CHAPTER SIX

The Measure of Humanity

n a parallel universe with laws of nature similar to our own, g
Iconquering people with powerful weaponry journeyed acrosg
the oceans and discovered people who looked different from
themselves. They were startled to chance upon humans who tow-
ered above them, were taller than any humans they had ever seen
before. They did not know what to make of this discovery. They
had thought of, and measured themselves as, the standard for
human existence. But the indigenous people they saw were at the
outer limits of a particular human trait: their height. Even the
women averaged over six feet, some of the men approached seven.
The well-armed explorers were the opposite. Their weapons were
deadly, and their bodies were closer to the ground.

At this moment in human history, as the world was being
claimed by competing tribes of the well-armed, two peoples who
were at the extremes of a highly visible yet arbitrary human
Characteristic—being tall or short—were confronting each other
for the first time. A tribe of the shortest humans were now face-to-
face with the tallest. Those with the most advanced weapons pre-

vailed and found use for the tallest people. They decided to
transport them to the New World they were creating.

They joined forces with other Shorts around the world, with
whom they made common cause. With their superior guns and
Stratagems, they conquered the Talls, captured and enslaved them
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or a quarter millennium, and built a great democracy. They told
them591ves the Talls c.ieserved no better, that they were uncul-
e packward, inferior, had not méde use of their strengths and
resources. They were an altogeth.er different species, born to serve
the conquerors, deserving of their debasement. They were a sepa-
rate and subordinate race.

This story of conquest sounds preposterous to our ears, not be-
cause it did not happen, but because of the seeming absurdity of
height as a means of categorizing humanity and determining race.

We could have been divided up by any number of other traits.
And yet height, like skin pigment, is overwhelmingly an inherited
trait, controlled by as much as 80 percent of one’s genes and fairly
consistent in family and tribal groupings. As with the pigment of
skin, height falls within a wide range among adults in the species,
with most people in the middle and with extremes at the poles,
from a maximum of seven feet for adults to a minimum of under
four feet. Were height the measure for determining race, as arbi-
. trary a measure as any and less arbitrary than some, the Dutch
~ people of the Netherlands would be the same “race” as the Nilote
‘ people of South Sudan or the Tutsis of Rwanda, as they are all
among the tallest in our species, even the women averaging well
~ oversix feet. On the other end, the Pygmies and Sardinians would
.~ betheir own separate “race,” as they have historically been among
 the shortest humans.

If current caste behavior were any guide, everyone else would
: be in the middle, perhaps playing up to whichever height was in
;- f}:}:’}ell‘,.wearing platform heels if the Tall people ruled, bragging
b t:)tht ran in thfeir families, choosing the tallest people to date
o thzlr;y to gain the advantages of the ruling f:aste: Stereo-

: o .callefy, as they already do for extr.er.nes in helg?rht, but

B ‘]ust1fy the lowly or elevated position of whichever
-‘ In power.

In
'; suborz-caSte System dominated by Short people, anyone in the
brg | U€ Tace of Tall people would be dismissed merely as

» COng;j ; ; “rs
S1gned to menial, servile positions, seen as good only




for entertainment or servitude. Short people would be Seen

. . S
born to leadership due to their presumed innate intellect and gy prand
ture, admired for the longevity said to attend people Smalle, N pologi
stature, regarded as the standard of beauty, the default Sefting ¢ world,
human, : encol
: i 4 : ed 1
Tall people would be made to feel insecure and self CONSCigys gzl =

gangly and unappealing, having been born at the opposite end 0;

the ideal. Society would assume that any Tall person wag 800d g r?ler;t; :
sports and physical labor, whether or not he or she had interest o, t eGer
aptitude. Scientists might devise tests to measure the difference | ey
between Talls and Shorts beyond height alone, tests that would ==

largely track the results of generations of either advantage or gy, | of skir

clusion and likely affirm widely held assumptions aboyt the onet
Shorts” inherent supremacy and the Talls’ misfortune of deficits, physic
There would be few Tall people in the boardrooms and corridors order,
of power, and a disproportionate number of them in prisons and to cho
on the streets. Being tall would become shorthand for inferior in a would
caste system ruled by Short people, and vice versa. make {
Ludicrous though it may sound to us now, had height been the the inc
means of categorizing humans for centuries as it has been for skin scienti
color and facial features, people would have accepted it as the re- thousa
ceived wisdom of the laws of nature. It would have seemed ri- cestry.
diculous that, in an alternate universe, people would ever be As e
divided by color, given that, clearly, it would have been obvious of the
that height was the determining factor in beauty, intelligence, relativ,
leadership, and supremacy. The idea of linking disparate groups ey nf
together on the basis of an arbitrar y shared characteristic of being g}e 2
extremely tall or short sounds farcical to us, but only because this mumeJ
.CharaCteriSﬁC is not the one that hag been used to divide human® s i
tnto seemingly immuytaple “races.” Oi(lets
0 ,3; };ioldtiz :iarricefisha recent Pher.lomenon in human MStf;yﬁlet his ﬂe]a(
e e Of the transatlantic slave trade and thusrd . taing ¢
likely derived frg Syt}item il W;)l use Ay
to refer to the ”’Zn G Spanls}} Wordrieganduiiy On%ma };h are Peans'
aste or quality of authentic horses, Whi
-
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pranded with an iron so as to be recognized,” wrote the anthro-
pologists Audrey an(? Brian Smedley. As Europeans explored the
world, they began using the word to refer to the new people they
encountered. Ultimately, “the English in North America devel-
oped the most rigid and exclusionist form of race ideology,” the
smedleys wrote. “Race in the American mind was and is a state-
ment about profound and unbridgeable differences. . . . It conveys
the meaning of social distance that cannot be transcended.”

