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Stupidity is not a
laughing matter
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Abstract :

Ancient Sanskrit literature—whether in the form of poetry, philosophy, or spiritual discourse—is
vast and profound, consistently aimed at the betterment of individuals and society. Amidst this
wisdom, it is intriguing to find that several texts, particularly the “niti-sastras” (ethical treatises),
devote considerable attention to the theme of stupidity and the characteristics of foolish individuals
encapsulated as subhasitas (verses of wisdom). Are these verses mere satire or sarcasm aimed at
contemporaries? Were they composed in jest, or do they conceal deeper, serious insights?

This paper examines approximately twenty subhdasitas, from four specific poets belonging to
different centuries (~1500 BCE to ~1700 CE), to understand how these thinkers used wit and
sarcasm to explain stupidity and its impact on society. The study also explores the relevance of
these ancient words of wisdom in the modern world by a comparative study of a couple of modern
philosophical essays available on “Theory of Stupidity”. Through this comparative approach, the
paper aims to extract the underlying lessons on this specific human fallacy, especially relevant to
the current individualistic world.
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Introduction

Stupidity is a relative trait—it can manifest
in anyone, regardless of education or social
standing. It is not a lack of intelligence but
rather a lack of awareness or discernment.
A highly educated person may show poor
judgment in one domain, just as someone with
little formal education may display wisdom
in another. The fact that even powerful and
influential individuals are often duped by
conmen is a reminder that no one is entirely
immune to lapses in judgment. Whether due
to temporary oversight or a persistent blind
spot, stupidity can take many forms across
all walks of life. Not surprisingly, several
ancient Sanskrit poets—such as Bhartrhari,
Ksemendra, and Nilakantha Diksita—have
woven verses on foolishness into their literary
works. In Mahabharata, Vidura’s counsel
in Vidura-niti includes a detailed listing of
a fool’s traits, intended to open the eyes of
(the blind) Dhrtarastra towards right decision
making. Bhartrhari’s Nitisatakam begins with
difficulties in dealing with fools. Ksemendra’s
satirical writings often depict fools and
malicious individuals as part of their moral
narratives. The following verse, in his own
words, explains why he uses humor to render
such messages -

TRA dferdise = SNy wadd |
SEIGURRE HHE T || 2

hasena lajjito'tyantam na dosesu pravartate |
janastadupakaraya mamayam svayamudyamabh.

"I am offering this satire as an altruistic
act - after all, ridicule can deter a person from
making mistakes."

2 Ksemendra,Desopadesa - 1.4

Nilakantha Diksita has humorous takes on
people and professions in his laghukavyas such
as Kalividambanam, Sabharaijanam etc. He
also ridicules foolish poets in the introductory
chapter of the mahdkavya Sivalilarnava”.

So it is clear that all these verses, though
humorous and biting, serve a deeper purpose.
They act as subtle mirrors, offering readers
an opportunity for introspection. Through
satire, the poets create a kind of behavioral
checklist—one that uses wit to encourage self-
awareness and ethical conduct. The choice
of humor is deliberate: emotions, especially
laughter, make lessons more memorable. After
all, isn’t it easier to remember a truth wrapped
in a joke than one delivered as a lecture?

Ancient poets on “Stupidity”

Given the wvast reservoir of Sanskrit
literature, this chapter explores the concept
of stupidity in a chronological progression—
beginning with Vidura-niti from Mahabharata
(pre-1500 BCE), followed by NitiSataka of
Bhartrhari (circa Ist century CE), then satirical
works of Ksemendra (11th century CE) and
sarcastic wits of Nilakantha Diksita (early
17th century CE). This study shows that even
after thousands of years, the weaknesses in
human behavior have not abated. Even words
like Miirkha, Miidha used in the literature and
comparing fools with donkeys continues to
this date.

