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The late comedian Norm MacDonald performed a routine about the
modest,  subversive  pleasures  of  ignorance.  At  parties,  he
would openly admit that he had no idea what had happened in
the world that day. No news, no opinions, no pre-packaged
outrage. His views were formed from the last thing he had read
or seen on tv, and were likely to change by morning. He would
look around the room for other simple-minded people and join
them. Together, they enjoyed the rare luxury of not having to
know, revelling in their common ignorance.

Of course, it was a joke. But like
most good jokes, it struck a chord
because it revealed a truth about the
global media landscape: we are daily
flooded with a stream of events that
demand  judgment.  When  a  protester
dies in Minnesota, the terms are set
before  the  facts  have  been  fully
examined:  murder  or  justified
homicide?  An  American  operation
detains  a  foreign  tyrant,  and  a
verdict  is  demanded:  liberation  or
lawlessness? Ships of the so-called
“shadow  fleet”  are  seized  at  sea:
piracy or enforcement?

We are pressed to pronounce on matters of life, sovereignty,
and justice with the confidence of expert witnesses and the
speed of algorithms. What is rarely fostered is hesitation:
the disciplined pause in which understanding precedes opinion,
and humility restrains the reflex to decide before we have
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truly thought through what we are being asked to judge.

Modern life suffers less from a lack of knowledge than an
excess of confidence. Our public discourse is filled with
explanations, diagnoses, theories, and moral judgments, each
delivered with a certainty that leaves little room for doubt.
What stands out is not how much we claim to know, but how
rarely we pause to consider what we might not.

The reigning vice of our age is a smug overconfidence in
rendering verdicts, an affliction which affects the left and
the right of the political spectrum equally. The corresponding
casualty is the absence of humility in our thinking.

Humility,  properly  understood,  is  not  a  gesture  of  self-
abasement  or  an  invitation  to  relativism.  It  is  an
intellectual  virtue.  It  is  the  disciplined  recognition  of
limits; our own, certainly. Even the most capable among us can
only ever claim to have command of a very limited area of
human enquiry.

But it also demands a recognition of the limits of theory, of
abstraction, of what, even in ideal conditions, can be known.
It is the refusal to confuse conceptual tidiness with truth,
or  moral  fervour  with  understanding  and  insight.  Without
humility,  thinking  hardens  into  thoughtless,  dogmatic
assertions.

Faced with life’s disorder, tragedy, and sheer contingency,
the  modern  intellect  seeks  refuge  in  comprehensive
explanations.  We  assemble  frameworks  and  ideologies  that
simulate coherence in a world stubbornly resistant to it. We
rely on procedures that claim to resolve questions that are,
in truth, irreducibly complex. These systems flatter us by
suggesting that if only we are clever enough, or think clearly
enough, or apply the right principles consistently enough, the
moral and political world will yield to our designs.

But such confidence is unwarranted. Human practices are not



engineering  issues.  They  are  historical  accomplishments,
upheld  by  habits,  traditions,  and  kinds  of  judgment  that
cannot  be  entirely  expressed  in  explicit  rules.  Or  more
precisely, we use such rules only at the risk of distortion.

Humility begins with an acknowledgment of this reality. It
accepts  that  our  understandings  are  always  partial  and
provisional; and that whatever knowledge we might claim to
possess  is  incomplete  and  imperfect.  This  means  we  are
invariably forced to trust others who know more than we do. It
also means that we must resist the temptation to imagine a
vantage point outside history, language, and circumstance. The
thinker  who  lacks  humility  mistakes  his  own  conceptual
apparatus for reality itself. He confuses the map with the
territory it represents, so that when the real world refuses
to conform to the map (as it always does), he blames the
world.

Humility also disciplines critique. Our age prides itself on
its critical spirit, yet much of what passes for critique is
more accurately described as denunciation. To criticize well
requires  acknowledging  that  one’s  own  perspective  is  not
exempt from historical contingency, ignorance or moral blind
spots.

This is why humility is essential for serious thinking. It
prevents  critique  from  turning  into  moral  showmanship.  It
limits the urge to make every disagreement a referendum on
character. It opens the door for the possibility that one
could be mistaken, that one’s knowledge and understanding are
incomplete, and that others almost invariably see something
that one does not.

The alternative to humility is a style of thinking that is
loud, confident, boastful and brittle. It is sure of itself
but superficial, morally intense yet intellectually shallow.
It  relies  on  slogans  and  avoids  complexity.  It  confuses
conviction  with  insight.  Such  thinking  isn’t  strong;  it’s



fragile because it cannot handle correction.

To think humbly is not to think less, but to think with
greater  fidelity  to  truth.  It  is  to  understand  that
comprehension is an achievement won through difficulty, not a
possession  secured  once  and  for  all.  It  requires  holding
conclusions seriously but without sanctimony, and supporting
principles  with  conviction  yet  without  presumption,  always
ready to revise beliefs when evidence deepens or judgment
sharpens. In an age intoxicated by certainty, where ideology
masquerades  as  analysis  and  dogma  masquerades  as  insight,
humility  is  not  a  sign  of  intellectual  weakness  but  a
discipline of the mind, a form of self-control without which
thinking loses its direction.

Humility is what keeps thought honest. It prevents conviction
from hardening into arrogance and confidence from curdling
into closed-mindedness. It is the condition under which the
mind  remains  supple  enough  to  learn,  rigorous  enough  to
correct itself, and courageous enough to abandon cherished
errors  when  truth  demands  it.  Without  this  quiet  virtue,
thought  forfeits  not  only  its  depth  but  its  integrity,
becoming an instrument of self-justification, impervious to
correction and incapable of wisdom.

There is, moreover, a social cost to the disappearance of
humility that is rarely acknowledged. When certainty becomes a
civic  performance,  conversation  itself  deteriorates.
Disagreement is no longer an occasion for clarification or
mutual learning but a test of loyalty, a sorting mechanism
that divides the righteous from the unenlightened. Silence,
once a mark of thoughtfulness, is now treated as complicity or
cowardice. To hesitate is to risk suspicion. To say “I don’t
yet know” is to fall behind the moral tempo of the moment.

Yet, serious judgment has never operated at the speed demanded
by  modern  media.  The  habits  necessary  for  sound
understanding—listening, weighing evidence, comparing cases,



recalling  historical  analogies—are  slow  and  resist
compression. They do not easily lend themselves to hashtags or
viral verdicts. When public life punishes slowness, it instead
rewards theatrical certainty. The result is not collective
wisdom but ongoing moral inflation, where increasingly louder
claims  are  needed  to  command  attention,  and  nuance,
hesitation,  and  reflection  are  mistaken  for  weakness.

Humility  counters  this  tendency  by  restoring  balance.  It
reminds us that moral seriousness doesn’t require immediate
conclusions  and  that  restraint  is  often  essential  for
responsibility. It creates space for tragedy, ambiguity, and
outcomes without simple resolutions. In this way, humility is
not only a personal virtue but also a civic one: it enables
forms of disagreement that do not turn into hostility and
convictions that do not always seek applause.

MacDonald’s feigned ignorance was comic precisely because it
exposed a truth we prefer to avoid: that certainty is quick
and cheap, while understanding is slow and hard-earned. Which
is why I am often the quiet one in the room, content to
listen, to reflect, and to let understanding arrive in its own
time.

 

An earlier version of this essay was published in the Epoch
Times
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