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To the memory of my parents
who survived the caste system
and to the memory of Brett
who defied it



Because even if I should speak,

no one would believe me.

And they would not believe me precisely because
they would know that what I said was true.

—James Baldwin

If the majority knew of the root of this evil,
then the road to its cure would not be long.

—Albert Einstein
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The Man in the Crowd

There is a famous black-and-white photograph from the era of the Third
Reich. It is a picture taken in Hamburg, Germany, in 1936, of shipyard
workers, a hundred or more, facing the same direction in the light of the
sun. They are heiling in unison, their right arms rigid in outstretched
allegiance to the Flihrer.

If you look closely, you can see a man in the upper right who is
different from the others. His face is gentle but unyielding. Modern-day
displays of the photograph will often add a helpful red circle around the
man or an arrow pointing to him. He is surrounded by fellow citizens
caught under the spell of the Nazis. He keeps his arms folded to his chest,
as the stiff palms of the others hover just inches from him. He alone is
refusing to salute. He is the one man standing against the tide.

Looking back from our vantage point, he is the only person in the
entire scene who is on the right side of history. Everyone around him is
tragically, fatefully, categorically wrong. In that moment, only he could
see it.

His name is believed to have been August Landmesser. At the time, he
could not have known the murderous path the hysteria around him would
lead to. But he had already seen enough to reject it.

He had joined the Nazi Party himself years before. By now though, he
knew firsthand that the Nazis were feeding Germans lies about Jews, the
outcastes of his era, that, even this early in the Reich, the Nazis had
caused terror, heartache, and disruption. He knew that Jews were
anything but Untermenschen, that they were German citizens, human as
anyone else. He was an Aryan in love with a Jewish woman, but the
recently enacted Nuremberg Laws had made their relationship illegal.
They were forbidden to marry or to have sexual relations, either of which
amounted to what the Nazis called “racial infamy.”



His personal experience and close connection to the scapegoated
caste allowed him to see past the lies and stereotypes so readily embraced
by susceptible members—the majority, sadly—of the dominant caste.
Though Aryan himself, his openness to the humanity of the people who had
been deemed beneath him gave him a stake in their well-being, their fates
tied to his. He could see what his countrymen chose not to see.

In a totalitarian regime such as that of the Third Reich, it was an act
of bravery to stand firm against an ocean. We would all want to believe
that we would have been him. We might feel certain that, were we Aryan
citizens under the Third Reich, we surely would have seen through it,
would have risen above it like him, been that person resisting
authoritarianism and brutality in the face of mass hysteria.

We would like to believe that we would have taken the more difficult
path of standing up against injustice in defense of the outcaste. But unless
people are willing to transcend their fears, endure discomfort and
derision, suffer the scorn of loved ones and neighbors and co-workers and
friends, fall into disfavor of perhaps everyone they know, face exclusion
and even banishment, it would be numerically impossible, humanly
impossible, for everyone to be that man. What would it take to be him in
any era? What would it take to be him now?






CHAPTER ONE

The Afterlife of Pathogens

In the haunted summer of 2016, an unaccustomed heat wave struck the
Siberian tundra on the edge of what the ancients once called the End of the
Land. Above the Arctic Circle, the heat rose beneath the earth’s surface
and bore down from the sky, the air reaching an inconceivable 95 degrees
on the Russian peninsula of Yamal. Wildfires flared, and pockets of
methane gurgled beneath the normally frozen soil in the polar region.

Soon, the children of the indigenous herdsmen fell sick from a
mysterious illness that many people alive had never seen and did not
recognize. A twelve-year-old boy developed a high fever and acute
stomach pangs, and passed away. Russian authorities declared a state of
emergency and began airlifting hundreds of the sickened herding people,
the Nenets, to the nearest hospital in Salekhard.

