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			Preface

			It is always fascinating to study what happens when a human being faces a tension-producing scenario, especially if this becomes life-threatening. In one of Zimbabwe’s native languages, Shona, there is a proverb which loosely translates into English as “Put a cobra in a corner, and you will see its true colours.”

			When on October 20, 2014, officer Jason Van Dyke of the Chicago Police Department (CPD) came face-to-face with a 17-year-old African American teenager carrying a knife with a three-inch (76 mm) blade, he chose to discharge 16 shots into the teenager’s body. Sixteen shots were the entire capacity of his service 9mm caliber semiautomatic pistol. The Chicago Tribune reported that he was 12 to 15 feet (approx. 4 to 5 metres) away from victim. Initially, Van Dyke claimed that he shot Laquan McDonald after McDonald lunged at him with the penknife in defiance of an order to drop the knife, only to be contradicted by the video evidence. The video evidence was only made available after freelance reporter Brandon Smith successfully sued the CPD under the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA), and a judge granted the release of the damning dashcam video, which the City of Chicago had gone to lengths to conceal for more than 365 days. If it was not for the FOIA, the public would not have seen that Van Dyke shot Laquan unprovoked; in fact, Laquan was pivoting away from Officer Van Dyke, yet 16 shots were discharged into his body, to the extent that Laquan’s body “smoked.” The video showed that Van Dyke began shooting just six seconds after getting out of the police cruiser.

			I now turn to Colorado, where on November 27, 2015, a European American named Robert Lewis Dear Jr., who portrayed himself as a “warrior of unborn babies,” entered a Planned Parenthood clinic in Colorado Springs, killed three people, including a police officer, and wounded nine others with a semiautomatic rifle, yet he was taken into custody alive after a five-hour standoff. If one has a highly analytical mind, one will begin to ask about the dynamics at play between emptying 16 shots in just six seconds of getting out of one’s car and taking a violent shooter into custody alive after a five-hour standoff and a police casualty from the shootout.

			Contrasting the treatment of the handling of the two incidents was the catalyst that provoked my research on the deadly psychosocial impact of difference. The man at the centre of one of these cases is a killer who claimed the lives of three people, including one police officer, and injured nine others. At the centre of the other case was a delinquent teenager with a penknife and high on PCP (phencyclidine). Within this unembellished contrast is evidence of a phenomenon that I will put under a microscope in the corpus of the book’s research.

			It does not stop there. On July 17, 2014, when New York Police Department (NYPD) police officer Daniel Pantaleo faced off with Eric Garner and put a 15-second chokehold on Garner, and Garner shouted, “I can’t breathe!” the officer did not let go of his chokehold. Subsequently, Garner died on the street. Both Garner and McDonald were of a skin tone that is considered “black,” and they became statistics on the coroner’s table. Robert Dear, who is considered of “white” skin tone, lived to see the day.

			On May 25, 2020, Derek Chauvin, a Caucasian (former) Minneapolis police officer relentlessly placed his knee at the back of George Floyd’s neck for eight minutes, despite Floyd’s being handcuffed with his face-down on the tarmac and pleading that he could not breathe. Three other officers, officers Tou Thao, J. Alexander Kueng and Thomas K. Lane, were there when this was happening. Kueng held Floyd’s back, while Lane held his legs and Thao stood by as the backup, endorsing all of this as George became unresponsive before the paramedics arrived. He probably died whilst being held down—what a tragic way to end a human life on the tarmac for an alleged offence involving a counterfeit $20 bill.

			The ultimate question that this book explores is: What is at play here? Are there dynamics hidden from our eyes that prevent us from seeing these events that take place daily for what they really are? What if an outsider performed an analysis of these scenarios? What would that person see? Would that outsider, one coming from an entirely different and neutral cultural background, see some structural issues behind these actions, issues to which those used to these daily occurrences have instinctively become blinded?

