged from one 10 two hours in fengtlh.

At the end of the interviews, informants were asked 1o respond 1o a
twenty-five item survey. The survey contained closed-ended (uestions
focusing on the gencral characteristics of a werchant’s store, his or her
perceptions of the business climate in which it was embedded, and related
issues that parallefed the questions and probes contained in the interview
guide. The surveys took approximately five minutes o complete. The
sampling strategies used in conjunction with the researc mstruments, and the
characteristics of the entrepreneurs who were interviewed and surveyed, are
discussed later in this micthodology. However, hefore moving vn to these
iopics, further discussion of the role of using both the interview guide as a
primary rescarch instrument and the closed-ended survey as a secandury
research instrument is necessary.

‘The adaption of an ethnographic data colicction strategy based on dual
instrumentation served many purposes. First, a low response rate was
anticipated due to the characteristics or the informant’s businesses and time
constraints that they operated under, so dual instrumients were used o expand
the atnount of data collected. Second, if an informant refused o commit o
a formal interview, or was unable o finish an interview in progress, the
option of completing a bricl survey was available. Third, upon the complction
of an inferview, informants were given surveys to return at a later date. The
survey was uscd to check for consistency in the inferview, and as a
mechanism 1o maintain contact with the informant in the event that additional
information was desired. Interestingly, although the survey and inlerview
were designed to protect the anonymity of informants, many circulated
business cards at the completion of an interview, or attached them to ihe
survey with invitations to contact them with future questions. In many ways,
research instruments were developed to accommodate the nformants and
create opportunitics that maximize data collection within the constraints of
the research seuing. Dual instrumentation allowed for data to be collected
imimediately during an interview, and incrementally through the survey and
the informal contact thal it generaied.

The nature of this stucly also demanded that the research instrinuents he
concise and flexible. It was anticipated that informants wauld only be
available for short periods of thine, since they were invalved in the operation
of businesses. As a result, the intervicw was designed o be adivinistered in
one hour, and the survey was designed to take five minuies, Of COurse, in

162




Sociological Imagination

some instances interviews weit beyond one hour, but the placement of
queslions and themes in (he text of the interview guides allowed {or the
acceleration of interviews when informants became anxious (o resune their
work. This emphasis on remaining nonintrusive helped facilitate rapport with
informants, since they were reassured that the interview would not interfere
with their daily routine. The ability to administer the interview within the
general time frame that was promised aiso made informants more willing to
offer additional infonualion informally, and to provide the names of other
business owners {0 contact for interviews.

This study focused on Korean-owned beauty supply stores for several
reasons. Busincsses selling cthnic beauty aids have historically heen one of
the more prevalent on the South Side of Chicago. Also, Korean merchants
have clustered in such businesses since the early 1970s. In addition, the
customer base of Korean-awned beauty supply stores on the South Side of
Chicago is exclusively black. For instance, most of the respondents in this
study reported that ninety-nine percent of fheir custamers were black. These
characteristics made an examination of Korean-owned beauty supply starcs
a critical case study of (he relationship hetween sojunrning behavior and
middleman minority groups. In fact, ather scholatly works identify similar
business settings, making this study an important contribution 1o the general
literature on middleman business in minorily communities. For iustance,
Drake and Cayton (1993) and Wirth (1956) discuss the role of Jewish
merchants in Chicapo's Mack neighborhoods during the early and mid-1900s,
Stmilarly, Wong describes the role of Chinese grocers in Los Angeles's black
neighborhoods during the 19705, In the contemporary period, the
concemralion of Korean-owned businesses in black and Latine communities
is also well documented (Cheng and Espiritu 1989 Kim and Tuil; 1985;
Light and Bonacich I988; Min 1988, 1996; Park 1995 Yoaou 1991 a).
Therelore, although the conclusions drawn from this case study deal with
issues specific to Korean-owned beauty supply stores in Chicago's black
community, they atso have implications for broader questions related 1o
sojourning ‘behavior among niddleman groups in other sectors of the
ECONOMY.

