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 In How to Fight Racism, Jemar Tisby writes, “White supremacy is the belief or 

assumption that white people and their culture are inherently superior to other people and 

cultures.”1 I said in our class discussion of Tisby that understanding white supremacy and its 

associated racism in the United States is incomplete without also considering class and classism. 

In this paper, I expand my argument that class is a key factor in racism to include why people of 

color are imprisoned disproportionally. In support of this, I consider historical, literary, and 

academic sources as well as my personal experience as a jail chaplain in Santa Clara County.  

In researching this topic, I found that race and class were conflated in most analyses, and 

that usually only race was addressed. Sometimes it seemed as though class and classism were 

invisible. For example, historian Tyler Stovall, whom I quote on race and class below, has 

racism in his Index but not class or classism, even though both are extensively discussed.2 

Publications where race and class were considered individually came from many academic 

disciplines, including anthropology, economics, education, history, sociology and literary 

analysis. I begin with definitions of class and race. 

Definitions 

 Matthew Clair considered both class and race and how they influence each other in 

Privilege and Punishment: How Race and Class Matter in Criminal Court.3 Clair addresses class 

 
1 Jemar Tisby, How to Fight Racism: Courageous Christianity and the Journey Toward Racial Justice (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Zondervan Reflective, 2021), 11. 
2  Tyler Stovall, White Freedom: The Racial History of an Idea (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2021), 
409-435. 
3 Matthew Clair, Privilege and Punishment: How Race and Class Matter in Criminal Court (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 2020) 
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in the U.S., “I define middle class as having a four-year college degree and stable employment; 

working class as having stable employment but less than a college degree; and poor as lacking 

both a degree and employment.”4 That is, Clair evaluates class by considering education and 

employment. Reginald A. Noël of the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics offers a broader definition, 

“Social and economic status of an individual or group can be measured as a blend of wealth, 

income, occupation, and education.”5 To these definitions, I would add that the concept of class 

includes social and economic power that is highest among the elite and lowest among the poor. 

In The Curse of Ham, David M. Goldenberg writes, “Racism exists when social 

structures assign ‘inferior and unalterable roles and rights’ to a specific group.”6 Robert Wald 

Sussman writes in The Myth of Race, 

Racism is a part of our everyday lives...We have learned that races are structured in 
hierarchical order and that some races are better than others…We are born into a racist 
society. What many people do not realize is that this racial structure is not based on 
reality. Anthropologists have shown for many years now that there is no biological reality 
to human race.7 
 

Sussman concludes his book with, “although race does not represent a biological reality, the 

cultural reality of race is real. Although people are different, the main differences are due to the 

realities of their upbringing, to their culture, not to clear biological and unchanging inherited 

differences. Biologically, Homo sapiens is one race.”8 Tisby presents race, sex, and class as 

being deeply connected when he writes,  

In order to fight racism, we must begin with the fact that race is a socially constructed 
category that offers certain privileges and advantages to one group, which in the US 

 
4 Clair, 8. 
5 Reginald A. Noël, “Race, Economics, and Social Status,” U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, May 2018. 
https://www.bls.gov/spotlight/2018/race-economics-and-social-status/home.htm. 
6 David M. Goldenberg, The Curse of Ham: Race and Slavery in Early Judaism, Christianity, and Islam (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 2003), 9. 
7 Robert Wald Sussman, The Myth of Race: The Troubling Persistence of an Unscientific Idea (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2014), 2. 
8 Sussman, 307. 
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context is white people, to the detriment of all those who are excluded from that group—
that is, “nonwhite” people, or people of color. Race intertwines with sex and class in a 
sticky web of exploitation and oppression.9 
 

Tisby includes a section in How to Fight Racism called “Criminal Justice Reform” that 

acknowledges the extreme racial disparities of the prison population where Black and Latino 

people are incarcerated at a much higher rate than are white people.10 However, Tisby does not 

address the effect that class has on the lives of prisoners, some of the most marginalized 

