In Defense of Nerds

Abstract

Due to extensive recent anthropological research we feel the prevailing theory that the Nerd is an evolutionary cousin of the Geek and the Dork over-emphasizes the similarities between the three and neglects crucial behavioral differences that make it far more likely that the Nerd is a distinctly separate species.

Introduction

For the years scientists have been trying to resolve the Nerd’s turbulent position in society. This pursuit has been hindered by the taxonomic problems in distinguishing the Nerd from his phenotpyically similar brethren the Geek and the Dork. While there is by no means a consensus on the issue most of the scientific community allies itself with one of two theories. The first, proposed by Moore in 1987, is that the three are one species with minor plumage variations. The bulk of his evidence comes from data that shows the three occupy similar societal niches and respond to stimuli in nearly identical fashion. The second is Johnson’s theory that the three are in fact separate species that evolved from one common socially inept ancestor. He doesn’t dispute Moore’s data but argues that the differences between the three are significant enough to warrant them being classified as separate species. While both theories are compelling we nevertheless feel that the true position of the Nerd lies along neither of these lines. We contend that while the Geek and the Dork are evolutionarily related the Nerd evolved along a completely different branch and thus the similarities between the Nerd and the Geek and Dork are of purely analogous, not homologous origin. We would further argue that the Nerd is the most evolved of the three and, given the current societal climate, more likely to survive.

Consider the Geek

We recently concluded a series of four-year long anthropological studies of Geek tribes throughout the United States. However, unlike previous attempts to document Geek behavior, which consisted of interviews with Geeks and observation through high-power telescopes, our researchers disguised themselves as Geeks in an attempt to observe the Geek in its natural setting. The results were astounding. We now have reason to believe Geeks modify their behavior whenever a non-Geek is present by effectively playing down their Geekish traits. This has lead to a distortion in all data gathered prior to our study and has led to the formation of several erroneous theories.

In order to be thorough researchers were sent to an array of different Geek habitats: arcades, comic book stores, science-fiction conventions and concerts. Based on the data we gathered and by retrospectively comparing it to historical records of alleged Geeks we find that claims that the Geek is an offshoot of the Nerd, the division occurring somewhere back in the Star-Trekkian era, remain unsubstantiated. Historical analysis suggests the Geek is of far older origin, dating back prior to the Renaissance. We believe the confusion resulted in a less than thorough analysis of the data from that time period which resulted in the Geek being misclassified as a Nerd. Indeed, Da Vinci, Michaelangelo and Malthus all display traits consistent with modern representations of Geeks. We theorize the impetus for the evolutionary selection of the Geek came about with the growth of the sciences and the birth of the university system which provided an environment perfectly suited for the intellectual preoccupations of the Geek.

The behavior of the Geek is marked by overwhelming fascination with a single topic of study. This topic is usually, though not always, among the sciences. The Geek is compelled to pursue and memorize all data, relevant and irrelevant, surrounding the topic as well obtain as many physical representations (termed collectibles in Geek-speak) as possible. Given their central role in Geek thought it’s not surprising the social structure of Geeks is built around this acquisition of knowledge and collectibles. Geeks are organized into tribes whose members all worship the same topic. The tribe is run by an alpha member, or head Geek whose exact title varies from tribe to tribe (Kirk, Dr. Who, Cornelius, Obi-Wan and Yoda have all been recorded). The position of head Geek is given to the member who has not only retained the most information but can also call upon it at will during a mental data-retrieval and verbal data-dissemination process we have deemed a “Geek-off.” This contest is considered sacred among the Geek population and has strict rules. The Geek-off usually pits two individuals (though Geek-offs of more were observed) against one another in a display of knowledge superiority. A topic is selected and both participants proceed to relate as much information as possible about the topic until one of the contestants is overwhelmed by the sheer volume and/or quality of the data. Criticism of the topic and evidence about how the participant could have improved the issue in question grants additional points. Including obscure facts also increases the likelihood of overwhelming an opponent.  The winner of the Geek off attains the position of head Geek and is allowed to flaunt his position through verbal cries and exaggerated physical gyrations whenever he wishes. The other tribe members accept the position of the head Geek but constantly try to acquire more data in order to usurp the position.

