
 i 

The Nigga Word: a Black Millennial perspective on its healing, usage, and continuity 
 
 
 
 
 

AN HONORS THESIS 
 

SUBMITTED TO THE PROGRAM IN SCIENCE TECHNOLOGY AND SOCIETY 
 

OF STANFORD UNIVERSITY  
 

IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS  
 

FOR HONORS IN THE PROGRAM IN SCIENCE TECHNOLOGY AND SOCIETY 
 
 

MAYA G. PETE 
 

MAY 2018 
 
 
 
 

APPROVAL  
 

 
 
Honors Program Director: ________________________________________________________ 

Dr. Kyoko Sato                      Date 
 
 
 
 
 

Honors Advisor: ________________________________________________________________ 
Dr. Adam Banks    Date  

           Adam J Banks 5/31/18

           Kyoko Sato 5/31/18



 ii 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

For some the word nigga is a term of endearment and for others this word reminds them of the 
shackles and chains still pressed upon them by white America.  However, no matter how the 
word is perceived, one thing is indisputable: it's for and by us.  This paper attempts to come at 
the NIGGA word from an angle that prioritizes and centers a black perspective on what people 
are doing with the word in our community – as opposed to engaging in the tired argument of who 
should say it and who shouldn't.  I have attempted to explore the way in which 
the nigger and nigga words have permeated the social culture and interactions of Black 
Millennials.  I believe us, the Black Millennials, to be doing something intentionally different 
with this word than any group before us has, and the motivation behind this thesis is to discover 
exactly what that difference is.  To achieve a substantive and downright interesting exploration 
of the topic and its nuances, my research is an amalgamation of real time, lived experiences and 
thoughts of Black Stanford Millennials in combination with data derived directly from the 
mouths, minds and fingers of the Black Millennials worldwide.  I studied the Black Twitter 
trending conversation #NiggerNavy, and engaged in focus groups of Black Millennials here at 
Stanford, to ultimately discover the usage patterns of the nigger and nigga words and gauge their 
– what I believe to be – healing power, through solidarity and understanding, in our Black 
Millennial Community. I hope this thesis succeeds to open up more conversations of this nature 
in cross-cultural communities.  I also want it to be an avenue that asks what this freedom that 
Black people express on Twitter says about the future of the merging of Black Culture and 
digital/technological culture.  
 
What follows this abstract is their...OUR nigga story.  
 
Keywords: nigger, nigga, nigger experience, millennial, Black Twitter, Nigger Navy, tweets, 
hashtags, black  
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I dedicate this to all my niggas in the whole wide world.  
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nigger1 
noun | nig•ger | \’ni-ger\ 

1. offensive; used as an insulting and contemptuous term for a black person 

2. offensive; used as an insulting and contemptuous term for a member of any dark-skinned 

race 

3. now often offensive; a member of a class or group of people who are systematically 

subjected to discrimination and unfair treatment  

 

 

 

nigga2 
noun | nig•ga | \’nig-uh\ 

Nigga is a word which evolved from the derogative term “nigger”.  Tupac best defined the 

distinction between the two.  

NIGGER – a black man with a slavery chain around his neck.  

NIGGA – a black man with a gold chain on his neck.  

 

  

                                                
1 See definition of  "Nigger." Merriam-Webster.com. Merriam-Webster, n.d. Web. 28 Jan. 2018. 
 
2 See definition of "Nigga." urbandictionary.com. Urban Dictionary. Web. 4 Apr. 2018. 
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Nigga 
What makes you a nigga? 
 
Your nappy roots? 
Your dark skin? 
Your big nose? 
Your unknown kin? 
 
Your unrelenting nature 
Your passion to survive 
Your hands folded in faith 
Your prayers lifted to the skies. 
 
 
Your dreams of better days 
Your head held high 
Your back beaten 
Your grasp on your pride. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Your fists raised 
Your solemn oath 
Your work towards change 
Your unapologetic glow. 
 
Your spirit unbroken 
Your flesh that heals 
Your deep understanding 
Your fight un-yields. 
 
Your natural roots 
Your beautiful skin 
Your strong nose 
Your unforgotten kin 
 
That’s what makes you a nigga… 
That’s what makes you my nigga. 
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Introduction 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“The nigger word has transcended generations of segregation, slavery, and Civil Rights activism 

to lend its usage to us, the Black Millennials in an alternate form…nigga. “ 

 

I wrote the poem on the page before as an exploration of my experiences as a Black 

Woman.  I wrote it to all my brothers and sisters of the African Diaspora, living in America.   I 

wrote it in appreciation of the Nigga word and I am writing this in appreciation of all my Niggas 

in the whole wide world.3 You see, I hope this to be something that intersects the academy with 

popular culture to create a piece that is both accessible and appealing to not simply those of 

academia, but to those who look like me, who talk like me, and who experience the world in a 

way that only we can.  

My vision for this paper is to explore an otherwise controversial word, from the 

perspective of the young, black person.  It will give reason and life to this word from the view of 

those that have not had the platform to project to the world their nuanced thoughts about being a 

                                                
3 Listen to the song that inspired this sentiment. F.U.B.U by Solange Knowles.  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Njp2vaBzgto 
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nigga, saying the nigga word, and living a nigger experience.  I believe that the nigga word is 

here to stay; it is a permanent piece of black culture and an artifact that perpetuates black humor.  

It is a word to which much turmoil and pain are attached, but also one that symbolizes solidarity 

and understanding amongst a cohort that has repurposed and redefined its meanings.  I ultimately 

hope to address the healing capacity of this word when used by people who understand its power 

in a nation that does not understand it’s – or rather these – people.     

 

Motivation 

I can’t say I remember where I was the first time someone called me a nigger or the first time I 

heard the word, but I don’t think it matters.   

 

I don’t recall a time where I had some deep internal conflict about whether I should allow myself 

to be called nigga by another, and I’m not sure that matters.   

 

I barely remember when I decided that I would add this word to my vocabulary by calling my 

friends “my niggas!” – while I assume it was some time around when I came to college and 

made the largest number of black friends I’ve ever had in my live – and I’m not sure that even 

matters. 

   

“…Niggers and flies, I both despise! The more I see niggers the more I like flies!” My 

father said this every time my little brother and I got on his nerves as kids, and we thought it was 

hilarious but also…confusing. How could he hate something that he was? You couldn’t tell us 

that wasn’t comedy, and why did he say he liked flies more than us? Crazy we thought.  It wasn’t 

until years later that I found out this saying was one of those racists nursery rhymes created by 

white people and sang to black children on the playground (Price-Thompson, 3). I had always 
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wondered why he referred to black people as niggers and niggas, because my mom HATES the 

nigga word.  Imagine her surprise – read: disdain – when I said I’d be writing a whole thesis 

about it.  I digress.  So, my father and paternal grandfather have recreationally called us niggas, 

negresses4, or little niggas for as long as I can remember. So, from an early age, I associated 

positive feelings to the nigger word, feelings of which have impacted the way that I currently 

interact with its usages in my life.   The nigger word has transcended generations of segregation, 

slavery, and Civil Rights activism to lend its usage to us, the Black Millennials in an alternate 

form…nigga.  

Nigger, nigga, by any other name would smell as sweet…or as stank? It is not lost on me 

that there is a cloudy-clear distinction between the niggers and the niggas. My nigga, is my 

brother, sister, or person in blackness, a confidant, a trusted friend that’s ride or die.  A nigger, 

on the other hand, is what Redneck Joe, down the street, calls you as he rides by in his muddy 

4x4 with the aggressive Confederate flag hanging out of the back.  

The nigga word was birthed from the nigger word through a process called eye dialect 

(Ellis, 142).  Eye dialect refers to the use of nonstandard spellings that mimic pronunciation 

rather than knowledge of grammatical practices.   Through this process, the nigga pronunciation 

became one recognized by African American Vernacular English.  Whilst these facts are 

interesting and consistently the source of riveting discourse, I bring them up not to harp on them 

but to state that the basis for my argument of healing is focused primarily on the nigga and not 

the nigger, because I understand nigger to still be a term laced with much pain and suffering.  

And this, friends, is where our journey together begins.   

                                                
4 A negress is defined by Meriam-Webster as being a black woman or girl of African descent. 
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/Negress 
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Roadmap 

There is no question that Black millennials5 are using the nigga word. However, the 

inquiry remains, how are they using it and what for? Are black millennials using the nigga word 

to further the black agenda, to incite laughter, to inject comedic relief, to create umbrellas of 

solidarity, none of the above or all the above and then some? I hope these inquiries succeed to 

guide, motivate and encourage understanding and intellectual vitality within my argument and 

for the duration of this reading.  

My ultimate impetus is to understand and highlight the reasons for the continued and 

widespread usage of the nigga word within the black community.  I believe the word to be 

outlined, and reliant upon its usage, as a term of endearment and expression by black people who 

feel a pull to the history of the word and understand its implications in present day.  My 

assumptions, however, I primarily based on my personal dealings with the word and ways in 

which I have perceived its engagement.  

Chapter One of this thesis is an intersectional discourse about the nigger and nigga words 

that puts academic works in conversation with one another to address the origin and nature of the 

words.   It begins with an illustration of the history and derivation from which this word sprang, 

starting with 1600s America. The conversation will then turn to a discourse on language and its 

place in a society of Black Americans who did not choose the tongue of which they frequent 

now.  I will give an accurate and riveting account of the importance of African American Humor 

and how it has shaped the way that African Americans interact with not only their blackness and 

                                                
5It is important to note that in this research I will be using the term “millennial” to describe people born between 
1982 and 2002 – as described by Census Bureau results.  See source in bibliography.   
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culture but others of the diaspora.  While African American humor is a monumental piece of the 

resilience that keeps black people fighting and healing, it’s also an irreplaceable piece of the 

movement that reclaims the nigga word and promotes it’s usage. Next, we’ll slightly switch 

focus and navigate the exciting space of Black Twitter.  I have experienced Black Twitter as a 

place in which the nigga word flourishes in use by both black and non-black people, I seek to 

employ that perspective in conversation with actual data and metrics to conclude how and why 

the Black Millennial is using the nigger and nigga words on Twitter, and in the broader society 

as well.  

In Chapter Two, I outline the methodology that I use to qualify the claims I asserted at 

the end of Chapter One.  You see, as a premiere space for Black Millennials to express 

themselves in the most unfiltered way possible, I assume Black Twitter to be one of the best 

areas to monitor and analyze the usage of the nigga word. I chose to focus on one specific 

moment in Black Twitter history: #NiggerNavy.  I decided, however, that this data alone 

wouldn’t capture the essence of the Black Millennials in full capacity, which I aspired my 

research to do.  Therefore, I also created focus groups with millennials ranging from 18-26 and 

identifying with many different diasporic blacknesses.  Participants talked about their 

perspectives on the words, who should say them, and what they really mean to them.  You 

should finish this chapter with an understanding of why I decided upon Twitter and focus groups 

as my medium, how the #NiggerNavy moment is perfect for and pertinent to understanding the 

millennial usage of the nigga word, and how I generated the data to measure these assumptions.   