Description of a fool from Vidura’s advice
to Dhrtarastra

In the Udyoga Parva of the Mahabharata,
eightchaptersarecollectivelyknownas Vidura-
niti, where Vidura, the wise minister, attempts
to guide his elder brother Dhrtarastra toward
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moral clarity and sound judgment. He begins
by outlining the qualities of a truly learned
person (pandita), then shifts to describing
the traits of the foolish, and finally returns to
elaborating on the virtues of the wise. This
carefully structured communication—placing
negative feedback between two positive
or constructive messages—is remarkably
similar to modern management strategies for
delivering criticism effectively. By framing
his advice in this way, Vidura not only softens
the impact of his critique but also increases
the likelihood that Dhrtarastra will reflect on
it without becoming defensive. It is a timeless
example of persuasive and empathetic
counsel, blending ancient wisdom with
principles echoed in contemporary leadership
and communication practices. Vidura’s list of
traits of stupid people is given below under
their specific headings for clarity::

1. Not able to understand one’s roles and
responsibilities

w7 afesy wdEafasta |

e ==fa foend 2w w2 @ s=2@ 11 -(1)
svamartham yah parityajya pararthamanutisthati|
mithya carati mitrarthe yasca miidhah sa ucyate.’

“He who abandons his own interests and
pursues those of others, and who acts falsely
for the sake of a friend — he is called a fool.”.

2. Misplaces emotions

HRTHATRAATT F: HHATATRGE |

e = a1 gfE awTeHeAaEH |1 -(2)
akamankamayati yah kamayananparidvisan
balavantam ca yo dvesti tamahurmiidhacetasam.*

3 Vyasamuni, Viduranfiti, - 1.31 (Mahabharata)
4 Ibid-1.32

“He who desires those who are disinterested,
who hates those who desire him, and who
envies the powerful — such a person is said to
be of a deluded mind.”

st g fid i g feafea =)

FH TRAG g8 qATgHEIaEd || -(3)

amitram kurute mitram mitram dvesti hinasti ca
karma carabhate dustam tamahurmitidhacetasam.’

“He who treats an enemy as a friend,
harbors hatred toward a true friend and harms
them, and who engages in wicked actions —
such a person is said to be of a deluded mind.”

THRATG Feart ga= fafaferard|

R wifa famed & qer w=adw)1-(4)

samsarayati krtyani sarvatra vicikitsate

ciram karoti ksiprarthe sa miidho bharatarsabha®

“One who spreads work everywhere and is
suspicious of everything; one who delays
tasks which are urgent — such a one, O best
of the Bharatas, is a fool.”

3. Lack of sensibility

FATEd: W ATEN I A |

TeraereayeRIy e wREH: 1| -(5)

anahiitah pravisati aprsto bahu bhasate
vi$vasatyapramattesu miidhaceta naradhamah ’

"One who enters without invitation, talks
a lot without being asked, believes those not
trustworthy are the lowest form of people with
a foolish mind."

4. Blaming one’s own faults on others
R ferafa o adam: w@g qon |
T\ FATAT: G = Headl = 11-(6)

5 Ibid-1.33
6 Ibid-1.34
7 Ibid-1.35
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param ksipati dosena vartamanah svayam
tatha |
yasca krudhyatyani$ah sansa ca miidhatamo
narah ®

“One who blames others for their own
faults, and who becomes angry despite lacking
the power to act — he is the most foolish of

}2

men.

5. Lack of self-awareness

HATCHAT TR Tty |
saEigasRE e igier=ad 11 -(7)

atmano balamajnaya dharmarthaparivarjitam
alabhyamicchannaiskarmyanmudhabuddhirih
ocyate °

“Without understanding his own capacity,
one who desires unattainable results through
means devoid of dharma (righteousness) and
artha (practical effort) — such a person is
called foolish-minded (mtidha-buddhi) in this
world.”

Nitisatakam - Bhartrhari’s take on fools

The poet Bhartrhari, writing around
the beginning of the first millennium CE,
captures human follies that appear strikingly
unchanged even after two thousand years. He
begins his Nttisataka—a collection of moral
and ethical aphorisms—with reflections on
the nature of folly. Before describing the
traits of a fool, Bhartrhari sets the tone with a
quiet frustration: that wisdom, no matter how
timeless or profound, often falls on deaf ears.

