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Wilkerson uses the term “caste” rather than “race” or “racism”  because it’s both 
more accurate (there is no such thing as “race”) and it describes a system or 
structure of oppression with common features to the Indian caste system, the way 
the Nazis treated Jews (and others), and South African Apartheid. 

Caste operates like the film The Matrix. It is invisible, taken for granted, and 
pervades every aspect of our lives.  Its purpose “is maintaining the primacy for 
those hoarding and holding Lght to power.”   

“We are all players on a stage that was built long before our ancestors arrived in 
this land.  We are the latest cast in a long-running drama that premiered on this 
soil in the early seventeenth century” 

The first slave landed in the US in Aug. 1619-  a Dutch ship anchored in Point 
Comfort in the wilderness of what is now known as Virginia with “20 and odd 
Negroes which the Governor and Cape Marchant bought for victualles.”   They 
were African slaves who had been captured from a slave ship bound for the 
Spanish colonies.  “Before there was a United States of America, there was a caste 
system, born in colonial Virginia”  [PlantaLon slavery ALSO started in the 
Caribbean]: 

Early se^lers jusLfied lifelong slavery of Black people and genocide of Indigenous 
people by saying because they were non-ChrisLans, they had no souls.  When 
Africans converted to ChrisLanity,  BriLsh colonists in the West Indies shi`ed the 
jusLficaLon to “race.”   

African slaves had skills and experience in culLvaLng co^on, sugar cane, and rice 
in  Africa. Brits had no such experience – they needed them. 

Colonists had been unable to enslave the naLve people on their own turf (both in 
N. America and in India).  So, they exiled or killed them and didn’t include them in 
the emerging caste system. 



By late 1600s, Africans were essenLal slave labour—“Slavery was the country.”   
Part of everyday life not just in the South.  “It was an American innovaLon, an 
American insLtuLon created by and for the benefit of the elites of the dominant 
caste and enforced by poorer members of the dominant caste who Led their lot to 
the caste system rather than to their consciences.”   

They were subjected to “unspeakable tortures”.   

Slavery lasted 250 years.  AND it conLnues.   “American slavery…was not the 
slavery of ancient Greece or the illicit sex slavery of today.”…  “What the colonists 
created was ‘an extreme form of slavery that had existed nowhere in the world.’  
Wrote historian Ariela J. Gross. ‘For the first Lme in history, one category of 
humanity was ruled out of the ‘human race’ and into a separate subgroup that 
was to remain enslaved for generaLons in perpetuity.”   

“The insLtuLon of slavery… [converted] human beings into currency, into 
machines who existed solely for the profit of their owners, to be worked as long as 
the owners desired, who had no rights over their bodies or loved ones, who could 
be mortgaged, bred, won in a bet, given as wedding presents, bequeathed to 
heirs, sold away from spouses or children to cover an owner’s debt or to spite a 
rival or to se^le an estate.  They were regularly whipped, raped, and branded, 
subjected to any whim or distemper of the people who owned them.” 

“Slavery made the enslavers among the richest people in the world.”   

“the year 2022 marks the first year that the United States will have been an 
independent naLon for as long as slavery lasted on its soil.”  

A`er 1865 when 4 million slaves were freed,  ReconstrucLon lasted only 12 years.  
The North federal government withdrew in 1877 and abandoned freed slaves.   
The South quickly installed new laws to “hold the newly freed people…ever more 
Lghtly, while a popular new pseudoscience called eugenics worked to jusLfy the 
renewed debasement.” Whites could beat or kill them with impunity.  



Crea6on of "white" race:  “No one was white before he/she came to 
America”  (James Baldwin) All new immigrants “had to figure out how and where 
to posiLon themselves in the hierarchy of their adopted new land.  …They went 
from being Czech or Hungarian or Polish to white, a poliLcal designaLon that only 
has meaning when set against something not white.  “Newcomers tend to vie for 
the good favor of the dominant caste and to distance themselves from the bo^om 
dwellers.” 

• Germans gained acceptance as white in the 1840s 
• Irish in the 1850s-80s 
• Eastern and southern Europeans in the early 20th century. 

The Irish, Italians and Polish immigrants a^acked and killed scapegoated Blacks. 
“There are no black people in Africa”  

“It was in the making of the New World that Europeans became white, Africans 
black, and everyone else yellow, red, or brown.”  “Set apart on the basis of what 
they looked like, idenLfied solely in contrast to one another, and ranked to form a 
caste system based on a new concept called race.” 

“The idea of race is a recent phenomenon in human history.  It dates to the start 
of the transatlanLc slave trade and thus to the subsequent caste system that 
arose from slavery.”    “A man-made invenLon with no basis in science or biology” 

“…the term Caucasian to label people descended from Europe is a relaLvely new 
and arbitrary pracLce.  ..1795 German professor of medicine, Johanne Friedrich 
Blumenback..coined the term Caucasian on the basis of a favorite skull of his that 
had come into his possession from the Caucasus Mountains of Russia.   

GeneLc mapping shows “We all evolved in the last 100,000 years from the small 
number of tribes that migrated out of  Africa and colonized the world.”   

