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Isabel Wilkerson

Isabel Wilkerson (born 1961) is an American journalist 
and the author of The Warmth of Other Suns: The Epic 
Story of America's Great Migration and
Caste: The Origins of Our Discontents. She was the 
first woman of African-American heritage to win the 
Pulitzer Prize in journalism

Born in Washington D.C. in 1961, Wilkerson 
studied journalism at Howard University, 
becoming editor-in-chief of the college 
newspaper The Hilltop. During college, she 
interned at publications including the Los 
Angeles Times and the Washington Post.



Journalist Wilkerson

In 1994, while Chicago bureau 
chief of The New York Times, she 
became the first woman of 
African-American heritage to win 
the Pulitzer Prize in journalism, 
winning the feature writing award 
for her coverage of the 1993 
midwestern floods and her profile 
of a 10-year-old boy who was 
responsible for his four siblings. 
Several of Wilkerson's articles are 
included in the book Pulitzer Prize 
Feature Stories: America's Best 
Writing, 1979 - 2003, edited by 
David Garlock.

First African American Woman to win the Pulitzer 
Prize in Journalism - 1994



The Story of America’s Great Migration
(1915 – 1970s)

The book almost instantly hit number 5 on the New York 
Times Bestseller list for nonfiction and has since been 
included in lists of best books of 2010 by many reviewers, 
including:
• The New York Times, 
• The Los Angeles Times, 
• The New Yorker, 
• Amazon.com, 
• Salon.com, 
• The Washington Post, 
• The Economist, 
• Atlanta Magazine and 
• The Daily Beast.  

In March 2011 the book won the National Book Critics Circle Award 
(Nonfiction). The book also won the Anisfield-Wolf Award for Nonfiction, 
the Mark Lynton History Prize, the Sidney Hillman Book Prize, the 
Heartland Prize for Nonfiction and was also the nonfiction runner-up for 

the Dayton Literary Peace Prize in 2011.

Published 2010
15 years of Research

The Warmth of Other Suns - 2010



Isabel’s Mother

On this Mother's Day, I am remembering with 

boundless love and awe the courageous woman 

who, together with my steadfast father, made me 

who I am and inspired the NYT bestseller, The 

Warmth of Other Suns.

I share the unending disbelief felt by anyone who 

has lost their mother as I face my first Mother's 

Day without mine. My mother, Rubye Wilkerson, 

passed away last December 2016. The lapse of 

time has not made those words any easier to 

fathom.

She grew up under Jim Crow in a small town in 

Georgia with a quick mind and big dreams. During 

the middle of the Great Migration, she set out by 

herself as a young woman fresh out of North 

Carolina Central College on the Silver Comet train 

to Washington, DC. There she became a wartime 

office worker in the Federal Government before 

enrolling at Howard University and earning a 

Master's degree that qualified her to become a 

junior high school teacher. A master seamstress, 

she ran her own upholstery business in the DC 

area while teaching by day.  - Isabel Wilkerson

Isabel’s mother



National Humanities Medal - 2015

Wilkerson Honored with Humanities 
Medal

Wilkerson’s dedication to these stories 
earned her a 2015 National Humanities 
medal, which she was awarded alongside 
musician and author James McBride (who 
also won an Anisfield-Wolf award — for “The 
Color of Water” in 1997).

President Barack Obama singled out Warmth 
as a “masterpiece,” adding that because of 
her efforts “one of the most important 
chapters in our history is told in a book any 
young person can pick up and read.” Isabel Wilkerson and President Barak Obama

The National Humanities Medal is an American award that annually recognizes several individuals, groups, or 

institutions for work that has "deepened the nation's understanding of the humanities, broadened our citizens' 

engagement with the humanities, or helped preserve and expand Americans' access to important resources in the 

humanities."

The annual Charles Frankel Prize in the Humanities was established in 1988 and succeeded by the National 

Humanities Medal in 1997. The token is a bronze medal designed by a 1995 Frankel Prize winner, David Macaulay.

Medals are conferred once annually, usually by the U.S. President, to as many as twelve living candidates and existing 

organizations nominated early in the calendar year. The President selects the winners in consultation with the National 

Endowment for the Humanities

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States


PART ONE: TOXINS IN THE PERMAFROST

Part One: Toxins in the Permafrost and Heat Rising All Around
• Chapter One: The Afterlife of Pathogens
• Chapter Two: An Old House and an Infrared Light
• Chapter Three: An American Untouchable

CASTE



The Afterlife of PathogensChapter
1

Reappearance of Deadly Threats

“Above all, and more vexing for 
humanity at large, was the sobering 
message of 2016 [Trump’s election] 
and the waning second decade of the 
still new millennium:  that rising heat 
in the earth’s oceans and in the 
human heart could revive long-buried 
threats, that some pathogens could 
never be killed, only contained, 
perhaps at best managed with ever-
improving vaccines against their 
expected mutations.”    Caste – pp. 12

Veterinarian checks reindeer for deadly anthrax 
outside of a town in the Siberian Peninsula

As the election drew near, the commander 
told his officers that the reality television 
star “is the last hope for white people.”   
Caste – pp. 7



An Old House and Infrared Light  Chapter
2

American’s Unseen Skeleton

“Like other old houses, America has an unseen 
skeleton, a caste system that is as central to its 
operation as are the studs and joists that we cannot 
see in the physical buildings we call home. Caste is 
the infrastructure of our divisions.  It is the 
architecture of human hierarchy, the subconscious 
code of instructions for maintaining, in our case, a 
four-hundred-year-old social order.  Looking at caste 
is like holding the country’s X-ray to the light.”

Caste – pp. 17



An Old House and Infrared Light  Chapter
2

Caste vs. Race

“Caste and race are neither synonymous nor 
mutually exclusive. They can and do coexist in the 
same culture and serve to reinforce each other.  
Race, in the United States, is the visible agent of the 
unseen force of caste.  Caste is the bones, race the 
skin.  Race is what we can see, the physical traits 
that have been given arbitrary meaning and become 
shorthand for who a person is.  Caste is the powerful 
infrastructure that holds each group in its place.

