
RACISM
don't get played
How white supremacy is used to keep us divided



“When the first Africans arrived in Virginia in 1619, there were no ‘white’ people there; nor, 
according to the colonial records, would there be for another sixty years.” — Theodore W. Allen

To understand how racism and white supremacy work in the US, we need to dig deep into history 
of this country. In early colonial America only the upper class English enjoyed any sort of real 
freedom. Most poor English, Irish, Scottish and other people we now call white arrived on these 
shores as indentured servants, more often than not finding themselves enslaved side by side with 
African and Native Americans and enjoying no better status than them. Historians estimate that over 
half of all Europeans arriving in colonial America during the 1700’s came as indentured servants. 
These poor European immigrants were forced to work without pay under brutal conditions just 
the same as African and Native Americans, subject to the same laws and suffering the same abuses 
regardless of skin color. As historian Ted Allen noted, “Up to the 1680’s little distinction was made 
in the status of Blacks and English and other Europeans held in involuntary servitude. Contrary 
to common belief the status of Blacks in the first seventy years of Virginia colony was not that of 
racial, lifelong, hereditary slavery, and the majority of the whites who came were not free.”

Unsurprisingly, laborers of all ethnic groups regularly 
banded together to fight for freedom from their brutal 
conditions through escapes, work stoppages, and armed 
rebellions. It wouldn’t be until the cross racial unity 
amongst the Irish, English, African and Native American 
laborers so threatened the ruling class of early colonial 
America that the notion of a white race, and by extension 
white supremacy would be invented as a divide and 
conquer tool amongst the rebellious slaves.

In the late 17th century, mutli-racial uprisings such as Bacon’s Rebellion, Culpepper’s Rebellion 
and countless other instances of resistance to slave conditions were beginning to seriously threaten 
the stability of the British Colonies. Alongside these rebellions, maroon communities comprised 
of escaped European and African slaves as well as Native Americans were rapidly growing in 
places like the Great Dismal Swamp and the Roanoke Settlement on Albermarle Sound; where 
inhabitants enjoyed far greater freedoms than settlements under control of the British Government. 
For example, in 1675 the residents of the Roanoke Settlement called for the abolition of slavery and 
the clearing of debts for newcomers. The presence of these multi-racial, egalitarian communities 
posed a further threat to the British plantation economy.

In addition to violent retribution, the colonial government responded to these uprisings with divide 
and conquer tactics, instituting a system of racial privileges to define and maintain the “white race”, 
in order to drive a wedge between European and African bond-servants. For the first time, the 
government began to create different laws and punishments for people of different ethnicities. In 

“The hostility between the whites and blacks of the South is easily explained. It has its 
root and sap in the relation of slavery, and was incited on both sides by the cunning of 
the slave masters. Those masters secured their ascendancy over both the poor whites 
and the Blacks by putting enmity between them. They divided both to conquer each. 
[Slaveholders denounced emancipation as] tending to put the white working man on 
an equality with Blacks, and by this means, they succeed in drawing off the minds 
of the poor whites from the real fact, that by the rich slave-master, they are already 
regarded as but a single remove from equality with the slave.”  – Frederick Douglas



doing so, we see for the first time the category of “White” entering into the official record, as well as 
the birth of what we now know as white privilege.

One of the first of these laws, written in 1661, imposed twice the penalty for escaped English 
indentured servants who ran away in the company of African life time bond servants. Another 
Virginia law soon imposed severe penalties on white women servants who gave birth to children 
fathered by Africans. 

Along with punishment, certain privileges were soon granted to white indentured servants that 
were not extended to African slaves.  According to political prisoner and author David Gilbert, 
“One of the very first white slave privileges was the exemption of white servant women from work 
in the fields and the requirements through taxes to force Black children to go to work at age twelve, 
while white servant children were excused until they were fourteen. In 1680 Blacks were forbidden 
to carry arms… at the same time, it was made legal to kill an African fugitive bond-servant who 
resisted recapture.”

The colonial government seeing that the granting of 
privileges to whites over blacks was working to break 
interracial solidarity, continued to refine their bait and 
switch techniques until ultimately encoding into law in 
1705 that black slaves were to be held in life long hereditary 
slavery whereas whites could only be held for five years of 
indentured servitude. 

Having broken solidarity through the creation of white privilege, the colonial government continued 
to hone its system of control, going so far as to require that plantation owners maintain a certain 
ratio of white to African servants, so as to forestall potential rebellions. A report from the Council 
of Trade and Plantation to the King of England in 1721 illuminated this strategy, “Black slaves have 
lately attempted and were very nearly succeeding in a new revolution – and therefore, it may be 
necessary to propose some new law for encouraging the entertainment of more white servants in 
the future.”

By and large, the imposition of racially based laws coupled with the introduction of privileges that 
gave those with white skin a higher status than those who did not, was successful in breaking 
unity between European indentured servants and African slaves. By inventing the new category 
of “white” and granting certain rights and privileges to those now categorized as such, the colonial 
governments were successful in getting most European immigrants to identify and collaborate 
with the elite of the plantation system rather than their fellow oppressed laborers who happened to 
have a different skin color. 

“The hostility between the whites and blacks of the South is easily explained. It has its 
root and sap in the relation of slavery, and was incited on both sides by the cunning of 
the slave masters. Those masters secured their ascendancy over both the poor whites 
and the Blacks by putting enmity between them. They divided both to conquer each. 
[Slaveholders denounced emancipation as] tending to put the white working man on 
an equality with Blacks, and by this means, they succeed in drawing off the minds 
of the poor whites from the real fact, that by the rich slave-master, they are already 
regarded as but a single remove from equality with the slave.”  – Frederick Douglas



Don’t Get Played
To this day, we can see how those in power use racism and white privilege to keep us divided, 
so that they can continue to screw all of us over. They tell us that immigrants are stealing 
our jobs all the while signing trade deals like NAFTA that send good paying work overseas. 
They teach us to resent and fear African Americans fighting for police accountability while 
our family members struggling with addiction are locked up in the War on Drugs. They 
tell us Syrian refugees fleeing war and famine are coming to destroy our way of life while 
passing laws that strip away the last of our constitutional rights.

Who do you think you really have more in common with: the Trumps, Zuckerbergs, and 
Clintons of the world, who have the ability to make more money in an hour than you may 
make in your entire lifetime, who travel by private jet, doted on by servants, and never have 
to worry about paying for their medical bills, getting evicted, or landing in a jail cell. Or do 
you have more in common with the Guatemalan immigrant that cleans the homes of people 
like Bill Gates in order to make sure her children have food on the table; the black man 
laying the bricks on a new mansion in the nice part of town that neither of you will ever be 
able to afford to live in, or the Syrian refugee fleeing the terror of ISIS just as many of our 
ancestors did when fleeing poverty and religious persecution in Europe generations ago?

Racism is an age-old tool that is used to keep us divided. Let’s not be pawns in their game. 
The fact of the matter is, we are better off working with each other to build strong inclusive 
communities where we work together to meet each other’s needs. Country folks have a long 
tradition of loving thy neighbor and lending a hand to those in need. Let’s make sure our 
communities are places where those beliefs are shared with everyone, no matter what color 
their skin is or who they pray to. As the saying goes, united we stand, divided we fall. 
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