Chapter Three and Four are dedicated to dissecting and analyzing the data that was 

collected using the methodology discussed in Chapter Two.  The data was copious and the 

discussions rich, so I use these chapters to identify trends within the two sets.  Chapter Three 



 xvi 

focuses on the Black Twitter results and how they model different aspects of the Black 

Millennial interactional patterns with respect to the nigga word.  Chapter Four, pulls quotes and 

sentiments from the three sets of focus groups and places them in conversation with each other to 

find an overarching theme in understanding and governance of the nigga word.   

Lastly, the conclusion.  As we reach the end of our journey together, I will reflect on the 

concepts and ideals that we’ve discussed, while allowing the Black Twitter Data and Focus 

Group derivations to speak to one another to create one final understanding of the nigga word.   

As you read through the next few chapters, approach the content with a mission to extract 

the “why?” from the history to the current information, as that it what I will be doing myself.  

 



 1 

Chapter One: Literature Review 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Anybody can be a nigger.  By definition, anybody can be a nigger.” 
 

~Ruby Mitchell  
 
The Origin 
 

 “Anybody can be a nigger.  By definition, anybody can be a nigger.” My late, great-

grandmother said and believed this for most of her adult life, but what does it mean?  Merriam 

Webster originally defined the word nigger to mean “an ignorant person” and if this definition 

holds than the first statement is true. The word has evolved in meaning and usage – while 

simultaneously staying the same. It encompasses an entire history of its own, bypassing barriers 

of nationality and transcending generations.  Nigger is an endearing term to some and triggering 

to others making it an imperative and compelling topic of study.  With my research, I seek to 

qualify the popular term nigga, and its historic counterpart nigger, as crucial components of the 

racial healing of the black community. I want to tell a story; the word’s story, its origin of pain 

and its resurgence in comedy and comradery. 

The early 1600s not only marked the turn of the century, but a rise in the economic 

prosperity and efficiency of White Americans.  North American settlers discovered the cheap 
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and plentiful source that was African slave labor and brought somewhere between 6 and 7 

million slaves to the “New World”.  There they were sold into slavery and treated like cattle, 

livestock…animals.  These slaves worked on different plantations, mainly in the Southern region 

of the United States where they were much needed hands in the production of tobacco, rice and 

indigo.  By the 19th century, slaves constituted about one-third of the population in the south. 6  

To create and ensure their place as superior human beings, white people stealthily 

separated slaves into factions, such as: house slaves, field slaves, etc.  This separation not only 

stifled slaver power to rise against and revolt, but also made them despise each other for their 

positions in relations to the white man. These tiers of oppression mixed with unsuppressed levels 

of hatred became a language that smothered the black race, in the form of one utterance of 

malice, hate, and spite – NIGGER. 

The N-word, nigger, is derived from the Latin word niger which loosely translates to the 

color black.  At its inception, it was a lexical tool to address people of African descent and there 

were many different spellings and exclamations of the word including, but not limited to: negar, 

niggah, nigguh, niggur, niggar, niggor, niger, and the ever-popular spellings, nigga and nigger.   

John Rolfe, one of the earliest English colonizers – most popular for his marriage to 

Pocahontas – is recorded as one of the first people to have written the word.  In 1619, whilst 

describing a shipment of Africans – soon to be slaves – to Virginia, he gave them the name 

negar (Kennedy, 4). And while one might conclude that Rolfe did not mean anything bad by the 

term negar, he was still advocating for the removal of these people from their homelands and 

proceeding to call them out of their names.   

                                                
6 Bourne, Jenny. "Slavery in the United States." EH. Net Encyclopedia, edited by Robert Whaples. Retrieved from: 
https://eh. net/encyclopedia/slavery-in-the-united-states (2008). 
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Speaking of pompous white men, it should be noted that leaders of our “great” nation did 

not like black people (Asim, 23); they were matter-of-fact politicians who refrained from 

incriminating themselves with the ugliest of words and thereby are not heavily quoted using the 

nigger word.  However, George Washington is quoted to have said the he “wish[ed] to get quite 

of Negroes” 7 . Meaning, he was ready for us to go! Even with this snippet, we can understand 

the structures of power that those in office perpetuated to progress the status and harm of 

institutionalized racism, even if they, themselves, were not the ones inflicting the harm.   

However, from then to now, it is unclear as to the exact time and place in which nigger 

became the widely accepted and “politically correct” spelling of the racial slur; congruently, it is 

unknown when the term shifted, in meaning, from an identifier, to a racially charged curse, and 

then to the ambiguous term of endearment, nigga.    

 

Nigger vs. Nigga 

“A word is not a crystal, transparent and unchanged…[it is] the skin of a living thought 
[that] may vary greatly in color and content according to the circumstances and time 

which it is used.” 
 

~Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes 
 

I would be remiss if I did not question the reasons for which nigger is the racial slur that 

withstood the test of time.  For it was not alone in its disrespect during the eras of slavery and 

Civil Rights. Blacks were constantly slurred at, and whether it was nigger, mammy, Pickanniny, 

buck, or something else, each held an unspeakable and comparable amount of disrespect and 

hate.   However, as each of the former terms died out it is a wonder why nigger did not do the 

                                                
7 Dunbar, Erica Armstrong. “George Washington, Slave Catcher.” The New York Times, The New York Times, 21 
Dec. 2017, www.nytimes.com/2015/02/16/opinion/george-washington-slave-catcher.html. 
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same.  A wonder why it has prevailed throughout the ages and been reincarnated, as a word of 

endearment between black people – and even non-black people – in the form of the word: nigga.  

The rise, success, controversy, and normalization of the nigga word can be largely 

attributed to some of Hip Hop’s biggest influencers: N.W.A., Tupac Shakur, Ice Cube, Iceburg 

Slim, and many more. Mos Def said it best, these artists (and others like them) took “a word used 

to degrade and turn[ed] it into something beautiful, a term of endearment,” (Asim, 224).  Thus, 

nigger, a term used to oppress, assemble, and annihilate black people, was repurposed as a term 

that blacks could use as a nod to a common struggle.  It has become a verbal understanding that 

acknowledges parallel pasts and ties together an otherwise estranged people.  Tupac went so far 

as to attempt to redefine the word using the acronym. 

N – Never 

I – Ignorant 

G – Getting 

G – Goals 

A – Accomplished  

Unfortunately, even with his immense popularity, this acronym never caught on and I’m willing 

to bet it never will.  The political climate surrounding this N-word is just too sensitive and 

meticulous for an acronym like this to find its place in our regular discourse.   

 

The N-Word  

“Quentin Tarantino thinks he can say the N-Word.  But I checked with all of Niggadom 
and nobody knows where he got his pass from.” 

 
~ Kat Williams 
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The safest way to indicate that nigger or nigga is in usage is to call it the N-word.  

However, I believe that using this euphemism does two things: 1) takes away the pain and 

history that this word holds and has held for centuries and 2) lends its usage to all audiences, 

especially those that can never understand its power, because when you say “the N-word” 

everyone knows you mean nigger (Daniels and Jackson Jr., 239).    

In the history of language, for words to matter they must be given a meaning that users 

stick by and respect.  In changing nigger to “the N-word” we are attempting to erase a lineage of 

meaning, and to deliberately excavate deep-seated emotion from this term of malicious intent. 

The N-word expunges, from history, violence and oppression that the term nigger succeeds to 

exude.  It sugarcoats racism that should be at the forefront of our minds. The N-word as a 

circumlocution is a copout – a watered-down synonym – that lends its accessibility out infinitely 

and invites people to take usage of the word lightly.  In essence, saying “the N-word” is no better 

than just saying nigger (Daniels and Jackson Jr., 238).    

I believe this lack of intensity and prolific acceptance robs you, the reader, of the 

discomfort and disgusting feeling that is so important to a deep understanding of the nuances that 

drive this controversial topic into existence. That is why, to access this word with the deepest 

understanding and admiration for those who came before me and those whose shoulders I stand 

on, I will endure the discomfort that it takes to constantly type and utter the syllables that 

compose both nigger and nigga.  There was much more pain endured to allow me to be at this 

institution and to enjoy the freedom and resources to write this paper.  It is important to note that, 

in this review of literature and for the remainder of this thesis – outside of this section – I will 

strictly avoid the use of the N-word as a substitute for nigger, nigga, or any other relevant 

spelling.  
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The Nigger Experience 

“Never give up your right to act like a Nigga.” 

~Randall Kennedy 

 

 The nigger word has succeeded to be a familiar part of the language of American white 

people, since its inception.  For the affluent white folks – pre-Civil Rights Era – this word was a 

safe indulgence, a way for them to describe their disdain for Black people while simultaneous 

evoking their higher status as human beings. For the poorer white people, often deemed to be 

“white trash”, this word signified that they were still better off than the nigger.  It was 

congruently used to illustrate this ideal that there were levels to blackness and tiers of 

acceptance.  You could be a Negro or you could be a nigger, the latter of which being the worst 

type of black person.  

Let’s backtrack for a second, in the 1600s, Black slaves were the most efficient 

mechanisms of labor and arguably the crutch or backbone upon which the economy of the 

United States was built.  Fast forward to the 21st century, Black people are just as influential but 

in a…more glamorous way.  Black musicians, athletes, and comedians take the place of their 

slave ancestors as the creatives and moguls of the entertainments spheres (Asim, 222).  Black 

culture has birthed role models that are black and famous, black and rich, black and woke, and 

most importantly – for this argument – black and vivaciously using the word nigga.  You see, a 

large portion of viral material comes from black people on social media sites, such as Twitter, 

Instagram and Facebook.  Moreover, trending topics, fashion, and lifestyles are modeled after 

what is condoned by Hip-Hop and Black Culture influencers (Freelon, Mcllwain and Clark, 24).  
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These influences usher in “tangled relations” between blacks and non-blacks that has both 

defined and propelled America’s “unique status” as a country in which cultural practices are up 

for grabs by the masses (Asim, 3). For the sake of my argument, I want to focus on the preceding 

with a special emphasis on the way in which black culture is practiced through usage of the 

nigga word. This specification leads us back to the age-old question….  

