
















































Let’s Review the Past!

● ‘Slay’, in one form or another, has existed in English for 
around 1600 years

● Whilst it likely developed from old germanic languages, the 
sound changes it underwent may have been influenced by 
romance languages like French and Latin 

Slog -› Slea -› Slæð -› Slay
● It hasn’t always meant the same thing and in the Old and 

Middle English periods, ‘Slay’ could mean many things, but 
they all related in some way to hitting or striking 
something

● Through semantic narrowing came to just mean ‘to kill’ 
hit -› strike -› start a fire -› cut off limb -› kill



Let’s Review the Present!

● While the past “slay” is still frequently used, a new version 
of the word has also emerged

● The new “slay” can be traced back to AAVE, where “to slay” 
meant to “be or do good”

● From AAVE, “slay” became popular within ballroom, a 
LGBTQ subculture formed in New York in the 70s and 80s

● Due to its popularity within ballroom, the term “slay” 
became  popular with drag queens, and continued to 
become more and more mainstream. 

● Over time, the original AAVE meaning of “slay” shifted to 
mean “to be/look fabulous”, “to do something in a 
successful/fabulous manner”, or “to serve” 



Let’s Review the Present!

The difference between the two ‘slays’ and whether 
they take an object can be represented as such:

‘original’ ‘new’



Let’s Review the Present!

The new usage of slay has developed different inflectional 
tense marking



Let’s Review the Present!

● Slay undergoes derivation to become part of different word 
classes. 

● Slay functions as an abstract lexical root √SLAY, which 
combines with a categorising affix to form a root. 

● These categorizers happen to be silent for √SLAY, meaning 
the phonological and orthographic forms are the same. 



Let’s Review the Present!

We proved old slay is a result verb, and new slay could be a 
manner verb, but what does this mean?
● These categories describe what events are lexicalised in a 

verb itself, even if it has associations with further events or 
effects.

● Result verbs (e.g. break, fill, slay) involve a scalar change
● Manner verbs (e.g. hit, sweep, slay?) involve non-scalar 

changes 



Let’s Review the Present!

Alongside the two main meanings, there is also a third 
usage of slay!
●  When another person is talking you can use “slay” to 

show that you are actively listening to what they’re 
saying

● Here, “slay” is just a sign that we are listening to or 
agreeing with the other person, whilst allowing them to 
maintain the floor of the conversation.
○ This is an example of backchanneling, much like 

how we use “yeah” or “mmm hmm”



Let’s Review the Present!

This conversation between Angus’s friends illustrates the three 
main usages of “slay” in practice.

We can break this 
conversation down 
further to see how each 
of the different forms 
of “slay” are used in 
practice. 



Let’s Review the Present!

“She was totally slaying…”
● Here we see the “new” meaning of “slay”, where the 

subject of the sentence is “being fabulous” as she kills the 
mosquito.

“As she was slaying that mosquito!”
● In this instance, “slay” is used in its original form, acting 

as a verb, and indicating that the subject is killing the 
object. 

“Oh, slay!”
● Here, slay is being used as a backchannel, to indicate that 

someone is paying attention to and agreeing with the 
other speaker.



Derivations of “slay” are continuing to 
emerge from the “slang” version with new 
productive uses and compound words 
like “slayquake”, “assassislaytion”, and 
“slaycation” emerging. The second slay 
has become a highly productive root 
word, and new variations of it continue to 
develop. 



Additionally, the new “slay” seems to be 
influencing the old “slay” with people 
using the inflectional tense markings for 
the second “slay” while using the first 
“slay”. 
For example “I slayed the dragon”, 
instead of “I slew the dragon”



The third “slay”, backchanneling, 
appears to have derived from the 
second meaning of “slay”. In the future, 
we might see more meanings and 
usages emerge from the two main 
meanings as our language continues to 
evolve. 



As we’ve seen during Angus’ adventure, 
“slay” has changed drastically over time 
in both meaning and usage. As time 
passes all language shifts and changes, 
and it is likely “slay” will continue to 
develop and change in the future. 



Examples of modern uses of the root “slay”

These two tweets show how the past 
tense of the original usage of “slay” has 
shifted, with some people still using the 
original “slain” but others using “slayed”

https://x.com/shelbybay95/status/189277017838
9233750https://x.com/tswifterastour/status/1730306759955509636

https://x.com/AmeliaButSwag/status/1827014925790892132

https://x.com/allforjsjnww/status/1899798051008717183

https://x.com/renaikaku_mei/status/1551080713167962115 https://x.com/offthem00n/status/16593319576401018
92

https://x.com/o_mirands/status/1747043054593
175615

https://www.instagram.com/jessicazafrascats/p
/CiJqbG8Obzk/?api=1%2F&hl=zh-cn&img_ind
ex=1

https://www.instagram.com/ameliadimz/reel/Cz
B9hz1NC-c/
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Illustration Inspirations

https://www.freepik.com
/vectors/cute-dragon-cart
oon

https://www.newgrounds.co
m/art/view/travyboy1/carto
on-knight

https://www.tandfonline.com
/doi/epdf/10.1080/00437956
.1958.11659661?needAccess=t
rue

IRL highland coo 
plushie

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v
=Gaf_jCnA6mc&ab_channel=Char
lieChang

https://www.alamy.com/ho
urglass-a-cartoon-illustratio
n-of-an-hourglass-image455
225172.html