Americans. In fact, Tisby usually mentions class as part of a list, as if it only exists in association 

with “gender, race, ethnicity, culture, language, class, ability, geography” and other aspects of 

humanity.11 

History of Whiteness 

 Jacqueline Battalora’s book Birth of a White Nation: The Invention of White People and 

its Relevance Today starts with a history of the label white. Battalora begins her chapter “White 

People: the Creation” with a reference to William Shakespeare’s Othello (written about 1603) in 

which the labels black and white are used to describe people.12 Since Shakespeare was my 

undergraduate focus at the University of California at Berkeley, I was intrigued.13 Battalora does 

not mention Shakespeare’s earlier play Titus Andronicus (written around 1588) which, like 

Othello, has a lead character (Aaron) who is a Moor, described as black, and who has a 

controversial relationship with a woman described as white or fair. The characters Aaron and 

Othello are very different in other ways, Aaron being one of Shakespeare’s most evil villains, in 

 
9 Tisby, 20. 
10 Tisby, 175. 
11 Tisby, 113. 
12 Jacqueline Battalora, Birth of a White Nation: The Invention of White People and its Relevance Today (Houston, 
TX: Strategic Book Publishing and Rights, 2013), 1. 
13 Katy Dickinson, “Goneril as a Complete and Motivated Character in King Lear,” (BA Honors Thesis, University 
of California at Berkeley, 1979). 
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contrast to the noble and valorous Othello. Emily C. Bartels writes that each character is an 

example of Elizabethan exploration of the social other.14 Battalora writes,  

Long before the colonists arrived upon the shores of North America, people referred to a 
person as a color in relation to the appearance of her or his skin as in William 
Shakespeare’s Othello (1604)…Such descriptions generally do not presuppose a human 
difference that is thought to constitute a distinct human order or unique race.15 
 

However, even if human difference was not described as race during Shakespeare’s time, Othello 

and Titus Andronicus include many pejorative physical descriptions of both Aaron and Othello, 

referring negatively to their skin color, hair, and facial features.  

In addition to comparing white and black bodies, both plays are also full of issues of 

social class, ambition to rise, and comparative social power. For example, in the opening speech 

in Titus Andronicus Act II-i, Aaron exhorts himself to rise socially, “Then, Aaron, arm thy heart, 

and fit thy thoughts, To mount aloft with thy imperial mistress…I will be bright, and shine in 

pearl and gold, To wait upon this new-made empress.”16 Similarly, in Othello, while the title 

character and his wife are of a similar social class (as can be seen when Othello meets 

Desdemona because her father invited him to dinner), power hierarchy is one reason that the evil 

Iago sets out to destroy Othello. The play begins with Iago explaining that he hates the Moor 

because Othello passed him over for promotion even after Iago exerted political leverage, “Three 

great ones of the city, In personal suit to make me his lieutenant, Off-capp'd to him: and, by the 

faith of man, I know my price, I am worth no worse a place.”17 As can be seen in these examples, 

as early as 1588, classism preceded racism. If we take these two plays by Shakespeare as 

 
14 Emily C. Bartels, “Making More of the Moor: Aaron, Othello and Renaissance Refashionings of Race,” 
Shakespeare Quarterly 41 no.4 (Winter, 1990): 433-454. 
15 Battalora, 24-25. 
16 William Shakespeare, “The Tragedy of Titus Andronicus,” in The Complete Signet Classic Shakespeare, ed. 
Sylvan Barnet. (New York: Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, 1972), 296. 
17 Shakespeare, 1096. 



5 

snapshots of a time when concepts of whiteness and race were evolving, it is clear that issues of 

class and social hierarchy were already very well developed.  