Who gets to say nigger? Nigga?  Who has ownership over slavery’s catchphrase (Daniels 

and Jackson Jr., 248), Hip Hop’s battle cry, and the colloquial black community’s term of 

endearment?  Black culture leaders and social media connoisseurs articulate a “privilege” black 

people hold to assert complete control over the word, a power that comes from having had the 

nigger experience.  This experience is an amalgamation of racial injustice, systematic oppression 

and a lifestyle constructed by society’s biased understandings of race.  Basically, the nigger 

experience is what it means to be Black while breathing in the United States.  This experience 

does not operate under the pretense that all Black people in America live the same life, but rather 

it implies there is an underlying notion of understanding of where African Americans have come 

from, where they have hurt, where they have fought, where they have died, and where they stand 

now.  In essence, the nigger experience does not necessary have to have been lived, it is 

understood (Daniels, 9). Therefore, the problems that black people – specifically the Black 

Millennials that I spoke with – have with regards to non-black people saying the nigga word, 

stem from the fact that they simply do not possess the understanding and reverence to appreciate 

this word.  Moreover, while Black comedians are credited for bringing the nigga word back into 

the social sphere, in an elusive yet attainable way, we thank Black rappers for creating those 

“tangled relation between blacks and whites” that I mentioned earlier in this section.  Because 

they are the some of the biggest influencers – that we’ve discussed – and they sing the nigga 
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word very often, it becomes something cool and trendy to those who don’t know that it’s rather 

powerful and meaningful (Asim, 222).  

Allow me to better illustrate it with a pop culture reference.  In her book Ghettonation: A 

Journey Into the Land of Bling and the Home of the Shameless, award-winning journalist and 

author, Cora Daniels attempts to breakdown a point parallel to mine. She recalls the show The 

Simple Life, where hotel heiress, Paris Hilton and Nicole Richie, daughter of Lionel Richie, 

“slum it” in places that they would regularly not frequent.  One, of which, was a farm where they 

were expected to live and, simply put, be useful.  It is important to note, as the daughters of quite 

wealthy families, these two women had not been exposed to blue collar work and anything less 

than silver spoons and 5-star restaurants.  So, one day on the farm Hilton and Richie are trying to 

start a pick-up truck that was given to them to complete their chore for the day.  The truck is, 

what my grandma would call, a “hoopty”8 and upon realizing this, Hilton says, “Ugh, this truck 

is so ghetto.”  Given the history of the word ghetto in the United States and internationally – 

which is similar in nature to the nigger word – Hilton does not have the lived experience be a 

judge of whether something is or is not “ghetto”. The same tacit understanding applies to the 

usage of the nigger and nigga words.  

 

Cultural Ownership 

There are two sides – or more – to every argument and this one is no exception.  Because 

of the Black-centered nature of my argument, the focus of this subsection will be on the 

                                                
8 As defined by Urban Dictionary, a hoopty is a broken down or cheap car. 
https://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=hoopty 
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differences of opinion within the Black community with regards to the nigga word. The thing is, 

there are ample opinions on the usage of nigger, whether it is reclaimed and re-appropriated or 

not. 

Within this specific discourse it is important to be aware of the different associations and 

connotations that are bound to this word within communities of black folks.  When in mixed 

company – multiracial settings – black folk tend to present a united front (Kennedy, xiv) that 

takes a stand against non-blacks saying nigger – or any variation of the word.  However, it is 

within homogenously black settings that the nuances begin to show their faces.  There are Black 

people who vehemently rejected nigger as the result of a passed down belief that niggers are 

groups of “discreditable Negroes” (Kennedy, xv) or an assumption parallel to that.  They have 

often been ridiculed and told they were “acting like a nigger” by other black people whom they 

saw as authoritative figures. This “acting like a nigger” sentiment is to convey an idea that a 

nigger behaves in a deplorable manner, and one should aspire to prove themselves better than the 

stereotypes that their black skin possesses. This is a common narrative in black families that have 

origins of Blackness that do not trace back to slavery.  

Conversely, to some Black folks “acting like a nigger” is used to indicate a spirit of 

militancy.  The phrase attempts to describe the acts of a black person who is resilient, rebellious, 

and restless for change to relations regarding black people in the current nation. These niggers 

are those who “never give up this right…to resist,” (Kennedy, xvii). Harvard Law Professor, 

Randall Kennedy, gives valuable insight on the topic in his book, Nigger: The Strange Career of 

a Troublesome Word.  In which, we see one of the first instances of #Blackboyjoy9 as he talks 

                                                
9 The Root defines #BlackBoyJoy as being “a fearlessness about being unique and true to what and who you are.”   
Young, Danielle. “Thanks to Chance the Rapper, #BlackBoyJoy Is a Thing.” The Root, Www.theroot.com, 9 May 
2017, www.theroot.com/thanks-to-chance-the-rapper-blackboyjoy-is-a-thing-1790856549. 
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about his father who used nigger recreationally to describe himself.  He called himself a “stone 

nigger” meaning “a black man without pretensions, who was unafraid to enjoy himself openly 

and loudly despite the objections of condescending whites or insecure blacks,” (Kennedy, xvii).  

So, it is evident that there are extremely mixed teachings and dialogues about this word, but I 

bring up these two polar opposite examples to illustrate the idea that there are so many 

perspective as to the how, when, why and if the nigger word should be used.  If you ask me, 

these are questions that have ever-changing answers and feelings attached to them10.  Each 

answer and exploration could be its own thesis, but in this argument, I am going to focus on the 

why to gain a better understanding of what exactly it is that these nigger and nigga words do for 

Black society. 

 

The Power of Language 

A common answer to the why is one word: reclamation.  But what does that even mean?  

My current understanding, although nuanced at best, is that the nigger word came from hateful 

white people in the form of a language my ancestors did not understand sonically, but felt 

physically with whips and chains. So, I am inclined to question whether or not one can reclaim a 

word that was not made by them or for them in the first place?  My mind started to wonder in 

this direction when I stumbled upon Robert H. DeCoy’s, The Nigger Bible where he discusses 

the issue of nigger as it pertains to the deepest aspects of language and identity.  He says: 

 

“How can you, my Nigger Son, find your identity, articulate your experiences, in an 

order of words? Language.  Which was created and conceived by a people who did not 

even know of your block existence or Earthly presence.” 

                                                
10 But then again, who asked me?  
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What then, is the nature of the language that Black people seek to obtain, but that seeks to 

control them? Should we take into question the very existence of the English language as our 

default tongue in America?  This language is the same one that held us hostage during slavery, 

that kidnapped our culture, “castrated [our] men”, “captured the health of our black bodies”, and 

took advantage of our women (DeCoy, 24). The white man committed these horrors to give 

meaning and superiority to his words so that his dominance would be feasible and undeniable.  

Every horrible deed done was to perpetuate the gap between these beings who believed 

themselves closest to God and the lesser beings that they ruled (DeCoy, 24). 

 We, the slave descendants, have no language of which we could immediately call upon 

should we choose banish this English language of our oppressors – language that suppressed our 

ancestors and a language that murders us in the streets as we raise our hands and ask them to 

“Please don’t shoot.”  The undeniable fact remains, our histories were stolen at the same time as 

our freedom, and so there is no “Other” to default back to. So, we can choose to believe that this 

language is not our own, that we have no claim to it and should not want to as it was a tool that 

the white man created, as DeCoy insinuates we should (DeCoy, 22).  Or we can accept the 

position that we are in, regardless of the way that we got here, and make the best of it.  I believe 

that we are a people who constantly choose to do the latter and will use the duration of this thesis 

to prove it.  

 

African American Humor 
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“Humor is laughing at what you haven’t got when you ought to have it…. Humor is what 
you wish in your secret heart were not funny, but it is, and you must laugh.  Humor is 

unconscious therapy.” 
 

~Langston Hughes 
 

For centuries, black people have endured a type of institutionalized racism that placed 

them as the butt of society’s jokes. From that oppression, African American humor arose as a 

constant “commentary of his [the black man’s] treatment by a cruel world that has denied him 

the right to be left alone for any length of time” (Onyeama, 3).  As I mentioned in the 

introduction, Black Humor within the United States dates back to the centuries of slavery where 

there was little hope but belief in God and a rumble of laughter emanating from the beaten souls 

of black folks.  Comedy and satire were often used as a way to express the grievances and strife 

slaves experienced from day to day, without giving into confrontational desires (Watkins, 24).  I 

understand this to mean that slaves were cracking jokes to keep from throwing hands and 

cracking…other things, would you agree?  Moreover, their laughter, their wit, their inexplicable 

joy became a spot of confusion to white people, and so they were scolded.  They were told that 

their joy was too much, too loud, too disturbing and too out of place.  But, thank God, that didn’t 

stop them.  Black humor was lined with resilience; you see, while slaves joked about their 

dispositions and shortcomings, they succeeded to, simultaneously, create “the seeds of their own 

subculture” (Watkins, 57), a subculture of “laugh at my pain” that would prevail throughout eras, 

lifetimes, and generations.  

 You might find yourself agreeing with all that I have said in this section, so far, but still 

struggling to make the connection between this so-called “African American Humor” and the 

nigga word.  As this argument continues to develop and garner support11 from real time data 

                                                
11 This poem was copied from The Book of the Black Man’s Humour by Dillibe Onyeama.  
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analytics, I hope to connect the prevalence of the nigga word in our society today to the fact that 

it incites a comedic response. While this word works as one of the roots of African American 

Humor, this humor is also its lifeline. The nigger word and Black Humor work hand in hand.  

Take this poem, written by Ted Joans, for instance:  

Eeny, Meeny, Minee, Mo 

Catch Whitey By His Toe 

If He Says – Nigger, CUT IT!! 

While this is only a snippet of this poem, you may recognize the rhythm from the nursery rhyme 

of the 1800s:  

Eeny, Meeny, Miny, Moe, 

Catch a nigger by the toe; 

If he hollers let him go, 

Eeny, Meeny, Miny, Mo.  

While an audience may be privy to laugh at this satiric interpretation of the racist nursery rhyme, 

like that of the nigger word, it takes a special understanding – the nigger experience, if you recall 

from earlier in this chapter – to be able to fully grasp the indecency and discrimination being 

thwarted by the very reinventing of the words.  On the surface, it may seem that Joans is trying 

to encourage black people to do unto others what has been done to them, but the true meaning 

lies within a deeper understanding and some external context, but here are the SparkNotes.  

Essentially, he is making an explicit commentary on the macabre reality of what could happen if 

blacks were to resort to the same kind of violence as their oppressors over arguably worse acts of 

intolerance.  The results would be no short of: resilience, revolution and riot.   

The incredible thing about Black Humor is its ability to poke fun at “the hypocrisy of 

American society” and tell jokes “reflecting an acceptance of the downtrodden condition off the 

black community” whilst, simultaneously, suggesting “transcending that condition” (Watkins, 



 14 

29).   In essence – and I promise that this will be the last time that I revert to the days of slavery12 

– it is important to note that even during those times, “blacks…recognized their lowly nature of 

their position in…society, and their humor…reflected that recognition” (Watkins, 30).  

