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INTRODUCTION

[t is a great pleasure to introduce this publication,
published on the occasion of Madeleine Andersson’s
solo exhibition, Degenerative Knowledge Production,
at O—Overgaden. The exhibition is the culmination
of our INTRO program, a one-year postgraduate
program offered annually to two artists. With

the generous support of Aage and Johanne
Louis-Hansen’s Foundation, INTRO creates a
unique opportunity to develop and expand our
collaboration with the newest voices in the Danish
art scene through a major exhibition and ambitious
publication, through which we aim to extend the
conversations around the artistic practice and open
up space for new material to emerge.

In this particular case, the American curator and
writer Adam Kleinman has contributed with a so-
called “brief history of stupidity” alongside British
philosopher and historian Thomas Moynihan who
has written the text “On the Historic Quest to
‘Cure’ Stupidity with Electricity: From Voltaic Piles
to Als”, and finally, Swedish artist Mandus Ridefelt
has written about “Science Perverted”. A warm
thank you to all contributors. I also wish to thank
our publications editor Nanna Friis and the whole
team at O—Overgaden for their efforts in realizing
the exhibition, as well as the graphic design team
at fanfare for their always dedicated work, and of
course not least the artist, Madeleine Andersson, f
or generously sharing conceptualizations and
co-thinking with all of us, through both the
exhibition and the making of this very publication.

It is not often that artists set out to battle with the
ruling powers of intelligence, but this is nevertheless
the case for the first grand-scale solo exhibition by
visual artist Madeleine Andersson.

For O—Overgaden, Andersson uncovers stupidity
and absurdity as inherent to the systemic, scientific
understandings of the brain and body—via a sped-up,
research-led story of moving images and sculptural
gestures. Andersson’s major new film piece,

Degenerative Knowledge Production, centers on
electricity’s use as a metaphor and means to optimize,
control, and classify the human brain as dumb,
intelligent, or dead. The 75-minute film brews together
punkish grainy images found trawling You'Tube,
popular feature films, and old documentaries, while

a voiceover recounts how the history of electric brain
experiments supports what Andersson coins the
“cogiocracy”—the hegemonic rule of both the cognitive
and cogito (thinking) or, plainly, how today’s society
could be said to be controlled not by the people’s
democracy but by rulers of the mind: the cogiocracy.

Another shorter film piece, Me, ordering a mind
control spell off Etsy to be cast on myself, results from
Andersson purchasing an esoteric “personalized”
video of a mind spell in defiance of systemic
(cogiocratic) “mind control”. Equally defiant is a
wall of buckets—creating an obstructive architecture
formed by l:l-scale replicas of the plastic containers
in a Danish collection of preserved brains—whose
odd occasional hair growth is escaping the autopsied,
archived systematization.

Ripping apart rational or “clever” optimization in
surreal combinations of inherently foreign things,

the exhibition jests with the ivory tower of knowledge
production and its progression. It is an invitation

to understanding intelligence and stupidity as
codependent—calling for degenerative, erratic,
humorous, flawed, creative, psychedelic, and stupid
plasticity as a part of the human tissue.

Rhea Dall,
Director and Chief Curator, O—Overgaden,
December 2024

Madeleine Andersson (b. 1993, SE) is a graduate of the
Royal Danish Art Academy (2022) and lives and works in
Copenhagen. Andersson has previously exhibited at venues
including documenta Institute, Kassel (2024), Firgfabriken,
Stockholm (2023), Galerie 35m2, Prague (2023), and
Baerum Kunsthal (2022).




SGIENCE,
PERVERTED

ON THE OCCASION OF DEGENERATIVE KNOWLEDGE
PRODUCTION BY MADELEINE ANDERSSON
AT O—OVERGADEN

Mandus Ridefelt

I work with art and natural science. When I mention
this to art professionals, one of the most common
reactions I receive is, “That’s the most boring

kind of art I know” or any euphemism of choice.

In Degenerative Knowledge Production, Madeleine
Andersson is placing her practice closer than ever
before to the genre of art-science (this infamous
intersection between art and natural sciences).

Yet, Andersson’s work is hilarious.