 Battalora describes the shift to racial differentiation in the Virginia colony that would 

become part of the United States as being a response to Bacon’s Rebellion (1676-1677). She 

writes, “The invention of ‘white’ people is revealed as an extension of a compartmentalization of 

humanity beginning to be carved out by elite British and European colonists decades before 

Bacon’s Rebellion, the rebellion that is held out as the critical historical event that gave rise to 

‘white’ people, and before the idea of race had any footing.”18 She continues later, “Bacon’s 

Rebellion represents a critical historical moment that gave rise to fear among the elite. That fear 

was ultimately alleviated through the invention of ‘white’ people.”19 Battalora presents the desire 

to maintain social power and elite status as one of the motivators for creating the concept of 

whiteness. This particular mechanism for dividing people was chosen because during Bacon’s 

Rebellion, “discontented people erupted in the colony of Virginia with laborers of European and 

African descent, bond and free, uniting in the fight against unpaid labor, the plantation elite, and 

those governing the colony, in an effort to realize greater opportunity and independence.”20 

Battalora continues, “Bacon’s Rebellion provides the rationale to explain the need to divide 

laborers as a means of social control.”21  

Robert Wald Sussman also writes on this historical period during which race and class 

were intertwined and those in power “proposed an inherent biological superiority” for the noble 

classes of western Europe.22 Tyler Stovall documents how this pattern continued into the 

 
18 Battalora, xxii. 
19 Battalora, 3. 
20 Battalora, 18. 
21 Battalora, 20. 
22 Sussman, 36-37. 
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nineteenth century. He writes, “the rise of vast new working-class populations in the aftermath of 

the Industrial Revolution led many social commentators to believe that the poor were not just 

unfortunate individuals but constituted a separate species. Languages of class and of race thus 

tended to overlap.”23  

Having briefly considered the meaning and history of race and class, the next section 

discusses how these influence mass incarceration in the U.S. 

Race, Class, and Mass Incarceration 

 Battalora acknowledges that mass incarceration is a notable example of the labor and 

social division that continues today to the advantage of the elite and privileged. She writes at the 

end of the book, “If white men constituted 13.6 percent of the U.S. population while whites 

constituted 39.4 percent of the total prison population, there would be cries that something is 

foul…In light of the fact that numerous prison populations are rendered free labor, there would 

be outcries that white men are being rendered slave labor to capitalists.”24 Battalora’s views from 

2013 are substantiated by the Prison Policy Initiative’s most recent report, “Mass Incarceration: 

The Whole Pie 2020.” That report states, “It’s no surprise that people of color — who face much 

greater rates of poverty — are dramatically overrepresented in the nation’s prisons and jails. 

These racial disparities are particularly stark for Black Americans, who make up 40% of the 

incarcerated population despite representing only 13% of U.S residents.” The report also says 

that prisons rely on low-paid or free “labor of incarcerated people for food service, laundry and 

other operations…Moreover, work in prison is compulsory, with little regulation or oversight, 

and incarcerated workers have few rights and protections.”25 To my knowledge, this is also true 

 
23 Stovall, 142. 
24 Battalora, 105. 
25 Wendy Sawyer, Peter Wagner, “Mass Incarceration: The Whole Pie 2020,” Prison Policy Initiative, 24 March 
2020, https://www.prisonpolicy.org/reports/pie2020.html. 
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of county jails where inmates are willing to work as Trusties in exchange for out-of-cell time and 

other small perks. 

 In 2018, the Prison Policy Initiative specifically considered how race and class influence 

mass incarceration. Wanda Bertram wrote, “While it’s critical that we explore the relationship 

between incarceration and poverty, it’s not so helpful to suggest that mass incarceration is driven 

by class ‘and not race’...the goal should be to implement reforms that both reduce the number of 

people incarcerated in the U.S. and the well-known racial and ethnic disparities in the criminal 

justice system.”26 Both classism and racism are entangled factors to consider in why people of 

color are imprisoned disproportionally.  

 During 2015 to 2019, Matthew Clair quantitatively researched how mistrust and 

resistance influenced attorney-client interactions. Privilege and Punishment reports on race and 

class injustices, “how the criminal courts are central to the inequalities and injustices of the 

criminal legal system, and of American society more broadly.”27 Clair describes how differences 

between people in the justice system, “are rooted in the intersections of their classed and 

racialized experiences in American society and in interactions with their lawyers and other legal 

officials.” Of course, their “actual innocence and their prior criminal histories” matter too!28 In 

his research Clair was surprised. 

