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    INTRODUCTION


    A HISTORY OF WAR


    JEMAR TISBY


    


    

      PLUMES OF SMOKE wafted into the skyline like genies being released from dozens of magical lamps all at once. The people, most of them distant descendants of the African motherland, crowded the streets. Some of them ambled in pairs or trios; others ran singly or roamed in large, loud groups. Journalists stood near enough to observe but far enough back not to participate. Lines of police officers stood outfitted with the instruments of “law and order”—shields, batons, helmets, and guns. To some it was a riot. To others it was an uprising or a protest. It was Los Angeles in 1992. But it may just as well have been Watts in 1965, Detroit in 1967, Ferguson in 2015, or Minneapolis in 2020. The race wars are, and have been, an American tradition.


      William “Bill” Pannell published The Coming Race Wars? A Cry for Reconciliation in 1993 in the aftermath of the turmoil connected to the March 1991 beating of a Black man named Rodney King by white police officers in Los Angeles. Cops brutalizing a Black person is hardly news. It’s practically an American pastime. Just ask the Black Panthers in the 1960s and 1970s. Better yet, refer to them by their full and original name—the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense. Defense against whom? The police officers who acted as an occupying force in Black communities.1


      What made King’s beating of historic consequence hinged on the application of relatively new technology. Less than a decade earlier Sony had introduced the Betamovie Beta camcorder, the first popular-market portable video camera.2 Swift advances and heavy competition between electronics companies supplied the Sony Handycam that a thirty-one-year-old plumber named George Holliday held in his hands that night. He pressed record on his camcorder and captured the now infamous encounter between Rodney King and a group of Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD) officers.


      In a 2011 interview Rodney King recalled that he had been drinking that night while at a friend’s house. He was also on parole for robbery. When he saw a police car following him, he sped up and led police on a high-speed chase. “I had a job to go to that Monday, and I knew I was on parole, and I knew I wasn’t supposed to be drinking, and I’m like ‘Oh, my God,’” he told the interviewer.3


      King finally pulled over across the street from an apartment complex. The first officers on the scene ordered King and the two passengers who were with him out of the car. His friends complied, but King did not get out right away. When he did, he reportedly smiled at the officers and danced around. As a female officer approached King, the sergeant in charge, Stacey Koon, intervened. According to his own testimony, Koon thought King might have been on PCP and impervious to pain or reason. (Toxicology reports later indicated that King did not, in fact, have any drugs in his system.) So Koon tased him twice, but the electrical charges failed to incapacitate King. Then the beating commenced.


      Ultimately over two dozen officers and a helicopter showed up to witness the savagery. Four officers, including Koon, assaulted King with metal batons and kicks. They delivered fifty-six blows; most of the time their victim lay on the ground alternately recoiling in pain or attempting to cover his head from the deluge of strikes. Doctors revealed that King, who was legally drunk at the time, had suffered a fractured cheekbone, eleven broken bones near the base of his skull, and a broken leg.4


      “I just felt horrible. I felt beat up and like a crushed can,” King later testified.5


      When Holliday turned the video over to a local news station a few days later, most viewers agreed that the police had trampled the line between a justified use of force and an unrestrained assault on a defenseless victim. Jurors decided to indict the four officers who had delivered the pummeling.


      The racial overtones of the case reverberated from the night of the beating and throughout the trial. Just sixteen minutes before the encounter with King, one of the officers, Stacey Koon, remarked to a police dispatcher that he had just left a scene that was “right out of ‘Gorillas in the Mist.’”6 Koon was probably referring to a domestic disturbance call to which he had responded that involved a Black family. Comparing Black people to apes is a long-standing tradition of racists and white supremacists. It is a way of both demeaning and dehumanizing people of African descent, and such mocking creates the context for treating human beings like Rodney King worse than most people would treat an animal.


      When the trial began, many people hoped that justice would be done and the accused officers would be convicted. The specific charges included excessive use of force by an officer under color of authority, assault with a deadly weapon, being an accessory to assault, and filing a false police report.7 But ominous warning signs emerged even before the trial commenced.