Geneticists and anthropologists have long seen race as a man-
made invention with no basis in science or biolo gy. The nineteenth-
century anthropologist Paul Broca tried to use thirty-four shades
of skin color to delineate the races, but could come to no conclu-
sion. If all the humans on the planet were lined up by a single
physical trait, say, height or color, in ascending or descending
order, tallest to shortest, darkest to lightest, it would confound us
to choose the line between these arbitrary divisions. One human
would blend into the next and it would be nearly impossible to
make the cutoff between, say, the San people of South Africa and
the indigenous people along the Marafién River in Peru, who are
scientifically measured to be the same color, even though they live
thousands of miles apart and do not share the same immediate an-
cestry.

As a window into the random nature of these categories, the use
of the term Caucasian to label people descended from Europe is a
relatively new and arbitrary practice in human history. The word
as not passed down from the ancients but rather sprang from
the mind of 4 German professor of medicine, Johann Friedrich
Blunlenbach, in 1795. Blumenbach spent decades studying and
Measuring hyman skulls—the foreheads, the jawbones, the eye
S0C1<9t5~i11 an attempt to classify the varieties of humankind.

b tli;coli-lHEd the te.rm Caucasian on. the basis of a favorite skull of
b Rad Fome into his possession from the Cau.casus Moun-
G ussia. To him, the skull was the most beautiful of all that
o t;d. So he gave the group to which he belonged, the Euro-
’ 7€ Ssame name a5 the region that had produced it. That is
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how people now identified as white got the scientific-gqy,

tury later, in 191 ™ this 1
yet random name Caucasian. M?re than.a centu Yha :}311’/ In 1914, a descril
citizenship trial was under way In Amenc.a over whether 5 Syrian of blac
could be a Caucasian (and thus white), w}.uch led an exper.t Witneg, the Pr
in the case to say of Blumenbach’s confusing anq fateﬁ:l dlSCOVery: soned.
“Never has a single head done more harm to science. . “We

The epic mapping of the human genome and the qu.leter, long. differe
dreamt-of results of DNA kits ordered in time for a family reynj,, texture
have shown us that race as we have come to know it is not real, Jt learnec
is a fiction told by modern humans for so long that it has come those
be seen as a sacred truth. legacy -

Two decades ago, analysis of the human genome established And
that all human beings are 99.9 percent the same. “Race is a social cling to
concept, not a scientific one,” said J. Craig Venter, the geneticist
who ran Celera Genomics when the mapping was completed in
2000. “We all evolved in the last 100,000 years from the small num- The wo
ber of tribes that migrated out of Africa and colonized the world.” not, it t

Which means that an entire racial caste system, the catalyst of ha- word ¢
treds and civil war, was built on what the anthropologist Ashley Portugy
Montagu called “an arbitrary and superficial selection of traits,” South A
derived from a few of the thousands of genes that make up a ing Hin,
human being. “The idea of race,” Montagu wrote, “was, in fact, ally arq,
the deliberate creation of an exploiting class seeking to maintain SPrang f
anc-i defend its Privileges against what wags profitably regarded as The 1
an inferior cagte ” anq jq th
axebZZCegl ctlhs/v illogic of race bejcause these are the thingst}::j The ran]
Tias "White"’ © 8¢ a person with skin that is whiter than e for the p,
People, and we accept that they are not “white Calla
(and thus of 4 different category) because of the minutest diffe” d th
€nce in the folds of their eyelig = ey .. oreat” S acy,
grandparentg were bor i eandibecatne Esthapsdnoir = is thus is f
€Spresso, darker th . mgapaén.”.We 7e8a person whose on t QOIhpa
2 an most “black le i ica, and accep = ra;
that he s, i fact, not “black,” absolpiolp o zjxmerlc,:’a, d is thus : Bef()re
a comPletely S€parate catego’ry) becu 7 n.ot l?lack o ser curl Wltl'l Peg
and Perhaps he Was born in M,ad ause his hair has a loo 4 racism |
agascar. We have to be taug Ay, 38
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this illogic. Small children who have yet to learn the rules will
describe people as they see them, not by the political designations
of black, white, Asian, or Latino, until adults “correct” them to use
the proper caste designations to make the irrational sound rea-
soned. Color is a fact. Race is a social construct.

“We think we ‘see’ race when we encounter certain physical
differences among people such as skin color, eye shape, and hair
texture,” the Smedleys wrote. “What we actually ‘see’ . . . are the
Jearned social meanings, the stereotypes, that have been linked to
those physical features by the ideology of race and the historical
legacy it has left us.”

And yet, observed the historian Nell Irvin Painter, “Americans
cling to race as the unschooled cling to superstition.”

