Are We Really Getting Dumber? A Scientific Look at the
Counterarguments

The claim that evolutionary forces may be enabling the spread or
persistence of “stupidity” in modern human societies has gained traction in
popular discussions of cultural and cognitive decline. While this idea is
rooted in evolutionary logic—such as relaxed selection, cultural
maladaptation, or genetic drift—it is far from universally accepted in the
scientific community. Many researchers argue that the premise of
biologically driven intellectual decline is overstated or misinterpreted.

Here, we examine six key counterarguments that challenge the claim that
evolutionary processes are making us dumber.

1. The Genetic Basis of Intelligence Is Complex and Robust

One of the most compelling counterpoints is the complexity of the genetics
underlying intelligence. Human intelligence is a polygenic trait—
influenced by many thousands of genetic variants, each with a tiny effect.
This makes large, population-wide shifts in intelligence due to selection or
drift exceedingly slow and difficult.

Moreover, cognitive ability is highly plastic and influenced by
environmental factors such as nutrition, early childhood development, and
education. Thus, the idea that genetic “stupidity” could spread rapidly due
to modern conditions oversimplifies both the genetics of intelligence and
the forces acting on it.

Conclusion: Intelligence is genetically buffered and environmentally
flexible, making widespread biological decline unlikely over short

evolutionary timescales.



2. Intelligence Is Still Under Selective Pressure— Just Differently

Although some argue that relaxed selection allows lower intelligence to
persist, others contend that intelligence continues to offer evolutionary
advantages, particularly in developed societies.

Studies have shown that in certain contexts, individuals with higher
cognitive ability or educational attainment still experience greater
socioeconomic success, which can translate into higher reproductive
success in some populations. Even where reproductive patterns differ,
those with more education often shape cultural institutions and
environments in ways that favor cognitive development in the next

generation.

Conclusion: Evolution does not act uniformly across societies, and in

many cases, intelligence remains a positively selected trait.

3. Culture Can Reinforce Intelligence, Not Just Undermine It

While cultural evolution can spread anti-intellectual attitudes, it can also
act as a powerful amplifier of cognitive ability. Innovations in education,
literacy, information access, and digital tools expand people’s ability to
think critically and solve problems, regardless of innate ability.

The rise of mass schooling, cognitive-enhancing technologies (like
calculators and computers), and global access to knowledge through the
internet are all examples of cultural evolution compensating for or
exceeding genetic limitations.

Conclusion: Culture evolves much faster than biology, and it can promote
—not just hinder —cognitive development.



4. There Is No Clear Genetic Evidence of Cognitive Decline

Contrary to claims of intellectual regression, the Flynn Effect—the steady
rise in average 1Q scores throughout the 20th century —suggests that
environmental improvements can significantly boost measured
intelligence.

Although the Flynn Effect has plateaued or reversed in some countries in
recent decades, this shift is likely due to environmental and educational
factors (such as inequality, poor schooling, and screen time), not
underlying genetic changes. The current trend, if negative, is not
necessarily evolutionary.

Conclusion: Historical 1Q gains indicate that intelligence is still malleable,
and no strong genetic evidence supports a widespread decline.

5. “Stupidity” May Be a Misdiagnosis of Social Dysfunction

What some interpret as a decline in intelligence may instead be a reflection
of systemic social problems. Underfunded schools, income inequality,
digital misinformation, and politically polarized media environments can
all impair cognitive development and decision-making without any genetic
basis.

Moreover, people often conflate rational behavior with agreeable beliefs.
When others reject scientific consensus or display cognitive biases, it may
seem like stupidity —but often, these behaviors stem from tribal loyalty,
fear, misinformation, or manipulation, not an absence of intelligence.

Conclusion: Much of what appears to be cognitive decline is better
explained by structural and social dysfunction.



6. Cognitive Overload in a Complex World Can Mimic Decline

The modern environment places unprecedented demands on our
cognitive systems. Navigating social media, misinformation, algorithmic
manipulation, and nonstop information overload can lead even highly

intelligent individuals to make poor decisions.

Our brains evolved in environments with limited information and small-
group interactions. Today’s world exploits cognitive shortcuts —like
confirmation bias and tribalism —Ileading to behaviors that look irrational.
But these are often symptoms of a mismatch between evolved reasoning
systems and current environments, not actual intellectual decline.

Conclusion: Apparent “stupidity” may be the result of cognitive systems
being overwhelmed by novel environments —not deteriorating ability.

Conclusion: Intelligence May Be Changing, But Not Fading

While it is tempting to interpret societal dysfunction, misinformation, or
cultural irrationality as signs of growing stupidity, this view may
oversimplify complex dynamics. The genetic basis of intelligence is
resilient, cultural systems can enhance cognition, and many of the
challenges we face are environmental, not evolutionary.

Rather than sounding alarms about biological decline, science suggests a
more hopeful view: that education, cultural adaptation, and structural
reform can help us meet modern challenges and even raise collective
intelligence. Evolution hasn’t made us stupid—but it has left us with
brains that must now adapt faster than ever.



