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Koreans entered the United States each year. Strong Korean-U.S. military,
political, and economic linkages, which began during the Korean War
(1950 to 1953), contributed to the increase in Korean immigrants to the
United States. Although the Korean War ended in 1953, the military and
political tensions between North and South Korea along the demilitarized
zone continued until 2000, with approximately 40,000 American servicemen
stationed in South Korea. Their presence led to the migration of many
Korean women to the United States—about 6,000 per year in the late 1970s
and early 1980s—through intermarriage. Most, after they had become
naturalized citizens, brought their parents and siblings to the United States
for permanent residence.2 The annual total of Korean immigrants during the
given period also includes many orphans adopted by American citizens—
at the rate of about 3,000 per year.3 In addition, the overpopulation in
large cities in South Korea4 and the oversupply of college graduates5 were
two major internal factors that pushed many Koreans to choose emigration
to the United States.

After the peak year of 1987, Korean immigration began to gradually
decline. The annual number went down below 20,000 in 1992 and held
that low level until 2000. A number of positive changes in South Korea—
a great increase in the standard of living, the replacement of military dic-
tatorship by a civilian government in 1987, and a much lower probability
of another civil war—have contributed to the drastic reduction in emigra-
tion. Wide publicity in Korea of Korean immigrants’ difficulty in eco-
nomic adjustment in the United States, especially after the 1992 Los
Angeles riots, also discouraged Koreans from choosing emigration to the
United States. About 2,300 Korean-owned stores in South Central Los
Angeles were destroyed during the Los Angeles riots in April 1992.6

Table 2.1 Korean Immigrants and Settlement Intentions, 1965 to 2004

Percentage Intending to Live in

Period Immigrants New York New Jersey

1965 to 1969 17,869 — —
1970 to 1974 92,745 12 4
1975 to 1979 148,645 9 3
1980 to 1984 162,178 10 4
1985 to 1989 175,803 11 4
1990 to 1994 112,215 14 6
1995 to 1999 75,579 12 8
2000 to 2004 89,871 9 7

Source: Immigration and Naturalization Service (1965–1978; 1979–2002).
Note: The fiscal year of 1976 includes immigrants admitted for fifteen months between July
1995 and September 1976 as INS changed the fiscal year from July through June to October
through September.



Fort Lee and the Palisades Park, which have attracted more immigrants
from Korea and New York City since the mid-1980s.13 The other significant
factor in the choice of New Jersey as a destination state is that many branches
of Korean firms originally located in Manhattan moved to Bergen County.
Most Koreans who work for Korean firms and Korean government agencies
(in Manhattan), including the Korean Consulate, live in New Jersey. A large
proportion have changed their status to permanent residents and invited
their relatives.

As a result of the influx of Korean immigrants, the Korean population
has witnessed a phenomenal growth since 1970. As shown in table 2.2, even
if multiracial Koreans are excluded, the Korean American population
increased from less than 70,000 in 1970 to 1.1 million in 2000, a 1,500 percent
growth rate, and then reached about 1.3 million in 2005. Korean Americans,
though, lead only Japanese Americans in population. They trail the other
four major Asian groups—Chinese, Filipino, Asian Indian, and Vietnamese.
This is primarily due to the fact that the immigration flow from Korea has
moderated since the early 1990 but held steady or increased from China,
India, the Philippines, and Vietnam.14 The Korean American population
is thus likely to comprise a smaller and smaller fraction of the Asian
American population in the future.

As of 2005, approximately 200,000 single-race Korean Americans
lived in the New York–Northern New Jersey–Long Island Consolidated
Metropolitan Statistical Area. They account for 16 percent of the Korean
population in the United States. The New York–New Jersey area is the
second largest Korean population center next to southern California (the
Los Angeles–Riverside–Orange County area), which is home to 24 percent
of the population. The share of the Korean population in this area, relative
to other areas, has grown over the past two decades, due mainly to the
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Table 2.2 Growth of Korean Populations, 1970 to 2005

The New York–
Year United States (A) New Jersey CMSA (B) B as Percentage of A

1970 69,130 — —
1980 354,593 28,532 (SMSA) 8
1990 798,849 118,096 15

2000 1,076,872a 170,509a 16
1,228,427b 172,404b 14

2005 1,262,387a 195,797a 16
1,376,040b 201,066b 15

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau 1972; 1983, 125, 208; 1993, 31, 472; 2002, table 4.
a Number identifying as Korean alone.
b Number multiracial Korean.



shift to New Jersey, especially to Bergen County. In the New York–
New Jersey area, Korean Americans are the third largest Asian ethnic group
next to Chinese and Asian Indians. Chinese and Asian Indians outnumber
Koreans by large margins, 3.5 and 2.5 times, respectively. In New York
the Filipino and Korean populations are comparable, but many New
Yorkers believe the Korean population is much larger than the Filipino
and even larger than the Indian. This image seems to have been created by
the visibility of Korean-owned stores scattered across the New York–New
Jersey area and by the prevalence of Korean churches with Korean-language
signs.

Settlement Patterns and Enclaves 
in New York
Korean immigrants in New York, as well as in other cities, are less residen-
tially concentrated and less enclave-oriented than their Chinese counter-
parts. They are more residentially concentrated, however, and have
established more active immigrant enclaves and visible business districts
than Asian Indian and Filipino immigrants.