The word caste, which has become synonymous with India, did
not, it turns out, originate in India. It 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 observ-
ing Hindu divisions. Thus, a word we now ascribe to India actu-
ally arose from Europeans’ interpretations of what they saw; it
sprang from the Western culture that created America.

The Indian concept of rankings, however, goes back millennia
and is thousands of years older than the European concept of race.
The rankings were originally known as varnas, the ancient term
for the major categories in what Indians have in recent centuries
called the caste system. The human impulse to create hierarchies
Tuns across societies and cultures, predates the idea of race, and
thus is farther reaching, deeper, and older than raw racism and the
Comparatively new division of humans by skin color.

Wiﬁ:’fzre Europeans expanded to the New World and collided
raCier:l aople who loo'ked dif-feren.t fr-om themselves, the fonc.ept of
; mOderrsl we knOYv it did not exist in Western culture. “Racism is

conception,” wrote the historian Dante Puzzo, “for prior
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to the XVIth century there was virtually nothing in the lif

: : € an
thought of the West that can be described as racist.” d

The R Word

What we face in our current day is not the classical racism of our
forefathers’ era, but a mutation of the software that adjusts tg the
updated needs of the operating system. In the half century giy,
civil rights protests forced the United States into making state.
sanctioned discrimination illegal, what Americans consider to he
racism has shifted, and now the word is one of the most contep.
tious and misunderstood in American culture. For the dominant
caste, the word is radioactive—resented, feared, denied, lobbed
back toward anyone who dares to suggest it. Resistance to the
word often derails any discussion of the underlying behavior it is
meant to describe, thus eroding it of meaning.

Social scientists often define racism as the combination of racial
bias and systemic power, seeing racism, like sexism, as primarily
the action of people or systems with personal or group power
over another person or group with less power, as men have power
over women, whites over people of color, and the dominant over
the subordinate.

But over time, racism has often been reduced to a feeling, a char-
acter flaw, conflated with prejudice, connected to whether one is 2
g00d person or not. It has come to mean overt and declared hatred
of a person or group because of the race ascribed to them, a per”
spective few would ever own up to. While people will admit t0 4
call out sexism or xenophobia and homophobia, people may iﬁ}'
mediately deflect accusations of racism, saying they don’t have i
racist bone in their body,” or are the “least racist person you Coul,d
SYSt meet, = that they “don’t see color,” that their “best friend 15

bl?Ck'” and they may have even convinced themselves on a «©
scious level of thege things.

: : 't
What does rqcigt mean in an era when even extremists W‘_)na
admit to it? What is the litmus test for racism? Who is racist 1"

which
by forc
focus ¢
that in
otheI'S/
pointec
Odd
current
skinis ¢
cept.
This
are not ;
tent of t
the only
and ten
racism g

More ¢,
p OWerf-u
ily denia




Lrre vieasure of Humam’ty

society where someone can refyse to rent to people of color, arrest
rres

4

Seéem a losing battle in

which we fool ourselves into thinking we are rooting out injustice

by forcing an admission that (a) is not likely to come, (b) keeps the
focus on a single individual rather than the system that created
that individual, and (c) gives cover for those who, by aiming at
others, can present themselves as noble and bias-free for having
pointed the finger first, all of which keeps the hierarchy intact.

Oddly enough, the instinctive desire to reject the very idea of
current discrimination on the basis of a chemical compound in the
skin is an unconscious admission of the absurdity of race as a con-
cept. ,

This is not to say that the consequences of this social construct
are not real or that abuses should not be prosecuted to the full ex-
tent of the law. It is to say that the word 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 eas-
ily deniable, impossible-to-measure attribute.

With no universally agreed-upon definition, we might see rac-
IS as a continuum rather than an absolute. We might release our-
Selves of the purity test of whether someone is or is not r?cist and
®xchange that mindset for one that sees people as existing on a
Scale based on the toxins they have absorbed from the pollu.ted
and inescapable air of social instruction we receive from child-
hood,

Caste, on the other hand, predates the notion of race and has
SWvived the era of formal, state-spOnSOI'ed racism that had long

.e =L Openly practiced in the mainstream. The modern'fiay. Y}flr-
Slon of easily denijable racism may be able to cloak the invisible
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structure that created and maintains hierarchy ang i
caste does not allow us to ignore structure. Caste ;
Caste is ranking. Caste is the boundaries that reinfor
assignments based upon what people look like, Cagt
breathing entity. It is like a corporation that seeks to Sustaip 1::81
at all costs. To achieve a truly egalitarian world requires 100ki:1
deeper than what we think we see. We cannot win against , hOlog.
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. Caste is the granting or withholding of respect, status, honor, at-

tention, privileges, resources, benefit of the doubt, and human kiyq.

ness to someone on the basis of their perceived rank or standing

in the hierarchy. Caste pushes back against an African-American
woman who, without humor or apology, takes a seat at the head
of the table speaking Russian. It prefers an Asian-American man
to put his technological expertise at the service of the company
but not aspire to CEO. Yet it sees as logical a sixteen-year-old white
teenager serving as store manager over employees from the sub-
ordinate caste three times his age. 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 expec-

tations, patterns of a social order that have been in place for so
long that it looks like the natural order of things.