Cast is fixed and rigid.  Race is fluid and superficial, 
subject to periodic redefinition to meet the needs of 
the dominant cast in what is now the United States.”

Caste – pp. 19

Caste

Caste is a form of social stratification 
characterized by endogamy, hereditary 
transmission of a style of life which often 
includes an occupation, ritual status in a 
hierarchy, and customary social interaction 
and exclusion based on cultural notions of 
purity and pollution.

Wikipedia



An American Untouchable 
Chapter

3

Martin Luther King Jr. goes to India

In the winter of 1959, after leading 
the Montgomery bus boycott that 
arose from the arrest of Rosa Parks 
and before the trials and triumphs 
to come, Martin Luther King Jr., and 
his wife, Coretta, landed in India, in 
the city then know as Bombay, to 
visit the land of Mohandas Gandhi, 
the father of nonviolent protest.

Caste – pp. 21

“King wanted to see for himself the place whose 
fight for freedom from British rule had inspired 
his fight for justice in America.  He wanted to 
see the so-called Untouchables, the lowest 
caste in the ancient Indian caste system…”

Coretta Scott King and Martin Luther King Jr. where given garlands upon their 
arrival in New Delhi in February 1959

MLK Jr. “shocked” to be referred to as “America’s 
Untouchables…”



An American Untouchable 
Chapter

3

Antebellum Recognition of Caste System

“The separation of children in the Public Schools 
of Boston, on account of color or race is in the 
nature of Caste, and on this account is a violation 
of Equality.  Caste makes distinctions where God 
has made none.”

Senator Charles Summer (1811 – 1874)
Caste – pp. 24

“When we speak of the race problem in America, 
what we really mean is the caste system and the 
problems which that caste system creates in 
America.”

Ashley Montagu 1942
Caste – pp. 24 Anthropologist Ashley 

Montagu



An American Untouchable 
Chapter

3

Thomas P. Bailey (b.1867 – d.1949) was an American educator 

and early-twentieth century race theorist. In the words of C. 

Vann Woodward, his 1913 publication "Orthodoxy in the South" 

"set down this 'racial creed of the Southern people' with such 

candor and accuracy that it may serve as the best available 

summary". Wikipedia

Books: Race Orthodoxy in the South: And Other Aspects of the Negro 

Question

The Racial Creed of the South

In 1913 Thomas Pearce Bailey, took it upon 
himself to assemble what he called the racial 
creed of the South.  It amounted to the central 
tenets of the caste system.  One of the tenets 
was “Let the lowest white man count for more 
than the highest negro.”

Caste – pp. 25

Thomas Pearce Bailey



An American Untouchable 
Chapter

3

• "Blood will tell"
• The white race must dominate.
• The Teutonic peoples stand for race purity. 
• The Negro is inferior and will remain so. 
• "This is a white man's country." 
• Let there be no social equality; no political equality. 
• In matters of civil rights and legal adjustments give the white man as 

opposed to the colored man the benefit of the doubt. 
• In educational policy let the Negro have the crumbs that fall from the 

white man's table. 
• Let there be such industrial education of the Negro as will fit him to serve 

the white man. 
• Only Southerners understand the Negro question. 
• Let the South settle the Negro question.
• The status of peasantry is all the Negro may hope for, if the races are to 

live together in peace. 
• Let the lowest white man count for more than the highest Negro. 
• The above statements indicate the leadings of Providence.

Source: Race Orthodoxy in the South – Thomas Bailey 1914

The Racial Creed of the South

1914

Thomas P. Bailey



An American Untouchable 
Chapter

3

A New Way of Describing Ourselves
“To recalibrate how we see ourselves, I [author] use language that may be more 
commonly associated with people in other cultures, to suggest a new way of 
understanding our hierarchy…. Some of this may sound like a foreign language.  In 
some ways it is meant to be.  Because, to truly understand America, we must open 
our eyes to the hidden work of a caste system that has gone unnamed but prevails 
among us to our collective detriment…” Caste – pp. 30



PART TWO: THE ARBITRARY CONSTRUCTION
OF HUMAN DIVISIONS

Part Two: The Arbitrary Construction of Human Divisions
• Chapter Four: A long-Running Play and the Emergence of Caste in America
• Chapter Five: “The Container We Have Built for You”
• Chapter Six: The Measure of Humanity
• Chapter Seven:   Through the Fog of Delhi to the Parallels in India and America
• Chapter Eight: The Nazis and the Acceleration of Caste
• Chapter Nine: The Evil of Silence



A Long-Running Play and the Emergence of Caste in 
America

Chapter
4

What the colonists created was “an 
extreme form of slavery that had 
existed nowhere in the world,: wrote 
the legal historian Ariela J. Gross. 
“For the first time in history, one 
category of humanity was ruled out 
of the ‘human race” and into a 
separate subgroup that was to 
remain enslaved for generations in 
perpetuity.”

Slavery in this land was not merely an unfortunate thing that happened to black people.  
It was an American innovation, an American institution created by and for the benefit of 
the elites of the dominant caste and enforced by poorer members of the dominant 
caste who tied their lot to the caste system rather than to their consciences.

It made lords of everyone in the dominant caste, as law and custom stated that 
“submission is required of the Slave, not to the will of the Master only, but to the will of 
all other white Persons.”       Caste – pp. 44

Slave Coffle on Capitol Grounds 
1815



“The Container We Have Build for You”Chapter
5

The overarching rule of Jim Crow 
was that …….  the lowest caste was 

to remain low in every way at all 
times at any cost.  

Every reference was intended to reinforce 
their inferiority.  In describing a train wreck, 
for instance, newspapers would report, “two 
men and two women were killed, and four 
Negroes.”

Report’s Encounter with a Retailer CEO in Chicago
Each of us is in a container of some kind. The label signals to the world what is presumed 
to be inside and what is to be done with it.  The label tells you which shelf your 
container supposedly belongs on.  In a caste system, the label is frequently out of sync 
with the contents, mistakenly put on the wrong shelf and this hurts people and 
institutions in ways we may not always know.    Caste p- pp. 59



The Measure of Humanity
Chapter

6

John Craig Venter is an American 
biotechnologist and businessman. He is 
known for leading the first draft sequence 
of the human genome and assembled the 
first team to transfect a cell with a 
synthetic chromosome. - Wikipedia

Race is a Social Concept

“Two decades ago, analysis of the human 
genome established that all human beings 
are 99.9 percent the same.”