I found that the working class and poor, especially racial minorities, often sought to learn 
their legal rights, contest their defense lawyer’s expertise, and advocate for themselves in 
court. Meanwhile, the middle-class people I got to know found themselves in trusting 
relationships with lawyers and thus were more likely to defer to their lawyers and the 
court. Privileged people were rewarded for their deference, whereas the disadvantaged 
were punished for their resistance and demands for justice.29 

 
26 Wanda Bertram, “New Research Ends the ‘Is it Race or Class?’ Debate About Mass Incarceration,” Prison Policy 
Initiative, 19 March 2018, https://www.prisonpolicy.org/blog/2018/03/19/race-class-debate/. 
27 Matthew Clair, Privilege and Punishment: How Race and Class Matter in Criminal Court (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 2020), 179. 
28 Clair, 6. 
29 Clair, xv. 
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As Clair observes later in his book, “legal officials continue to wield immense power over 

defendants. Defendants who follow the hidden rules of deference and silence and accept 

professional authority are rewarded; those who do not are punished.”30 

Clair’s book rings true from my own observations since 2005 with incarcerated men in 

county jail. I have heard stories from inmates who switched lawyers several times, or were very 

distrustful of their lawyer, or even tried to represent themselves because they were dissatisfied 

with how their court case was going. They often seemed to get harsher sentences, especially if 

they insisted on a jury trial.31 Clair writes how disadvantaged defendants may have different 

goals than their attorneys, “Even among public defenders…disagreement with clients could 

emerge around ultimate legal goals as well as the means of achieving them. Disadvantaged 

defendants often wanted more than mitigation: some wanted to be heard and believed.”32 

Particularly fraught are cases I have heard about where a prisoner refuses to bargain. The Prison 

Policy Initiative reports, “almost all convictions are the result of plea bargains, where defendants 

plead guilty to a lesser offense, possibly in a different category, or one that they did not actually 

commit.”33 As Clair observed above, the judicial system is particularly punishing in its response 

to inmates who demand justice. 

A notable problem in the complex U.S. justice system is that most poor inmates cannot 

afford a private lawyer, so they are appointed an overworked Public Defender. The Public 

Defender may not be able to spend enough time to build trust with their client or may disagree 

 
30 Clair, 101. 
31 Clark Neily, Somil Trivedi, “The Unconstitutional Convictions You Don’t Know About,” Wall Street Journal, 12 
December 2021, https://www.wsj.com/articles/unconstitutional-convictions-rittenhouse-arbery-smollett-jury-trial-
jurors-plea-bargain-injustice-11639339630. 
32 Clair, 172. 
33 Sawyer and Wagner. 
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with the client’s instructions. Clair reports that research has also documented, “racism and 

classism—sometimes subtle, sometimes explicit—among lawyers, judges, and probation officers 

throughout the country.”34 He continues later, “The racism and classism poor people experience 

in their neighborhoods, communities, and prior interactions with legal officials provide them 

with countless reasons to distrust the system and mistrust their current lawyers.”35 Poor people of 

color seem all too often to be in a no-win circumstance in the U.S. justice system. 

The U.S. justice system is part of what I see as the systemic evil of mass incarceration. In 

my Master’s thesis on jail chaplaincy,36 I quoted French philosopher Simone Weil who was 

remarkably sensitive to the evil inherent (and very present) in the prison system. She wrote, 

The apparatus of penal justice has been so contaminated...that a condemnation is very 
often a transference of evil from the penal apparatus itself to the condemned man; and 
that is possible even when he is guilty, and the punishment is not out of proportion. 
Hardened criminals are the only people to whom the penal apparatus can do no harm. It 
does terrible harm to the innocent.37 
 

In “Mass Incarceration: The Whole Pie 2020,” the Prison Policy Initiative reports that “74% of 

people held by jails are not convicted of any crime.”38 Yet, these unconvicted inmates may be in 

county jail from a few days to fifteen years because the judicial process is so slow. This does not 

imply that all judges, court clerks, deputies, lawyers, or others who work in the justice system are 

evil. Since 2015, I have observed many acts of great compassion and generosity toward prisoners 

by judges, guards, and administrators. 

