
Assholes A Theory

Assholes: A Theory of
Strategic Incompetence
and the Pursuit of Power
We've all encountered them: individuals who seem
deliberately inept, creating chaos and undermining
efforts, yet somehow maintaining their positions. This
isn't simply bad luck or incompetence; it suggests a
more nuanced theory—a theory of strategic
incompetence. This article explores the phenomenon of
"assholes," not as a simple label of personality, but as a
strategic behavior pattern that can surprisingly prove
effective in achieving certain social and professional
goals. We will analyze the *psychology of assholes*, the
*social dynamics* that enable their behavior, and the
*counterstrategies* for dealing with them.

Understanding the "Asshole"
Behavior: A Multifaceted
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Approach
The term "asshole" itself is loaded, often used as a
blanket term for disagreeable individuals. However, this
article defines an "asshole" within a specific behavioral
context: individuals who consistently demonstrate
*strategic incompetence*, that is, purposefully
exhibiting behaviors that appear incompetent,
obstructive, or disruptive, to gain advantage. This is
distinct from simple incompetence. The key difference
lies in *intent*.

Several facets contribute to this behavior:

The Avoidance of Responsibility: A common
tactic is to create messes and then appear
incapable of cleaning them up, thus avoiding
taking responsibility. This might involve missing
deadlines, forgetting crucial information, or
making easily avoidable mistakes. This tactic aims
to shift responsibility onto others.

The Manipulation of Perception: Assholes
often cultivate an image of being overwhelmed or
incapable, fostering a sense of pity or sympathy.
This perception allows them to evade blame or
criticism while simultaneously benefiting from the
efforts of others who step in to correct their
mistakes. *Emotional intelligence* becomes a tool
of deception in this context.



Assholes A Theory

Assholes A Theory
3

The Power of Sabotage: Sometimes, the
"incompetence" is a thinly veiled form of
sabotage, designed to undermine rivals or
discredit projects they dislike. This can manifest
as leaking information, spreading misinformation,
or subtly sabotaging the work of colleagues.

The Exploitation of Systems: Assholes often
exploit existing bureaucratic systems or
inefficiencies to their advantage. They might use
complex procedures to delay progress, or leverage
loopholes to avoid accountability. This points to a
shrewd understanding of *organizational
dynamics* and how to game them for personal
gain.

The Social Dynamics that Enable
"Asshole" Behavior
The existence of "assholes" isn't just a matter of
individual personality; it reflects broader social
dynamics.

Lack of Accountability: In environments lacking
clear lines of accountability, strategic
incompetence thrives. If consequences are
minimal or inconsistent, individuals are
incentivized to engage in such behavior with
impunity.
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Fear of Confrontation: Often, colleagues avoid
confronting "assholes" due to fear of reprisal, time
constraints, or the belief that confrontation will be
ineffective. This silence inadvertently reinforces
the behavior.

Bystander Effect: This psychological
phenomenon suggests that individuals are less
likely to intervene when others are present. The
diffusion of responsibility discourages direct action
against "asshole" behavior.

Rewarding Disruption: Paradoxically,
sometimes the disruption caused by an "asshole"
can inadvertently highlight inefficiencies or
weaknesses within the system, ultimately leading
to positive change. This accidental positive
outcome further reinforces the behavior,
highlighting the complex interplay of these social
dynamics.

Counterstrategies: Dealing with
Strategic Incompetence
Dealing with "assholes" requires a multi-pronged
approach:

Documentation: Meticulously document all
instances of incompetence, including dates, times,
and witnesses. This creates a verifiable record
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should more formal action be necessary.

Direct but Controlled Communication: Directly
address specific instances of incompetence,
focusing on the impact of the behavior rather than
resorting to personal attacks.

Seeking Support: Do not go it alone. Gather
support from colleagues who have also
experienced similar behaviors. Collective action
can be significantly more effective than individual
efforts.

Systemic Change: Advocate for changes in
organizational systems or procedures that
inadvertently enable "asshole" behavior. This
might involve improving accountability,
streamlining processes, or enhancing
communication channels.

The Psychological Underpinnings
of "Asshole" Behavior
While this theory focuses on behavior, the underlying
psychology is crucial. Some individuals may exhibit
these traits due to deep-seated insecurities, a need for
control, or a narcissistic personality disorder. Others
might employ these tactics as a calculated strategy,
learning that these behaviors prove surprisingly
effective within specific social or professional
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environments. *Personality traits* and situational factors
thus play a crucial role. Understanding this helps
develop effective counterstrategies.

