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Praise for

American Nerd

“What everyone should be talking about . . . part history, part memoir, all funny.”

—GQ

“A fascinating mock ethnography.”

—Wired

“One of the season’s most talked-about cultural studies.”

—Los Angeles Times

“His dissection charms and enlightens. Nerds—and everyone else—will love it.”

—Scientific American

“With a lot of wonky charm and plenty of postgraduate-level analysis, Benjamin Nugent shines light on a widely mocked subculture.”

—The Christian Science Monitor

“Nugent has done a praiseworthy job of exploring a subculture too often played only for laughs.”

—The Plain Dealer

“Nugent’s exploration of outcasts is a triumph.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Nugent deserves kudos for explaining how nerds grew from figures of fun to objects of imitation—and wielders of power.”

—Hartford Courant

“An enlightening study . . . well worth reading.”

—The Boston Globe

“Splendid . . . great fun and remarkably insightful between the laughs.”

—Booklist

“A fittingly idiosyncratic portrait of the antithesis of the superkid with the perfect résumé.”

—Slate

“Though filled with personal confessions that will induce cringes in anyone who has ever been on a debate team or rolled a 20-sided die, [the book] aims to put nerd-dom in its proper historical and cultural context. In other words, [Nugent] aims to give us our story. And he succeeds.”

—The Dallas Morning News

“One of the things the book does best . . . is to acknowledge the emotional life of the . . . nerd.”

—The New York Sun
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Author’s Note

I don’t make up, embellish, or in any other way fictionalize anything, but I do change names to protect privacy.


for mindy


part 1

a history of the nerd


Before I launch into a discussion of what a nerd is and where the idea of nerds comes from, I’d like to disclose that when I was eleven, I had a rich fantasy life in which I carried a glowing staff. On earth I ran to class under an L.L.Bean backpack erupting with books that I was too distracted by my medieval life to put in my locker, as I was pursued by an actual medieval-style warrior society of lacrosse players. When I saw them, I would blend with the crowd or run. They, in turn, established a pretty good Nugent impersonation: you bend forward at the waist to signify the burden of the swollen backpack and stick out your elbows, funky-chicken style, with your hands bunched into fists on your chest to signify the straps of the backpack clutched close to the body. Running through the halls with a backpack that was capable of doing real harm to others didn’t do much to draw sympathy, so nobody raised serious objections when every once in a while somebody hit me in the crotch with a clarinet case or hockey stick. All of which is to say my journalistic objectivity with regard to my subject matter is seriously compromised. But I am trying my best.

That means I’m not writing a defense of nerds or a celebration of nerds or a polemic against the nerd stereotype. There is a rationale, I think, for despising the young me. I empathize with nerds and antinerds alike.


what is a nerd?

As of this morning, Wikipedia states that “nerd, as a stereotypical or archetypal designation, refers to somebody who pursues intellectual interests at the expense of skills that are useful in a social setting such as communication, fashion, or physical fitness.” That sounds about right, but it’s wrong.

If an art critic arrives at your get-together in khakis and an undershirt, helps himself to six fingers of Jameson, tries to flirt with your teenage daughter, and then urinates with the bathroom door open, he’s behaving like a socially awkward intellectual and exhibiting a pronounced disengagement with fashion and physical fitness. But “nerdy” doesn’t feel like the best description of his behavior. The graphic designer you’ve recently met, who visits your apartment for the first time and talks for three hours about the suicidal impulses she’s weathered since she dropped out of grad school, then describes your Klimt poster as sort of “freshman year of collegey,” is also a socially awkward intellectual. But she isn’t acting like a nerd. The problem with the current Wikipedia entry, in other words, is that nerdiness isn’t really a matter of intellectualism and social awkwardness.

I believe there are two main categories of nerds: one type, disproportionately male, is intellectual in ways that strike people as machinelike, and socially awkward in ways that strike people as machinelike. These nerds are people who remind others, sometimes pleasantly, of machines.

They tend to remind people of machines by:

1. Being passionate about some technically sophisticated activity that doesn’t revolve around emotional confrontation, physical confrontation, sex, food, or beauty (most activities that excite passion in non-nerds—basketball, violin, sex, surfing, acting, knitting, interior decorating, wine tasting, etc.—are built around one of these subjects).