			When faced with tension-producing scenarios in life, a human being has a “fight or flight reaction,”1 which when taken to the extreme, can produce a fatal reaction, as in the incidences described above. The subconscious has a predetermined default setting, which predetermines these reactions. This predetermined default setting emanates from a predisposed set of innate and acquired traits. Innate traits belong to all humanity, while acquired traits are specific to a subset of human beings in a community. The community influences these actions for the benefits of the longevity of that community.

			Over time, the acquired can easily be confused with the innate, yet these are coached behaviours, behaviours that can be unlearned. As a practical theologian who works with people in the community on a daily basis, I have to look at such issues, because such issues drive the community and deeply affect relationships within that society. Take for example when I was working on a project with a fellow classmate who has what is described as “white skin” and had two young “white” kids, one aged eight and another aged four at that time. She had to bring them to one of our planning meetings as they were homeschooled, and we did not mind having them in the meeting because they had their books and toys to occupy them as the adults went about their meeting. Naturally, as a youth minister back then, I interacted with the children, and there was a time when the four-year-old girl stated categorically, “Wow! You are so brown!” in reference to the colour of my skin. What struck me so hard about her statement was that, if we gave her eight more years, she would be referring to me as a “Black person,” yet her innocent statement about my skin colour being brown was truer to the natural colour spectrum.

			What then is it within the fabric of this young girl’s environment that causes her to shift skin-tone recognition and human classification within a short period of her life? Is this the true nature of personhood? Is she socialized into it willingly or unwillingly, and for what reasons? What dangers does this change in skin colour judgement bring?

			What are the theories behind that which drives this change? Is there something that can be recommended to change this habitually established praxis? A practical theologian works with analyzing these established habits, the praxes. She or he then theorizes new habits/praxes to help address the detrimental praxis. Out of this, a new praxis is then formulated. Thus, old established observable habits/praxes provide the material for the practical theologian’s thought process of praxis-theory-praxis. This practical theology thought methodology heavily informed by a psychosocial take on difference, the social human meta-narrative and case studies serves as the guide for the research of this book.

			– Montegomery Tugwete

			Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada
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			Introduction

			In studying Liberation Theology way back in 2014, I was struck by how the issue of difference, the problem of “the other,” is a sound basis for distinction. When a distinction is made, one becomes “the other” and can be easily separated and/or ostracized. The progression from separation is shunning, which comes easily, and penultimately, oppression ensues. As simple as this, a system that perpetuates inequity is born. Integrating all my theological education to date, which is grounded in youth and family ministry, human development, leadership emergence and psychology, I was fascinated with the observation that when a newborn baby first imprints Earth, that baby knows no distinction at all of what makes one into “the other.” The zero-year-olds that we work with in youth and family ministry, know no such distinction. What then causes the child to change, to pick distinction and use this to “other” the other?

			This existence of a blank slate for distinction, initially, for all, which changes later in life, was the fertile ground upon which the idea to write this book was planted. Introducing globalization into the mix spurred the thought process further. The idea of imperial conquest by all means necessary introduced a whole new dimension to the process. In imperial conquest, the focus was on making one “the other” with a bias toward what one had or what one did not have, and by so doing, created groups of “haves” and “have-nots.” This is the basis of colonialism, in which, depending on what angle you look at it from, the colonized is made poor, and is thus easier to distinguish, ostracize and exclude. Gustavo Gutiérrez’s extensive writings on this where he writes with the notion of God’s optional bias for the poor further strengthened my resolve to dig deep into this issue that brings exclusion through othering. It makes one poor, with the precursor being a simple difference that is heightened and manipulated. Studying feminist, LGBTQI, Black, racial, ethnic, White Liberation, cultural, religious, Third World and Indigenous women’s, ecofeminist and disability theologies further fed my resolve that there is this fine thread, a continuum of difference, that is a common factor throughout the various forms of oppression which all these theologies rally against.

