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In the aftermath of the Bulls riot of 1992, which started as a celebration of a basketball victory but turned
into a night of looting and rioting in Chicago’s black ghettos, local and national newspapers asked: was it just a
celebration? Was it an expression of pent-up anger and frustration? Had Korean and Arab merchants been tar-
geted? The sociological literature on riots contains a great deal of analysis of city level data, but few micro level
studies that analyze who are the victims and perpetrators of the violence and destruction associated with riots. I
argue in this paper that the Bulls riot of 1992 was political as well as celebratory, responding in part to massive
welfare cuts in Illinois and to the televised drama of the Los Angeles riot of 1992. A store by store analysis of
ghetto merchants reveals that despite the political undertones, the extensive nature of the riot, and a history of
organized boycotts against Korean stores, there was no targeting of merchants based on race or ethnicity. Some
implications for the political and racial nature of riots are discussed.

On Wednesday afternoon, April 29 1992, five Los Angeles police officers were acquitted
for beating black motorist Rodney King. The riots that followed in Los Angeles were, by some
measures, the most severe in the nation’s history. Anger over the acquittals sparked demon-
strations, protests, and in some cases riots and curfews in other cities. On Friday, May 1,
Korean shopkeepers in Chicago’s black ghettos closed their stores early, because rumors were
circulating that there could be looting, and that they would be the targets. Korean shopkeep-
ers in the ghetto reported being told by residents that ‘they’d be back,” and that "everything in
here should be free now,” but the weekend passed uneventfully (Copeland and Johnson
1992). When Chicago passed through the tense period of the Rodney King affair without any
serious disturbances of the peace, Chicago’s elites took to self-congratulation. Newspaper edi-
torials and news analysis asserted that the lack of public demonstrations was evidence that
police brutality and social injustice were less of a problem in Chicago than in other large
American cities (Kass 1992a).

Earlier in April, the largest welfare cut in Illinois history went into effect. Sixty thousand
unemployed male Chicagoans lost benefits from a program called Transitional Assistance,
which had paid unemployed males up to $165 per month plus Medicaid health benefits. These
cuts had been enacted in the state legislative session in 1991, against the angry opposition of a
chorus of Chicago black leaders who threatened that a ‘welfare riot’ could ensue if the cuts
went into effect (Kass 1992b), and the mayor of Chicago declared that he was ‘bracing for a
crisis’ (Davis 1992). When the cuts did go into effect on April 1, Chicago’s leading black news-
paper displayed righteous indignation on page one (Strausberg 1992), while Chicago’s main-
stream white newspapers buried the story in the back of their local sections.

On Sunday night, June 14, 1992, against the backdrop of the L.A. riots and the welfare
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cuts, the Chicago Bulls basketball team won the National Basketball Association championship
for the second year in a row. Celebrations began all over the city as people took to the streets.
The most recognized single incident (because of live television coverage) was the drunken cel-
ebration at a strip of downtown bars on Division street, where mostly white revelers over-
turned two taxicabs and broke one store window: it looked like a melee on television, but the
damage was reassuringly minor. Outside the downtown area, in the South Side and West Side
black ghettos of Chicago, however, the night took a different turn: hundreds of stores were
looted, more than 1,000 people arrested, and 90 police officers injured. Of the 347 stores
looted citywide that night, 291 were in the heart of the South and West Side ghettos, and the
rest were scattered across the city. Data from court records show that 98 percent of those
arrested for felony looting that night were black,' despite the fact that the entire city was cele-
brating, and heavy police deployments were in downtown areas where the celebrants were
mostly non-black. The number of arrestees and extent of property damage easily place the
Bulls riot of 1992 into Spilerman’s (1976) category of most severe riots, although the apolitical
nature of the precipitating incident (a basketball game) naturally raises questions about
whether the Bulls riots are comparable to riots whose precipitating event is more clearly polit-
ical or provocative.

Stationed at intersections in the South and West Sides, the Chicago police reported facing
barrages of bricks and bottles. At one South Side store, after a worker drove off looters with a
gun, the looters returned and burned the store to the ground. A few other stores were burned,
and the looting went on for hours, but by the early morning hours of Monday the 15th, the
streets were calm and quiet. Chicago’s newspapers and media in general were unprepared for
the extent of the looting that took place in the ghetto during the 1992 Bulls riots. The Bulls
had won the championship the previous year, and that victory had been celebrated citywide
with no additional police deployments and only scattered looting.