 Since the 18th century – slavery –  African American Humor has come a long way.  It has 

succeeded to become a reflection of its times and surroundings which are indicated by which 

taboos Black comedians chose to challenge.  When the most notable and widely decorated black 

comedians, such as: Dick Gregory, Sammy Davis Jr., Eldrige Cleaver, Langston Hughes, and 

Richard Pryor, stepped onto the scene they created a space where “Black self-consciousness 

[could be] diminished enough so black people [were] able to laugh at themselves and not be 

offended” (Watkins, 480).  In essence, they facilitated an atmosphere in which black people were 

able to take a break from the oppressions of life and take themselves less seriously, largely in 

part by utilizing the nigger word.  As stated in the Langston Hughes quote at the beginning of 

this section, “humor is laughing at what you haven’t got when you ought to have it….”  Black 

humor is a nod at the unjust conditions and injustices that black people face daily, but this nod 

creates an “effective diffuser” (Onyeama, 3), of sorts, that allows black people to transcend the 

prejudices they face and continue to find the joy and laughter within the world.   

Richard Pryor.  Stand-up comedian.  Actor.  Social Critic.  But first and foremost, a 

nigger.  Pryor is known widely for his hilarity, but he did something that comedians before him 

steered clear of, he employed the nigger word unapologetically and abundantly.  As the 

godfather of the recreational nigger word and the “first comedian to speak in the raw, 

brutal….language of the streets” Pryor was certain of one thing, he was proudly and “assertively 

a nigger” (Watkins, 527).  At the onset of his career, Pryor’s impetus was to be a comedian that 

                                                
12 To be transparent, I can’t really commit to a promise like that, since we’ve got about 40 more pages together.  
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had a squeaky-clean show, like Bill Cosby13.  Around the late 1960s, he realized that wasn’t his 

M-O14 and began to find the freedom in his comedic expression from the profuse usage and 

reclamation of the nigger word.  As Pryor moved street humor “away from jokes about black 

deficiency” and turned them towards jokes that advance the social justice and political initiatives 

of the black community, he created jokes that were for black people, by black people.  

 Congruently, modern black comedians such as Dave Chappelle, Eddie Murphy, Steve 

Harvey, Cedric the Entertainer, Chris Rock, and Kevin Hart have perpetuated this tradition of 

“unconscious therapy” by allowing black audiences to laugh at things that they know they 

shouldn’t, but can’t help finding funny.  A lot of these taboo topics center around racial relations 

and stereotypes with the black community.  However! They are not the only ones to have 

engaged in this therapeutic behavior; we are sitting on a hub of black millennial gold when it 

comes to entertainment and laughter…Black Twitter.   

 

Black Twitter 

Yes! I’ve been itching to talk about Black Twitter, but before we dive in let’s start with 

the basics.  Twitter is a microblogging site where online news and social networking intersect 

and thrive.  People communicate their feelings, admirations, inner thoughts and life lessons in 

140 characters, or less…tweets.  Your tweets are short messages that appear on the timelines of 

other users that follow your account. Twitter users interact with each other by following one 

another, favorite-ing, retweeting, quoting and replying to each other.  To streamline the copious 

amount of information that flows through this social media apparatus daily, Twitter engineers 

                                                
13 Well…not so squeaky clean anymore.   
14 M-O is commonly used in Gangsta Rap.  It means modus operandi, loosely translated to a specific way of doing 
something that is congruent with prior characteristics.   



 16 

created the hashtag.  A hashtag is a word or phrase preceded by the pound sign (ex. #hashtag); 

Twitter hashtags were rather revolutionary because they not only categorize specific content, but 

also enable users to delve into their engagements by organizing the hash-tagged content whilst 

facilitating user participation in conversation (Sharma, 48).  

 The descriptive moniker, Black Twitter, is said to have come from Choire Sicha’s 2009 

article, “What Were Black People Talking About on Twitter Last Night”.  He called it “Late 

Night Black People Twitter” and stated that he could not curb his obsession with it, hence him 

sharing this article with the world.  Choire went on to discuss the conversation surrounding 

#uainthittinitright and talk about his experience as a white person consuming but not being able 

to contribute to this online space, which is cool and all…but what I am mainly concerned with is 

what he definitely got right.  Black Twitter is exactly that, black people tweeting.  It’s not a 

secret society and it’s not a separate app that can be downloaded from the App Store.  Black 

Twitter is a place where black people, and those that share their concerns, experiences, and 

ideals, have found each other and can discuss, in real time, what’s going on in the black 

community.  This heuristic space is perpetuated by Twitter’s discourse conventions and social 

features that heavily encourage Black participation (Brock, 530).  At its inception, this Black 

Twitter discourse took the simple form of hashtags (also known as blacktags), but can now also 

be seen in the forms of gifs, memes, links, moments, and threads (Sharma, 48).  Each of these 

signifiers allow black people on Twitter to connect with each other meanwhile making Black 

concerns available “to a mainstream that was unconcerned with its existence prior to that” 

(Brock, 534).  Essentially, Black Twitter is a social public within the Twitter community, that is 

interconnected by the cultural discourse known as “signifyin”, which allows its content to be 

circulated to not only the Black community, but the broader community as well (Brock, 530).  
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 Signifyin’ is often used as a “catch-all” term for Black American oral tendencies such as, 

but not limited to: the practices of playing the dozens, speaking loudly, and now Black Twitter-

ing.  While tweeting isn’t technically verbal as all other signifyin’ techniques are, it serves as an 

“international framework that allows Black Twitter users to align themselves with Black oral 

tradition” (Florini, 223), and therefore enhances the Black Twitter community’s ability to 

connect with Black cultural practices and communicate shared ideals and experiences.   The root 

of signifyin’ lies within the community’s elements of humor, “displays of wit”, and capability to 

call upon similar racial identities.  This practice is what makes Black Twitter special, it allows 

Black people to perform their blackness in a way that makes them visible to other users like 

themselves (Florini, 224).  

 Black Twitter is this place that has allowed Black Internet usage to become both 

prevalent and visible due to its everyday accessibility and lack of barriers to entry.  It has shaped 

online cultural discourse (Brock, 529) by allowing those who are corporeally classified as black 

to enter a black space where performance of their blacknesses are heralded as entertaining.  

Moreover, these spaces of performance, while viewable by the masses, are only truly understood 

by those who possess “certain forms of cultural knowledge and competencies” that reside in 

meanings beyond the strictly lexical.  With this understanding we can see how signifyin’ and 

usage of the nigger word can be comparable and compatible on this social medium.  

 Now that we have walked through the basics of Twitter and qualified Black Twitter as a 

space where black people can exude the blackness that they choose, in the following chapters I 

hope to expand on the ways in which Black millennials on Twitter and on the campus of 

Stanford University use the nigger word for healing by pulling in tropes of signifyin’ and African 

American Humor mentioned in this chapter.  



 18 

Chapter Two: Methodology 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Black Twitter is a force. It’s also not particularly well understood by those who aren’t a part of 
it.” 

~Dononvan X. Ramsey, The Atlantic 15  
 
 

Millennial Healing  
 
 Six years ago, when 17-year-old Trayvon Martin was murdered by a white man for the 

color of his skin, I remember thinking about how closely he resembled my little brother.  His 

skin, his build, his style, his age…him.  I was scared.  Scared of the country that I lived in, scared 

for my little brother, scared for my race, and scared for myself.  Not knowing what to do or 

where to let out my frustrations, I turned to Facebook and Twitter to see what other people were 

saying.  Amidst this travesty, I remember feeling a sense of comfort at the sheer number of black 

people tweeting about the pain and injustice they felt.  For me, at that time, Twitter was a force 

that promoted healing.  

 Before that instance, I hadn’t engaged heavily with other black people on Twitter.  I had 

spent most of my childhood/adolescent years in either primarily White or Hispanic settings and 

                                                
15 Ramsey, Donovan X. "The Truth About Black Twitter." The Atlantic. Atlantic Media Company, 10 Apr. 2015. 
Web. 24 May 2018. 
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the people that I followed were a direct representation of those that I encountered daily.  

However, on that day I went searching for black people whom I could stand in solidarity with.  

From that time on, I found that I craved interactions with black people, even if they were in the 

performative space that was social media.  I felt a since of acceptance.  People talked like me, 

looked like me, had parents like mine and had #BlackGirlProblems just like I did.   

 

Methodology  

Black Millennials use the nigger and nigga words to achieve healing through a type of 

solidarity and understand that comes from being a Black person in the United States.  In order to 

qualify this statement I will be gathering data from Black Twitter and talking to those who 

identify as black and millennial here at Stanford University.  

 The evening of January 5, 2017, @YahooFinance sent out a tweet that they would never 

live down.  The tweet said: “Trump wants a much nigger navy.  Here’s how much it will cost…” 

complete with a picture of a naval vessel.   The tweet was only up for an hour, but that was long 

enough for Black Twitter to get a hold of it and craft a topic that would trend for the next 24 

hours, #NiggerNavy.  Per Yahoo!, the tweet should have read bigger navy instead of nigger 

navy, but the damage was already done.  Many people took to Twitter to try to understand how 

one could accidentally type nigger in place of bigger.  Was it auto-correct? Did no one proofread 

the tweet?  With the political climate being what it is and was, this tweet was jarring for most 

and traumatic for some, so it was a wonder and amazement that Black Twitter could flip this 

incident on its head and not only go viral, but make national news.   

 

Black Twitter Data  
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Because this hashtag seemed to exhibit patterns relevant to my thesis, I analyzed tweets 

from this trending topic to add merit to my understanding. I collected 100 tweets selected at 

random from Twitter's advanced search feature.  The tweets were compiled by searching the 

#NiggerNavy in the time frame of 1-5-2017 to 1-7-2017, as that is when Google Trends assesses 

this trend to have been at its peak16. Once the tweets were gathered I sorted them into categories 

based on the perceived nature of the tweet.  The categories are as follows: comedic relief, 

critique, praise, prior knowledge required, musical reference, about white people, and a play on 

stereotypes. I chose these categories because they follow formulas outlined by a Search Engine 

Watch Engagement Study17 for the tweets most engaged and responded to.  The chosen 

categories are detailed in the following section: 

Category Definition 

Comedic Relief 

This categorization will be reserved for tweets 
that are objectively, or rather obviously, 
funny.  This meaning that any American 
Twitter user could log on, read this with the 
little prior knowledge about Yahoo’s mess up, 
understand and find the tweet even mildly 
funny.   

Critique 

This categorization will include tweets that 
convey emotions or facts through an angry, 
sad, or informational tone. It will include 
tweets that criticize as well as inform about 
the nature of the incident.   
 

Praise 

This category will hold the tweets that are 
gleeful in nature.  They are not necessarily 
comedic in nature but have a certain je ne sais 
quoi that causes the consumer of the tweet to 
smile or experience a joyous reaction. 
 

