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Intro: From the Top


WILLIAM: Listen, when Omar and I met on the mean streets of Madison, Wisconsin, doing the grimy shit called poetry slams back in 2008, we didn’t know we would end up writing a book together. Man, I didn’t even like this muthafucka’s stage name. True anime rivalry/friendship shit, man. We slammed against each other, we watched each other get bullshit scores or win crowns. And then we started talkin’ nerd shit. All the nerd shit.


OMAR: Through nerd shit all connections are possible. In 2013 we brought you Black Nerd Problems, the website. Eight years of memes, live tweets, Game of Thrones recaps, and the hard pop culture ESPN-level analysis that cyber streets needed. It all led to this Black-ass nerdy-ass book. Originally, we told Simon & Schuster we wanted this shit published on papyrus. We doing this for the old-school printing press. Y’all want that Old English back? Y’all want that Shakespeare back? Well, that’s too damn bad ’cause this right here written in Wakandan (we’ll do a loose translation for those unfamiliar).


WILLIAM: Nah, we writing this shit like a manga, the rest of this shit you gotta read right to left, fam. [I’m joking, don’t do shit. Omar and I can’t speak nothing but English and Black-ass English. I’ve been watching subbed anime for years and I couldn’t speak a sentence of Japanese with a Naruto Rasengan to my head.]


Seriously though, what Black Nerd Problems has taught me is how wide-ranging our nerddom can be. I didn’t start reading comics till 2006. I didn’t start watching anime on the regular until I edited someone else’s Black Nerd Problems piece. Omar been talkin’ about Hajime no Ippo like it’s his Quran or some shit, and I love him, but I STILL ain’t seen a second of that joint. But I will defend that shit to my dying breath. You: “Man, sports anime is okay.” Me: “That’s cuz you ain’t hip to Hajime, bruh!” And that’s the point of this book, yo. You may not catch every reference, every jutsu, every filler arc, but we trying to make sure you know we felt that shit.


OMAR: And isn’t that the heart of being a nerd? *Naruto flutes chime in* That feeling of excitement and passion for a show, book, or character that you fucks with and then wanting to share that among friends or even strangers, hoping they feel the same thing you do? *Morpheus from The Matrix voice* Isn’t that worth nerding out over? Isn’t that worth fighting for, for Black nerds and nerds of color to come together and share that joy? We thought so.










Re-Definition: Nerd Isn’t a Person, It’s a Spectrum


OMAR HOLMON, aka Noah Webster’s Ghostwriter


BEFORE WE CAN get into this real rap raw nerd essays and content, it’s important to understand what we as authors mean when we refer to the term nerd. How we define the word may be different than how the reader defines it. So allow me to get my TED Talk monologue on to break the definition of the word nerd down by how it has come to be defined in dictionaries. *takes off my regular square-framed glasses and puts on my public-speaking PowerPoint presentation tortoiseshell-framed glasses*


The online Merriam-Webster dictionary defines a nerd as an “unstylish, unattractive, or socially inept person; especially: one slavishly devoted to intellectual or academic pursuits.”


Dictionary.com defines a nerd as “1. a person considered to be socially awkward, boring, unstylish, etc.; 2. an intelligent but single-minded person obsessed with a nonsocial hobby or pursuit: a computer nerd.”


As words evolve, they go through semantic change or, more fittingly, semantic progression. Semantic progression occurs when the modern meaning of a word is entirely different from its original meaning. Watch the breakdown: dope, as a noun, used to just refer to a “stupid” person (1850s); later on in time it became a reference to drugs (1880–1900s), but as an adjective it can refer to something as good or great (1980s). You can think of countless other words that you’ve seen evolve via idioms and slang, which varies across cultures and ethnicities. One word that hasn’t officially (as of me writing this in 2020) evolved in the dictionary is the term nerd.


Now, you may be reading this and thinking, “Where’s this goin’? Who gives a fuck? Why did he switch glasses when he was already wearing glasses?” Well, if you’re reading this book (that clearly says Black Nerd Problems on it) or just “glimpsing through it,” *Jeff Foxworthy voice* youuuuu might be a redneck nerd. Regardless, hear me out and watch how I flip this shit.


The only saving grace between both online dictionaries’ descriptions is their second definitions for the term: “one slavishly devoted to intellectual or academic pursuits” and “an intelligent but single-minded person obsessed with a nonsocial hobby.” Growing up in the 2000s from my teen to college years, I came to understand the term and had the term broken down to me as “a person that knows a little bit about a lot of things,” whereas a geek knows a lot about one specific thing. For me, and I want to say for a lot us that identify as nerds, this is a commonplace interpretation of the word, but as far as I know, I haven’t ever seen that reflected on paper regarding the word in an “official” definition.