The appearance of the Geek has contributed much confusion to their nebulous relationship to the Nerd. Physically the two are similar. Both are usually acne-ridden, pale, gawky but we feel that this similarity is due to similar habitats rather than similar genetics. We cite Crandel’s work A Geek Apart, in which he raised two identical twins in different environments. While both displayed the traits of the Geek only the one raised in his parent’s basement physically resembled a Geek. The other twin, raised on a ranch in Montana, physically resembled a football player. However, barring such rare externalities  both species will end up in the same given environmental niche. Both prefer indoor, fluorescent lit rooms with re-circulated air and appear to slightly allergic to sunshine and physical activity. They can often be found at a table or desk of some kind. This uniformity in behavior, however, does not extend to clothing as modes of dress are considerably variable. Unlike Nerds, Geeks prefer a wide array of clothing, most with some obscure pattern displaying their interests to the populace as a whole. The reasons for his are probably multi-facted, we theorize it has to do with the immense pride a Geek feels for his knowledge and in the hopes of impressing potential mates in the general population of humans.

Geeks usually occupy a lower rung on the social ladder. Though, like Nerds, they are often extremely intelligent they prefer to isolate themselves from normal society so they can carry on conversations about Quake, Star Wars or whatever else free from the prosecuting eyes of the public. As a result they are poorly understood by mainstream society, are often labeled “weird” and are largely left alone. Occasionally, when the supply of Nerds and Dorks (who take much more prominent roles in society) dwindle the Geek is substituted in their place as objects of ridicule but we feel this is inappropriate and due to ignorance on the public’s part. Though Geeks are capable of socially interacting with normal people the results are often unpleasant. The Geek will insert esoteric references into the conversation in an attempt to impress the normal person but frequently such references are lost or not understood. In the latter case the Geek grows indignant and either breaks off conversation altogether or attempts to educate the unwilling conversationalist in the subtleties of their field.

Interestingly in the past forty years a sub-species of the Geek population, whose interest is music of the independent rock persuasion, has gained significant prominence. While it is unlikely they will displace their stalwart science loving brethren this new group is unusual because they appear to not care for science at all. When Smiegel first discovered them at Velvet Underground Concert in 1969 he initially classified them as an entirely different species but careful study has shown that they carry enough similarities with Geeks to be a tribe rather than an offshoot. Curiously though they presumably isolate themselves from conventional society as much as the Geek they take careful pains to remind the population of their presence. They also lack the conventional Geek’s sense of camaraderie. The normal Geek will typically welcome anyone, Geek or not, into their midst even if they feel contempt for them (which they usually do). The indie-rock Geek, however, shuns all whose opinions differ from his own. Rather than create more resentment in the general population the indie-rock Geek has cultivated a respected position in society, often mimicked by normal people. Reasons for this are still unknown.

A second sub-species of the Geek population has also been documented by our researchers. This group, the Sports Geek, has, like the indie-rock Geek, cultivated a position of respect in mainstream society. This is perplexing given that their behavior patterns are virtually identical to the standard Geek. Both fixate heavily on a single topic, both wear strangely colored uniforms to allow other members of their kind to distinguish them, both engage in heated debates citing random trivia and obscure facts, both are given to wild speculations, both possess strong opinions which they will argue endlessly over and both are usually physically awkward. However, the Sports Geek is normally lauded, or at least tolerated, for their knowledge while a standard Geek is ridiculed. We suggest more research be done on the Sports Geek to sort out this troubling tendency. 

Enter The Dork
It is well accepted that the Dork is an offshoot of the Geek that came into existence around the late 1980’s. By that time the study of Geeks had been ongoing for a great while and by luck the emergence of a new species was documented. Robinson summarized the event well in his book Multimedia and the Rise of the Dorks. Constant exposure of a small number of Geeks to television lowered their attention spans and stunted their intellect. Unable to acquire information as well as they used to and lacking the analytical mind required for Geek-offs, these Geeks found themselves unable to participate in their most venerated competition and wound up isolated from the Geek community. These outcast Geeks, the proto-Dorks, wandered without a social niche for many years surviving on the fringes of Geek culture. However, the sciences, which created their progenitors, saved them as well. Their salvation came in the form of the internet.

The internet has, without a doubt, had the single greatest influence on Dork culture. Indeed Dorks cannot be said to be Dorks until the internet came about. It cemented their position in the world by uniting the Dork population of the world by loose, anarchic threads. As previously stated the Dorks began as intellectually stunted versions of Geeks. Though they still possessed the fascination of Geeks they lacked the ability to acquire and analyze information. This caused them to gravitate toward more visual, less intellectual topics, induced them to generate opinions without the assistance of facts and instilled the tendency to grow irrationally angry over inconsequential issues (see Knowles’ work Organic Web Shooters? for more examples). In essence they possessed the will without the direction. Given this instability of such an individual forming a society was difficult since Dorks routinely attacked other Dorks for the slightest of reasons. The internet, however, provided a means for Dorks to communicate without having to be physically near one another.  This led to a society built upon message boards, chat rooms and messaging programs and though at first scientist believed their wasn’t a hierarchy of any kind recent pioneering work done by Clements suggests that Dorks are conditioned to respect those who use the brightest colors, the most caps and most swearing on the message boards. Also high priority is placed on being “first” on any such board as is knowing information about movies and film before the general public. Dorks also show some vestigial social traits from their older cousins, the Geeks as they worship the same deities (Kurosawa, Lucas, Carter, Groening). However, the reverence of the Geeks is taken to an extreme reminiscent of the Reign of Terror. Any attacks made on the deities it met with swift retaliation.

