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In high school I used to complain about a track teammate of mine that used to alter her 

diction and mannerisms whenever she spoke with me or other African-American athletes on the 

team. She would switch from poised, proper grammar to rowdy, broken English when she spoke 

with us. It used to baffle me, considering that none of us spoke that way around her, around other 

African-Americans, or ever, really. So if we were in a predominantly Caucasian environment, 

and she didn’t learn this behavior from me or fellow African-Americans, and she didn’t learn it 

from her peers, where was this behavior stemming from? I have one major suspicion: the Internet

—specifically social media. 

As Jessie Daniels points out, “the Internet functions as a kind of third space that 

encourages intimate discursive interaction, similar to the way black barber shops and beauty 

salons allowed private spaces for identity discourses between black men and women, and also 

opens these formerly private spaces to non-blacks, who contribute to the articulation of black 

identity online” (699). In other words, the Internet (including social media) has publicized the 

small, ethnicity-specific mannerisms for everyone to see. These online discussions not only serve 

as a community for similar races to congregate and converse, but they also allow other races to 

peer inside and develop their own understandings of how people operate within their specific 
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racial groupings. Essentially, social media transforms outsiders into flies on the wall where they 

can observe and learn about the smaller intricacies of racial communications. 

 One major communication that comes to mind is “The Nod.” This wasn’t just something 

my track teammate had read about on the Internet. In my hallways, it was everywhere. Friends of 

all races nodded to each other in passing. White guys nodded to Asian guys; black girls nodded 

to Indian girls; guys nodded to girls and girls nodded to guys. You get the gist—there’s nothing 

out of the ordinary, right? In comparison to preceding generations, it would not seem so. 

Growing up in an African-American household where I could observe my father, his peers, and 

other relatives, I like to think that I have enough credibility to say that among older black males, 

nod usage remains strictly exclusive. Where my brothers (and the rest of my generation) are 

concerned, however, nodding is like a second language. So what gives? What is the one 

distinguishing factor between generations that could cause such a major shift in demographics? 

Again, I propose that the answer lies in social media. It is evident through a detailed analysis of 

the once primarily African-American head nod and its shift in demographics that the ubiquity of 

race in social media is influencing racial acceptance in today’s generation. 

 Before I can explain the significance of the shift in demographics, I must first give more 

detail on the basic meaning of “the nod.” In previous years, nod usage has been restricted to 

African-American males. Dre, the main character in ABC’s recent hit comedy, Black-ish, stands 

in as the ultimate voice of his middle-age generation upon the discovery that his teenage son, 

Junior, is unfamiliar with the greeting and all of the history that it represents. According to him, 

“no matter who you are, or where you’re at, it’s your duty to give the nod. Even in the most 

extreme of circumstances, [black men] always found a way to let a brother know, ‘I see ya, bruh.’ 
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The nod is on the same primal level as a baby saying hi—as a man scrunching up his face when a 

woman with a big butt walks by” (“The Nod”). Judging from how offended Dre and his father 

are by Junior’s lack of cultural knowledge, it is easy to understand that among an older crowd of 

African-Americans, the nod serves as a form of respect. 

 Ernest Hooper, middle-aged African-American chief and columnist at the Tampa Bay 

Times seems to agree with this perspective in his article, “For Black Men, a Nod Can Say a Lot.” 

Mainly drawing from his own experiences and those of his black peers, Hooper reports that 

while the nod is cool and edgy and “like a fraternity,” it also serves as a form of 

acknowledgement. According to him, it embodies respect. To Hooper and many others, the nod 

functions as a constant reminder between black men to keep working, to keep prospering and 

fighting against all odds to defeat “the man.” While Hooper does concede that he respects all 

men and women, there’s something different about coming across someone who looks like you, 

who is living and working through the same struggles that you face every day. As he puts it, “the 

greeting simply says, ‘yeah, I’m glad you’re out here trying to make it. I’m trying to make it, too. 

Keep on keeping on.’” In a basic breakdown of both Hooper’s and Dre’s perspectives, the nod is 

a great notion of honor, pride, and dignity among older black males. 

