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INTRODUCTION TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION

When Nerds first appeared, at the very end of 2007, I felt I was asking my readers to do a simple task: just look at this one ingrained American prejudice, and look at its effects. That’s all. I wasn’t asking readers to solve Fermat’s Theorem, or to understand once and for all the mysteries of Keynesian economics. I asked people to think about what we tell our children about those people we call “nerds,” and think for a minute about what message we might be sending. I know; it seems naive now, but that’s how naive I was back in 2007.

It turns out that asking people to examine prejudices is really hard. One reason it’s hard is that prejudices are ubiquitous and therefore hard to examine. It’s like asking people to look at air, or to look at negative space. It can be done, but it requires a little effort. American anti-intellectualism has been going on for so long that people think of it as part of the American landscape, as immutable as the purple mountains’ majesty. We all “know” the central fact of the nerd/geek stereotype: that smart people can’t also be sexy, and sexy people can’t also be smart. This is untrue, as we all know, but I try to point out that we all “know” it because someone taught it to us. Trying to get people to unlearn this untrue fact has proven to be more difficult than I imagined. But prejudices are feelings, after all, and asking people to examine their prejudices calls up strong feelings…on all sides of the question.

The biggest source of resistance to my central thesis has been from hip post-adolescents who believe that they have outgrown nerd/geek stereotypes. In talking with people about this book in the past two years, I have had innumerable twenty-somethings (interviewers and reporters, mostly) say to me, in some form or another, “What’s the big deal? We now know nerds and geeks are cool.” It’s that royal we that always gets in the way: the twenty-something is really saying, “The anti-intellectual prejudice I had when I was in middle school has been superseded by something hip, cool, and ironic. I am now happy to dress or even act like a ‘geek’ because I can ironically embrace a vilified stereotype.” To which I have replied, with varying degrees of patience, “Okay, fine, glad you finally woke up, but you’re not in middle school.” Anti-intellectual stereotypes are important to examine because of their effect on our children. I’m a developmental psychologist: I spend a lot of time with kids, and I know that children’s thinking is not like ours. Kids in seventh grade are rarely hip, cool, and ironic in the multilayered, po-mo fashion of urban reporters or media people. Kids in seventh grade think nerds are just awful, and they make life decisions accordingly. Some of those life decisions involve not studying science and math, which is a bad thing for them and for our country. Years later, when kids eventually get with it and learn that “nerdiness” itself is a stupid conceit, they feel a modicum of embarrassment, but they rarely then go back and study calculus. So, while I am happy that many hipsters have outgrown their prejudices, I still think those prejudices are a big deal.

Another objection to my claims has come from nerd-labeled people themselves. In late 2009, in a moment of crankiness, I gave an interview to a business reporter for The New York Times in which I said I thought the terms “nerd” and “geek” should be banned outright because of their negative effects on kids. It turns out that a lot of nerd-labeled people are free-speech enthusiasts, and I was pilloried again in blogs all over the world for saying that (1) nerd/geek prejudices still exist and still affect kids, and (2) we adults bear some responsibility for these stereotypes’ propagation. To those who have adopted a term of derogation as a badge of honor (geek pride and all that) I say, You go, geek. But don’t pretend to me that your personal achievement in overcoming prejudice is a universal achievement. Because I still talk to kids every day who tell me, “Yeah, I could be getting A’s in school instead of C’s, but I don’t want people to think I’m a nerd.” I still talk to kids who want to die because other kids scream at them, literally scream at them, in the halls of junior high schools, “GET AWAY FROM ME, NERD!” because they did really well on a math test.