Scientists then identified what had afflicted the Siberian settlements.
The aberrant heat had chiseled far deeper into the Russian permafrost than
was normal and had exposed a toxin that had been encased since 1941,
when the world was last at war. It was the pathogen anthrax, which had
killed herds of reindeer all those decades ago and lain hidden in the animal
carcasses long since buried in the permafrost. A thawed and tainted carcass
rose to the surface that summer, the pathogen awakened, intact and as
powerful as it had ever been. The pathogen spores seeped into the grazing
land and infected the reindeer and spread to the herders who raised and
relied upon them. The anthrax, like the reactivation of the human
pathogens of hatred and tribalism in this evolving century, had never died.



It lay in wait, sleeping, until extreme circumstances brought it to the
surface and back to life.

On the other side of the planet, the United States, the world’s oldest
and most powerful democracy was in spasms over an election that would
transfix the Western world and become a psychic break in American
history, one that will likely be studied and dissected for generations.

For the first time in history, a woman was running as a major party
candidate for president of the United States. A household name, the
candidate was a no-nonsense national figure overqualified by some
estimates, conventional and measured if uninspiring to her detractors, with
a firm grasp of any policy or crisis that she might be called upon to
address. Her opponent was a blunt-spoken billionaire, a reality television
star prone to assailing most anyone unlike himself, who had never held
public office and who pundits believed had no chance of winning his
party’s primaries much less the presidency.

On the face of it, what is commonly termed race in America was not at
issue. Both candidates were white, born to the country’s historic dominant
majority. But the woman candidate represented the more liberal party
made up of a patchwork of coalitions of, roughly speaking, the
humanitarian-minded and the marginalized. The male candidate
represented the conservative party that in recent decades had come to be
seen as protecting an old social order benefitting and appealing largely to
white voters.

Observers the world over recognized the significance of the election.
Onlookers in Berlin and Johannesburg, Delhi and Moscow, Beijing and
Tokyo, stayed up late into the night or the next morning to watch the
returns that second Tuesday in November 2016. Inexplicably to many
outside the United States, the outcome would turn not on the popular vote,
but on the Electoral College, an American invention from the founding era
of slavery by which each state has a say in declaring the winner based on
the electoral votes assigned them and the outcome of the popular ballot in
their jurisdiction.

By then, there had been only five elections in the country’s history in
which the Electoral College or a similar mechanism had overruled the
popular vote, two such cases occurring in the twenty-first century alone.



One of those two was the election of 2016, a collision of unusual
circumstance.

The election would set the United States on a course toward
isolationism, tribalism, the walling in and protecting of one’s own, the
worship of wealth and acquisition at the expense of others, even of the
planet itself. After the votes had been counted and the billionaire declared
the winner, to the shock of the world and of those perhaps less steeped in
the country’s racial and political history, a man on a golf course in Georgia
could feel freer to express himself. He was a son of the Confederacy,
which had gone to war against the United States for the right to enslave
other humans. The election was a victory for him and for the social order
he had been born to. He said to those around him, “I remember a time
when everybody knew their place. Time we got back to that.”

In the ensuing months, as the new president pulled out of treaties and
entreated dictators, many observers despaired of the end of democracy and
feared for the republic. On his own, the new leader withdrew the world’s
oldest democracy from the 2016 Paris Agreement, in which the nations of
the world had come together to battle climate change, leaving many to
anguish over an already losing race to protect the planet.

What had happened to America? The earth had shifted overnight, or so
it appeared. We have long defined earthquakes as arising from the
collision of tectonic plates that force one wedge of earth beneath the other,
believed that the internal shoving match under the surface is all too easily
recognizable. In classic earthquakes, we can feel the ground shudder and
crack beneath us, we can see the devastation of the landscape or the
tsunamis that follow.