“The word caste…comes from the Portuguese word casta, a Renaissance-era word 
for “race” or “breed.”  The Portuguese, who were among the earliest European 
traders in South Asia, applied the term to the people of India upon observing 
Hindu divisions.  …The Indian concept of rankings, however, goes back millennia 
and is thousands of years older than the European concept of race.”   “Caste is the 
granLng or withholding of respect, status, honor, a^enLon, privileges, resources, 



benefit of the doubt, and human kindness to someone on the basis of their 
perceived rank or standing in the hierarchy.” …Caste is insidious and therefore 
powerful because it is not hatred, it is not necessarily personal. It is the worn 
grooves of comforLng rouLnes and unthinking expectaLons, pa^erns of a social 
order that have been in place for so long that it looks like the natural order of 
things.”  

She disLnguishes between structural racism—caste—and amtudes.  “racism has 
o`en been reduced to a feeling, a character flaw, conflated with prejudice, 
connected to whether one is a good person or not.  It has come to mean overt 
and declared hatred of a person or group because of the race ascribed to them”   

We must instead focus on the structural insLtuLonal foundaLons of the racist 
system—not on single individuals. 

“Casteism is the investment in keeping the hierarchy as it is in order to maintain 
your own ranking, advantage, privilege, or to elevate yourself above others or 
keep others beneath you.  For those in the marginalized castes, casteism can 
mean seeking to keep those on your disfavored rung from gaining on you, to curry 
the favor and remain in the good graces of the dominant caste, all of which serve 
to keep the structure intact.” 

India abolished slavery in 1843,  the US in 1865 – but in both cases, it just was 
transformed into debt bondage 

Eugenics movement early 1900s  -pseudo science grading humans by group 
superiority (Alexander Graham Bell, Henry Ford)- Valuing European “stock”, 
declaring southern Europeans inferior to “Nordics” and advocated for eliminaLon 
of “races” they deemed threats to Nordic racial purity, foremost among them Jews 
and “Negroes.” 

Nazi caste Aryan vs. all others:  Hitler had studied America and a^ributed its 
achievement to its Aryan stock.  He praised its near genocide of NaLve Americans 
and exiling to reservaLons for those who survived.  Impressed by lynching.  “Hitler 
especially marveled at the American ‘knack for maintaining an air of robust 
innocence in the wake of mass death.   By the Lme Hitler rose to power the 



United States ‘was not just a naLon with racism,’ Whitman, the Yale legal scholar 
wrote.  “It is the leading racist jurisdicLon—so much so that even Nazi Germany 
looked to America for inspiraLon.” 
Nazis studied the US caste system and found it too stringent – how much non-
Aryan “blood.”   “The Jews’ presLge and wealth were seen as above the staLon of  
a group that Nazis decreed were beneath the Aryans.”  Many Nazis thought 
American law went overboard. And they adopted other caste laws, such as the 
“associaLon clause” which said if a dominant group person had been married to 
or had been known to associate with the subordinate caste, they would be 
considered subordinate.  Banned marriage and intercourse outside of marriage 
between Jews and GenLles, and forbade German women under 45 from working 
in a Jewish household. 

Even the Nazis didn’t stoop to selling souvenirs of Auschwitz (unlike Black 
lynchings) 

Eugenics movement of the early 20th century. 

The 8 pillars of Caste:  (Applies to all caste systems) 

1. Divine will and the laws of nature:  God wills it. It’s natural.  (Noah’s son Ham 
was supposed to be black and cursed for uncovering his father’s drunken body. 
And all his descendants deserve humiliaLon and enslavement; LeviLcus: “Both 
thy bondsmen and thy bondmaids, which thou shalt have shall be of the 
heathen that are round about you; of them shall ye buy bondmen and 
bondmaids.) 

2. Heritability: From birth everyone is ascribed a status and role forever. All 
children born of Black women are slaves (allows white men to father and profit 
from these children). No ma^er how much a Black person achieves, they are 
sLll just inferior and must stay in their place. 

3. Endogamy, Control of marriage and ma6ng:  Keeping the “bloodlines pure” by 
prohibiLng marriage, sexual relaLons, or even the appearance of romanLc 
interest to people from another caste. Merits a death penalty.  A white man 
can rape a black woman with impunity, but no equal relaLonship is allowed. 
(The US Supreme Court didn’t overturn this law unLl 1967 and it’s sLll 
pracLced.)  Had the effect of curaLng the populaLon—to produce “races”.   



4. Purity vs. Pollu6on:   The dominant class is “pure” and must be protected from 
“polluLon” by prohibiLng contact with the subordinate caste. JusLfied 
segregaLng all human acLviLes from birth to death.  Separate but equal law.  
Subordinate castes pollute water—so Blacks can’t swim in pools.  “A single 
drop of African blood or varying percentages of Asian or NaLve American 
blood could taint the purity of someone who might otherwise be presumed to 
be European.”  (In South Africa “coloureds” were allowed as a buffer between 
black and white.  [Also in Canada, the “MeLs” “race” was created for the same 
purpose between Indigenous people and Europeans. 
Congress in 1790 restricted American ciLzenship to white immigrants.  Tried to 
block immigraLon of Chinese under the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882.  
Immigrants arriving from southern and eastern Europe were treated as “scum.” 