“Race is a social concept, not a scientific 
one,” said J. Craig Venter, the geneticist 
who ran Celera Genomics when the 
mapping was completed in 2000.

Caste – pp. 66



The Measure of Humanity
Chapter

6

Race is a Social Concept

“Racism may not stand as the only term or the most useful term 
to describe the phenomena and tensions we experience in our 
era.  Rather than deploying racism as an either/or accusation 
against an individual, it may be more constructive to focus on 
derogatory actions that harm a less powerful group rather than 
on what is commonly seen as an easily deniable, impossible-to-
measure attribute.

With no universally agreed-upon definition, we might see racism 
as a continuum rather than an absolute.  We might release 
ourselves of the purity test of whether someone is or is not 
racist and exchange that mindset for one that sees people as 
existing on a scale based on the toxins they have absorbed from 
the polluted and inescapable air of instruction we receive from 
childhood.”

Isabel Wilkerson
Caste – pp. 69



The Measure of Humanity
Chapter

6

Insidious Nature of Caste

“Caste is insidious and therefore powerful 
because it is not hatred, it is not necessarily 
personal.  It is the worn grooves of 
comforting routines and unthinking 
expectations, patterns of a social order that 
have been in place for so long that it looks 
like the natural order of things.”

Isabel Wilkerson
Caste – pp. 70

Mar-a-Largo Thanksgiving

Homeless black child



Through the Fog of Delhi to the Parallels 
in India and America

Chapter
7

Dalit - meaning "broken/scattered" 
in Sanskrit and Hindi, is a term 
used for people belonging to 
castes in India who have been 
subjected to untouchability.

Country Lowest Caste % Pop.

India Dalits 16.7 %

U.S.A. Blacks 13.0 %

Nazi Germany Jews 00.75%



Through the Fog of Delhi to the Parallels 
in India and America

Chapter
7

American and Indian Discrimination Parallels

“Perhaps only the Jews have as long a history of suffering from 
discrimination as the Dalits,” wrote the Dalit journalist V.T. 
Rajshekar.  “However, when we consider the nature of the 
suffering endured by the Dalits, it is only the African American 
parallel of enslavement, apartheid and forced assimilation that 
comes in mind.”

Caste – pp. 74

This description of caste history from the 2017 Indian book 
Ground Down by Growth could be said of the American 
caste system with only a few word changes, as noted in 
parentheses: “The colonial powers officially abolished 
slavery in India (the United States) in 1843 (1865). But this 
simply led to it transformation into bondage through 
relations of debt, what has been called “debt peonage” by 
scholars.

Caste – pp. 75

V.T. Rajshekar – A Dalit



Through the Fog of Delhi to the Parallels 
in India and America

Chapter
7

The Dalit Panther

The Dalits [Untouchables] recognized a 
shared fate with African-Americans, few 
of whom would have known of the 
suffering of Dalits.  Some Dalits felt so 
strong a kinship that …in the 1970s, they 
created the Dalit Panthers, inspired by 
the Black Panther Party. – Caste pp. 77

Dalit Panther meeting - 1972Black Panther Party – Formed 1966 by Bobby Seale



The Nazis and the Acceleration of Caste
Chapter

8

Nazi’s Learn from the American Caste

Nazi propaganda worked to turn Germans against 
Jewish citizens….. Mindful of appearances  beyond  
borders, for the time being at least, the Nazis 
wondered how the United States had managed to 
turn its racial hierarchy into rigid law yet retain such 
a sterling reputation on the world stage.  

They noticed that in the United States, when it 
came to racial prohibitions, “public opinion 
accepted them as natural,” wrote the historian 
Claudia Koonz.

Caste – pp. 83

Claudia Ann Koonz is an American 
historian of Nazi Germany. Koonz's 
critique of the role of women during 
the Nazi era, from a feminist 
perspective, has become a subject of 
much debate and research in itself. She 
is a recipient of the PEN New England 
Award, and a National Book Award 
finalist. Wikipedia



The Nazis and the Acceleration of CasteChapter
8

America’s Race Law “Too Harsh for the Nazis”

In one respect American race law proved too harsh 
for the Nazis. In America, the “one drop” rule 
reigned: Often, you were counted as black if you had 
as little as one-sixteenth Negro blood. But the Nazi 
hardliners’ proposal to define Germans with one 
Jewish grandparent as Jews did not get approved at 
Nuremberg. Instead, quarter- and even half-Jews 
were treated with relative leniency. Mischlinge, half 
Jews, could be counted as Aryans, unless they were 
religiously observant or married to a Jew.

Heinrich Krieger

Heinrich Krieger was a German lawyer 
instrumental in providing knowledge of 
American race law to Nazi policy-makers. As an 
exchange student at the University of Arkansas 
School of Law in Fayetteville (Washington 
County) in 1933–34, he engaged in an in-depth 
examination of American Indian Law. Some of 
his research later served as the basis for the 
Nuremberg Laws, the centerpiece anti-
Jewish legislation of the early Nazi regime.

James Q. Whitman

Nazis Study Southern Race Laws
In June 1934, seventeen Reich bureaucrats and 
legal scholars began to deliberate what would 
become unprecedented legislation for Germany, 
they were scrutinizing the United States, and 
they had done their homework…. In their 
search for prototypes [for race-based laws] 
…their overwhelming interest was in the “classic 
example,” the United States of America.  - Caste 
– pp. 82



The Evil of Silence
Chapter

9



PART THREE:  The Eight Pillars of CASTE

The Foundations of Caste:  The Origins of Our Discontents

1. Pillar Number One:  Divine Will and the Laws of Nature

2. Pillar Number Two: Heritability

3. Pillar Number Three: Endogamy and the Control of Marriage and Mating

4. Pillar Number Four: Purity versus Pollution

5. Pillar Number Five: Occupational Hierarchy: The Jatis and the Mudsill

6. Pillar Number Six: Dehumanization and Stigma

7. Pillar Number Seven: Terror as enforcement, Cruelty as a Means of Control

8. Pillar Number Eight: Inherent Superiority versus Inherent Inferiority



The Eight Pillars of Caste

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8.
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Divine Will and laws of NaturePillar
1

In the words of the King James Bible, which was the 
version then current, these were, first, Genesis IX, 18–27:

“And the sons of Noah that went forth from the ark were Shem, Ham, 

and Japheth: and Ham is the father of Canaan. ‘These are the three 

sons of Noah: and of them was the whole world overspread. And Noah 

began to be an husbandman, and he planted a vineyard: and he drank 

of the wine, and was drunken; and he was uncovered within his tent. 