2. Speaking in language unusually similar to written Standard English.

3. Seeking to avoid physical and emotional confrontation.

4. Favoring logic and rational communication over nonverbal, nonrational forms of communication or thoughts that don’t involve reason.

5. Working with, playing with, and enjoying machines more than most people do.

Do I mean that nerds in this category are robots made of flesh and blood? No.

Brian Wilson is not into the ocean. “I’m afraid of the water,” he says when people ask him about surfing. One interviewer has described his “Rain Man–like personality” as being reminiscent of a “voice-mail menu.” Wilson is from Hawthorne, California, ten minutes from the Pacific, which makes his hydrophobia impressive. But his mother, Audree, has long maintained that he hummed the entire melody of “The Marines’ Hymn” before he could talk, and that his mastery of musical instruments proceeded apace. When his younger brother Dennis persuaded him to write a song about a new teen pastime, he came up with “Surfin’,” which became the Wilson brothers’ first hit and led to their reinvention as the Beach Boys. Wilson proceeded to paint a fantasia in song, an amber-encased America ruled by athletes with multiple vehicles and multiple girlfriends. In the mid-1960s, as the rest of the Beach Boys toured Asia, he surrounded himself with studio musicians and recorded Pet Sounds, making Coke bottles into percussion instruments, recording in a pit of sand to get the right sound, writing string charts, and letting other people write his lyrics. The more the world fell for his make-believe, the more time he spent alone in his studio, sequestered from the world, living with equipment.

Wilson did things a machine cannot do. His work was more intuitive than logical. Nerds of this kind, crucially, are not actually like machines; they just remind people of them. They get stuck with the name “nerd” because their outward behavior can make them seem less than, and more than, human.
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The second type of nerd probably consists equally of males and females. This is a nerd who is a nerd by sheer force of social exclusion.

In 1959, a twelve-year-old ninth grader named Anne Beatts moved from a small, cozy private school in Dutchess County, New York, to a public high school in Somers, then one of the more remote New York City commuter towns.

“That was when I first heard the expression ‘nerd,’ ” says Beatts. “The joke definition of nerd was someone who farts in the bathtub and bursts the bubbles. But really it was a person considered by the popular kids to be uncool. A lot of things would make you a nerd, and they were basically being thought of as someone who worked, who did homework in study hall. Teenage acne was a qualification, appearance. I was wearing undershirts and everyone else was wearing training bras, at least.”

Friendless, she tried to get her homework done at school instead of at home, so she would work during homeroom and lunch. The only other person who opted for that isolation was “a mathematical genius who muttered to himself.” His name was Marshall.

“So somebody noticed this and they said, ‘Do you like Marshall?’ And I didn’t know high-school vocabulary, and I didn’t know the loadedness of the word like. I didn’t want to go, ‘No, I don’t like him,’ or ‘I dislike him,’ so I said, ‘Sure.’ And they went, ‘Oh, she likes him. There goes Marshall’s girlfriend.’ And so this became an epithet and a cry of humiliation to me in my first year of high school, Marshall’s Girlfriend. And so I’d been labeled as a nerd.”

By the time grade-skipping had made her a fifteen-year-old senior in 1962, Beatts had become editor of the high-school newspaper, and by pursuing every activity that might engender acceptance, up to and including cooking hot dogs for the football game, she had attained a perch where she was no longer mocked as a matter of routine. She chose this time to publish an editorial in the paper called “Leave the Nerds Alone,” which caused her to be suspended from her editorship for its controversial subject matter.

In the early 1970s she wrote for National Lampoon, and she landed at Saturday Night Live in 1975. There, she created the “Nerds” sketches with her sometimes writing partner Rosie Shuster, helping to bring the word nerd into mainstream usage, which will be discussed more thoroughly later. “Marshall Blechtman” became a character on the sitcom about nerds Beatts created, Square Pegs.

Anne Beatts is an example of the second kind of nerd. Beatts became a nerd not because she was like Marshall but because she got shoved into the same category as Marshall (a type-one nerd) by peers who were looking for somebody to exclude.