Table 2.3 shows the distribution of Korean Americans in the New York–
New Jersey metropolitan area, New York central city, and five boroughs
based on the 2000 census (single race). About half of the Korean population
in the New York–New Jersey–Long Island CMSA is in the New York cen-
tral city, but only 38 percent of the total population is. White Americans, the
majority of the population in the metropolitan area, are more widely dis-
persed in suburban counties than Korean Americans. Asian Americans
as a whole show a higher level of concentration in the central city. In par-
ticular, Chinese Americans in the New York–New Jersey area, who make
up about 40 percent of Asian Americans, are highly concentrated in the
New York central city (72 percent). This is due to their greater tendency
to concentrate in Chinese enclaves. Major suburban areas where large
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Table 2.3 Distribution of Korean Population in 2000

B as Percentage Distribution

NY-NJ-CT New York Percentage of (B) in Five Boroughs

CMSA (A) City (B) of A Q M BK BR SI

Total 21,199,865 8,008,278 38 28 19 31 17 6
Population

Asian 1,435,889 774,163 54 50 18 24 5 3
Americans

Koreans 170,509 86,473 51 72 13 7 4 4

Source: U.S. Census Bureau (2002).
Q = Queens; M = Manhattan; BK = Brooklyn; BR = Bronx; SI = Staten Island



2000, where they accounted for 15 percent of the population. There are also,
however, more Chinese and many Indian Americans in Flushing. Chinese
Americans, numbering 34,000 in 2000, are the largest Asian group there,
but account for only 9 percent of Chinese Americans in New York City.
Flushing is the only neighborhood outside of the West Coast where Asian
Americans are the majority of the population. White residents make up
only about 20 percent.

Before Asian immigrants began to settle in the neighborhood in the
1960s, Flushing was nearly all white. In 1970, white Americans were by far
the majority (96 percent) of the population in Community District 7, which
encompasses Flushing, Whitestone, and College Point, and nonwhite, non-
black residents made up less than 3 percent.20 White residents in Flushing
before 1970 were largely middle class people with heavily Italian, Jewish,
and German ancestries. The development of many Long Island suburban
neighborhoods since the 1960s and the New York City’s financial crisis in
the early 1970s led to the exodus of middle class whites from Flushing to
Long Island. A long-time white resident in Flushing told me that many
office buildings in downtown Flushing were empty in the early 1970s
when Chinese, Korean, and Indian immigrants began to move there in
large numbers.

New York City’s Korean immigrants have created their largest enclave
in Flushing, the center of the Korean community in New York City. Chinese
immigrants have established the second largest Chinatown there, next to
Chinatown in Lower East Side, Manhattan.21 Both have established their
business districts, or ethnic precincts, in downtown Flushing, using dis-
tinctive native-language commercial signs. The intersection of Roosevelt
Avenue and Union Street is the core of the Korean business district that
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Table 2.4 Racial and Ethnic Composition in Flushing, 2000

Number Percentage

Total population 137,610 100.0
Non-Hispanic white 31,231 22.7
Hispanic 27,016 19.6
Black 6,043 4.4
Othersa 5,068 3.7

Asian American 68,252 49.6
Chinese 33,641 24.4
Korean 19,627 14.6
Indian 9,402 6.8

Foreign-born 86,911 63.1

Source: Author’s compilation from U.S. Census Bureau (2002).
a Others indicate Native Americans, Pacific Islanders, or people of mixed origin.



in 1962 to 20 percent in 1985, to 28 percent in 1991 and then slightly
decreased to 25 percent in 2003. Protestants and Catholics also each made
up increasingly higher proportions of the population, from 2.8 percent
and 2.2 percent in 1962 to 16 percent and 5 percent in 1985, to 19 percent and
6 percent in 1991, and to 20 percent and 7 percent in 2003. We may refer
to this increase as a modernization of religion that followed the modern-
ization of society. Because all three imported religions have incorporated
elements of Confucianism and Shamanism and given that Confucianism
constitutes the core of Korean culture, it is easy to change religions in Korea.
In many cases, the same family practices two religions. For example, parents
are often Buddhists and their children are Christians.

Table 2.5 shows the religious distribution among Korean immigrants
in New York City’s five boroughs at the time of the interview and in
Korea before immigration based on results of my 2005 survey. Forty-eight
percent and 13 percent of the respondents respectively chose Protestantism
and Catholicism as their religion in Korea, and another 13 percent chose
Buddhism. The findings indicate that among Korean immigrants in
New York City, Christians predominate and Buddhists are underrepre-
sented relative to the population in Korea. This is largely attributable to two
factors. First, Christians—both Protestants and Catholics—are overrepre-
sented in large cities and among the middle class in Korea, and immigrants
have been drawn more from the urban middle class. Second, regardless
of whether they are urban or rural, proportionally more Christians have
chosen U.S.-bound immigration because the United States is known as a
typical Christian country. Buddhists are underrepresented among Korean
immigrants partly because they are underrepresented in the segments of
the population prone to U.S. immigration and partly because they may be
unwilling to emigrate to a predominantly Christian country.

The right panel of table 2.5 shows that the proportion of Protestants
among Korean immigrants has increased from 48 percent in Korea to
almost 60 percent in New York City, and the proportion of Buddhists has
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Table 2.5 Self-Reported Religions in Korea and New York, 2005

In Korea In New York (Now)

Number Percentage Number Percentage

Protestantism 133 48.0 162 58.5
Catholicism 35 12.6 39 14.1
Buddhism 36 13.0 22 7.9
Other 1 0.4 2 0.7
None 72 26.0 52 18.8
Total 277 100.0 277 100.0

Source: Author’s compilation.



decreased from 13 percent to 8 percent. This suggests that many Koreans
have changed their religious affiliation since immigration to Protestantism.
Korean Protestant churches have been able to absorb many Buddhist or
atheist Korean immigrants partly because they provide all kinds of services,
friendship networks, and ethnic education useful for Korean immigrants’
successful adjustment to American society. Korean churches, in New York
and other cities, serve a number of social functions for Korean immigrants—
providing social services, preserving cultural traditions, maintaining eth-
nic networks, and providing social positions.28 It is difficult for most
Korean immigrants to live comfortably here without being affiliated with
a Korean church.