                                                
16 See Appendix 3.  
17 Lee, Jessica. “Twitter Reveals Which Tweets Get the Most Engagement [Study].” Search Engine Watch Actions 
for Google Home Time for Brands to Get Creative Comments, Search Engine Watch, 20 Mar. 2014, 
searchenginewatch.com/sew/study/2335279/twitter-reveals-which-tweets-get-the-most-engagement-study. 
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Prior Knowledge Required 

This category may be the blackest of them all.  
Tweets that fall here are the ones that one will 
only understand having gone through some 
type of nigger experience18.  They can be 
funny, angry, and happy, but they all have one 
thing in common: they require you to have an 
understanding prior to consumption. Note: if 
a tweet has characteristics that could put it in 
another category but requires a nigger 
understanding, this category will supersede 
all others.  
 

Musical References 

This category will contain tweets that require 
a prior understanding of the referenced song 
in order for the tweet to accomplish its 
intended goal.  While this can be confused 
with the prior knowledge required category, it 
is different because even though the music 
tends to be made by black artists, the listeners 
don’t have to be black to understand.   
 

About White People 

This category will have a compilation of 
tweets that address or reference non-black 
people and their engagements with the 
#NiggerNavy trend.   
 

Play on Stereotypes 

A play on stereotypes holds tweets that could 
otherwise be called self-deprecating. 
However, because of common tropes of 
African American humor, these tweets are a 
culmination of black people making fun of 
commonly held beliefs about black people 
that may or may not be true. 

 

Table 1: Black Twitter Analysis Categories 

With the results from the categorization, I uncovered what millennials are using the nigga word 

to portray on Twitter, which I will outline further in Chapter Three.  

  

 

                                                
18 See Chapter 1 page 20.  
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Focus Groups  

 The question that brought me to this research was centered around the Black Millennial 

voice and their disposition to the nigga word.  Therefore, I feel that this thesis would be 

incomplete sans the real and raw voices of those that I studied.  I hosted focus groups filled with 

Black Millennials that prioritized discussions of the nigger and nigga words.  Within these 

groups I aimed to foster conversation about the nuances – past, present, and future – of this word 

and garner understanding about the mixed feelings that my generation has towards it.  Do we 

even believe this is a relevant conversation?  Why and how to we use the word? Do we use it the 

way that the outer world thinks we do?  

I answered these questions, and many more, by facilitating three sessions of focus groups 

where I posed questions that caused participants to think about and discuss their engagement 

with and beliefs surrounding the nigga and nigger words.  These focus groups were each and 

hour in length and held 6-10 people (MacIntosh, 1993)19.  Initially, I prompted them with 

questions that I had prepared prior to the meeting20, but after a while conversation amongst 

participants took over and I could sit back, listen, learn and process.  Each of these groups were 

made up of millennials who identified with different types of blacknesses, genders, and ages.  

One might be inclined to question why I chose to do focus groups instead of individual 

interviews.  To that I must answer that I came up with this methodology because focus groups 

are known to be “synergetic in that the group interaction is explicitly used to generate data 

insights” (Ritchie, 2013:213).  Moreover, as I was researching how to accurately capture the 

                                                
19 Gibbs, Anita. “Social Research Update.” Social Research Update 19: Focus Groups, Department of Sociology, 
University of Surrey, Guildford GU2 7XH, England, 1997, sru.soc.surrey.ac.uk/SRU19.html. 
20 See Appendix 1 for complete listing of questions. 
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voice of the Black Millennial, I came across this passage in Qualitative Research Practice: A 

Guide for Social Science Students in Researchers that read as follows:  

A further feature of focus groups is the spontaneity that arises from the social context.  In 

responding to each other, participants reveal more of their own frame of reference on the subject 

of study.  The language they use, the emphasis they give and their general framework of 

understanding are all more clearly on display.  As all this emerges from discussion within the 

group, interaction with the researcher has less of an influence than it might have in a one-to-one 

interview.  In a sense, the group participants take over some of the ‘interviewing’ role, and the 

researcher is at times more in the position of listening in.  The focus group presents what is in 

some ways a more natural environment than that of the individual interview because participants 

are influencing, and influenced by other just as they are in real life. This social context offers an 

opportunity to see how ideas and language emerge in a more naturalistic setting than an in-depth 

interview, how they are shaped through conversation with others.  It reflects the social 

constructions – normative influences, collective as well as individual self-identity, shared 

meanings – that are an important part of the way in which we perceive, experience and 

understand the world around us. (Ritchie, 2013:213)  

 
The preceding caused me to make my mind up in favor of facilitating this type of conversation 

because I felt that with a topic of this magnitude it’d be important to create a space of 

authenticity, safety and solidarity while also fostering a space of intellectual vitality and room for 

myself, the researcher, to learn and grow.  

 

Limitations 

 I acknowledge the limitations of this study to be congruent with, but not limited to: the 

lack of variance in focus groups and a limited amount of Twitter data.  I recognize the strengths 

of study to be the regional diversity of research subjects.  It is acknowledged that there is an 

irrefutable homogeneity in the subjects of the focus groups seeing as they are all Stanford 
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students.  However, per the Stanford Undergraduate Profile 21 (2016), 53% of Stanford 

Undergraduate students are from states in the United States that are not California, and 11% are 

International.  Additionally, 50% of graduate students are from outside of California and 34% are 

International.  These statistics indicate that within this homogeneity there lies immense diversity 

therefore, the limitation that I have proposed can be looked at as a strength in variance.  

Moreover, the Twitter data that I have collected is limited to the those that have the most popular 

tweets as defined by a Twitter algorithm that I do not profess to understand nor have I 

researched.  The identities of the Twitter users behind the compiled tweets are unknown outside 

of the information that one can read in their bio, should one assume that information to be 

completely true to source.  Therefore, the compilation of tweets indicating the voices of Black 

Millennials, may not be Black nor Millennials because social media is a performative space 

where one can assume any identity.  This study operates on the basis that most Black Twitter 

engagers are not performing an ethnicity that does not belong to them.  

  

                                                
21 Stanford Office of University Communications. “Academics.” Stanford Facts 2018, Stanford University, 2 May 
2018, facts.stanford.edu/academics/undergraduate-profile. 
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Chapter Three: Black Twitter Analysis 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“…even though other races may be able to penetrate this space, none could replicate the depths 
of blackness from which the hilarity of these tweets came.” 

 
The following section is dedicated to an analysis of the categorization of 100 tweets from 

the popular #NiggerNavy trend, of which I compiled using the methodology detailed in the 

preceding chapter.  As previously mentioned, it originated from a mis-tweet by the Yahoo! 

Finance department.  The tweet attempted to say that Trump wanted a much bigger navy and 

show how much it would cost, but instead read: “Trump wants a much nigger navy.  Here’s how 

much it will cost…”  Yahoo! had issued an apology on the matter within hours after the mistake, 

but it was no match for the vigilance and comedic genius – excuse my bias – that is Black 

Twitter.  For the duration of this chapter I will analyze tweets compiled from this hashtag and 

sorted into categories, detailed below, that will aid me in pinpointing some of the trends that 

answer the question: What are Black Millennials doing with the nigga and nigger words?  

 

Preliminary Observations 

I should start with the fact that these tweets were not arbitrarily picked, they were carefully 

selected from the time period of January 5, 2017, to January 7, 2017, and based on them accruing 
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a combination of at least 300 likes and retweets in order to assess and assume agreement with 

their statement by more than just the tweeters themselves. While retweets and favorites on 

Twitter do not indicate endorsements, both are means of sharing the engaged tweet with your 

other followers indicating that you want more people to see it whether you have signed off on it 

or not.   

Users from which the tweets were gathered appeared to be, in the majority, black as we will 

discuss in detail later on in this section.  After careful consideration and meticulous sorting, the 

top four categories that the tweets fell into were Prior Knowledge Required, Comedic Relief, 

Musical References, and Play on Stereotypes.  

 

Figure 1: #NiggerNavy Tweet Categorization Graph 

 



 27 

With the majority of the tweets falling into the Prior Knowledge Required category, one can 

assume that Twitter Users were attempting to connect relatabilities of their nigger experiences22 

to the nigger experiences of others that they may not have known on a personal level, but have 

derived some type of imagined community with due to the color of their skin and the life that 

that entails.   

 Moreover, seeing that these top four categories account for 82.2% of the collected tweets, 

there appears to be a trend of creativity and comedy that comes out of a place that could be said 

to be initially painful.  Black Tweeters took to social media to prove just that: that something 

funny and entertaining can come out of a position where a lot of anger and racial commentary 

could have ensued.  

 

Applications 

An overwhelming amount of the tweets had laughable content matter, whilst simultaneously 

intertwining this word that is not laughable for many.  Moreover, a common theme that emerged 

from the Black Twitter data was an unapologetic sense of freedom in using the nigger word for 

#NiggerNavy as it was written in Yahoo! Finance’s original tweet, rather than changing it to the 

nigga word and then proceeding to produce viral material.  This is rather shocking due to my 

prior research and the consensuses from my conducted focus groups23 that explained the nigger 

word to be racist, primitive, and to “taste like vinegar coming out.”   

 As previously mentioned, the category that amassed most of the tweets was that of Prior 

Knowledge Required.  As a refresher, this category stood as a place for tweets that are a mystery 

                                                
22 See Chapter 1 page 20. 
23 See Chapter 4 page 62. 
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without prior context or previous knowledge that comes from having gone through some type of 

nigger experience.  The tweets ranged from comedic to critique but held the common trope of 

requiring some type of background knowledge for the intended emotion to be evoked and 

experienced.   

 
Figure 2: Prior Knowledge Required Tweet 1 

 
Figure 3: Prior Knowledge Required Tweet 2 

 
These two tweets drawn from my Black Twitter Data were both nestled in the category Prior 

Knowledge Required and have parallel structures.  Both present a third party asking for a favor 

and someone from the #NiggerNavy responding by asking that party if they have the allocated 

funds for such an expense.  Commonly, we see this joke surface in the black community when a 

child asks their parents for something like McDonald’s on the way home, to which the parent or 

authority figure responds with the inquiry, “Do you got McDonald’s money?”  Simply put, this 

dialogue is used to teach the adolescent asking for unnecessary items and favors the value of the 



 29 

thing.  As one of my Nigerian focus group participants shared, this conversation “just didn’t 

happen” with him and his parents, “they just said no.” Therefore, these two tweets are in their 

respective category because this conversation is unique to parents and children of the United 

States Black Diaspora.  

 The second most populated category is general Comedic Relief.  This category is an 

amalgamation of tweets that are objectively, or rather obviously, funny.  This meaning that any 

Twitter user in the United States could log on, read this with the little prior knowledge about 

Yahoo’s mess up, or black culture, understand the tweet, and find it mildly funny.  