The heroes of American popular culture are surfers, cowboys, pioneers, gangsters, cheerleaders, and baseball players, people at home in the heat of physical exertion. But so many of the individuals who make these images are more like Anne Beatts. Their voyeurism—their sense of staring from the wrong lunch table at a radiant nation—makes for a vision of America that appeals to the whole world, including America itself. There’s a globe full of outsiders thirsty for glimpses of the land of myth, and American nerds have gratified them with adoring images. Wilson—the bodiless studio addict who spent days refining drum sounds for songs about high-school football and girls on the beach—was the rule, not the exception, for North American fabulists, for DreamWorks as much as Microsoft. In this book, I’ll try to catalog the way a largely nerdy chain of media figures has affected the way we think about nerds.

I’ll also address the relationship between nerdiness and ethnicity. You don’t need to belong to any particular class or ethnicity to be a nerd, but some ethnic stereotypes are nerdier than others. In the late nineteenth century, educators strove to nourish the “primitive” in white middle-class boys and thus mold them into athletic men of character, the opposite of the “greasy grinds” who studied their way out of the Lower East Side. In the 1980s, opinion columnists warned that the Japanese were taking over the world through their unrivaled love of machines and their mechanistically corporate cast of mind. If a propaganda artist of the Third Reich had time-traveled to 1984 and watched Revenge of the Nerds, he might have interpreted the hero, Louis Skolnick, as a traditional age-old caricature of a Jew, and Ogre and his band of overwhelmingly blond-haired and blue-eyed jocks as the image of ideal Aryans (in appearance, if not conduct), even though the film never explicitly raises the question of ancestry or religion. The linguist Mary Bucholtz has observed that some contemporary high-school students who consider themselves nerds cleave so tightly to American Standard English, even as the popular white kids cultivate hip-hop affectations, that they engage in what she called “hyperwhiteness”—whiteness so white it destroys the aura of normality that usually attends white people. The history of the concept of nerdiness helps show some of the ways we have thought about the primitive, the “Oriental,” white people, Jews, nature, and the machine.

“We” here does not mean “Americans.” Rosie Shuster, Lorne Michaels, and Elvis Costello—two Canadians and an Englishman—all made their mark on the history of the nerd at the same pivotal moment. Tokyo is the city where otaku, a type similar to the American nerd, has its own neighborhood, Akihabara, known for waitresses who dress as manga characters.I In England, the word boffin has been around for centuries. Theories about the fine differences in meaning between geek, dork, and nerd in Silicon Valley and other tech hives are all over the Internet, but, internationally, the nerd/otaku/geek/dork is a concept that involves: loneliness; the rote, mechanical nature of work in the industrial and postindustrial ages; the way modernity allows the body to fall into disuse; and the way contemporary mass media invite people into voyeuristic relationships with simple fictions and numb them to the pleasures of real life. To understand nerds is to enrich our understanding of many demons.

Beyond the traits that fit into an intellectually defensible definition of nerd, there’s a nerd tone, a nerd aesthetic. You know it when you see it: the indestructible-looking but nonetheless largely destroyed glasses, the pair of pleated shorts that exposes thigh, the childlike laugh, the intense self-seriousness. These are the universally acknowledged symptoms, and it’s worth tracing how they come together in a chain of pop-culture images.

What is the history of the nerd? What are the different nerd subcultures like, and what are the rules and rituals that hold together the communities within those subcultures? What do the stories of two of my friends from childhood have to do with all this?

I will take a serious approach to a subject usually treated lightly, which is a nerdy thing to do.



I. One such restaurant described in The New York Times had them address customers as “master.”


the mark of greatness

On a soccer field beside a nature preserve, a dozen boys stand in a circle holding lengths of piping converted into blunt weapons. A brisk wind sings through the dying leaves; these are the last days of fall in Amherst, Massachusetts, and the chill puts us in an Arthurian cast of mind. There are few smiles in our ring of scrofulous faces. We know this is not serious, but for some reason we are serious.

Our weapons are called boff swords, our purpose here boffing. To craft the instruments in our hands, we’ve purchased PVC pipe from Aubuchon Hardware at the despondent mall off Route 9, encased the ivory plastic tube with soft pipe insulation, and sealed together the bludgeon with duct tape. We’re about to fight a melee, last-man-standing. Get hit in the arm, you lose the use of that arm. Lose one leg, you hop. Lose both, and you are on your knees. A hit to the skull or torso, and you fall dead. For a moment, there is no sound but the inconsolable wind. Then Jon L., with his freckles and his orange vest, looks at each of us and speaks calmly: “One, two, three.”

