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Introduction

African American slavery was not simply a collection of individual acts of cruelty. It was a political,
economic, legal, and cultural system that converted human beings into property and organized power
around racial hierarchy. Enslaved Africans and their descendants were denied control over their labor,
movement, family life, education, and legal status, while slaveholders and institutions benefited from
forced labor and the wealth it produced. This essay examines oppression at two levels. First, it
analyzes the historical development of African American slavery and the ways law, violence, ideology,
and resistance shaped the relationship between oppressor and oppressed. Second, it considers
whether an oppression framework can illuminate school bullying. The comparison must be handled
carefully: bullying can reproduce domination, humiliation, exclusion, and dehumanizing language, but
it is not historically or structurally equivalent to chattel slavery. The value of the comparison lies in
identifying mechanisms of power without erasing the distinct scale and consequences of racial
slavery. (National Museum of African American History and Culture, n.d.)

Slavery as a System of Racialized Power

European colonization of the Americas created enormous demand for labor in agriculture, mining,
construction, and domestic service. From the seventeenth through the nineteenth centuries, millions
of Africans were forcibly transported across the Atlantic. In British North America, labor systems that
initially included indentured Europeans and enslaved Africans hardened into hereditary racial slavery.
Colonial laws increasingly defined Africans and their descendants as enslaveable, made status
inheritable through the mother, restricted movement and assembly, and punished resistance. These
measures did more than regulate labor. They created a social order in which whiteness carried legal
privilege and Blackness was associated with enslavement.

The institution depended on force. Enslaved people could be bought, sold, mortgaged, inherited,
separated from family members, and subjected to physical punishment. Their labor generated profit
for plantations, merchants, insurers, banks, shipowners, manufacturers, and governments. The
benefits therefore extended beyond individual slaveholders. Slavery became embedded in regional
and national development, especially through commodities such as tobacco, rice, sugar, and cotton.
This broader network is important because oppression is sustained when institutions normalize and
distribute its benefits.
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Law, Ideology, and Dehumanization

Oppression becomes durable when unequal power is presented as natural, necessary, or morally
justified. Defenders of slavery used racist pseudoscience, distorted religious arguments, and claims
about civilization to portray Africans as inferior and enslavement as legitimate. These ideas concealed
the obvious contradiction between ideals of liberty and a society built partly on bondage. They also
reduced enslaved people to stereotypes, making it easier for dominant groups to ignore their
intelligence, relationships, aspirations, and suffering.

Dehumanization did not mean that enslaved people literally lost their humanity. It describes the
oppressor’s attempt to deny or disregard it. Enslaved people formed families, practiced religion,
created music, maintained cultural knowledge, negotiated work, learned to read when possible, and
built communities despite severe restrictions. Recognizing these activities prevents historical analysis
from portraying them only as passive victims. Oppression constrained choices, but it did not eliminate
agency.

Resistance and the Limits of Domination

Slavery was challenged continuously. Resistance included open rebellion, escape, work slowdowns,
sabotage, preservation of culture, secret education, religious organization, legal petitions, and the
everyday protection of family and community. Some enslaved people joined maroon communities,
while others used the Underground Railroad or sought freedom during wartime. Abolitionists, free
Black activists, formerly enslaved writers, religious groups, and political organizers exposed slavery’s
violence and demanded emancipation.

Resistance carried enormous risk. Punishments for escape or rebellion could be brutal, and laws such
as the Fugitive Slave Acts extended slaveholders’ power into free states. Yet resistance demonstrated
that the enslaved never accepted the moral legitimacy of the system. Frederick Douglass, Harriet
Jacobs, Sojourner Truth, and many others used testimony to challenge racist narratives and reveal
how slavery damaged bodies, families, education, religion, and political life. (Douglass, 1845; Jacobs,
1861)

Emancipation and the Persistence of Racial
Oppression

The Civil War and the Thirteenth Amendment formally abolished slavery in the United States, except
as punishment for crime. The Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments established citizenship, equal
protection, and voting rights for Black men. Reconstruction briefly expanded Black political
participation and created public institutions, including schools. However, emancipation did not
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instantly redistribute land, wealth, or power. Former slaveholders and white political organizations
resisted Reconstruction through violence, intimidation, and law. (National Archives, n.d.)

After Reconstruction, Jim Crow segregation, disenfranchisement, racial terror, convict leasing,
discriminatory labor practices, and unequal education reinforced racial hierarchy. These systems
differed legally from slavery but drew on many of its assumptions and economic interests. During the
twentieth century, civil rights movements challenged segregation and voting restrictions, producing
important legal reforms. Nevertheless, racial inequality continued through housing discrimination,
unequal access to credit and education, employment barriers, environmental injustice, and disparities
in policing and incarceration.

Oppression as a Relationship Between Structure
and Experience

Oppression can be understood as a pattern in which one group is systematically advantaged while
another is constrained through institutions, social norms, and unequal control of resources. Individual
prejudice matters, but oppression is broader than personal dislike. A person may act without explicit
hatred and still participate in a system that produces unequal outcomes. Historical slavery illustrates
this clearly because law, markets, family inheritance, religion, and political authority worked together.