What scientists have only recently discovered is that the more familiar
earthquakes, those that are easily measured while in progress and
instantaneous in their destruction, are often preceded by longer, slow-
moving, catastrophic disruptions rumbling twenty miles or more beneath
us, too deep to be felt and too quiet to be measured for most of human
history. They are as potent as those we can see and feel, but they have long
gone undetected because they work in silence, unrecognized until a major
quake announces itself on the surface. Only recently have geophysicists
had technology sensitive enough to detect the unseen stirrings deeper in



the earth’s core. They are called silent earthquakes. And only recently
have circumstances forced us, in this current era of human rupture, to
search for the unseen stirrings of the human heart, to discover the origins
of our discontents.

By the time of the American election that fateful year, back on the
northernmost edge of the world, the Siberians were trying to recover from
the heat that had stricken them months before. Dozens of the indigenous
herding people had been relocated, some quarantined and their tents
disinfected. The authorities embarked on mass vaccinations of the
surviving reindeer and their herders. They had gone for years without
vaccinations because it had been decades since the last outbreak, and they
felt the problem was in the past. “An apparent mistake,” a Russian
biologist told a Russian news site. The military had to weigh how best to
dispose of the two thousand dead reindeer to keep the spores from
spreading again. It was not safe merely to bury the carcasses to rid
themselves of the pathogen. They would have to incinerate them in
combustion fields at up to five hundred degrees Celsius, then douse the
cinders and surrounding land with bleach to kill the spores to protect the
people going forward.

Above all, and more vexing for humanity at large, was the sobering
message of 2016 and the waning second decade of a 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.

What humanity learned, one would hope, was that an ancient and
hardy virus required perhaps more than anything, knowledge of its ever-
present danger, caution to protect against exposure, and alertness to the
power of its longevity, its ability to mutate, survive, and hibernate until
reawakened. It seemed these contagions could not be destroyed, not yet
anyway, only managed and anticipated, as with any virus, and that
foresight and vigilance, the wisdom of never taking them for granted,
never underestimating their persistence, was perhaps the most effective
antidote, for now.



CHAPTER TWO

An Old House and an Infrared Light

The inspector trained his infrared lens onto a misshapen bow in the ceiling,
an invisible beam of light searching the layers of lath to test what the eye
could not see. This house had been built generations ago, and I had noticed
the slightest welt in a corner of plaster in a spare bedroom and had chalked
it up to idiosyncrasy. Over time, the welt in the ceiling became a wave that
widened and bulged despite the new roof. It had been building beyond
perception for years. An old house is its own kind of devotional, a
dowager aunt with a story to be coaxed out of her, a mystery, a series of
interlocking puzzles awaiting solution. Why is this soffit tucked into the
southeast corner of an eave? What is behind this discolored patch of brick?
With an old house, the work is never done, and you don’t expect it to be.

America is an old house. We can never declare the work over. Wind,
flood, drought, and human upheavals batter a structure that is already
fighting whatever flaws were left unattended in the original foundation.
When you live in an old house, you may not want to go into the basement
after a storm to see what the rains have wrought. Choose not to look,
however, at your own peril. The owner of an old house knows that
whatever you are ignoring will never go away. Whatever is lurking will
fester whether you choose to look or not. Ignorance is no protection from
the consequences of inaction. Whatever you are wishing away will gnaw at
you until you gather the courage to face what you would rather not see.

We in the developed world are like homeowners who inherited a
house on a piece of land that is beautiful on the outside, but whose soil is
unstable loam and rock, heaving and contracting over generations, cracks



patched but the deeper ruptures waved away for decades, centuries even.
Many people may rightly say, “I had nothing to do with how this all
started. I have nothing to do with the sins of the past. My ancestors never
attacked indigenous people, never owned slaves.” And, yes. Not one of us
was here when this house was built. Our immediate ancestors may have
had nothing to do with it, but here we are, the current occupants of a
property with stress cracks and bowed walls and fissures built into the
foundation. We are the heirs to whatever is right or wrong with it. We did
not erect the uneven pillars or joists, but they are ours to deal with now.
And any further deterioration is, in fact, on our hands.

