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What people are saying about


The Problem with Stupid


With the deftness the topic deserves, Tom Grimwood pulls back the curtain on the cultural deployments and assemblages of “stupidity” rhetoric. In doing so, he offers a fair analysis unbound from ideological presuppositions (from “sheeple” to “Covidiots,” the left and right have their own thorny practices), inviting readers to slow down and reflect on how stupidity claims serve as both sites of political struggle and foundations for mobilization. Between the always tricky poles of the earnest and satirical, The Problem with Stupid contributes to interdisciplinary literatures a masterful and lucid examination of this key trope and the interpretive boundaries it (re)produces. Not content to let “deeply persuasive and utterly cynical” stupidity discourse simply run amok, Grimwood ultimately points readers toward a hopeful politics of irony that can help us navigate the fractures and fissures of our times.


Don Waisanen, City University of New York


This striking book affirms and seeks to demonstrate Tom Grimwood’s remarkable thesis that what we are living through today is the plague of ignorance as our pandemic. His very original contribution to this dialogue reflects on how the experience of the plague of ignorance renders us helpless, showing ways that the epithet of stupidity contributes to the medicalization of ignorance and its corporeal aura as an inevitable condition that seems immune to influence much like a chronic disease or even death.


In tackling the conventional epithet of stupidity and its prevalent use today, Tom Grimwood does a sociological analysis of this mood in popular culture or contemporary society that laments the “fact” of collective impotence in the face of a widespread disease, seeing it as a feeling that the prevalence of ignorance seems unalterable. In this respect, Grimwood challenges the conventional sense of stupidity as an inarticulate insult in response to another opinion by using such a pejorative occasion to raise the question of how we might characterize work that we contrast from our own in dialogue that overcomes the temptation of polemic to set up discussion. This book succeeds in making such a meeting of minds possible in our society and at this time, as a hint that inquiry could be a vaccine.


Alan Blum, York University, Toronto


In a post-truth era, how do we deal with democracy? Why do we encounter so many stupidities in politics, media, and culture these days? Through stimulating analyses of public discourse and engagement with thinkers such as Foucault and Groys, Grimwood offers a surprising but convincing diagnosis: the problem is not that we or “they” become stupid, but rather that we live in a society that prompts us to deploy “stupidity” as a rhetorical weapon.


Nobutaka Otobe, Osaka University
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Chapter 1


Turkeys Voting for Christmas


It is common for these kinds of books to begin with the announcement – or reminder – of some malaise or crisis. Whatever else its achievements, critical theory has proved immensely effective at diagnosing problems, and such diagnoses form the basis of the broad brush strokes of critique and resistance that have coloured the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Entirely in keeping with tradition, I also want to start this book by identifying a malaise, although one which is perhaps not as momentous or enthralling as others. However, the evidence of this malaise is all across public debate today, in opinion pieces and below-the-line comments, in blogs and amusing memes, in acerbic side-comments of keynote lectures and suggestive footnotes in articles. Still keeping with tradition, this malaise is complex and multi-layered, but straightforward to summarise: society is in the grip of an amorphous group defined as ‘the stupid’.


The stupid emerge in discourses around the rise of and continual support for Trump, the persistent popularity of Boris Johnson in the UK despite a string of failures and embarrassments, the lack of a radical but consistent response to the 2008 financial crash and the austerity measures that followed, the misfortunes of social democratic parties across Europe when the policies of neoliberalism are so clearly failing, the absence of significant action on climate change in the face of scientific evidence, and so on. What links these is a cynical malaise: even the boldest of progressives may be indulging in widespread shrugs of despair, resigned to cliché. The turkeys are voting for Christmas, we sigh. And when society as we know it collapses under the weight of shallow populism, only then will the stupid see what they’ve done. What hope is there for a progressive politics, we ask, when the electorate seems so ill-informed and ignorant, operating under a false consciousness which by now goes well beyond Marx’s original formulation? Hence, when there is mention of the ‘disenfranchised’ or the ‘left behind’, we also find the stupid: ‘they vote for extremes and populists because they don’t understand…’ When we ask what is to be done, someone mutters: ‘brain transplants’. In times past, it was the shadowy figures of global neoliberalism, the lobbyists and the bankers, who were the obstacle to implementing effective left-wing policies. Now, even if all of these remain, there is a blunter and much more obvious impediment.


