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March 25, 2021 is designated as an International Day of Remembrance 
for the victims of slavery and the transatlantic slave trade. This day was 
created by the United Nations to give global observance and honor to the 
lives lost as a result of the horrors of the transatlantic slave trade.

The transatlantic slave trade involved three trading ports traversing the 
Atlantic Ocean. European countries built outposts on the West African 
coast where they would trade goods of guns, ammunition, knives, tools 
and brace dishes in exchange for African people to work as slaves in other 
countries. African people were forcefully captured, chained and crammed 
into overcrowded quarters aboard large vessels and shipped across the 
Atlantic to North America, the Caribbean and South America. From the 
16th century to the 19th century it is estimated that up to 12.8 million 
African people were taken involuntarily from their homeland. In addition, 
an estimated 1.2 to 2.4 million Africans died during the voyage from the 
sub humane conditions. The slaves contributed vitally to the growing 
economy of the Americas at the devastating expense of the African 
economy and country from which they came, the effects of which are still 
felt today. 

Why is it important today to 
honor the lives lost in slavery 
and to learn about the suffering 
of the slaves from centuries ago? 
Its importance lies within the 
effects of racism and prejudice, 
and to raise awareness of the 
dangers of treating others as 
inferior with subordination 
and terror. We must learn from 
these horrific acts against humanity. We must be willing to talk about our 
past and these ugly truths. We must be willing to process the truth and 
reconcile the past.
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To look at how our CJE values apply to one of the greatest human rights 
violations, we need to look to the early 21st century. Several governments 
have taken accountability for their past actions by issuing apologies for 
the transatlantic slave trade and some have not. The reason for this is vast 
but may be because we do not like to talk about the inhumane parts of 
our history. We need to change our narrative by talking about our past. 
It will help us to dispel some built up anger and fear. We will develop 
better understanding and respect for each other. If we do not talk about 
it, we continue to view this part of history as not our problem. We become 
disconnected from it and from one another.

Much like the values CJE SeniorLife was built on—respect, advocacy, 
compassion, intention, innovation and accountability—when we see the 
dangers of racism, we develop compassion. When we are compassionate, 
we recognize suffering and act to help. We become more connected and 
become advocates for the oppressed, the segregated, and the subordinate. 
The “not my problem” attitude turns into “our problem.” We recognize 
the suffering and embrace the challenges to get close to it and even talk 
out against it. Our aim or intention should be to develop and implement 
a narrative of conversation. Embrace the challenge, own it, speak of it, 
learn from it and grow. 
Together we can have 
human dignity and respect 
for everyone’s humanity. 
Our survival is tied to the 
survival of everyone.

A permanent memorial has 
been erected at the United 
Nations Headquarters in 
New York City. It is called 
the Ark of Return.