The commodity riot (Janowitz 1968) was and is an important staple in the repertoire
of contention of Chicago’s ghetto residents (this repertoire is not exclusive to Chicago, of
course). Janowitz distinguishes the commodity riot, wherein people take to the streets and
confront the police and storekeepers, looting, burning, then retreating, from the communal
riot” wherein groups of citizens confront each other at the borders of their neighborhoods. The
notion of a repertoire of contention suggests that people in different historical circumstances
are familiar with different kinds of rituals of collective action. The seventeenth-century French
had the charivari; eighteenth- and nineteenth-century French and English peasants had the
food riot; American colonists in the eighteenth-century were familiar with tarring and feath-
ering, mock trials and boycotts; nineteenth-century Parisians knew how to put up barricades.
Ghetto residents in American cities post-1965 know about commodity riots. To say that the
commodity riot is part of the repertoire of contestation means that it is ritualized, that every-
one involved has seen or heard about such events. The repertoire of contestation represents
the forms into which different kinds of demands, grievances, and celebrations are poured; it is
as much a set of constraints as it is a range of possibilities. Note that rioting, as a regular and
ritualized activity, is not a recent phenomenon in American cities: in cities in the American
North, in the early and mid-nineteenth-century, rioting was as much a part of civilian life as
voting or working and in those cases, in general, all the rioters were white (Ignatiev 1995).

Because people are largely constrained to work within the repertoires of contention they
know, these repertoires have to be malleable to different needs. The Bulls riot, involved much

1. The Chicago Police Department’s annual report for 1992, 69 percent of Chicago’s 7,446 arrested burglars in that
year were black, so blacks were a much higher percentage (98) of looters in the Bulls riots than in the general burglary
statistics (looting is a form of burglary in the Illinois penal code).

2. St. Louis in 1917 and Chicago in 1919 are examples of communal riots. Hirsch (1983) describes a series of
1950s communal riots in Chicago in which white neighborhoods rioted against black families that were trying to move
into the area. The great majority of riots in American cities after 1964 have been commodity riots, including: Watts,
most riots of 1967 and 1968, Miami in 1980, L.A. in 1992, and so on.
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pure and apolitical celebration, but also shows of force in the streets, confrontations with the
police, scores being settled, and much looting and destruction. It was rebellious (and hence
political, or at least pre-political [Hobsbawm 1963]) as well as celebratory. McPhail (1994) dis-
tinguishes between ‘celebration riots’, and ‘protest riots” among other types, although he notes
that these categories may not always be clear. Indeed, categorizing riots without any micro
level data to rely on is a risky endeavor. The Bulls won five championships between 1991 and
1997, with ostensibly identical precipitating incidents in each case, yet the destructiveness of
the various disturbances varied by more than an order of magnitude.

It is important not to overstate the importance of the precipitating incident when study-
ing ghetto riots because the political grievances of black ghetto residents have roots that are
more than one day old. As the Kerner Commission noted, riots spring from a long-standing
reservoir of grievances (National Advisory Commission 1968). The Watts and Detroit riots
were precipitated by incidents that were, in themselves, quite unexceptional. The L.A. riots of
1992 were precipitated by the acquittal of the policemen who beat Rodney King, but as Jacobs
(1996) notes, the L.A.P.D. had lost or settled more than 300 police brutality lawsuits in the
previous five years alone. While both the white media and the black media expressed outrage
over the videotape of the beating of Rodney King and the acquittal of the officers, the white
media viewed the events as an ugly aberration, while the black media viewed the events as
part of a long-standing, intolerable tradition.

News stories in Chicago’s leading newspapers, the Sun-Times and the Tribune, contained
considerable speculation about whether the 1992 Bulls riot was a manifestation of ethnic con-
flict between Blacks and Koreans. The leading black newspaper, the Defender, decried what
they saw as racially targeted looting (Defender 1992). The New York Times judged the 1992 Bulls
riot was a release of ‘pent up anger’ (Terry 1992), while the editorial boards of the Sun-Times
and the Tribune declared that nothing political or racial had taken place, and that the riot was
just a celebration (Chicago Sun-Times 1992; Chicago Tribune 1992). The news media, in other
words, offered every possible permutation of political and racial explanations.

Although the Bulls riot of 1992 was influenced, at least in scope, by political forces and
grievances, the looters in the Bulls riots did 7ot target stores owned by the main outsider eth-
nic groups, Koreans and Arab-Americans. My empirical analysis, which uses store level data
for all the stores in the areas of significant looting, shows that the looters selectively targeted
one particular kind of store, those that sell food and liquor, without regard for the ethnicity of
the store owner.

Riots and Selective Looting

The issue of selective or ethnically targeted looting pervades an extensive literature on
riots, but previous treatments have generally lacked the requisite data on the ownership and
type of stores (both looted and non-looted) throughout the riot areas needed to confirm that
patterns of damage and destruction are due to residents’ and looters’ targeting of certain ethnic
groups. The lack of empirical evidence has not deterred speculation in the literature, however,
because riots represent an opportunity to draw inferences about the real nature of poor peo-
ples’ grievances based on concrete actions. This general interest has been enhanced by the
influence of the new social history, which has sought specifically to promote the crowd or
the mob as an expression of poor people’s grievances, and as a factor in historical change
(Hobsbawm 1963; Thompson 1971; Rudé 1964; Piven and Cloward 1993).

Greenberg (1992), for instance, describes the Harlem riot of 1935 as targeting only those
white-owned stores that had been targets of an earlier, failed boycott (to attempt to force store
owners to hire blacks), but offers no hard data to back up her claims. Allport (1954), in con-
trast, summarized the Harlem riots as non-racial pandemonium, but he also offers no data to
support his claims.