The stupid are also named as the building blocks of the culture wars, in their inability to see the end of the slippery slope it places us on, or the ludicrousness of the policies it is forced to create. While critics of Big Government tie themselves in knots, torn between libertarian disdain and a re-emerging enthusiasm for government to just sort it out by whatever means necessary, their sights frequently shift to ‘the sheeple’: those who claim to be intelligent, maybe intellectual, but lack the capacity to ask the right questions of the ideologies they blindly follow. Nassim Taleb (2016) refers to the self-serving ‘Intellectual yet Idiot’ (or ‘IYI’): ‘their main skill is capacity to pass exams written by people like them’. How dare such people talk of the people being stupid, they say, when their own views are so clearly flawed? How many times will identity politics lead to ridiculous and self-defeating practices in the real world? Marx’s brief footnote on ‘bourgeois stupidity’ seems to have found a new life in anti-Marxist circles.


Across the political spectrum, voices accuse the stupid of remaining in a womb-deep sleep, failing to see the conspiratorial connections pervading a globalised world.


For the experts, the stupid question expertise without authority. For those who question expertise, the stupid accept authority without question.


Where did they come from, then, this dangerously influential yet entirely contradictory group? Or to put it another way: why has intelligence become the battleground where sides are increasingly drawn, be it the fight over the naivety of the ‘woke’, the arrogance of the ‘gammon’, the idiocy of the Trump supporter, the shallowness of the ‘Brexiteer’, or something else?


Stupidity itself bears an etymological relationship to the idea of a ‘type’. The Latin stupēre root term (to be stunned or numb) gives rise not only to stupidus, with its sense of stultifying astonishment, but also to typos, an impression or model, and to typtein, to strike or beat. In antiquity, then, stupidity carried the sense of being stunned still, whether by amazement or by violence. It was only in the seventeenth century that the notion of halting came to refer to a slowness of mind; and later still that stupidity was defined as ignorance. Indeed, in the nineteenth century Nietzsche describes stupidity not as an error or misunderstanding, but rather thoughts which are true but ‘base’ (see Deleuze, 1962/2006, p.98). This alignment is also at work in Gustave Le Bon’s The Crowd, an 1895 treatise on mass psychology, which remains so persuasive it is reprinted almost every year. For Le Bon, stupidity is exemplified by the formation of the crowd: once inside, individuals become incapable of logical argumentation, and instead allow their behaviours and attitudes to change via the contagion of suggestibility. This is, in effect, the spreading stultification of critical thought, and it is clear that on this view stupidity – much like a virus – needs containment and reducing. Indeed, as Ernesto Laclau has shown, Le Bon’s line between social organisation and mass crowds ‘coincides…with the frontier separating the normal from the pathological’ (Laclau, 2005, p. 29).


To some extent, the rise of this commonplace amid the increasingly complex and confusing world of the twenty-first century should be entirely expected. In an age of ‘post-truth’, when evidence and argumentation seem so in question, it is perhaps only natural that our frustration boils over into insult within the mundane daily flow of posts, tweets and below-the-line comments. Within public discourse today the principles of dialogue, argument and critique that were previously established on the basis of specific audiences and clear pathological frontiers are now invoked in contexts where – due to the indeterminable reach of digital media – the specificity of the audience can only be represented and/or stereotyped, but not secured. Rather than fall flat as generalisations or stereotypes, the very insecurity of these arguments tends to create new specificities, in order that critical activity can resume. This is enhanced, if not facilitated, by a set of overly-repeated complaints by the ‘non-stupid’ in the last 20 years or so: the dangers of the World Wide Web, of course, and particularly the phenomenal infiltration of social media into traditional news outlets (in 2020, nearly 17 per cent of all news engagement on social media came from unreliable sources, compared to 8 per cent in the previous year (see Fischer 2020)); the either/or polemics that have dominated elections and referenda across the North Atlantic; amid populist contexts such as the Brexit referendum and the US presidential elections, the apparent rise of a disdain for ‘experts’ which Tom Nichols lamented as ‘a Google-fuelled, Wikipedia-based, blog-sodden collapse of any division between professionals and laymen, students and teachers, knowers and wonderer’ (Nichols 2014); the continual rumours of the final death throes of criticality brought about by the commodification of higher education (although, as Blaine Greteman once pointed out, this seems to have been a concern in the humanities since at least 1621).