And Ham, the father of Canaan, saw the nakedness of his father, and 

told his two brethren without. And Shem and Japheth took a garment, 

and laid it upon both their shoulders, and went backward, and covered 

the nakedness of their father; and their faces were backward, and they 

saw not their father’s nakedness. 

And Noah awoke from his wine, and knew what his younger son had 

done unto him. And he said, Cursed be Canaan; a servant of 

servants shall he be unto his brethren. And he said, Blessed be the 

Lord God of Shem; and Canaan shall be his servant. God shall enlarge 

Japheth, and he shall dwell in the tents of Shem; and Canaan shall be 

his servant. And Noah lived after the flood three hundred and fifty 

years.”

“The curse of Ham is now being 
executed upon his descendants…. 
The great Architect had framed 
them both physically and mentally 
to fill the sphere in which they 
were thrown.  His wisdom and 
mercy combined in constituting 
them thus suited to the degraded 
position they were destined to 
occupy.”

Confederate Thomas R.R. Cobb

The Curse of Ham



HeritabilityPillar
2

Caste vs. Class

“It is the fixed nature of caste that 
distinguishes it from class, a term to 
which it is often compared.  Class is an 
altogether separate measure of one’s 
standing in a society, marked by level of 
education, income, and occupation, as 
well as the attendant characteristics, such 
as accent, taste, and manners, that flow 
from socioeconomic status.”

Caste – pp. 106

“Like the Hindu caste system, the black-white 
distinction in the United States has supplied a 
social hierarchy determined at birth and arguably 
immutable, even by achievement,” wrote legal 
scholars Raymond T. Diamond and Robert J. 
Cottrol. “Blacks became like a group of American 
untouchables, ritually separated from the rest of 
the population.”  Caste – pp. 106

Raymond T. Diamond
Tulane U. Law Professor

NFL player Desmond Marrow 
after choking by police.  
Marrow, a member of the top 
class (wealth, occupation) but 
a member of the lowest caste 
(vulnerable to brutality). -
2018 Robert J. Cottrol

George Washington Law
School



HeritabilityPillar
2

Forest Whitaker and Oprah Winfrey in “The Butler” – 2013 

White Privilege to Disrespect

“In the winter of 2013, the Academy 
award-winning actor Forest Whitaker, 
a distinguished, middle-aged, African-
American man, walked into a 
gourmet delicatessen on the West 
Side of Manhattan for a bite to eat.  
Seeing it crowded…he turned to leave 
without making a purchase…An 
employee thought it suspicious and 
blocked him at the door…frisked him 
up and down in front of other 
customers.  Finding nothing, he 
allowed Whitaker, visibly shaken to 
leave.

Caste – pp. 107
At the time of the incident, Whitaker was starring  

in the movie “The Butler” with Oprah Winfrey.



Endogamy and the Control of MarriagePillar
3

Endogamy – Definition
the custom of marrying only 
within the limits of a local 

community, clan, or tribe.

Rape and Sexual Exploitation but not Marriage

“The emerging [American] caste system permitted the 
exploitation of the lowest caste but not equality or 
the appearance of equality, which is why endogamy, 
which confers an alliance between equals in the eyes 
of the law, was strictly policed and rape of lower-
caste women ignored.”

Caste – pp. 110

The 1855 Case of Celia who defended herself from repeated rape.
Celia’s court-appointed lawyer argued that Missouri law permitted a 
woman to “defend her honor” by defending her body and her dignity 
against violent assault, especially rape or murder. Accordingly, stated 
the attorney, the judge must instruct the jury about that legal mandate 
and the jury must apply it. But the judge rejected it, claiming that it 
pertained only to white women and then declaring that “the 
defendant had no right to kill [Newsom] because he came into her 
cabin and was [simply] talking to her about having intercourse with 
her....” He said that. He really said that.  She was executed by hanging. 
Source: State of Missouri v. Celia - Wikipedia

Celia 14 y/o purchased by 
60 y/o Newson  in 1850

(photo of from play)



Endogamy and the Control of MarriagePillar
3

In 1924, the Virginia General Assembly enacted the Racial 

Integrity Act. The act reinforced racial segregation by 

prohibiting interracial marriage and classifying as "white" a 

person "who has no trace whatsoever of any blood other than 

Caucasian." The act, an outgrowth of eugenist and of

racist propaganda, was pushed by Walter Plecker, a white 

supremacist and eugenist who held the post of registrar of 

Virginia Bureau of Vital Statistics.

The Racial Integrity Act required that all birth certificates 

and marriage certificates in Virginia to include the 

person's race as either "white" or "colored." The Act classified all 

non-whites, including Native Americans, as "colored.“ The act 

was part of a series of "racial integrity laws" enacted in Virginia 

to reinforce racial hierarchies and prohibit the mixing of races; 

other statutes included the Public Assemblages Act of 1926 

(which required the racial segregation of all public meeting 

areas) and a 1930 act that defined any person with even a trace 

of African American ancestry as black (thus codifying the so-

called "one-drop rule").  - Wikipedia

Racial Integrity Act of 1924

Virginia 1924



Endogamy and the Control of MarriagePillar
3

50 years after Loving, 1 in 6 new couples 
are racially mixed
By JESSE J. HOLLAND - APNews
June 11, 2017

Interracial Marriages Legalized 1967

Supreme Court Case
Loving v. Virginia

Interracial marriages became legal nationwide on 
June 12, 1967, after the Supreme Court threw out a 
Virginia law that sent police into the Lovings’ 
bedroom to arrest them just for being who they 
were: a married black woman and white man.