Both Protestant and Catholic churches provide similar services and fel-
lowship for all church members, but Protestant churches have absorbed
the vast majority of Korean religious converts mainly because they have
aggressively recruited them. They have done so partly for survival and
partly because of their more evangelical orientation. Because there are so
many Korean pastors in the United States, there are too many Korean
churches for the population. In 2006, there were nearly 600 Korean Pro-
testant churches in the New York–New Jersey Korean community in a
population of approximately 200,000. For a church to survive, it must
aggressively recruit members by creating numerous programs. By contrast,
Korean Catholic churches in New York, about twenty-five, are established
only by the local diocese. The vast majority of Korean immigrant Protestant
churches emphasize evangelism as a central component of Christian life.29

Education

Table 2.6 shows the educational attainment of Korean immigrants in the
New York–New Jersey area, compared with other groups, based on the 2000
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Table 2.6 Comparative Educational Attainment of Adult Immigrants 
in New York–New Jersey, 2000

High School Four Year College Advanced Degree

Korean immigrants 90.9% 49.9% 15.6%
Koreans in Korea 63.7 24.3 —
U.S.-born white 94.0 43.3 18.0
U.S.-born black 77.8 21.1 5.7
All immigrants 69.5 22.6 11.0
Chinese immigrants 60.5 31.3 17.1
Indian immigrants 87.9 65.4 32.8
Filipino immigrants 96.2 68.7 12.5
Taiwanese immigrants 92.2 67.1 37.6

Source: Author’s compilation from 5% Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS) of the 2000
U.S. Census for adults twenty-five to sixty-four years old.
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Korean immigrants had the third highest self-employment rate with
24 percent in 2000 among major immigrant groups in New York, next to
Greeks (27 percent) and Israelis-Palestinians (27 percent). The Korean work
force, however, is much larger than that of either group. Thus, in sheer
numbers, Korean businesses in New York are much more visible than
Greek- or Israeli-Palestinian-owned businesses. The only immigrant group
in the area with a comparable population and a higher self-employment
rate than native-born whites is the Italian (18 percent). Korean immi-
grants are highly concentrated in several lines of retail and personal ser-
vice business. Pakistanis are another Asian immigrant group with a higher
self-employment rate than the native-born white population. Filipino
immigrants, along with Guyanese, have the lowest rates. 

I discuss changes in self-employment rate among Korean immigrants in
New York City over time and sex differences based on data presented in
table 3.2. Nationally, the self-employment of Korean immigrants increased
significantly from 18 percent in 1980 to 27 percent in 1990, but slightly

Table 3.1 Self-Employment Rates Among Immigrant Groups in 
New York–New Jersey Metropolitan Area in 1999

Number of Workersa

Major Immigrant Groups (Weighted) Self-Employment Rate

Greek 21,864 27.0
Israeli and Palestinian 15,919 26.6
Korean 56,251 24.0
Italian 69,486 17.6
Pakistani 21,925 16.0
Russian 89,964 11.4
Non-Hispanic white 3,652,139 11.0
Taiwanese 22,877 11.0
Japanese 17,341 10.7
Cuban 35,017 10.0
Indian 109,751 9.9
Colombian 76,862 9.4
Chinese (mainland) 105,987 9.0
Dominican 169,179 8.2
Ecuadorian 81,335 7.2
Mexican 72,596 6.7
Jamaican 121,006 4.9
Haitian 72,969 4.7
Guyanese 74,368 4.6
Filipino 73,839 4.6

Source: Author’s compilation from U.S. Census (2002).
a Immigrants twenty-five to sixty-four years old who worked thirty-five or more weeks and
thirty-five or more hours per week in 1999.



dropped to 23 percent in 2000.3 Surprisingly, though, the self-employment
of Korean immigrants in New York in 1980 was significantly higher 
(27 percent) than in the United States as a whole (18 percent). It is only
slightly lower than that in New York in 1990 (31 percent) and higher than
even that in 2000 (24 percent). These figures partly indicate that Korean
immigrants settled in New York in the late 1960s and 1970s were prepared
to start their own businesses sooner than those settled in other areas. As
pointed out in chapter 2, large numbers of Korean medical professionals,
and Korean international students, moved to the area in the late 1960s and
the 1970s. Both groups are more likely to have made their occupational
adjustments in self-employment than in employment.

Nationally, the self-employment rate of Korean immigrants dropped
slightly from 27 percent in 1990 to 23 percent in 2000.4 The reduction in
New York City during the same decade was greater (from 31 percent to
24 percent) than for the Korean population as a whole. I suggest that a big
increase in the numbers of Korean nonimmigrant residents, such as inter-
national students, temporary workers, and visitors,5 was the main cause of
the decrease, because the nonresident populations are less likely to be self-
employed.6 The decline between 1990 and 2000 was more dramatic in
New York City than in the United States as a whole because a larger pro-
portion of Koreans in the city were these nonimmigrants. Moreover, even
among Korean documented residents in New York City, there was a slight
shift from self-employment to employment in Korean-owned stores. As
will be discussed later in this chapter and in chapter 5, emergence of mega-
stores and hikes in commercial rents forced many Korean retail stores in
black and Latino neighborhoods to close beginning in the late 1990s.
Those medium-sized Korean retail stores that have survived and a huge
number of nail salons have offered jobs for more documented and undoc-
umented Korean immigrants in 2000 and after.

Looking at changes over time in the gender difference in self-employment
rate, there was a huge gender gap (about 20 percent) in the self-employment
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Table 3.2 Changing Self-Employment Rates Among Korean Immigrant
Full-Time Workersa

Total Men Women

1980 27.3% 34.5% 15.0%
1990 30.5 33.6 25.6
2000 24.0 28.1 18.8

Source: Author’s compilation from 5% Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS) of the 1980,
1990 & 2000 U.S. Censuses.
a Immigrants twenty-five to sixty-four years old who worked thirty-five or more weeks and
thirty-five or more hours per week in the previous years (1979, 1989, 1999).



adjustment, including self-employment rate. When analyzing the self-
employment rate by treating the two foreign-born groups separately, 28 per-
cent of first-generation Korean immigrants in the New York–New Jersey
area and only 7 percent of 1.5-generation Koreans are self-employed (see
table 5.5). The 1.5-generation Koreans have a substantially lower self-
employment rate than first-generation immigrants, partly because they
have advantage over immigrants for employment in the general labor
market and partly because they are much younger than immigrants. By
lumping the 1.5 generation with the immigrant population, census data
on the foreign born significantly underestimate the self-employment rate
of Korean immigrants.