These are all well-known monstrosities that recur throughout discourses of the intelligentsia regardless of methods and approach: the inattention caused by media saturation, the lack of depth caused by social media’s endless clickbait, the destruction of rational debate caused by algorithmic filter bubbles and the reduction of nuance to angry polemics caused by a combination of all of the above. But what do we do with the stupid? How do we negotiate the stupid in a meaningful way, other than with fatigued disdain? On a personal level, acknowledging that everyone can be a bit stupid sometimes is bound to help. I write this book as someone who regularly fumes at the senselessness of some common political arguments, which can in turn lead me to gross generalisations and throwaway stereotypes. I consider myself as much a target of the following chapters as the next person. But the problem also seems more endemic than personal. If critique and resistance depend on the mobilisation of intellect, what does the prevalence of stupidity as a commonplace suggest about the risks of such a mobilisation? As such, what are the resources to work through it, outside of simple and instinctive condemnation or insult?


The problem with criticism


Here, it starts to become clear that the grand narratives of the rise of the stupid I’ve mentioned so far only tell half a story, and I suspect it is this half-telling which grounds the nonstupid’s despair with their dullard nemeses. This can be seen in some of the extant attempts to answer the questions above. The psychological questions we ask of these monsters (‘why are some people stupid?’) or the epistemological task (such as we find, to a lesser extent, in agnotology studies, which explore the necessary ignorance at work in any knowledge claims) tend to concentrate on stupidity at face value. That is, they see the stupid not only as a serious problem, but as a real species. That the stupid exist is never in doubt; they simply provide more details on where they appear, leaning on the textbooks of ‘groupthink’ and ‘confirmation bias’ (see, for example, Breakey 2020) which provide comfortable answers (so comfortable are these responses, and so readily do they sit among the mantras of critical theorists and management gurus alike, they often overlook the lack of evidence behind them). In doing so, they tend to play down the strange concoction of triumphalism and despair that drives accusations of stupidity ever on. Psychology tells us that anxiety produces risk-averse behaviour, and anger produces risk-taking behaviour; but the rise of the stupid seems to produce both at the same time. If the turkeys really are voting for Christmas, and if the stupid really do exist, then we (the non-stupid) are both right in our diagnoses, and also already defeated in our aims.


Of course, stupidity exists. Of course, a psephology of the turkey coop may well have its benefits in some areas. But that isn’t my interest here. Instead, I am more interested in whether the rise of the stupid suggests not only a mutation of ignorance, but also a failure of certain forms of criticism. To be blunt: at this point, it is sometimes difficult to see the difference between turkeys voting for Christmas and the repetition of political critiques and mores which are so comfortable, so obvious and so undeniable that they have long ceased to be effective. Nobutaka Otobe has noted that the historical inattention to stupidity – outside of its rejection or use as an insult – rests on what he describes as a dichotomy between ‘the realm of solitary, righteous thinking’ and ‘ordinary human affairs comprising stupid politicians, bureaucrats, and the masses’ (2020, p.1). But the criticisms of stupidity which emanate from such a solitary realm have become increasingly worn and comfortable, replete with symptoms of what Peter Sloterdijk once described as cynical reason: ‘a clearly structured playing field with well-known players, established tactics, and typical fouls. Each side has developed certain, almost rigged, moves of critique’ (1987, p.90). Bruno Latour’s infamous essay ‘Has Critique Run out of Steam?’ suggested that the traditional approaches of critical theory were now all but indistinguishable from those of conspiracy theorists, and often less successful. Thus, when the International Flat Earth Research Society (which Wikipedia wittily terms ‘a global organisation’) was revived in 2004, and enhanced through its connections to global conspiracy theories, the response of the non-stupid – which ranged from sharing endless memes and jibes to creating online guides for ‘how to argue with a flat-earther’ – overlooked how both sides were activating particular sets of clichés, fixating on aspects of knowledge and deploying commonplaces which were essential to their own critical activity, but not always understood as commonplaces. Hence, Lee McIntyre notes that ‘perhaps Flat Earth wasn’t so much a belief that someone would accept or reject on the basis of experimental evidence, but instead an identity’ (2021, p.16).


To this extent, the number of clichés I have mentioned so far is no coincidence. To think about the stupid is to understand it as a commonplace, deployed across the field of cultural rhetoric in a way which is both deeply persuasive and utterly cynical. In this sense, the clichés of stupidity are the other half of the story: not simply in terms of repeated tropes, but in terms of the habits, rituals and interpretations which allow the deployment of the commonplace of stupidity to be effective in this way. We can frame this cynically – in the way Tom Boland notes how much of ‘contemporary critique…reserves a special position for individuals who, somehow, heroically critique the society around them, even though most of the individuals they co-exist with are stupefied by ideology’ (2019, p.19). But this leaves the obvious question: so what?


