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Nancy Ableman n  and John Lie. Blue Dreams: Korean Americans 

and the Los Angeles Riot. (Cambridge,  MA:  Harvard U n ivers ity 

Press, 1 995) 272 pp . ,  $29 .95.  

Beg i n n i ng with a poet ic t i t le ,  Blue Dreams, the  authors recount 
i n  depth as to how the Blue Dreams of the Korean American merchants 
i n  the East Los Ange les had shattered in the m idst of 1 992 riot that turned 
out to be "e lus ive dreams" in America (Blue symbol izes color of heaven ,  
sky,  and  hope for Koreans) . 

The book not on ly portrays the Los Ange les r iot s urrou nd ing  the 
Korean merchants but a lso characterizes d iaspora of the Koreans in 
America . The authors have a lso exami ned with scholarly i ns i ghts the 
more complex soc io-economic and pol i t ical  u nderp lay the Koreans 
encou ntered i n  the ir  "Promised New Land" :  motives for em igrat ion , c lass 
d ist i nct ion , eth n ic sol idarity, micro-econom ic entrepreneursh ip ,  occupa
t ional  downward syndrome, etc . 

I n  the context as out l i ned i n  the foregoi ng ,  the authors engage 
themse lves i n  comprehens ive i nterv iews and conversat ions with the 
vict ims ,  counse lors , and soc ia l  workers in order to obta i n  vast arrays of 
und istorted i nformation , some of wh ich have not been reported i n  the 
media .  Moreover, the authors poig nant ly poi nt out that the ongoi ng 
confl icts between the Korean Americans and the Afr ican Amer icans had 
not been newly rooted in  the Los Ange les r iot i n  1 992 but spru ng  u p  from 
the wh ite resentment of the B lacks i n  America and was mag n if ied by 
Korean 's discr i m inat ion aga inst them wh ich they had acqu ired i n  Korea 
prior to com ing  to the U n ited States. 

The authors have a lso observed i ns i ghtfu l ly that Korean Ameri
cans not only reveal d iscri m i natory and prov inc ia l  att i tudes agai nst other  
eth n ic  m i norit ies in  the U n ited States , but  a lso among the Koreans 
themselves based on the ir  soc io-economic status  and the reg ional  
ori g i ns  i n  the ir  nat ive land .  

There have been n umerous newspaper and journal art ic les on  
the Los Ange les  r iots . To th is  reviewer, however, t h i s  i s  the first book i n  
America wh ich  has accounted for the many unspoken c ircumstances and 
issues s urrou n d i ng the r iots . 

The language and the sty le of wri t i ng  i n  the  book are profound ly  
scholar ly .  Some readers , however , may f ind the two chapters "O iaspora 
Formation :  Modern ity and Mob i l ity" and "American Ideolog ies on Tria l "  to 
be u n necessary for i nc lus ion i n  the book, presuppos i ng  the mai n focus of 
the book to be on Korean Americans and the Los Ange les R iots as such .  
Some readers may a lso f ind  the "Conc lus ion" i n  the book to  be somewhat 
lengthy with re iterat ions of some of the theories and i ssues previous ly 
argued .  I t  may be more powerfu l  i f  the authors had recap i tu lated the 
sa l ient poi nts they i ntended to emphasize.  
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Explorations in Sights and Sounds 

I n  reviewi ng references, it appears that the authors do not 
i nclude Korean newspapers published in America dea l i ng  with the r iots 
(The Korea Daily, The Korea Central Daily News, The Dong Aha Daily) 

and the documentary videos ("L.A. Is  Burn i n g :  F ive and "Sa- I -Gu" [Apr i l  
1 9 , 1 992] , [Nat ional Asian-American Tele-Commun ication Associat ion , 
San Francisco , 1 994] ). 

U ndoubtedly,  the authors put together the book with enormous 
perception of and empathy toward the Blue Dreamers and the real ities 
which transformed i nto "E lusive American Dreams."  As K.W. Lee, a noted 
Korean journal ist and the Freedom Forum awardee of 1 994 put it ,  "Blue 

Dreams is a welcome exploration by outsiders i nto the vex ing and largely 
i nv is ib le Korean American predicament in Los Angeles and the nation." 

Eugene C. K im 
Cal ifornia State Un iversity, Sacramento 

Sherman Alexie. The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven. 

(New York: Atlantic Month ly Press,  1 993) 223 pp. ,  $21 .00 c loth . 

A member of the Spokane tribe, A lexie writes the heart of a 
commun ity that is joi ned through hardship ,  hope, land, and story. On  and 
off the reservation , from the storytel l ing of Thomas Bui lds-the-F ire to 
Norma's fancydancin g ,  a drumbeat of home fol lows everyone. 

A lexie deals with what many I ndian people in cit ies and on 
reservations across America experience everyday-pow-wows and a l l 
I nd ian basketbal l  games that are just as  rea l  as  alcohol and  other 
common tragedies l i ke car accidents and the U. S. govern ment's broken 
prom ises. With his poet's eye for viv id detail ,  Alexie pul ls readers i nto the 
text, making  us experience reservation l ife and, especia l ly through his 
exceptional  characterizations and poignant humor, i nvit i ng  us to make an 
emotional i nvestment i n  this com munity. The reader becomes both 
part ic ipant and observer via the different stories' first-person and third
person poi nts of view. A lso, throughout the book, reader and reappeari ng  
characters keep crossi ng each other's paths, as  i f  the reader were a part 
of the commun ity and thus fated to receive these frag ments of community 
members' l ives. 

The reader identif ies with the characters' ordi nary situations, but 
we go deeper than identif ication when the ord inary becomes extraordi 
nary , as  it often does i n  th is  mag ical col lection. "The ordi nary , "  one of 
Alex ie's narrators says, "can be like medici ne. "  I n  the chapter for wh ich 
Alex ie takes an epigraph from Kafka's The Trial, we experience the eerie 
truth of the wonderful l ies of storytel ler Thomas Builds-the-Fire. P laced on 
the witness stand, Thomas confesses to the 1 858 ki l l i n g  of two U.S .  
soldiers; he confesses to history. Thomas holds himself responsib le 
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