WHY CAN'T WE HAVE FUN IN ART AND SCIENCE?
The relative absence of fun in art-science is not a
problem or a disqualification, as such. Many of the
above-mentioned reactions can be seen as byproducts
of the field’s conditions. The institutionally driven
and collaborative formats from which many art-
science projects stem, and derive large parts of their
value, demand a level of diplomatic sensitivity where
unbounded forms of fun rarely flourish. Rarely is
there time to really get to know each other. Rarely is
there an intuitive understanding of agendas, stakes,
and roles to anchor beyond the stale taxonomy of
art as the supplier of fluff and science as the supplier
of facts. Rarely is the simple stochastic parameter of
finding people and topics to have fun around in place;
the sample is too small, precious, and fragile to be
burdened with the kinds of risks that do not anticipate
another payout than a laugh. Other forms of risk make
more sense to take on. And as part of the trade-off
inherent to any interdisciplinary activity, inclusive
vocabularies and integrative conceptual terrains tend
to stand in opposition to specificity and referentiality,
the latter certainly being a central part of most fun
art. In turn, these conditions also become an implicit
selection mechanism whereby artistic practices that
are motorized by fun are repelled by the entrenched
aesthetic idioms of art-science and discouraged from
integrating with its institutional armature. It is just a
pretty hard place to be funny. While this is technically
all fine, upending this systemic boredom of the genre
is a truly remarkable fair accompli signed off by
Madeleine Andersson, in particular on full display
in Degenerative Knowledge Production.

VOLUPTUOUS DIVERSIONS
At the core of Andersson’s practice is a methodology
of perversion. The pervert is at once the compulsory
heretic and the incurable apostate (or, put more
traditionally, the homosexual). But Andersson’s
work’s perversion is not about abnormality as in the

well-known psychopathological sense of the word;
her method is about diversion, where the horror of
embodiment and abjection of thinking make up the
paths traveled. For someone like Pierre Klossowski,
the author of Living Currency (1970), perversion
takes place when impulses are halted before they
enter into their intended productive configuration
and rerouted elsewhere. However, this “voluptuous
emotion” which precedes the procreative moment
cannot be represented by any utopian gesture—it
cannot be unleashed freely and for free. Perversion
always has a price and its trace is a leash erecting
into a novel dimension of capture. To paraphrase
Klossowski, the pervert consumes filthily in daylight
and sanitizes her “debt” during a “hundredfold”
longer night. As an artistic methodology, this type of
perversion is about capturing the voluptuous emotion
of any certain process and letting its voluptuousness
be the antikythera device in an exercise of knowledge
production. A prediction diverted or a prophecy for
a future where instrumentality is wicked and
wickedness instrumental. And, yes, perversion has

a tendency to be fun.

PERVERSION BY ANDERSSON
Petrosexuality (2022) was Andersson’s first major
research-oriented project. Petrosexuality shaped
around the hypothesis that at the heart of the fossil
fuel industry and petroculture is sex. Combustion,
lubrication, and drilling all adhere to the same
petrosexual logic and, as is suggested by the project
at large, should be treated as a primary factor in
the threefold conjecture of modernity, capitalism,
and extractivism. The various outputs ranged from
exhibitions to conference presentations, and traded
in claims that were simultaneously unfalsifiable
(scientifically perverted) and outrageous (sexually
perverted). What if modern productivity, at its essence,
is an aggregate of sexual impulses scattered through
a geologic prism?

In Degencrative Knowledge Production (2024), Andersson
turns her attention to explicitly scientific and epistemic
matters. The exhibition’s eponymous centerpiece,

an hour-long movie with a script developed in
collaboration with Thomas Moynihan, historicizes
how electricity has been the means of discovery of

our brain, resulting in an ongoing mirroring exercise
between the electric phenomena and the ascription

of function, iconicity, and potential to the brain.

A carnivalesque stream of found footage passes by,
forming a taxonomy of excess and sharing idioms from
the post-internet-native archive as well as investigative
journalism. A history of self-experimentation,
addiction, and literal irritability unfolds like kirigam?
illustrations towards the movie’s conclusion: stupidity
is a structural requirement for intelligence.

PERVERTING THAT WHICH
SHOULD NOT BE PERVERTED
When applying a methodology of perversion
onto the cultural condition of science, a highly
interesting space opens. What is a perverted science?

How come modern science has manifold concepts
describing the dialectic taking place at its limit, while
largely lacking concepts that can describe its diversion?
In philosophy of science, there is a persistent infatuation
with heroic failures and productive ignorances.
However, the unfolding of these theoretical lineages
tends to conclude that, at the end of the day, all of this
was for the better. The dialectic show must go on.
These positions rarely consider the possibility that there
is something rotten in the state of science but, crucially,
that such rottenness has no intrinsic relation to whether
science can actually deliver on its central promises

such as being convergent with the true and/or the

real. The rotten and the sober are different things. The
epistemic conundrum of self-experimentation illustrates
this point well. The self-experiment is unfalsifiable

(i.e. a Popperian Pervert) because it does not separate
observer from observed, or noumena from phenomena.
The body of the scientist is interpreting itself in an act
happening once and only once, impossible to recreate
and out of reach for any exercises in calibrating the
cosmic instrumentarium. As Andersson’s “cogiocratic”
proposition makes clear, the modern conception of
intelligence as an affair of the brain relies on this type of
unfalsifiable moments—and a vast quagmire is rendered
afore us. This land will subsume the stable, but as the
choreography of the pervert suggests, a constantly
diverted path might be accepted. I promise that I will step
out of line.