I stated all that to say this: it’s been a long time since the term nerd came in the context of a jock vs. an academic, or the popular high school quarterback pushing a scrawny kid into a locker, or the “mean girls” knocking books out of someone’s hands. Now in 2020, it ain’t really the Revenge of the Nerds movie setting for the context of the word—I’m hard-pressed to say if it ever was… and thank god ’cause even in that movie about underdog “nerds” trying to get their revenge, it’s full of misogyny and racial stereotypes. Speaking of stereotypes, media representation gotta be factored in the description for a nerd as well, right? A nerd is usually a male (which is usually sexist), typically white (which is typically racist), scrawny or fat (but in the derogatory fatphobic way), that’s (lest we forget) into some obscure hobby/thing no one else cares about. [Sidebar: If you’re reading this and wanting to say Steve Urkel from Family Matters as a breaking of the mold by being the first mainstream Black nerd, I question why Urkel, who debuted in 1989, gets that credit and not Dwayne Wayne from A Different World, who was a fucking mathematician and debuted two years before Urkel. Dwayne Wayne and Steve Urkel were both nerds, the only difference was Urkel played heavily on the exaggerated stereotypes of a nerd. So, is a nerd only recognized as a nerd when it comes with a full package of stereotypes? Never mind that the nerdy character Roger “Raj” Thomas from What’s Happening!! debuted in 1976. Wouldn’t he be both their OG? But I digress…]


Okay, so we got the origin/etymology of nerd down, right? Boom. Now dead all that. With the way the term has evolved and how it’s been incorporated in mainstream media, nerd is much more than a singular person, it’s a spectrum. Nerd has evolved more so into being a fan of a genre. That genre doesn’t have to just be comic books, movies. Sneakerheads are fans of sneakers and know them in explicit detail. They could be considered nerds. Hip-hop heads who know their entire history of the music genre can be considered nerds. Academic nerds. Cooking-show nerds. Sports fans are mos def nerds by being able to recount a player’s performance statistics like an RPG character. The list goes on. If you enjoy something, anything you want, if it excites you and you want other people to know of it and enjoy it, then you’re a fan of it, which also means you’re a fucking nerd for it. That sounds beautiful and inclusive on paper, doesn’t it? Sounds great on paper… Here’s the problem. To be a nerd means being part of a subculture. A cultural group or collective within a much larger culture that doesn’t adhere to the status quo, beliefs, or interests of the larger culture. If you’re a Black or POC nerd, then you’re in a subculture within a subculture (Inception shit). The problem is being a part of this subculture means you’re part of a minority, which then becomes attached to the identity of being a nerd.


So, when nerd shit starts becoming trendy, a divide occurs, with those nerds now being in an era where this thing only a few loved becomes loved by even more folks. This hobby that was part of the minority is now enjoyed by the majority. So, what happens when what you fan out for isn’t the obscure cool thing only a few know about anymore? It’s like having a favorite band or artist that was low-key for a long time suddenly blow up with a hit single. Its fan base widens and now they’ve got a larger reach. There’s that feeling of having been there riding for them before they sold out, as the cliché goes. As if everyone enjoying or having access to them now somehow dilutes the enjoyment for those there from the beginning. You know exactly what I’m talking about. Watch the breakdown: We get big-budget superhero movies yearly now. They’ve become the new Spaghetti Westerns. These superhero movies bring more folks to comic books, comic books become more common reading material and are even seen as a more mainstream-adjacent hobby and not seen as “just for kids.” Nerds that fucked with comics when it wasn’t associated with cool or trendy then feel like “It wasn’t accepted like that when I was coming up. Now that it is, how do I fit in?” Therein lies the problem.


Individually, that nerd is no longer part of a small underdog group; they become part of a larger group that likes comic books now. It’s like going from the Resistance to joining the Empire. There’s this fear of losing that cool subculture-minority identity that they’ve come to identify themselves by. So, in order to hold on to identity, you see folks using all the knowledge they’ve acquired as a litmus test for others to see who was there from the beginning like them or knows as much as them. Now when someone comes into this group liking comics but doesn’t know Professor X’s Social Security number stated in a back issue from thirty years ago, then they’re “not a true fan” or “not a real nerd” or, if they’re a woman, a “fake geek girl.” All this from a fear of a loss of identity. See how fear is the path to the dark side? Fear leads to anger. Anger leads to hate. Hate leads to suffering gatekeeping. Nerds gatekeeping other nerds to see if they’re “nerdy” enough for the nerdy club looks like Anakin Skywalker cuttin’ down them Jedi younglings. You’re hurtin’ the cause instead of helping it, fam.


If the definition of nerd needs to go through semantic progression and the term nerd has evolved into a spectrum instead of just an individual, then the individuals that adhere to this spectrum must become more malleable and welcoming to all portions of said spectrum in order to make the definition true. I don’t think nerd as a subculture is a thing of the past or a Force ghost now. The progression of nerd as a subculture shouldn’t be feared, especially when nerd as a spectrum contains various multitudes and hues. I mean, think of the word nerd like the Pokémon Pikachu: we’ve gained so much experience over the years, it’s time for that fucker to evolve into a Raichu. However, if due to the fear of a loss of identity folks keep gatekeeping the term as if it’s a title to be earned instead of a realization one comes to across a spectrum of genres, then the definition of nerd will remain as it has been over the years, a Pikachu. Yeah, it’s cute, convenient, and comfortable, but with what we know now and all this experience, the definition of the word could take that next step and evolve into so much more… like motherfucking Raichu or a hue in a vast nerdy mutherfucking spectrum.










