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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.’

In 2020, the murders of Ahmaud Aubrey, George Floyd, and Breonna
Taylor and the COVID-19 pandemic’s disproportionate health, financial,
and emotional impact on Black, Indigenous, and People of Color brought
a new racial, social, political, and economic consciousness for many
Americans. In seven powerful parts, Pulitzer Prize-winning author of
The Warmth of Other Suns, historian, reporter, and sociologist Isabel
Wilkerson explores the rigidity of our nation’s racial, social, political,
and economic constructs in Caste: The Origins of Our Discontents.?
Throughout the work, Wilkerson, using the power of storytelling, from
sacred texts to ancient mythology to anecdotes about people we know
such as Martin Luther King, Jr., Henry Louis Gates, Jr., and even herself,
shifts the narrative from race to caste—the concept that there is a system
of dividing society into fixed and hereditary classes.? Using deliberate
language such as “dominant caste,” “upper caste,” “favored caste,” “subor-
dinate caste,” and “lower caste,” she pushes the conversation beyond
“black,” “white;” “race,” and “racism” to further her central thesis that mere
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race is not comprehensive enough to portray what has happened and what
is currently happening in American society.* She explains that “[IJooking
at caste is like holding the country’s X-ray up to the light”* If you don’t
hold the X-ray up to the light, you cannot know the full story.

This book resonates because all lawyers tell stories. It is especially
important that the stories we tell are accurate and complete. Equally
important is how we tell those stories.® As law students, professors,
lawyers, and judges, we cannot begin to fully tell clients’ stories if we
do not understand the social context of the American story. In her
exploration of the United States’ “four-hundred-year-old social order,
Wilkerson provides that context.’

l. Caste in America

To depict the intricacy of caste systems, Wilkerson describes the
eight pillars of caste that are the foundations of caste systems throughout
modern civilization—including in India and in Nazi Germany.® Beginning
with “Divine Will and the Laws of Nature” and concluding with “Inherent
Superiority versus Inherent Inferiority,” Wilkerson presents the reader
with a logical and progressive narrative of the tenets of caste.® She profters
that caste systems endure when the dominant caste declares that it is a
higher power’s will that groups are classified differently based on fixed,
heritable characteristics, such as race.’® This declaration, accompanied by
the caution that any alterations to the classification system would lead to
the suspected degradation of the “dominant caste,” effectively perpetuates
and maintains the system. She further explains that caste is propagated by
restricting which occupations members of certain castes can occupy, and
ways in which the caste systems are structured to dehumanize, stigmatize,
and terrorize the subordinate caste to maintain the inherent superiority of
the dominant caste."
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To illustrate the permanence of caste in America, Wilkerson provides
powerful illustrations throughout our history, but perhaps the most
striking is her recollection of a flight in which she, an African-American, a
lower caste woman, was assaulted by a white upper caste man, and fellow
passengers and the flight attendant, who was also lower caste, did not
intervene.? Her retelling is striking in not only how vivid and violating
the experience was, but also in its ordinariness. It was a simple reminder
that caste dominates even what should be the most seemingly mundane
interactions. Caste determines who feels empowered to speak up and who
does not; caste can also determine who pays attention to certain inter-
actions and who does not. In essence, “[c]aste, like grammar, becomes an
invisible guide not only to how we speak, but to how we process infor-
mation, the automatic calculations that figure into a sentence without our
having to think about it” 13

Understanding that this “invisible guide” governs the interactions we
have with our students, our colleagues, and our clients could prompt us to
reevaluate the dynamics of many of our professional relationships—how
students interact with each other; how professors interact with students;
how attorneys interact with clients and other attorneys; and how judges
interact with attorneys and the parties in their courtrooms. All of these
interactions are governed by this “invisible guide,” and this “invisible
guide” shapes the story.

Il. Wake up everybody!

The final part of Wilkerson’s book is entitled, “Awakening.”'* Even
though she spends the better part of 300 pages illustrating that caste
is enduring, rigid, and inflexible, she is still hopeful that the caste in
American society does not have to be a permanent fixture and strongly
advocates for “radical empathy,” which means

putting in the work to educate oneself and to listen with a humble heart
to understand another’s experience from their perspective, not as we
imagine we would feel. Radical empathy is not about you and what you
think you would do in a situation you have never been in and perhaps
never will. It is the kindred connection from a place of deep knowing
that opens your spirit to the pain of another as they perceive it."®
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Radical empathy is important for law students, law professors,
lawyers, and judges. Radical empathy is especially important for law
professors, as we are uniquely primed to foster environments which allow
all students to tell their stories by the curriculum we plan, the books we
assign, and the classroom environment we cultivate. These meaningful
and intentional acts help to ensure that stories that are told are not just
the stories from the dominant caste.” And these actions not only will
shape the students we teach, but will extend beyond our classroom
when our students take what they’ve learned into the legal profession.
When students approach their fellow classmates and future clients and
colleagues with radical empathy, they will hold space for people to tell
their own stories, which will build stronger relationships, and the stronger
the relationships they build, the better advocates and storytellers we
all become. Reader, perhaps one of your first, of many, acts of radical
empathy can begin by reading this book.
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