Given the small papuiation  under examinalion, a number of
methodologicat steps were taken to insure that the informants in the satnple
\vere representative, One of the issues that was addressed was the absence of
a comprehensive list of Korean-owned beauty supply stores on the South
Side of Chicago. The lack of a compiehensive list of businesses was further
complicated by the rate of business failure and changes in ownership in this
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industry. Because of these issues, numerous sources were used 1o Ec.::@
businesses. One of the more important sources were local business
organizations in the Korean comnuinity. These Qmm:inmo:m were ow:,n::.\_x
helpful in supplying the names of businesses, and in the provision of
references to gain access (o the research site. Another source En_.:ao;
husinesses directories published by ethnic organizalions, such as the Qu,ﬁnzm:
Korean Business Ch,w.m.n?:u,. Through discussions with oz:wm. mcrcum:w. :. Emm
found that these two sources were the mosi widely used in studies of this
nature. Nonetheless, a number of other sources were also used, which :m::ﬂ_ﬁ._
to ensure that a representative samnple ol businesses was identificd Tor this
stucly, o
In some instances, discussions with oiher scholars working in Chicago
led to the identification of informants. However, some less conventional
techniques were also employed. One of these was archival material. On
occasion, the names of business owners and individuals ta Q..:::..ﬁ were
found in old newspaper clippings. These sources often led o inlerviews or
other jeferrals. A number of businesses were also identified through
respondents, who not only recommended that I interview some of heir
acquainiances, hut in some cases personally ::_.gm_:mn..; e, In other
mstances, informants identified the names of their campetitors inadvertently
during interviews. Tn fact, some of the sources of business namces were truly
c:E:rn. Religious organizations in Chicaga's Korcan nc_:m::::w serve as one
example. However, one of the most important ways in which businesses were
identified for this study was by simply walking through the various shopping
areas on the South Side of Chicago,
Intotal, 13 (32.5%) of the known Korean beauly supply store owners on
the South Side of Chicago (N=410) were interviewed. The remaining 27
Korean meichants in the population declined to be interviewed when
contacted. The principal reason for declining an interview was that the
merchant was unable to free up enough time to participate in the study.
Importantly, seven of the Korean merchants who were ...::n?.mmima reporied
that they owned more than one business on the South Side of Chicago: lour
owned two businesses, two awned three busiuesses, and one owned Tour
businesses. The presence of multiple business owners was common in both
the sample and the population at large. In fact, (he Korean merchants .E::
were interviewed indicated (hat these patierns of nuultiple business awnership
were commen in the population of Korcan-owned beauty supply slores.
Thercfore, the economic and social impact of this population of enlrepreneurs
on the South Side of Chicago was greater (than their numbers may suggest.
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The characteristics of the neighborhoods where the Korean-owned
beauly supply stores in the sampic were located were also consistent with
those of the population as a whole. 1o fact, the sample included Korean-
owned stores located in middle-income, working class, and poor black
neighbathioods on the South Side of Chicago. The distribution of these
informants by neighborhood type was representative of the distribution of alj
Korcan-awned stores by neighborhiood type. In addition, the characteristics
of the Korean merchanis identified in the sample were consistent with those
described in other studies of Korean cntreprencurs in the black community
{Kim and Hurh 1985; Light and Bonacich 1988; Min 1988, 1996; Min and
Taret 1985; Stewart 1989; Yoon 1991 h, 1995).

The Karean merchants in the sample represented a diverse cross-section
of the population. They captured the breath of characteristics fonund among
Korean-owned beauty supply stores throughout the Seuth Side of Chicago.
For instance, their stores varied in size. Twao ol the Korean merchants ran
small stores with no employees. Six of the Korean merchants ran medium
sized stoves with three to five employees. Five of the Korean merchants ran
inrge stores with six to ten employees. The compasition of the workers in the
Korean-owned stores also varied along several dimensions, Family members
worked in nine of the Korean-owned stores; however,
fimited to the spotise of a given Korean meichant, and
extended family member. In contrast, black warkers
Korean-owned stores. Eleven of (he Korean
employees, and seven of these stores b
employees. In fact, the proportion of black employees corresponded with
Yoon's linding that 70% of the empioyees in Korean-owned store on the
South Side of Chicago were black (Yoon 1991a; 200).

The Korean merchants in (e sample varicd in several additional
fespecis. Eeven of the Korean merchants were men and two were women. In
terms of age, (wo of the Korean merchants were in their thirties, five were in
their forties, four were in their fi ftics, and two were over sixty. With regard
to education, all of the Korean merchants had a high schoot education or
more. One of the Korean store owners had a high school diploma, four had
some college cducation, seven had compleled their bachelors degrees, and
one had carned a masters degree, Also, alihough all of the Korean merchants
were immigrants, they had immigrated to the United States al ditferent times.
Two had been tn the United States for less than ten years, six between ten and
\wenty years, and five {or twenly or more years, In addition, the Korean
merchants had businesses in (he black community for different periods of

this was usually
in three cases an
were highly visible in
owned stores had black
ad at least three or wmore trlack

165

Sociological Imagination

time. Two of them had been in business lor less than three years, one
operated a husiness lor four to six years, and ten were in business for scven

Of THOTS YEars.

Central Concepts of Middleman Minority ‘Lheory
M. . P
Scapegoating and Middleman Minorities

Many of the conunercial functions in black America are :,:ﬂ _.:.:a‘:mnz. vM
biack entrepreneurs and mainstream instituiions. _,wmnmizc a..,_. this, :531 is a
aced for third parties to assume an economic rale in minority markets. This
role s often referred to as a middleman minority role. >.=£._.&m_. of authors
have discussed middieman groups and the role they {ill in m_n economy
(Blalock 1967; Bonacich 1973; Bonacich and Modell 1980 Min 1988; §._:
and Kolodny 1994; Sway 1988; Zenner 1991} _.moénﬁ_._, the mo:m_.m“
characieristics associated with middieinan minorities have m,:w:. 3:.:&.2_:_“
in Weber's {1952, 1978) analysis of “pariah people” and “pariah capitalism,
and in Stoinel’s examination of “the stranger”™ (Levive 1971}, As the terms
imply, middleman winorities are perceived as c.:_ago.__m Er,c an_.c as m.:-
betweens {or dominant and subordinale groups in socicty. The :d%:nni:
role is lacilitated by oulsider status, which inttially _:mwom.::Q_.:w_s:_._
minorities appear impartial to (he h._c:::E:-m::z:::mﬁ H.a_m:.o:.w_:: .__::
exists in society. However, the initial perception of :jmm:_a:v._ gives
middieman minorities a false sense of security, since the malerial cn:a:? that
they accrue from their economic role makes dominant and subordinate groups
in society resent then. . o ,