It’s Time We Stop Pretending That Simba Wasn’t Garbage in The Lion King



WILLIAM EVANS, aka Diversity Consultant to Pride Rock


SAY WHAT YOU will about Disney movies (and there’s plenty), but you can’t be out here in these streets acting like Disney ain’t got hits. They’ve been servicing the young, the old, the old with youngins, and everyone in between for more than seventy-five years, fam. But the banger? The one that make you call up the fine gender-nonconforming gal/guy lion on a Friday night and ask if you trying to Disney and chill is The Lion King. Ain’t even close, folks. Not even. Lion King is exactly that, king of the gotdamn Pride Rock, and to this day, it still tops my chart.


But even as we come to give praise to one of the best that ever done it, we have to set some baselines first. One: Rafiki was reincarnated as a brotha in Atlanta named Darius. Two: “Can You Feel the Love Tonight” is one verse and a couple of lyrical choices away from being borderline risqué for a G-rated film. And three: Simba, the beloved protagonist of the film, is straight up landfill. Trash. Rubbage. Election 2020. Whatever you want to call it, man. Every time I see a clip of Simba whipping his premature mane back and forth, I want to yell at the TV, “But YOU AIN’T THAT NICE, B, *vigorous hand clap* YOU AIN’T THAT NICE.”


I know, Simba is an American icon. Like a Kardashian. Or the Confederate flag. But I ain’t convinced, man. Simba made some calls that just don’t sit right on my spirit. I recently watched The Lion King with my daughter, thinking that I was about to enjoy one of the best movies of all time while watching my daughter enjoy the majesty of this film for the first time. Man, listen. As soon as Rafiki lifted your dude up to the heavens and the whole hood bowed, it all came rushing back to me, like wait… they bowing down for who now? Elephants lowering their tusks for the softest cub in the Pride Lands?


But let’s be fair, I guess, it’s pretty hard to follow Mufasa. It’s basically like when Bad Boy tried to replace Biggie with Shyne and then that shady shit went down in the club and Shyne caught ten years in prison for it. I mean, he did have one hit, at least. Simba’s “I Just Can’t Wait to Be King” should’ve been “I Just Can’t Wait to Book This Passport Out the Pride Lands when Scar, aka Marlo, Moves In on My Corners.” But we should’ve known, man. We should’ve known when this dude hopped his ass on the back of an ostrich, smiling like Drake in a gentlemen’s club while singing in C major. You can’t be king like that, fam. King Robert Baratheon woulda never been caught doing some dumb shit like that, yo.


And Mufasa one of the realest to ever do it, I get that. Mufasa was like every Black parent who had gained the respect of his neighborhood and workplace but still couldn’t keep his son from doing some dumb shit. Man, that scene when they walking back from the elephant graveyard with Mufasa way in front and Simba and Nala way in back reminded your boy of many a ride home when I was sitting in the back of the Dodge, silent as fuck, watching steam rising off my pop’s head. But even Mufasa was gentle when he proved the point and wrestled away that anger with his cub. Then Mufasa was like, “Simba… Look at the stars. The great kings of the past look down on us from those stars. Whenever you feeling cocky, just remember these cats was the real deal and therefore exposing how garbage you really are.”


For real, man, Simba was the son of the king. This dude ain’t have no chores, stayed getting into shit and never taking responsibility for his actions. Basically Simba is the lion version of privilege and affluenza. I know Scar set that shit up to merk Mufasa, but Simba was the catalyst, man. Scar was like the dude in Carlito’s Way, offering Guajiro a Coke in the cooler like, “Nah, man, it’s just in the bottom, you just have to reach down for it.” Sheeeeyet. Simba straight up fell for the Wu, the 36 Chambers, and the Gambinos.


Y’all gonna have to give me a moment, I don’t think I’ve ever written about the death of Mufasa. I know it messes with the whole story, but Mufasa ain’t have to go out like that, man. I mean, this is Disney, ayebody’s mom gets buried before the intro credits hit, but dead Disney dads? That hits different for the brand. How you gonna give us Hamlet where we actually liked the king before he got rocked? You can’t be killin’ heroes and grand patriarchs like that on-screen, fam. Nah, Optimus Prime did that, so hopefully, you won’t have to go through that. The hood might never forgive Disney for putting Mufasa out on the street, dead as all hell in the canyon like that. Also, when’s the last time Disney just made you watch a dead body for, like, five minutes. I’m like, gotdamn, get my man Mufasa a white sheet or some shit.


Yes, I’m still salty about Simba bouncing like that. I get that dude fled the hyenas because they were about to have a lion two piece and a biscuit. But when Simba came to see his pop’s not breathing, he gotta own that shit. Dude fled the Pride Lands like he had warrants. Involuntary manslaughter, to be clear. You know how Malia Obama took a gap year? Simba basically took a gap adolescence and left the hood in tatters. Simba wasn’t concerned what was going down with his mom? Nala? He left Nala behind like Princess Leia chained up in the Cantina with Scar the Hutt. His mom a widow and a captive now. She had to be thinking about her son leaving her behind like, “But fuck me though, right?”