AGRT AEIET: THE: TFGAT: |
HeTETEATAT Sty gATSaH |1 -(8)

8 Ibid-1.36
9 Ibid-1.32

boddharo matsaragrastah prabhavah smayadusitah

abodhopahatascanye jirnamange subhasitam'®

“The learned are overpowered by envy, the
masters are defiled by pride and the rest are
smitten with ignorance, hence the subhasita
withers within myself.”

While Viduraniti explains traits of a foolish
person, Bhartrhari goes further in describing
the impossibility of pleasing or reasoning with
such people -

#: GEARIE: GEAARTEA s |
AAAagaed Fansfd @ | 7 Tl -(9)

ajnah sukhamaradhyah sukhataramaradhyate
visesajiiah

jhanalavadurvidagdham brahma'pi tam naram
na ranjayati.'!

"It is easy to please an ignorant person and
much easier to please an expert. However,
even the almighty Brahma cannot please a
person who possesses only a little knowledge
but considers himself an expert."

aANd Frwargdeny aed: dead fem ggfemem
afad fomeféa: |

FeTrely TessafawmmTETea q Wit
SAfaERIEA| - (10)

labheta sikatasutailamapi yatnata:

pidayan
pibeccamrgatrsnikasu salilam pipasardita:
kadacidapi paryatanchasavisanamasadaye-nna
tu pratinivistamiirkhajanacittamaradhayet'

“One might, extract oil from sand with
great effort;
10  Bhartrhari, NttiSatakam - 1.2
11 Ibid- 1.3
12 Ibid- 1.5

10
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Or drink water from a mirage when tormented
by thirst ;

Or even find the horn of a hare'®, by wandering
endlessly,—

but never can one win over the mind of a
person firmly rooted in foolishness.”

Even after describing the futility in teaching
fools, his advice to them is- to use “silence” as
a tool in the company of learned to hide their
ignorance.

ErEHET faamn G iia s |
fasra: wdfoqr waTSy forvqmor HeAatogamE 1 -(11)
svayattamekantagunam vidhatra vinirmitam
chadanamajnatayah

visesatah sarvavidam samaje vibhiisanam
maunamapanditanam'

"The Almighty has made "Silence" as a tool
to hide ignorance. In all types of assembly of
wise, silence is an ornament especially for the
fools".

7e fohfssiisg T 39 wery: gAvd der gasise
IECa T 7Y T |

7q1 foRfafchfagasaeeaTa a1 q@iseiifa s
= 7gr ¥ AW |- (12)

yada kimcijjfio’ham gaja iva
madandhah samabhavam tada
sarvajiio'smityabhavadavaliptam mama
manah |

yada  kimcitkimcidbudhajanasakasadavaga

tam tada murkho'smiti jvara iva mado me
vyapagatah||'®

"When I had learned just a little, I was
intoxicated with pride like an elephant in
14 Tbid-1.12
15 Ibid-1.14

rut, convinced I knew everything. But in
the company of the truly wise, I felt like a
fool—and the fever of that arrogance quickly
vanished."

Finally, “Avoid being with fools” is his
famous advice to all -

TR YEAGHY W I=r:

T G glewaTsard || -(93)

varam parvatadurgesu bhrantam vanacaraih
saha

na murkhajanasamparkah surendrabhavanesvapi'®

"It is better to wander among mountains and
difficult passages with forest people than to
live with fools in the golden palaces of Indra
themselves."

Interestingly, nitidvisastika, the poet
Sundara Pandya (6th century) echoes the
same ethos as follows

@t 9 FEeT FEATEH aE] ¥ faud|
gfe aBw g ®wudg afg FaI=Eaq waad|l -(14)

mirkha na drastavya drastavyascenna taistu
saha tisthe|

yadi  tasthenna  tu  kathayed

kathayenmiirkhavat kathayet'’

yadi

“Fools should not be seen;if they must be
seen, one should not stay with them; if one
must stay with them, one should not speak
with them; and if one must speak, then one
should speak like a fool would.”