      The video of Rodney King’s beating stirred national conversation and tense conflicts between people who saw a pattern of police brutality and undeniable evidence of wrongdoing versus those who unequivocally supported the police and saw a drunk and erratic King getting what he deserved for failing to comply with the officers’ commands. Supposedly due to the public scrutiny, a judge approved a change of venue and moved the trial from Los Angeles County to the majority-white and affluent Simi Valley in Ventura County.


      The jury set to hear the case consisted of one person of Hispanic descent, one Asian person, and ten white people. Not a single Black person was represented among a jury of King’s “peers.”8 Two jurors held membership in the National Rifle Association (NRA) and two were military veterans—both groups that tend to side with police.9 The trial commenced on March 5, 1992, almost exactly one year after the fateful night. On the afternoon of April 29, 1992, the court clerk announced the jury’s verdict. They acquitted all four officers of all charges.


      What is commonly termed the “LA riots” began hours after jurors announced the acquittal of the officers who assaulted Rodney King. Language is important here. The word riot connotes chaos—an aimless, destructive, counterproductive, impulsive reaction to a particular stimulus. Many activists prefer the term “protest” or “uprising.” These words indicate that the people in a certain group or community are pushing back against dehumanization and oppression. Understanding these differences will, in large part, determine one’s assessment of what happened over several days in Los Angeles in 1992.


      At this point, residents, many of whom already did not trust the police, now expressed open defiance. The typical deference given to police by virtue of their physical and legal power buckled under the outrage at injustice. When officers tried to quell the swelling unrest, they faced a loud standoff with local Black residents. A commander ordered officers to leave the area of the disturbance. The people felt like they had won a battle in a long war. Then the crowds unleashed their rage.


      Rocks and bricks opened stores to looters who left with armfuls of goods. People lit cars and buildings on fire. They also directed their ire toward other human beings. A group of young Black men attacked Choi Sai-Choi just for looking Asian. They smashed his car windows and dragged him out. He had to be rescued by another Black man who drove him away. Manuel and Maria Vaca had to be similarly rescued from violent attacks. A cameraperson in a helicopter recorded the bloody assault on a white truck driver named Reginald Denny at the corner of Florence and Normandie.10


      In the end, over fifty people had been killed and nearly two thousand people had been injured in the uprising. Estimates put the cost of the destruction around $1 billion. But the numbers cannot tell the whole story. The LA protests represented the embodied rage of a people who had been subjected to innumerable indignities for centuries. The acquittal of Rodney King’s attackers echoed the acquittal of Emmett Till’s murderers and the lack of consequences for all those who enacted violence upon Black bodies. It was a reverberation of the same immunity that slaveholders and lynchers had enjoyed.


      In a 1967 speech, Martin Luther King Jr. said, “A riot is the language of the unheard. And what is it America has failed to hear? It has failed to hear that the plight of the Negro poor has worsened over the last twelve or fifteen years. It has failed to hear that the promises of freedom and justice have not been met. And it has failed to hear that large segments of white society are more concerned about tranquility and the status quo than about justice and humanity.”11


      It is under the crushing conditions of poverty, segregation, and police brutality from which riots arise. What most Black people know and what so many white people fail or refuse to understand is that the problems have been around for a very long time. At some point patience wears thin and the resolve for change roars, sometimes destructively, to the forefront.


      Yet as quick as some are to condemn members of the Black community for what happened in Los Angeles in 1992, by every indication it is white people, not Black, who have been nursing notions of a race war. For centuries, the specter of a “Negro uprising” has haunted white people. It is as if they recognize on some precognitive level that their oppression of Black people warrants resistance, even violence. So they respond to any gestures at freedom on the part of Black people with the utmost violence and fearmongering.


      Near the small town of Elaine, Arkansas, on September 30, 1919, about one hundred Black people assembled at a church for a meeting. They were members of the Progressive Farmers and Household Union, and their purpose that evening was to obtain fair prices for the cotton they picked. The participants knew that if local white people heard about the meeting there might be trouble, so organizers placed armed guards outside the church to keep watch. Sure enough, two white men drove up near the church. A shootout occurred, and by the end, one of the white men lay dead and the other injured.12


      Word quickly spread to white communities in the surrounding area that Black people planned to stage an uprising. The main newspaper in the state, the white-run Arkansas Democrat-Gazette, reported that the Black sharecroppers had created a list of twenty-one prominent white men whom they were going to slaughter as a precursor to a “general massacre of whites” in an attempt to take over the area and claim the land.13 In fact, the list of twenty-one white men were those whom the sharecroppers planned to ask for itemized lists in order to see exactly how much the landowners had been charging their laborers for supplies and the cotton they picked. But facts don’t matter when white power is at stake.