 
Figure 4: Comedic Relief Tweet 

This tweet is an example of the type that were characterized as Comedic Relief, for the fact that it 

is easily accessible to audiences that may frequent social media spheres. We see a woman sitting 
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underwater in flippers and a scuba diving mask looking expectantly as if she is waiting for 

something.  It’s a relatable tweet for women of all races nationally, that may have experienced 

the emotions and wants of waiting on a man to respond to messages and/or comments.  In fact, 

the only direct relation to the #NiggerNavy trend that this tweet presents is the fact that the 

woman is underwater.  

 The third top category is those tweets that include a Musical Reference. This category 

contains tweets that require a prior understanding of the referenced song in order for the tweet to 

accomplish its intended goal.  While this can be confused with the Prior Knowledge Required 

category – because the music involved has references to black artists exclusively – however, it 

differs in the way that this is a piece of Black Culture on a platform accessible to the world.   

 

 
Figure 5: Musical Reference Tweet 

This tweet amassed the second highest number of favorites and retweets of all the tweets that I 

compiled for this research.  The reference comes from the song Knuck if you Buck by Crime 
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Mob, featuring Lil’ Scrappy, released in May of 2004.  This song has become one of the anthems 

of Black “turn up” culture, often accompanied by songs such as Swag Surfin’ and Back That Azz 

Up.  This tweet marries the idea of a black-run army with the concept creating that trivia to make 

sure that you are truly one to be inducted into the #NiggerNavy. Where soldiers study and 

understand war and strategies niggers study and immerse themselves in black culture.   

 The last of the top four categories is Play on Stereotypes.  A play on stereotypes holds 

tweets that could otherwise be called self-deprecating. However, because of common tropes of 

African American humor, these tweets are a culmination of black people making fun of 

commonly held beliefs about black people that may or may not be true. 

 
Figure 6: Play on Stereotypes Tweet 1 

 

 
Figure 7: Play on Stereotypes Tweet 2 
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What these two tweets do is give a special nod to the type of African American Humor I describe 

in Chapter One24.  Both succeed to make light of the institutionalized racism that Black people 

experience and have experienced from slavery to now.  The first tweet references times where 

black people are driving in affluent neighborhoods or areas and presumed to be lost because they 

appear out of place with the privilege that lies on either side of their vehicle.  Moreover, the 

second tweet pokes fun at the stereotype that Black people cannot swim – which we know to be 

false with examples like our very own Simone Manuel, the first African American woman to win 

a gold medal in an individual swimming event 25 -- once again, I digress.    

 
Black Twitter as a Performative Space  
 

In analyzing these findings, it was important for me to assess the ability that Black Twitter 

has to be a performative space (Florini, 224).  There are no background checks required, no 

Census boxes checked, no imperative declarations made as to confirming your 

race/ethnicity/cultural background identification; therefore, people are able to assume blackness 

whilst not social accepted as Black – Rachel Dolezal style. 26 The only way for me, the 

researcher, to assess the whether or not the owners, of the compiled tweets, were Black was to 

search through their short User Profile Biographies or to analyze their Twitter Avi. In doing that 

I discovered 90.4% of the 101 tweets collected had owners who indicated blackness either in 

their bios or with their profile pictures.  However, the other 9.6% did not indicate any other race, 

their bios were ambiguous and their avis were fictional characters, landscapes, or celebrities. 

 

                                                
24 See Chapter One page 26. 
25 Donnella, Leah. “Simone Manuel Wins Olympic Gold. That's A Really Big Deal.” NPR, NPR, 12 Aug. 2016, 
www.npr.org/sections/codeswitch/2016/08/12/484841513/simone-manuel-wins-olympic-gold-thats-a-really-big-
deal. 
26 Ford, Dana, and Greg Botelho. “Who Is Rachel Dolezal?” CNN, Cable News Network, 17 June 2015, 
www.cnn.com/2015/06/16/us/rachel-dolezal/index.html. 
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Figure 8: Twitter Users Indicated Race Pie Graph 

 

  With that information, it is hard to assert definitively that the information I have garnered came 

straight from the fingers of Black Millennials.  According to consensuses of my focus groups, 

however, it was felt that even though other races may be able to penetrate this space, none could 

replicate the depths of blackness from which the hilarity of these tweets came.  Therefore, it is 

likely that the tweets came from Black people.  However, according to the Pew Research Center 

Social Media Update of 2016, 27 the age group with the majority of users is in the 18-29 range 

which are all millennial ages.  With this assumption and that of the preceding, one can readily 

ascertain that the tweets gathered came from Black Millennial Twitter users.  

                                                
27 Greenwood, Shannon, et al. “Social Media Update 2016.” Pew Research Center: Internet, Science & Tech, Pew 
Research Center, 11 Nov. 2016, www.pewinternet.org/2016/11/11/social-media-update-2016/. 
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Conclusion  
 
As previously mentioned, these top four categories 

hold 82.2% of the tweets collected within the data set. 

This statistic in conversation with the content of each 

of the tweets leads me to infer that Black Millennials, 

on Twitter, are using the nigga word to connect with 

people who have relatable nigger experiences, to turn 

anger into laughter with simple jokes that are made for 

the black community but can be interpreted by many, 

to explore the creative space that is music and relate 

with black artists, and to laugh at their own pain and 

semblances of oppression. I’ve included, below, a 

breakdown of all of the tweets by category in total.   

 

 
Figure 9: Tweet Categorization Breakdown Pie Graph 

Table 2: Pew Research Center Twitter Demographics 



 35 

Chapter Four: Focus Group Analysis 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Using the word nigga is like drinking water for me.” 
 

 
 This chapter is dedicated to diving between the words, listening to the thoughts, and 

engaging beyond what was said in the focus groups that I facilitated.  As mentioned in Chapter 

Three, I felt like my claim would be incomplete with just an analysis of Twitter Data and no 

acknowledgement of the feelings and beliefs held within a Black Millennial community that I 

engage with daily. I held three focus groups over the course of one week where I asked questions 

that facilitated deep conversation between myself and the participants and, more importantly, the 

participants and each other.  My hope was that these questions would allow the millennials in the 

room to speak freely and honestly about the nigger and nigga words and how they impact or 

have impacted their lives.  What follows in this chapter will be an analysis of those conversations 

in discourse with each other and all the information preceding this chapter.   

 Participants for these groups were self-selecting. I sent out a survey and a sign-up sheet 

and people filled in the spaces where their schedules permitted them to do so.  The first focus 

group was held in Drake Lounge in Ujamaa House, the African and African-American theme 

dorm on Stanford’s campus.  I chose this space because I felt that it would allow participants to 
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be unapologetically black…it did.  The group was made up of 5 male and 5 female identified 

people.  Ethnic identities were a beautiful blend of blacknesses from African-American to 

Caribbean-American to Nigerian-American and multiracial Black, with the median age being 

20.7 years.  The second group was held in the Black Community Services Center Lounge, 

because I’ve had many Afrocentric conversations there and knew that it would bring out the 

verbose in people.  This group was made up of 9 people, 4 female and 5 male identified people.  

There ethnic identities were multiracial, African-American, Nigerian-American, and Guinean-

American with a median age of 20.1 years.  The last group was held back in Drake Lounge with 

a group made up of 9 people, 4 female and 5 male identified participants with a median age of    

20.8 years.  Here’s a visual of the breakdown by race and age: 

 

Figure 10: Focus Group Participant Age Break Down Bar Graph 
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Figure 11: Participant Ethnicity Breakdown Pie Graph 

 As participants filed into the room and sat down on the provided couches, I could see 

their expressions change as they saw the The Nigga Word projected in big letters on a red 

background.  Some laughed, some were immediately uncomfortable, and some smiled to 

themselves, but most memorably, one simply looked at me and said, “Hell yeah, nigga!”  and so, 

it began. We went through a presentation of questions and videos28 and dove into conversations 

about niggas and niggers, which I will unpack in the following subsections.  Please note that the 

identities of these participants will remain anonymous as I wanted them to engage in unfiltered 

conversations, and promising confidentiality was the best way to encourage that.  Moreover, 

direct quotes will be indicated by the opening and closing of quotations “” marks but will have 

no identifiers.  

                                                
28 See Appendix 1 for full list of questions. 
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Nigger vs. Nigga  

“Racism.” 

I asked a simple question.  “What is the difference between nigger and nigga?”  Silence.  

I looked around the room and I was met with faces questioning the fact that I had just said 

nigger, out loud, with the hard “er” and everything.  The answer, a unanimous “Racism.”  They 

explained to me that while nigga “for our generation, is more of like a friendly greeting” the term 

nigger “is more racially charged, like it’s coming from a place of wanting to demean others.”  

Participants were more willing to engage in conversations centering the nigga word instead of 

the nigger word because of its tortured past.  Regardless of which one we were discussing, 

however, there was always a mention of the words’ origins.  In two of the three groups the 

question of the racial origination of the word nigger came up.  Although many believe it came to 

America with the colonizers and slave owners that brought our ancestors here, there is a 

population that cite the word to have existed in spheres of the Black diaspora prior to said 

colonization.  This question is newly on the minds of millennial scholars due, in large part, to 

Kendrick Lamar’s song “i” from his To Pimp a Butterfly album.  The lyrics of the fourth verse 

read:  

Well, this is my explanation straight from Ethiopia 

N-E-G-U-S definition: royalty; king royalty - wait listen 

N-E-G-U-S description: black emperor, king, ruler, now let me finish 

The history books overlook the word and hide it 

America tried to make it to a house divided 

The homies don't recognize we been using it wrong 

So I'ma break it down and put my game in a song 

N-E-G-U-S, say it with me, or say it no more 
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Black stars can come and get me 

Take it from Oprah Winfrey, tell her she right on time 

Kendrick Lamar, by far, realest Negus alive   

  

Lamar is insinuating that the nigger word comes from a place in which we were royalty…kings, 

queens and the like; he says it comes from the word Negus, an old Ethiopian29 word for king. 

Lamar implies that colonizers saw us thriving there and were upset, so upset that they brought 

this word to America and changed its meaning to something that demeaned people that mirrored 

those of regality in Africa.  As we discussed this historic discrepancy, it seemed as though people 

were more comfortable with the word and its perpetuity if it were to have its beginnings in 

Ethiopia as opposed to America.  This notion of Negus has neither been confirmed nor denied by 

academic scholars, and so until further notice it is a question of whether we believe nigger was 

derived from the Latin word niger, meaning black, or if we subscribe to this new idea the it came 

from Negus – the latter being more appealing to the black community.  Participants that shared 

this belief told me that by reclaiming this nigga word, we were taking back the regality we were 

owed.  

 

My Nigga 

“Only my people are niggas.  My niggas.  Black people are my niggas.” 

