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PART ONE

Practical




WHAT IS STUPIDITY?

The word ‘stupid’ enters our personal vocabulary in our earliest years. By the age of four, we already know how it feels to be called stupid, in the three harshest inflections of the term:

‘Stupid!’

‘You’re stupid.’

‘You’re a stupid boy/girl.’

‘Stupid!’ is a warning shot. It means: look out, you’re about to step over a psychological line nobody wants to cross, and there’s no easy way back.

‘You’re stupid’ is a diagnosis. It means: you’ve gone over that line and now you’re in trouble. Call for help and cross your fingers it doesn’t get any worse.

‘You’re a stupid boy/girl’ is an indictment. It means: there are stupid people in the world, a woefully obtuse bunch who cause nothing but harm, and you’re one of them.

We also learn early on to say it of other people: ‘He’s a stupid boy.’

Uttering these words makes us feel better, because the implication is, ‘If I’ve noticed he’s stupid, there’s a good chance I’m not.’

Since childhood, the relief at avoiding stupidity, the fear of crossing the line into stupidity, or the shame of having done so, have been so strong they have made us believe we know what stupidity is. Especially since, when we have used the word, nobody has ever asked, ‘OK, but stupid in what way?’ And we have never asked, either, for fear of looking stupid.

Supposing we asked ourselves the question now, we would struggle to find an answer. Describing exactly what we mean by the word ‘stupidity’ is as difficult as explaining what a strawberry tastes like. Saying, ‘Well, being stupid means not being intelligent,’ is like saying that strawberries don’t taste like cherries. What, then, if not cherries? If stupid people are not intelligent, then what are they?

The difficulty in both cases is the same, but for different reasons. In the case of strawberries, there’s a linguistic gap: we don’t have the right vocabulary to describe the delicious flavour we all know. Stupidity, on the other hand, would be perfectly describable if, as we’ll discover in the next chapter, we were not held back by a kind of social block: ‘stupid’ is a conventional word – just like ‘reality’, ‘politics’ and so on. And conventional words are like the rules of a game: they are accepted at face value and never questioned, simply because everyone uses them. Just as there’s no need to understand why, in a game of chess, the bishop only moves diagonally (and it would be pointless asking), calling someone stupid or being afraid to be seen as stupid doesn’t require you to know exactly what stupidity is, and so the question goes unasked.

The game in which we use conventional words like ‘reality’, ‘politics’ and ‘stupid’, among many others, is called ‘fitting in’. It begins at birth, and it never ends. It’s not especially challenging, it’s not fun, and those who take part in it consider it not a game but an essential part of everyday life. Some say it does more harm than good; others call it conformism.

Another more challenging and even less fun game is war, and this, too, is full of conventional words (‘enemy’, ‘general’, ‘order’, ‘soldier’, ‘civilian’, etc.) which must under no circumstances be questioned for as long as the game is in play. In fact, were they to be called into question during the war, the whole thing would come to a halt, and the players would be left looking like idiots.

It almost always works this way with conventional words: they allow you to talk about the things you’re supposed to talk about, without thinking.

And, above all, this book aims to argue against conventional words.

QUESTION: ‘So “reality” is a conventional word?’

ANSWER: ‘Yes. We’ll go over this again later.’




WHAT STUPIDITY IS

Stupidity, then, is derived from the Latin stupeo, meaning ‘I remain still’. A stupid person (stupidus) may seem to be ignorant, foolish, imbecilic, silly, crack-brained, cretinous, idiotic or weak-minded, might be branded an ass, asshole or dickhead, but isn’t necessarily any of these things: a stupid person is just someone who has to stand still sometimes, because they don’t know how to react to situations which appear straightforward to others.

Let’s study this a little more closely.

An ignoramus, in Latin, ‘doesn’t know’, and a stupid person may be very ignorant, but not everyone who is ignorant is stupid: some are resourceful, successful and self-assured, because their ignorance shields them from doubt, and they look down on or pity the stupidus.

A feature of many a Shakespearean comedy, the fool (from the Latin follis, ‘bellows’) is a windbag, an empty, inflated thing. Fools lack intelligence but may not know it, or rather it’s very likely they don’t know it, in which case, like the ignoramus, they can go far, considering themselves equipped to handle every situation life throws at them – unlike the stupidus.

