
WHAT DOES COLONIZE MEAN?
In the above section, we used the word

"colonizing. Read more for a brief history
lesson on the word "colonize."

We wanted to begin work with NP leaders (based on survey responses) on inclusive
language and the concept of cultural appropriation. 
 

We heard your feedback.
Some of you aren’t sure why NP is moving away from calling individual NP groups “tribes.”
Some of you shared that you have had conversations about indigenous peoples and the
impact of colonialism, while others expressed dismay or confusion about NP no longer
using the term tribe. 
 
We thought we would respond to the feedback by providing a short reading and some
further survey questions. Please keep in mind that we are not the language police! We are
trying to engage in a thoughtful way with your comments and build on our work together
as a community of leaders and learners.

BREAKING DOWN THE WORDS
The Cambridge Dictionary defines cultural appropriation as “the act of taking or
using things from a culture that is not your own, especially without showing that you
understand or respect this culture.” For example, it’s disrespectful to indigenous
peoples to send a lingerie-clad model down the runway with a feathered headdress.

In terms of global colonial history, in particular the history of the
continent of Africa, some people who believed that Africans were a
primitive, lower order of humanity saw this as a permanent condition
that justified Europeans in enslaving and dominating them. Others held
that Africans could develop but needed to be civilized by Europeans --
which often meant in "exchange" for their freedom, labor, land and
resources. This reasoning was used to support the colonization of the
whole continent of Africa after 1880. Thus, all Africans were said to live
in tribes, whether their ancestors built large trading empires and Muslim
universities on the Niger River, densely settled and cultivated kingdoms
around the great lakes in east-central Africa, or lived in much smaller-
scale communities between the larger political units of the continent.

People like the word tribe because it has associations with a close-knit group who
hold certain values in common. But in a North American context, “tribe” is very
specifically used to refer to indigenous groups of people, many of whom have
been forced off their lands, subjected to genocide, and pressured to assimilate
into the cultures of colonizing powers in the United States and Canada. To use
“tribe” without any cultural or familial relationship to this history of indigenous
peoples is another, though perhaps less obvious, form of cultural appropriation (the
unacknowledged or inappropriate adoption of the customs, practices, ideas, etc. of
one people or society by members of another and typically more dominant people
or society).

When the word “tribe” is taken up by those of us who have no connection to
the history of being colonized and subjected to violent, forced assimilation,
the term becomes appropriative, insensitive, and potentially offensive (ditto
using phrases like “low man on the totem pole” or “circle the wagons”).
 
 

 
Some of you may feel some resistance as you read this, thinking it has gone too far, or is
too PC. We invite you to take a moment to consider where that resistance is coming from
and what you want to do with it. You can use that resistance to be mad, dismissive, or you
can use it to think of other words you might use instead.
 
 

 
 
Words like family and community signal the love, connection, and support a group of
people may provide one another in the way “tribe” works without the cultural
appropriation.If we can accomplish the same communicative task by using different words,
then why cling to the words that do harm to marginalized groups? As we work to find
ourselves and our way in this world, let’s also work to find language that helps us feel most
recognized without participating in the erasure or oppression of marginalized
peoples. We believe in our ability to do better by each other.
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