      Over the course of the next several days white people—including US troops who had been called in from Camp Pike—killed Black sharecroppers indiscriminately. The exact number of murders may never be known, but most historians put the count at around two hundred Black children, women, and men killed. Five white people died.14 For this reason the Elaine Race Riot is often called a “massacre.”


      If any travesty could have initiated a violent uprising of Black people against white people, it was the Elaine Massacre of 1919. Black people could have taken up arms, recent World War I GIs could have organized them into fighting units, and they could have waged a startling retaliation in defense of Black lives. But the remarkable forbearance and realism of Black people meant that they did not react with the same inhumanity to which they had been subjected. Instead of marching to war, they marched to the North. The Great Migration of the early twentieth century drew off half a million Black people from the South by 1920. An exodus of biblical proportions, and like the exodus of the Bible, it was an effort to escape persecution and to find freedom.


      The overwhelming and murderous force with which white people respond to Black people who dare to show any resistance to white supremacy indicates the willingness to go to war on the part of many white people. Even in the present day, some white people believe the only way to “handle” Black people and maintain white power is through organizing themselves for violence.


      In 2019 Thomas Cullen, a member of the Department of Justice, wrote an op-ed in the New York Times that identified the urgent threat of white racial terrorism. “White supremacy and far-right extremism are among the greatest domestic-security threats facing the United States,” he wrote. Cullen went on to note that 71 percent of all deaths caused by “extremists” had been committed by Far Right and white supremacist groups.15 One of the most notorious examples involved a white supremacist who in 2015 slaughtered nine Black Christians at a Bible study at Emanuel AME Church in Charleston, South Carolina.


      The history and ongoing story of racial violence shows us that the people most likely to engage in violence are white people not Black people. If the race wars do indeed come, then look for white extremists as the instigators.


      As I have thought more about the title The Coming Race Wars, I don’t think it implies that we have not already been at war. There is no presumed previous state of peace or the presence of harmony between Black and white people. Rather it speaks to what the next wave of racial conflict might look like. Conflict has always characterized race relations in the United States, but what did the conflict in the 1990s or now in the first decades of the twenty-first century look like?


      In the first edition of The Coming Race Wars? Pannell highlighted the plight of the Black male.


      

        So this book, at bottom, is about the Black male in a white society, the Black male in a pluralistic society, wherein the newest Americans have no idea what the Black race has been through historically and have very little time to invest in understanding how that history has affected Black men.16


      


      Every single Black man I know has a story, usually multiple, of a terrifying encounter with the police. Mine takes place on a rural Mississippi road in the early 2000s. A police cruiser trailed behind me for several miles. I couldn’t quite tell if it was tailing me, so I turned onto another road. As soon as I did the blue and white lights sparkled behind me. When I asked the white male police officer why he had pulled me over, he said that the only time people turned down that particular road was to sell drugs or use them. It was the first time I had my car searched. I also had my person searched.


      “Do you have anything sharp in your pocket that might poke me?” That’s the way they check to see if someone has a syringe used for taking drugs. He had me put my hands on the car and patted me down. All this took place with the backdrop of cotton fields and a lone white clapboard church in the distance.


      I got away that day without a ticket and with my life, but so many others have not. Too many human beings have become hashtags in the last ten years alone. In 2012, seventeen-year-old Trayvon Martin’s murder by a zealous neighborhood watchman confronted the nation with the ongoing dilemma of Black dehumanization. Martin’s death ultimately birthed the phrase Black Lives Matter a year later when a jury acquitted his killer. Apparently, no one was at fault for the death of yet another unarmed Black teen.