Imbeciles can’t manage on their own: they don’t have a becillum, a staff or support in Latin, to prop them up. But all is not lost: they just need to find someone or something to lean on – a family, a partner, a faith, an ideal, a series of stereotypes – and they can overcome all their problems. The stupidus won’t find these things, nor even look for them.

Silly people are inane, blandly trivial, careless, easily led. They have always been in the majority. As a cardinal conveniently said five centuries ago, Vulgus vult decipi, ‘people want to be deceived’. His words still ring true today. Indeed, for the past few decades, silly people have been coddled by many – our media-speak, belief systems and recipes for happiness are tailored to their measure. Silly people are, more than ever, the norm; the stupidus is not.

Those who are crack-brained or crackpots have allowed themselves to be broken by a bad experience. Or, they’re silly people with a life story that might interest a psychologist. What I said about silly people also applies to them.

Cretin is a Gallicism, from crétin, meaning defective, deranged, born mentally deficient (words which, like moron, retard and imbecile, were once used by scientists to describe intellectual disabilities). It’s a cruel barb for someone who is irredeemably obtuse; I’ve never encountered anyone deserving of the term.

Idiots (from the ancient Greek ídios, ‘particular’, ‘exclusive’) spend too much time alone and tend to think in a way that makes sense only to themselves. An idiot is rarely a stupidus: the stupidus doesn’t like to be alone and, most importantly, doesn’t think much.

Weak-minded, spineless or wimpish people only run into problems when they don’t confine themselves to mixing with others of the same ilk. The stupidus doesn’t feel at home among wimps, nor even among other stupid people.

An ass is a donkey, but in North American English, also a person’s rear end, and assholes (or arseholes) are sly, ill-intentioned and two-faced, masters at profiting from others’ faults or weaknesses: the scatological term used to mark them out is a warning to keep your distance. The stupidus is not sly: if a stupidus takes advantage of someone, it’s usually by accident.

A dickhead (or knob, bell end or tool, or any number of other terms related to the male member) is fickle and unreliable, associated with masculine excitability and a tendency for the haphazard, often barking up entirely the wrong tree. The stupidus is timid, and not plucky enough to go barking up.

The stupidus has another unique characteristic besides those alluded to above: he or she is never completely stupid. No one stays permanently still, incapable of reacting in any given circumstance. You can be stupid in some areas and not in others. Stupid people can also be very intelligent, from time to time.

And they know it.

QUESTION: ‘Does knowing it make them sad?’

ANSWER: ‘Usually, yes.’




STUPID IN WHAT WAY?

There are twelve areas of experience in which we can be stupid – at least, that’s as many as I’ve counted. They are:
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Let’s call them functions. All of us have all of them, and they each play a part in shaping the world as we see it. We learn, act, think, desire, remember and forget through these functions, in the following ways:

Communication is letting others (and ourselves) know that we exist, and what exists for us;

Self-Defence is being, or not being, scared;

External Direction is knowing where we’re going and where we are;

Internal Direction is knowing how we know what we know, and how to find out more;

Authority is our own, and that of others;

Wealth is what we can afford, or what we afford or allow ourselves;

Our relationship with The Past is what interests us about the generations that have gone before us;

Your Past is what matters to us about our own lived experience;

The Outsider function is our capacity to differentiate ourselves from others;

Our Sense of Obstacles is knowing what’s stopping us and why;

Overcoming Obstacles is knowing how and why to move forward;

Attention is noticing what the other functions are causing or not causing to happen.

Over the next few chapters, I’ll explain how to analyse these twelve functions, which produce our realities and unrealities. They are as powerful as they are fragile, and can easily be impeded, becoming stuck or stupefied. Thankfully, the sticking points can be remedied, as long as you notice them. What I referred to earlier as the game of fitting in, with its lexicon of conventional words, affects each and every one of these functions: we’ll see how, in a series of digressions. A comprehensive picture will emerge of the way in which we create, and of what we create every day (which is usually too little).

QUESTION: ‘Why have you laid out these functions in a circle?’