1924 US ImmigraLon Act restricted immigraLon to quotas based on the 
demographics of 1890—before Poles, Jews, Greeks, Italians, and other non-
Nordic people had arrived in large numbers.   
Arkansas in 1911 defined “Negro” as any negro blood whatever” and made 
intermarriage illegal.  Defined “White” to mean having no trace of Negro, 
African, West Indian, AsiaLc blood.”  Louisiana had a law Lll 1983 that 
anyone with 1/32 Negro blood was Negro.  “griffe (3/4 black), Marabon (5/8 
black)mula^o (50% black), quadroon (1/4 black), octaroon (1/8 black), 
sextaroon (1/16, demimeamelouc (1/32), sangmelee (1/64).  “Tracing back 
ancestry as far back as possible became a prerequisite to the smooth 
funcLoning of the caste system. 

Absolute exclusion of the “polluLng” lowest caste.  Not just not ciLzens, 
they were forced outside the social contract.  Prohibited from learning to 
read, simng in the main part of churches,  

5. Occupa6onal hierarchy:  Lowest rung does the manual duLes and drudgery, 
prohibited from art, trade or business , mechanic or shop-keeper. In 1890 85% 
of black men and 96% of black women employed in just two occupaLons: 
agriculture and domesLcs. Blacks never put in posiLon of authority over 
whites.  Court jester, entertaining whites—blackface.  Jews also had to 
entertain Nazis. 

6. Dehumaniza6on and s6gma:  Seeing and treaLng blacks/Jews as not human.  
Put in uniforms, cumng hair,  stripped of names, public displays. Using as 



subjects for surgery, freezing, medical tests (e.g. allowing syphilis run its 
course). 

7. Terror as enforcement, cruelty as a means of control: 
8. Inherent superiority of dominant group vs. inherent inferiority of subordinate 

group: e.g. in films, TV,  Blacks must not ever appear to step beyond their place
—or get whipped or killed 

Brown eye vs. blue eye experiment with 3rd graders – it only took 15 minutes to 
install caste in a classroom, and then to reverse it and install it in the other 
direcLon. 

Internalized racism:  Black self-loathing, privileging whiter (lighter) skin among 
Blacks. 

Dominant group status threat – death rates middle-aged white Americans, 
especially less educated white Americans –She speculates that it is caused by the 
stress of feeling their caste power slipping as black liberaLon and Obama threaten 
their privilege.  The most precariously situated members of the dominant caste 
cling most fiercely to protect it, even against their own self-interest;  e.g. opposing 
Medicare for all.  Like Trump’s claim to “make America great again.”  Working class 
whites need caste protecLons more than upper class whites.  All they have going 
for them is “whiteness” 

“Thus, a caste system makes a capLve of everyone within it.  …the assumpLon of 
superiority can burden those at the top with unsustainable expectaLons of 
needing to be higher on the social status.  

“denying pay to enslaved people over…the course of generaLons, has led to a 
wealth gap in which white families currently have ten Lmes the wealth of their 
black counterparts. .,,The subordinate caste was shut out of ‘the trillions of dollars 
of wealth accumulated through the appreciaLon of housing assets secured by 
federally insured loans between 1932 and 1962.’ …’Yet they find themselves 
portrayed as privileged beneficiaries of special preferences by the very people 
who profit from their exploitaLon and oppression.   



Unconscious bias:    80% of white Americans hold unconscious bias against black 
Americans, bias so automaLc that it kicks in before a person can process it. …a 
third of black Americans hold anL-black bias against themselves.   
Causes dispariLes in hiring, housing, educaLon, medical treatment.  Blacks get less 
pain medicaLon. Whites get prescribed too much pain medicaLon—causing 
opioid addicLon 
Dying of Whiteness:  Metzl talks about whites voLng against their own self-
interests and actually refusing the Affordable Care Act.  

Scapegoat to bear the sins of the world:   The scapegoat helps unify the favored 
castes to be seen as free of blemish as long as there is a visible disfavored group 
to absorb their sins.   ScapegoaLng means finding the one or ones who can be 
idenLfied with evil or wrongdoing, blamed for it and cast out of the community—
to leave the rest feeling guiltless, atoned.    Whites scapegoat blacks for poor 
harvests or meager returns, called them lazy even when they worked 18 hr days, 
and beat them.   Confederates blames slaves for the loss of the war. They are seen 
as the reason for societal ills, for crime rates that they alone don’t cause, for drugs 
that they are no more likely to use than whites—incarcerated for drug offences 6x 
the rate of whites accused of similar offenses.   