The Lovings were locked up and given a year in a 
Virginia prison, with the sentence suspended on the 
condition that they leave Virginia. Their sentence is 
memorialized on a marker to go up on Monday in 
Richmond, Virginia, in their honor.

The Supreme Court’s unanimous decision struck 
down the Virginia law and similar statutes in 
roughly one-third of the states. Some of those laws 
went beyond black and white, prohibiting marriages 
between whites and Native Americans, Filipinos, 
Indians, Asians and in some states “all non-whites.”

Mildred and Richard Loving



Occupational HierarchyPillar
5

A Race made for Menial Tasks

A southern politician declared a central 
doctrine from the floor of the U.S. Senate 
in March 1858.  “In all social systems, 
there must be a class to do the menial 
duties, to perform the drudgery of life, “ 
Sen. James Henry Hammond of South 
Carolina told his fellow senators.  “That is a 
class requiring but a low order of 
intelligence and but little skill.  Its 
requisites are vigor, docility, fidelity. Such a 
class you must have.

He exulted in the cunning of the South, 
which, he said, had “found a race adapted 
to that purpose to her hand…our slaves 
are black, of another and inferior race.”

Caste – pp. 129

Sen. James Henry 
Hammond

Freed Slaves Prohibited 
from self employment

In South Carolina, right 
after the Civil war, the state 
decreed that “no person of 
color shall pursue or 
practice the art, trade, or 
business of an artisan, 
mechanic, or shopkeeper or 
any other employment or 
business on his own 
account and for his own 
benefit until he shall have 
obtained a license from a 
judge of the district court 
($100  fee).

In 1890, 85% of black men 
and 96% of black women 
were employed in just two 
occupational categories –
agriculture and domestic or 
personal services.



Dehumanization and Stigma
Pillar

6

Dehumanization is a standard component in 
the manufacture of an out-group against which 
to pit an in-group, and it is a monumental task.  
It is a war against truth, against what the eye 
can see and what the heart could feel if 
allowed to do so on its own.

To dehumanize another human being is not 
merely to declare that someone is not human, 
and it does not happen by accident.  It takes 
energy and reinforcement to deny what is self-
evident in another member of one’s own 
species.

Caste – pp. 141

Dehumanizing a Group

It is harder to dehumanize a single individual that 
you have gotten the chance to know.  Which is 
why people and groups who seek power and 
division do not bother with dehumanizing an 
individual.  Better to attach a stigma, a taint of 
pollution to an entire group.

Enslaved on the 
auction block



Dehumanization and Stigma
Pillar

6

Black People can Know 
Law Only as an Enemy

(1853)

The abolitionist minister 
William Goodell observed the 
quandary of black people in 
antebellum America.  “He is 
accounted criminal for acts 
which are deemed innocent in 
others, “Goodell wrote in 
1853, “punished with a 
severity for which all others 
are exempted.  He is under 
the control of the law, though 
unprotected by the law, and 
can know law only as an 
enemy.

Caste – pp. 146

Has the relation between police 
and Black Americans really 
changed?

Abolitionist Minister 
William Goodell

Still under control of the law but not 
protected by the law?



Terror as Enforcement, Cruelty as a Means of 
Control

Pillar
7

Nazi Germany and the American South devised shockingly 
similar means for punishment to instill terror in the 
subordinate caste.

Hostages in Nazi camps were subject to:

• Public hangings for minor offenses
• Lynching posts to draw out the torture.
• Forced labor and starvation

In the American South, methods included:

• Fourteen-pound chains and metal headgear
• Slave pens with flogging rooms
• Application of salt and red pepper on whipping wounds
• Branding and castration
• Severing of the Achilles tendons of runaways
• Cutting out of the tongue
• Public hangings with mutilation and burning of the body.
• Sale of parts of the mutilated bodies



PART FOUR: THE TENTACLES OF CASTE

Part Four: The Tentacles of Caste
• Blue Eyes vs. Brown Eyes
• Chapter Ten: Central Miscasting
• Chapter Eleven: Dominant Group Status Threat and the Precarity of the Highest rung
• Chapter Twelve: A Scapegoat to Bear the Sins of the World
• Chapter Thirteen: The Insecure Alpha and the Purpose of an Underdog
• Chapter Fourteen: The Intrusion of Caste in Everyday Life
• Chapter Fifteen: The Urgent Necessity of a Bottom Rung
• Chapter Sixteen: Last Place Anxiety: Packed in a Flooding Basement
• Chapter Seventeen: On the early Front Lines of Caste
• Chapter Eighteen: Satchel Paige and the Illogic of Caste



Central MiscastingChapter
10

“Caste defines everything in 
India,” he said. “It is the Hindi religion 
that maintains the caste system.  That 
is why Ambedkar became a Buddhist.  
It was not an escape for him, it was a 
liberation.  Casteism is another form 
of racism.  God knows how long it will 
take for people to let it go.”

“I am wondering then, are you
still a Hindu?” I asked him.

“I am atheist,” he said. “No 
religion since I was thirteen.”

Caste – Conversation with Tushar (former 
member of the 2nd caste) - pp. 175

Two different countries, oceans apart, had 
found parallel ways to contain the 
subordinate groups within them.  I could 
close my eyes, change the names as I 
listened to these reports and feel that I 
was back in the United States.  “Another 
Dalit murdered by police, another Adivasi 
murdered by police,” a woman said. “Why 
do we not face up to the outrage of state-
sanctioned violence?”

Caste – pp. 172

Isabel Wilkerson attends an international meeting
in London on the topic of “caste”.



Dominant Group Status Threat and the 
Precarity of the Highest Rung

Chapter
11

Dominant Status Threat

In America, political scientists have given this 
malaise of insecurities a name: dominant group 
status threat.  This phenomenon “is not the 
usual form of prejudice or stereotyping that 
involves looking down on outgroups who are 
perceived to be inferior,” writes Diana Mutz, a 
political scientist at the University of 
Pennsylvania. “Instead, it is born of a sense that 
the outgroup is doing too well and thus, is a 
viable threat to one’s own dominant group 
status.”