      Mike Brown, eighteen years old and Black, had graduated Normandy High School just weeks before a white police officer shot and killed him. He had been unarmed. Apparently, a jaywalking violation in the small community of Ferguson, Missouri, had resulted in a tussle between Brown and the officer. Only the officer made it out alive to tell his version. In response to the killing of yet another unarmed Black teen, protesters mobilized behind the banner of #BlackLivesMatter. A national movement was underway in response to the vicious tactics police employed to control Black bodies.


      We didn’t have video evidence in the deaths of Martin or Brown. Controversy swirled as we tried to parse truth from embellishment based on the killers’ own accounts. But that is not always the case. Technology has again played a critical role in forcing the crisis of anti-Black police brutality. Cell phone video cameras have replaced camcorders such as the one George Holliday used to record Rodney King’s trauma.


      We saw Eric Garner wheeze the words “I can’t breathe” as a police officer held him in chokehold. A white police officer lied about shooting an unarmed Black man, Walter Scott, in the back until video footage showed that this is precisely what happened. We saw Ahmaud Arbery, a Black man out for a jog in a community that had done its best to exclude people of his hue, essentially lynched by a father and son who were making a “citizen’s arrest.”


      Eight minutes and forty-six seconds. That’s how long the officer knelt on the neck of a prostrate and handcuffed George Floyd. Floyd, of course, was a Black man, and the officer was white. The crime for which Floyd received the death penalty was for allegedly passing a counterfeit twenty-dollar bill. In his final moments, Floyd eerily echoed those familiar words, “I can’t breathe.”


      The murder of George Floyd, yet another Black man killed by a white police officer, sparked a movement of sustained protests and uprisings against police brutality. His death and the numerous others that had reached the public’s eyes through screens and social media rendered undeniably the precarious existence of Black men in a police system that automatically deems us “threatening.”


      While Pannell focused on Black men’s struggles in the first edition of this book, he still acknowledged the plight of Black women. “It’s tough enough to be a woman in a man’s world, but to be a Black woman in a world where Black men are marginal or even nonexistent in any wholesome sense must be excruciating.”17 He demurred from a lengthier analysis given the immediate topic he wished to address, the beating of an unarmed Black man and its implications for further racial strife. In the last three decades, however, we have seen copious and mounting evidence that the police and the carceral state brutalize Black women to a harrowing degree.


      Just thirteen days after Rodney King’s travail with LA’s finest, a fifteen-year-old Black girl, Latasha Harlins, was shot and killed in Los Angeles. She entered a convenience store and put a bottle of orange juice in her backpack. The store clerk, a Korean woman, thought Harlins was trying to steal the item. What she did not notice was the money in Harlins’s hand with which she was going to pay for the juice. The store clerk confronted Harlins and they got into a verbal altercation that turned physical when the clerk grabbed the girl and her backpack. Harlins pulled away and began walking out of the store when the clerk pulled out a pistol and shot her in the back of the head from about three feet away. Although many people in the community were outraged, and the incident led to heightened racial tension between Black people and the Korean community in LA, the tragic murder of Latasha Harlins remains in the shadow of Rodney King’s ordeal.


      Little has changed in nearly thirty years. On July 10, 2015, a Hispanic police officer pulled over Sandra Bland, a twenty-eight-year-old Black woman, presumably for changing lanes without signaling. The situation turned physical with the officer ultimately handcuffing Bland and taking her to jail. Three days later Bland was dead, allegedly due to suicide. Her death sparked nationwide protests and outrage. It also became part of the motivation for a movement called #SayHerName.


      The #SayHerName movement highlights the plight of Black women and police brutality. Kimberlé Crenshaw, who coauthored a report on Black women and policing, explained that “although Black women are routinely killed, raped, and beaten by police, their experiences are rarely foregrounded in popular understandings of police brutality.”18 Sandra Bland, Rekia Boyd, Dajerria Becton, and Breonna Taylor are all Black women brutalized by the police. #SayHerName reminds us to literally speak their names in an atmosphere that puts most of the attention on Black men as victims of police violence and encourages us to investigate their stories so that all Black lives matter. As we contemplate the coming race wars, we have to conclude that Black men’s safety and liberation is not complete until Black women, too, are free.