ANSWER: ‘Because they provide us with a kind of compass, and for a couple of other theoretical reasons I’ll go into in the second part of the book.’

QUESTION: ‘Are you saying we’re all inside the circle?’

ANSWER: ‘Yes.’




COMMUNICATION

[image: Based on the first diagram in the book, the circle corresponding to Communication is shaded. If compared to a clock face, this would be at the 12 o’clock position.]
Do I express what I feel?


We all know what communication is, and how important it is. What’s less well known, but a matter of great importance, is what impedes (or stupefies) communication on a daily basis.

If I didn’t know the word ‘gladiolus’, I wouldn’t know I was looking at a gladiolus when I saw one. That’s not to say gladioli wouldn’t exist for me; I would still see them, and could still buy them from a florist: ‘I’ll have half a dozen of those flowers, please.’ There are many things which exist even if we don’t know what they’re called, but we can’t talk about things whose names we don’t know unless they’re right in front of us.

So the fewer words we know, the less we can describe, imagine, desire. The fewer words we know, the more we find ourselves confined to ‘the here and now’.

THE HERE AND NOW: a situation and expression once beloved of right-wing thinkers (closely linked to the fascist squadristi motto ‘Me ne frego’ – ‘sod it’, implying ‘I don’t give a damn about the past, and I don’t give a damn about the consequences’). These days, devotees of cod spirituality, and some psychologists, are equally fond of focusing on the present. ‘The here and now’ is, by nature, the spatial-temporal dimension of those who have nothing to look forward to in the future and who place no importance on the past, nor, therefore, on friendship, love or other human bonds built up slowly over time. Inevitably, those who confine themselves to the here and now are at the mercy of those with broader horizons.

Limited to the few words available in the here and now, communication is sparse, and the mind burdened by things left unresolved, unconfessed to others or ourselves. We can only move on from a mistake if we can explain exactly how and why we were mistaken; we can only make use of a talent to the extent that we can express – to ourselves, first of all, and then to others – what that talent consists of. Otherwise we’re stuck, and that’s stupidity.

Wretched, therefore, is the life of those with scant active vocabulary.

ACTIVE VOCABULARY: the number of words a person is readily able to use. For example, ‘table’ and ‘chair’ are part of everybody’s active vocabulary; ‘existential’, on the other hand, figures in the active vocabulary of relatively few.

Our active vocabulary is an existential factor, in the sense that it shapes our very existence: it defines the spatial-temporal scope of the world in which we can find, or indeed lose, our way. The greater the number of words we can use properly, the wider the world ahead of us, and the better we feel. If our capacity to communicate is reduced, our unexpressed passions and desires sap our energy and, ultimately, our will to live. If, on the other hand, our capacity to communicate is well developed, our passions and desires sustain us.

Thankfully, it’s easy for all of us to expand our active vocabulary. It’s simply a matter of learning more interesting words and eliminating words with no precise meaning. The two go hand in hand: for every futile word we shed, we discover or rediscover others which are precise, strong and fruitful.

In practice, this involves asking ourselves, when we encounter a word that intrigues us, ‘What does it mean to me? What is it to me?’ and ignoring the tone in which it’s spoken or the meaning others (second-rate dictionaries included) would have you ascribe to it.

Take the word ‘politics’, for example, which, as we know, is a conventional word – indeed, one of the most conventional of all.

Politics

What is politics? A person who is a stupidus in the Communication function might reply, ‘Well, we all know what politics is. Everyone’s always talking about it.’

Yes, but what is it?

‘What is politics?! Well, it’s what politicians do.’

And what do politicians do?

‘Politics.’

I know people who would never escape this circular definition. I settled for it myself until the age of around fourteen, and at some points afterwards, too.

And yet, if you think about it (without searching for a definition online, which expressly prevents you from thinking about it), you will eventually come to the conclusion that the word ‘politics’ means ‘dominion’. The aim of all politicians, in fact, is to have the chance to dominate other people.

‘Politics’, therefore, is a euphemism, since ‘dominion’ or ‘domination’ has negative connotations: I’m not likely to warm to, or want to hear about, or go out and vote for someone whose stated desire is to dominate people. But since that’s exactly what a politician is, we have to conclude that the word ‘politics’ is imprecise, misleading and ought to be struck from our active vocabularies.