 In a more complex breakdown of the gesture, Mukoma Wa Ngugi observes that there are 

five basic types of head nods. According to him, there is the nod of solidarity, which one uses to 

convey the general idea that we are all in this together. Ngugi believes this gesture communicates 

the overall message that “we are black in a world where power and wealth are actively kept from 

our hands” (87). It serves to unite African-American men in a society where they are so clearly 

the underdogs. The nod of solidarity is similar to what Ngugi defines as the black power nod, 
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although they differ in tone. The nod of solidarity serves as demand for change, while the black 

power nod functions only to restate the obvious—if you’re black, that’s more than okay. It’s 

good, even. Ngugi impresses the idea that this nod usually comes with a smile and the message 

that “it’s okay to be black in a world where the standard of beauty is increasingly becoming 

white” (88). Again, even this nod strongly hints at the underlying “sticking it to the man” tone 

that seems to reappear in many analyses of the nod and older African-American nonverbal 

communications. Ngugi goes on to define two more relevant types of nods: the nod of I see you 

even when others do not and the stay cool/keep your cool nod. Both nods serve to offer relief and 

reassurance in predominantly white settings. 

 All of these nods are of the same essence. They all communicate the same general idea of 

“us against them.” Marsha Stanback and W. Barnett Pearce explain that this is not uncommon in 

nonverbal communication among their relative racial groupings. In their article, “Talking to ‘the 

Man’: Some Communication Strategies Used by Members of ‘Subordinate’ Social Groups,” 

Stanback and Pearce maintain that nonverbal communications “have in common the feature that 

they do not attempt to change the existing relationship among social groups” (22). In other 

words, older generations are not looking for change. They are still banded together, fighting the 

same type of oppression that they grew up against. What’s changed, however, is the type of 

racism that exists today. It’s not as blatantly accepted that one race is so clearly better than 

another—that’s a big no-no today. Here many would probably object that racism still exists today 

and our world has yet to become a racially equal society. I’m not saying that racism doesn’t exist 

today, although I am saying that racism today has changed, and is still changing.  
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 The fact of the matter is that we live in a different society equipped with new technology, 

new media, and therefore, different types of racism. I believe that racism still exists today, 

although I don’t think it’s the same kind of racism our elders fought against when they were 

marching with Martin Luther King Jr. or refusing to give up bus seats. Such blatant, undisguised 

racism like that ends up plastered on the front page of all aspects of social media. The world 

takes action. Word spreads from Mizzou to Minnesota in an instant, and people want to 

participate in racial change. Again, I’m not saying racism doesn’t exist; it does. Although, (just 

like everything else eventually must do) I maintain that racism has also changed. Then, it was 

obvious—easily distinguished by segregated schools and water fountains. Today, it’s on a 

separate scale altogether, defined most easily by what Kathy Nakagawa and Angela Arzubiaga 

call microaggressions. 

  In their view, racism today lives on as “brief and commonplace daily verbal, behavioral, 

and environmental indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile, 

derogatory, or negative racial slights and insults to the target person or group” (107). Basically, 

racism today is still alive and kicking, although it has evolved to find a way to survive and 

flourish undetected in the form of smaller-scale interactions in today’s tech-savvy society. Older 

generations have not picked up on this and adjusted, however, resulting in an outdated reliance 

on the black man’s nod to fight oppression. These communications remain a way for them to 

remain strong when faced with the “undeniable facts of oppression and denial of 

status” (Stanback and Pearce 22). The head nod remains exclusive among an older crowd 

because it still serves as their number one way of sticking it to the man and denying racial 

injustice. 
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 People with older African-American friends or relatives, of course, may want to question 

the rationale behind my claims. Certainly they are familiar with (insert older black man here) and 

he nods to everyone! Of course, this could be true. However, as Stanback and Pearce explain, on 

the rare occasion that minority communications do cross over, it only serves as an agreement that 

the other race is also a minority fighting against “the man.” Or maybe they are like Hooper, who 

concedes that he’s “just as apt to greet the blue-collar brother as [he is] the guy in the business 

suit.” In this case of the nod, the racial barrier has been broken, along with a more progressive 

and previously disregarded barrier of social class. Hooper (as I’m sure like many others), 

however, is an exception to the older-black-guy-rule. There is one distinguishing thing that 

separates him from all the others: he is comfortable with and an avid user of social media. 