My suggestion in this book is that stupidity is interpreted as a particular argumentative device, a trope that is part explanation, part insult, which is embedded within an inherent plurality of interpretations that constitutes the current field of public discourse. In his book Stupidity in Politics, Otobe comments on how the dimensions of the plurality of our everyday affairs place the cliché as a key site of public discourse:


The modest acknowledgement of plurality goes beyond the mere recognition of the plurality of actors in the political realm. In fact, what stupidity tells us is how communicative interaction among plural forces is at work among our thinking activities. This is why clichés – words of others – constitute the quintessential phenomenon of stupidity. Our thought is not a result of solitary activity, but the outcome of plural forces’ circulating within and beyond individual thought. (Otobe, 2020, p.5)


I propose taking this a step further: not only are clichés seen as stupid, ‘the stupid’ themselves (whoever they are) are now a cliché of public discourse. Importantly, this is not to dismiss or devalue the work of the commonplace. Rather, rooting the stupid as a form of cliché allows the richness of this form, and its relationship to the political, to be examined before we drift into the rather unsettling discussions as to what stupidity actually is (Derrida, for example, comments that insulting somebody as stupid only serves to highlight that the word ‘cannot be absolutely translatable’. It is ‘an indeterminacy between a determinacy and an indeterminacy’ (2009, p.173)). The composite nature of the commonplace as an argumentative device – which allows it to shift and change in terms of its constitutive venom, humour, insight, despair and so on – is key to its effectiveness, and why it is so ready-to-hand in daily discourses. Like many clichés, the commonplace of stupidity is frequently explained only in terms of removing it or clarifying it until it is rendered more meaningful or serious. However, like any effective commonplace, it also develops in relation to networks of other commonplaces and clichés which help to tell the other half – or at least some of the other half – of the story. In Chaïm Perelman and Lucie Olbrechts-Tyteca’s words:


The triteness characteristic of what we today call commonplace does not in any way exclude specificity. Our commonplaces are really merely applications of ‘commonplaces’ in the Aristotelian sense of the term to particular subjects. But because the application is made to a frequently treated subject, developed in a certain order, with expected connections between the loci, we notice only its banality and fail to appreciate its argumentative value. The result is a tendency to forget that loci form an indispensable arsenal on which a person wishing to persuade another will have to draw, whether he likes it or not. (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969, p.84)


Hence, I want to consider the stupid as a commonplace – a trope, a tool, a powerful cliché within the arguments of cultural rhetoric – in and of itself: that is, a relational assemblage governed by interpretative practices. This is to understand the cliché as a site of tensions and persuasiveness, not to be dismissed out of hand but to be understood in terms of their often-contradictory meanings; a task which dates back to the Sophist rhetoric of Classical Greece, its revival in theorists as diverse as Jean Paulhan, Roland Barthes, as well as Perelman, and its application in fields well beyond literature such as Susan Sontag’s classic text Illness as Metaphor (where she claims that ‘the metaphors and myths’, the ready-to-hand commonplaces of illness rooted in war and violence, ‘I was convinced, kill’).


The rise of the stupid


The metaphors and myths accompanying the rise of the stupid at such pace and in so many areas through the first 2 decades of the twenty-first century suggest a mutation from the more traditional theories of ignorance proposed in, say, Marx or Freud. For Marx, ignorance was rooted in bourgeois interests shaping what counted as legitimate knowledge. Thus, ‘scientific standards and forms of social rule…co-constitute each other’ (Harding 2006, p.24). Ignorance – both the exclusion of and alienation from some forms of knowledge, and of the recognition such exclusion has taken place – is thus systematic, addressed only by political interventions in epistemology. For Freud, the role of the unconscious was key to unpacking the preoccupations with beliefs and behaviours in particular cultural and historical eras. Yet, as Franco ‘Bifo’ Berardi has pointed out, the problem with cultural ignorance is no longer alienation, but an excess of communication; a shifting array of networks of information and meaning which constitutes the third millennium. This is visible in the sheer number of ways the stupid are figured – or disfigured – across otherwise unconnected cultural tropes in the 2000s and 2010s. The sprawl of the stupid’s origin is best seen, not in the grand narratives of liberal intellectualism, but rather in sites such as the publication of Wendy Northcutt’s book The Darwin Awards, which brought the reach of human stupidity into the popular imagination (while the awards had been running for many years before, the books propelled the idea of expulsion from the gene pool to a mass audience in 2000); Pop Idol first aired in the UK in 2001 (American Idol began the following year), premised in part on the lack of self-awareness or appraisal of some contestants; the current epitome of ‘lowest common denominator’ cynical reality television, Love Island, began in 2005 and continues to air; Paul W. S. Anderson’s Resident Evil and Danny Boyle’s 28 Days Later both updating the zombie film genre and re-popularising the threat of the walking brain-dead in 2002; in the same year, Susan Powter’s The Politics of Stupid claimed that rising obesity was related to ‘acting stupidly’, with ‘common sense’ strategies for overcoming this; the industry of New Atheist publications and debates between 2004 and 2011 trumpeted a coarse form of cognitive rationalism as a divider between the secularised worthy and the unworthy, with its main protagonists reappearing in several of the ongoing ‘culture wars’ of the 2010s. And so on.


