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Insights




#1  




The 2016 US presidential elections shook the world. The candidates were polar opposites, equally loathed by fans of their respective adversary.




#2   




White people are the ones who have been in charge all along. They felt like they’re losing that position. So they wanted to elect someone who would make sure they stay in charge, which was Donald Trump. His win was the victory of white supremacists.




#3  




The sentiment of returning to an old order of things, the closed hierarchy of the ancestors, soon spread across the land in a headline-grabbing wave of hate crime and mass violence.




#4  




The world was unable to comprehend how tens of millions of voters chose to veer from all sense and to put the country and thus the world in the hands of an untested celebrity. The answer is the deeply embedded, hierarchic caste system in America.
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Insights




#1  




America is a country that was built on the backs of slaves. The people who profited from slavery still do so today, and the ones who were slaves still have no power. This is the caste system in America. 




#2   




Caste is a structure of human hierarchy. It is a way of assigning value to entire swaths of humankind, and it has been used to justify brutalities against entire groups within our species.




#3  




In the same way that the black and white people were not actually black or white, but were gradations of brown and beige and ivory, the caste system sets people at poles from one another and attaches meaning to the extremes.
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Insights




#1  




Caste is not a term often applied to the United States. It is considered the language of India or feudal Europe. But some anthropologists and scholars of race in America have made use of the term for decades. 




#2  




The caste system is a social system of stratification, where people are born into a slot in the social hierarchy. The hierarchy is based on perceived value. The perception of value is based on wealth or skin color.




#3   




The white supremacists of the South saw the caste system in India as a model for the American South. They believed the white race was superior to all other races and wanted to preserve the purity of their blood. They did this by segregating blacks and whites.




#4  




The original caste system was in India. It was based on the occupation of your ancestors. 




#5   




The caste system in the United States began with the enslavement of Africans. As the colony grew, laws were passed that granted privileges to Europeans. Over time, all Europeans were fused into a single white identity.  




#6  




The caste system is alive and well in America, and we are ignoring it. To truly understand America, we must open our eyes to the hidden work of a caste system that prevails amongst us.
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Insights




#1  




Life is a play. The rich white people play the roles of the heroes and heroines of history. The costumes they wear are the costumes of their predecessors, handed down from generation to generation, and have become ingrained in their identity.




#2  




When people are cast into a role, they become associated with that role. They are expected to act a certain way. Veer from the script, and they will face the consequences.




#3   




The creation of a caste system was a process of testing the bounds of human categories and not the result of a single edict. The process took decades of pushing boundaries of cruelty.




#4  




Slavery in America was not an accident – it was an American innovation, an American institution created by and for the benefit of the elites of the dominant caste, unlike any prior form of slavery in the world.




#5   




Slavery made the enslavers some of the richest people in the world, granting them the ability to turn a person into an object, all the while unwilling to admit that they were torturing other humans.




#6 




It would take wars and millions of deaths to bring the institution of enslavement in the United States of America to an end. Yet it didn’t bring racism to an end, or the caste system.




#7  




People in the dominant caste invented a new way to keep the subordinate caste at the bottom of the social order. They called it Jim Crow. They invented laws that made it illegal for black people or lower caste to vote, or to have equal access to jobs and housing.




#8  




Thus, each new immigrant walks into a preexisting hierarchy, arising from slavery and pitting the extremes in human pigmentation at opposite ends, and becomes part of the caste, trying to distance themselves from the lowest caste, yet unaware of its existence.
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Insights




#1 




Each of us is in a container of some kind. The label signals to the world what is presumed to be inside. In a caste system, the label is frequently out of sync with the contents, and this hurts people and institutions in ways we may not always know.
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Insights




#1 




Races are arbitrary categories, and they have no basis in science. The term Caucasian isn’t scientific because it’s based on a single skull.




#2  




According to scientists, the human race is 99.9% the same, but we have been taught to see differences in skin color and hair texture and eye shape as race, and to think of those differences as being like the differences between cats and dogs.




#3   




The word caste, which has become synonymous with India, did not originate in India. It comes from the Portuguese word casta, a Renaissance-era word for “race” or “breed.” Thus, a word we now ascribe to India actually arose from Europeans’ interpretations of what they saw.