In this way, Andersson’s critique of progress shares

a sensitivity with the ongoing fear of degeneracy in
artificial intelligence discourse: the prediction that the
learning curve of deep learning models is about to turn
downwards on a global scale due to it “eating” its own
produce. As a planetary computational reenactment of
Pier Paolo Pasolini’s 1975 film Salo, or the 120 Days of
Sodom, or more generally, as a line cutting through the
correlationist tendency of exclusively reading thought
through thought, these models are deeply entrenched
as suppliers of both intellectual sobriety and certainty.

In Degenerative Knowledge Produciion, Andersson
proposes that science has a repressed relation to its
perversion. And, among all the things out there, science
is perhaps the one thing that must not be perverted.

It is repressed because it poses a threat to how science
is supposed to act within liberal democracies (like
Denmark and Sweden).

TRIPLE THREAT

I identify three ways in which perversion threatens science.

THREAT FROM A PERVERTED INSIDE
Inconsistency, artefactual epistemic constraints,
or staring at the sheer weirdness of our planet (and
others) is a part of the daily operations in most
scientific practices. While all scientists have their
own takes and stakes, the experience of, for example,
inconsistency is both recurrent and vernacularized
on the floor. If you know how to play the game, it is
a part of the game. As many scientific disciplines are
grappling with dramatically increased observational

and computational capacities, these effects are felt
even stronger today. The higher resolution we get, the
more complexity tends to be revealed. Models become
strained. Constants start to appear as artifacts. Noise
and signal start to speak to each other. As deciphering
the productive aspects of both the scientific line of
reasoning and the phenomena studied is becoming
harder, diverting these processes is becoming easier.
This “insider” version of scientific practice is not a
part of the public discourse today other than through
sun-bleached metaphors cheerleading The Scientific
Process® like being drawn to the unknown.

THREAT FROM PERVERTED “POST-TRUTH” OR DENIALIST GROUPS
The more widely narrativized threat to the integrity

of the scientific deliverables usually is ascribed to
anti-vaxxers and comparable denialist groups. Their
threat is one where science is disavowed in favor of
group psychology, religious belief, paranoid conspiracy,
and a mixed bag of anti-establishment discourses.
“The perverse syllogism goes as follows: everything in
our social life is about money and financial interests,
therefore there is no climate change. Something similar
happened in the case of Covid. More often than not,

a refusal to accept scientific facts, their denial, is just
one of the forms taken by the disavowal of the truly
traumatic dimension of capitalism.”

The disavowal of the truly traumatic dimension of
capitalism, in its labeling of the denialists as “post-
truth” extends to the liberal democratic narrative

at large. They should be seen as two different
manifestations of the same disavowal; one resulting
in denialism and one resulting in the obliteration of
the distinction between science’s social authority
and scientific authority. The latter is the technocratic
malaise and the reason why the denialist groups

are perceived in the corrosive image they are given;
understanding their condition of possibility might
entail opening a box of worms whose release the
establishment technocratic imaginary cannot afford.
Andersson’s work operates exactly at this amoral,
acutely transgressive juncture, between science’s
authority as science and its authority within the social
fabric. In the genre of art-science, this excavation is
rare and surprisingly funny.

THREAT FROM ACKNOWLEDGMENT OF PERVERSION
Finally, as Andersson’s work points to, perversion was
and remains a condition for the scientific unraveling
of the brain. The sound and true scientific statements
around the brain’s operations is, for example and no
matter our posturing, tied to the extremely violent and
sickening practice of electroshock therapy or lobotomy,
i.e. practices appearing as outrageous diversions today.
In this case, the threat towards science is both the
structural inevitability of the perversion and (similar
to the insider threat) how it introduces degeneracy
and contingency into a system whose political
rationalization in liberal democracy is tied to virtues
such as transparency and predictability. Acknowledging
perversion as one of the founding fathers of
science, and as Andersson calls it “the cogiocracy,”



forces us to consider that science might not always be
doing what we think it is. This is a nightmare for any
technocratic imaginary as well as an existential threat
to the “ethical boards” that oversee animal model
systems and clinical trials today.

In service of the liberal order, science is a primary truth
producer and is persistently tasked with supplying
certainty to the population. This is why the act of
perverting exactly science is particularly interesting

as a blow to this liberal order. If not science, which
system is capable of delivering the transparency,
information, certainty, and predictability according

to which the liberal democratic state-citizen contract

is drafted? Or maybe the other way around: Does
liberalism as we know it end when it is undeniable that
its science is a pervert? What political order, what kind
of technocracy emerges when science is a supplier of
degeneration, stupidity, and perversion?