Despite my own efforts in this book, and despite the coolitude of the post–adolescent-prejudice crowd, the bad news is that the nerd/geek trope still exists, in school hallways and in the national media. It is the favorite of lazy journalists everywhere, people looking for a familiar hook for their stories. In this lazy world, people still think that physical beauty or sexiness and intellectual achievement are mutually exclusive. A recent example: In August 2010, a story appeared in The New York Times about Wisconsin congressman Paul Ryan, the new darling of the theoretical right. In this article, we learn Ryan is “fit from years of an intense exercise program called P90X” and has “hair as thick as Rod Blagojevich’s (and cut in a more contemporary fashion).” Ryan “has become a regular on the cable news circuit, and a book he co-wrote about conservative politics…will include his picture on the cover when it comes out this fall.” He sounds kinda dreamy, huh? But wait: In the next paragraph, we learn that “the inner nerd seeps through: he often sleeps on a cot in his office, says he has ‘every 15-minute interval’ until September scheduled, and writes up these PowerPoints himself (‘I really like PowerPoint’).” The story could have said, “This guy has it all…. He works out, he looks good, and he is also smart and hardworking!” But what is being said about Ryan? He looks pretty, but on the inside he is really a nerd, someone who likes work and technology, and often sleeps alone. Because we all know one cannot be both sexy and smart.

Am I being too picky? Perhaps. More than one reviewer of this book said it was a “nerdy” book, meaning, I guess, detailed. But this kind of careful attention to the implications of stereotypes is routine in our culture where other harmful stereotypes are concerned: regarding racial or ethnic stereotypes, careers fall every day on complicated parsings of offhand prejudiced remarks. The nerd/geek stereotype, as harmful as it is, is allowed to pass, a state of affairs I still hope to challenge.

Still think I’m being too fussy? How about this one? An article about Ben Bernanke in Time magazine, in the issue in which he is named as “Person of the Year” for 2009, begins as follows:


A bald man with a gray beard and tired eyes is sitting in his oversize Washington office, talking about the economy. He doesn’t have a commanding presence. He isn’t a mesmerizing speaker. He has none of the look-at-me swagger or listen-to-me charisma so common among men with oversize Washington offices. His arguments aren’t partisan or ideological; they’re methodical, grounded in data and the latest academic literature. When he doesn’t know something, he doesn’t bluster or bluff. He’s professorial, which makes sense, because he spent most of his career as a professor.

He is not, in other words, a typical Beltway power broker. He’s shy. He doesn’t do the D.C. dinner-party circuit; he prefers to eat at home with his wife, who still makes him do the dishes and take out the trash. Then they do crosswords or read. Because Ben Bernanke is a nerd.

He just happens to be the most powerful nerd on the planet.



What do we learn about Mr. Bernanke here? More important, what do we learn about nerds? They’re shy. They have no swagger, no charisma. They’re henpecked (the author stopped short of describing how Mr. Bernanke’s wife has him put on an apron when she “makes him do the dishes”). That’s why it’s so surprising when Bernanke turns out to be powerful after all. Huh. A nerd like that, Person of the Year. Will wonders never cease?

Since this book first appeared, little has changed in the nerdscape of American culture. If anything, nerd and geek stereotypes have become more ubiquitous. The Big Bang Theory, a network show about a bunch of intellectually gifted social misfits, is consistently ranked among the top five shows on TV. The show demonstrates that people who are gifted in science and math also love comic books, have no social skills and no sense of humor, and cannot get a girl no matter what. But they are kinda cute. The progress supposedly represented by The Big Bang Theory is that nerds and geeks are no longer presented as hateful or disgusting, or insane, as media depictions of mathematicians have always tended to be. Leonard and Sheldon, they’re kinda cute. They’re harmless. They’re our mascots. It doesn’t matter (as a recent New York Times article about the show points out) that many scientists feel the show is a big step in the direction of the Stone Age. It’s funny…kind of like Amos ’n’ Andy was funny. Forgive me for saying that we still have a lot of work to do.

In the two years I have spent discussing this book with others, there have been some enthusiastic supporters of my arguments. Many of those supporters are educators, people who bump up against the deleterious effects of nerd/geek stereotypes every day. They hear how kids actively discourage one another from excelling in school, especially in math and science, and they sometimes become painfully aware of how they contribute to the problem. I have talked to teachers about what works (enthusiasm and dramatic results, whether from robots or rockets) and what doesn’t (apologizing for complexity: “I know this is nerdy, but stick with me here”). These discussions have been a tonic to me: people who work with kids know what I’m talking about, and take the arguments herein seriously.