 
34 Clair, 18. 
35 Clair, 20. 
36 Katy Dickinson, “Range of Chaplain Engagement with Prisoners” (MA diss. Graduate Theological Union, 2021), 
ProQuest Dissertations Publishing (28721609), 24. 
37 Simone Weil, “Evil,” in Simone Weil Reader (New York: David McKay Company, 1977), 384. 
38 Sawyer and Wagner. 
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 Clair’s verbal portraits of the people he interviewed seemed balanced and realistic based 

on my experience as a county jail chaplain. Prisoners in jail represent a broad cross section of 

society, in terms of both class and race. I have welcomed technical executives and financial 

managers in my weekly Bible and theology class, and even a lawyer; however, the majority of 

inmates are poor and people of color, and most have mental illness and/or substance abuse 

disorders. “Mass Incarceration: The Whole Pie 2020” reports, “Poverty, for example, plays a 

central role in mass incarceration. People in prison and jail are disproportionately poor compared 

to the overall U.S. population. The criminal justice system punishes poverty…Poverty is not only 

a predictor of incarceration; it is also frequently the outcome.”39 As renowned economist Paul 

Krugman wrote in “Race, Class and Neglect” about rising inequality, lack of opportunity, and 

poverty, “we would make a lot more progress if we were even a fraction as generous toward the 

needy as we imagine ourselves to be.”40  

Issues of prejudice, neglect, and violence toward our society’s most marginalized are 

complex; however, Tisby and others have made specific, actionable recommendations for 

reform.41 Tisby quotes Angela Davis on changes she recommends in policing and prisons,42  

It’s about shifting public funds to new services and new institutions — mental health counselors, 
who can respond to people who are in crisis without arms. It’s about shifting funding to 
education, to housing, to recreation. All of these things help to create security and safety. It’s 
about learning that safety, safeguarded by violence, is not really safety…It’s not primarily about 
dismantling, getting rid of, but it’s about reenvisioning. It’s about building anew.43 
 

 
39 Sawyer and Wagner. 
40 Paul Krugman, “Race, Class and Neglect,” New York Times, 4 May 2015, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/05/04/opinion/paul-krugman-race-class-and-neglect.html. 
41 Tisby, 174-178. 
42 Tisby, 178. 
43 Amy Goodman and Angela Davis, “Angela Davis on Abolition, Calls to Defund Police, Toppled Racist Statues & 
Voting in 2020 Election,” Democracy Now, 3 July 2020, 
https://www.democracynow.org/2020/7/3/angela_davis_on_abolition_calls_to. 
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Like Tisby, Davis does not address class as a separate concept. She refers to racism twenty-one 

times in this interview but never mentions class. Both Tisby and Davis make good 

recommendations. The Prison Policy Initiative has also made specific recommendations to help 

poor people in court. They suggest asking a set of nine comprehensive questions to determine 

how well a state’s public defense system is working, touching on oversight, funding, incentives, 

workloads, and other management concerns.44 Despite all of this well considered advice, 

Krugman writes, “issues of health and morality” get in the way of addressing racism, classism, 

social inequality, and poverty. Krugman says he is disheartened by “some commentators still 

writing as if poverty were simply a matter of values, as if the poor just mysteriously make bad 

choices and all would be well if they adopted middle-class values.” Moral judgements inherent 

in racism and classism are particularly intractable in the case of prisoners. As I wrote in my 

Master’s Thesis, “Few are innocent, but most seem over-punished.”45 That is, prisoners’s social, 

economic, and medical disadvantages work with classism and racism to result in harsher 

penalties, such as longer sentences, by the justice system.  