A TOXIC DIALECTICIAN
Andersson has, over the course of her practice,
built a versatile toolbox of perversion. It is through
the perversion, the making illegible, that we loosen
the fangs tethering our phenomena to their sites of
instrumentalization and assimilation. When applying
the somber pressure of perversion to the extensive
historiographical study and the doom-scrolled brain-
bestiary, Andersson’s scientific storytelling not only
points out the bulging arteries between stupidity and
intelligence, but revels in it. Degenerative Knowledge
Production stands as an effervescent corrective by
scuba diving through the pleated fistulas of stupidity—
fearless and ready to rebound with truth once again.
A toxic relationship for the ages.

1. Alenka Zupanci¢, Disavowal, Cambridge, 2024, p.30.

Adam Kleinman

My father’s favorite saying cuts straight to the heart of
human reasoning: “There are two types of people in
this world—those who divide the world into two types
of people and those who don’t.” Far more than a clever
paradox, this statement exposes an elemental pattern
in European intellectual history: our relentless drive

to split reality into binary oppositions.

This compulsion to divide is also at the core of
dialectics, a philosophical line of inquiry we shall
discuss later. However, my father’s observation proves
especially relevant to unpacking Madeleine Andersson’s
Degenerative Knowledge Production, which grapples with
how society and medicine define death and stupidity.

An overused academic trick, which can pose as
cleverness, begins with stating an etymology to reveal
profound truths. Following this gimmick, consider how
“diagnosis”—our primary jargon for defining illness—
betrays binary thinking in its very roots. It combines
the Greek “dia” (81d) meaning “to cut” or “take
apart,” with “gnosis” (yv®aig) meaning “knowledge.”
The implication of this etymology is striking: at its
linguistic foundation, medical knowledge depends on
separating one thing from another. In modern terms,
this manifests as the opposition between pathology
and “normal” function, between the diseased and the
healthy, and between deviation and social norm.

Socially, deviation carries a loaded connotation: the
assumption of decline from an ideal state toward decay
and moral corruption. This starkly contrasts Darwinian
evolution, which describes “change over time” through
natural selection, where adaptations prove beneficial
only within specific contexts. Consider a bird’s beak: its
modification only provides an advantage if it helps access
available food sources; without context, adaptation is
meaningless. Yet 19th-century racist scientists twisted
this nuanced concept into a reductive form of the
expression “survival of the fittest,” deliberately ignoring
how “fitness” depends entirely on environmental
conditions. Not coincidentally, these supremacists
worked to preserve the very structural conditions that
secured their dominance—they might not have been too
enlightened, but they weren’t precisely dumb either.

Tracing this intellectual pathology—performing an
etiology—leads us back to arguably the first fascist:
the philosopher Plato. As the foundational figure

of European philosophical tradition—with due
acknowledgment to Socrates, or at least Plato’s
portrayal of him—Plato mastered the art of dialectical
reasoning: a method of reconciling apparent
contradictions. Through dialogue and comparison, he
developed the concept of “eidos”—the root of our word
“idea.” His system posited perfect, abstract ideals for
everything in the universe; archetypes from which all
physical manifestations were merely inferior copies,
shadows of perfect forms. Crucially, Plato linked this
“degradation” to moral decline, casting intellectual life
as a struggle to reverse this fall and ascend toward

perfection; perhaps the dumbest idea in human history.

The ancient Greek debate over consciousness, which
seems a bit daft compared to contemporary neurology,
could not place where the mind dwells and what the
brain does. While Plato positioned the brain as the
primary seat of thought, he argued it needed to work
in concert with the liver (the center of desire and
appetite) and heart (the wellspring of emotions) to
form the “soul,” that vital force distinguishing human
life from all others. His student, the philosopher
Aristotle, sharply disagreed, viewing the heart as the
command center of sensation and decision-making
while reducing the brain to little more than a biological
radiator for cooling blood, which he reasoned is why
the head is often so hot.

This dispute over whether the brain or heart governed
consciousness and, with it, the matter of life or death,
echoed through millennia of medical thought, only
reaching its modern resolution in 1968 at Harvard
Medical School, as documented by Andersson,

who takes this distinction as a point of departure

for Degenerative Knowledge Production.

When Harvard’s medical experts redefined death in
terms of brain activity, they did more than establish
new medical criteria: they fundamentally altered
humanity’s relationship with mortality. Moving the
locus of life from heart to brain reshaped medical
science and legal understandings of human existence
or non-existence. Now that that seems resolved—
unless you consider the current debates about how gut
flora affects the brain while assisting the production of
neurotransmitters in the human digestive system—let’s
revisit our binary specter and examine the distinction
between life and death.