Caste – pp. 180

Professor Diana Mutz
Dept. of Political Science

U. Of Pennsylvania

We may have underestimated…the aftershocks of a shift in demographics, the erosion of 
labor unions, the perceived loss of status, the fears about their [white Americans] place in 
the world, and resentment that the kind of security their fathers could rely upon might now 
be waning in what were supposed to be the best years of their lives.  Caste – pp. 180



A Scapegoat to Bear the Sins 
of the World

Chapter
12

The “Scapegoat” Role of the Lower Caste

In a caste system, whether in the United 
States or in India or in World War II 
Germany, the lowest caste performed the 
unwitting role of diverting society’s 
attention from its structural ills and taking 
the blame for collective misfortune.  

A scapegoat caste has become necessary 
for the collective well-being of the castes 
above it and the smooth functioning of the 
caste system.

Caste – pp. 191

In the Bible, a scapegoat is one of two kid goats. 
As a pair, one goat was sacrificed (not a 
scapegoat) and the living “scapegoat” was 
released into the wilderness, taking with it all 
sins and impurities. The concept first appears in 
Leviticus, in which a goat is designated to be 
cast into the desert to carry away the sins of the 
community.



The Intrusion of Caste in Everyday Life
Chapter

14

Intrusions of Caste

The intrusions of caste would seem to 
harm the targets more than anyone.  
Given the widely publicized attacks 
and shootings of black citizens at the 
hands of police, most Americans 
know by now that calling the police 
on a black person can carry life-and-
death consequences.  Frivolous calls 
squander public resources and 
distract police from actual, serious 
crime to the detriment of all.

Caste – pp. 218

Two men were waiting for an acquaintance at 
a Center City Starbucks when they were 
arrested – April 2018
The two men, whose identities remain unknown, were 
sitting at a table at the Starbucks at 18th and Spruce Streets 
on Thursday afternoon. They were waiting for an 
acquaintance, but didn't make any purchases. When they 
refused to leave, a store manager called police, who 
arrested both men and led them out of the store in 
handcuffs. No charges were filed, as Starbucks declined to 
prosecute.  - Philadelphia Inquirer

http://www.philly.com/philly/news/starbucks-philadelphia-police-viral-video-investigation-race-20180414.html


The Urgent Necessity of a Bottom Rung
Chapter

15

The lowest caste was to remain in 
its place like an ill-fitting suit that 
must constantly be altered, seams 
and darts re-sewn to fit the 
requirements of the upper caste, 
going back to the enslavers who 
resented displays of 
industriousness and intellect in the 
people they saw themselves as 
owning.

Caste – pp. 231

Onesimus (late 1600s–

1700s) was an African-born 

man who helped mitigate 

the impact of a smallpox 

outbreak in Boston. 

Enslaved and given to 

Puritan minister Cotton 

Mather beginning in 1706, 

he introduced Mather to the 

principle and procedure 

of inoculation. After a 

smallpox outbreak began in 

Boston in 1721, Mather 

used this knowledge to 

advocate for inoculation in 

the population, a practice 

which eventually spread to 

other colonies. In a 

2016 Boston Magazine

survey, Onesimus was 

declared one of the "Best 
Bostonians of All Time".

Cotton Mather
Puritan Minister

For his contributions to science, Onesimus does not appear event to 
have fully won his freedom……He had gone well beyond what would 
have been expected of a man of the lowest caste, and, as often 
happens, does not appear to have reaped the rewards for a role that 
was beyond his station.   Caste – pp. 232

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cotton_Mather#Early_New_England
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cotton_Mather
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Variolation


Last Place Anxiety: Packed in a 
Flooding Basement 

Chapter
16

LAST PLACE ANXIETY

Caste puts the richest and most powerful of the 
dominant caste at a remove, in the penthouse 
of a mythical high-rise, and everyone else, in 
descending order, on the floors beneath them.  
It is the flaws in the foundation and the cracks in 
the stonework that it appears others choose not 
to see.

When those in the basement begin rising to the 
floors above them, surveillance begins, the 
whole building is threatened.  Thus caste can pit 
the basement-dwellers against themselves in a 
flooding basement, creating an illusion, a panic 
even, that their only competition is one another.

Caste – pp. 238

“The caste system 

thrives on dissension 

and inequality, envy 

and false rivalries, 

that build up in a 

world of perceived 

scarcity.”

Caste – pp. 239

“It is a clever, self-perpetuating tool 
of the caste system to keep those at 
the bottom divided in a manufactured 
fight to avoid last place.”



On the Early Front Lines of Caste
Chapter

17

Anthropologist Allison Davis and 
wife Elizabeth Davis

Harvard Anthropologist 
Burleigh Gardner

Early pioneers in the study of the American caste system

Deep South: A Social 
Anthropological Study 
of Caste and Class.

Pub. 1941 – 539 pages.

Described the layers of 
social classes within 
the two major castes 
in America – white and 
black.



Satchel Paige and the Illogic of Cast
Chapter

18

Caste Harms Society At Large

Satchel Paige was cheated by a caste 
system at the height of its injustice and 
absurdity. But he was not the only loser 
to the illogic of cast. “many critics agree 
that it was actually American baseball 
that was the loser in the Paige saga,” 
wrote the sportswriter Mark Kram. “Any 
number of major league teams would 
have done better with Paige in their ranks 
when he was in his prime.”

Under the spell of caste, the majors, like 
society itself, were willing to forgo their 
own advancement and glory, and 
resulting profits, if these came at the 
hands of someone seen as subordinate.

Caste – pp. 260

Mark Kram



PART FIVE: THE CONSEQUENCES OF CASTE

Part Five:  The Consequences of Caste
• Chapter Nineteen: The Euphoria of Hate
• Chapter Twenty: The Inevitable Narcissism of Caste
• Chapter Twenty-One: The German Girl with the Dark, Waxy Hair
• Chapter Twenty-Two: The Stockholm Syndrome / Survival of the Subordinate Class
• Chapter Twenty-Three: Shock Troops on the Borders of hierarchy
• Chapter Twenty-Four: Cortisol, Telomeres, and the Lethality of Caste



The Euphoria of HateChapter
19

It is much harder to look into the darkness in the hearts of ordinary 
people with unquiet minds, needing someone to feel better than, 
whose cheers and votes allow despots anywhere in the world to rise 
to power in the first place.  It is harder to focus on the danger of 
common will, the weaknesses of the human immune system, the ease 
with which the toxins can infect succeeding generations.… pp.267



The Inevitable Narcissism of CasteChapter
20

The Narcissism of Caste

Through no fault of any 
individual born in it, a caste 
system centers the dominant 
caste as the sun around 
which all other castes revolve 
and defines it as the default-
setting 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.