Because of the existence of resentment, middleman minorities function
as medialors in the economy and they fill an additional role. They buffer
mainsireamn institutions (rom the criticisms of subordinated groups. Em_o.mw
(1967) and Zenner (1991 attributes (his social nutcome to SE,., nrm_.mnﬁ_._m:nm.
of middleman minoritics: they tend to be concentrated in _.,.n:@:m__m,y areas of
the economy where they have a relatively high degree ,:m economic influence,
and they are politically detached from mainstream :m::_:.o:m cwnmm_mn of
thetr outsider status, These conditivns contribule (o the sligmatization of
middleman minorities. Blalock (1967) stresses that the oxwm-ﬁ_:”n of m.__
economic role for middleman groups grows out of social me_mlwm:s:.w xq_a i
remains intact as long as mainslream institulions continue o _._m_._.n_: w.:_::
existing social inequalitics. Because of this role, Blalock :r.u:::mm
middleman minoritics as “natural scapegoals” serving “as a buffer which can
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often ahsorb any major strains the system may undergo short of complete
tebeilion by the subordinate group” (1967: 81},

These points arc central to understanding the role of middleman
inorilies in the black community. First, their cconomic role is an outgrowth
af inslituiional structures in mainstream society that generate inequality.
Second, their role as natural scapegoats bulfers mainstrean institntions from
social conflict. Together, these twa roles serve an important social control
function, which allows cconomic and'social couflict 10 transpire an alteration
in the system of ethnic stratification. In additin, the middieman minotity role
can be conceptualized as a somevihat permanent fixture of black America,
which is gencrated by forces in mainstieam socicty.

‘The precarions situation that the economic role of middleman minorities
entails virtually ensures that they will remnain alienated in society. Middleman
minorities maintain an outsider status in white and black America, they are
the 1arget of resentment by both whites and blacks, and they periodically
become scapegoats for inequality in society. Because they are enubedded in
an institutional contexi (hat they [ind forcign, middleiman minarities have a
lirnited ability (0 control the enviconmental constraints that they face.
However, in a limited sense, they are able 10 bulfer themselves from antj-
middleman antagonism. For instance, they atlempt to minimize their exposure
to pelarized groups in socicly through sojourning,

Sajourning and Middleman Minorities

The adoption ol a sojourning orientalion is characicristic of middleman
tinorities. Yet, this point has been dispuied by some scholars, particularly
in discussions ol contemporary Korean middleman minoritics. For instance,
m his study of Korean businesscs in New Yok and I.os Angeles, Min (1996;
20) argues that sojowining is not common among Koreans, Min bases (his
conctusion on his observation that Korcan igrants intend to remain in the
United States permanently. However, the desire among Korean merchants to
establish their permanent residence in America, does not necessarily mean
that they abstain from sojourning activilies in sub-populations of the United
Stales. In fact, sojourning in the black comununity may ofien be viewed as a
means (o establishing a permanent home in the broader American society.
This sentiment is found when Korcan merchants describe the structure of
American society. For instance, they readity differcniiate belween black and
white America, particularly where :H“._, atlitudes and perceptions of the black
community and the hroader monmn_w\ are concerned. In a real sense, Korean
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merchants view black America as separate {rom (he hroader society.
Recognizing the inherent inequality between Dlack and wihite Awnerica, they
seek tor eventually integrate into the broader society. In fact, the presence of
such a distinction is an inherent component of the middleman minority role,
as well as the sojourning orientation which is an extension of ihis role.

In order to understand why sojourning is intimalely linked (0 ihe
econamic role of ipiddleman minorities, it is uselui to review the literature on
sojourning behavior. Siu (1952) undertook the first significant analysis of
sojourning behavior, and established a foundation for later refinements in its
conceptualization. e offers the [ollowing description of the sojourner:

The "sojourner™ is treated as a deviant type of the sociological form
ol the “stranger,” onc who clings to the cultural herdtage of his own
ethuic yroup and tends to live in isolation, hindering his assimilation
to the sociely in which he resides, often for many years. The sajourn

is conceived by the sojourner as a “job™ which is to be finished in
the shortest possible time (p. 34),

This early conceptuatization of sojourning hehavior, describes it as an
adaptive stiategy where an individual enters an economic selling with the
intention of accumulating capital and exiting in the shortest possible time. 1t
also refllects the perception that a given cconomic setting is not considered a
desirable place for permanent settlement, but rather it is seen as a means (o
ultimalely settling in the location where the safourncr strives (6 be.