An independent survey can measure the self-employment rate of Korean
immigrants more accurately. Moreover, an independent survey can also
measure the concentration of Korean immigrants in the ethnic economy
by asking employed workers whether they work in the general or in the
ethnic economy.8 Table 3.3 shows both the self-employment rate of Korean
immigrants in the New York central city and their concentration in the
Korean ethnic economy, based on results of the 2005 survey. Forty-six per-
cent of Korean male immigrant workers and 34 percent of the female
counterparts were self-employed in 2005. Thirty-nine percent of Korean
immigrants as a whole were self-employed. This survey, however, under-
estimated the self-employment rate of the entire Korean work force in
New York City because the sample included more women (56 percent of
the total sample), who had a lower self-employment rate than men, although
female immigrants who worked full-time made up only about 45 percent
(N = 25,020) of the total Korean full-time work force (56,251). When we
adjust the figure to increase the proportion of men, who had a higher self-
employment rate, we estimate that about 41 percent of all Korean workers
in New York City were self-employed.

The figures in the second and third columns of table 3.3 are as impor-
tant for our purpose as those in the first column. We find that 42 percent
of total Korean immigrant workers in New York City—38 percent of men
and 46 percent of women—were employed in Korean-owned businesses.
Altogether, 81 percent of total Korean workers were in the ethnic econ-
omy, with only 19 percent participating in the general economy. These
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Table 3.3 Occupation by Sex, 2005

Self-Employed Ethnic Economy General Economy Total

Men 56 (46%) 46 (38%) 20 (16%) 122 (100%)
Women 53 (34%) 71 (46%) 31 (20%) 155 (100%)
Total 109 (39%) 117 (42%) 51 (19%) 277 (100%)

Source: Author’s compilation.



in 1990, and to 31 percent in 2000. The vast majority of these business
owners are likely to be engaged in dry cleaning shops and nail salons.
Because in some cases each business owner has two or more shops, the
total number of personal-service businesses owned by Korean immi-
grants in 1999 should have been more than 4,177—around 4,500. Both
business types are labor-intensive, involve little English, and need less cap-
ital to establish. According to interviews with two Korean dry cleaners’
associations in New York State and New Jersey, there were approximately
3,000 Korean-owned dry cleaners in the New York–New Jersey metropol-
itan area in 2006, accounting for about half of all such establishments in
the area. This number is a huge increase from the 1,600 in 1991 that associa-
tion leaders reported during my interviews with them.
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Table 3.4 Comparative Self-Employment in New York–New Jersey Area
by Industry, 2000

Immigrant Group

Native
Industry Korean Chinese Taiwanese Indian White

Agriculture, mining, 0.3 0.2 0.0 0.0 3.1
forestry

Arts, entertainments, 0.9 0.0 0.0 0.7 1.5
accommodations, 
food services

Business and repair 4.5 7.5 11.5 2.9 12.1
services

Construction 2.4 5.3 8.5 3.1 16.1
Finance, insurance, 2.3 3.9 6.3 4.9 8.9
real estate, rental 
and leasing

Manufacturing 4.7 9.3 5.0 4.1 5.4
Personal services 30.8 9.2 6.6 3.9 3.4
Eating and drinking 4.4 17.9 9.7 3.1 2.7
establishments

Professional, science, 9.8 14.2 19.2 20.7 29.3
management, 
administrative, 
waste management

Retail trade 30.8 14.2 11.7 24.4 9.8
Transportation and 4.0 10.1 4.3 14.8 3.4
warehousing

Wholesale trade 5.1 9.4 17.3 11.7 4.2
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Source: Author’s compilation from 5% Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS) of the 2000
U.S. Census.
Note: The total number of workers for each group is the same as that in table 3.1.



The astronomical increase in the number of Korean-owned dry cleaners
in those fifteen years indicates the change in American consumption cul-
ture toward greater dependency on commercial dry cleaning. In the early
1990s and before, Korean-owned dry cleaners were concentrated in white
middle class neighborhoods. Now, however, many are in lower-income
black and Latino neighborhoods as well. The dry-cleaning business is
dominant in all major Korean communities. Before 1965, Chinese immi-
grants in New York concentrated in the hand laundry business, but Koreans
have replaced them. About 40 percent of Korean-owned dry cleaners are
family businesses run by a husband-wife team. These dry cleaners are
usually drop shops with no washing machine in their shops. The others
have one or two paid employees. Most have their own washing machines
and four to six employees, mostly Latino.

The Korean Nail Salon Associations of New York and New Jersey esti-
mate that there are approximately 4,000 Korean-owned nail salons in the
New York–New Jersey area as of 2006, comprising the vast majority in the
area. This number was a three-fold increase from about 1,400 in 1991.22 In
terms of simple numbers, and reflected in the 2005 survey, the nail business
is the largest Korean business line in the New York–New Jersey area.23

According to Chu Suk Pang, a former president of the Korean Nail Salon
Association of New York, women alone own about 30 percent of Korean
nail salons, husband and wife teams co-run about 60 percent, and male
owners with women managers make up the remainder. A nail salon usu-
ally has five to six paid employees, the vast majority Korean women and
the rest Latino women. The nail salon business is thus significant in New
York in that it provides many jobs for approximately 20,000 Korean
women, including temporary visitors, wives of international students,
and Korean women from China.
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Table 3.5 Businesses Owned by Full-Time Self-Employed Korean
Immigrants in New York–New Jersey

Industry 1980 1990 2000

Retail trade 1,820 (59%) 4,943 (44%) 4,176 (31%)
Wholesale trade 280 (9%) 795 (7%) 688 (5%)
Personal services 220 (7%) 2,151 (19%) 4,177 (31%)
Eating and drinking 60 (2%) 561 (5%) 595 (4%)
establishments

Professional and 300 (10%) 980 (9%) 1,321 (10%)
related services

Manufacturing 240 (8%) 785 (7%) 638 (5%)
All others 160 (5%) 1,194 (10%) 1,947 (14%)
Total 3,080 (100%) 11,373 (100%) 13,543 (100%)

Source: Author’s compilation from 5% Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS) of the 1980,
1990 and 2000 U.S. Censuses.



immigrants have a competitive advantage in running the wholesaler
business selling imported Asian goods, partly because they can get mer-
chandise more cheaply from their home countries and partly because, as
new or recent immigrants from countries with lower standards of living
than South Korea, they can work with lower profit margins.