Scar basically brought crack to the hood in his absence, but Simba out here singing “no worries” with two stoners backpacking across Europe. So Nala having to come find his ass is the “we ran out of money, can you wire us some cash, but the butler gotta show up themselves to take your ass home” phase. He hit grown-up Nala with “Hakuna matata” and Nala hit him with “If you don’t get that punk-ass free love bullshit the fuck up out my face, lion… Lions in the hood dying and you out here quoting a gotdamn meerkat? The fuck happened to you?” Dude needed guidance from his dead father just to get off his ass, fam. Mufasa was like, “Remember who you are.” And I’m like, yeah, Simba ’bout to remember he a punk ass that dipped out on his fam over some survivor’s guilt shit.


Here’s a list of the best Disney heroes:




	1. Mulan


	2. Aladdin


	3. Moana


	4. Elsa


	24. The mice in Cinderella



	48. Lilo


	136. Mulan’s daddy’s sword


	…


	…


	…


	378. Simba





I’m sure y’all want to give credit to Simba for coming back and claiming the kingdom, but he could’ve overpowered Scar’s weak ass a lot earlier, like when he grew his big-boy paws, plus the Pride Lands was looking like Walter White’s old home after folks found out he was Heisenberg since he been gone. I’m not saying Simba can’t live, man, he just shouldn’t be out here enjoying all this birthright and privilege at the expense of the realest lion in these streets getting 86’d in the middle of the plains like that. Then all the animals in the kingdom bowed to him like nothing changed! Like he didn’t leave them on Dune with the sandworms and shit for years. Y’all need to look into some representative government, man. I don’t think this is workin’ for the everyday animals of the Pride Lands. Just remember that the next time “Circle of Life” start knockin’ on your TV, you ain’t got to take that knee for Simba’s coronation, man. He ain’t earned it, fam.








[image: Image]








Raising the Avatar: No One Woman of Color Should Have All Them Haters


WILLIAM EVANS, aka Korra’s Earthbending Second Cousin on Her Mama’s Side


I DON’T ARGUE with strangers on the internet anymore. I know, there are rules to this fake discourse shit and I’m breaking them. But I can’t summon the care like I used to. I’m old, I blame my knees. But there’s a giant asterisk next to that statement for what I just can’t let go unchecked in my corners of the interwebs. I will still fight people who:




	Use the wrong Black celebrity photo in a tweet because they think we all look alike


	Claim that they got bullied because they liked nerdy stuff when there’s an 80 percent chance they were a gatekeeper and elicited their own scorn


	Throw dirt on Avatar Korra’s name





I could maybe tolerate the first two, but Korra slander is nonnegotiable. Yeah, I know, The Last Airbender is a superior animated show. There’s a lot of reasons for that, but we ain’t got time. Yes, you love you a lovable pacifist in Aang cuz cute and cuddly dudes that avoid conflict even when the fate of the world is at stake is your happy place. It’s okay, I once tried to convince myself that Jay Electronica had a better verse on “Control” than Kendrick Lamar. We’re all allowed to be wrong from time to time. Here’s what’s important though, my benders. Korra never stopped fighting for y’all. The fight was for her too, make no mistake. But she never dodged a fight and never bended herself toward an ambiguous verdict. You gotta respect it.


For me personally, there are two eras of The Legend of Korra: before the birth of my daughter and after.


BEFORE


If you’re a fan of the Avatar universe and not just an old-guard patriarch that enjoys animated shows, then enjoying Korra should be a no-brainer. The Avatar is immensely powerful, brash. Cocky and stubborn. But still wide-eyed and susceptible to wonder. Still open to experiences and people different than her. A driving force of wanting to defend the helpless with a sense of moral justice. I just described one of the most common archetypes of an all-powerful protagonist in your favorite fiction story. Except Avatar Korra is a teenaged girl and no one girl should have all that power. Am I right? Who the fuck she think she is? All this bending without permission.


There are only two arguments against the character that is Korra (leaving the third one out cuz we not giving homophobic fans more air than this aside), but they are pretty easily debunked. If you don’t like Korra because she is cocky as hell, I’d like to remind people that Korra knew she was the Avatar as a toddler because she could bend three elements from the jump, as opposed to the electoral college having to come inform her. A lot of y’all use every Twitter meme possible to post a picture of yourself next to a benign accomplishment. The hell do you think you would do as a five-year-old bending three elements? The people that hate Korra for this reason are the people that want to humble twenty-seven-year-old $100M athletes who pretend their abilities are ho-hum. Come on now.


The second is about her “losing” the Avatar line. Which is a thing. Written into the show. Kind of like how Aang sacrificed the Avatar state so he could come defend Katara and end up getting his shit rocked. But him being healed was a thing. Written into a show. Y’all gotta learn plots, man.