The European philosophical fixation on dialectics,
championed by the German Enlightenment
philosophers Immanuel Kant and Georg Wilhelm
Friedrich Hegel, underwent a seismic disruption just
one year before the Harvard “brain dead” criteria
emerged. In 1967, Jacques Derrida’s Of Grammatology
unleashed “deconstruction” onto the intellectual
landscape: a revolutionary method that exploded
traditional binary thinking. Rather than merely trying
to reconcile opposing concepts, Derrida revealed

how supposed opposites contaminate and depend
on each other: light exists only about darkness,

yet this dependency undermines their separation.
Though he initially drew from the ancient Greek
concept of pappaxov—or “phdrmakon,” which
meant both medicine and poison, or even scapegoat
to our ancestors, and is where we get the modern
word “pharmaceutics”—to demonstrate how writing
preserves and destroys memory, his work would take
a curious turn in the 1980s, and this theoretical shift
oddly resonates with Andersson’s playful references
to brain-eating zombies.

Examining binary pairs, Derrida found hidden power
dynamics. Such opposites were not neutral; they
propped up social hierarchies by lifting one term while
pushing down its opposite. Similar patterns appear

in how we have historically coded racial differences,
for example, black/white. This built on Friedrich
Nietzsche’s earlier insight about early Christians, who
turned their lack of worldly power into a moral victory
by recasting the simple fact of being weak into proof
of spiritual superiority over Roman strength;
Nietzsche, who later went mad while struggling to
reconcile the contradiction between power and mercy,
called this process the “transvaluation of values.”

As foreshadowed above, Derrida’s thinking about
these power relations took an unexpected gothic turn
as he explored beings that by “nature” break binary
logic, such as vampires and zombies. These “undead”
creatures troubled Western thought precisely because
they could not be sorted into the living/dead binary.
Gothic stories, Derrida reasoned, usually resolved this
anxiety by killing these in-between beings or forcing
them back into human form, restoring the comfort of
clear categories. Drawing from this analysis, Derrida
concluded that human anxiety stems from the fear

of undecided opposition.

Building on Derrida’s work, his disciple, the US literary
theorist Avital Ronell would soon challenge another
binary: the traditional thinking about intelligence and
stupidity. While Euro-American thought had long
privileged intelligence and dismissed stupidity as a
mere deficiency, Ronell posed a radical question: What
if stupidity isn’t just intelligence’s absence but an active
force in thinking and creating knowledge? This, too,
connects back to ancient wisdom and thus prompts
another question: Are we just repeating ourselves

ad absurdum?

For example, Socrates, declared Athens’ wisest by the
Delphic Oracle, earned this title not through superior
knowledge but by acknowledging his ignorance.

After questioning Athens’ supposed experts and finding
their confidence masking uncertainty, he realized

that true wisdom begins with accepting what we do
not know. This was immortalized in Plato’s dialogue
Apology, in which Socrates’ famous dictum

“I know that I don’t know” was used as a legal defense
against the accusation of moral corruption, and oddly
prefigures US Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld’s



obfuscating comments about “known unknowns”
when justifying his failures during the “war on terror.”

In her 2002 book-length study of the history of
foolishness (aptly called Stupidity), Ronell pushed
well past this paradox of knowledge through
ignorance, suggesting intelligence and stupidity are
not merely opposites but intertwined forces.!

Ronell, whose intellectual influences include not
only Derrida but also psychoanalysis, considered that
knowledge production often transits through a state
of stupefying paralysis as we face the recognition that
we do not know something. Although much of the
book concerns the necessary favorable conditions

for creatively unlearning something to produce
something new, she likewise considers the negative
side of reinforcing simplistic value judgments

about intelligence.

As a thought experiment, consider the emotional
weight of “Are you stupid?” versus “Are you

smart?”. Like the paralysis Ronell discovered in

the face of existential questions, she proposed a
similar yet culturally conditioned paralysis produced
by standardized testing. This testing often fails to
recognize diverse forms of intelligence and suppresses
their development. This binary, between being
declared “smart” or “stupid,” is reinforced throughout
all levels of education, creating a cycle that shapes
how society views intelligence while paradoxically
limiting its ability to innovate.

Like the paralysis Ronell discovered in the face

of existential questions, she proposed a similar

yet culturally conditioned paralysis produced by
standardized testing. This testing often fails to
recognize diverse forms of intelligence and suppresses
their development. This binary, between being
declared “smart” or “stupid,” is reinforced throughout
all levels of education, creating a cycle that shapes
how society views intelligence while paradoxically
limiting its ability to innovate.