Nobody is so naïve as to rush into the center. We all want to win. Some boys back up and walk sideways in order to stab somebody from behind. Some boys move with two hands on a long sword trembling four feet before them; some wave two shorter swords, some a sword and shield. We are thirteen, fourteen; it’s possible for each of us to believe that, for all intents and purposes, this soccer field might as well be a glade set aside for the resolution of disputes among the aristocracy of the sword. If the sons of the Prince of Wales had fallen into a conflict over farmland in the thirteenth century, we reason, it would have looked like this, basically.

We also know it’s a game, and the kind of game geeks would play, but we are proud of the fact that we are above labels. In fact, people often use labels for us, like “total fucking loser,” and they bounce right off. Who are they to find us so contemptible? How long would they last in this contest of intense young men, this gauntlet of pipe and tape? In my heart, I believe life will eventually favor those of us in this field. We’re the ones intent on making a game of combat, and the career world, I anticipate, will be a combat realm. Who cares about our detractors? We’ll bury them.

Thinking about this sort of thing makes me excited, and like the rest of the boys, I start to swing and parry as the circle tightens and we begin to attack our neighbors. Jon falls upon me with his long sword. I swipe it away and spring back into an ingenious defensive posture, crouching low to the ground with my sword ready at a diagonal before me, so that my torso is out of reach and I can knock an opponent off balance when he goes on the attack, then spring forward for the kill.

“He’s taking a shit! He’s taking a shit!” says Jon, pointing at me. I know I shouldn’t mind, and I pretend not to, but I rise up from the crouch and must have a vengeful look in my eyes because Jon begins to laugh hysterically, like a girl, stealing backward glances as he runs, and I chase him and cut him all to pieces, in the game.

As I turn over my memory of the incident, I remember a feeling of righteousness. Each boy in that ring knew what was expected of him: to fight, honorably, and to treat opponents as equals. Nobody was picked in order of preference; nobody was captain; nobody was on a team. You could speak in slang and joke around if you wanted to, but you could also speak like somebody out of Ivanhoe, formally, with politeness unfettered by irony. Nobody would make fun of you—not really make fun of you—if you spoke that way. We couldn’t decide for ourselves if we wanted to play an elaborate game of make-believe or if we just wanted to swing swords, but we weren’t going to deny one another the right to either choice. There were rules that came with boffing, and while we didn’t talk about them, we knew what they were and we knew how to follow them. This was not the case with the rules that governed life beyond the circle we’d drawn in the field.

Everybody knows that boffers, like nerds who play fantasy role-playing games like Dungeons & Dragons and attach latex points to their ears to make themselves more elflike, are engaged in a game of pretend, a chance to inhabit another body. They’re voyeurs. But sports nerds play online rotisserie baseball games in which they’re managers of real teams. High-school debaters do the same thing, only they’re role-playing cabinet secretaries. Even music nerds, who sometimes pretend to be cool, seem to hope that a familiarity with defunct record labels and one-hit wonders creates kinship between musicians and themselves.

In all these cases, the beloved activity is one that involves little or no physical or emotional confrontation—whether it’s collecting singles from the 1980s, pretending to be a medieval warlord, developing software, or delving into the statistical patterns of the 1937 World Series. It’s socially inclusive and embraces logical frameworks, structuring play with points, hierarchies, and categories. And if you are a deeply nerdy person, your nerdy activity dictates who your friends are and are not, so that it becomes evident from just being around you that you prefer abstract physics or policy debate or computer games to skateboarding or going to parties or playing soccer.

All these generalizations applied to my friends and me in ninth grade. More remarkable, we all fit the look people usually associate with nerds. We were a slow-drifting cloud of glasses, high pants, and trench coats. We liked that we had a look. I used to call us the “Darknerds,” because I actually thought we were menacing, which, this being pre-Columbine, was funny to people who overheard me. I often wondered whether there had been people like us in other centuries. The answer is yes.


newt envy, and were there nerds in the nineteenth century?

How did we get these rule-loving, unathletic men and women? How long has the type been around?

There are nerds in literature going back at least two hundred years. Mary Bennet, in Pride and Prejudice, published in 1813, is a good example. She’s one of the younger sisters of Elizabeth, the main character. Her nerdiness first becomes evident in Chapter 5:

“Pride,” observed Mary, who piqued herself upon the solidity of her reflections, “is a very common failing I believe. By all that I have ever read, I am convinced that it is very common indeed, that human nature is particularly prone to it, and that there are very few of us who do not cherish a feeling of self-complacency on the score of some quality or other, real or imaginary.”