My point for all of that being, um, sexism? We don’t grade men characters with the same scrutiny. The unlikable political woman clause. This is important, but important for me personally. Mostly because I have a daughter.


AFTER


When my daughter was five or six, our TV options were pretty predictable. Bubble Guppies. Dora the Explorer. Pretty much anything in the Nick Jr. or Disney Junior catalog. On a lazy weekend, desperate to climb out of the sing-along toddler hellscape, I gambled that she might like The Legend of Korra. I put it on without telling her anything about it, but the fact that it was a cartoon with a young girl for the main character was enough to get us started and hold her attention.


But it worked. At the time, book three of Korra had just begun, so I was in full Korra fandom. But something changed after that weekend. Over the course of ten days, the three of us watched the entirety of books one and two (my wife seeing book two for the first time, but already being a fan of the first one). I probably would’ve stopped after however far into the catalog we traveled on that first day, but suddenly, my daughter’s typical requests for Doc McStuffins or Pocoyo (excellent animation if you’re not hip) were replaced with “Daddy, I want to watch Korra. Daddy, what happened to Korra?” What kind of father would I be to deny her that?


There was a practical hypothesis for why she wanted to keep watching Korra. Maybe it was the new shiny thing. Maybe it was much more than that. For people that shrug their shoulders or roll their eyes when it comes to representation on TV, my daughter is a pretty good test study. She will watch or indulge just about anything that is aimed at her age demographic, but she consistently veers toward characters that look closer to people of color, like Dora or Princess Elena. You know, people that look like her. She had all Doc McStuffins everything, but the reality is almost all kids had all Doc McStuffins everything at the time because she’s that great. But there’s a big difference between the lovable pigtailed girl who can talk to her toys and the confident, boastful teenager/young adult who harnesses all the physical power in the world, but has to learn how to navigate the world diplomatically. I want Doc to be my daughter’s best friend. I want Korra to be the woman my daughter aspires to.


With a series’ worth of recaps and more, I’m not exaggerating when I say that I’ve spent close to forty thousand words on The Legend of Korra and the character of Avatar Korra already. This isn’t a chapter (exclusively) about how awesome Korra is (to paraphrase Bolin, I already know how awesome Korra is… she’s awesome). This is a chapter about how my daughter once tackled me, kneeled on my chest, and yelled, “I’m the Avatar, you gotta deal with it!” This is a chapter about her looking over my shoulder while I was editing a Legend of Korra recap and then asking me to put her hair in three ponytails and roll her sleeves up past her shoulders to show her muscles like Korra does. My daughter didn’t just want to do the things that Korra did on TV because she was a superhero, just like the way that boys run around showing their open palm to people after watching Iron Man. She sees herself in Korra in a fashion she hasn’t with other characters on TV before.


It’s been a joke among my friends for a while, but I often feel like I’m raising the Avatar. My daughter is smart and gifted in her physical attributes. She already seems to be good at about everything we throw at her. She’s also bossy, headstrong, and impulsive. What she will be allowed to have, which Korra was allowed to have (and most TV characters don’t), is a real emotional arc that charts maturity and resourcefulness. I really look forward to years down the road, where I might have the opportunity to revisit The Legend of Korra with my daughter when she can understand many of the more mature themes at work in the show, the likes of which manage to elude its critics from time to time as well.


Characters like Avatar Korra are a bridge between the cute and cuddly Doc McStuffins and the complicated young adult characters like Elida from Vagrant Queen. Korra is a character that can remind my daughter of her own power and also of the way the world will react to her. I heard a boy at school tell my daughter that she was better at playing dodgeball than him only because she had “big girl muscles.” I know, we ain’t got time to unpack all of that.


And before you ask: yes, yes he was.


But her response was that Korra has muscles too. And it’s possible she would’ve had another example to reach for quickly and with so much validation behind it, but I’m not entirely sure.


And that’s the point about representation. It isn’t always about us putting up billboards that say, “We need people of color represented because we want people of color represented.” It’s often about how those marks of validation sit in our subconscious, or how we avoid talking ourselves out of the gifts that people would seek to weaponize against us.


The Legend of Korra has run its course as far as new episodes go, and despite all the ways that Nickelodeon tried to cripple its own product, it wrapped up the series on its own terms and in the most beautiful way possible as Korra and Asami walked off into the sunset (or spirit realm, if you will) together. But my connection to that world, that vision of maturation and rebirth and that untouchable protagonist, is something that won’t fade away so easily for me. When my daughter was much younger we emulated Korra in so many ways. In the bath, we splashed each other and called it waterbending. When spring rolled around, we planted the garden and dug into the earth like badger moles. This was her lesson in earthbending. A few years later, when the winter snows came, she wanted to help me prep the fireplace. When I let her light it and the soft whoosh came from the new fire, she surprised me when she said, “You finally let me firebend!” Whistling, or airbending, is taking the longest. Like Korra, it doesn’t really fit her personality much, but that doesn’t mean she doesn’t want to master it. So we’re working on it, still. Daughters deserve to have all the available tools at their disposal. The world depends on it.










