
Nerds, Geeks, and Bros 
Wednesdays 2:15 

Dr. Van Cleaf 
kvancleaf@fordham.edu 

 
Office Hours: Wednesday 10-2 / Thursday by appointment / Friday 9:45-11:30 
Office Location: 701 Martino Hall 

 
 
Course Description:  
This course looks at the rise of the ‘nerd’ as a way to investigate shifts in masculinity, race, and power 
within the digital economy and computer science fields. We will examine the historical and cultural shifts 
that changed computer work from a feminine job to a masculine one. From examinations of popular 
culture, such as movies, we’ll trace how the nerd figure became a new hero. The nerd hero is 
overwhelmingly male and white and represents shifts in gender and racial politics. Students will read 
from history, social science, communications, as well as study popular media such as movies, television, 
and advertisements. Through an investigation into the nerd, geek, and bro, figure students will see how 
women and minorities’ innovations have been left out of history, as well as left out of the industry. By the 
end of the course, students will advance potential solutions to the inequalities in the technology industry.  
 
Readings: All online, check schedule for URLs and if not listed, readings will be at 
fashioningsociology.com 
 
Assessment: 
 
Attendance:  
Fordham’s university-wide policy is that 4 unexcused absences results in a failing grade. If you miss 
four or more and due to an emergency, family, personal, or medical reason, you must notify both myself 
and your class dean of the issue at hand with appropriate documentation. It is your responsibility to get 
readings/assignments for missed days from other students, and you are encouraged to come to my office 
to discuss topics you’re unclear on. 
 
Part of our overall learning experience is sitting, thinking, and talking together. 
 
Perfect or almost perfect (missing two or fewer classes) will result in five extra credit points to your 
total grade. This is the ONLY opportunity for extra credit.  
 
Concept-Connect (25%): Once during the semester you will have to bring in an example of an outside 
media supplement (an image, a campaign, a speech, video, article, hashtag trend, song…anything) that 
illustrates ONE concept from our scheduled reading for that day. You should spend no more that 1-2 
minutes explaining the concept. You do not have to summarize the scheduled reading. In fact, if you do 
summarize, I will deduct points! You do have to show and tell us how your media object exemplifies 
ONE key aspect of the reading. Finally, please have ONE discussion question over the reading/your 
presentation for the class. You don’t have to ‘ask’ the class, but you should be able to point out a tension 
or the underlying assumptions/structure of the text. We will schedule these the first week of class. 
 
Exams, Midterm/Final (50%): Multiple choice, true false, possible short answer.  
 
Final Project (25%): Our last session (or last two) we will have a mini conference on the state of 
inequality in the digital technologies industry. In groups or alone, students will create a brief presentation 



on a targeted solution to remedy gender and racial inequities. You will have to have research to back up 
your program, and present it in a compelling way. We’ll work on these throughout the semester and you 
have free reign as to what you focus on. You may want to look at the field in general or maybe look at a 
particular company. You will also have to create a one page sheet or brochure for the audience. These 
should be a road map to your project, a document that is easy to understand. You will turn in a paper to 
me. More to come on the details. We will work on these in class throughout the semester and you’ll have 
to turn in a proposal for approval (and to receive full credit on the final project. If you do not turn in a 
proposal, I will dock a full letter grade).  
 
Schedule: 
 
Sept 5:   intros 

“Why I am not a maker” by Debbie Chachra URL: 
https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2015/01/why-i-am-not-a-
maker/384767/ 

 
 
Sept 12: James Damore’s Google memo: 

https://assets.documentcloud.org/documents/3914586/Googles-
Ideological-Echo-Chamber.pdf 

    
   “A Question of Genius”  by Anne Faust-Sterling 
 
Sept 19: “Technology as Masculine Culture” by Judy Wajcam (scroll to chapter 6 

in below link) 
URL: 
https://monoskop.org/images/3/38/Wajcman_Judy_Feminism_Confronts_
Technology.pdf 
 
“Sex and the Startup: Men, Women and Work” by Kate Losse, URL: 
https://modelviewculture.com/pieces/sex-and-the-startup-men-women-
and-work 
 

NERDS 
 
Sept 26:  Brotopia, Intro-Chapter1  
   Programmed Inequalities, Conclusion  
 
Oct 3: Blame the Gameboy: https://qz.com/911737/silicon-valleys-gender-gap-is-

the-result-of-computer-game-marketing-20-years-ago/ 
 
Oct 3: “Beards, Sandals, and Other Signs of Rugged Individualism” by Nathan 

Ensmenger 
 
Oct 10:   WATCH: War Games 

No Girls Allowed: 
https://www.polygon.com/features/2013/12/2/5143856/no-girls-allowed 



 
Oct 17: Catch up, review 
 
Oct 24:   Midterm 
 
GEEKS 
Oct 31   Don’t Be Evil, by Fred Turner. URL:  https://logicmag.io/03-dont-be-evil/ 
    

She’s Geeky: The Performance of Identity among Women Working in IT 
 
The Anatomy of Interest: 
http://www.cs.cmu.edu/afs/cs/project/gendergap/www/papers/anatomyWS
Q99.html 
 

Nov 7 “Ambient Belonging: How Stereotypical Cues Impact Gender 
Participation in Computer Science,” 2009. Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology, 97, 6, 10045-1060.  

 
 

Boy Kings, excerpts  
 
Nov 7   WATCH: Silicon Valley, The Social Network 
 
Nov 14   Whiteness, race, diversity:    

http://gawker.com/5981825/racism-doesnt-exist-in-tech-because-white-
tech-blog-millionaire-jason-calacanis-has-never-seen-it 
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2017/11/20/the-tech-industrys-
gender-discrimination-problem 
 

   https://www.newyorker.com/tech/elements/pandora-white-male 
 
BROS 
Nov 28   Brotopia, “Sex and the Valley: Men Play, Women Pay”  

“The Never-Before-Told Story of the World’s First Computer,” The 
Atlantic, January 24, 2013. URL:  

 
Dec 5 Gamer Gate readings, Uber readings: 

https://www.susanjfowler.com/blog/2017/2/19/reflecting-on-one-very-
strange-year-at-uber 

 
Dec 12   wrap up 
 
 
Final:    Working group presentations on how to fix gender/diversity problem in 
tech 
 



Alternate/Additional Readings: 
 
“Why Are’t High Tech Workers Organized? Lessons in Gender, Race, and Nationality from 
Silicon Valley” by Karen Hossfeld. URL: 
https://publishing.cdlib.org/ucpressebooks/view?docId=ft9x0nb6fg&chunk.id=d0e13046&toc.de
pth=1&toc.id=d0e13046&brand=ucpress 
 
“Man the Maker, Woman the Consumer: The Consumption Junction Revisited” by Ruth 
Oldenziel 
 
“Boys’ Toys and Women’s Work: Feminism Engages Software” by Michael S. Mahoney 
 
“Feminization of Work in the Information Age” by Judith Wacjam 
 
 
 