These characteristics of sojuurning are elaborated upon by Lec (1960
09-85). Her analysis furthers the development of (he contemporary
conceptualization of sojourning. Lee enters into an extensive discussion of
sojourting behavior among the Chinese in Americs, illustrating Siu's points
and stressing that “Chinese sojourners maintain a psychological and social
separateness from (he larger sociely and insulale themsélves against the full
impact of the dominant society's values, nonms, attitudes, and behavior
patterns™ (1960: 70). From this perspective sojourning can be viewed nat
simply as economic opportunisin, but as a defensive form of agency exercised
by individuals or groups who [l an economic tole in a volatile social
environment. The most important characteristic of sojourning is (he intention
of the sojourner o remaio in a given cconomtic setling temporarily, and the
resistance to establish any roots to that setting. Cleasly, it is not necessary for
a sojourncr 1o have any realistic intention 1o return to his or her nation of
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origin; the minimuin requirement is the intention tw leave the place of
sojourning and not to settle there permanently,

Sway (1988: 21-23, 125-127) illustrates this point well in her discussion
of sojourning by both Jews and Gypsies. She points out that although Jews
practice sojourning hehavior, they have demonstraied ambivalence towards
areturn o their homeland. Tn the case of Gypsies, the practice of sojourning
is well documented, despite their status as a wandering people with no
deflinitive homeland, Sway’s perspective concerning sojouring is closely
aligned with Bonacich's (1973). She points out thal sojourners maintain a
mental image of their ancestral homeland as, “somewhere 1o go if things get
(00 bad in the host country” {Bonacich 1973: 593). In this light, references
made to one’s homeland are actially a defensive reaction 1o host hasti ¥
experienced by middleman groups, and not a true desire to return to their
country of origin. This is a reflection of a sojourner’s perception of a given
location as a place for transitional economic activity, which leads one jo
conclude that a sojourner’s final resting place, upon (he completion of a
patticular economic endeavor, is not of primary importance. The unlty elernent
critical to sojourning is the initial intention to leave. Therefore, in its mosl
generalized form, sojourning can be defined as the intention to temporarily
pursiic economic activity in one comnunity or market setting in order to raise
capital for future cconomic activity clsewhere.

This conceplualization of sojourning is characteristic of Korean
entreprencurship in the black comumunity. Kim and Hurh (1985 illuminate
this point when they discuss the manner in which Korean entreprencurs
envisian their businesses on the South Side of Chicago as stepping stones 1o
entry in (he wainstream economy. The portrayal of their businesses as
stepping stones and the intention amonyg Korean merchants o eventually
cease doing business in the black community is a reflection of their

sojourning orientalion. This is the case regardiess of whether Korean

entreprenewrs plan o eventually move jnlo (he mainstream Amer
economy or back 1o Korea.

1eo
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Sojourning and Korean Entreprencurship
on the South Side of Chicago

A Temporary Place of Business: Korean Attitudes Toward the Bluck
Community

A mc._o::::mmcan:S::: grows out of the institutional context in which
sojourners are embedded. For example, the Korean merchants who were
interviewed had similar attitudes about doing business in the black
comimunity. They perceived it as a place where incomes were low, husinesses
were underdeveloped, and where there was a high demand for consumer
goods. The Korean merchants alsa saw the black comimnunity as separate and
remote from mainstream society. The isolation of the blick community lrom
mainstream  society opened economic opportunities {or them. These
opportunities were furthered since economic compeltition was limited in the
black community. In part, this was because Korean merchants had fewer targe
whitc-owned companies to compele with in such market sellings, and also
because they did not view black entrepreneurs in thein as serious compelitors.

In acddition, Korean merchants perceived (he black community as being
economically dependent on mainstream institutions. This ted to a number of
schisms between blacks and whites in society. The Korean enwreprencurs
were aware of cleavages existing belween blacks and whites in society, and
atinibuted many ol them to various {orm of racisin and racial discrimination
in society. They also reflected upon their own cxperiences wiih
discrimination in mainstream society, and feelings of disen{ranchisement
from it. Because of this, they understood the markets they did business in
were volatile, and 1that they could become scapegoats during periods of
conflict between blacks and whites,

The perception that economic instability might lead fo scapegoaling
contributed to the adoption of a sojourning orientation among Korean
merchants. However, a sojourning orientation is not siiply adopted in
response to conditions that Korean merchants find once they have opened
businesses in the biack community, it grows out of the experiences they have
in mainstream society prior to pursuing entrepreneurship in black America.
These experiences have an important effect on the attitudes and perceplions
of Korean entreprencurs. The Korean mierchants who were interviewed were
socialized as middleman minorities through inferactions in nminstream
society. This is how they acquired the attitudes and perceptions necessary (o
assume a middleman role.
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The Korean merchants” altitudes and perceptions were alfected in two
important ways by mainstream instilutions. First, when they originally
immigrated to the United States, they found it difficult to access jobs in the
mainsiream economy. This expericnce generated feelings of animosity toward
mainstieamn society, since, in part, many of the Korean merchamts attributed
their difficulties in the economy to discrimination in mainstream society.
Second, the Korean merchants learned about the black comnunity through
mainstream institutions. Through this process they internalized many of white
Ainerica’s stereotypes and prejudices about black America. Because of the
stigma atiached 10 the black commnunity, the vast majarity of the businesses
opened by Korean entreprencurs on the South Side of Chicago were intended
to be transitional busincsses. This sentiment was expressed in various ways
by the Korean merchants who were interviewed. Some intended to operate a
business in the black conununity until they saved enough money to open 4
business in the Korean commnity and serve co-ethoic customers, Others
opencd businesses in the black comnunity 1o raise capital so they could tater
cnter the import-cxport business. Still others opened businesses in the black
community  to earn an income while purstting jobs and establishing
businesses in mainstream society. Tor insiance, one Korean merchant
discussed plans to open a dry cleaning establishment in a white
neighbothiood, another had recently purchased a motel near downtown
Chicago, and another Korean merchant was seading dawn his store since he
had recently been hired by an enginecring firm in a suburh of Chicago,