You Can’t Win When Escapism Won’t Let You Escape


OMAR HOLMON, aka Harry Houdini’s WiFi Password


KNOW THE GREAT thing about being a nerd? When the world gets crazy, there’s an avenue of different media you can use to escape it. Pick your pop culture poison. Video games, comic books, movies, television, novels—there’s a plethora to choose from in order to get away and recharge. I’m currently saying this as a Black male and writing this on June 11, 2020. Nearly three months after police kicked in the door on Breonna Taylor, Black EMT, and killed her in her own home while she was sleeping. Two weeks after George Floyd, a Black man, had an officer kneeling on his neck for eight minutes and forty-six seconds, leading to his death. There was no video of what happened to Breonna, but there was of what happened to George. As I type, protests are occurring not only all over the United States of America but the world as well, to declare that Black Lives Matter during a global pandemic.


Lemme run that again: around the entire world there are rallies, protests, and marches declaring that Black women, trans women, men, trans men, and children matter while COVID-19 is pulling a 28 Weeks Later. Racism is so bad it got folks out to protest during a whole pandemic. The entire world is saying, “Stop killing Black folks.” I don’t exaggerate when I say I never thought I’d live to see this in my time. And yet, there’s an entire section of those in power that don’t get the message (or don’t want to get it), saying, “But…” Meanwhile, Twitter becomes the new CNN, a thread of police brutality happening in real time with more than four hundred–plus videos of police brutality at these peaceful protests. I sat there going through the computer screen looking glass, viewing all of these videos for hours on end, night after night. About a day or two later, Will asked me what I was doing amid everything going on. I told ’em about the rabbit hole I was going down. Upon hearing it, he said, “Man, that doesn’t sound like self-care to me,” and he was right. It wasn’t. But that’s where the works of fiction I mentioned before come in tho, right? Ehhhhh…


Wanna know the rough thing about being a Black nerd? Sometimes you see art imitate life so well that it captures the Black experience in America by accident. The very experience that you turned to fiction to escape from for a moment gets thrown right back in your face inadvertently. The best example of this is Jonathan Hickman’s writing in Avengers, vol. 5, #37, where the Fantastic Four’s Mister Fantastic’s daughter, Valeria, gives him a note containing advice for a problem he’s facing. The note said, “You can’t win. Time to start figuring out how not to lose.” I read that quote seven years ago, back in 2013. To this day, I’m still hard-pressed to find another quote that so perfectly describes the Black experience in America to me. I’m not trying to summarize the Black experience down to one key phrase, especially one that sounds so bleak. But it really do be like that living in this country, man. This is a capitalistic society. Capitalism really only exists when ya have someone to shit on. Black folks been the ones taking that hit repeatedly. This, along with racism, contributes to a reality where we can’t win, and even though we didn’t have any part in creating this system of oppression, the onus is on Black folk to figure out how not to lose. All of which is to say, I hate it here. Still, I don’t want to leave this country—not because leaving means they win, but because I was born here. I’d rather be here helping with the progress toward ways where we don’t lose completely.


Still, there comes a time when you gotta step back and disconnect from what’s goin’ on. Rightfully so too, because escapism isn’t a bad thing. You’re giving yourself time to get better or just freedom. The problem is it’s hard to do that James Harden step-back from race-related issues when you see instances of art imitating life and you’re Black 24/7/365. When you’re a Black nerd, there’s certain things that you can read or see that resonate so much that once again, it snaps you out of what was supposed to be an escape and right back into what you were trying to escape from.


For example, I decided to get back into Spider-Man on PS4 to finish the “City That Never Sleeps” storyline. It was alarming how close to home the game hit with what’s happening in real time with COVID-19 and the protests. In the story, there’s a virus released that becomes a pandemic. One mission has you run into a Black Sable agent named David Obademi that’s trying to get clinical masks out to the public and supplies to the war-torn country. Listen, I came here to get away from COVID-19’s clutches, but this game making me remember there’s a whole-ass pandemic goin’ on outside no person is safe from in the real world still. When we first meet David, he’s getting jumped by the corrupt members of a private military force. I automatically thought back to that Twitter-thread rabbit hole where police officers were destroying protestors’ food and medical supplies. Art be imitating life way too hard at times, man.


There’s another part in this storyline where Peter Parker talks to fellow Spidey Miles Morales and prepares him for Spider-Man training. Peter has Miles studying mathematical equations and physics to understand everything that goes into how using web-shooters and web-slinging as Spider-Man works. There’s a point in the game where Miles uncovers the web-shooters Peter has made for him and they have this interaction:




MILES: I can see that the nozzle size and shape is the same as your other ones.


PETER: Yeah, so?


MILES: Well, according to Hooke’s Law elastic force is linear with distance, given all factors are equal. But you and I aren’t equal.





Peter then realizes Miles is right, that the differences in pounds between them can affect so many things like tensile strength and web-fluid consumption. Miles, knowing this, figures out a 0.7-millimeter adjustment to the nozzle diameter will even things out.