 Today among a younger crowd, the nod serves not as a reminder of “us against them,” 

but as an “us against the world” nod of encouragement. Ngugi speculates the real essence of the 

nod in his article, stating that the nod “has meaning and warmth. It, like love, keeps [him] going. 

Perhaps that is the point—to keep going” (88). This could be why so many others in my 

generation have taken on to nodding. They, too, simply want reassurance and warmth in today’s 

cold world. With today’s active movements for change and equality, we are now beginning to 

realize that everyone needs love—whether he’s black, white, or green. People long for that sense 

of unity and immediate community that the nod so easily provides. 

 As a generation-wide community, today’s youth fights against inequalities not only 

pertaining to race, but also to inequalities related to income, sexual orientation, unemployment, 

and education. Nothing is off limits. The nod across an entire generation symbolizes that today’s 

younger crowd has banded together in a similar, but broader fight for justice. This merging of 



<<NAME REMOVED>>!7

racial nonverbal communications is not to be mistaken with what Stanback and Pearce define as 

the “monocultural perspective,” which they define as “a denial of the status inequality, in which 

the person treats the two groups as if they were the same. Communication patterns consistent 

with this perspective include attempts to integrate the groups, to eliminate defamation and other 

degrading practices, and to abolish discrimination on the basis of group identity” (25). In other 

words, Stanback and Pearce believe the monocultural perspective serves to deny the existing 

racial hierarchy.  

 Although I agree with them up to a point, I cannot accept their overall conclusion that 

society only attempts, or pretends, to integrate groups to deny the status inequality among races. 

To me, denial implies that something exists, but that we are simply choosing to pretend it isn’t 

there. I wholeheartedly believe that our society is improving and seeking to develop a more 

racially equal society. While the head nod in previous years might have worked according to a 

more monocultural perspective, the head nod today isn’t a denial of a racial hierarchy. Instead, it 

works to tear the hierarchy down. 

 Okay, so the younger crowd has picked up on another African-American mannerism and 

made it mainstream—big deal. In consideration of basketball dunking, hip hop, and numerous 

other inner-city-gone-suburban trends, it’s clear that this wouldn’t be the first time African-

Americans were total hipsters. This being said, both followers and critics of racial trends will 

probably argue that the shift in nod usage is only caused by everyone wanting to emulate inner-

city trends, and that this trend making its way into younger generations is nothing new nor 

significant. While it is true that the nod is all the rage right now amongst today’s youth, and 

increasing in popularity everyday, it does not necessarily follow that this is the only cause for the 
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shift. If so, then many would have taken to the nod decades ago. Ngugi claims that the nod has 

been around since pre-Civil War era, asserting that “it has existed from the time of slavery where 

quick eye contact was in place of a firm handshake” (88). The nod is nothing new. Still, I could 

see how some might argue this idea and reference Juliet B. Schor’s article relating to today’s 

generation’s dependence on cool and cultural homogeneity.  

  In her article, Schor investigates the meaning of cool and the difference in meaning 

between older generations and today’s youth. As she puts it, “it’s revered as a universal quality—

something every product tries to be and every kid needs to have” (218). In making this comment, 

Schor points out that cool is essential to social acceptance. If a kid isn’t cool, a kid is weird. 

There is no middle ground. She also points out that one major theme connected with cool is 

social exclusivity. “Cool” is differentiation—what separates you from the pack. With this in 

mind, it is easy to understand the opposing argument that this primal demand for cool and 

acceptance is the sole reason for an increase in nod usage. It makes sense. After all, anyone 

wealthy can purchase an expensive watch, but how many can say that they successfully and 

naturally include themselves in a primarily African-American unspoken language? As Schor puts 

it, “edgy style has associations with rap and hip-hop, with ‘street’ and African-American culture” 

(220). Seamlessly working oneself into what older African-American men describe as a 

brotherhood, a fraternity, is the ultimate representation of exclusivity in a world where everyone 

is the same, bland type of cool. This theory is partially correct; cool does have an influence on a 

broadening of nod demographics, but I still maintain that it’s also the introduction and popularity 

of social media that has had a major impact on the shift. Everyone wants to be cool. People 

especially want to seem cool on social media. The two ideas go hand in hand. Today, racial 
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acceptance is cool. Racial acceptance on social media that illustrates just how accepting you 

really are is even cooler. In the end, it all ties back to social media. 