Although the Korean merchants who were inlerviewed had different
.. Roals for their businesses, they all held similar views of their cconanmiic role

in the black community. They initally viewed the South Side of Chicago as
atemporary place to do business. Even (hough ten of the Korean merchanis
“aperated businesses in the black comimunity for seven or more years, lo

varying degrees, each retained the desire ta pursue ccobomic activity
elsewhere in the (uture.

Immigrant Status and Barriers to Enterin g the Mainstream Econony

The Korean merchants who im_n\_:“n_sns,nﬁ_ vited a number of barriers
they faced w enlering the mainsiieam economy. Many of these barriers have
been identified in the past by other scholars (Kim and Hurh 1985; Light and
Bonacich 1988; Min 1988; Min and Jarel 1985, Yoon 1991, 1995},
However, others have not, and require funther elaboration. For instance, many
of the Korean merchants identilicd language as an obstacle (o entering the
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mainstream economy. They discussed how language barriers hatpered their
ability to find jobs in white America, and how a limited proficiency in
English made it ditficult for them to communicate with potential cmployers
and inform thesn about their work history. These issues were compounded {or
the six Korean merchants who held advanced degrees from foreign
universilies, since these credentials were not fu Iy recognized by emnployers
in the United States. The inability to transfer records and credentials to the
United States was a common problem for the Korean merchants and extended
beyond issues related 1o employment and education.

Abaut one-fourth of the Korean merchants pointed out that when they
nmigraied they had no records to verify their financial status. For instance,
they had no credit history and no record of paying taxes in the United States.
Also, they described this as a common problem among Korean immigrants,
In fact, one Korean store owner reported thai several years Iranspired
between the time he itmmigrated (o (he United States and when he obtained
a Social Security card. Because of sitilar probieims, about halfl of the Korcan
merchants reported that they initially found it difficult (o obtain credit in
America, One merchant pointed out that he could not get a credit card in the
United States For years, so he had 10 use ane from a bank in Korea. Although
he paid his bills reguladly, this did not help him build a creclit history in the
United States. Subsequently, the lack of a credit history made it difficull for
pew inmligrants o borrow money {rom large financial mstiiutions in
America.

The inability to borrow maney from banks in the mainstream ECONOMY
affected Korcan immigrants in several ways. Aboutalf ol the Koreans who
were interviewed reported that they were forced (o pay cash for all of their
purchases after arriving in America. They paid cash for daily purchases such
as food and clothing. In addition, they paid cash for larger purchases such as
automobiles and homes. One Korean merchant on the South Side of Chicago
conumented in detail abont his financial sitwation when he first came 1o
America:

[ boughtmy house in Madison, Wisconsin for cash because 1 don't
have any credit in the United States. And the bank, they never gave
me a loan, and only from bringing al} the money from Korea, |
bought the house in Madison, Wisconsin. Tigst, I rent the apariment,
but some apartment, they don’t approve my credit, because I don't
have any credit. So, I'm looking for the house, because 1 liave a lot
of money only. | bought the owned house in Madison, Wisconsin.
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Oniy cash. Five or six years [ only spend money | bring from Korea,
[ need almost five thousand dollars cash a wonth. I don't have any
mortgage for my house or payment for my car [ bought by cash.

This highlights an important characteristic of the Korean merchants who
were interviewed. About three-fourths of the Korean merchants who were
mterviewed on the South Side of Chicago had achieved a middle-class
lilestyle before coming to America. However, once arriving in America, they
found it difftcult to maintain that litestyle. They spent their savings, but could
nat find jobs similar to those they ieft behind in Korea. This situa on caused
them 10 consider entrepreneurship in the biack cammuntty, since the costs of
opening a business there was lower than in (he while commim ity Tn the black
comnuinity, Korean entreprencurs could invest (heir personal savings and
maney borrowed from family members in a small business, While operating
that business, they could establish a credit history and save maney for the
future. For the vast tmajority of the Korean merchants who were interviewed,
husinesses in the hlack community were initially seen as stepping stopes,