I’m not sure if this conversation between Miles and Peter was a subtle reference toward racial equity, but it was damn well the first thing that my mind jumped to. Peter, being the only Spider-Man for so long, assumed he was the default and what worked for him should work for Miles. However, they aren’t the same person. Therefore, those differences hinder Miles instead of help. This simple line of dialogue says so much… and if people in positions of power or with platforms in the real world were more like Peter Parker when called on shit, it’d be a better place. It could all be so simple, couldn’t it?


Funny enough, there’s another comic book quote from Jonathan Hickman that inadvertently touches on the Black experience. In New Avengers, vol. 3, #20 (2013), the Black Panther T’Challa is fighting against the Rider but saying they don’t need to fight. T’Challa believes their issue can be worked out. Mind you, the issue was their planets/universes clashing together. One universe had to go so that the other could survive. The Rider tells him there’s no need for platitudes, this fight between them was inevitable, so why lie? T’Challa, now agreeing, has a dagger appear in each hand provided by his suit and says, “Very well… No more lies. There will be death here today.” It’s such a hard-hitting line that sticks with me. So much so, it pops into my mind every time I see a post online about police killing a Black person. There’s this moment of pause before I get in depth to the details of the matter for more information about the victim and how they were killed. Each time I take that leap into all that fucking hurt, I think, “Very well… No lies. There will be death here today,” preparing myself for the reality of what I am about to encounter or engage with.


I hear the phrase while I’m scrolling through all the videos of Black folks the media puts out on display being brutalized by police whether they be on the news channel or on social media to raise awareness. Just the phrasing of that quote hits me at my core. It makes me think about how a regular day gets interrupted with images of a dead Black person on display or moments before their death. As if to say that good day you were just having was a false image. That good day you were having is irrelevant now or it was a lie, because this death, this unnecessary loss of Black life, this preventable loss of Black life, is still happening. “No lies. There will be death here today” reads to me in regard to social media platforms as “There will be a Black death on your timeline today, there will be a Black death in your news feed today, there will be a Black death here today.” If there isn’t, consider it nothing more than luck. Wild, right? Often it feels like no matter where you go, even in imagination, you can’t escape the sight or the thought of Black loss.


*sighs heavy as fuck* I be wanting to get my self-care on, man. I swear. It’s just so hard when the fiction you consume unexpectedly hits you with a reminder of what’s going on in real time inadvertently. Don’t get me wrong. There is escapism for Black people. There are other routes to disconnect. I just find it ironic that, as a Black nerd, when art imitates the Black experience in life even inadvertently, it hits so different when it’s a phrase that exemplifies the struggle. The fucking roughest parts of that struggle. The parts where the best Black folk can do to survive is not lose from this position we’ve been put in where we can’t win.










Into the Spider-Verse Got Three Moments Better Than the Best Moment of Your Favorite Comic Book Movie Not Named Into the Spider-Verse



WILLIAM EVANS, aka Spider with the Webs and the Drip


ART IS SUBJECTIVE. Everyone has a preference. Some people think anime is high art. Some people think the opera is trash. The debate about what art and art forms we love and love less are the beautiful foundations of what makes life worth living and show the uniqueness of people and what they enjoy. Unless we’re talking about Into the Spider-Verse. Cuz that shit perfect. This is an objective critique. You might think, “William, I enjoy a good superhero story, but perfect?”


Yes. You’re wrong. I don’t even know what you just said in your head while reading this, but you’re wrong. Go argue with your momma.


And now that we have established a scientific baseline for perfection, I have an aside. I picked three moments cuz I ain’t trying to exhaust y’all. Even perfection can be a fatiguing element in this much abundance. We can talk about the animation, point-blank period. Or we can talk about the callback to the comic book origin stories (“Okay, let’s do this one last time,” a Spider-Person says for the fourth time). The Biggie transition that introduces Uncle Aaron. The comic book thought panels, including the ever-increasing volume of Miles’s inside his own head. MILES FUCKING MORALES. The voice acting of the whole crew.


But let’s also be very honest. You came to a book called Black Nerd Problems, so let’s not mince words. This is the Blackest superhero shit since the first Blade, yo. Miles shouting out Brooklyn while they tag a wall off a subway route in his unlaced Jordans?!? What?! You ain’t supposed to see this shit with a budget like this! You put Mahershala Ali, Brian Tyree Henry, and Shameik Moore all on the same track? Is this movie catching bullets? With its teeth? Spider, please. But I digress.


There are three moments that are just straight up untouchable with no qualifier for me. And that shit is throughput of our Spider-Heroes. Moving in chronological order, we gotta start with the greatest.