			Inherent in each incidence of oppression is this common continuum which is the basis of the attendant oppression. What then stands to be seen is how does one establish this fact? How is difference the common factor? How does one begin to establish the link? What is the evidence? Further, how are the pieces of evidence connected in a way that will produce a sound premise upon which a book-worthy thesis can be concluded?

			In this book, I will argue that all forms of oppression stem from placing emphasis on difference and then using this difference in a systematic way that promotes inequity. I posit that those with the influence, power, and the wherewithal push this ideology of emphasizing difference, and because of their influence, their analysis carries the day. Then comes indoctrination through massive propaganda which sways public opinion. Whatever happens next is because this indoctrination becomes new acceptable truth. The tendency is to be normative of the standard depicted as acceptable by this propaganda. At the same time, it becomes acceptable to hold as anathema that which is nominated as the outcast.

			This discrimination has the effect of producing what ritual studies and history of religions term the “sacred and the profane.” In an endeavour to fully flesh out the thesis of this book, I ask the following questions: What is a historical issue reflected in current events that highlights the use of difference for oppression? What is “difference”? How do systems structure life? How do these systems utilize difference as a discriminating quality to construct biases? How does the use of difference as a discriminant affect the cognitive side of humanity? How does it also affect the behavioural and affective side of humanity? On a systems level, how does difference affect functionality and how is it used to prop up systems of inequity? Where do we find the theological precedence of difference? How are the pieces of evidence linked in a way that produces sound premises upon which the conclusion of this book stands? Should difference be eliminated forever from all systems? The focus is on arguing that all forms of oppression stem from placing emphasis on the one(s) designated “the other” by the system’s prejudiced classification.

			I posit that those with the influence (defined as power) and those who have the wherewithal (the privileged) advance their ideology which extrapolates agency from difference anchored by a system that perpetuates inequity. This skewed, biased analysis—an analysis that benefits the viewpoint of the privileged—carries the day. This becomes the normative gaze in systems established through these dominant forces’ lenses. This serves to function to the extent that even the subconscious of systems works by automaton, which works through habituation. Through habituation, the lack of resistance to the deleterious effects of perpetuating inequity becomes inured in individuals due to a lack of reinforcement, due to continual exposure to systems of egalitarian existence.

			This book further posits that this automaton manipulation, done by subtle indoctrination, is a learned behaviour strengthened in people’s psyches, making them callous to the empathy they should have for the oppressed other. Habituation holds implicit sway and is pernicious, to the extent that unless one is exorcised of its hold, one loses affective behaviour, such that one can even be prepared to extirpate the party who is normed as “the other.” I use the term normed because there is a renaming that normalizes habituation’s skewed analysis, making what is erroneously prescribed “the new” the acceptable norm. This indoctrination is done to the extent that the one exterminating “the other” will even derive pleasure and a sense of satisfaction and heroism from the act. A good working example is found in modern-day Rwanda. Hutu and Tutsi tribes had coexisted alongside each other for years, yet one day they woke up to hate messages being transmitted on their radios amplifying the difference of “the other.” The privileged took out their machetes, and one of Africa’s deadliest genocides to date was perpetrated by an insinuation on a continuum of tribal differences.

			All -isms, skin colourism, classism, ageism, ableism, as well as chosen-ness, start with a focus on difference as the precursor, and everything else follows. This book’s rationale agrees with the feminist sociological ideology of intersectionality. It holds that various biological, social and cultural categorizations such as “race,” ability, gender, sexual orientation, and other taxonomies used in identification are set in place at a level of thought that is deliberately propagated to contribute to systemic and systematic injustice that purposefully perpetuates social inequality. Intersectionality is of the disposition that these classical conceptualizations of oppression within society, such as sexism, homophobia, and misinformed rabid faith-based bigotry—including, but not limited to nationalism, regionalism, and classism—do not operate solo. Rather, they gain traction through an intricate interrelationality, linked as clever systems of inequity that invasively oppress based on discrimination informed by difference. Thus, we see an intersection of these multiple systems of oppression.
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