And it is serious. The last two years have seen an explosion in concern among those who want to foster kids’ adoption of STEM careers (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics). Consortia of businesspeople, educators, and legislators all across the country are developing models for attitude change because of the brute-force necessity of developing a technologically sophisticated workforce to bolster America’s economic competitiveness in the decades ahead. And these consortia—at least the ones I have been privileged to talk to—are increasingly savvy about the effect of stereotypes on kids’ career decisions. In a world where people steadfastly believe that exposure to media violence makes kids more violent, and exposure to sexualized images makes kids more sexually precocious, there is some tentative acceptance for the idea that perhaps exposure to anti-intellectual media images make kids anti-intellectual. The findings of these groups consistently support the idea that kids in middle school are the target audience: it is among this age group that attitudes about science and math are first formed and become part of kids’ developing identities. That’s why the San Diego Science Festival (in which I played a small part in 2009) devoted three weeks’ worth of science education to middle school kids and their families. And even DARPA (Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency), the cutting-edge technology research arm of the Department of Defense, has been soliciting proposals for attitude-change programs to promote STEM career decisions. In this, I feel that I am in good company: if DARPA identifies it as a problem, it probably is.

Talking about Nerds in public has had its share of hilarious moments. For example, I had a lovely conversation with one editor of a hip young-women’s magazine on the subject of “secret science”: the editor told me nerds are now so fashionable that clubs in New York have “secret science” nights where young people gather to drink and learn about new developments in science. To which I replied, “So if it’s so hip, why does it need to be called ‘secret’ science?” and we had a wonderful discussion about scientists and closets. And I laughed to myself over and over again when I had conversations with media folks who listened to me talk about the nerd stereotype as mean, unhelpful, false and derogatory, only to have them ask the follow-up question, “So, Dr. Anderegg. Are you a nerd?” I have finally come up with a standard reply: “I am a passionate devotee of Red Sox baseball and Baroque counterpoint. I have pretty good social skills and I occasionally teach research methodology and design. I am greatly enjoying learning to play golf and I love everything involving anagrams. What does that make me? You figure it out.”

There have been many touching moments for me as well. These have come as I have listened, in parent groups or call-in shows, to parents who feel desperate as they observe their kids intentionally sabotaging their school grades or throwing away their extraordinary talents because of nerd/geek prejudices. And there are always the comments from regretful adults who wish they had not abandoned science and math for such stupid reasons. And there are stories from families and kids who are struggling, sometimes heroically, against prejudice in their own communities. One family contacted me after their daughter was vilified for objecting to a “tolerance” pageant at their local high school. It seems that the end of the show featured kids dressed up in costumes representing high school tribes (jock, nerd, goth, etc.), prancing around to a song indicating that “there’s a place for all of us at old Westwood High” or wherever it was. The girl objected to the show, pointing out that this kind of thing just reified hurtful and harmful stereotypes: the “nerds” all had big glasses, and pocket protectors, and goofy smiles, and too-short pants…the whole ridiculous package. She pointed out that the dance number would be like having a pageant with costumed people acting out exaggerated racial and ethnic stereotypes, and then saying, “We’re all welcome here!” But her objections fell on deaf ears; the pageant went on as planned, and she was singled out as a stick-in-the-mud, party-pooper, intolerant kid.

Oh, well. What can one say? If DARPA has its way, perhaps the future will be free of this kind of foolishness. But for now, just let me say it has been a great privilege to meet so many like-minded people who have generously shared their experiences with me. While we wait for DARPA to do its work, we all can continue to ask people to look, really look, at the anti-intellectual prejudices they live with every day. Attitudes can change: it takes time, but it can happen. That’s what this book was all about, and that’s what it’s still about.