      In The Coming Race Wars, Pannell speaks specifically to white evangelical Christians. He levels a heavy critique of their (mis)understanding of race and their contributions to the persistent problem of racial discord in the United States. Before looking at his analysis, it is necessary to understand a little of the analyst himself.


      Born in Sturgis, Michigan, in 1929, Pannell became a Christian in his junior year of high school. He went to Fort Wayne Bible College in Indiana and later studied Black history at Wayne State University.19 From his early days as a follower of Christ he worked with white Christians. He worked with both the Plymouth Brethren denomination and Youth for Christ, an evangelical ministry with a mission to share Christ with young people. In the late 1960s, during the height of the Black Power movement, he went on staff with Tom Skinner Associates. He later became the first Black trustee at Fuller Theological Seminary and started teaching at the school shortly thereafter. Pannell has filled various roles at the seminary for nearly half a century. The seminary community honored him by naming the William E. Pannell Center for African American Church Studies after him.20


      Pannell published his first book in 1968. My Friend, the Enemy told white Christians about themselves from the perspective of a Black believer. Pannell’s “Friend” is the white Christian with whom he shares many similarities, but whose ignorance or convictions ultimately work against Black liberation. “We read the same version, believe the same doctrines, probably have the same middle-class tastes, but all he knows about me—or cares to know—is what he sees on the 6 o’clock news.”21


      Pannell caused some commotion among evangelicals for his forthright assessment of white Christianity’s shortcomings on the issue of racial justice. A review in the evangelical publication Christianity Today read, “A stinging and slashing attack on white complacency, hypocrisy, paternalism, and smugness, the book sharply attacks white evangelicals in particular for failing to practice what Jesus taught.”22


      In the thirty years between My Friend, the Enemy and The Coming Race Wars? (first edition) evangelicals had not changed much. Pannell noted that in the “white flight” from the city to the suburbs, evangelicals took flight too. The white Christians who exchanged the city for the suburbs also developed a comfortable Christianity far removed from the notes of risk-taking and solidarity sounded in the Gospels. “Some Black leaders would even label the suburban Christian reality syncretistic. Truly it is hard to tell where the evangelical church leaves off and secular American culture begins.”23 Instead of a prophetic critique of racial injustice, white evangelicals spewed a saccharine and sanctimonious form of religion that proved irrelevant and impotent in the face of police brutality and concentrated poverty in the cities.


      More than twenty years later, I find that white evangelicals still hadn’t figured out the whole racial justice thing. When Ferguson exploded in righteous Black anger, white evangelicals still looked on with confusion and fear. A few of them observed with curiosity and earnest attempts to understand. But all too many responded to the assertion that “Black lives matter” with the retort “All lives matter” or “Blue lives matter.” They still viewed instances of police brutality as isolated events and invoked the “one bad apple” argument to account for rogue cops who tarnished the reputation of an otherwise admirable institution.


      Pannell was more prophetic than perhaps even he knew when he wrote the following words nearly thirty years ago: “I fear we may be headed into an America with little time to read. We are on the very brink of a police state wherein law and order will mean something far more aggressive than it did when Richard Nixon inhabited the White House.”24 The election of Donald Trump to the presidency made the possibility of fascism in America starker than ever. Some would say this country has already been living with fascism; even if that is the case, Trump turned the volume way up.


      The cultural air smells of open war on the workers of justice. Local police forces don the same equipment as troops going to fight wars in foreign countries. The forty-fifth president deploys those troops not in places abroad but in America’s own cities against protesters who chant “Black lives matter.”25 Voting rights have been repealed and suppression tactics have been used with “almost surgical precision.”26 Those charged to protect and serve instead kill unarmed Black people and often receive no greater consequence than “desk duty” for a few weeks.27


      What Pannell deftly executes in The Coming Race Wars is weaving together various cultural and institutional realities to reveal the tapestry of oppression affecting Black people. From the stigmas white people attach to Black males to the abandonment of Black communities—what white evangelicals need to learn from Pannell is how “the system” conspires against people of African descent. Platitudes like “just preach the gospel” crumble under the weight of generational poverty, food deserts, underfunded schools, mass incarceration, voter suppression . . . and the list goes on.