Caste – pp. 270

“Group narcissism
leads people to

fascism.”

Takamichi Sakurai
Social Theorist

Co-Editor: Comparative 
Political Theory

“The essence of this overestimation 
of one’s own position and the hate 
for all who differ from it is 
narcissism” …””He is nothing” …but 
if he can identify with the nation, or 
can transfer his personal narcissism 
to the nation, then he is everything.” 
– Erich Fromm      



The Inevitable Narcissism of CasteChapter
20

The Threat of Dominant Group Narcissism

Erich Fromm wrote that In modern times …….group 
narcissism has gripped two nations in particular:  
“the racial narcissism which existed in Hitler’s 
Germany, and [that] which is found in the 
American South.  He wrote this in 1964, at the 
height of the civil rights movement.

“If one examines the judgement of the poor whites 
regarding blacks, or the Nazis in regard to Jews,” 
Fromm wrote, “one can easily recognize the 
distorted character of their respective judgements.  
Little straws of truth are put together, but the 
whole which is thus formed consists of falsehoods 
and fabrications.  If the political actions are based 
on narcissistic self-glorifications, the lack of 
objectivity often leads to disastrous 
consequences.”    Caste – pp. 271

Erich Seligmann Fromm was a 

social psychologist, psychoanalyst, 

sociologist, humanistic philosopher, 

and democratic socialist. He was a 

German Jew who fled the Nazi regime 
and settled in the US.



The German Girl with the Dark Wavy HairChapter
21

German
or 

Jew?



The Stockholm Syndrome and Survival of the 
Subordinate Caste

The Stockholm Syndrome – “Phenomenon of people bonding with those who 
abuse or hold them hostage.  It takes its name from a 1973 bank robbery in 
Stockholm, where the hostages came to feel empathy for the enemy who held 
them captive during the six-day siege.”

Convicted police officer Amber Guyer given a hug by 
Judge Tammy Kemp after 10-year sentence for 
murder of Bothem Shem Jean (Oct. 2019)

African American 
judge gives 

convicted police 
officer a hug and a 

bible

Amber Guyer 

Chapter
22



An Expectation to Forgive

An Expectation to Forgive
This expectation [of harmed people to forgive 

their oppressors] feels fueled by a perverse need 
to see harmed people demonstrate nobility.” the 
poet Hanif Abdurraqib wrote in the Pacific 
Standard, “because that’s how we can believe the 
myths that political suffering builds character, and 
that righteousness rather than power will 
inevitably triumph.”

Caste pp. 285

Hanif Abdurraqib is a poet, essayist, and cultural critic. He 

is the author of 2016 poetry collection The Crown Ain't Worth 

Much (published as Hanif Willis-Abdurraqib), 2017 essay 

collection They Can't Kill Us Until They Kill Us, the 2019 non-

fiction book, Go Ahead in the Rain, on the hip-hop group A 

Tribe Called Quest, and the 2019 poetry collection A Fortune 

for Your Disaster.

Chapter
22

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/A_Tribe_Called_Quest


“Forgive in order to Survive” 

Nine Charleston church shooting victims

Subordinate Forgiveness
The act of forgiveness seems a silent 

clause in a one-sided contract between the 
subordinate and the dominant. “Black 
people forgive because we need to 
survive,” Gay wrote. “We to forgive time 
and a time again while racism or white 
silence in the face of racism continues to 
thrive.  

We have had to forgive slavery, 
segregation, Jim Crow laws, lynching, 
inequity in every realm, mass incarceration, 
voter disenfranchisement, inadequate 
representation in popular culture, 
microaggressions and more.  We forgive 
and forgive and forgive and those who 
trespass against us continue to trespass 
against us.”

Roxanne Gay quoted in Caste, pp. 287

“Super predator?” 
Dylan Roof

Chapter
22

Roxane Gay is an American writer, professor, 
editor, and social commentator.



Shock Troops on the Borders of HierarchyChapter
23

Caste Members Moving Out of Position

From the start of the caste system in America, 
people who were lowest caste but who had 
managed somehow to rise about their station have 
been the shock troops on the front lines of 
hierarchy.  People who appear in places or 
positions where they are not expected can 
become foot soldiers in an ongoing quest for 
respect and legitimacy in a fight they had hoped 
was long over.

By their [successful blacks] very existence, moving 
about as equals to the dominant caste, having the 
means to enter spaces considered the preserve of 
their betters, and having had the ingenuity to gain 
their freedom and to walk around in it, they threw 
the entire caste belief system into questions.

Caste – pp. 293

President Barack Obama



Cortisol, Telomeres, and the Lethality of 
Caste

Chapter
24

Arlene Geronimus
Prof Behavioral Science
University of Michigan 
Dept of Public Health

“..Scientists have connected a key indicator of health and longevity –
human telomeres – to one’s exposure to inequality and 
discrimination.” – Caste pp. 305



Cortisol, Telomeres, and the Lethality of 
Caste

Chapter
24

The Black Tax

“There is a black tax that we pay that hurts our 
health, and the gap is larger among college-
educated than it is among high-school dropouts,” 
Williams said.  “We still carry that burden, to 
engage in a heightened vigilance, which means 
you’re careful of how you look, how you appear, 
how you dress.”