The insecure alpha and the purpose of the underdog:    As in dog psychology, we 
need calm, mature leaders who fearlessly protect their pack from outside 
incursions.   Insecure leaders tend to be authoritarian, abusive, and try to impose 
compliance.  This puts the enLre pack (dog or human) off balance, makes 
everyone insecure. But in the caste system,  insecure whites who are afraid are 
bullies who treat blacks and everyone else abusively and upset the enLre society.    
At the bo^om of the hierarchy is the omega, the underdog, the lowest-ranking 
wolf, arising from natural personality traits in relaLon to others in the pack.  The 
omega eats last and serves as a kind of social glue allowing frustraLons to be 
vented without actual acts of war.  Omegas are criLcal to the pack structure—
losing an omega threatens the social cohesion and puts the enLre pack at risk.   

Intrusion of caste in everyday life:  Whites unawarely assume their superiority, 
barge in, give advice, fail to listen to blacks. White police kill blacks based on their 
subconscious biased assumpLons.  Enslaved parents could offer their children 
li^le shelter or security.   Policing of roles expected of people based on what they 



look like and monitoring of boundaries to keep the hierarchy in place.    Blacks get 
spied on, arrested, and mistreated based on assumpLons of caste.  It costs blacks 
enormous stress, energy, Lme, money. 

The urgent necessity of the boXom rung:   People one rung up on the caste 
system are most threatened by any progress that the bo^om rung people make.  
American military refusal to honour black soldiers who performed outstandingly, 
for fear of upsemng the caste rules. A veteran was assaulted and had his eyes 
jabbed out for daring to say he deserved to be treated with respect.  White mobs 
tend to go a`er the most prosperous in the lowest caste, those who might have 
managed to surpass even some people in the dominant caste.   White policy 
makers purposely made it hard for Black children to get an educaLon, passing 
over skilled teachers for less competent ones.  There is no room for the 
subordinate caste to appear equal, much less superior to the dominant caste (in 
both US and Nazi Germany).  The lowest caste must remain the scapegoat, playing 
up stereotypes that affirm their inferiority.  In both countries, the media portray 
the subordinate caste as negaLve, dangerous.  The media portray black criminal/
white vicLm 42% of the Lme.  But the real figure is only 10%. Black teen 
pregnancy rates are dropping, but that news is ignored by the media.  When 
segregaLon was outlawed, white governments poured concrete into their public 
swimming pools to prevent anyone from using them, and instead built private 
pools. 

Last place anxiety:  Packed in a flooding basement 
Subordinate caste people are trapped in the bo^om, and those slightly above 
them in rank, are most vicious in enforcing that—no one wants to be in last place.   
Black internalize oppression “Colourism”:  Blacks favor those among them with 
lighter skins.  The caste system thrives on dissenLon and inequality, envy and false 
rivalries.  It rewards snitches and sellouts among the lowest caste, as well as 
enforcers in the concentraLon camps of the 3rd Reich and slave drivers in the 
southern plantaLons.  “Crabs in a barrel” phenomenon:  If anyone tries to escape, 
the other pull them back in, maintaining the hierarchy.   “It is the race of the 
vicLm, rather than just the perpetrator, that is the greatest predictor of who gets 
the death penalty in the US.”  A black killing a white is 11 Lmes more likely to get 
the death penalty than if the vicLm was black.   



White immigrants gain status by becoming American. But Black immigrants may 
actually lose social status if they lose their cultural disLncLveness.  So they try to 
keep their accent and present themselves as different from US blacks. 
Many of the police who have killed black people were black themselves.  But it’s 
sLll maintaining the caste system—sLll racism.  One does not have to be in the 
dominant caste to do its bidding. 

On the early front lines of caste 

She describes Allison Davis’s research on caste in the US south.   

Notes on Podcast – NPR Fresh Air  h8ps://n.pr/3gAqfik 

Wilkerson also wrote The Warmth of Other Suns.  -  about the great migraLon of 
Blacks to industrial north, for which she received a Pulitzer Prize. 

Caste is a be^er term than racism -  rigid social structure 
• Focuses on the infrastructure 
• Race is the jusLficaLon (newer concept 400 years related to the 

internaLonal slave trade) –e.g. about prejudice,  personal amtudes 
• Caste is a far older term thousands of years:  gets at the underlying 

infrastructure 

Systemic racism: 

Race is a tool,  caste is the bones, race the skin—a tool of the underlying structure 

Caste is an arLficial hierarchy -  rankings 
Race is used to jusLfy the hierarchy 
Class = the clothes, dicLon, external cues 

https://n.pr/3gAqfik


Caste is permanent—can be successful in terms of “class” but it doesn’t protect 
against the intrusion of caste. 

6 million Blacks migrated to the North to escape Jim Crow laws -   
Caste followed them there -  Northern jurisdicLons set up restricLve covenants 
prevenLng blacks from renLng or selling to Blacks,  Red Lining,  “James Crow” laws 

• It took Lll the 1960s for Blacks to be able to get a mortgage and therefore a 
home 

• Apparatus of control in the North -   
o “Africans aren’t Black.”  They have  specific tribal ethniciLes. But here 

they are set up as “Black” 

“White” is an American innovaLon – daLng from the transatlanLc slave trade.   