It’s not just pedantry that makes Mary a nerd; it’s a lack of gracefulness that her conspicuously logical ways of thinking can’t correct. At a ball in Chapter 6, Elizabeth plays the piano, to heartfelt applause:

She was eagerly succeeded at the instrument by her sister Mary, who having, in consequence of being the only plain one in the family, worked hard for knowledge and accomplishments, was always impatient for display . . . though vanity had given her application, it had given her likewise a pedantic air and conceited manner . . . Elizabeth, easy and unaffected, had been listened to with much more pleasure, though not playing half so well . . .

Mary is comfortable with the technical but not the intuitive. She likes to use the language of scientific detachment and to draw on generalities she’s picked up in books. She’s hard to marry off. In modern adaptations of Pride and Prejudice, such as the 1940 film by Robert Z. Leonard, she’s sometimes given glasses.

Austen uses her nerd for comic relief. In the pack of middle- and upper-class families the Bennet sisters live in, the actual purpose of a conversation between a young man and a young woman is usually tangential, if related, to the ostensible point of that conversation. The local news and gossip are MacGuffins; the point is mutual testing and mild sensual exploration. Inanities are necessary for the look or witticism that will ultimately lead to lifelong marriage and financial security or insecurity. Unlike the other Bennet sisters, who are alive to the unwritten rule that the purportedly rational conversations between unwed young people in this town usually have nothing to do with what they appear to be about, Mary tries to get down to brass tacks and help everybody reason through the dilemma at hand. Nobody is really looking for the solution to whatever problem might be under discussion at a dance at the Meryton assembly, ever. Contact, not deliberation, is the goal.I Mary might grasp this if somebody would only spell it out for her, but nobody does.
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“Little need be premised about Tibby,” states the narrator of E. M. Forster’s Howards End. “He was now an intelligent man of sixteen, but dyspeptic and difficile.” If this were really all there was to say about Tibby’s condition, he might not be a nerd, but the way Tibby is “difficile” (meaning “difficult”) happens to be nerdy.

Howards End, published in 1910, concerns two English families, one of which, the Schlegels, consists mainly of three grown siblings: two girls, Margaret and Helen, and one boy, Tibby. During a famous scene wherein Tibby, Helen, and Margaret attend a performance of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, Tibby is fixated on the mechanics of the composition, the counterpoint; he keeps the score open on his knee, and afterward asks, “Surely you haven’t forgotten the drum steadily beating on the low C?” Meanwhile, Tibby’s sister Helen is awash in images of shipwrecks and goblins. This is the same dynamic that will play out ninety years later in freshman dorm rooms all over the world, where one roommate will harp on Elvin Jones’s use of the toms in Coltrane’s A Love Supreme, or Sonic Youth’s innovations with feedback, while the other roommate looks out the window and talks about how Daydream Nation is like golden foxes running down a freeway, or sweet to make out to.

Tibby is like Mary Bennet in his tendency to speak clearly, nonallusively, and untactfully. When Helen upbraids Tibby for not being more hospitable to another young man, “Tibby sighed, and drew a long strand of hair over his forehead. ‘Oh, it’s no good looking superior. I mean what I say.’ ”

Meaning what you say, and wanting other people to mean what they say, to stop alluding, implying, and teasing, and get down to the point—Tibby and Mary and nerds in general rally under this banner. Another fictional proponent of the mean-what-you-say philosophy, and one of the clearest examples of a nerd in prewar English literature, is Gussie Fink-Nottle, a creation of P. G. Wodehouse.

Augustus Fink-Nottle first appears in Right Ho, Jeeves, published in 1934. As Bertie Wooster explains to Jeeves, Gussie’s preoccupation with newts began when he and Bertie were at school:

He kept them in a study in a kind of glass-tank arrangement, and pretty niffy the whole thing was, I recall. I suppose one ought to have been able to see what the end would be even then . . . The craving grew upon him. The newts got him. Arrived at man’s estate, he retired to the depths of the country and gave his life up to these dumb chums. I suppose he used to tell himself that he could take them or leave them alone, and then found—too late—that he couldn’t.