What is the difference between racism and casteism? Because
caste and race are interwoven in America, it can be hard to sepa-
rate the two. Any action or institution that mocks, harms, assumes,
or attaches inferiority or stereotype on the basis of the social con-
struct of race can be considered racism. Any action or structure
that seeks to limit, hold back, or put someone in a defined ranking,
seeks to keep someone in their place by elevating or denigrating
that person on the basis of their perceived category, can be seen as
casteism.

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

tior
as k
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those on your disfavoreq Tung from omi
favor and remain in the 800d graces i?llﬁn
/ which serve to keep the Structure intact )
In the United States, racis :

: m and ¢
the same time, or overlap or figure in

& On you, to curry the
dominant Caste, all of

fstt(;ism frequently occur at
he s SO O the same i
e o e SCenario. Caste-

ng thOSe 0Siti i
others. What race and its pPrecursor Positions, vis.

3 : s racism, do ext D
well is to confuse and distract from the underlying Strrjgtfuianlz
Ial an

- Like the cast on a broken arm,

like the cast in a play, a caste system holds everyone in a fixed

place.

For this reason, many People—including those we might see as
good and kind people—could be casteist, meaning invested in
keeping the hierarchy as it is or content to do nothing to change it,
but not racist in the classical sense, not active and openly hateful
of this or that group. Actual racists, actual haters, would by defini-
tion be casteist, as their hatred demands that those they perceive
as beneath them know and keep their place in the hierarchy.

In everyday terms, it is not racism that prompts a white shop-
per in a clothing store to go up to a random black or brown person
who is also shopping and to ask for a sweater in a different size,
or for a white guest at a party to ask a black or brown person
who is also a guest to fetch them a drink, as happened to Barack
Obama as a state senator, or even perhaps a judge to sentence a
subordinate-caste person for an offense for' which a dotTlmatr}llt(;
caste person might not even be charged. It is callste or ra ermiC
Policing of and adherence to the caste SYStefn‘ It's the alihtor:;an (i
unconscious, reflexive response to expectations frlorr:1 :1 cht w
imaging inputs and neurological societal downkofike and what
People to certain roles based upon what tht(lily 1c‘;:)arac’Ceristics and
they historically have been assipiedAonr o iczed No ethnic or
lereotypes by which they have been ca.tegovi"e all. receive about
facial category is immune to the mess?glng sequences.
the hierarchy, and thus no one escapes 15 Conseeczln as merely one

What some people call racism could be
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manifestation of the degree to which we have internalizeq the
larger American caste system, a measure of how much We ascrib,
to it and how deeply we uphold it, act upon it, and enforce jt, ofter,
unconsciously, in our daily lives,

When we assume that the woman is not equipped to lead th,
meeting or the company or the country, or that a person of coloy or
an immigrant could not be the one in authority, is not a resident of
a certain community, could not have attended a particular schog)
or deserved to have attended a particular school, when we fee] ,
pang of shock and resentment, a personal wounding and sense of
unfairness and perhaps even shame at our discomfort upon see-
ing someone from a marginalized group in a job or car or house or
college or appointment more prestigious than we have been led to

expect, when we assume that the senior citizen should be playing

Parcheesi rather than developing software, we are reflecting the

efficient encoding of caste, the subconscious recognition that the

person has stepped out of his or her assumed place in our society.
We are responding to our embedded instructions of who should
be where and who should be doing what, the breaching of the
structure and boundaries that are the hallmarks of caste.

Race and caste are not the cause and do not account for every
poor outcome or unpleasant encounter. But caste becomes a factor,
to whatever infinitesimal degree, in interactions and decisions
across gender, ethnicity, race, immigrant status, sexual orienta-
tion, age, or religion that have consequences in our everyday lives
and in policies that affect our country and beyond. It may not be
as all-consuming as its targets may perceive it to be, but neither js
it the ancient relic, the long-ago anachronism, that post-racialists,
post-haters of everything, keep wishing away. Its invisibility ig
what gives it power and longevity. Caste, along with its faithfy]
servant race, is an x-factor in most any American equation, and

any answer one might ever come up with to address our current
challenges is flawed without it.




CHAPTER SEVEN

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

he flight to India landed in a gray veil that hid the terminal
and its tower at the international airport in Delhi. It was Janu-

ary 2018, my first moments on the subcontinent. The pilot searched
for a jetway through the drapery of mist. It was two in the morn-
ing, and it was as if we had landed in a steam kettle, were still
airborne in a cloud, the night air pressing against cabin windows,
and we could see nothing of the ground. I had not heard of rain in
the forecast and was fascinated by this supernatural fog in the
middle of the night, until I realized that it was not fog at all, but
smoke—from coal plants, cars, and burning stubble—trapped in
stagnant wind. The pollution was a shroud at first to seeing India
as it truly was.

At daybreak, the sun pushed through the haze, and, once I con-
nected with my hosts, I raced along with them to cross an intersec-
tion, an open stretch of asphalt with cars hurtling in every direction
with no lanes or speed limits. We made our way along the side
streets to the conference we were attending. I saw the wayside al-
tars and mushroom temples with their garlands and silk flowers
to the Hindu deities at the base of the sacred fig trees. There, com-
Mmuters can pause for reflection as they head to work or an exam ot
adoctor’s visit, The sidewalk shrines seemed exotic to me until [
thought of the American ritual of spontaneous altars of flowers
d balloons at the site of something very different, at the site of
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an accident or tragedy, as for the young woman killed at the infa.
mous rally in Charlottesville, Virginia, just months before, Both
reflect a human desire to connect with and honor something .
someone beyond ourselves.