Conclusion: Navigating the
Complexities of Strategic
Incompetence
The phenomenon of "assholes" is more complex than it
initially seems. It's not merely a matter of unpleasant
personalities; it often involves strategic manipulation
and exploitation of social and organizational dynamics.
While the term itself carries negative connotations,
understanding the underlying behavioral patterns and
the social contexts that enable them can empower us to
more effectively navigate these challenging interactions
and create more productive and equitable
environments. Addressing the issue requires a
combination of individual awareness, collective action,
and systemic changes that reduce incentives for such
behavior.

FAQ
Q1: Is everyone who is difficult to work with an
"asshole" in the context of this theory?

A1: No, this theory focuses on a specific type of
behavior—strategic incompetence—motivated by a
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conscious or unconscious desire for power or the
avoidance of responsibility. Mere unpleasantness or
personality clashes are not encompassed by this
definition. Many difficult colleagues are simply difficult,
not strategically incompetent.

Q2: How can I differentiate between genuine
incompetence and strategic incompetence?

A2: This is challenging but crucial. Look for patterns of
behavior, consistency of mistakes, and the impact of
these mistakes. Genuine incompetence often involves
random errors, whereas strategic incompetence displays
a pattern of errors that benefit the individual in some
way. Intent is key, and that's difficult to definitively
prove.

Q3: What if the "asshole" is my boss?

A3: This is particularly challenging. Prioritize
documenting every instance of problematic behavior.
Consider seeking advice from HR or a mentor. If the
behavior is sufficiently egregious and impacts the work
environment significantly, consider reporting it through
the appropriate channels.

Q4: Can this theory be applied outside of the
workplace?

A4: Absolutely. Strategic incompetence can be observed
in various social contexts, from family dynamics to
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political maneuvering. The principles remain the same: a
conscious or unconscious use of perceived
incompetence to gain an advantage.

Q5: What are the ethical implications of using this
theory to understand "assholes"?

A5: This theory isn't intended to excuse or condone such
behavior. The goal is to understand the underlying
mechanisms, allowing for the development of more
effective counterstrategies and create more functional
social and professional environments. Using this
knowledge to manipulate others, however, is unethical.

Q6: Are there any personality disorders strongly
associated with this behavior pattern?

A6: Narcissistic personality disorder and antisocial
personality disorder are often associated with traits
consistent with strategic incompetence. However, it's
crucial to remember that correlation doesn't equal
causation, and many individuals exhibiting these
behaviors don't necessarily have a formal diagnosis.

Q7: Is there any research supporting this theory
of strategic incompetence?

A7: While "strategic incompetence" isn't a formally
established research area with dedicated studies,
research on Machiavellianism, organizational politics,
and workplace sabotage provides supporting evidence
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for aspects of this theory. Further research is needed to
specifically test the hypotheses outlined here.

Q8: What is the future implication of this theory?

A8: Further research could help develop more effective
strategies for identifying, mitigating, and preventing
strategic incompetence in various settings. This could
involve designing organizational structures that reduce
incentives for such behavior and promoting healthier
workplace cultures that value collaboration and
accountability.

Assholes: A Theory
We've all encountered them. Those individuals who
seem to consciously cause suffering on others,
seemingly without compunction. These are the people
we often label as "assholes," a term carrying a weight of
displeasure that masks the nuance of the issue. This
article proposes a theory, not to excuse such behavior,
but to analyze its sources and, perhaps, to reduce its
effect on our lives and community.

Our theory hinges on a complex understanding of
asshole behavior, moving beyond simple classification to
explore the psychological dynamics at play. We propose
that "asshole" behavior isn't a uniform trait, but rather a
scale of interactions driven by a combination of factors,
including:



Assholes A Theory

Assholes A Theory
10

1. Narcissism and a Lack of Empathy: Many
individuals exhibiting "asshole" behavior demonstrate
high levels of egotism. They miss the capacity for
genuine empathy, making it difficult for them to
understand the perspective of others. Their actions are
often driven by a need for approval, even if it arrives at
the cost of others' well-being. Consider the boss who
blatantly humiliates an employee to assert their
authority. Their actions aren't simply rude; they stem
from a deep-seated fragility masked by superiority.