According to Byungkwan Chun, in addition to difficulty in competing
with Chinese and Indians in the area, Korean importers and wholesalers
encountered hikes in commercial rents on the basis of urban renovation
activities in the area. As a result, several members of the New York Society
of Korean Businessmen purchased a lot in Jamaica, a middle class multi-
ethnic neighborhood in Queens, to build a wholesale complex, International
Merchandise Mart. Korean wholesalers in Broadway will move to Jamaica
when the commercial building is completed in 2009.27 The 400 stores within
the complex will be rented not only to Korean wholesalers but also to non-
Koreans, mostly Chinese, Indian, and Jewish.

In the 2005 survey, 23 percent of self-employed respondents reported
that Korean customers comprised 50 percent or more of their customers.
Nearly all businesses that cater largely to co-ethnic customers are located
in Queens and Manhattan, where nearly 85 percent of Korean Americans
in New York City reside. Moreover, as shown in table 3.6, these businesses
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Table 3.6 Korean Businesses Catering to Korean Customers, 2007

Queens Manhattan

Broadway
Flushing-Bayside Business

Types of Businesses All Enclave All District

Korean restaurants 145 120 (83%) 77 50 (65%)
Korean grocery stores 15 7 (47%) 4 1 (25%)
and supermarkets

Drinking places 63 58 (92%) 23 21 (91%)
Korean bakeries 21 17 (81%) 2 2 (100%)
Beauty salons 110 80 (73%) 15 14 (93%)
Video rentals 26 21 (81%) 4 4 (100%)
Real estates agents 238 178 (75%) 67 43 (64%)
Travel agencies 43 38 (88%) 47 40 (85%)
Insurance agents 115 106 (92%) 39 23 (59%)
Acupuncture/ 103 96 (93%) 26 19 (73%)
acupressure/
Oriental medicine

Accounting firms 50 46 (92%) 57 52 (91%)
Medical firms 233 175 (75%) 54 17 (31%)
Dental firms 75 56 (75%) 26 19 (73%)
Law firms 52 49 (94%) 77 50 (65%)

Source: Author’s compilation from the 2007 Korean Directory by Korea Central Daily.



Table 3.7 Cultural Ethnic Attachment by Class of Work

Level of 
Self-Employed Ethnic Firm General Economy Significance

Attachment Variables Number Percentage Number Percentage Number Percentage (Chi-Square Test)

Frequency of speaking 91/107 85 101/111 91 29/42 70 p < 0.005
Korean at homea—
Korean almost always

Frequency of reading 51/105 49 73/110 66 12/46 26 p < 0.0001
Korean newspapers &
magazinesb—Korean
newspapers almost always

Frequency of watching Korean 65/111 59 49/106 46 16/47 34 p < 0.05
TV programsc—Korean TV 
more often or almost always

Frequency of eating Korean 89/109 82 103/117 88 32/51 63 p < 0.001
food for dinnerd—Korean food
almost always

Frequency of using 67/109 61 80/117 68 35/51 69 p > 0.1
Korean namee—Korean name
more often or almost always

Source: Author’s compilation.
a How often do you speak Korean, compared to English, at home with your spouse and other family members?
b How often do you read Korean newspapers and magazines, compared to American newspapers and magazines?
c How often do you watch Korean TV and video programs, compared to American programs?
d How often do you eat Korean food, compared to American food, for dinner?
e How often do you use your Korean name, compared to the American name?



Table 3.8 Social Ethnic Attachment by Class of Work

Level of
Self-Employed Korean Firms Non-Korean Firm Significance

Variables Number Percentage Number Percentage Number Percentage (Chi-Square Test)

Affiliation with one or more 96/109 88 93/117 79 36/51 71 p < 0.05
Korean organizationsa

Frequency of participation in 73/109 67 78/117 67 30/51 59 p > 0.1
Korean organizationsb—
Once or more often per week

Frequency of eating dinner with 50/109 46 46/117 39 17/51 33 p > 0.1
ethnic friendsc—Once every
two week or more often

How many Koreans among 103/109 95 109/117 93 32/51 63 p < 0.0001
five best friendsd—
Three or more Koreans

Source: Author’s compilation.
a How many Korean organizations are you affiliated with and what are they?
b How often do you participate in meetings of Korean organizations?
c How often do you eat Korean food with your Korean friends?
d What are racial, ethnic (Korean), and subethnic (member of the same Korean church) categories of your five best friends?
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Table 4.1 Demonstrations and Boycotts Against Produce Suppliers

Demonstration Boycott—
Date Issue or Immediate Cause Participants Duration

6/13/1977

2/28–3/6/1980

8/4–11/1981

8/2–5/1982

5/26–6/2/1985

3/13–19/1986

7/4–8/20/1991

7/25–8/3/1991

2/18–21/1995

11/8–17/1995

Source: Author’s compilation.
a The Bronx Terminal Market is another produce wholesale market, smaller than Hunts Point
Market, located in the Bronx. The Bronx Korean Merchants Association organized the boycott.