The United States and India are profoundly different from each
other—in culture, technology, economics, ethnic makeup, Ang
yet, many generations ago, these two great lands paralleled each
other, both protected by oceans and ruled for a time by the British,
fertile and coveted. Both adopted social hierarchies and abide
great chasms between the highest and the lowest in their respeg.
tive lands. Both were conquered by people said to be Aryans ar.
riving, in one case, from across the Atlantic Ocean, in the other,
from the north. Those deemed lowest in each country would serve
those deemed high. The younger country, the United States, would
become the most powerful democracy on earth. The older coun-

try, India, the largest.

Their respective hierarchies are profoundly different. And yet,
as if operating from the same instruction manual translated to fit
their distinctive cultures, both countries adopted similar methods
of maintaining rigid lines of demarcation and protocols. Both
countries kept their dominant caste separate, apart and above
those deemed lower. Both exiled their indigenous peoples—the
Adivasi in India, the Native Americans in the United States—to
remote lands and to the unseen margins of society. Both countries
enacted a fretwork of laws to chain the lowliest group—Dalits in
India and African-Americans in the United States—to the bottom,
using terror and force to keep them there,

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

mind.”

Both countries have since abolished the formal laws that d€

fined their caste Systems—the United States in a series of civi
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rights laws in the 1960s and Indig decad

poth caste systems live on in hearts 4
infrastructures. Both countries still jjye with the
that prevailed for far longer than they have not.

This description of caste hiStOry from the 2017 Indian book
Ground Down by Growth could be said of the American caste Sys-
tem with only a few word changes, as noted

= : by parentheses: “The
colonial powers officially abolished slavery in India (the United States)
in 1843 (1865), but this simply led to its transformation into bondage

through relations of debt, what has been called “dept peonage’ by schol-
ars.”

In both countries and at the same time, the lowest castes toiled
for their masters—African-Americans in the tobacco fields along
the Chesapeake or in the cotton fields of Mississippi, Dalits pluck-
ing tea in Kerala and cotton in Nandurbar. Both worked as en-
slaved people and later for the right to live on the land that t-hey
were farming, African-Americans in the system of sharecro.ppmg,
Dalits in the Indian equivalent, known as saldari, bo.th still con-
fined to their fixed roles at the bottom of their respecgve wor'lds..

“Both occupy the lowest positions on the.stat.us h?erarchifs ;n
their societies,” wrote Harvard political sc1ent1§t Sidney .earnsa
and his colleagues in a study of Dalits and Afr1cart1}-1Ame;1)cl:1 S’;
Both have been “particularly singled out from other g | P
based on characteristics ascribed to them. phsjec i

While doors have opened to the subordlr'la 5 e s
: ‘ccrimination was otficially
and in America in the decades since d'15cr1m A
prohibited, the same sprLli of reSISta.nce,, ‘1 the United States
countries. What is called “affirmative action™in ally unpopular
's called “reservations” in India, anfl . areaegltlrac}lling in lock-
with the upper castes in both countries, languas

P nd reverse
iocrimi oninonea
Step, with complaints of reverse discriminati

Casteism in the other. 1 aae but they are not the

There are many overarching Simﬂarmesfrhe American system
Same in how they are structured or ,Oper?te. chy with its contours
Yas founded as a primarily two-tiered hierar

es before,

in the 19405, but
nd habits,

institutiong and
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defined by the uppermost group, those identified as Wwhite, ang

: . b
the subordinated group, those identified as black, with imm;.
grants from outside of Europe forming blurred middle castes thy
sought to adjust themselves within a bipolar structure.

The Indian caste system, by contrast, is an elaborate fretwork of
thousands of subcastes, or jatis, correlated to region and village
which fall under the four main varnas, Brahmin, Kshatriya, Vaishy,
and Shudra, and the excluded fifth, known as Untouchableg o
Dalits. It is further complicated by non-Hindus—Muslims, Byg.
dhists, and Christians—who are outside the caste system but haye
incorporated themselves into the workings of the country and,
while eschewing rigid caste, may or may not have informal rank-
ings among themselves and in relation to the varnas.

Unlike the United States, which primarily uses physical fea-
tures to tell the castes apart, in India it is people’s surnames that
may most readily convey their caste. Dalit names are generally
“contemptible” in meaning, referring to the humble or dirty work
they were relegated to, while the Brahmins carry the names of the
gods. Generally, you must know the significance of the name,
learn the occupation of their forefathers, and perhaps know their
village or their place in the village to ascertain their caste. But after
centuries of forced submission and in-group marriage, they may

also be identified by their bearing, accents, and clothing, all of
which, over the centuries, were required to be lowly and menial,
as well as a tendency to be darker than upper-caste people, though
not always.