A`er immigrant se^ler peoples se^led in the US  and became second class  
“whites.”  This instantly relegated Blacks to the bo^om of the caste system.  
Anyone else who arrived found themselves assigned to a category (Irish, Polish) 

Beginning of 20th century – immigrants were peLLoning to be admi^ed as 
“whites.” Japanese people’s skin is “whiter” than European people, but they were 
denied “whiteness.” 

Impacts on poor white people: 
• Creates an invisible false pedestal – whites don’t even recognize privilege, 

they take it for granted. 
• Resentment if anyone who is seen as “lower” tries to be^er themselves –  
• White working class voters act against their own interests - e.g. opposing 

Medicare, if they think it will benefit Blacks or break down  

The Nazis couldn’t understand why Jews in the US were perceived as White.  
• Nazis learned from and approved of US eugenicists and racists 
• Nazis sent researchers to study US Jim Crow laws.  – They consulted 

American laws to construct the Nuremberg laws.  Nazis were stunned to 
discover the one-drop rule to exclude people as Black or Negro – they 
viewed it as too extreme – re who could qualify as “Aryan”  --they wanted 



most people to be included.  (broader criteria Jew 3 Jewish grandparents or 
2 Jewish grandparents or married to a Jew, forbade sex with a Jew)   

• When Wilkerson was asked “How do you see yourself within the caste 
system?”  she replied  “I was born to the subordinate group in the US, it 
doesn’t mean who we are—it just means where we have been assigned.”   

• South Africa:  During Apartheid was a Caste system  (She had only focused 
on India, US,) In South Africa because Whites were such a small minority, 
they created a  Coloured people category in the middle between white and 
black which was given specific benefits  

• In US, the majority were people who idenLfied as “white”  --so policy 
makers excluded all new in-comers. 

o US used immigraLon laws to curate the populaLon (who gets to 
come in):    Rise of eugenics--- they wanted the populaLon to stay the 
same proporLon of western European descent.   They tried to keep 
out non-dominant groups. 

o Under Trump – anL-Muslim -  Shows the enduring nature to maintain 
the idea of “America” as “white” –only “white” Americans are 
considered real Americans. 

Dealing with the constant slights of caste-ism is exhausLng for everyone, and 
more so for those lower on the hierarchy and especially those at the bo^om.  

Caste also has a negaLve impact on whites and the whole country’s economy 
• It disables and interferes with millions of peoples’ lives:  It affects 

employees, producLvity 
• 2042 will be the  year the US will no longer have a majority of white people 

–This feels threatening to people who have white privilege.   

Are white people responsible for racism/caste?  Obviously, most of us had nothing 
to do with creaLng it.  But we sLll benefit from it.  When you buy a house, it’s 
your responsibility to fix it!  

On the early front lines of caste: 

Wilkerson describes the extreme challenges and personal risks which Allison and 
Elizabeth Davis (a black couple) had to endure to study Mississippi Jim Crow racist 



structures. They worked with a white couple, Burleigh and Mary Gardner. All 4 
were Harvard anthropologists. They essenLally went under cover. In 1941, they 
produced the most comprehensive study of the American caste system, Deep 
South: A Social Anthropological Study of Caste and Class. The Davis-Gardner team 
found that black workers were more likely to show respect for whites and to 
disregard or criLcize those of other blacks.  But because of racism, it took 8 years 
to get it published.  In the mean Lme, young, white Yale social scienLsts did far 
less, and less accurate research, but published first and got the wide acclaim.  But 
mainstream academics refused to believe that there was a caste system in the US.  
The Davis’s and their work were a^acked and blocked.  But it became the 
inspiraLon of the civil rights movement leaders.  

Satchel Paige and the Illogic of Caste  
Satchel Paige was probably the best baseball pitcher in history. But because of Jim 
Crow laws and racism, he was blocked from parLcipaLng in the major leagues. He 
played in the all-black leagues unLl 1948, when he was 42, long past his prime, 
the oldest rookie in baseball.  He pitched a 5-0 shutout for Cleveland and got them 
into the World Series.   Even in the World Series, he was assigned only as a relief 
pitcher.  But his pitching won them the series. He pitched in the majors for a few 
more seasons, but could have done so much more.  In 1965, at 59, he was asked 
by the Kansas City AthleLcs to pitch once more. He put them in the lead.   He said: 
“Now folks can see that I must have had a lot more going for me, and I deserved 
to be in the big leagues when I was in my prime.”  

Caste robs both individuals of a chance to shine, but the enLre country (world) of 
their contribuLons.  

Part 5:  The Consequences of Caste 

The Euphoria of Hate 
Wilkerson describes film footage of a Nazi rally in July 6, 1940, where Hitler is 
cheered by adoring masses. “The Nazis could not have risen to power and done 
what they did without the support of the masses of people who were open to his 
spell.”  These masses knew and approved of the Nazi a^acks on Jews, just as the 



masses in the US south and in India approved of their caste policies.  “Evil is not 
one person but can be easily acLvated in more people than we would like to 
believe when the right condiLons congeal.” Wilkerson asks, what would we have 
done?   