Satires of Ksemendra and Nilakantha
Diksita on Human Falacies

Both the poets Ksemendra and Mahakavi

16 Sundar Pandya, Nitidvisastika 19
17 Ksemendra,Desopadesa- 1.11

11
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Nilakantha Diksita have written several
satires, which show the degradation of people
during their times. Apart from describing
foolish behaviors, they also describe such
behaviors of a group of people, based on
their professions or social strata. Their poetic
works describe individuals showing stupidity
to people using their professions or social
standing to display unreasonable behavior,
which are sometimes hilarious and sometimes
poignant. For brevity, we have selected only a
few verses from both of them in the following
paragraphs -

Ksemendra in Desopadesa

1. Inability to appreciate others

qeATYATE @ ATETCRIN: |

a1 Fguaiy FE1 79 wEdd|1-(15)
satsadhuvade miirkhasya matsaryagalaroginah|
jihva kankamukhenapi krsta naiva pravartate'®

“When it comes to offering praise, not even
tongs can pry open the tongue of a fool whose
throat is choked by the disease of jealousy”

2. A wicked stupid person is better than a
wicked intelligent person

WG Ud ATd: SarHEaal a3 |
geAaTa FOMferad gadved: | - (16)

bhagnadanta eva vyalah $reyanmiirkhakhalo
varaml|
paksavaniva krsnahirnatveva khalapanditah 1"

“Similar to how a rogue elephant without
tusks is better than a wild rogue elephant, a
stupid villain is better than a wicked intelligent
person. A wicked intelligent person is like a

18  1Ibid -1.35
19 Nilakantha Diksita, Kalividambana, 7

dangerous black snake with wings (enabling
itto fly).”

This work of Ksemendra contains five
chapters critiquing different kinds of people
of his time.

Nilakantha Diksita in Kalividamabanam

1. Self-praise is an attribute of a fool

S SN A BT

T wifq 9ad = @ Hel qeng el - (17)
stotarah ke bhavisyanti mirkhasya jagatitale|
na stauti cetsvayam ca svam kada tasyastu
nirvrtih| 1%

“Who would be the admirers of a fool on this
earth? If a fool does not praise himself, then
when shall he get the satisfaction of being

praised”

2. Stupidity does not spare even teachers

qreal gRATsdI: SR i |
=i ureadl o w16 B add || - (18)

vacyatam samayo'titah spastamagre bhavisyati
iti pathayatam granthe kathinyam kutra vartate?'

"Read (by vyourself)", "time is over",
"everything will be clear later", (thus), if in
this manner a teacher teaches, then, where can
there be any difficulty in any text ?

sTfacamfasgy AR guar|

F: frerpn B qEterEe arwEsE 1| -(19)
agatitvamatisraddha jianabhasena trptata
trayah Sisyaguna hyete mirkhacaryasya
bhagyajas?

20 1Ibid -8
21 Ibid-1.36
22 Sundar Pandya, Nitidvisastika 20

12
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“Helplessness (for learning), blind faith
in the guru and satisfaction only by the
semblance of scholarship, these three qualities
of a student are the cause of goodluck of a
foolish teacher. “

Checking modern theories on Stupidity

Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s theory on stupidity
(1943 CE)

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the German theologian
and philosopher, wrote a profound reflection
on stupidity in his essay "Letters and Papers
from Prison" while imprisoned by the Nazis.
"Stupidity is the unwillingness or inability
to use one’s reasoning and moral judgment,
especially when it matters most" was what he
wrote in. The core ideas he proposed are -

1. Stupidity is not a lack of intelligence, but a
moral failure.

Stupidity is a social, not intellectual,
phenomenon.

3. The stupid person is incapable of self-
reflection

Stupidity thrives in conditions of power
and manipulation.

5. Only liberation of the inner self can
overcome stupidity

In conclusion, Bonhoeffer argued that
stupidity is more dangerous than malice:

* Against stupidity we are defenseless.
» Evil can be exposed and fought.

* But stupidity blocks understanding,
mocks logic, and often believes itself
virtuous.

» It creates a moral vacuum, allowing evil to
operate unchecked.