David Anderegg

West Stockbridge, Massachusetts


INTRODUCTION:
THE NERD DILEMMA

• OR •

WHY ASHTON KUTCHER IS YOUR KID’S WORST NIGHTMARE

Not so long ago, in the days of classic television shows like The Twilight Zone, people were entertained by the “alien visitor” exercise: If beings from another planet were visiting America, what would they think of us? What would they conclude about how our society works? The exercise was weird, and fun, because it invited us to look at ourselves with a fresh eye, to examine what might not otherwise draw our attention because it is so familiar. The alien visitor has gone on to be a comedy staple since then—think the Coneheads, Mork and Mindy, or Third Rock from the Sun—and although the ponderous self-examination of Rod Serling has been replaced by something much lighter, or sillier (depending on how ponderous one is feeling on any given day), the exercise is still a good one. With that in mind, I ask you, dear reader, the following question: Have you ever watched Beauty and the Geek? Or The Big Bang Theory?

Imagine you were a visitor from another planet and you watched an episode, or (God forbid) the entire season of Ashton Kutcher’s recent venture into televised “reality.” If you were an alien visitor, you would learn one important thing about American culture: American earthlings come in two subgroups. There are beautiful people who appear to be hotly desired by everyone else for something called “sex” and there are ugly people who are not desired at all for the thing called “sex.” And then there are intelligent people, who seem to know an awful lot, and stupid people, who seem to be, well, really stupid. And here’s the really interesting part, if you’re the alien visitor: All the really intelligent people are ugly, and all the beautiful people are dumber than a box of rocks.

A charitable alien might say, “How nice! How fair! All the good qualities human earthlings demonstrate are distributed so nicely and fairly! No one gets to be beautiful and smart, and no one has to be dumb and ugly!” A less charitable alien might say, “How nice! They will be easy to conquer because the smart ones all want to mate with the dumb ones, and therefore earthlings will never get any smarter! We won’t need much more than a weed whacker to take over this whole planet!”

Whatever the extraterrestrial aliens might end up thinking, they’ve got a lot to mull over when they watch Beauty and the Geek or The Big Bang Theory. But my point is not about those aliens. It is about the little terrestrial aliens already in our midst: our children. Children are just like those aliens; even the cultures they are born into are alien to them. They need to make sense of the adult world, the world of their own culture, and they approach this world with alien eyes. Some of the rules are easy to learn: their native language, what to eat and what not to eat—things that are simple enough. But learning complex cultural constructs takes time and practice and maturity. And the more complicated a cultural construct is, the more time and growth it takes for kids to get it.

That’s what this book is about: how kids learn the complicated constructs “nerd” and “geek.” Even the subtle distinction between nerds and geeks is not easy for kids or grown-ups to learn, as we shall see. But learning the whole complex is an even larger undertaking. American kids are not born knowing what a nerd is, and what they learn and how they learn it says a tremendous amount about them and, of course, about us, the adults doing the cultural transmission. This book is about how we let kids in on the notion that beauty and brains are mutually exclusive…well, sort of. As I said, the notion is complicated. But this book is also about what happens when you send a complicated message to an uncomplicated recipient. What parts of the message are received, and in what order? Because kids are a lot less complicated than we are, they get the message in parts. This book is about the parts: what parts of the message kids get first, what they get later, and what effect it has on them.

If you watch Beauty and the Geek for a whole season (an exercise I wouldn’t wish on a dog, but never mind that), you’ll see that the message really does get complicated. Toward the end of the season, the “beauties,” all beautiful women who appear to have IQs hovering somewhere on the basement stairs, try to teach the “geeks” something about being beautiful. And indeed, the geeks, people who look like they are allergic to every kind of soap, become somewhat more beautiful. Because all’s fair in Kutcherworld, the geeks do the same for the beauties. Toward the end of the season, they try to teach the gorgeous young women to be smarter, and the gorgeous young women do indeed learn a lot of things. So one could argue that the message of the show, even for kids, is that people do not have to be stuck in their stereotypes: People can change and become multidimensional. Whether or not kids get this message is another story, as we shall see later.