The Inevitable Narcissism of Caste 
Wilkerson explains the rise of Donald Trump as a result of threatened working 
class whites’ suscepLbility to fascism reacLng against a Black US president.  

Whiteness [or in other caste systems, the dominant caste] becomes the “default-
semng standard of normalcy, of intellect, of beauty, against which, all others are 
measured, ranked in descending order by their physiological proximity to the 
dominant caste.” 
Mass media portray whites as deserving, hardworking and superior to others. 
Everyone in the caste system is trained to covet proximity to the dominant caste—
favoring lighter skin, blue eyes etc.  

Narcissism is a “complex condiLon of self-aggrandizing enLtlement and disregard 
of others, growing out of a hollow insecurity.”  Eric Fromm:  If a White person who 
feels he is nothing, “can idenLfy with his naLon, or can transfer his personal 
narcissism to the naLon, then he is everything.”   “…naLons and groups will 
conquer, colonize, enslave, and kill to maintain the illusion of their primacy.”    

“Group narcissism leads people to fascism. An extreme form of group narcissism 
means malignant narcissism, which gives rise to a fantasLcal fascist poliLcs, an 
extreme racialism.”   Fromm found the working class to be among the most 
suscepLble to this. 

“The caste system primes the dominant caste to experience discomfort, 
unfairness at the sight a lower-caste person in a posiLon above their perceived 
staLon and more parLcularly above them, and may feel the need to restore 
equilibrium by pumng the lower caste person in their place.   

“Nordic” is code for white.  Those of “Nordic” origin are treated as superior.  

The German girl with the dark, wavy hair 



During WWII,  when Jewish people had vanished from German life, Aryans fixated 
on finding other scapegoats among themselves—anyone looking even slightly 
non-Nordic. Families kept “racial passports” on hand cerLfying to their Aryan 
lineage.  “Even the favored ones were diminished and driven to fear in the shadow 
of supposed perfecLon.” 

The Stockholm Syndrome and the Survival of a Subordinate Caste 
The Stockholm syndrome refers to people bonding with those who abuse or hold 
them hostage. Like bank robber hostages,  people in the subordinate caste must 
learn the “needs and tempers” of the dominant caste” and learn resignaLon and 
acceptance.  Wilkerson cites examples of black people “forgiving” white people 
for killing their loved ones, consoling a white woman sobbing over her convicLon 
for killing a black, families of the massacre in a Charleston church forgiving the 
unrepentant white killer  etc. ;  something no white person would be expected to 
do for a black.  No compassion for black defendants.  She tells a 2014 story of a 
black boy who, with tears running down his face, held up a sign “free hugs” to 
police officers at a protest against police brutality.  A white police officer accepted 
his hug—a viral media photo.  It turned out the child was brutally abused in a 
white foster home and had been forced to hold up the sign. No one helped him or 
the other black foster children, and the foster parents later killed themselves and 
the children.  

“Black forgiveness of dominant-caste sin has become a spiritual form of having to 
be twice as good, in trauma, as in other aspects of life, to be seen as half as 
worthy.”   “White people embrace narraLves about forgiveness...so they can 
pretend the world is a fairer place than it actually is and that racism is merely a 
vesLge of a painful past instead of this indelible part of our present.”   

The subordinated castes are trained to admire, worship, fear, love, covet, and 
want to be like those at the…top of the hierarchy. “Caste is more than rank, it is a 
state of mind that holds everyone capLve, the dominant imprisoned in an illusion 
of their own enLtlement, the subordinate trapped in the purgatory of someone 
else’s definiLon of who they are and who they should be.” 

Shock troops on the borders of hierarchy 



“From the start of the caste system in America, people who were lowest caste but 
who managed somehow to rise above their staLon have been the shock troops on 
the front lines of hierarchy.”  They get especially a^acked, ejected and punished.  
She gives examples of black women on a train wine tour and black women golf 
club members being ejected, and her own mistreatment on a first class air flights, 
of a white passenger slapping a black baby for crying, of a Vietnamese-American 
passenger being dragged off a United Airlines plane. 

Cor6sol, telomeres, and the lethality of caste 
The stress of constantly maneuvering and being insulted by subordinate caste 
causes lethal stress to subordinate caste people.  Black people in America have 
high blood pressure, diabetes, and heart disease—but sub-Saharan Africans don’t.  
Black Americans, especially well-to-do ones, suffer from premature aging of their 
cells caused by stress.  Same pa^ern for middle class Mexicans, because they 
“step outside the roles assigned to them in the hierarchy.”  

The stress of harboring prejudice, hatred, and fear of subordinate caste people 
also raises blood pressure and corLsol levels.  “Among whites, the sight of a black 
person, even in faded yearbook photographs, can trigger the amygdala of the 
brain to perceive threat and arm itself for vigilance within 30 milliseconds of 
exposure, the blink of an eye, researchers have found. …When whites are 
prompted to think of the black person as an individual, imagine their personal 
characterisLcs, the threat level falls.”   