Racial Discrimination as a Barrier to Entering
the Mainstream Econanty

In addition 10 language barriers, issues surrounding credentials, and
bawriers 10 oblaining credit, about hall of (he Korean merchants also
discussed racial barriers 1o entering the mainstream economy. In fact, the
Korean merchawts' perceptions of anti-Korean sentiment in while Aericag
were a reflection of what scholars have identificd as “host host ity {Blaiock
1967; Bonacich 1973: Bonacich and Muodell 1986; Sway 1988, Zenner 1991y,
The belief among some Korean merchants that racism existed in white
America, and that this created additional barriers (o entry in the m

nstream.
economy, limited the scope of econoinic allernatives availabile to them. When

the issue of host hostility was taken into consideration, the social henefits of

doing business in the biack communily were congruent with the {inancial
hencflits,

The Korean merchants who were interviewed [ocused on business
activities in the hlack community, with inost of them claiming that ninety-
Bine percent of their customers were black. About one-fourth of the Korean
merchants indicated thai they felt more comfortable doing business wi
blacks than with whites. A conwment made by a Kotean me

rchant, who wasg
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asked if whitc-owned businesses disctiminate against minorify owned
businesses, iliustrates how this issue manifests itself:

[ think they do. 1 think, 1 think more, mnEm:w\ ] __:.EG believe, :E,M
we gel more respect from the Afro-American distribuiors than u_
Caucasian cotnpany. I think the Caucasian :_.,::_:_ﬁ.\ﬂ‘:_ 5, 1 don’t
know, they sort of look down on you. § know they don't want to, but

U hat's _:m.._.m.mf,:m. Wé pet. Whicte! the ethnie &m:.::ua_.. :AQ know
they need us 1o distibute the item. Where with the ﬁ...m:nmw_m_.:.. they
know the industry, they know the Korcans are the w:.F.:: Side, and
they have Alro-American products they u,mna,S sell. So they know
that we are imperative in their company. Uthnic, they EQ:E treat us
belter, with more respect, saying please lake this. But :::x when
you deal with more tike a _______(name ol large white-owned
company), or a company in the Caucasian market, :..dmw, lovk al you
as if they're daing you a favor, Like I have my mo:,m.:,_ :E_:ﬁ:_ and
vour markel’s only ahh, but I'I still sell it to you kinda thing. } can
mn: when [ try to open up accounts, I get totally different freatment
from them.

This informant went on to explain that the differential treatment he
received from white-owned, as opposed lo rrﬁw-oé:n?. companies in the
ethnic heauty aids industry, grew out of the m:mﬁ.ﬂ.ﬁ 5‘2 whites E_M_n:o.a to the
industry and the black community. Because his :cﬂ.:mmz wias Enmwo; a:_ the
South Side of Chicago, this Korean merchant believed that whitc-owned
companies were reluctant to do business with _E:.__ . |

Other Korcan merchants indicaled that whitc-owned companies altached
little status to husinesses in the hlack community. ‘These businesses were
considered to be snall, unstable, and remote Trom the mainstrenm Qx:%:d.,.
However, a few of the Korean merchants were ncsnn:ﬁ_, that mm their
businesses grew in size, whites would become more ::m__amﬂoa:_: ,w.:_m::m :gm
ethiric beauty aids market. One Korean merchant thought that “white people
would become “afraid™ if his business grew too nEmnE«_. and :.Ew A.SE_A_ use
“some other government power lo reduce compelilion” ,:o_: minority
businesses, He explained how whites might mobilize institutional resources
to reduce competition from minority-owned businesses:
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White people doing the other competilion own big company, and
they afratd mineority cotnpany growing up. They do cut, don't give
mare, extend the lease, something. For example, somebody leases
a huilding and they open the store, they growing up their business,
and their business is very good. Some other company push the
building owner, they don’t extend the lease.

Concerns about whites taking actions to limil the cconomic activities of
minorities grow out of prior experiences that Korean merchants had with host
hostility. These atlitndes affected Jater interactinons bLetween Korean
merchants and maiastream instilutions. Far instance, some of the Korean
merchants were not enthusiastic about local goveriment, finding it 1o be
unresponsive. Such feelings of alicnation from mainstream saciety pushed
Korean merchants 1o insulate themselves from white America, and locale
their businesses in the hlack comnwinity. However, the Korean merchants

who were interviewed did not consider the black community o be their
permanent home.

Early Acculturation: Learnin g Stereotypes from Whites

Although host hostility drives Koreans entreprencurs out of the
mainsircam economy, the exposure that Korean immigrants have to
puinstream institutions infused stereotypes about blacks in their minds,
Stereotypes and mainstream chatacterizations of black Americans arc iearned
iy Korcan immigrants, and this encourages lhem to adopt a sajourning
orientation. There are a number of ways that the Korean merchants who were
interviewed learned about the black commuiity belore coming (0 America.
About one-fourth of the Korean merchants reported that they bad seen black
schliers during the Korean War. However, the wartime experiences that
Koreans had with black soldiers was not always positive. One Korean
merchant commented that, “Some of the Korean lady marry with the black
soldier, and they immigrate to the Vuiled States, alimost ail divorced.” In fact,
he attributed this to a lack of comimizment on the part of blacks, stating (hat,
“Most of the black people, they don’t like the marricd life.” Jo's research
(1992} indicates that the stereotypes (hat Koreans internalized about black
Americans during the Korcan War werc reinforced through later contact that
Koreans had with mainstream institutions. .