Labeling Korean green-
grocers as Moonies by
white employee of
Korean distributor

Discrimination against
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forms of rejection: verbal threats, physical violence, boycotts, arson, and the
1992 Los Angeles riots.39 As Patrick Joyce pointed out, Korean merchants
in black neighborhoods in New York City suffered far more long-term
boycotts than those in Los Angeles, who suffered more violent forms of
damage, such as shootings and firebombing of stores.40 But nonviolent
long-term boycotts, which Joyce characterizes as “heat without fire,” are
in a sense more threatening to Korean immigrants’ economic survival
than shootings and firebombing because they are direct and formal
challenges to Koreans’ commercial activities in black neighborhoods.
Unlike shootings or arson, boycotts were organized in advance by black
leaders and involved chanting “All Korean Merchants, Get Out of Black
Neighborhoods.”

As shown in table 5.1, between 1981 and 1995, Korean merchants in
New York City encountered fifteen boycotts organized by blacks, six of
which were long-term, that is, four weeks long or longer.41 Korean produce
stores became the main targets. Four of the six long-term boycotts occurred
against Korean produce stores in black neighborhoods (two in Brooklyn,
one in Jamaica, Queens, and one in Harlem), and another against a Korean-
owned grocery-produce store in Harlem.42 The last occurred in 1995 against
a Korean-owned hat store in Greenwich Village, Manhattan, not a black
neighborhood but nonetheless organized by black customers. The pick-
eting against a Korean bank branch in Manhattan in February 1995 was
organized by the African American Coalition against Racism, complaining
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Table 5.1 Black Boycotts of Korean-Owned Stores in New York City

Store Type Location Starting Date Duration

Two produce Jamaica June 1981 35 days
Produce Flatbush February 1982 1 month
Grocery Harlem October 1984 6 months
Seafood Jamaica 1986 not known
Produce Bedford Stuyvesant, Brooklyn August 1988 4 months
Produce Harlem September 1988 13 months
Two produce Church Avenue, Flatbush, January 1990 17 months

Brooklyn
Fried fish Nostrand Avenue, Brooklyn March 1990 not known
Produce Rockaway, Brooklyn August 1990 12 days
Grocery Lafrak City, Queens February 1991 4 days
Toys Brooklyn May 1991 10 days
Grocery Nostrand Avenue, Brooklyn January 1992 3 days
All nonblack Harlem October 1994 11 days
stores

Hats Greenwich Village 1995 3 months
Bank Broadway Manhattan February 1995 7 days

Sources: Author’s compilation based on Korean and English newspaper articles.



in black neighborhoods encountered several boycotts and those in white
and Latino neighborhoods encountered none.

My 1992 survey results also show that Korean merchants in black neigh-
borhoods were subjected to stereotypes similar to those Jews and other
middleman groups encountered (see table 5.2). There is a significant black-
white racial differential in the degree of endorsing each stereotypical
statement. For example, 45 percent of black respondents, compared with
26 percent of white respondents, accepted the statement that “Koreans
are overly concerned with making money.” Forty-four percent of black
respondents, compared with 30 percent of white respondents, endorsed the
statement that “Koreans care about only other Koreans.” Both statements are
typical stereotypes ascribed to middleman merchants in different societies.
About 25 percent of black respondents also agreed to the statement that
“Koreans are in general rude and nasty people,” but only 8 percent of white
respondents did.

As indicated, local residents accused minority middleman merchants
of being aided by the dominant group to run businesses in their area,
which partly contributed to antagonism toward the merchants. In much
the same way, black boycott leaders often charged that the federal govern-
ment, commercial banks, or even the Unification Church funded Korean
businesses in black neighborhoods.80 There is no evidence, however, that
either the federal government or commercial banks did so. As indicated
in chapter 4, survey studies of Korean immigrant merchants reveal that
Korean immigrants used the savings brought from Korea and made in the
United States as the major sources of capital for their initial businesses,
and only a tiny fraction depended on commercial loans.81
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Table 5.2 Acceptance of Statements Stereotyping Korean Immigrants

Black White 
Respondents Respondents 

Stereotypes (Number = 97) (Number = 50) Significance

Koreans are overly concerned 45.4 26.0 p < 0.05
with making money

Koreans do not try to learn 34.4 24.4 p > 0.1
English and American 
customs

Koreans care only about 44.3 30.0 p < 0.1
other Koreans

Koreans are in general rude 22.7 8.0 p < 0.05
and nasty people

Source: Author’s compilation from the 1992 New York City Survey of Black and White
Respondents.



Some researchers have pointed out that Korean immigrants had, for
the most part, learned their negative views of African Americans in their
home country before they immigrated through exposure to the American
media.87 No one would deny this effect. But attributing negative stereo-
types to American cultural influence before immigration is as simplistic
as the attempt to reduce all forms of racial conflicts in the United States to
white racism. I also consider it somewhat irresponsible to blame white
racism alone for Korean immigrants’ prejudiced attitudes toward blacks
without analyzing the complexity of its sources. Korean immigrants are
far more strongly influenced by the mainstream media now than before.
This interpretation suggests that Korean immigrants’ prejudice will only
deepen the longer they live in the United States.

I presume that Korean immigrants, especially those who came to the
United States in the 1970s and early 1980s, had little knowledge of African
Americans before their immigration. I believe that Korean merchants’
prejudice against blacks, as well as black residents’ prejudice against Korean
merchants, developed mainly through their contact in Korean-owned
stores. The merchant-customer relationship is by definition prone to
conflict because each party has a different interest. In particular, the rela-
tionship between Korean merchants and black customers in a retail store
in a lower-income black neighborhood maximizes this inherent stress.88

Herbert Blumer’s view of racial prejudice as “a sense of group position,”
rather than individual feelings, is useful in understanding mutual preju-
dice between Korean merchants and black customers.89 As mentioned, in
a 1995 survey of Korean merchants conducted in Los Angeles, 60 percent of
the respondents reported that they had more clashes with black customers
than with Latinos.90 In responding to the follow-up question about the
reasons for more clashes with blacks, the majority said that “blacks are more
demanding and assertive” in terms of their requests for better prices,
credit, and services. Another 34 percent reported that blacks are more
likely to lie, shoplift, and use bad language.91 These reports suggest that
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Table 5.3 Korean Merchants Stereotyping Blacks

Number of 
Stereotypical Statements Respondents = 93

Black people are generally less intelligent than white people 61.3%
Black people are generally lazier than white people 45.2
Black people are generally less honest than white people 61.3
Black people are generally more criminally oriented than 69.9 
white people

Source: Author’s compilation from the 1992 New City Survey of Korean Merchants in Black
Neighborhoods.