“The average white American at age 25 is likely to live five years longer than the 
average African-American”  This holds true across social class.  “There is a black 
tax that we pay that hurts our health, and the gap is larger among the college-
educated than it is among high school dropouts.”   

Part six: backlash 

A change in the script 
Obama’s elecLon challenged the caste script.  His elecLon was a rare fluke. White 
Americans extolled it as proof that racism was a thing of the past.    



But “he won despite the bulk of the white electorate.”  Most white Americans did 
not vote for Obama.  43% of white Americans voted for him in 2008 and 39% 
voted for him in 2012.  In Confederate states only 10% of whites voted for him.   
A`er Lyndon Johnson signed the 1964 Civil Rights Act, he predicted accurately 
that Democrats would lose the South for having stood up against caste.  Ever 
since, white Americans have moved rightward toward the Republicans.  Since 
1964, no Democrat running for president has ever won a majority of the white 
vote.  

Obama’s elecLon was seen as “a challenge to the absoluteness of whites’ 
dominance.”  As non-whites’ proporLon threaten a white majority by 2042, whites  
have reasserted the caste system and flocked to Republicans and Trump.  She cites 
examples of Obama being a^acked by white Republicans, the rise of the right-
wing Tea Party,  “birthers” who challenge Obama’s ciLzenship.  “Between 2014 
and 2016, states deleted almost 16 million people from voter registraLon lists…
enacted new voter ID laws even as they created more barriers to obtaining this 
newly required ID. …reducing voter parLcipaLon of marginalized people and 
immigrants, both of whom were seen as more likely to vote Democrat.”   Number 
of US hate groups surged from 602 to 1,000 between 2000 and 2010.  Implicit 
anL-black bias rose.  “…higher percentages of white respondents now saw 
African-Americans as violent, irresponsible, and most especially, lazy, a`er 
[Obama’s] victory, despite, or perhaps because of, the studiously wholesome black 
family in the White House headed by two Ivy League-educated parents.”  “By the 
second term of the [Obama] administraLon, in 2015, police were killing unarmed 
African-Americans at five Lmes the rate of white Americans.” 

Turning point and the Resurgence of Caste 
Trump’s elecLon reflects white insecurity re maintaining the caste hierarchy. 
“Trump channeled insecuriLes and disaffecLon that went deeper than 
economics.”  “White voters’ preference for Donald Trump…was weakly related to 
their own job security but strongly related to concerns that minoriLes were taking 
jobs away from whites.”  “’racialized economics’: the belief that undeserving 
groups are gemng ahead while your group is le` behind.”    
“Consciously or not, many white voters ‘are seeking to reassert a racial order in 
which their group is firmly at the top.”  “Republicans [are] now seen as the party 



of an anxious but powerful dominant-caste electorate.”   58% of white voters 
chose Trump, only 37% chose Clinton.   

“The parLes have grown so divided by race…that simple racial idenLty, without 
policy content, is enough to predict party idenLty.”  

53 percent of white women voted for Trump in 2016—even though Hillary Clinton 
was also a woman.    
Republicans have a singular focus—reasserLng “a white Protestant naLon”.  Their 
base is white evangelicals. Democrats—whose base is African Americans-- “seem 
at Lmes lukewarm toward a base that the party has o`en lectured to or taken for 
granted, chided, if ever there is lower-than-expected turnout, despite voter 
suppression, sadly buying into caste assumpLons rather than bolstering their most 
loyal voters as do the Republicans with theirs.”   

“The 2016 elecLon became a remarkable blueprint of caste hierarchy in America, 
from highest to lowest status, in a given group’s support of the Republicans.  
White men voted for Trump at 62 percent. White women at 53 percent. LaLno 
men at 32 percent, LaLna women at 25 percent.  African-American men at 13 
percent, and black women at 4 percent.” 

The symbols of caste 
Whites are enraged by moves to take down Confederate statues and flags and 
affirm Black Lives Ma^er.  White rights groups in Virginia in 2017 openly march on 
campuses with Nazi salutes and slogans “White Lives Ma^er” and “Jews will not 
replace us.”  White supremacist groups are growing.  

A`er slavery ended, the Jim Crow laws gave the whites incenLve to lock-up black 
people for subjecLve offences like loitering or vagrancy.  The Federal government 
paid reparaLons to the white plantaLon owners, not to the former slaves.  Share-
cropping and white authoritarian government re-asserted a mutated form of 
slavery in the south.  Their monuments and statues commemorated this “victory.”  
By the 2017 rally there were 220 memorials to Robert E. Lee in the US.  Many 
schools and public insLtuLons are named for him.  SegregaLon policies, redlining, 
and restricLve covenants to exclude black people made Lee a naLonal hero.    



When Atlanta’s mayor tried to remove its Robert E. Lee statue,  whites rioted and 
threatened so violently that construcLon companies were afraid to remove it.  
Similarly in New Orleans.  Alabama has made it illegal to remove monuments over 
20 yrs old. Republicans fight to keep monuments to slavery.  