Like the ghost of “survival of the fittest,” biological
determinism is a baffling justification upon which

to base “intelligence” systems. It is the belief that
intellectual capacity is fixed at birth by brain structure
and is less a question of how the mind is shaped

or misshaped through education and experience.
Andersson’s film cleverly mocks such positivistic
scientific attempts to locate and measure intelligence,
bringing to mind the strange saga of Albert

Einstein’s brain.

While Einstein was undoubtedly brilliant, the cultural
mythology surrounding his brain as the ultimate
symbol and site of genius reveals more about our
societal obsessions with celebrity than intelligence
itself. The posthumous pseudo-scientific studies of his
brain, attempting to explain his exceptional abilities
through physical characteristics, exemplify this
misguided approach.

US paleontologist, evolutionary biologist, and historian
of science Stephen Jay Gould, who coincidentally

was on the Harvard faculty, perfectly captured the
profound problem with this thinking in his 1980 book
The Panda’s Thumb: More Reflections in Natural History.
In it, he wrote, “I am, somehow, less interested in the
weight and convolutions of Einstein’s brain than in the
near certainty that people of equal talent have lived and
died in cotton fields and sweatshops.”

The implausibly moronic US “war on drugs”—which,
like the “war on poverty” and the “war on terror,”
embodied the paranoid style of US politics through the
delusionary notion that a nation can lead an offensive
battle against an abstract concept—featured the slogan
“a mind is a terrible thing to waste.” Perhaps we should
focus more on this idea rather than declaring some
brains dead.

ELECTR
PILES TO AlS

Thomas Moynihan

“I judge not; nay, rather that foolish, even silly, part which
cannot be named without laughter, is the propagator
of the human race. This is at last that sacred spring

Jrom which all things derive existence.”
—Desiderius Erasmus (1509)

Perhaps there is some wisdom in folly. Perhaps
intelligence is not some rankable thing: some quotient
or quantity, sensibly spoken of in terms of “less”

or “more”, of “sub” or “super.” Nor, perhaps, is it true
that wisdom can be cleanly counterposed to idiocy
nor neatly defined as some lack thereof. After all,

the more intellectually capable an agent becomes, the
more powerful its potential for folly sometimes seems.
Are cunning and cretinism completely separable?

For a long time, wise voices have recognized this. In
1509, for example, the Dutch sage Desiderius Erasmus
published his /n Praise of Folly, in which he argues that
fatuity is “the seedplot and source” of our existence.!
By blunting from our view, he argued, the truer and
harsher realities of things, our congenital dullness
fructifies and vivifies, giving the cheer to persevere or,
God forbid, the rashness to procreate.

§

In ancient civilizations, from Asia to North Africa and
the Middle East, patients with severe headaches were
instructed to touch electric fish in hope the jolt might
palliate. The shock, it was believed, might lift the brain
fog, fulgurating the mind back to sharpness. Here lie
the roots of the project to cure folly, or dullness,

with the electric spark.

[TY:
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But, clearly, rather than relying on ichthyoid batteries
and the whims of eels, convenience would be found in
producing means for conjuring the shock arsificially.
This, of course, required stumbling towards studying
electromagnetism.

§
As Diogenes Laertes reported, sages have known
for ages that lodestones and magnets imply that the
inanimate might be animated. It was Thales of Miletus
who first noted—sometime around 600 BCE—that
amber, when suitably stroked, comes to life. Enlivened
this way, amber attracts feathers and filaments to itself.
This, we latterly know, is caused by static electricity.

8§
In 1600, the studious physician William Gilbert,

whilst studying these peculiar attractive properties of
fossil resin, decided to give it a name. Given the Greek
for amber is “electron”, he called it “elektricus”.

Hence, “electric” force—and, with it, our modern
age—was born.?

The first usage of the word “electricity” in English
emerged in 1672 in a book on vulgar errors written by
Sir Thomas Browne. Its title, Pseudodoxia Epidemica,
when translated, announces an epidemic

of misconceptions.

Weirdly, this was also the first book to use the word
“compute” and “computation” to describe agents
that calculate.’ It is almost as if this book mutely
prophesied the invasive flooding of our ratiocinative
wrongheadedness through the mineral world, via
instructive electromagnetic animation—and resultant
rude awakening—in the guise of silicon chip and
electronic computer.

Perhaps it is no accident the words “electricity” and
“computation” were coined in the same book, nor that
this book foretold epidemical follies. We never asked
silicate minerals if they consented to being forced
to cogitate.

§
Not long after, in a hesitant marginal annotation, Isaac
Newton suggests that “all sensation is excited” and
“members of animal bodies move” by the “command”
of an “electric” spirit.! Perhaps Newton hesitated
because he, also, inchoately foresaw all this conjectured
conjuncture, of electricity and mentality, would
thereafter unleash on our world.