QUESTION: ‘But we need people to govern us. In that sense dominion, or domination, is necessary, isn’t it?’

ANSWER: ‘Yes, that’s the way the world works, for now. But then it’s better to use the word “dominion” than the word “politics”: it conveys more meaning. I could give you dozens of other examples of conventional words, and indeed I’ll go on to list a few, but in the meantime, please, keep going. You have your common sense, which is all you need.’

COMMON SENSE: the innate ability to grasp the fundamental principles of knowledge, such as individual freedom, value and truth. It’s the opposite of what the expression has come to equate: so-called good sense, which is the slowly acquired ability to reason along conventional lines.

Cleansing our personal lexicon has existential benefits, too, sweeping away layers of mental smog – provided we don’t lose heart.

Indeed, having – perhaps with some amusement – struck a few imprecise words from our active vocabularies, we may stop looking for others, because discarding these words makes us stand out and feel isolated among the people around us who continue to use them. Standing out is wonderful, but feeling isolated is horrible, and the two are easily confused – today, more than ever.

Conformism is in the air, to an extent rarely seen over the past three centuries in the West. In conformist times, what is allowed to be said is the same as what the vast majority of people imagine they think, and what they want to hear. In other words, if communication is corrupted by words like ‘politics’, in the minds of most people that’s absolutely fine. If this stands in the way of intelligence – causing, thereby, stupidity – nobody’s going to make a fuss about it. And anyone who rejects the word ‘politics’ risks looking like an idiot, because they’re going against the grain and saying things that sound strange to everyone else.

They don’t even need to open their mouth: their behaviour, the look in their eye, the set of their lips, their silence, all their non-verbal communication will lead others to conclude that either this person is doing the wrong thing or everyone else is, and either way that person will be considered a pain in the neck. And nobody wants to be a pain in the neck.

This results in the following paradox: improving, enriching and cementing your communicative function has a detrimental effect on your social relations. When it comes to communication, we have a choice: be inwardly stupid, or appear to be a misfit; have nothing to say to ourselves, or give up all hope of being understood.

QUESTION: ‘Isn’t psychology supposed to help you solve your problems? This is a psychology book, but you’re just creating more problems.’

ANSWER: ‘Much of psychology aims to solve problems, and much of it ignores them. Neither of these approaches is the right one. What is a problem to you?’

QUESTION: ‘Well, it’s a setback, isn’t it?’

ANSWER: ‘A setback is a setback. The word “problem” comes from the ancient Greek pro- which means “forwards” and blema which signifies the act of throwing, hurling something a long way ahead of you. Having a problem means setting your sights or desires higher, or further, than usual. The Greek προβλημα was translated literally into Latin as proiectum – “project”. Better not to “solve” or ignore one’s plans and projects, but to take them seriously and allow oneself to be guided by them.’




SELF-DEFENCE

[image: Based on the first diagram in the book, the circle corresponding to Self Defence is shaded. If compared to a clock face, this would be at the 11 o’clock position.]
What exactly am I scared of?


It goes without saying that if you cannot defend yourself, you will face constant setbacks and thus be a stupidus.

There’s physiological self-defence: the immune system. There’s physical self-defence, which is the ability to avoid or contain conflicts with fellow humans or other animals. There’s emotional self-defence, which means refusing to allow ourselves to be influenced by people or circumstances against our will. And there’s intellectual self-defence, which is our protection from those who seek to impose their views on us, or to ridicule our own.

Sometimes it feels as though all of these aspects of self-defence are linked, and it’s worth trying to understand how this might be so.

I once became unwell a few days before a social engagement I hadn’t been able to get out of: in other words, a lack of emotional self-defence (I was dreading having to sit through a conversation with people I didn’t enjoy spending time with, but couldn’t bring myself to do anything about it) went hand in hand with a drop in my immune defences – I picked up a rotten cold. The cold spared me from having to meet those people; should I therefore deduce that the drop in my immune defences came to my aid, making up for the weakness in my emotional self-defence? Probably not: by that hypothesis, a heart attack might be considered a convenient get-out, which doesn’t seem right somehow. I’d
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