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1 Introduction

2 The history and origins of the notion of 
race 

3 Resources (links)

Introduction
This newsletter is born out of the 
several zoom discussion events that 
some members of Bradford on Avon 
Quaker Meeting attended in 2020-21 
to consider racism and white privilege, 
following on from the murder of 
George Floyd in May 2020.
The hope is to provide a means of 
continuing the thinking and learning of 
those events through this newsletter, 
to offer facts, ideas, information, 
experiences, tips and resources.  

Upcoming topics  (in no particular order....)

Empire and white supremacy

Black Lives Matter UK and US 

The 'Talk' – how people of colour prepare their 

children for racism in the police force and 

on the street

Racism in the criminal justice system

Being a white ally & white fragility

Denial of structural racism by people of colour

Racism in the education system

Racism in the NHS

 Stand Up To Racism, Hope Not Hate and other

anti racism agencies

Politics, anti immigration sentiment, national 

discourse on race
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WHERE DID THE CONCEPT OF DIFFERENT RACES COME FROM?

Before the 1600s, it seems there was no concept of different races. People were thought
of  as  being  people  from  a  different  place  –  a  different  region,  clan,  area,  nation.
Differences in appearance, such as hair colour, features, skin colour, physique etc, were
seen as the natural  attributes of that place or clan etc. These differences incurred no
stigma, as far as can be ascertained.

At some point during the 1500s the first steps were taken in the transatlantic trade in
slaves. As the trade grew, knowledge of the cruelty and depravity spread and opposition
grew  in  the  countries  involved.  During  the  1600s  the  trade  became entrenched  and
personal  and state  wealth  (in  the US) and personal  and national  wealth  (in  the UK)
became dependent on an industrial scale slavery, along with the brutal colonisation and
exploitation of black and brown skinned people around the world.  

In the mid 1600s opposition to  slavery  was spreading.  A defensive narrative  in  both
Europe and the southern states of the US, by political thinkers, conservative academics,
business  &  plantation  owners,  the  governing  classes  and  other  vested  interests  was
developed to justify the trade. At the same moment in history there occurred in the US
the first use of the term 'white' people as opposed to black, and in Europe, of 'race' as a
system of classification of peoples. 

In the US the notion of 'white' was invented by rich Virginians in 1676 in the aftermath of 
a rebellion by impoverished, indentured, and enslaved Africans and Europeans, now 
known as Bacon’s Rebellion. In 1681 the concept of 'white' and 'black' races was 
enshrined in state law in Virginia by the Governor, previously sent there by King James II,
which legislated greater privileges and more repressive constraints respectively for the 
two categories of people. For the first time this separated the interests of poor white 
people from the interests of their poor black neighbours. 

This links to a highly original video using music, poetry/lyrics and graphics to tell the
story of 'How America invented race'. It is 8.39 minutes long – so get a cup of tea!
https://www.wgbh.org/programs/2020/07/06/the-history-of-white-people-in-america-
episode-one-how-america-invented-race?fb  clid=IwAR3D_uO_ay-sWPAUDjgVWDovdut7L2_81-
BYTGibTr68SudxNG1qZmf8GcM  
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CONTRIBUTIONS WELCOME!
If you have a doubt or a question, an experience to share, a piece of writing, a picture, an

idea, song or discussion point, please email me. For example: Have you ever heard a
comment you thought was racist, said nothing but felt bad that you didn't? Or you

said something but it turned out badly?      
 Share your experiences; we've all had them! Ruthie
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Meanwhile  in  Europe François  Bernier is  believed  to  have  developed  the  first
comprehensive classification of people into distinct races. It was published in a French
journal article in 1684. Bernier referred to his four races as Europeans, Far Easterners,
Negroes, and Lapps. See: 
https://timeline.com/europeans-invented-the-concept-of-race-as-we-know-it-
58f896fae625   

 In other words, the concept of white    
 superiority began as an ingredient in the 
economic/military adventure known as   
 colonialism, combined with a self 
 serving  pyschological  chicanary  and
academic  hocus  pocus.  These  several
elements were  mutually reinforcing and
served  the  interests   of  the  wealth
owning classes around the  world. And the
narrative, propagandized  across the globe by
colonialists  and  other  elites,  quickly  became

deeply entrenched. Since then with every passing generation this  world view has been
further reinforced  and to this day it continues to underpin social and economic structures
of Europe. The vested interests that benefit from this systemic racism are the same now
as they always were, that is the (almost entirely) white wealthy power owning groups.

"Do not be content to accept things as they are, but keep an alert and questioning mind. Seek to
discover the causes of social unrest, injustice and fear" QF&P 23.01
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