Table 5.4 Racial Composition of Central Harlem

Year

Race 1980 1990 2000

Non-Hispanic black 101,830 (94.1%) 88,760 (88.1%) 84,224 (76.9%)
Native-Born black — — 74,643 (68.2%)
Foreign-Born black — — 9,581 (8.7%)
(predominantly 
Caribbean and 
African-born)

Non-Hispanic white 1,058 (1.0%) 1,367 (1.4%) 2,399 (2.2%)
Non-Hispanic Asian 575 (0.5%) 624 (0.6%) 1,205 (1.1%)
and Native American

Hispanic 4,540 (4.2%) 9,778 (9.7%) 18,450 (16.8%)
Other 157 (0.2%) 163 (0.2%) 3,256 (3.0%)
Total 108,160 (100.0%) 100,692 (100.0%) 109,534 (100.0)

Source: Infoshare (1980, 1990, 2000).

more than residents in low-income minority neighborhoods from zoning
changes.

The movement of mega-stores into Harlem hurts Korean and other
small business owners in terms of retail prices as well. Pathmark grocery
stores carry grocery, produce, and seafood items. Two such stores less
than ten blocks apart have killed all but two similar Korean-owned enter-
prises. These have survived mainly because, as medium-sized stores, they
were able to offer items for reasonable prices.

Another factor was the emergence of many other non-Korean immigrant
business owners. Indian, Pakistani, Middle Eastern, and African immi-
grants have moved into Harlem for commercial activities since around
1995. They own retail stores selling clothing items, hats, bags, costume
jewelry, and convenience items. Chinese immigrants also run restaurants,
nail salons, and dry cleaners in Harlem. Korean store owners complain
that these other immigrants run businesses with tiny profit margins. 
A positive aspect of the change is that the ethnicity among business own-
ers is now so diverse that Korean merchants there are no longer per-
ceived unfavorably. Neither Koreans nor any other group in Harlem
are perceived as middleman merchants, although they still do serve that
function.

Finally, the change in the racial composition of residents in Central
Harlem over the years seems to have seriously weakened the African
American sense of territory. As shown in table 5.4, the proportion of non-
Hispanic black residents in Central Harlem decreased from 94 percent in
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The dramatic reduction of the number of Korean-owned stores in black
neighborhoods in these and presumably other cities has also been affected
by the significant reduction of Korean immigrants to the United States118

and by the participation of the vast majority of 1.5- and second-generation
Korean American adults in the mainstream economy. By contrast, the
increasing presence of businesses owned by South Asian and Arab immi-
grants in black neighborhoods is largely attributable to the escalation of
Koreans leaving these areas in recent years.119 As noted, many middle-
aged and elderly Korean merchants complain that they cannot compete
with young South Asian and Arab merchants who operate businesses with
exceptionally low margins. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, Jewish and
other white merchants made similar complaints when new Korean immi-
grants were opening stores.

As shown in table 5.5, 1.5-generation and native-born Korean American
adult workers in the New York–New Jersey area have much lower self-
employment rates than first-generation Koreans. They have lower rates
than even native-born whites, who are for the most part third generation
or more. Because 1.5-generation and native-born Korean workers are
much younger than native-born white Americans, their self-employment
rates are likely to increase as they grow older. Even with age controlled,
however, younger-generation Koreans may not show a greater tendency
to start their own businesses than whites.

The radical intergenerational reduction in the tendency to start one’s
own businesses among Korean Americans sharply contrasts with Jewish
Americans, who have transmitted entrepreneurialism over numerous
generations.120 For example, the Ivan Light and Elizabeth Roach analysis
of PUMS of the 1990 census121 revealed that native-born whites of Russian
ancestry, who were presumed to be mostly multigeneration Jewish Amer-
icans, in the Los Angeles–Riverside–Orange Counties CMSA, had a much
higher self-employment rate (25 percent) than other native-born white
Americans in the area (13 percent).
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Table 5.5 Self-Employment Among Korean American Full-Time Workersa

in New York–New Jersey, 1999

Rate (%)

First generation (immigrated after age twelve) 27.7
1.5 generation (immigrated at twelve or before) 7.0
American-born (second generation) 5.1
American-born white (multigeneration) 10.9

Source: Author’s compilation from 5% Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS) of the 2000
U.S. Census.
a Full-time workers are defined as those who worked for thirty-five weeks or more in 1999 and
for thirty-five hours or more per week and are between twenty-five and sixty-five years old.



for Latino workers. Because wages below minimum wage, no overtime
pay, and no fringe benefits are all labor law violations, many Korean
merchants are unlikely to report any of these factors as their reason and
prefer Latino workers because they are less likely to report violations.