Apart from wearing glasses, Gussie also happens to look like “something on a slab.” He suffers from a phobia of emotional confrontation. Half of the events in Right Ho, Jeeves hang on Gussie’s attempts to win the hand of Madeline Bassett, a girl who is suspected of writing poetry and who comments at one point that the stars are “God’s daisy chain.” When by good fortune Gussie is able to eavesdrop on a conversation between Madeline and Bertie in which Madeline confesses her affection for Gussie, he is supposed to come forward and propose. Instead, he talks about the sexual dimorphism of newts, and Madeline decides to go to bed. Bertie and Jeeves are left to contemplate how such a “cloth-headed guffin” might possibly be helped. (“With infinite toil,” explains Bertie, “you maneuvered him into a position where all he had to do was charge ahead, and he didn’t charge ahead but went off sideways, missing the objective completely.”) In the end, they get him drunk.

What makes Gussie most profoundly nerdy is his desire for communication that doesn’t depend on the emotional expression or allusiveness just about mandated by a daisy-chain-metaphor girl like Madeline Bassett. Considering with terror the prospect of asking Madeline to marry him, he says to Bertie, “Do you know how a male newt proposes, Bertie? He just stands in front of the female newt vibrating his tail and bending his body in a semi-circle. I could do that on my head. No, you wouldn’t find me grousing if I were a male newt.”

Wanting to be a male newt seems a markedly different dream from working with machines, but Gussie’s understanding of being a newt revolves around rule-bound, programmatic—machinelike—communication. A newt, in Gussie’s imagining of a newt’s consciousness, knows exactly what commands to execute if he wants to proclaim his desire to mate. Among humans, a declaration of love demands statements that don’t follow readily delineated conventions. Although living in a place and time without anything that resembles a modern computer, Gussie longs for a computer-like exchange.

Nobody expects delicate character studies from Wodehouse, but one of the things that’s striking about Mary and Tibby is that Austen and Forster, authors usually so committed to empathy and psychological insight, created such uncomplicated humorous sidekicks, people about whom, in Forster’s words, little need be premised. With the great newt speech, Wodehouse went much deeper. Wouldn’t it be interesting to read a substantial premise on Tibby? To understand more of the circumstances that shaped him? What is it about Mary and Tibby that makes such fastidious students of human interaction as Austen and Forster feel okay about rendering their emotional lives in sketch? Neither Mary nor Tibby gets anywhere near the empathy nor the space on the page devoted to their siblings—even Kitty Bennet gets twice as many mentions as Mary.

The best explanation is the romantic reaction against nerds. The MIT professor Sherry Turkle came up with the term to describe the way society makes an arbitrary distinction between thinking and feeling and uses it to make people who are good at reasoning, like MIT students, appear as if they’re not entitled to a normal emotional life. Austen and Forster tend to slightly dehumanize Mary and Tibby for the same reason people tend to think of software engineers as inadequate in their depth of feeling. To understand the pack of assumptions behind those tendencies, it helps to examine a book roughly contemporaneous with Pride and Prejudice, Mary Shelley’s 1816 novel Frankenstein. In that story, immediately and enduringly popular, you find the seeds of the modern prejudice.



I. See William Deresiewicz’s essay “Community and Cognition in Pride and Prejudice” (ELH 64, Summer 1997). He writes, “The first parts of their bodies to touch are their voices.”


the case against scientists in towers

The story, a classic of high-school literary history, goes that Mary Shelley wrote Frankenstein one summer at Lord Byron’s house in the Alps shortly after the death of her first child. One night Byron had a conversation with Shelley’s celebrity poet husband, Percy, about some recent experiments in which dead frogs and recently hanged men were made to twitch by running electricity through their bodies. Afterward, Mary had a recurring nightmare in which she massaged her dead baby back to life.

The book was a hit, and its fame was abetted by that of Percy and that of Mary’s literary parents, the late Mary Wollstonecraft (author of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman) and William Godwin (a pioneer of anarchism). Mary Shelley, quiet girl among loud personalities, neglected by her remarried father, became the Mother of Frankenstein; the story was adapted for at least ten different theatrical productions during her lifetime.

The keynote of Frankenstein is a yearning for family, and the horror in the story (the plot is awkwardly stitched together, as it were, and gets by on its fantastic premise) derives from the tendency of the brainy antihero to cut himself off from his loving family’s influence. It’s the work of a teenager with a distant intellectual as her lone parent.