#4  




Racism is a system of power that benefits one group over another. It’s not just about prejudice. You can’t have racism without power.




#5  




Even white supremacists would deny calling themselves racist, because they subconsciously know that the concept of skin pigment defining a human’s worth is absurd.




#6  




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.




#7 




In the US, racism and casteism frequently overlap. What race and its precursor, racism, do is confuse and distract from the underlying structural and more powerful caste. 




#8  




Caste, along with its faithful servant race, is an x-factor in any American equation, and any attempt to address our current challenges is flawed without it.








  
  
  Chapter 7

  
  
    [image: Chapter Separator]
  




Insights




#1




The Indian caste system is an elaborate hierarchy that ranks people based on their occupation. People who perform “lowly” work are considered “lower” than people who perform “high” work.




#2  




Some observers say that what distinguishes the Indian caste system from any other is that people in the lowest caste accept their lot, that it is fixed and unbending, that “Dalits” live out their karma decreed by the gods, and do their lowly work without complaint.




#3  




However, this view disparaged the years of resistance from the lowest caste. Compliance should not be mistaken for approval. They had to live out their lives but were not content, and their attempts at rebellion just go undocumented.
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Insights




#1  




In the early stages of the Third Reich, the Nazis were trying to figure out how to legally isolate Jews. They didn’t know yet how to kill them, but they knew they wanted to isolate them. They started studying how Americans did it.




#2  




Madison Grant was an American eugenicist who wrote a book called The Passing of the Great Race, where he talked about the white “Nordic” race being superior. Hitler read it and said it inspired him.




#3   




Eugenicists thought that the white race was being “polluted” by non-whites, and that this would make the white race weaker. They wanted to preserve the white race by keeping out non-whites.




#4  




Jews were made the scapegoats for Germany’s loss and humiliation at the end of World War I. Jews were blamed for the insufficient financial support of the war effort, although historians now widely acknowledge that Germany lost on the battlefield and not solely for lack of funds.




#5  




In Nazi Germany, they saw that the United States had managed to turn its racial hierarchy into rigid law, yet retain such a sterling reputation on the world stage. They applied this caste system to the Jews.




#6   




They decided that if you had 1/16 Jewish blood, you would be classified as a Jew. This allowed them to be as subjective as they wanted to be.




#7  




While the Nazis praised the American commitment to legislating racial purity, they could not abide “the unforgiving hardness” under which an American who has even a drop of Negro blood in their veins’ counted as black. In short: even the Nazis thought American caste was inhumane.
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Insights




#1 




In the South, lynching or kidnapping and publicly murdering black people was a common practice. With slavery being gone, white people resorted to intimidation and violence to express and enforce their perceived superiority over black people.
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Insights from “The Eight Pillars of Caste”




#1  




There are eight pillars of caste, the ancient principles upon which a caste system is constructed, whether in America, India, or Nazi Germany, beliefs that were at one time or another burrowed deep within the culture and collective subconscious of every inhabitant, in order for a caste system to function.




#2  




The first pillar is divine will and the laws of nature. White people believed God wanted them to be on top, and everyone else on the bottom. Men believed God wanted them to rule over women, and so they built a society that reflected this.




#3   




The second pillar is heritability. In the caste system, you are born into your caste. It cannot be changed, and that is the caste you will be in for your entire life.




#4  




The third pillar is Endogamy and the Control of Marriage and Mating, which means that members of a caste should only marry within their own racial group.




#5  




The fourth pillar, purity versus pollution, rests upon the fundamental belief that the dominant caste is superior and the fear that the lower castes are inferior. Over the centuries, the dominant caste has taken extreme measures to protect its sanctity from the perceived taint of the lower castes.




#6   




The fifth pillar is occupational hierarchy, which decrees that the people who do the most important jobs in society are the most important people in society, or belong to the higher caste.




#7  




The sixth pillar is dehumanization and stigma. It’s a process of making the out-group in society seem like they are not human. This is done to make it easier to mistreat them. It is easier to kill someone if you think of them as less than human.




#8  




The seventh pillar is terror and enforcement, or cruelty as a means of control. The only way to keep a group of people in an artificially fixed place, beneath all others, is with psychological and physical violence and terror, to squash resistance before it can be imagined.