Harvard Social Scientist – David Williams
Caste pp. 308

Harvard Professor David R. 
Williams

If his [Williams] wife needed a gallon of milk and he needed to 
run to the supermarket…he would run into the house to get a 
jacket and tie,”  Williams said.  “It was his way of trying to 
minimize the likelihood that he’s going to be perceived as criminal 
because he’s a young black male.”  pp. 308



PART SIX: BACKLASH

Part Six: Backlash

• Chapter Twenty-Five: A Change in the Script
• Chapter Twenty-Six: Turning Point and the Resurgence of Caste
• Chapter Twenty-Seven: The Symbols of Caste
• Chapter Twenty-Eight Democracy on the Ballot
• Chapter Twenty-Nine The Price We Pay for a Caste System



A Change in the ScriptChapter
25

Not in the Script!
“The greatest departure from the script of the American 
caste system was the election of an African-American to 
the highest office in the land.  History has shown that 
there would be consequences to this disruption of the 
social order, and there were.”

Caste – pp. 311

President Obama and family 
on election night 2008

Rise of the “Birthers”



A Change in the ScriptChapter
25

Remember Jan Brewer, governor of Arizona from 2009 to 2015? If 
you don’t live in Arizona, you probably know her for two things: 
signing Senate Bill 1070, the controversial immigration enforcement 
law that was partly struck down by the Supreme Court and wagging 
her finger at President Obama on an airport tarmac.

The American Caste System Reacts

“The single most 
important thing we 

want to achieve, “said 
Senate Majority Mitch 
McConnell, Republican 
from Kentucky, on the 

eve of the midterm 
elections in 2010, “is 
for President Obama 

to be a one-term 
president.”



Turning Point and the Resurgence 
of Cast

Chapter
26

Preserving the Caste System
Majority of Whites vote for Trump

“They  [working class whites] were willing 
to lose health insurance now, risk White 
House instability and government 
shutdowns, external threats from faraway 
lands, in order to preserve what their 
actions say they value most – the benefits 
they had grown accustomed to as 
members of the historically ruling caste in 
America.”

“I think it’s all about 2042,” I said.

Isabel Wilkerson - Caste pp. 325



Turning Point and the Resurgence 
of Cast

Chapter
26

“Caste gives insights, too, into the Democrats’ 
wistful yearning for white working-class voters that 
believe should respond in higher numbers to their 
kitchen table appeals.  Why, some on the left kept 
asking, why, oh, why, where these people voting 

against their own interests?  The questioners on the 
left were unseeing and yet so certain.

What they had not considered was 
that the people voting this way were, 

in fact, voting their
interests.”

[PROTECTING THE CASTE SYSTEM]

“Trumpers” Voting Against Their Self-Interest?

PROTECTING THE CASTE
• Suppress minority vote
• Deport minorities
• Block minority citizenship
• Block minority immigrants
• Defund minority benefits
• Increase policing of minorities
• Undercount minorities in the 

census



Symbols of Caste
Chapter

27

Symbol of Caste Germany USA

• Oppressor’s Flag
Made display a Swastika federal 
crime

Confederate Flag embedded into 
state flag / flags on homes, cars 
and clothing

• Death Penalty None
Death penalty in all former 
confederate states

• Pride in Heritage
Few people will admit to Nazi 
relatives

Confederate clubs / Southern 
“pride” / Confederate re-
enactments / History books

• Restitution
Paid to victims of Nazi terror Slaveholders, not the enslaved 

received restitution

• Monuments to 
Oppressors

No monuments of Nazi leaders 
anywhere` / Memorials to 
victims

Thousands of monuments to 
Confederates erected

• Perpetrators  of the 
Terror

Many committed suicide, others 
tracked down and executed or 
went to trial

Murderers went free and later 
became political leaders, 
sheriffs, businessmen

How Germany dealt with their national crimes compared to the USA



The Symbols of Caste
Chapter

27

A LOST CAUSE?

Well into the twentieth century, 
heirs to the Confederacy build a 
monument with Lee, Stonewall 
Jackson, and Jefferson Davis carved 
in granite, bigger than Mount 
Rushmore, in Stone Mountain, 
Georgia.

If the Confederacy lost the war, the 
culture of the South and the lives of 
the lowest caste did not reflect it.  
In fact, the return to power of the 
former Confederates meant 
retribution and even harder times 
to come.

Caste – pp. 336

Stone Mountain Georgia

New Orleans Mayor 
Mitch Landrieu

Monument removal 
in New Orleans



Democracy on the Ballot
Chapter

28

“So the real question 

would be … if people 

were given the choice 

between democracy 

and whiteness, how 

many would choose 

whiteness?

Historian Taylor Branch
Caste – pp. 352

Taylor Branch is an 
American author and 
historian best known 
for his trilogy of 
books chronicling 
the life of Martin 
Luther King, Jr. and 
much of the history 
of the American Civil 
Rights Movement.

FIND OUT NOV. 3rd?



The Price We Pay for Caste
Chapter

29

“This [the United States] is a 
civilization searching for its 

humanity,” Gary Michael Tartakov, 
an American scholar of caste, said 
of this country.  “It dehumanized 

others to build its civilization.  Now 
it needs to find its own 

[humanity].”

Caste – pp. 357

Gary Michael Tarakov
Professor Emeritus
Iowa State University

The pandemic, and the country’s fitful, often 
self-centered lack of readiness, exposed “a 
failure of character unparalleled in US 
history.”  - Stephen Walt, Harvard University



PART SEVEN: AWAKENING

Part Seven:  Awakening
• Chapter Thirty: Shedding the Sacred Thread
• Chapter Thirty-One: The Heart Is the Last Frontier



Shedding the Sacred ThreadChapter
30

One of the most famous and sacred rituals is that of wearing a 
Janeu. It is a sacred white thread which is worn by the brahmin 
boys after they reach the age of twelve at the 'Upanayan
Sanskar.



The Heart is the Last Frontier
Chapter

31

Isabel Wilkerson recounts her experience 
with a white male plumber who arrived 

to evaluate water in her basement.

Isabel Wilkerson’s Husband 
Professor Roderick Jeffrey Watts

WATTS, Roderick J. Age 61, of Forest 

Park, passed away Feb. 21, 2016. Service 

Feb. 29, 1PM. William Gayleano Murray 

and Son Funeral Home, Atlanta, GA

I was reliant on this man and others like him, 
now that I was both widowed and motherless, 
having lost the two most important people in 
my life within a span of eighteen months.  -
Caste pp. 371