The Indian caste system is said to be stable and unquestioned
by those within it, bound as it is by religion and in the Hindu be-
lief in reincarnation, the belief that one lives out in this life the

karma of the previous ones, suffers the punishment or reaps the
rewards for one’s deeds in a past life, and that the more keenly one
follows the rules for the caste they were born to, the higher theijr

station will be in the next life. > as .
Some observers say that this is what distinguishes the Indian

caste system from any other, that people in the lowest caste accept
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their lot, that it is fixed and unbendj

karma decreed by the gods, and 4, th
plaint, knowing not to dream of ap
vive, some people in a subordinate

n.g, that Dalits live out theijr
elr. lowly work without com-
ythmg more. In order to gyr-

d caste may learn and believe

. ' Ondescending view disr
generations of resistance, as well a5 the wo

the reformer Jotiba Phule before
sumed of enslaved Africans, and it d;
of the species, that all human beings want to be free.
The Dalits were no more contented with their Jot than anyone
would be. In a caste system, conflating compliance with approval
can be dehumanizing in itself. Many Dalits looked out beyond
their homeland, surveyed the oppressed people all over the world,
and identified the people closest to their lamentations. They rec-
ognized a shared fate with African-Americans, few of whom would
have known of the suffering of Dalits. Some Dalits felt so strong a
kinship with one wing of the American civil rights movement and
had followed it so closely that, in the 1970s, they created the Dalit
Panthers, inspired by the Black Panther Party.
A few years ago, a group of African-American professors made
a trip to a rural village in Uttar Pradesh, India. There, hundreds of
villagers from the lowliest subcaste, the scavengers, came together
for a ceremony to welcome the Americans. The villagers sang
Dalit liberation songs for the occasion. Then they turfled to thelr
American guests and invited them to sing a 1i1?erat10n song of
their own. A law professor from Indiana University, Kenneth Dau

Schmidt, began a song that the civil rights marchers sang in Bir-
mingham and Selma before they faced sheriffs’ do.g.s and. water
hoses. As he reached the refrain, the Dalit hosts joined in and
began to sing with their American counterparts. ACross the oceans,

they well knew the words toM”We‘ Sh vercome.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

The Nazis and the Acceleration of Caste

Berlin, June 1934

n the early stages of the Third Reich, before the world coulg
Iimagine the horrors to come, a committee of Nazi bureaucrats
met to weigh the options for imposing a rigid new hierarchy, one
that would isolate Jewish people from Aryans now that the Nazis
had taken control. The men summoned in the late spring of 1934
were not, at that time, planning, nor in a position to plan, extermi-
nation. That would come years later at a chillingly bloodless and
cataclysmic meeting in Wannsee deeper into a world war that had
not yet begun.

On this day, June 5, 1934, they were there to debate the legal
framework for an Aryan nation, to turn ideology into law, and
were now anxious to discuss the findings of their research into
how other countries protected racial purity from the taint of the
disfavored. They sat down for a closed-door session in the Reich
capital that day, and considered it serious enough to bring ste-
nographer to record the proceedings and produce a transcript: A8
they settled into their chairs to hash out what would eventuall)
e

e Chai]Cinn t }\;v at th?y could lealjn from it. i
ter of justice introdgucelemeetmgl s G}i rnerig BEIC nutes
BT e e orandumtiniticlo R (A

& the ministry’s investigation into how the United 5td
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managed its marginalized groups ang guarded j
citizenry. The seventeen legal scholsis ed its ruling white

: : W tO instituti :
ism in the Third Reich,” wrote the oo Institutionalize rac-

“ legal histori
Whitman, “they began by asking how the Emeriaorfsl?;én},e 2
e N e plant the see(:ls1 o;t‘h tred
atre

within them: Bltﬁ in the early years of the regime, when they still
h.ad z? stake in the appearance 01.’: legitimacy and the hope of for-
eign investment, they. W.ere seeking legal prototypes for the caste
system they e bulld.mg, They were looking to move quickly
with their plans for racial separation and purity, and knew that
the United States was centuries ahead of them with its anti-
miscegenation statutes and race-based immigration bans. “For us
Germans, it is especially important to know and see how one of
the biggest states in the world with Nordic stock already has race
legislation which is quite comparable to that of the German Reich,”
the German press agency Grossdeutscher Pressedienst wrote as
the Nazis were solidifying their grip on the country.

Western Europeans had long been aware of the American para-
dox of proclaiming liberty for all men while holding subsets of its
citizenry in near total subjugation. The French writer Alexis de
Tocqueville toured antebellum America in the 1830s and observed
that only the “surface of American society is covered with a 1a?7er
of democratic paint.” Germany well understood the U.S. fixatlon
on race purity and eugenics, the pseudoscience of gradmg hu-
mans by presumed group superiority. Many leading Americans

&, ieth century,
had joined the eugenics movement of the early twentie s
including the inventor Alexander Graham Bell, the auto maglr} 4
Henry Ford, and Charles W. Eliot, the president of AL

. ial

Versity, During the First World War, the Germar}\1 i)aet?'cic:::;z;_
: f ; : i merl

Hyglene appl auded “the dedlcatlon Wlth Wth Wlth Whlch t_hey

Sor research in the field of racial hygiene and

anslate theoretical knowledge into praCt.ice. militant race the-
The Nazis had been especially taken With .
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von Hindenburg, the las
the way for Hitler to seize total control,

Hitler had made it to the chancellery in a brokered deal that con-
servative elites agreed to only because they were convinced they
could hold him in check and make use of him for their own politi-
cal aims. They underestimated his cunning and overestimated hjs
base of support, which had been the very reason they had felt they
needed him in the first place. At the height of their power at the
polls, the Nazis never pulled the majority they coveted and drew
only 38 percent of the vote in the country’s last free and fair elec-
tions at the onset of their twelve-year reign. The olq guard did not
foresee, or chose not to see, that his actual mission was “to exploit
the methods of democracy to destroy democracy.”