 Social media provides a platform for open discussions about race. Nakagawa and 

Arzubiaha agree when they write, “as a site of participatory culture, social media provides 

contexts for both formal and informal learning about race” (104). One of the biggest contributors 

to racism is not flat out hatred, but uneducated ignorance. These specific online communities 

serve as a way to combat close-mindedness. With ethnicity-specific chat rooms and online 

communities, browsers can easily participate, reflect, and build on their own racial identities as 

well as learn about racial identities outside of their own. Nakagawa and Arzubiaga state, “there is 

so much opportunity to both generate and respond to the visual culture in relation to race” (104). 

With these online communities, people can safely learn how to actively take part and practice in 

stimulating racial discussions.  

 Basically, social media promotes what Nakagawa and Arzubiaga define as racial literacy, 

which “[encompasses] the ways in which individuals learn to negotiate and understand race in 

relation to whiteness, gender, sexuality, and class, and develop vocabulary and formal concepts 

with which to discuss race” (105). Taking their definition into account, the older generation that 

still doesn’t use the interracial head nod is only partly racially literate. They recognize the history 

of racial hierarchies and they understand the history of African-Americans’ struggle, but even 

though they believe that this hierarchy is a main driving force in today’s society, they don’t step 

up and confront these assumptions and misconceptions about race directly or through social 

media. Nakagawa and Arzubiaga themselves write, “Racial literacy means having the tools with 

which to converse about race, deconstruct, and challenge instances of racism, and interact and 
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work with others to address inequalities in relation to race” (105-06). Instead, the older 

generation sticks to their nod because they’ve convinced themselves that this is the only way to 

fight “the man.” The social media generation has the upper hand here because social media 

provides and extreme source of community and opportunity for discussion. Today’s generation 

has access to everyday lessons on race. They’re on youtube, they’re reposted on twitter, and they 

cover Facebook walls. 

 Additionally, the anonymity of some social media sites allows people to get into the 

uncomfortable, nitty gritty discussions that would otherwise be considered controversial, 

uncomfortable, or frowned upon in everyday, light discussion. As Nakagawa and Arzubiaga put 

it, “the Internet provides many opportunities for using social/new media to generate content and 

perspectives that are otherwise missing from broader societal discussions about race and absent 

or silenced in mainstream media” (108). This embodies another upper hand that today’s youth 

has on its elders. Social media provides opportunity to discuss with millions of other people 

without fear of hurting feelings or awkward encounters. 

 According to Daniels, social media not only serves as a community for racial discussions, 

but it also allows outside races to peer into how other races operate within their respective 

communities. It gives outside races a scope into the inside nuances of nonverbal communications 

and cultures among races. This also further explains the merge of the head nod. It’s no longer a 

secret among African-American men; people can now research and understand when and where 

it should be used. The book of secrets has been exposed. 

 Although an analysis of bobbing heads and their specific statistics may seem trivial, it is, 

in fact, crucial relating to today’s concern involving racial acceptance. The discovery and battle 
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against microaggressions call for a stronger, more analytical scale. While the nod may seem 

relevant only to the small group of older African-American men who still use it exclusively, it 

should in fact apply to anyone looking to promote racial acceptance across all age gaps. In 

restricting or manipulating our mannerisms to fit particular groups or races, we are potentially 

reinforcing microaggressions in our society with similar micro-segregations. In the ongoing 

struggle for racial equality, it is time to lay these nonverbal differentiations between ethnicities to 

rest. With the popularity of the Internet and social media in today’s society, race-specific 

communications can no longer pass unnoticed by other ethnic groups. These obvious barriers 

stimulate misunderstandings among curious outsiders. Young, impressionable social media 

browsers accidentally mistake one online communication to serve as accurate representation for 

an ethnicity’s dialogue as a whole. Break down the racial barricades and eliminate these 

misunderstandings; my track friends and I will thank you. 
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