The appearance of the Dork varies considerably. Most Dorks caught and tagged in the wild skew young, generally 11-19 though Dorks as old as 32 have been reported. Why the number of Dorks older than 20 is so small is unknown. Reyes, in his landmark work, The Disappearing Dork, suggests that the Dork eventually chokes on his own fury and commits a kin selection like suicide. This preserves “bandwith” for future generations of Dorks. Cairns, in his troubling essay Dorks Among Us?, suggests that Dorks do not vanish or die but rather mature into Geeks or normal members of the population. While this possibility exists the implied social ramifications of such a theory have yet to be felt. It is also difficult to prove since most Dorks raised in captivity attain a catatonic state when separated from their computers for too long.

The Dork occupies a social position even lower than that of the Geek but unlike the Geek the Dork does not make any attempts to hide himself from the public. The Dork exists in the open and absorbs the brunt of attacks by normal members of society.

As mentioned earlier few subspecies of the Dork are known to exist. The two most prominent are the film and television Dork though intermingling between the two is enough to consider lumping them into one category. Smaller groups of Dorks are known to exist but aren’t present in large enough numbers to merit consideration.

And Now The Nerd

This brings us to the Nerd, the object of our consideration. The Nerd is an old figure, dating back to before the Renaissance. The first well-known Nerd was Plato and since then countless numbers of Nerds have been reported. While both the Geek and the Nerd are intelligent we feel the nature of that intelligence is what merits separating them into two independent species. The Geek is more interested in how science can be applied to social phenomena whereas the Nerd is more interested in science and thought in their pure form. The essence of the Nerd is discovery and this yearning for discovery is so powerful it overwhelms all other considerations. Experiments conducted by the Nazis in World War II Germany have shown that Nerds will forgo food, sleep and personal hygiene in the pursuit of an experiment.

The social structure of the Nerd is markedly different from that of the Geek and the Dork. The Nerd is distinctly an individual. Occasionally groups of Nerds will come together to take down a problem to large for one individually though these alliance are short-lived as each Nerd tries to obtain as much credit and information for himself. The typical habitat for a Nerd is a “lab,” an area filled with technology, or a “university” where Nerds have access to books and other research material.

The appearance of the Nerd, as already stated, resembles that of the Geek but this is due to similarities in habitat. Like the garages, basements or backrooms the Geek occupies the laboratories of the Nerd are shielded from sunlight. Because of their heavy reliance on their brains most Nerds are not physically fit either and can range from portly to thin depending on metabolic differences.

Socially the Nerd occupies a similar place to the Geek and the Dork, usually because the Nerd is mistaken for one of them. However, Nerds, when properly identified, are also begrudgingly respected by the normal members of society for their intelligence. As they grow older the social positions of Nerds improve. They tend to become successful and obtain externalities like money and stock options that offset their physical handicaps and allow them to secure better mates. Nerds have also been shown to contribute more back to society than Geek are Dorks and are necessary for its survival. The well documented case of Spain, which expelled all Nerds from its borders and shortly thereafter suffered a complete economic and technological collapse, is testatment to that fact. Such a fate has not met countries that have deported Geeks and Dorks though we admit other factors could have come into play.

The interests of Nerds vary so widely it would be fruitless to try and organize them into sub-species. The only uniform feature is the aforementioned love of science.

Conclusion

Give the incredible psychological and taxonomic difference between Nerds and Geeks and Dorks, the Nerds must be considered an independently evolving population. One troubling fact remains. As our society becomes more and more dependent on technology the position of the Nerd is likely to continually improve. If such is the case the Nerds may obtain so many externalities that they may interbreed with the normal population and create hybrid Nerd-normals that possess neither the intellect of the Nerd or the social skills of a normal. The strain such a entity would put on societal goods and patience is frightening and we recommend steps be taken to insure Nerds are allowed only to breed among themselves. Our future society depends on it.