§

In 1729, the same year that Newton’s Principia was
released in English, Alexander Pope began publishing a
long poem revealing his despondency with the direction
of modern knowledge production. It imagines the triumph
of stupidity, ushered by the “Goddess of Dullness” over
the universe, concluding in an apocalypse of nonsense.

But he was also reacting to modern science’s
disenchantment—or, perhaps better, stupefaction
—of a universe that was previously assumes
flawless in its intelligent design.



Against expectation, instead of revealing a well-
wrought world, science had begun unveiling

a cosmos that was dispirited, dumb, and often
foolishly senseless.

For his part, Pope lamented that true humanistic
knowledge “groans in chains”—“gagg’d & bound”—
whilst, of all the sciences, “mad Mathesis alone”
remains “unconfin’d”:

Too mad for mere material chains to bind,
Now to pure Space lifts her ecstatic stare,
now running round the Circle, finds it square.

“Mathesis” here refers to the quantification of all
things. That furor mathematicus that has latterly led
to our ability to encode though in binary, leading to
electricized cogitators. A class of cogitators that,

as Pope would have characteristically complained,
are “defaccated” of all soul and body.’

Suitably, one of Pope’s friends imagined the
personification of learnedness being executed by
electrocution in his own poem, titled The Scribleriad,
depicting the erasure of ancient wisdoms by the
modern, scientific forces of “electric fire.”®

§

Indeed, around this time, the earliest ancestors of
artificial batteries, like Leyden jars, were being
produced. Word was spreading about applications for
the newly domesticated, newly bottled, electric force
of nature.

Since the 1740s, physicians had noted shocks returned
movements to the paralyzed, if but flectingly. Inspired,
in 1777, the German savant Franz Carl Achard decided
to put this to the test.

Achard got his hands on a horse-driver who had
suffered a stroke “as he was returning home from
a beerhall where, according to his own confession,
he had treated himself to brandy.”

This particular drinking session paralyzed the
poor driver across his right side, making him mute.
Accordingly, Achard pulverized his body—starting
with shocks to the tongue—in an “clectric bath”
for 15 minutes.

Paralysis, at this time, was thoughtlessly lumped in
with many other ailments as a form of “idiocy.” The
patient did not return, but Achard heard he regained
movement and speech. For three days, at least.”

Perhaps a cure for other ailments of the nervous
system and soul was on the horizon, thought Achard.

§

Achard later tried hatch hens’ eggs without the
use of heat. He wanted to see if application of
electricity, alone, could suffice. Our polymath
ended up electrocuting legions of unborn chicks,

finding myriad “little animals” deceased after day one
of the tests.® He also claimed to have cured a boy
of deafness by applying electrodes to his head.’

Around the same time, Achard became himself victim
of lightning shock during a storm, which caused him
to suffer from “severe diarrhoea” and “trembling.”
But this only redoubled his fascination with electric
force. He became convinced electricity could cure any
ailment, including “idiocy” itself.

§
In May 1782, Achard wrote to his king—the

“enlightened despot,” Frederick the Great—to relay

his ambitions. Given the nervous system is the “seat of
folly,” Achard explained, delivering shocks to it might
rid all kinds of ailments. He insisted this might even
cure idiocy.

Impressed, Frederick replied. The monarch added
a postscript stating: “If you can use electricity to give
intelligence to imbeciles, you are worth more than your
weight in gold.”!

§
Achard, of course, did not cure “imbecility” with
electricity, but the excitement did not dissipate.
Around this time, Luigi Galvani, of course, discovered
he could make dead frogs’ legs dance with jolts from
a capacitor. Immediately, others began testing whether
the force could resurrect animals and people killed by
drowning or asphyxiation. Shocks were even conspired
to cure tapeworms.?

§
Electromania took hold. As Georg Christoph
Lichtenberg, the prolific procrastinator, prophetically
remarked:

One could call it the 5th element, if it were
necessary to multiply elements; it is spread
everywhere, we live in it, perhaps one day it will be
determined to what extent we live because of it.?

Lichtenberg first described the branching patterns left
by electric discharge on surfaces such as lightning-
seared flesh. He often invited friends to experience
shocks. Like 18th-century physicist Jean-Antoine
Nollet, he made subjects link hands before passing jolts
down the line. Once, he remarked there was much
excitement after there were reports this chain reaction
always halted, and the bolt never passed farther, when
it encountered, Lichtenberg reported, a “frigid or
impotent” person.!

After tests found this false, Lichtenberg wryly noted
that, thusly, the “electrostatic machine is deprived
the honor of one day being a useful instrument” at
“congregations of priests” or in “marriage courts.”