In fact, a number of mainstream institutions were identified as sources
of information about black Americans. About three-fourths of the Korean
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merchants reported that they learned a great deal ::::_. the _u__mnx community
through the media before ey decided to open __E:,. businesses. Kcm.x_,:
immigrants learncd about black Anericans _Q watching co_.a.:_:« movies,
American televisions shows, and thorough stories on the evening news and
in the mainstreatn préss. Korean immigrants also fownd informati . zr@_: ihe
black comimunity in the Korean American media. More recent immigrants
alsa learned aboul (e black communily while still in Korea, since the
American nedia 1s increasingly accessible overseas. One Korcan merchant
pointed out that the growing presence of news storics ,mroi the E,mnw
community was discouraging some Koreans from inumigrating to the United
States. He went an to say that more recent Korean immigrants were less
willing to open businesses in the black community because of :omm:./_n [Iress
coverage in the mainstrearn media. He described how some people in Korea
perceived the black communily as an extremely dangerous place 1o do
business. They thought of the black community as a place where Korean
merchants wear “flack jackels and carrying guus every day.”

Matnsirearn institutions had a powerful influence on how Korean
imtnigranis perceived the black community. Some Korean retailers discussed
how ».rnv, came (0 the black community with negative perceptions of blacks,
and later moderated (hese auitudes as (hey learned more about the
neighborhoords where their businesses were laocaicd. One Karean merchant
comimented on how his views of black America had changed:

Right aow iy wile and 1, | think very good coming to the South
Side of Chicago, because at first my wile and T hate all black
people, but right now 1 like the black people. mn?ﬂ [ open

_ (store’s name) in South Side area, T never like black
people. [ never know about the Ulack people. Bul, JmE now [ know
the black society, the black people. And, a couple times T went 1o
hlack people church, and prayed. We prayed and sing song :.mn:ﬁ.,
Lisually, the black people don’t like the other skin color. The white
people they are afraid, the oriental and some other skin color they
don’t fike.

As they spent time in the black comtnity, each of the Korean
merchants became increasingly sensitized to the subtleties of racial
discrimination in America saciety, and their initial stercotypes about black
Americans moderaled somewhat. As time passed, they developed a deeper
understanding of the nature of black-white cleavages in society, as well as
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Kotean-white cleavages. Such cross-cutling issues increased the potential for
greater social cohesion between Korean merchants and black CONSUINETS.
However, the development of increased solidarity between Korean merchanis
mz,a the black community was hampered by the maintenance of a sojoutning
orientation among Korean merchants. Although the initial 22.8@1_3 about
c_r_nr America that contributed 1o a sojourning orientation moderated over
_::m_1 the possibility of becoming a scapegoat when social and economic
lenstons graw hetween biacks and whites reinfarced the tendency of Korcan
merchants to adopl a sojourning ori nlation,

¥ LN . " . ) . .
uw.__m Presence of Scapegoating: From the Assassination of Martin Luther
ing, Ir, (o Q.J. Simpsan

.cEF.: asked about their future business plans, a aumber of the Korean
retailers expressed an interest in daing something different, outside of the
Emn_ﬂ.ncz_:_:::%. About three-fourths of the Korean :a_.n:m:a who were
::awc_os._nﬁ_ expressed concern about the unpredictable nature of black-whiie
relations in society and the possible effect that social ¢ :vages woulid have
on their businesses. One Korean merchant commented that he was hesile
E purchase property in the black communi ¥y and make othe
Invesiments. In the following statement, it is clear that he
concerned about racial tension in mainstream society:

inl
r long termn
was mainly

But buitdings, 1 cannot invest in it down here. | don’t know when
we are gonna move out. That's bad business. You know i
Califoriia, sometimes rouble and we have o mave out if some
g0 wiong,

1
thing

Other Korean merchants made reference to the 1992 Los Angeles riot
when they discussed the risks of doing business in the black no:._:z::_w
::.E@Q_. they also spoke in general terms aboul theic perception that _:n.
_.m_c,m_,c:_zia in America was deteriorating in the 1990s. Subsequenily, they
cn_..r.c:dz a continual risk of becoming scapegoals as conllicts m_:i:.:_::sm
racial inequality in the broader saciety emerged. .

in fact, the perceived threat of riots occurring in Chicago was, in part
based on prior history. For example, rioting on the South Side of _r....r:,”mmo.
ocewred after the assassination of Martin Luther King, Ir., in 1968 it m_m\o
occurred after the Chicago Bulls won (he NBA c:..:_:_u“_::ﬁ____, : )

! T . 11942
(Aldrich and Reiss 1970 Berkow 1977 523-532; Min 1996: 94: Yoon 1997
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176-179). One Korean merchant described how the perceived threat of rioting
affects the business climate on the South Side of Chicago:

Everyone is somewhat scared about that type of problem. Trying to
take as much caution as poessible. Typicaily those kind of things
happen at night. Hopefully, thuse things happen al night so nobody
will be there. C_:wo the initiat shock is done and over with, nobody’s
gonna come back out again and do the same thing again. For
example, when (.1, Simpson verdict came oul, everybody was ready
ta fly. 1 shit you not. Everybody was literally one step out before
cars were out there. And, they said if the verdict came out they were
gonna just shut the door and get the hell out of here,

Conflicts between blacks and whites at the societal level are inherently
lHnked to tensions that emerge between hlucks and Koreans at the parochial
level. Even issues (hal scem to be independent of mainstream institutions,
such as differences in cullural traits and comimunication styles between
blacks and Koreans, are tainled by the stereotypes of blacks and Korcang
which emanate {rom white Aunerica (Stewart 1989). The net effect of these
stereotypes, and the social tensions they produce, is the conlinuance of
scapegoating and sojourning behavior. All are essential components of the
middleman role that Korean merchants fill in black America.