All of these may form part of the interpretative horizons which are key to re-engaging, or perhaps even overcoming, the dominance of the stupid in the twenty-first century; just as the division and tone of such treatments mutated into applied political arenas, from Michael Moore’s Stupid White Men in 2004 to Michael Hayden’s 2018 The Assault on Intelligence, Crystal Marie Fleming’s 2019 How To Be Less Stupid about Race and Keith Dowding’s 2020 revision of Bill Clinton’s unofficial campaign slogan, It’s the Government, Stupid. Accompanying these are the steady adoption of so-called ‘behavioural insights,’ which Gregory Mitchell argues (2005) replace the assumption of equal rationality between people with an assumption of equal incompetence. Indeed, Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky won the Nobel Prize for Economics for their foundational work on the subject: in their studies, they suggested the main driver for people’s actions was not the rational choice theory that 1980s economics had suggested, but rather a cocktail of ignorance, bias, and heuristic reasoning. In 2008 Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein published their book Nudge, which captured the popular imagination by suggesting ways in which such biases could be manipulated in order to instil change. It contributed to the enthusiastic formation of behavioural insights teams in both businesses (as George Akerlof and Robert Shiller describe in their masterpiece, Phishing for Phools), and in the then-UK prime minister David Cameron’s administration in 2010. By 2020, the former chief adviser to Boris Johnson, Dominic Cummings, referenced ‘groupthink’ – the theory that the need for consensus in a discussion will lead people to adapt their behaviours and agree to things they would otherwise criticise – as his main explanation for the UK government’s failings in responding to the COVID-19 pandemic. Hugely popular in management toolkits and, it seems, among government policy advisers, groupthink has no substantial empirical evidence for existing; nevertheless, it reinforces the commonplace of the stupid excellently.


It is pointless regurgitating yet again the glacial clichés of youthful inattention and the decline of critical thought that seem to dominate the view of who the stupid are and what they want. Pursuing stupidity as a commonplace means there is little point in surveying all the existing theories and arguments in order to present some kind of superior definition or conclusion. Commonplaces are effective because of their repetition in localised places; not because of their objective meaning. As such, the nature of my inquiry and the means to approach it via the assemblages through which stupidity emerges is quite deliberately not attempting yet another ‘final word’ on the subject. Firstly, this is because commonplaces will always struggle to make sense when treated as a conventional, distanced object of study, and secondly (and more bluntly) there is no sense adding one more claim to enlightened non-stupidity to the existing marketplace. As I have argued elsewhere (Grimwood, 2021), it is possible to face clichés without condemning or defending them outright, but rather by picking out the way they work within sites of practice. Working in this way means that what I am presenting here is also partial, necessarily incomplete, and possibly ignorant.


What follows in this book, then, is not so much an ‘argument’ in the traditional sense, but rather explorations based on several concerns arising from the previous discussion. It is certainly not some kind of pious condemnation of anyone who dares to call another foolish. This would be a stupid move on my part given that, as I have said, stupidity certainly exists. Instead, much of what I suggest here takes a complimentary angle to Otobe’s claim that stupidity is not the opposite of thinking, but an inherent problem within it: ‘we become stupid because we think’ (2021, p.102), and, as such, it is impossible to demarcate one from the other by any pre-given standard. If this is the case, then the deployment of stupidity as an insult, or more specifically a way of organising public debate, has an important stake in how such debates play out. This requires engaging with stupidity as a form of curation or arrangement of current events and cultural archives: in other words, in the face of the nostalgia for clear and solid ‘answers’ to the stupid, a turn to interpretation and cultural hermeneutics. By exploring the deployment of the figure of the stupid and considering what makes it so persuasive – what different aspects and assemblages of cultural rhetoric provide its power as a trope in public debate – we can reconsider political action, particularly that which is stymied by the malaise of stupidity.