 I asked them who a nigga was to them.  There was much dissent on what criteria one 

must possess to be considered a nigga.  Where some said only black men are niggas, those on the 

complete opposite end of the spectrum confessed that sometimes they even call inanimate 

                                                
29 Cooper, Wilbert L. “What Am I Saying When I Say 'Nigger'?” Vice, Vice News, 23 Mar. 2015, 
www.vice.com/en_us/article/7b758e/what-am-i-saying-when-i-say-nigger-456. 
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objects nigga.  Then the discussion became a talk about what common qualities each of their 

different definitions and initial pictures of niggas had in common.  Participants eventually came 

to a common agreement as they talked about what it means to be my nigga.   For those who used 

the word, their nigga is someone who is more than a friend.   One said, “I think of it as 

distinguishing some of my relationships that I have with my closest black friends from all the 

other relationships that I have with good friends…it’s the shared background, the same shared 

culture, and experiences. That word is a part of that.”  What I gathered from this sentiment, and 

many other synonymous to it is that, for these millennials, my nigga is someone who I trust, can 

confide in, and someone with whom I share an understanding deeper than the surface of regular 

friendship.  Moreover, they expressed to me that my nigga doesn’t have to be black.  Per one 

participant, and agreed upon by many, “There are non-black people that are closer to my lived 

experience than other black people are.” Participants expressed to me that it’s more of a vow of 

deep friendship than a phenotypical categorization that gives someone my nigga status.  

 However, even though some non-black people are my niggas there is a sacred-ness that is 

held when black people are the sole owners of the word.  Participants expressed to me that 

millennials are using the nigga word to say “Hey, I see you, I see that in some ways you’re a 

reflection of me…I see that you’re human and this is how we’re dealing with it.”  In other words, 

the word is an acknowledgement from one black person to the other that becomes an unspoken 

understanding.  An understanding that we are the products of centuries of trauma, blood, sweat, 

tears, trials, and oppression, but we are standing here today just as resilient as ever and together 

like never before.  So just because someone is my nigga doesn’t make them a nigga.  

 The nigga word was also described to be a code-switching signifier.  One participant told 

us stories about how when friends from back home will call, they’ll answer the phone, and from 
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the other end of the phone, they’ll hear “NIGGAAAAAAAAAAAAA!”  Immediately a light 

switch goes on in their head and they know that this conversation is going to be spoken in 

Ebonics, or African-American Vernacular English.  At the finish of this recall, this participant 

was met with laughter and vigorous head bobs, everyone in the room seemed to agree, the nigga 

word is a code-switching mechanism that alerts its audience to a switch in mentality and a 

comfortability with a language of blackness.   

 

Comparing Niggas  

“I started using it more when I realized I was black.” 

It was imperative for me, when having this conversation, to invite different diasporic 

blacknesses represented on Stanford’s campus to draw upon their experiences in conversation 

with one another’s.  However, I will say that amongst these groups, and outside of African-

American identifying nationalities, arose two differing points of view about how the nigga word 

arises in their variant lives.   

 For those of bi- and multiracial backgrounds with some African-American identifying or 

slave descendant roots 30, the word allowed them to connect with the blackness that many 

attempted to strip them of.  It’s no secret that society promotes a beauty standard and tacit 

understanding of anti-blackness, as some of the participants detailed to me.  In the case of the 

Black and (fill in the blank) personalities, they had been told by society to fear turning into or 

exemplifying behaviors that made them akin to the nigger part of their identity.  They were 

taught to erase their black characteristics and strongly assimilate to whatever else was in their 

                                                
30 Participants were Afro-Latinx, Korean, white and black, and Native American, white and black. 
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bloodstream.  However, these millennials learn to reject that sentiment and unlearn the 

acceptability politics that society placed upon them.   

“I started to identify more as black and then when people were like, ‘Oh! He’s my, like 

he’s my nigga!’ just like super casually…it made me feel proud.  Now that I am actively 

embracing my blackness, people can use that term in that way…for me…it showed that 

others were [also] accepting my blackness.”    

 
These millennials detailed to the group that upon realizing and appreciating their blacknesses, the 

nigga word brought them understand, healing and self-love. One illustrated it so beautifully 

when they said, “It 31 came from a place of self-love and…from a place of like…wanting to love 

all the parts of myself that I felt like I hated for so long.  With it naturally came arming myself 

with the things that people tried to hate me with…and with that came comedic release.” In 

essence these bi- and multiracial millennials were and are using the nigga word to not only push 

back on society’s twisted notions of what we should aspire to be, but also to learn to love each 

and every bit of their blackness.   

 Moreover, the point of contention changed as we switched to a conversation centering a 

different type of diasporic blackness: those of first-generation African descent living in 

America.32  One participant made the claim that, “as a Black African 33, my relationship to this 

word is different…. I’m not as affected by it, like my ancestors were not affected the same…they 

weren’t here…[and] coming here there’s this awareness…like ‘Oh, I’m black!’ and like that’s 

when I started actually using that word.”  The Black Africans in my groups expressed a feeling 

of nonchalant nature towards the history of the word, and therefore were wary about using it 

                                                
31 Saying the word nigga and embracing being a nigga 
32 This includes but is not limited to Nigerian, Guinean, and Ethiopian ancestry.  
33 It is important to note that for the duration of this section Black Africans will reference those of African descent 
and African-Americans will denote those with slave ancestry.  
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profusely especially in heavily African-American populated areas.  However, it was the African-

American participants that exhibited the most expressed discontent with Black Africans using the 

nigga word.  This posed an interesting conversation between those who thought that maybe 

Black African people did not possess the inherent understanding necessary to utilize the nigga 

word in all its nuanced power.  On the other hand, while Black Africans understood this point, 

they countered with the notion that this word allows them to integrate into the Black Community 

of America.  Saying things like: 

“For immigrant communities I think the word itself is status of assimilation…you don’t 

use it until you feel comfortable enough to use it.  And since you come from black 

dominated countries you don’t think about it that much and so when you come here and 

you use it you’ve reached like the status that you want to be.  Like I’m fully black now, 

100%.  I can say the word and be comfortable with it.”  

 

Insinuating that usage of this of this word, better yet the comfortable usage, allows them to 

assimilate completely into United States black culture.  Their point is parallel to the idea that no 

matter what kind of Black you are, within the boundaries of America, we are all treated like 

African-American people: prejudice, injustice, stereotype and all.  

 
A Nigga’s Humor  
 

“Sometimes humor is the only way.  It’s resilient at times.” 
 

As addressed in Chapter One 34 and in the results of the Black Twitter data, humor has 

proven to be a large part of 1) the Black experience in general and 2) the way in which the Black 

Millennials are using the nigga word to relate to one another.  I showed the focus groups five 

different random tweets from my gathered data, allowed them to read them, provided them 

                                                
34 See Chapter One page 26. 
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context about the happenings between Yahoo! Finance and Black Twitter, then asked them how 

these tweets made them feel intellectually, spiritually, emotionally, and even physically.  Upon 

switching to this slide I was met with eruptions of laughter and people talking about how this 

#NiggerNavy was the best thing that has ever happened to Black Twitter.  They told me that, 

“We determine who we give power to with the word and in that way, we have ownership of the 

word and we made it into something funny.”  Moreover, they commented on our resilience and 

made note of the fact that this hashtag is “kind of symbolic of what black people have done with 

the word nigga.  We could have rehashed the pain that we’ve been through and kind of been 

angry but instead we just made something funny that made all of our days better.”  They detailed 

to me that the tweets that I’d shown them were a mere symbol of the way in which Black culture 

teaches a sentiment of laughing at one’s own pain.  Moreover, it was discussed that besides 

taking action in the face of injustice, laughing is the only other thing we can do.  We have been 

discriminated against since being brought here and as we continue to fight for our human rights 

to be respected and acknowledged we must keep our spirits and heads held high.  This gut-

wrenching laughter allows us to do so.   

 Moreover, participants mentioned that this hashtag is an example of how we do differ in 

the usage of the nigga word from our parents and grandparents because we are more intentional 

about our reclamation.  You see, as the people before us say nigger and nigga because it was 

passed down to them by their parents, we are saying it with an understanding of its tortured past 

and using it to unite us for a better future – hopefully.   

 
Nigga Negativity  
 

“If we’re so creative, why don’t we just come up with another word.” 
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While the preceding makes it seem as though everyone was on board, that simply was not 

the case.  Whilst the majority was in favor of the nigga word, those were not expressed their 

opposition.  I hope to use this subsection to capture the essence of the thoughts they presented to 

their respective groups.    

 

 
Figure 12: "Do you use the Nigga Word?" Pie Graph 

 

The graph above illustrates the fact that nearly 20 percent of the people I talked to said they did 

not use the nigga word.  However, it should be noted that a few of those people simply don’t use 

it because they don’t cuss, or use any words that society has deemed to be “curse words”.  A 

sentiment that I questioned and we talked about as a group, to which I was met with the fact that 

most participants qualified the nigga word as a negative slur, however, on the tier of “bad words” 

it was one of the less “bad” ones.   
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When the nigger versus nigga question came up, one of the opposing participants stated, 

“I don’t really see a difference between the two, they’re both demeaning terms for black people 

and so I feel like society makes up an image, like oh, if you say it with an “A” then it’s like not 

as bad…but it’s pretty much the same word…it’s like mental chains on us.” Meaning that they 

believe two things: 1) we did not come up with the nigga word, it was something thrust upon us 

by white society to keep us chained to our submissive oppression, and 2) there’s no liberation 

from reclamation, it’s just a continuous cycle in which we lose every time.  Moreover, this same 

participant recalled a story of a friend back home who thought his name was Nigga because 

that’s what all of his family members called him.  Distressed by this recall, this participant 

shared how they believed it crazy for someone to just believe his name to be something that the 

oppressors used to use keep our ancestors down and distraught.  

 Moreover, an overarching sentiment within this group of participants was this notion that 

even though they recognize the nigga word to be a symbol of reclamation for a lot of Black 

people, “the historical weight of the word” is something that they just can’t seem to escape.  

They understand the history of the word to be less nuanced than those who profusely use it, and 

pay their respects to our ancestors by not attempting to reclaim something that caused so much 

pain.   

 
Conclusion 
 
 
 As I closed out my focus groups I asked one last question: What would you like future 

usage of the nigga word to look like? To some it looked like continual usage.  Some wanted it to 

be a tool to talk about race with non-black persons.  Some wanted it to die out, and others…they 

just wanted white people to stop wanting to say it and stop asking why.  Amidst the answers to 
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these questions, I could listen to and recall everything that I had learned from them throughout 

the hour they were with me.  I don’t know if this section can encapsulate all of the emotions that 

I felt being in a black space with black people supporting one another, calling one another out, 

and laughing together as one, but I will do my best to try.  Moreover, this closing was a time for 

me to reflect on the sentiments most widely agreed upon. 

 The first being the way the nigga word has created an entry way for those who don’t 

necessarily identify as “United States Black” to be integrated into the Black community.  It is not 

only a tool to teach history, but to un-teach learned patterns of colorism, racism, prejudice and 

systematic oppression between bi- and multiracial black groups, African groups, and African 

Americans.  It has the power to bring blacknesses together and to create avenues for those who 

want to appreciate their blackness, to do so.   