§

Even if it could not be used to catch philanders or
sinful synods, applications for electric force seemed
endless. As one scientist later recalled, wherever
“frogs” and “electrodes” could be procured,

“everyone wanted to see for themselves how the
mutilated limbs could be miraculously revived.”” It
was considered “certain that in the future no one
could be buried in apparent death without first being
galvanized.”"® Similarly, all perceived mental disorders
suddenly seemed curable.

§
As the 1700s shaded into the 1800s, the voltaic pile
was invented. This was the first battery proper. It only
engorged excitement further.

The pile’s inventor, Alessandro Volta, also became the
first to self-experiment with it. Of all places, he put
electrodes in his ears, producing a “jolt in the head.””
This provoked, he reported, a “crackling shock, or
bubbling, as if some paté or viscous substance were
boiling.” Deciding this might be dangerous, Volta did
not repeat the experiment.®

§

Others were not so sheepish. In 1803, none other than
Galvani’s nephew, Giovanni Aldini, continued the
tradition. He placed arcs upon his skull and performed
a “long series of painful” shocks. This, he reported,
made him into an “insomniac for several days.””

Such violent results, Aldini reasoned, might point

to a force requisite to shake sanity into the insane.
Having convinced several asylums to grant him entry,
to experiment on “hopeless lunatics”, Aldini became
electric shock therapy’s pioneer. He resolved to find out
if electricity could allow lucky loons to “emerge from

a state of complete stupidity.”?

He believed it could. One patient, in particular, whose
demeanor previously indicated “a great degree of
stupidity,” apparently, Aldini happily reported, showed
signs of improvement having been shocked.”

§
In 1803, the German polymath Johann Christian Reil

published a book speculating on various methods

for treating disorders of “Geist.”* He insisted, against

prevailing assumption, that “madness” does not arise

from “moral failing”, but from a brain “shaken” by

external stimuli. If true, Reil reasoned, we ought to

use whatever forces at our disposal in order to “quake”

the diseased organ back to sense. This might include
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electricity,” “galvanism,” or “magnetism”; but it might,

he added, also involve “other subtle means.”?

Reil was not squeamish considering forms of
stimulation to shock the “imbecilic” nervous system
back to normality. Amongst others, he considered
applying heat and cold to the genitals, using “disease-
causing substances,” enforced “hunger and thirst,”
simulated thunderclaps or gunshots, alongside
“sneezing agents,” “burning wax,” and “red-hot irons.”
These, Reil posed, might shock sufferers back

to sanity.?*

Reil even concluded that “every madhouse” should
have a “specially equipped, working theatre.”

A type of simulation room, furnished with all
“necessary apparatus”: “masks, machinery, and props.”

Here, the asylum’s “officers would be trained”:

so that they could play every role: of judge,
executioner or doctor—of angels descending from
heaven or dead people returning from graves—
according to needs of the patient, to highest degree
of deception. Such a theatre could be transformed
into prison or lion’s den, into places of execution
or operating rooms. In it, Don Quixotes would

be knighted, pregnant women delivered of their
burdens, fools trepanned, and repentant sinners
solemnly absolved of crimes.”

This fool-trepanning theatre, Reil concluded, would
“stimulate the imagination” of the imbecilic or insane
patient with salutary, healing “force.”

§
In 1818, one of Reil’s colleagues took this shock therapy

far more literally. He commended Reil’s plan for cooking
up imaginary thunderclaps in asylum basements to scare
inmates to “sense,” before compassionately stating:

“We add the advice: to give the patient blows from
electric, galvanic batteries in the dark.””

§

Such prescriptions, rightfully, seem barbaric,
inhumane, immoral to us now; to treat those hastily
categorized as dysfunctional or disruptive with such
violence and lack of concern. But even attempting to
alleviate, rather than merely condemn, was, back then,
something of a step forward: to search for physical
ctiologies that could be fixed, rather than mollify
mistreatment of the sufferer as morally deserved.

Regardless, the above shows how blockish and
blinkered even the “smartest” in society can sometimes
be. It will not be any different today. For better or
worse, the thing we call intelligence is too many things
at once for it to be neatly ranked, nor counterposed
completely to fatuity.

So too will it likely be with artificial intelligence, or
perfectly electrized mind. The project of artificial
intelligence is many things, both good and bad. But
perhaps we should not see it, nor hope for it, to be
the final iteration in the age-old project of electrically
eradicating this world entirely of so-called “stupidity.”
Regardless of whether this is even possible, it

is questionable as to whether it would really be
desirable. After all, as Erasmus well taught, folly is—
paradoxically or not—the “seed plot and source” of
much that is meaningful, mirthful, and good about
our existence.
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