#9  




The eighth pillar is inherent superiority versus inherent inferiority. Laws and protocols are put in place to create an illusion of innate superiority for the high-rank caste. The greater the chasm, the easier to distance and degrade, the easier to justify any injustice or depravity.
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Insights




#1  




Some researchers believe that caste is the basis of every other problem in the world, and the notion is starting to gain ground.




#2  




Both the US and India had abolished legal discrimination, and yet, Dalits were still being brutalized by Indian authorities, as African-Americans were being brutalized by police in the United States. Two different countries, oceans apart, had found parallel ways to contain the subordinate groups within them.
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Insights




#1  




In late 2015, the death rates of middle-aged white Americans, especially less-educated white Americans at midlife, had reportedly risen for the first time since 1950. It was at odds with trends for other races and countries.




#2  




By the middle of the twentieth century, the white working-class American, wrote the white southern author Lillian Smith, “has not only been neglected and exploited, he has been fed little except the scraps of ‘skin color’ and ‘white supremacy’ as spiritual nourishment.”




#3   




Working-class whites, the preeminent social economist Gunnar Myrdal wrote, “need the demarcations of caste more than upper class whites. They are the people likely to stress aggressively that no Negro can ever attain the status of even the lowest white.”




#4  




The white people of America are afraid that they are losing their “whiteness”, which made them superior to blacks. And they are afraid that they are losing their “superiority”, because Obama was President and he was black.




#5  




Thus, a caste system makes a captive of everyone within it. Just as the assumptions of inferiority weigh on those assigned to the bottom of the caste system, the assumptions of superiority can burden those at the top with unsustainable expectations.




#6   




By adulthood, researchers have found, most Americans have been exposed to a culture with enough negative messages about marginalized groups that as much as 80 percent of white Americans hold unconscious bias against black Americans, and even a third of black Americans hold anti-black bias against themselves.




#7  




Caste inequality has spared no one. The undertreatment of the subordinate caste leaves them to suffer needlessly, and the overtreatment of the dominant caste may have contributed to the rising mortality rate for white Americans who become addicted to opioids.
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Insights




#1  




In ancient times, the Hebrews would take a goat and say ‘Hey God, we are sorry that we have sinned. The goat is guilty of all our sins. We are innocent.’ This is the concept of a scapegoat – someone to blame.




#2 




In a caste system, the lowest caste performs the unwitting role of a scapegoat, diverting society’s attention from its structural ills and taking the blame for collective misfortune. 




#3   




The people who voted for Trump love using scapegoats. They blame their problems on immigrants, even though immigrants are less likely to commit crimes, and are less likely to be poor.




#4  




In case of crime, the caste system is an unwitting accomplice. People would readily accept an account that the perpetrator is lower-caste, and believe the dominant-caste man over subordinate people. The story didn’t even have to be airtight to be believed.




#5 




The human impulse to blame a disfavored outsider group puts the lives of both the favored and disfavored in peril.




#6   




A scapegoat is seen as expendable. People can come to disregard the predicaments facing people deemed beneath them, seeing their misfortunes as having no bearing on their own lives, unwittingly endangering everyone.
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Insights




#1  




The social hierarchy and vocabulary of wolves and canines runs throughout our culture: alpha male, underdog, lone wolf, pack mentality…




#2  




True alphas are fearless protectors against outside incursions, but they rarely have to assert themselves within the pack with aggression – they’re calm and commanding. You know that you have encountered an insecure alpha if he or she must yell, scream, bully, or attack those beneath them into submission.




#3   




The great problem among humans is that people have often been assigned alpha positions—as CEOs, directors, presidents—not necessarily on the basis of innate leadership traits but on the basis of having been born to the dominant caste.




#4  




Assigning alphas instead of letting them naturally lead is a tragedy for humankind, because we lose the benefit of natural alphas who could lead the world with the compassion and courage of born leaders.
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Insights




#1  




Modern-day caste protocols are less often about overt attacks or conscious hostility and can be dispiritingly hard to fight. They are like the wind, powerful enough to knock you down but invisible as they go about their work.