 Secondly, the nigga word lends itself to the fight for Black resilience through comedic 

release and tropes of African American humor.  It’s like a way of “using the master’s tool to 

dismantle the master’s house,” in a sense.  Meaning that grabbing this word, laced with remnants 

of slavery and narratives of oppression, and flipping it into something that has so much power 

and meaning for the black community is “symbolic of what black people have done…. We just 

made something funny that made all of our days better.”  

 Lastly, there’s an understanding that the nigga word holds so much weight because of 

and, simultaneously, despite its tortured past.  Therefore, access to the word insinuates that you 

possess not only an understanding of the history but also have the nigger experience of blackness 

within the United States.  An experience that says to non-black society, “my life it as risk 

because of the color of my skin and yours isn’t…you don’t have centuries of ancestry that give 

you that power, but I do.”  Additionally, it’s something that transcends generations, even though 
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our elders don’t use it with the same intentionality, we can appreciate what they’ve done to allow 

us this new platform of healing.  And for us, the millennials, we’re continuing to use it as a 

“sweeping hug down” for the generations that come after us.   
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Chapter Five: Conclusion 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

It appears, people believe millennials to be completely obsessed with social media, and 

technologies of trivial consequence. 35  Things that do not further the way that we interact with 

each other on a human to human level and are assumed to make us unaware of the outside world.  

Whether that sentiment is entirely true, I’m skeptical.  But I’m also a millennial and I believe 

that, while the way that we interact with our peers is different from that of our elders, on some 

levels it’s more effective and far-reaching.  Especially with regards to matters of race, ethnicity, 

and social justice for Black Millennial users.  You see, whether we grew up around people that 

looked like us or whether we were the only black kid in our class, we have that one thing in 

common…we’re black and in most cases we’re proud.  Spaces like Facebook, Twitter and 

Instagram have allowed us to share the pride, sadness, anger, and joy that comes with being 

black with one another no matter where in the world we are situated.   

                                                
35 Eror, Aleks. “Social Media Addiction: Here's Why Millennials Are So Obsessed.”Highsnobiety, Highsnobiety, 27 
Sept. 2017, www.highsnobiety.com/2017/09/27/social-media-addiction/. 
Kalsi, Rupen G. "Why We Millennials Are Happy to Be Free of Social Media Tyranny." The Guardian. Guardian 
News and Media, 12 Nov. 2017. Web. 14 May 2018. 
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When Michael Brown was shot in Ferguson, Missouri, nearly 4 years ago, it was Black 

Twitter that brought the unjust happenings of this story to the attention of users worldwide.  

When Sandra Bland, unjustly, died in custody in a Texas jail, Black Twitter rallied for her justice 

and for her name to be said and respected.  When Donald Trump was elected, even after 

articulating his prejudiced agenda, Black Twitter was a space for Black people to exhale and 

express the anger and frustrations that they felt.  And when Paula Dean admitted to using the 

nigger word in addressing one of her staff members, Black Twitter made sure that she was held 

accountable for her actions. These are just a few ways in which Black Twitter has proved itself a 

space where Black people can turn to have their feelings and thoughts challenged, justified and 

heard. There’s a type of solidarity exhibited in this space that has only one barrier to 

entry…blackness. Just like the nigga word.  You see, Black Twitter and the nigga word run a 

parallel race because they are both things that are open to the public.  Anyone “can” engage 

Black Twitter, just as anyone “can” say the nigga word.  But just because you can do something, 

does that mean you should?   

Growing up there were three things that my parents were insistent upon me learning. 

They would tell these things to me, what seemed like, every other week, and now I understand.  

They were:  

1. “You have to be three times better than your white counterpart to even be 

considered equal.” 

2. “Don’t look down while you walk, too many of your ancestors have fought and 

died for you to not hold your head high.” 

3. “If you ever get pulled over by the police, put one of us on speakerphone, put 

your hands up and do everything the officer says.  Don’t reach for anything 

without asking permission. “ 
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These are words that I must carry with me every day for my success, prosperity, and safety, but 

most importantly for my livelihood.  I know that I’m not the only black child whose parents 

shared these words with them, and the thing is, having to walk around with these burdens is only 

small part of breathing while Black.  These understandings are goggles through which we see 

and comprehend the world around us.  They are what make us different from those that don’t 

look like us.  They are what brings us together and sometimes what tears us a part. They are a 

derivative of how the pigment of our skin is perceived as a threat.  It is a lifestyle that cannot be 

changed, forfeited or removed unless the greater society shifts its way of thinking and 

comprehending the world around them.  But it’s not all bad.  As a people, we have a history of 

laughing, fighting, smiling and loving through our pain.  We are niggas and we are strong 

through and through.   

 At the beginning of this thesis, I stated that I believe the nigga word to have more 

nuanced meanings than we have succeeded to give it credit for, especially in this generation of 

Millennials that use it more visibly than ever.   The nigga word is an exhibition of reclamation, 

solidarity and comedic relief throughout the Black Community.  It allows us to relate to each 

other in settings where we may have believed to have been fighting alone, whilst promoting a 

feeling of comfort and an aura of healing.  Moreover, to evaluate the merit of this claim I took to 

two avenues of assessment.  

I analyzed Black Twitter to see what, how, and when Black Millennials in the United 

States were using the nigga word.  I wanted to understand exactly what they were doing with it 

in relation to other Black people.  Additionally, to give voice and reason to the Twitter data I 

hosted focus groups of Black Millennials to simply discuss the nigga word.  I must say that it 

was the most fulfilling and rejuvenating research I have ever done.  In hindsight, this is the 
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blackest research I’ve ever engaged in and that in itself is so important. Initially, these focus 

groups were just for me to learn and for me to hear from other Black Millennials.  However, 

circumstance permitted them to also learn from each other in a way that has contributed to many 

a new conversation within our community.  I digress.  Instead of falling into the trap of reflecting 

on the myriad of emotions that have traversed this thesis, I want to leave you with a few parting 

takeaways and ultimate understandings that I discovered as a result of allowing the Black Twitter 

data and focus group sentiments to intersect with each other.  

Whilst analyzing Black Twitter I looked at #NiggerNavy to trace trends and ultimate 

understandings of how the users were engaging with using the nigga word.  My analytics showed 

that the top four ways in which the word was being used was to talk about consistencies unique 

to the nigger experience, incite comedic relief, reference popular music, and to joke about 

stereotypically “black” behaviors.  Of these top four categories, most tweets fell into the Prior 

Knowledge Required category. 36  With these analytics, one can infer that Black Millennials on 

Twitter are using the nigga word to come together, take all the injustices that are thrown at them, 

and make them into jokes.  Moreover, as you *hopefully* read in Chapter One, comedy as a 

trope for processing pain and remaining resilient is not new to the Black Community.  It has been 

a part of the jovial nature within the souls of Black folks even prior to enslavement.  A 

participant in one of the focus groups talked about this disposition to laughter as a way to 

continue living even as we fight for justice.  They pointed out that we’ve been fighting for years 

and change is slow, but we’ve really only got two options: 1) we can whine and cry about how 

                                                
36 As a refresher: This category may be the blackest of them all.  Tweets that fall here are the ones that one will 
only understand having gone through some type of nigger experience.  They can be funny, angry, and happy, but 
they all have one thing in common: they require you to have an understanding prior to consumption.  
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unfair life is or 2) we can continue to fight.  Laughter helps the latter become less exhausting and 

toxic.  And that’s healing. 

Discussing the nigga word with a bunch of niggas makes for interesting and engaging 

discourse, to say the least.  We shared our experiences with the word and navigated who we 

identify niggas to be.  I watched, listened, and learned as the nuances of the nigga word came to 

life right before my very eyes.  Participants talked about how this word facilitated their entry into 

the Black Community, helped them assimilate to Black culture within the United States, and 

allowed them to rejoice in a blackness they’d always held within themselves.  They discussed the 

therapeutic power of the nigga word for humor, for code-switching, and for understandings that 

go deeper than beyond the surface.  

In conclusion, I found the results from these two mediums of research to be congruent 

with my claims of the therapeutic nature of the nigga word within Black Millennial societies.  

While there were some that believe that the nigga word needs to be obliterated, – and 

understandably so – the overwhelming majority of analytics shows that Black Millennials are 

prepared for a future in which they use the nigga word to express their blackness through tropes 

of humor, solidarity, and an understanding of what it is to experience living and breathing while 

Black.  

Lastly, I told myself that this paper would not turn into a conversation about who should 

and shouldn’t say the nigga word because this is a piece that prioritizes black feelings and 

voices.  However, it is important to part with one last understanding that my research has taught 

me.  Black Millennials don’t want to play the role of The Nigga Word Police. We are far too 

busy chasing our dreams and goals to center our lives around making sure that Tommy and 

Becky don’t say “West Side Nigga!” when singing alone to Aminé’s Caroline. However, on 
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behalf of Black Millennials everywhere I’d like to say, if you are non-black and reading this, the 

next time you feel this bubbling urge to say the nigga word ask yourself if the sentiments that 

I’ve expressed about the nigger experience resonate with you on a spiritual level.  Ask yourself if 

you’re heart has ever skipped a beat when the police drive by.  Ask yourself if you’ve ever been 

questioned on the merit of your achievements because of the color of your skin.  Ask yourself if 

you’ve ever been called a dirty monkey, ugly cockroach, or a nigger.  Ask yourself if you’ve 

ever felt unloved by the only nation you’ve ever called home.  If all of these answers are 

no…think twice about the next time you want to argue with someone because you feel entitled to 

every word of the English language.  

And finally, to all my niggas, I see you.  I recognize your hustle, I empathize with your 

struggle, and your laughter warms my heart.  This one’s for us.   
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Appendix  
 
Appendix 1: Focus Groups Questions  
 
I felt the best way to facilitate group conversation was to have the questions up and ready for 
people to consistently see and engage. Below is the presentation that I created to engage them.  
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Shown on this page are Latinx artists, Jennifer Lopez, Fat Joe, and Veronica Vega.  All of which 
have said the nigga word in their songs, none of which are Black African or African-American.  
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Appendix 2: Black Twitter Data 
 
For the Black Twitter Analysis mentioned in Chapter Three, I assessed 100 tweets with the 
#NiggerNavy.  The tweets and their assessments are below.  
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Appendix 3: Google Trends Search 
 
Utilizing the tools provided by Google Trends search feature, I found the dates where searches 
for #NiggerNavy were most prevalent in order to craft my Twitter searches accordingly. It’s 
important to note that the “numbers represent search interest relative to the highest point on the 
chart for the given region and time. A value of 100 is the peak popularity for the term. A value of 
50 means that the term is half as popular. A score of 0 means there was not enough data for this 
term.”  
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