By the time they recognized their fatal miscalculation, it was
too late. Hitler had risen as an outside agitator, a cult figure enam-
ored of pageantry and rallies with paradfs. of peop?e iarr}.’mg
torches that an observer said looked like. r1v.ers of fire.” Hitler

himself as the voice of the Volk, of their grievances a1.1d fears,
.l ially those in the rural districts, as a god-chosen savior, run-
i ice before.
ning on instinct. He had never held }elliczzﬁo(;fﬁthe T
As soon as he was sworn in as cha y

—ifo, | ik f ]
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their swastikas, a Sanskrit sympg] linkin
HI'OOtS,” and began to close in on the Je
resentments that dated back to the Mi

in banking and finance, Jews were big
nancial support of the war effort, althg
acknowledge that Germany lost on th
for lack of funds.
Still, Nazi propaganda worked to turn Germans against Jewish
citizens. Nazi thugs taunted and beat up Jews in the streets and
any Aryans who were found to be in relationships with them. The
regime began restricting Jews from working in government or in
high-status professions like medicine or the law, fields that incited
jealousy among ordinary Germans who could not afford the ex-
pensive cars and villas on the lake that many successful Jews had
acquired. This was the middle of the Great Depression, and more
than a third of Germans were out of work in 1933, the year the
Nazis came to power. The Jews’ prestige and wealth were seen as
above the station of a group that Nazis decreed were beneath the
Aryans.

med for the insufficient fi-
ugh historians now widely
e battlefield and not solely

Mindful of appearances beyond their borders, for the time
being at least, the Nazis wondered how the United Stat.es had
managed to turn its racial hierarchy into rigid law yet retam. such
asterling reputation on the world stage. They noticed that in th.e
United States, when it came to these racial prohibitions, ”publ.lc
Opinion accepted them as natural,” wrote the historian Claudia
Koonz. .

Ayoung Nazi intellectual named Herbert Kier was tasked w:}tlh
“Ompiling a table of U.S. race laws, and was confounded. by the
lengths 1o which America went to segregate its populatlo.n. He
Made note that, by law in most southern states, “white chlldrer}c
“d colored children are sent to different schools” and.tbat molsi
Sates “fyrther demand that race be given in birth certificates, :
“NSes and death certificates.” He discovered that “many Amerl
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» Steamboats and even in Prisons ang 'a‘g Cayg,

Arkansas, he noted, the tax rolls were segregated. Hg ]1 '

marked that, given the “fundamental proposition of the eater 8

of everything that bears a human count

astonishing how extensive race legislati
Kier was just one of several Nazi r

American law went overboard,”

enance, it is g the mg
on is in the USA » p-

esearchers “wh thoygp
Whitman wrote, <
With the results of their research laid

at the June meeting began debating tw
version of a caste system: first, creatin
categories of Jews and Aryans, and, second, prohibiting intermay.
riage between the two. Germany had looked at America’s misce-
genation laws decades before and tested its
ban at the turn of the twentieth century,

out before them, the Men
0 main pathways t, their
g a legal definition f; the

own intermarriage
when it forbade its settlers
to mix with indigenous people in its colonies in South West Africa,

In so doing, Germany went further than most colonial powers, but
it did not come close to the American model. Now Nazi extremists
pushed for ways to prevent “any further penetration of Jewish
blood into the body of the German Volk.”

As the debate got under way, Krieger, the former University of
Arkansas law student, reported that Americans had gone so far as
to make interracial marriage a crime punishable by as much as ten
years’ imprisonment in many jurisdictions. He pointed out that
the United States had divided its population in two with “artificial
line-drawing” between white and colored people. He and ot¥1€f
- Nazis showed a fascination with the American habit of assigning
~ humans to categories by fractions of perceived ancestry. "The':re 2
a growing tendency in judicial practice,” Krieger said, “to aSSlgm;
person to a group of coloreds whenever there is even a trace ©
visible Negro physical features.”

The men who gathered for that meeting did not agree on h;‘z
much to draw from American jurisprudence. The moderates at ;
table, among them the chair himself, Franz Giirtner, argued fo
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less onerous methods than the Americang were using. H
8- He sug-

3 e O 17 o ab0ut “ s
. ace-mixing” might be enough to discourag the perils of

. ner simply refused to. Conced.e that the Americang actually went so
~ far as to prosecute miscegenists,” Whitman wrote.,

. One of the-: harq-liners at the table, the Nazi radical Roland
. Freisler, was impatient with the pace of the proceedings. He had
.~ joined the Nazi Party back in the 1920s and was pushing for a law
to punish Jews and Aryans for “racial treason” if they intermar-
ried. Time and again, he and the other extremists in the room
brought the discussion back to the American statutes, explained
and defended them and tried to convince the skeptics.