Although almost all employers or managers tend to prefer Latino work-
ers, not all immigrant groups depend on them equally for business oper-
ations. Currently, three immigrant groups in New York City—Korean,
Chinese, and Indian—are most active in small businesses. Korean mer-
chants depend more than either Chinese or Indian merchants on Latinos.
Table 6.1 shows the ethnic composition of employees for Korean-, Indian-
and Chinese-owned businesses in New York City based on telephone inter-
views conducted in 2005 and 2006.18 Co-ethnics make up 51 percent of
employees in all Korean-owned businesses, compared with 86 percent in
Chinese-owned businesses and 58 percent in Indian-owned businesses.
Co-ethnics include those of Korean ancestry from China. Most of the
approximately 15,000 documented and undocumented Korean-Chinese
immigrants in New York are employed in Korean-owned stores. Latinos
make up 38 percent of employees of Korean-owned businesses, compared
to 15 percent of Indian-owned and 9 percent of Chinese-owned. Korean
immigrants proportionally own more businesses and depend on Latino
workers far more than either Chinese or Indian immigrants. This is the
main reason Korean-Latino relations, rather than Asian-Latino relations,
are a sociologically important issue.

Dependency on Latino workers has decreased over time. For example,
according to my survey conducted in 1997 and 1998 based on the same Kim
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Table 6.1 Comparison of Businesses in Racial Composition of Employees 
in New York City, 2005

D

Ethnic Other
Group A B C Ethnic Asian Latino Black White

Korean 91/108 433 4.0 220 25 163 15 10 
(51%) (6%) (38%) (3%) (2%)

Chinese 29/33 197 6.0 171 5 17 2 2 
(86%) (3%) (9%) (1%) (1%)

Indian 26/37 113 3.1 66 10 17 8 12 
(58%) (9%) (15%) (7%) (11%)

Source: Author’s compilation from results of the 2005 telephone survey of Korean, Chinese,
and Indian immigrants in New York City.
A = businesses with at least one paid employee/total main businesses
B = total number of paid employees
C = the mean number of paid employees per business
D = racial composition of employees



believe that they make a living using their credentials. Most Korean business
owners, on the other hand, believe that not only hard work, but also ethnic
unity are necessary for their economic success.

To show the advantage of the abundance of Korean-owned businesses to
the Korean community, I briefly compare the Korean population with the
Filipino. In 2005, the Filipino population in the New York–New Jersey
CMSA (N = 192,978) was only slightly smaller than the Korean (N =
195,395). As shown in table 7.1, the 2000 census shows that economically
active Filipino first-generation immigrants (twenty-five to sixty-four
years old), have substantially higher educational levels (70 percent com-
pleting a college education) than their Korean counterparts (47 percent).
Moreover, with no language barrier, almost all Filipino immigrants
work in the general labor market, and only 5 percent of full-time work-
ers were self-employed in 2000. By contrast, Korean immigrants with
their severe language barrier are highly concentrated in small businesses.
Self-employed Filipino immigrants are mostly in health, professional, and
FIRE fields (finance, insurance, and real estate), but only a few self-
employed Korean immigrants (16 percent) are. Filipino immigrants,
whether self-employed or employed, do much better than Korean immi-
grants as measured by median household income.

Despite the huge economic advantage, the Filipino community has few
ethnic organizations and most are professional associations. By contrast,
there are approximately 1,000 Korean ethnic organizations, including about
600 Korean churches and more than thirty merchants’ associations, in the
New York–New Jersey area.64 I suspect that the explanation for the low
count of ethnic Filipino organizations is how few in the Filipino community
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Table 7.1 A Comparison of Immigrantsa in New York–New Jersey

Korean Filipino

Percentage of high school graduates 90 96
Percentage of college graduates 47 70
Percentage English fluency 19 70
Percentage of professional workersb 19 46
Percentage of workers in managerial, business, finance 17 13
Self-employment rate 28 5
Median household income for employed workers $59,000 $92,000
Median household income for self-employed $61,000 $110,000
Percentage below poverty 15.4 4.7

Source: Author’s compilation from 5% Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS) of the 2000 U.S.
Census.
a Immigrants do not include 1.5-generation immigrants who came to the United States at age
twelve or below.
b Workers include full-time workers who worked thirty-five hours or more per week for
thirty-five weeks or more in 1999.



Source: Photo by Dong Wan Joo, used with permission.
The main gate of Hunts Point Market (New York City Produce Market). Hundreds of
Korean greengrocers pass this gate every day, mostly early in the morning, for purchase of
fruits and vegetables.

Source: Photo by Dong Wan Joo, used with permission.
Approximately seventy produce wholesalers are located inside Hunts Point Market. In the
1970s and 1980s, many Korean greengrocers experienced physical violence and unfair treat-
ment from wholesalers, which led them to boycott wholesalers several times. 



Source: Photo by Dong Wan Joo, used with permission.
Photos of the Korean Produce Association’s past and current presidents and proclamations
and awards presented in various years by New York City and State governments and their
legislative branches to recognize the trade association’s achievements and services for the
Korean community and New York City are hung on the wall of the KPA’s main office. 

Source: Photo by Dong Wan Joo, used with permission.
Since 1982, the Korean Produce Association has held the Korean Harvest and Folklore
Festival at the Flushing-Meadow Park in October. This two-day festival has drawn more than
150,000 people annually during recent years. This photo captures a team of Korean experts
performing samulnori, the most famous Korean traditional folk dance, at the 2006 festival.



Source: Photo by Dong Wan Joo, used with permission.
Hwang Chin Min came to New York City in 1986 and opened his produce store in 1990 in
Jamaica. He established this one in 1997. He said that sales from the sidewalk table (jwadae)
outside of the store comprise a significant proportion of total sales. 

Source: Photo by Dong Wan Joo, used with permission.
Many trailers from supermarkets are parked in front of produce wholesalers at Hunts Point
Market. In the 1970s and 1980s, Korean greengrocers had conflicts with trailer drivers over
parking space, sometimes escalating into physical confrontations.



Source: Photo by Dong Wan Joo, used with permission.
Korean produce retail stores can successfully compete with supermarkets in selling fruits
and vegetables because they can clean and display them nicely, as shown in this photo taken
in a upper-middle class white neighborhood in Westchester County. 

Source: Photo by Dong Wan Joo, used with permission.
The Korean Produce Association arranged the Korean Agricultural Cooperative to display
and sell major Korean farm products at the annual Korean Harvest and Folklore Festival.
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