Beauty and the Geek is not really so unusual; it has the formal properties of a lot of popular culture. It’s actually a lot like the Berenstain Bears books for children or The Simpsons. Papa Bear or Homer Simpson might learn a lesson or two in the course of an episode, but by the beginning of the next episode he has reverted to his old stupid, infantile self. If he didn’t revert, he wouldn’t be Papa Bear or Homer Simpson. It’s not a bildungsroman, and we shouldn’t expect it to be, right? So what Beauty and the Geek might teach our little aliens is that some clueless, ugly, smart people can be rehabilitated, and some moronic sex objects can be enlightened. What The Big Bang Theory teaches us is that sometimes geeky guys can get a girl, but usually the less geeky guys are the ones who succeed, and when the really geeky guys get a girl, it’s often an equally geeky girl. And of course, by the beginning of the next episode, people have forgotten what they learned in the last episode and they are back to their old stereotypical selves. Let’s just say that no matter how uplifting the late-stage transformation, it never calls the show’s basic premise—that beauty and brains are mutually exclusive—into question.

HOW NERDS ARE LIKE WASPS, EXCEPT WHEN THEY’RE NOT

[image: ] So this book is about the process of stereotype acquisition and the nerd/geek stereotype in particular. But anyone writing about stereotypes needs to come clean about his own attitudes and his own positions about a particular stereotype and stereotyping in general. So, being a responsible citizen, I state my own biases here: I don’t think the nerd/geek stereotype is particularly healthy for kids or for American society. I don’t think kids should have to give up things they really love, even if they are nerdy or geeky things, in order to get a date. I don’t think hunky scientists should have to pose for beefcake calendars just to prove there is such a thing as a hunky scientist. And I don’t think kids or grown-ups should be so eager to punish “geeky” enthusiasm with shaming, even if the enthusiasm is for arcane things.

It is this last point that is most important, at least to me. I spend a lot of time with kids, and I like them because they are kids. One of the things that makes kids kids is their lack of self-consciousness, and one of the things that most distinguishes nerdy kids from nonnerdy kids is exactly this quality, as we shall see later on. One might say that the kids whom others label as really nerdy are the ones who are the last to develop the self-consciousness of adolescence or, in other words, the last to grow up. The weird enthusiasms, the willingness to cooperate with adults, the lack of social skills—all these things seem nerdy and pathetic to sophisticated, self-conscious teenagers. But nerdiness has its own charms. We might even stop to celebrate the fact that many of our religious traditions recount that we are all descended from Adam and Eve, the First Nerds, who, when they disobeyed, got a lot more self-conscious—and a lot more miserable.

Despite my biases, I don’t expect the nerd/geek stereotype to wither away anytime soon. And I certainly don’t intend to scold my readers into shamefaced silence and expect them never to use the hated terms again. Contemporary social-science research has demonstrated conclusively over the last twenty years that having stereotypes (i.e., knowing the content of stereotypes) is practically universal. It has also shown that people who wish not to be biased and who do not act in a biased fashion can be shown to act according to stereotypes when those stereotypes are unconsciously cued. Stereotyping is a universal feature of human information-processing, probably derived from the need of our ancestors living on the grassy plains of Africa to reduce complex information relatively quickly when survival was at stake. So although I think nerd/ geek stereotypes are not generally good, don’t worry; this book is not intended to be a sermon. All stereotypes reduce their bearers’ humanity, no matter what they are. But there you go: Being human isn’t all that pretty.

The nerd/geek stereotype is, of course, a good one for study because it is used so frequently. People have not been shamed into silence about using it, because it is seen as a fun, harmless stereotype: It is negative and pejorative, but it is applied to people who will be just fine, or maybe even privileged, anyway, so who cares if their feelings are hurt? Nerds and geeks will end up ruling the world anyway, right? One need only look to Nerd Exhibit A, Bill Gates, to get the picture. So taking them down a peg now is only fair, or maybe just an expression of a not-so-unconscious envy, a subject to which we will also return. In this sense nerds are very much like WASPs or “yuppies,” two other complicated stereotypes kids need to be instructed about if they are going to participate in grown-up American culture.

