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July 15, 2020

by Lindsey Norward

There are many iterations and usages of the word ‘slave’ to denote people and their conditions around the globe. Stemming from esclave and also from ‘Slav’, the word was originally used to describe those who are “conquered”. In the 1550s, the word was also defined as “one who has lost the power of resistance to some habit or vice.” Slave-driver, slave-trader, and slave state also became popularized. 

1. Why do you think the word “slave” was used to “describe those who are ‘conquered’”? 

Yet the word itself has been most prominently used to describe people in captivity, enslaved African people in particular, who had little option in choosing their own collective label. From being grouped together as Africans to Negroes to Colored to Blacks—the last often uncapitalized—new forms of identification, including African-American and POC (and BIPOC), have long been contested. Nonetheless, Black people across the diaspora did not lose the power of resistance—instead, many Black people fought valiantly to define themselves.

2. (Infer) Why did enslaved African people have “little option in choosing their collective label”? 

3. Why is it important to discuss the naming, and who has the power to name it?

This form of redefining the language referring to Black people also extended to individual names. From Malcolm X to Assata Shakur, some Black people have chosen to change their ‘slave name’ to challenge the dominant narrative. In countries like Nigeria, newspapers often have notices where people have changed their names from a colonial viewpoint to their own. 

4. (Infer) What might “slave name” refer to? Why is it a slave name?

Though global teachings of enslavement typically re-victimize those involved by removing their agency, enslaved people remembered and cherished their lands, traditions, and names. In his life narrative, the formerly enslaved Olaudah Equiano, renamed Gustavus Vassa, redefined his name…. 

By recognizing the differences between ‘enslave’ and ‘slave’, one can also help redefine Black people's agency on their journeys to identify themselves. Dr. Yaba Blay, scholar-activist, professor, and producer, refers to ‘enslavement’ as a necessary way in language to decenter whiteness: 

“When you use the language of ‘slave’ or ‘slavery’, it just is—it’s just a fact. When you say a slave, that is who the person is. When you say ‘enslaved’, you recognize that there was a process that took place. You recognize that something was done to them, which means something was done to them by someone. It is a condition. It is a moment in time—it is temporary. Whereas slave—there’s no end in sight. For me, it’s about the temporality of the term to say ‘enslaved’ or ‘enslavement’, so that we understand that it was a moment and a condition that we could get free from.” 

5. According to Yaba Blay, how do we decenter whiteness? 

6. What’s the problem with using the word “slave” or “slavery” according to Blay? 

7. What does using the term “enslavement” identify or do? 

Educator Rann Miller described the significance of using language in teaching Black children about their history. “In the classroom, I tend to use the word enslaved. The words aren’t interchangeable. Language matters, and the way we look at ourselves matters. We understand that we weren’t slaves, our ancestors were enslaved—there was an injustice done. It’s very important we represent people and represent conditions well, no matter what point we’re trying to get across.”

As the world currently reckons with the global violence against Black people, actively engaging with history is imperative to its progress. [Jamie] Thomas described this current moment of Black Lives Matter protests as one where the language of enslavement can have an unwavering impact. 

Thomas continued, “One of the things that are repeatedly hard on Black people and survivors of racialized trauma and violence is that when we bear witness to our experiences and our pain or the legacies of that, there is a tremendous level of realness and honesty that plays into that. Often it’s a soul-searching honesty about how that experience has made you as an individual feel.”

8. What is the power of bearing witness according to Thomas? 

“We find ourselves then surrounded often by the well-meaning articulations of other people who are not committed to seeing themselves as active participants in this system of problems. Often there’s no deep introspection as to ‘what is my role in the way I think about this thing’. When you begin patterning and re-patterning your language, you can’t continue in a denial-heavy environment. That’s the moment we’re in as a nation, where that conversation is being pushed on multiple platforms.”

9. What impact does language have on our collective ownership of our society? 

Last month, the AP changed its writing style guide, used by many journalists and mass communications agencies, to capitalize the “b” in Black when referring to people. According to John Daniszewski, AP’s Vice President of standards, it denotes “an essential and shared sense of history, identity, and community among people who identify as Black, including those in the African diaspora and within Africa”. It will also capitalize Indigenous. Though a marginal step in the fight for justice, it represents the importance of recognizing the landscape of colonized language and allowing oppressed people to tell their own stories. 

10. Why does it matter that we capitalize the word “Black” when describing people in the African diaspora and within Africa? 
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