Carlo M. Cipolla’s theory on stupidity

Similarly, in his book “The Basic Laws
of Human Stupidity”, the Italian economic
historian Carlo M. Cipolla defined five laws
on stupidity.Through statistical analysis he
warns that stupidity is more dangerous than
evil, and societies that ignore or enable stupid
behaviour do so at their own peril. The five
basic laws on stupidity that he has proposed
are :

1. Always and inevitably everyone underestimates
the number of stupid individuals in circulation.

. The probability that a certain person
be stupid is independent of any other
characteristic of that person.

3. A stupid person is a person who causes
losses to another person or to a group of
persons while himself deriving no gains
and even possibly incurring losses.

. Non-stupid people always underestimate
the damaging power of stupid individuals.
In particular non-stupid people constantly
forget that at all times and places and under
any circumstances to deal and/or associate
with stupid people infallibly turns out to be
a costly mistake.

5. A stupid person is the most dangerous type
of person.

Further, Cipolla categorized people based
on their behavior (helpful, harmful, neutral)
and grouped these behaviors based on how
one’s actions affect oneself and others:

13
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Others
Category | Others Benefit Harmed
Intelligent | ' X
Bandit X .
Helpless X X
Stupid X ’

In summary, the following chart shows a comparison between these two thinkers:

Aspect

Carlo M. Cipolla

Dietrich Bonhoeffer

Background

Economic historian, humorous-
social analysis (1976)

Theologian and resistance thinker, moral-
philosophical reflection (1943, in Nazi prison)

Definition of

A person who harms others

A moral failing: a lack of independent

Stupidity without any benefit to himself thinking and critical judgment
Nature of Innate, statistical phenomenon - | Induced and social—often a result of
Stupidity found in all groups manipulation, power, or conformity

Danger Level

Most dangerous type of person
due to unpredictability and
irrational harm

More dangerous than evil, because it resists
reason, argument, and self-awareness

Can it be cured?

Implied to be permanent or
widespread; not easily remedied

Can be overcome through moral awakening,
resistance, and inner liberation

Random distribution in

Psychological surrender under authoritarian

Causes population; not tied to education | systems, mass movements, or ideology
or class

Key Quote "The stupid person is the I}IOSt "Against stupidity we are defenseless."
dangerous type of person.

Tone Witty, analytical, satirical Sobering, moral, existential

Focus Behavior and impact of stupid The process by which people become stupid

people in society

(especially in political systems)

(This infographics is generated from chatGPT)

Conclusion

From the sample subhasitas we have
reviewed it is clear that “Stupidity” is not a
laughing matter. Based on the harm caused to
themselves and others, these verses can also
relate to modern categorization as enumerated
by Cipolla: Intelligent —Pandita, Bandit

— “Khala”, Helpless — “Praja” (normal
citizens) and Stupid — “Miirkha”. Pandita’s
actions benefit others, Khalas actions harm
others, Praja are at the mercy of others and
Miirkhaharm themselves and others (including
all the three above). The fact that poets across
centuries continued to lament about Stupidity,

14
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shows that despite human-evolution, human
nature has not been able to get rid of this
infliction. With the current interconnected
world, this trait has become more dangerous
than before - stupidity manifesting as pride,
ego, righteousness and short-sightedness in
powerful leaders resulting in catastrophe such
as wars with mass destruction. Hence, it is
imperative to understand stupidity (within
one’s context), to introspect so that we do
not harm others by our actions and prevent
ourselves from being misdirected by others
as well. Such subhasitas given in Sanskrit
literature act as a checklist for us to correct
ourselves and lead others to guard themselves
from supidity.. For brevity, the paper has
listed only twenty verses, but readers are
encouraged to read Sanskrit literature for
more path-finders.
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GRATITUDE IS A MARK OF NOBLE SOUL
AND A REFINED CHARACTER.

We like to be around those who are grateful.
They tend to brighten all around them.

They make others feel better about themselves. They
tend to be more humble, more joyful, more likable.

g

- Joseph B. Wirthlin
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