#2  




What distinguishes caste is, first, the policing of people’s roles based on their appearance, and, second, the monitoring of boundaries—the disregard for the boundaries of subordinate castes or the passionate construction of them by those in the dominant caste, to keep the hierarchy in place.




#3   




We are told never to judge a book by its cover, not to assume what is inside before we have had a chance to read it. Humans prejudge complicated breathing beings in ways we are told never to judge inanimate objects.
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Insights




#1  




The greatest threat to a caste system is not lower-caste failure, which, in a caste system, is expected and perhaps even counted upon, but lower-caste success, which is not.




#2  




White people in the South were afraid that black people would get too powerful, so they killed and lynched a lot of them to prevent that and keep them afraid.




#3   




You can’t credit the lower caste for their ideas or innovations, even at the risk of progress for everyone. It would undermine the pretext for their presumed inferiority.
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Insights




#1  




The caste system thrives on inequality, envy and false rivalries, built on a lie that the world doesn’t have enough for everyone. As people elbow for position, the greatest tensions arise between those adjacent to one another, up and down the ladder. Only the ones at the very top benefit.




#2  




The people at the bottom of the social ladder are so desperate to get out of the basement, they will betray each other to get out. They will sabotage each other to get ahead. It’s a way of keeping people in their place.




#3   




Caste helps explain the otherwise illogical phenomenon of African-Americans or other marginalized people who manage to rise to the top only to reject or mistreat their own group.
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Insights




#1  




In the 1930s, a black couple and white couple went south to study the social hierarchy of the South, as part of an experiment. They each were assigned caste roles according to their skin color.




#2  




Their lives depended upon obeying the rules they had come to study and proving themselves loyal to the caste to which they were ascribed.




#3   




Out in public, they had to remain in character at all times, they could not be seen together in public at all, and had to conceal how well they knew each other, as the caste system disallowed that kind of camaraderie between people of different castes.




#4  




Any success the study saw was itself a challenge to the caste system. As some researchers were African-Americans, they’d put their life on the line in a way others had not, and sustained more criticism than dominant-caste researchers might receive – yet their study was groundbreaking.
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Insights




#1  




Under the spell of caste, society is willing to forgo its own advancement and glory, and resulting profits, if these came at the hands of someone seen as lower caste.
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Insights




#1  




The Nazis were able to commit genocide because they had the support of most of the German people. Most people didn’t want to commit atrocities, but didn’t want to stand up to the Nazis either. If you are not willing to stand up to evil, you are complicit in it.
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Insights




#1  




The narcissism of a group is the belief that they are better than other groups, so much that they are willing to kill and die to prove it. The caste system inherently creates a narcissistic dominant caste.




#2  




When a group of people are scared and vulnerable, they will look for a leader who will make them feel powerful and in control. They will be attracted to a narcissistic leader, someone who makes them feel good about themselves. This can explain why Trump is currently president.
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Insights




#1  




In a caste system, even the favored ones are diminished and driven to fear in the shadow of supposed perfection.
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Insights




#1  




When people are powerless, they learn to read the minds of those who have power, and to mimic their behavior, in order to survive.




#2  




The act of forgiveness seems a silent clause in a one-sided contract between the subordinate and the dominant. Black people forgive because they need to survive. They have to keep forgiving while racism or white silence against racism continues to thrive.




#3   




One cannot live in a caste system, breathe its air, without absorbing the message of caste supremacy. At the bottom of the hierarchy, the message of inferiority burrows into your identity.




#4  




What white people are really asking for when they demand forgiveness from a traumatized community is absolution from the racism that infects us all even though forgiveness cannot reconcile America’s racist sins.
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Insights




#1  




From the start of the caste system in America, people who were lowest-caste but who had managed somehow to rise above their station have been an affront to the system, throwing caste in question. If lowest-caste people had the capacity to be equal, why were they enslaved?




#2  




Public and recreational spaces have been the test tubes for caste confrontation precisely because they bring together in a confined space, for a limited time and purpose, groups that have historically been kept apart.




#3   




Lower caste people having to fight to be seen and treated for the human beings they truly are diminishes the human contract, demeans everyone, and worsens the well-being of people on all sides of the caste. 
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Insights




#1  




The friction of caste is killing people. Societal inequity is killing people. The act of moving about and navigating spaces with those whom society has trained us to believe are inherently different from us is killing people, and not just the targets.