The experiences of oppressed people are also shaped by intersection. Enslaved women, for example,
faced forced labor as well as gender-specific violence and threats to motherhood. Children could be
sold away from parents. Free Black people faced kidnapping and restricted rights. Differences in
region, occupation, gender, age, and status affected daily life, but all existed within a racial order that
privileged white authority.

Applying an Oppression Framework to School
Bullying

School bullying involves repeated aggression in a relationship marked by a real or perceived power
imbalance. The power may come from physical strength, popularity, group membership, access to
embarrassing information, social status, or control of online networks. Bullying can include physical
attacks, threats, exclusion, rumor-spreading, racial insults, sexual harassment, and cyberbullying.
Like other forms of domination, it can isolate targets and make harmful behavior appear normal to
bystanders. (Olweus, 1993)

An oppression framework helps identify several mechanisms. First, the aggressor attempts to define
the target as inferior or undeserving of respect. Second, repeated behavior limits the target’'s freedom
to participate safely in school. Third, bystanders and institutions can reinforce the imbalance when
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they dismiss reports, blame the target, or treat abuse as ordinary conflict. Fourth, group stereotypes
may intensify bullying directed at race, disability, religion, gender, sexuality, body size, language, or
immigration status.

Why Bullying Is Not Equivalent to Slavery

The analogy has strict limits. Chattel slavery was a legally enforced system of property ownership,
hereditary status, forced labor, family separation, and racial domination operating across generations.
School bullying is serious and can cause lasting harm, but it does not ordinarily involve legal
ownership or the same economic and political structure. Calling every act of bullying “slavery” risks
minimizing the history of enslaved people and obscuring the specific interventions schools need. A
more accurate claim is that bullying can reproduce certain oppressive practices, including domination,
dehumanization, silencing, and social exclusion.

Racialized Bullying and Institutional Responsibility

Racial slurs and comparisons to animals are especially harmful because they draw on histories of
dehumanization. When a Black student is called a “slave” or an “ape,” the insult does not exist only
between two children. It activates a broader racial vocabulary used historically to justify
subordination. The school’s responsibility is therefore greater than simply telling students to get
along. Administrators should investigate, protect the targeted student, document patterns,
communicate with families, apply fair discipline, and address the wider climate that allowed the
conduct.

At the same time, intervention should focus on safety, accountability, education, and prevention.
Punishment alone may stop one incident without changing peer norms. Schools need clear reporting
systems, trained staff, culturally responsive curricula, supervision in high-risk settings, social-
emotional learning, and support for both targets and students who engage in aggression. Students
should know that reporting is not weakness and that bystanders have safe ways to intervene.

Social and Psychological Conseguences

Bullying can affect attendance, concentration, achievement, sleep, mental health, and willingness to
participate in school. Targets may withdraw socially or internalize the degrading labels used against
them. Some experience anxiety, depression, or trauma-related symptoms. These outcomes should
never be treated as inevitable, and schools should avoid stigmatizing students who seek help. Timely
support from trusted adults, counselors, peers, and family can reduce harm and restore a sense of
control.

Aggressors are also shaped by the environment. Bullying may be reinforced when it produces status,
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laughter, or compliance. Effective intervention must remove those rewards and teach alternative
ways to manage conflict, seek recognition, and build relationships. Bystanders are critical because
their reactions can either strengthen or weaken the social power of bullying.

From Historical Understanding to Ethical Action

The history of slavery shows how injustice grows when domination is normalized, benefits are hidden,
and the voices of oppressed people are discounted. It also shows the importance of resistance,
testimony, collective action, law, and institutional change. These lessons can inform modern
responses to discrimination and bullying without claiming that the experiences are identical.

Ethical action begins with recognizing the full humanity of others. In schools, workplaces, and public
institutions, equality requires more than avoiding obvious cruelty. It requires structures that allow
people to participate safely, report harm, receive fair treatment, and influence decisions affecting
them. Historical memory matters because racial stereotypes and inequalities did not appear without
cause; they developed through specific institutions and can therefore be challenged through
deliberate reforms.

Conclusion

African American slavery was a system of racialized oppression sustained by law, economic interest,
violence, and dehumanizing ideology. Enslaved people resisted through rebellion, escape, culture,
family, education, and political testimony, and emancipation resulted from both their struggle and the
upheaval of the Civil War. Yet racial oppression continued after slavery through segregation,
disenfranchisement, economic exclusion, and institutional discrimination. An oppression framework
can also clarify how school bullying uses power, humiliation, exclusion, and group stereotypes. The
comparison is useful only when its limits are respected: bullying may reproduce mechanisms of
domination, but it is not equivalent to chattel slavery. Both historical understanding and modern
prevention require institutions to protect dignity, confront unequal power, and respond seriously when
people are dehumanized. (StopBullying.gov, n.d.; Wyatt-Nichol & Seabrook, 2016)
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