Conclusion

In this article, the effects of stereatypes and other institutional faclors in
mainstream society were explored inrelation (o sojourning among middlernan
minoritics in the black community. The first major section of this arlicle
examdined iniddleman ininority theory. U was argued that the concepts of
scapegoating and sojourning were ceniral o understanding middlerman
theory. The importance of these two issues was illustrated in the second
section, through a discussion of the aititudes and perceptions of Korean
merchants on the South Side of Chicago.

Muainstream institutions played an important role in shaping these
atiitudes and the sojourning arientation of Karean metchants in the biack
community. Korean merchants learned stereotypes about the black
community through their exposure to white America. However, these
attituddes were moderaled as harriers o entering the mainstream economy
protonged the stay of Korean merchants in the black commanity. [n essence,
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prejudices Koreans learped from mainstream American society were
tempered by their own experiences with discrimination and host hostility. In
addition, Korean merchants were aware of black-white conflict in American
society and the potenlial for scapegoating that it generated. As a result,
Korean merchants adopted a sojourning orientation as a form ol agency. In
other words, they relained a sojourner’s outlook in response lo the potential
of becoming a scapegoat in the wake of strife between blacks and whites.

The findings of this article have important implications for iiddleman
minority theory. In part, they emphasize the pivotal role of sojourning
hehavior. Additionally, they provide a revised interpretation of sojourning
hehavior, In (his revision, sojourning is seen as an orientation that is
mn:ﬁ.mmmnrm:m:m:% by a middleman minority’s adoption of stercatypes about
i subordinate group that are prevalent in the dominant culture, and fater this
orientation is reproduced when middleman minorities fear becoming
scapegoats as a result of dominant-subordinaie group conilict in the broader
society. Criticat to this conceptualization of sojourning is that the intention
to lemporarily pursue economic activity in one community or market selting
in order to raise capital for future economic activity elsewhere is driven, in
many respects, by factors inherently linked to a society's broader systemn of
incquality. This indicated that black-Korean conflicts, which emerge and are
played out at the parochial level, will ulimately be resolved when the socictal
forms of inequality producing them are reduced significantly.

Consequently, the manifestation of sojourning  behavior among
conternporary middleman minorities is evidence of the overarching effects of
incquality in mainstreanm society. This realization obliges those serious abaut
addressing interracial conllict Lo think of such issues locally, while acting
upon them giobally. ‘o this end, future research should focus on other forms
of socictal, or even global, inequality which fuel local conlict.
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Postmodernism and The Sociological Imagination

Stan C, Weceber

University of North Texas & Texay Wesleyan University

C. Wright Mills' timeless wark, The Sociological Imagination, fs
probably mbre popular and widely read today than ever before. At
least three fuctors contribute to the buok's current popularity: (1)
its stature as a sociological classic; (2) a feeling among sociologists
that sociology has become too fragmented and specialized, and
needs to return to its roofs (Sjoberg and Vaughn 1993, Tilnian
1989 Vaughn 1993); and (3) the reading of the book by
pastmodern sacial scientists and students (e.g., Plokl 1993a, 19930,
Richardson 1988, 1990, 1992a, 1992b, 1993, Tarter 1994). This
article is concerned with the third reason for the book's recent
success. It explores why pastmadernists are drawn 1o The
Saciclogical Imagination, what specific portions of the book are
guoted by such scholars, und what kinds of arguments ihie
postmodernists build out of these citations. It «'L..M.Q considers how
Mills, if he were alive today, would respond ta various postmodern
interpretations of his classic book,

Why The Sociological Imagination ks Important to Postmodernists

Mills was among the (irst sociologists to use the term “postmodern”
(1939: 166 and 183) and was onc of the Tirst o recognize (hat the Modern
Age was giving way to a new cra. Mills belicved the new era was
characlerized by the unprecedented centralization of power and decision
making {i.e., a centralization ol economics, politics, and violence) in the
hands of big corporations and the military. Tt was also the first time in
Amierican history that an increase in rationality and efficiency did nol lead o
an increase in personal freedom. According to Mills, these changes were
disorienting 1o the general public, and without constricts or referents to guide
them, ordinary people in the postmodern era would (cel greal uncase:
“Nowadays mien often fecl that their private Hves are a series of traps, They
sense thal within their everyday worlds, they cannot overcome their troubes,
and in this lecling, they are often quite correct™ (1959: 3).
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