BLOND PETER PARKER HAS ENTERED THE MUTHAFUCKIN’ CHAT


I don’t besmirch new Spider-Man fans. The ones riding that Miles wave into the fandom. The ones that saw a Puerto Rican and Black web-slinger and thought, “NOW I’m a Marvel fan.” I welcome you with open arms. We have buttons and coffee mugs for you. But let’s also be very clear. Peter Parker been the best of us for a long fucking time. And the legend has never been as strong as when Miles stumbles upon his fight against Fisk and his time-shifting doomsday device. A couple things of note about this scene:


One, before Peter saves Miles, he was beating the brakes off of Green Goblin. Like, mad that you paid $80 for pay-per-view when the fight lasted two rounds type of ass-whuppin’. I’m not “blaming” Miles for what transpired next. All I’m sayin’ is Peter blew a halftime lead cuz he was saving Miles while his enemies were on the court in the third quarter getting free buckets. And two, the jokes. Don’t. Stop. There’s a lot of people that talk about superheroes being inherently fascist. I think it’s a good point made by people that are decaying like Sunday-morning roadkill on the inside. I typically qualify that with white superheroes might be fascist. Obsessed with accumulating power and removing the agency of everyday folks. But the reason they call your boy your friendly neighborhood Spider-Man is cuz he’s here for the people, yo. The most humble of superheroes. And humility is great, but also boring as hell if you ain’t got the jokes to go with it. I’m an Ohio kid. I don’t know how New Yorkers feel about it, but when Peter tells the Green Goblin that he can’t allow Fisk to open a portal cuz Brooklyn can’t be sucked into a black hole (Staten Island maybe, but not Brooklyn), it made me damn near squeal.


And then he saves Miles from falling a really, really far way down. The moment between them is so damn short but still perfect. The web giveth and the web taketh away. Peter isn’t threatened to know there’s another person like him out there. He doesn’t do the “gotta learn the hard way like me” tough talk. He tells Miles that he’ll have to show him the ropes, ya know, once he destroys the big machine over his shoulder that could wreck the space-time continuum. What follows is THE sequence. Well, maybe not THE sequence cuz that comes up later. But THE (1) sequence for the first part of the movie. It only lasts about eleven seconds, but Peter vaults away, lands on a skinny scaffolding, tiptoes along its edge, jump flips up to a rotating carbine, web-sticks one hand to a higher carbine and rides the elevator up, and jumps off the top of that while web-slinging to slingshot himself to the ceiling, where he sticks and makes his way toward the control panel.


So true story: My homie and coauthor Omar and I saw this movie on the same night, but he was in New York, I was in Ohio. And we both, in our separate theaters, watched that sequence and thought, “My god, Peter Parker is the fuckin’ GOAT.” I don’t even think it’s up for debate, yo. I don’t know who checkin’ him. Y’all can debate M.J. and LeBron. Have fun. Superheroes? I think that debate is over.


WHAT’S. UP. DANGER?


I got any Breaking Bad fans in here? What’s the Venn diagram for folks that watched Walter White take over the New Mexico meth business and the folks that watch animated comic book films with Black folks? Anyways, there’s the iconic scene in Breaking Bad when Skyler White sees the walls closing in on her and her husband, Walt. Powerful men are coming to kill them and she pleads for Walt to finally end this charade and go to the police. But Skyler doesn’t actually know who Walt is or what Walt has done. And perhaps this is the moment when Walt realizes who he actually is. Skyler says Walt should “admit you’re in danger.” And Walter counters, “I am not in danger, Skyler. I am the danger. A guy opens his door and gets shot and you think that of me? No, I am the one who knocks.”


So like, take that scene, keep the word danger, and take the venom from over nine thousand down to zero. And oh, make it Black. THEN you have the “What’s Up Danger?” moment. Let’s also be clear, this is the best moment on this list, but we going chronological (and it sets up the last moment, you guessed it, perfectly). This is not only the best moment in the movie, it’s the best “superhero realizes who they are and what they’re capable of” moment in history. Like, including time measured in BC. That’s Before Clark Kent. Blasphemers.


You can start this moment when the track starts playing, but you gotta go back further than that. To the whole Spider-Crew deciding that Miles just ain’t ready for the prime time and that past-his-prime brunette Peter B. Parker would turn on the collider to enable everyone to go home. Which would kill him. This shit crushing, yo. PBP was the one trying to sell Miles as the real deal to the whole team, but he has to admit to himself and to Miles that he was projecting and that Miles isn’t actually ready. The shot from outside Miles’s window as PBP breaks it down to him, with the rest of the Spider-Crew clinging to the wall listening, but out of Miles’s view, breaks my heart every time (every time being about 742 at the time of me writing this, by the way). PBP webs Miles to his chair after Miles can’t perform under pressure and we’re left with our hero, helplessly asking, “When will I know I’m ready?” and PBP’s words: “You won’t. It’s a leap of faith.” And then the impossible Brian Tyree Henry as Miles’s father, Jefferson, visits his dorm. It’s the combo of being left behind and his father telling him how limitless his talent is. Internalizing all those things in succession: the rejection, the abandonment, the loss, and then his father picking him back up exactly when he needed it. Then the chair he’s strapped to isn’t a dead end as much as a trial. We see that cold blue coursing through his veins and then, ya know, the venom blasts happen and set him free. The chair, the webbing, our expectations, all get obliterated. And then the beat drops.
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