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As early as 1640, however, before the word "white" ever appeared in colonial law, the 
colonial courts began to make racialized distinctions that set up white privilege. 
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One	of	the	earliest	examples	of	the	establishment	of	white	privilege	involves	three	
servants	working	for	a	farmer	named	Hugh	Gwyn;	the	three	servants	attempted	to	
run	away	to	Maryland.	In	the	records	from	the	case,	one	was	described	as	a	
Dutchman,	the	other	a	Scotchman;	the	third	was	described	as	a	Negro.	They	were	
captured	in	Maryland	and	returned	to	Jamestown,	where	the	court	sentenced	all	
three	to	30	lashes	-- a	severe	punishment	even	by	the	standards	of	that	time.	The	
Dutchman	and	the	Scotchman	were	sentenced	to	an	additional	four	years	of	
servitude.	The	black	man,	named	John	Punch,	was	ordered	to	"serve	his	said	master	
or	his	assigns	for	the	time	of	his	natural	Life	here	or	elsewhere."
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By	the	1730s,	legal	and	social	racial	divisions	were	firmly	in	place.	Historian	Edmund	
Morgan	wrote:	“Only	one	fear	was	greater	than	the	fear	of	black	rebellion	in	the	new	
American	colonies.	That	was	the	fear	that	discontented	whites	would	join	black	slaves	
to	overthrow	the	existing	order.”	The	landowning	elite	constructed	race	and	
whiteness	as	a	tool	of	control,	persuading	poor	and	working	class	European	
immigrants	to	give	up	their	language	and	customs,	assimilate	into	whiteness,	and	
ignore	their	economic	and	social	common	ground	with	peoples	brought	from	Africa	
into	slavery	and	Indigenous	peoples	being	forced	off	their	land. Most	Black	people	
brought	forcibly	from	Africa	and	their	descendants	were	enslaved	and	even	free	Black	
people	had	no	right	to	vote,	bear	arms	or	bear	witness	in	court.	Black	people	were	
also	barred	from	participating	in	many	trades	during	this	period.	During	this	period,	
colonial	governments	regularly	made	and	broke	treaties	with	Indigenous	peoples,	
taking	land	and	pushing	whole	nations	of	people	westward;	our	current	government	
continues	this	process.	Meanwhile,	immigrants	from	Europe,	who	would	merge	over	
time	into	whiteness,	gained	the	right	to	corn,	money,	a	gun,	clothing	and	50	acres	of	
land	at	the	end	of	their	indentureship.	Often	"free"	white	men	found	paid	work	in	the	
capture	and	control	of	runaways	and	Indigenous	peoples.	Slave	patrols	and	Night	
Watches	were	designed	to	monitor	the	behavior	of	enslaved	and	Indigenous	people;	
in	fact	these	patrols	were	the	origin	of	our	modern	police	departments. In	other	
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words,	poor	whites	“gained	legal,	political,	emotional,	social,	and	financial	status	...	
directly	related	to	the	...	degradation	of	the	Indigenous	and	the	enslaved.
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Rather	than	talk	explicitly	about	this,	we	offer	the	popular	narrative	that	we	are	a	
nation	of	immigrants.	We neglect	to	mention	the	ways	in	which	many	immigrant	
groups	from	Europe	were	initially	despised	although	always	granted	eventual	access	
to	citizenship.	The	American	dream,	we	are	told,	is	a	story	of	people	who	come	to	the	
United	States,	work	hard,	and	become	successful;	left	unsaid	is	how	success	is	meant	
only	for	those	who	can	and	do	merge	into	whiteness,	only	meant	for	immigrants	from	
Europe.
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The	line	in the	sand	has	always	been	and	is	still	race;	immigrants	of	color,	immigrants	
from	south	of	our	border,	from	the	Middle	East,	from	India,	from	Japan	and	China	
have	never	been	invited	into	citizenship	in	the	same	way	as	their	European	
counterparts.	The	history	of	the	U.S.	is	a	history	of	excluding	and	exploiting	immigrant	
people	and	communities	of	color	while	also	blaming	and	castigating	them	for	being	
the	racialized,	“dangerous”	other.
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An	in	depth	look	at	our nation’s	history	will	show	that every	institution	in	the	U.S.	
participated in	constructing	race	and	racial	categories.	
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White	privilege and	internalized	white	superiority	are	also	personal,	institutional,	and	
cultural.	So,	for	example,	we	tell	ourselves	stories	about	how	we	are	not	personally	
racist	and	therefore	do	not	benefit	from	racism	while	benefitting	materially	
(institutional	access)	and	psychically	(regular	validation)	as	a	result	of	belonging	to	
the	white	group.	
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This	process	of	benefitting	while	creating	narratives	that	we	do	not	benefit	works	to	
render	invisible	to	many	of	us	how	racism	operates,	which	reinforces	it	yet	again.
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SURJ	has developed	a	three	pronged	approach	to	change:
1. Delegitimize	racist	institutions
2. Fight	for	a	fair	economy	that	refuses	to	pit	communities	against	each	other
3. Shift	culture	(meaning	the	underlying	beliefs	folks	have	about	people	and	the	

world)	in	a	way	that	undermines	support	for	white	supremacy
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SURJ	believes	that	we	must	understand	how	white	supremacy	is	integral	to	economic	
injustice,	patriarchy	and	other	forms	of	oppression.	Racism	and	white	supremacy	
keep	the	many	divided	for	the	benefit	of	the	few.	Our	work,	then,	is	to	create	an	
inclusive,	open-hearted	approach	to	organizing,	calling	people	into	our mutual	
interest	in	a	racially	equitable	and	just	world.
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If	you're	not	part	of	a	chapter,	join	a	chapter!	Check	the	list	on	the	website
If	you're	not	part	of	a	chapter,	start	a	chapter!	New	chapter	orientations	are	every	
thursday at	6	eST and	it's	a	great	first	place	to	start.
If	you're	not	up	for	starting	a	chapter,	hold	a	house	party	(we	can	send	them	to	the	
toolkit)
GIVE

39



40



41



42



43