Prisoners themselves may be unaware of how classism and racism work against them. 

For example, two weeks ago, our jail class discussed whether the snake in the garden of Eden of 

Genesis was evil, and by extension, how people, nature, and systems could be evil. We used the 

definitions from David F. Ford’s chapter “Facing Evil.”46 The whole class (eight Latino men) 

agreed that today’s system of mass incarceration in the U.S. represented systemic evil. However, 

two of the most eloquent students argued passionately against my assertion that systemic racism 

 
44 Ginger Jackson-Gleich, Wanda Bertram, “Nine Ways that States Can Provide Better Public Defense,” Prison 
Policy Initiative, 27 July 2021, https://www.prisonpolicy.org/blog/2021/07/27/public-defenders/. 
45 Dickinson, 26. 
46 David F. Ford, Theology: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 67-70. 
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was also evil. One inmate felt very strongly that if a police officer was racist and was enforcing a 

racist law, so long as he did not break the law, it was not a racist act. There was much discussion. 

After being given prison sentences longer than their expected lifetime, some inmates 

have told me that the judgment was fair because they were guilty of the crime. Prisoners live in 

an environment that routinely denigrates their self-worth and sense of dignity and works against 

their ability to transform their lives. Donald Chinula writes, “Groups oppressed on account of 

sex, race, class, and other repressive syndromes overwhelmingly exhibit a loss of divinely 

bequeathed self-worth and human value.”47 Many jail prisoners accept society’s negative 

evaluation of their worth and seem unable to distinguish between judicial guilt and sin before 

God, sometimes resulting in their not advocating for a shorter sentence during plea bargaining.  

The problem I have identified for my Doctor of Ministry project is that while jails offer 

opportunities for worship and study of scriptures, they usually lack a rigorous, faith- and 

theology-based study program to support the development of a personal theology, ministry, and 

sense of spiritual liberation and agency. During my Doctor of Ministry program, I envision 

evolving my current jail class materials into an academically rigorous, theologically based 

education program, along with the needed distribution and delivery infrastructure to scale it 

beyond its current instantiation.48 

Conclusion 

Jacqueline Battalora wrote that maintaining social power and elite status were strong 

motivators in the Virginia colony over three hundred years ago. Today’s U.S. justice system is 

 
47 Donald M. Chinula, “The Tasks of Oppression-Sensitive Pastoral Caregiving and Counseling,” in Sheryl A. 
Kujawa-Holbrook and Karen B. Montagno, ed. Injustice and the Care of Souls: Taking Oppression Seriously in 
Pastoral Care (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2009), 136. 
48 Katy Dickinson, “DMin Project and Exegesis,” KatysBlog, 8 November 2021, 
https://katysblog.wordpress.com/2021/11/08/doctor-of-ministry-project/. 



13 

designed for the privileged and requires contextual knowledge and behavior that are rooted in 

class assumptions with their associated racism and culture of white supremacy. The effect of this 

is to keep people of color and the disadvantaged down. People without the education or money to 

engage with the system within its class assumptions are punished disproportionately.  

Matthew Clair’s Privilege and Punishment draws connections directly between race, 

class, and judicial outcomes. He writes, “For more than a century, sociologists and 

criminologists have documented race and class disparities in the US criminal legal system. From 

arrest to incarceration, African Americans, Latinos, and the poor experience disproportionate 

contact and prolonged entanglement with our country’s institutions of criminal punishment.”49 

Clair asserts that racial and class discrimination operate in the judicial system, including 

institutional discrimination and personal bias, but that the attorney-client relationship and court 

rules and procedures that favor the elite may be a little-recognized contributing problem. In 

addition to taking specific actions as recommended by Clair, Tisby, Davis, the Prison Policy 

Initiative, and many others, perhaps an additional step would be explicitly to recognize that class 

may be a key factor not only in racism but also in why people of color are imprisoned 

disproportionally. 

  

 
49 Clair, 173. 
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