The inspector was facing the mystery of the misshapen ceiling, and so he
first held a sensor to the surface to detect if it was damp. The reading
inconclusive, he then pulled out the infrared camera to take a kind of X-ray
of whatever was going on, the idea being that you cannot fix a problem
until and unless you can see it. He could now see past the plaster, beyond
what had been wallpapered or painted over, as we now are called upon to
do in the house we all live in, to examine a structure built long ago.

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 up to the
light.

A caste system is an artificial construction, a fixed and embedded
ranking of human value that sets the presumed supremacy of one group
against the presumed inferiority of other groups on the basis of ancestry
and often immutable traits, traits that would be neutral in the abstract but
are ascribed life-and-death meaning in a hierarchy favoring the dominant
caste whose forebears designed it. A caste system uses rigid, often
arbitrary boundaries to keep the ranked groupings apart, distinct from one
another and in their assigned places.



Throughout human history, three caste systems have stood out. The
tragically accelerated, chilling, and officially vanquished caste system of
Nazi Germany. The lingering, millennia-long caste system of India. And
the shape-shifting, unspoken, race-based caste pyramid in the United
States. Each version relied on stigmatizing those deemed inferior to justify
the dehumanization necessary to keep the lowest-ranked people at the
bottom and to rationalize the protocols of enforcement. A caste system
endures because it is often justified as divine will, originating from sacred
text or the presumed laws of nature, reinforced throughout the culture and
passed down through the generations.

As we go about our daily lives, caste is the wordless usher in a
darkened theater, flashlight cast down in the aisles, guiding us to our
assigned seats for a performance. The hierarchy of caste is not about
feelings or morality. It is about power—which groups have it and which
do not. It is about resources—which caste is seen as worthy of them and
which are not, who gets to acquire and control them and who does not. It is
about respect, authority, and assumptions of competence—who is
accorded these and who is not.

As a means of assigning value to entire swaths of humankind, caste
guides each of us often beyond the reaches of our awareness. It embeds
into our bones an unconscious ranking of human characteristics and sets
forth the rules, expectations, and stereotypes that have been used to justify
brutalities against entire groups within our species. In the American caste
system, the signal of rank is what we call race, the division of humans on
the basis of their appearance. In America, race is the primary tool and the
visible decoy, the front man, for caste.

What people look like, or, rather, the race they have been assigned or
are perceived to belong to, is the visible cue to their caste. It is the historic
flash card to the public of how they are to be treated, where they are
expected to live, what kinds of positions they are expected to hold,
whether they belong in this section of town or that seat in a boardroom,
whether they should be expected to speak with authority on this or that
subject, whether they will be administered pain relief in a hospital,
whether their neighborhood is likely to adjoin a toxic waste site or to have
contaminated water flowing from their taps, whether they are more or less



likely to survive childbirth in the most advanced nation in the world,
whether they may be shot by authorities with impunity.

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.

Caste is fixed and rigid. Race is fluid and superficial, subject to
periodic redefinition to meet the needs of the dominant caste in what is
now the United States. While the requirements to qualify as white have
changed over the centuries, the fact of a dominant caste has remained
constant from its inception—whoever fit the definition of white, at
whatever point in history, was granted the legal rights and privileges of the
dominant caste. Perhaps more critically and tragically, at the other end of
the ladder, the subordinated caste, too, has been fixed from the beginning
as the psychological floor beneath which all other castes cannot fall.

Thus we are all born into a silent war-game, centuries old, enlisted in
teams not of our own choosing. The side to which we are assigned in the
American system of categorizing people is proclaimed by the team
uniform that each caste wears, signaling our presumed worth and potential.
That any of us manages to create abiding connections across these
manufactured divisions is a testament to the beauty of the human spirit.

The use of inherited physical characteristics to differentiate inner
abilities and group value may be the cleverest way that a culture has ever
devised to manage and maintain a caste system.

“As a social and human division,” wrote the political scientist Andrew
Hacker of the use of physical traits to form human categories, “it surpasses
all others—even gender—in intensity and subordination.”