“How have they gone about doing this?” Freisler asked at one
point, breaking down his research into the United States and its
laws of human classification. The Americans, he explained, used a
range of motley parameters to separate white people from every-
one else. One state, he said, classified as nonwhite any and all
“persons from Africa, Korea or Malaysia.” In another example, he
said, “Nevada speaks of Ethiopians or of the black race, Malay-
sians or of the brown race, Mongols or of the yellow race.” Freisler
argued that the overlapping contradictions could work to their
advantage. The tangle of American definitions lent a measure of
latitude and a useful inconsistency to the task of human division.
The Americans had come up with a definition of race apart from
logic or science, an approach that Freisler called the “political con-
Struction of race.” i
An‘:\e]?-at tile Nazis could not undefstand, howeve(re, r:\;étiie‘/:ltg’;lgg
amonlca, the Jews, who are also of interest jco uS,t al’the T
Jewsvi the coloreds,” when it was 0 ObVI-OuSh (c)l lready shown
Some o a.Separate “race” and when Ame.rlca. ,a .a tion. Aside

“version by imposing quotas on Jewish immigratiof. ==

fl'o S #ihic uris-
T what, to the Nazis, was a single vexing Omissiof, thib s
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prudence would suit us perfectly,” said Freisler, who
knownst to those at the table would one day be in 3 Positi,
make heartless use of it in his career as the hanging judge z 0
Reich. “I am of the opinion that we need to proceed with the Sathe
primitivity that is used by these American states,” he said_
a procedure would be crude but it would suffice.”

The doubters continued to question the American Statutes
They went back and forth on exactly how a marriage ba, e 0ul(i
work, parsed the proposed definitions of Jew and Aryan, trieq i
make sense of the American fraction system. Moderates were g
turbed by the idea that people who were half-Jewish ang half.
Aryan would be cut off from their Aryan side and depriveq of

’ Unbe\

llSuCh

caste privileges they would otherwise be accorded. Rather than
defining such people as half-Jewish, the skeptics wondered, would
they not also be half-Aryan? But one hard-liner, Achim Gercke,
referred back to the prototype they had been studying. He pro-
posed a definition of one-sixteenth Jewish for classification of
Jews, Koonz wrote, “because he did not wish to be less rigorous
than the Americans.”

The men debated for ten hours that day and ended without

agreement. “We have been talking past one another,” Freisler
frustrated by the lack of progress, said toward the end. The mod-
erates had managed for now to contain the radicals who had
pushed for the American prototype. But fifteen months later, the
radicals would prevail,

In September 1935, Hitler summoned the Reichstag to the a
nual Nazi rally in Nuremberg to announce new legislation that
had been incubating since the Nazi takeover. By then, Hitler had
either imprisoned or killed many of his political opponents: 5
d.uding the murders of twelye members of the Reichstag a1 g
hlS. longtime friend Ernst Rshm, the head of a Nazi paramﬂitaf)’
unit, the S.A. All of thig rendered the Reichstag a puppet @™ Ot
the governmen, having been intimidated into submission At!™
VEIy moment, the Nagijs were building concentration camp® ®
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gt One was soon ¢, Open j 7
of the Reich capital, and woulg bec men b SachSenhausen n
The plan was to announce the legislato'ne Of their "show’casoert%}
the Blood Laws, on the final d o ion, “1timate1y . s.
Jer directed a small group of duphing tl(”)ally. The nj

deliver to the Reichstag to rubber.
had come across a provision in some of the 1 ah

Jaws that could help them define Tt misc
jewish should count as a Jew or an B, Itlzziior; who was hal.
and North Carolina had an “association clayge” ien t;u’f that TG..-xas
bans that helped those states decj eir marriage

de if an amb;j uo
black or white, privileged or disfavored. Such ag pellssoiexf:glrlll;v ;s
counted in the disfavored group if they had been married to oi

had been known to associate with people in the disfavored e
thus defying caste purity. P,

Own as
ght before, pjy.

€genation

This was what Hitler announced that September and expanded
in the months to come: The Law for the Protection of German
Blood and German Honor defined a Jew as a person with three
Jewish grandparents. It also “counted” as Jewish anyone de-
scended from two Jewish grandparents and who practiced Juda-
ism or was accepted into the Jewish community or was married to
aJew, in line with the Americans’ association clause.

Secondly, the law banned marriage and intercourse outside of
marriage between Jews and Germans, and it forbade German
women under forty-five to workina] ewish househo'ld:

Thus began a campaign of ever—tightenin.g.restrlct1or;s.. ]‘1?:’5_
were henceforth stripped of citizenship, prohibited from 1sr1;e szt
ing the German flag, denied passports. it ,fhat ?nr}l:)ur}l;:toriar;
"Germany became a full-fledged racist regime, the i
George M. Fredrickson wrote. “American [ Were ES
®Ign precedents for such legislation.”

But given the Nazis’ own fixation O
'pe had its limits, “The scholars who
American and Nazi racial classification S

the American proto-
petween the

that extent

ite:

ry
ies

Prize
yor of
sr The
e Na-
«d was
2010s
-ion of
,mory,
e than
)ss the

\uDI0