She contrasts this to how post-war Germany treated Hitler (he was burned and 
buried in an unmarked grave; there are no monuments to Nazis), while Berlin has 
many monuments to murdered Jews.  “Rather than honor supremacists with 
statues on pedestals, Germany, a`er decades of silence and soul-searching, chose 
to erect memorials to the vicLms of its aggressions and to the courageous people 
who resisted the men who inflicted atrociLes on human beings.”  Displaying the 
swasLka is a crime in Germany.  In the US, the rebel flag is incorporated into the 
official state flag of Mississippi. (changed in July 2020) 

“In Germany, few people will proudly admit to having been related to Nazis or will 
openly defend the Nazi cause. In America, at Civil War re-enactments throughout 
the country, more people typically sign up to fight on the side of the Confederates 
than for the Union.”  In Germany, some of the Nazis…were tracked down and 
forced to stand trial.” In Germany,  resLtuLon has rightly been paid, and conLnues 
to be paid, to survivors of the Holocaust.  In America, it was the slaveholders who 
got resLtuLon, not the people whose lives and wages were stolen.”  Germany 
includes the Holocaust in school curricula and requires students to discuss it. 

Democracy on the Ballot 
Voter suppression:  Since 2010, 24 states have passed one or more of restricLons, 
shumng down polling staLons at the last minute in DemocraLc-leaning precincts, 
requiring state ID to vote and rejecLng IDs that didn’t match the voter list to the 
le^er or that were missing a single apostrophe.  

Rise in police (and other white) shooLngs of  unarmed black people which o`en 
went unprosecuted (modern lynching, designed to keep blacks in their place).   

“If people were given the choice between democracy and whiteness, how many 
would chose whiteness?” 

The price we pay for a caste system 



Great arLsts, scienLsts, scholars, poliLcal leaders’ voices are lost.   
The absence of universal social programs that would help everyone, such as 
universal health care, unemployment insurance, good schools, aid to poor people. 
More public mass shooLngs than any other country; highest rate of gun deaths in 
the developed world.  
Highest incarceraLon rate in the world. “The United States imprisons more 
people, 2.2 million, than any other naLon.” 
“The caste system builds rivalry and distrust and lack of empathy toward one’s 
fellows.  The result is that the United States, for all its wealth and innovaLon, lags 
in major indicators of quality of life among the leading countries in the world.” 

Life expectancy in the US is highest among the richest naLons. American students 
score near the bo^om of industrialized naLons.  And US ranked 18th in happiness.  

Corona virus rates are highest in the US. 

Part Seven: Awakening 

Shedding the sacred thread:  In the Indian caste system, Brahmins are given a 
sacred thread they are expected to wear all the Lme.   Daring to remove the 
sacred thread of caste allows us to open our eyes to reality… to meet and connect 
with Dalit/Black people. “It is a fake crown that we wear.”  “There was a stench 
coming from my body. I have located the corpse inside my mind. I have given it a 
decent burial. And now my journey can begin.  

The radicaliza6on of the dominant caste:  ConnecLng with subordinate class 
people opens our eyes to the reality of the persistent injusLce.   

The heart is the last fron6er:  Subordinate class people can reach dominant class 
people by appeals to emoLons, heart.  She describes how she connected with her 
racist plumber by sharing concern for his family and informaLon about hers.  

A world without caste:  Einstein envisioned a world without caste.  He joined the 
NAACP, he delivered the commencement address at all black Lincoln University.  
We each can take acLon to break down the caste system. We can choose not to 
dominate.  We can choose to resist. Everyone benefits when society meets the 



needs of the disadvantaged. If the Nazi system can be dismantled, we can 
dismantle the American caste system.  It is the acLons and inacLons of ordinary 
people that keep the mechanism of caste running, the people who shrug their 
shoulders at the latest police killing, the people who laugh off the coded put 
downs of marginalized people shared at the dinner table and say nothing for fear 
of alienaLng the otherwise beloved uncle.  

She calls for a public accounLng of what caste has cost us—a Truth and 
ReconciliaLon Commission, so that every American can know the full history.  
“You cannot solve anything that you do not admit exists, which could be why 
some people may not want to talk about it: it might get solved.   

Radical empathy means puGng in the work to educate oneself and to listen with a 
humble heart to understand another’s experience from their perspecKve, not as 
we imagine we would feel. Radical empathy is not about you and what you think 
you would do in a situaLon you have never been in and perhaps never will.  It is a 
kindred connecLon from a place of deep knowing that opens your spirit to the 
pain of another as they perceive it.  …If each of us could truly see and connect 
with the humanity of the person in front of us search for that key that opens the 
door to whatever we may have in common…it could begin to affect how we see 
the world and others in it, perhaps change the way we hire or even vote.  Every 
Kme a person reaches across caste and makes a connecKon, it helps to break the 
back of caste.   …It is not enough to not be racist or sexist.  Our Lmes call for being 
pro-African American, ….pro-humanity in all its manifestaLons.  

We are not personally responsible for what people who look like us did centuries 
ago.  But we are responsible for what good or ill we do to people alive with us 
today.    

  

   



 