A primary concern for me is the certainty with which the deployment of stupidity stands; that, despite the complexity and confusion, the threat of the stupid ignites a faith in the return of firm ground of unquestionable truths and irrefutable methods in politics and epistemology – rationality, data, genealogy and so on – which govern many of the responses to the so-called ‘post-truth’ era. ‘When liberals speak of “fake news,” they totally miss the point,’ Franco ‘Bifo’ Berardi (2021) comments, ‘because those who share a mythology (or a meme) are not searching for the factual truth, like a social scientist might. Instead, they are consciously or unconsciously using the force of the fake enunciation as an exorcism, as an insult, as a weapon.’


What I’m interested in here is not so much the weaponisation of myth, but rather how the foundation of truth method brings to light the limits of our interpretative practice. This is particularly notable considering how the growth of digital media has not only brought in the age of hyper-attention and its accompanying threats to civilisation, but also an overwhelming sense of nostalgia which Simon Reynolds has termed ‘retromania’ and Mark Fisher once described as the anachronistic cultural inertia of late modernity. Alongside the nostalgia for music and video games referenced by Reynolds and Fisher, there is a correspondingly uncanny yearning for purity of public debate. In a 2012 episode of the BBC’s Newsnight a panel discussion on drugs included, among others, comedian and ex-addict Russell Brand and essayist and Mail on Sunday writer Peter Hitchens. ‘Why is a comedian being given a programme on the BBC to push a policy about drugs?’ Hitchens asked angrily, before dismissing Brand’s questions as ad hominem. But Brand, the panel host pointed out, had first-hand experience of addiction, whereas Hitchens did not. Indeed, Hitchens advocated for the return to Victorian deterrence measures which most academics had long rejected. Nevertheless, Hitchens proceeded to accuse Brand of ‘debasing’ the discussion by offering ‘nothing based on reason, thought or fact’, an accusation which suggested far more aspects than those three things were involved in determining the right to speak with authority.


There seems to be a need to think about the relationship between stupidity and its prominence in public debate, with the late-modern knowledge economy and the role of the intellectual within it. Just as the early twentieth-century developments of IQ testing in the United States reflected concerns with economic immigration, the work of the likes of Berardi and Christian Marazzi would suggest the concern with the stupid in the early twenty-first century is inherently linked to accelerated developments in global capital: a shift from the blue collar of production to the white collar of semiotic circulation, the birth of ‘semio-capitalism’, and the importance of the knowledge economy as the fundamental – yet utterly malleable – basis of late-modern industry. So, of course, one might argue, stupidity is a problem: it is not just foolish, it is unproductive. ‘I would get so much more done if I didn’t have to spend all my time dealing with idiots.’


By virtue of this, there is a question as to whether the condemnation of the stupid constitutes a bold effort to speak truth to power, or a perpetuation of certain modes and limits of thought. As Marazzi argues, the meaning of knowledge, particularly as a weapon of critique, becomes entirely dependent on the spaces from which it is interpreted: intellectual resistance cannot escape the knowledge economy, in this sense. This suggests a challenge to the nostalgia for clear and distinct ‘answers’ to the problem of the stupid; indeed, such answers may turn out to be more aligned to what Charlie Brooker (2021) described as the ‘effortless, narrative-free content in which pointless shit occurs endlessly’ on YouTube and TikTok than they care to acknowledge. The politics of the stupid – the deployment of its clichés and its uses as a territorial distinction between right and wrong, good and bad, worthy and unworthy – is not a simple matter of qualifications but rather based on an array of resonant themes in both current academia and the history of intelligence, combined with what Aaron Jaffe describes as the distributive principle of pop cultural connectivity (2019, p.48).


All this coalesces around a final concern: how can the deployment of stupidity be critiqued without succumbing to anti-intellectualism? The answer, I think, is broadly this: that if this commonplace, this cliché of the stupid, is so persuasive and powerful – to the extent it has come to dominate public discussions of politics, public health, economics, and popular culture – then there seems to be a fair bit to learn from stupidity: not from the etic distance of an observer, or from a faux-naïf embracing of the idiot, but as an active interpreter who will never quite escape it, and must live within its tensions to continue to contribute critical thought to public debate.
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