      Pannell does not leave the conversation without offering a way forward. In the final chapter of the book he asks the same question Martin Luther King Jr. asked in 1967, “Where do we go from here?”


      The path forward, urges Pannell, is a fusion between evangelism and conversion on one side and social justice and equity on the other. If white evangelicals have practiced a separation between preaching the gospel and working for social change, then genuine reconciliation begins by restoring these two elements to their rightful unity. “What we should be striving for is a spirituality that will inform both evangelism and social transformation.”28


      As much as the church in the United States has failed in leadership and love regarding the issue of race, Pannell still expresses confidence that church folks must be part of the solution. This steely-eyed hope is what stands out as Pannell’s enduring legacy and the continued importance of a book like The Coming Race Wars. There aren’t a lot of authors or practitioners who have seen the failings of white Christians up close and for such a long time as William Pannell. He lived through the civil rights and Black Power movements. He saw the rise of the Religious Right and what it did to his white evangelical “friends.” He taught at an evangelical bastion that influenced the course of religion in the nation. Pannell knows better than most the horrors of race wars.


      Yet to meet “Bill” face-to-face is to catch the gleam in his eyes that emanates from an inner joy. He chuckles and laughs almost as much as he talks. His wit in conversation is as quick as it is in his writing. And while many, including myself, have been tempted to turn away from white evangelicals as hopelessly lost in their racism, Pannell has maintained genuine friendships that hold space for growth. He is wise enough to know that all human beings are a mix of good and bad, and he is seasoned enough to know that cynicism will not bring about the kingdom of God.


      As is the case with many saints, their most powerful testimony resides not simply in their words, but in their lives. William Pannell’s life is a book that guides us away from the coming race war and toward the path of peace. If we can emulate a man like this—his faith, his long-suffering, his love—then we break centuries-long patterns of racial oppression and marginalization. William Pannell shows us that whether our nation embraces the “beloved community” or descends into further chaos, the cause of justice is worth pursuing. It is in that pursuit that we ourselves become peacemakers. And blessed are the peacemakers, for they are the children of God.


      

        

          Publisher’s note: 


          The Coming Race Wars was first published in 1993.


          This edition has maintained William Pannell’s original text with minimal adaptation.


        


      


    


  









  


  

    
PREFACE TO THE


     FIRST EDITION



      


    

      MONETA J. SLEET JR. was a photojournalist, and a good one. He won the Pulitzer Prize in 1969, the first Black person—and practitioner of that art who worked exclusively for Black publications—to receive that award. His work has been displayed in major exhibitions from the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City, to the City Art Museum in St. Louis, to the Detroit Public Library. He has also won the prestigious citation for excellence from the Overseas Press Club of America.


      Mr. Sleet attracted my attention while I was reading a review of some of his work and his explanation for his success. The reasons he advances for that success are far-reaching, ranging from the mastery of the technical demands of photography to much patience and sensitivity toward his subject matter. But he offers the following as the major reason:


      

        I must say that I wasn’t there as an objective reporter. To be perfectly honest I had something to say, or at least I hoped that I did, and was trying to show one side of it—because we didn’t have any problems finding the other side. So I was emotionally involved. That may not be good school of journalism, but that’s the way I felt.1


      


      This book will not win a Pulitzer Prize. It will probably not even impress the Evangelical Press Association. But this much I hope for—that readers will hear my views, attempt to feel what I feel, and respect my choice to abandon claims to objectivity. Like Mr. Sleet, I have something to say, or at least I hope I do. I admit I am telling one side of the story, as I have witnessed it. The other side is well-known, at least by African Americans. That other side controls the media, especially the so-called Christian media. It creates the definitions and lays out the boundaries and guidelines that determine the discourse, including Christian discourse.


      I was not very well acquainted with the rules of the game the other side plays until I wrote a book, published in 1968, called My Friend, the Enemy.2 As the title suggests, I set out to explain how white people, including people I knew and loved well, could at once be both friend and foe. I attempted to tell what it was like, from my point of view, to be evangelical and Black among countrymen and Christians whose captivity to the ideology of white supremacy was scarcely admitted and seldom challenged from within its ranks. I had hoped the book would open doors for discourse and reconciliation.
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