The young Victor Frankenstein describes his boyish passion for science as “a fervent longing to penetrate the secrets of nature,” which makes his thirst for knowledge sound like a stand-in for a more urgent masculine need. (“Here were men who had penetrated deeper and knew more,” he remarks, upon reading the modern scientists.) But unlike the pursuit of a lover, the pursuit of a scientific breakthrough slowly rots the body—“My cheek had grown pale with study, and my person had become emaciated with confinement.” Attributes that might make a young man an appealing husband and father—looks, health—fall prey to the demands of science. Meanwhile, his loving, virtuous father, his best friend, and his adopted sister, all described in glowing prose, grow concerned and miss him. He doesn’t care—his lab becomes all that’s “real.”

[image: images]

When the creature he has made from cadavers opens its eyes, Victor looks at his breathing creation and decides there may be some bugs yet to be worked out.

His yellow skin scarcely covered the work of muscles and arteries beneath; his hair was of lustrous black, and flowing; his teeth of a pearly whiteness; but these luxuriances only formed a horrid contrast with his watery eyes, that seemed almost of the same colour as the dun-white sockets in which they were set, his shriveled complexion and straight black lips.

Victor staggers out of the lab in terror. This irritating turn-around—first lock yourself in a tower and figure out how to make a living person out of dead flesh, bigger than sexually conceived humans because you found it easier to slap together bigger components, then be unable to deal with it when it looks at you, and run away—is Victor Frankenstein in a nutshell. It’s what makes him an ur-nerd.

The young scientist’s mistake betrays a combination of rational thinking and technical prowess coupled with a childlike inability to fully grasp that other people are just as needy, ambitious, and sensitive as himself—as Harold Bloom once put it, Frankenstein is “a being who has never achieved a full sense of another’s existence.” That’s what enables him to make the monster and fail to think, How would I like it if I had skin that barely held together, was eight feet tall, and had yellow eyes and black lips, so that people were inclined to run from me in terror? How would I like it if I had no family? His failure is a failure to emotionally confront another person, a failure of empathy. In a stupid person, this lack of empathy might not matter, but in a modern man with a godlike capacity for making things, it can create disasters. The root of evil in Frankenstein is the mingling of scientific brilliance with a deficit of emotional connectedness.
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Shelley’s critique of Victor still hangs in the air. There is a perceptible chain of influential thinkers and educators that leads from English Romanticism to the American concept of the nerd. Tibby in Howards End comes at the end of or after the Romantic era, but he’s the descendent of Victor Frankenstein in his disengagement with the sensual and familial in favor of the academic. As for Gussie, the newt world is the monstrosity that makes him go pale in the cheek. To understand how close the contemporary concept of the nerd is to Dr. Frankenstein, you have only to watch the first forty-five minutes of John Hughes’s 1985 comedy Weird Science.

Watching Frankenstein on TV, two virginal high-school nerds decide to use a home computer to create a woman. Lisa, the product of their experiment, played by Kelly LeBrock, shares with Frankenstein’s creature an awareness of the sensual realm superior to that of her inventor(s). After the three of them get into the shower together and the boys can’t take off their clothes, she decides to bring them to a bar where there are a lot of black people. Soon a combination of bourbon and cultural immersion begins to coax forth the Soul within the dork. A smash cut goes to Anthony Michael Hall wearing a pimp suit and chewing on a cigar, deftly playing upon the sympathies of the black guys. “Yo, man, she kneed me in the nuts,” he explains, talking about a girl who rejected him, and the black people commune with him in his suffering. In order to become an emotionally vulnerable, emotionally connected person, able to take his clothes off in front of a woman, he has to swing to the polar opposite of a nerd: a black dude. In the logic of the film, getting dunked in blackness brings the machine-man in contact with the earthy, the animal.

Mary Shelley and like-minded romantics lobbied for soulfulness, for the kind of emotional life—empathy, communion with family and nature—that Victor Frankenstein threw over for his lab. (Of course, it’s not quite right to draw a dichotomy between nerds and romantics; Anne Beatts described her Saturday Night Live creation Lisa Loopner as “a romantic,” and nerds who are nerds by dint of social exclusion don’t have to have Frankenstein tendencies at all.) But there’s a kind of antinerd who stands in contrast to both Mary Shelley and Victor Frankenstein: a person whose personality has been molded by his excellence at sports. How did the jock come to stalk the earth?
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