Let’s take the WASP stereotype, for example. When you think about it, it’s pretty complicated. WASPs are, like nerds, not immediately visible to kids, at least not to white kids. They are not of a different color, so their differences are not immediately apparent to a kid. Kids need to learn how to recognize them; how else to explain the mysterious popularity of The Official Preppy Handbook? Kids do not immediately know that the following things do actually go together: blond hair, madras pants, a passion for wooden boats, attendance at Episcopalian churches, locked jaws, a genuine unironic taste for foods cooked in aspic, riding lessons, playing squash, bad cooking, islands off the coast of New England, gin, and an ethical code the first principle of which is “Never spend capital.” We know who they are, and we mock them freely, even now. For a contemporary example, we might look to Lorelei’s parents on Gilmore Girls. We can all use the term “WASP” without worrying about seeming to be prejudiced or mean, because WASPs can look out for themselves. (Indeed, if the stereotype is correct, they are very good at it.) But learning the stereotype can take time, especially if one grows up in Iowa or Arkansas, where WASPs aren’t exactly a dime a dozen: It takes practice to learn that when people say “the vineyard,” they mean the Vineyard (as in Martha’s Vineyard), not just any vineyard.

Yuppies, of course, are even more mysterious. Yuppies are worse than WASPs, execrable in every way, but who the hell are they? Young urban professionals, okay. The term is used in such a protean fashion that it is almost meaningless; listing the stigmas of yuppiedom, as we can easily do for WASPdom, is a very difficult project to undertake with any degree of certainty.* It is easy to insult yuppies, of course, because the membership group is so mysterious that no one quite knows how to decide who is one…and therefore one can deny (at least to oneself) group membership. Indeed, this term may have come and gone, because its referent is so vague that people just can’t understand it or because the implication of conspicuous consumption is so widespread that everyone is one.

The nerd/geek stereotype is kind of like these, because it is complex and not immediately visible; it requires some training. But as is not the case with “WASP” and “yuppie,” kids apply the terms “nerd” and “geek” to one another. They know it is a bad thing to be, and they know they don’t want to be one, even before they know what it is. They know from other kids’ intonation that it is a term of scorn, and therefore something to be avoided. It is, of course, a painful moment in the life of all kids when they hear the term applied to themselves and realize that it fits. But it is also painful for kids whom the term does not fit; those kids have to spend a lot of time trying to figure out if they are nerds or geeks, and they have another thing about which to be vigilant.

Take a trip down your own memory lane to when you were a kid and heard a new derogatory or illicit term. For me, the prototype was when I was nine, and a fourteen-year-old sister of one of my friends said to us, “You don’t want people to think you’re a snerd, do you?” The way she said it made it perfectly clear that it was a terrible thing to be, but neither my friend nor I knew what it meant. Of course, we begged for enlightenment, and we were told with perfect clarity that a “snerd” was a boy who went around sniffing girls’ bicycle seats. We were both way too embarrassed to ask why anyone would do that; at nine, I hadn’t a clue. The term I remember from way back then has changed, of course. Now the Internet will tell a kid with perfect authority that someone who goes around sniffing girls’ bicycle seats is a “gink,” or a “quibbie,” or a “snurge”; it is also an activity associated with a “nerd.” All I remember is being confused, a little ashamed, and determined not to be one of those.

American childhood is full of such moments. Indeed, shame is part and parcel of what it is like to be a kid. Grown-ups are well insulated from shame, and because it is such an awful thing to feel, they avoid it at all costs. But to go one step beyond the ancient television host, kids feel ashamed about the darnedest things. That, too, is what this book is about.

TALKING TO KIDS ABOUT STEREOTYPES

[image: ]I am a clinical child psychologist and a college teacher in developmental psychology, so I know something about kids. I began my career in psychology thirty years ago talking to kids, and watching kids talk to one another, about their friendships, and since then I have talked to kids about all kinds of things: superheroes, how to remember things, death, being Good and being Bad, disease, parents, geometry, music, magic…all kinds of things. And I am privileged to be able to talk to kids about all kinds of things in a sheltered setting where they usually feel comfortable enough to open up. But talking to kids about stereotypes is not easy. That shame thing, for instance, makes a lot of kids, especially the younger ones, reticent. They think it’s not okay to talk about mean things. It’s kind of like swearing, and they think they’re not supposed to. Speaking to six- or seven-year-olds when they are first developing
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