#2  




Studies are showing that prejudice itself can be deadly. If you’re prejudiced against black people, your body’s “fight or flight” response kicks in when you see them, even if they’re just in an old photograph. These physiological changes can lead to heart disease, diabetes, and other health problems.
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Insights




#1  




The dominant caste has been in power and the lower castes have been kept down for so long, that when someone from a lower caste rises to power, it throws everything into chaos. The biggest example is Obama’s election as president and the shifts that came with it.




#2  




The caste system enabled someone like Obama to be president because since he grew up outside of the contiguous United States and was mixed-race, his story was free from the heaviness of slavery and the hard histories of regular African-Americans, and didn’t trigger the immediate discomfort in the dominant caste. 




#3   




His story freed people in the dominant caste from having to think about the unsavory corners of American history. After the election, even though the majority of white Americans did not vote for Obama, they took his win as a sign that racism was now over and any accusation of it was ridiculous. 




#4  




Obama’s victory signaled that the dominant caste could undergo an unthinkable loss of power, the future of their children, and their superior place in the world.




#5  




After Obama’s presidency, studies showed an increase of hate towards African Americans, in hate groups and hate crimes, as white republicans tried their best to stand in his way and ruin his plans even if such plans benefited them. They would not yield their high-caste status.
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Insights




#1  




Caste does not explain everything in America, but no aspect of American life can be fully understood without considering caste and hierarchy. Many voters were willing to lose health insurance, risk government shutdowns and external threats in order to preserve their benefits as members of the historically ruling white caste in America.




#2  




Democrats thought the Republicans were voting against their own interests, but did not take into account the fact that keeping their status in the caste hierarchy was definitely an interest.




#3   




When you’re in a caste system, to survive and distance yourself from the bottom, you will emphasize the inherited characteristics that rank higher on the caste scale, like women choosing to vote Trump in the interest of their white identity rather than Hillary Clinton for their female identity.








  
  
  Chapter 28

  
  
    [image: Chapter Separator]
  




Insights




#1  




Even though the Thirteenth Amendment in 1865 ended slavery, it left a loophole that let the dominant caste enslave people convicted of a crime. This gave the dominant caste incentive to lock up lowest-caste people for subjective offenses like loitering or vagrancy.




#2  




In Germany, there is no death penalty. “We can’t be trusted to kill people after what happened in World War II,” a German woman once said. In America, the former Confederate States that recorded the highest number of lynchings, all currently have the death penalty.




#3   




In Germany, displaying the swastika is a crime punishable by up to three years in prison. In the United States, the Confederate flag is incorporated into the official state flag of Mississippi. In the United States, it’s illegal to fly the Nazi flag, but the Confederate flag is perfectly legal.
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Insights




#1  




The lynching in the pre-Civil War days are the equivalent of the modern day police brutality towards people of color and mass-shootings in Muslim and Jewish prayer places. 
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Insights




#1  




Compared to our counterparts in the developed world, America can be a harsh landscape, a less benevolent society than other wealthy nations. It is the price we pay for our caste system, which builds rivalry and distrust and lack of empathy toward one’s fellows.




#2  




In 2020, America watched as COVID-19 started spreading in the world, and deluded itself into believing that American exceptionalism would somehow grant it immunity from the sorrows of other countries. Yet the virus arrived on its shores, and exposed to the world its self-centered lack of readiness.




#3  




It was African-Americans and Latino-Americans who began dying at higher rates, because of their lower-caste, minimum-wage jobs that required social contact. As the number of deaths climbed to the highest in the world, America had to come to terms with the untested fragilities of its social ecosystem.
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Insights




#1  




The only way out of the caste system is for dominant-caste members to realize the injustice of the system they live in, perhaps by living a similar experience as a lower-caste member. They help amplify the voices of the lower caste.
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Insights




#1  




The heart is the last frontier in the battle against systemic injustice in a caste system: once members of different castes start connecting on an emotional level and seeing each other as human, the system would crumble.







We hope you enjoyed Insights on Isabel Wilkerson’s Caste. Purchase the book to learn more.
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