2. Deficient Social Skills and Emotional
Regulation: Not all "assholes" are intentionally
malicious. Some may struggle with social cues and
emotional regulation, resulting in inappropriate
behavior. They may misunderstand social situations,
resulting in hurtful comments or actions. Imagine the
individual who constantly interrupts conversations, not
out of malice, but out of an failure to understand the
social norms of conversation. This doesn't excuse their
behavior, but it does offer a different understanding.

3. Environmental Factors and Learned Behavior:
The surroundings in which an individual grows up can
significantly shape their behavior. If someone is raised in
a household where aggression and manipulation are
normalized, they may learn to replicate these behaviors.
Similarly, organizations with a negative climate can
foster such behavior. The pressure to perform at any
price can result to the emergence of "asshole"
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characteristics.

4. Power Dynamics and Social Hierarchy: The
allocation of power significantly impacts interactions.
Individuals in places of power may feel justified to
manage others poorly, feeling their position safeguards
them from consequences. This is exemplified by the
manager who repeatedly berates subordinates without
consequences. The power imbalance sustains the cycle.

Practical Implications:

Understanding the fundamental causes of "asshole"
behavior allows us to create more efficient strategies for
handling it. This includes:

Promoting Empathy and Emotional
Intelligence: Education and training programs
focusing on empathy and emotional intelligence
can help individuals recognize the impact of their
actions on others.
Creating Healthy Work and Social
Environments: Building positive and supportive
environments that value collaboration and respect
can lessen the prevalence of toxic behavior.
Addressing Power Imbalances: Establishing
clear guidelines and mechanisms for addressing
abuse of power is crucial.

Ultimately, labeling someone as an "asshole" is a
oversimplified reaction. A deeper analysis reveals a
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sophistication requiring a multi-pronged approach
focusing on individual development, environmental
changes, and a change in social norms. By
understanding the theory behind this behavior, we can
attempt to create a more compassionate and respectful
world.

FAQ:

Q1: Is it ever okay to call someone an "asshole"?

A1: While the term accurately describes certain
behaviors, it's generally more beneficial to focus on the
specific actions rather than resorting to labeling. Direct,
calm communication about specific behaviors is often
more constructive.

Q2: Can "asshole" behavior be changed?

A2: Yes, but it requires work and often professional
intervention. Therapy, coaching, and self-reflection can
help individuals recognize and modify their behavior.

Q3: What if I'm constantly surrounded by
"assholes"?

A3: This suggests a problematic environment. Consider
seeking support from colleagues, mentors, or HR
professionals, or explore options for a new role.
Protecting your own well-being is paramount.
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Q4: Is this theory applicable to all cultures?

A4: While the core elements – narcissism, empathy
deficits, and social dynamics – are applicable across
cultures, the expression of "asshole" behavior can vary
considerably due to cultural norms and expectations.
Further research is needed to fully explore cross-cultural
applications.

https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/LD31989681/LD869
78/PPT/2003__yamaha__f225__hp-outboard_service-
repair_manual.pdf
https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/5S1747T/071615180
926/EBOOK/advanced-microeconomic_theory__solutions-
jehle-reny.pdf
https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/180926/95I60524X3
/MD/microeconomics_behavior-
frank__solutions_manual.pdf
https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/ij/I9J1556611260918
/MD/chainsaw__repair-manual.pdf
https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/071615/90563QV/KI
NDLE/f3s33vwd_manual.pdf
https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/26A7R04/25A6R326
65/PLAY/yanmar_6ly-ute-ste-diesel__engine-
complete__workshop-repair__manual.pdf
https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/ki/50I29153K526091
8/EPDF/mazda__rx7-manual_transmission.pdf
https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/1653E8G/07161518
0926/EBOOK/denon_receiver-setup__guide.pdf
https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/071615/1E714U702

https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/zr182609/R6583Z8487071615/BOOK/2003_yamaha__f225_hp__outboard__service_repair_manual.pdf
https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/zr182609/R6583Z8487071615/BOOK/2003_yamaha__f225_hp__outboard__service_repair_manual.pdf
https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/zr182609/R6583Z8487071615/BOOK/2003_yamaha__f225_hp__outboard__service_repair_manual.pdf
https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/uz/6U6249Z222260918/EPUB/advanced_microeconomic_theory__solutions_jehle-reny.pdf
https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/uz/6U6249Z222260918/EPUB/advanced_microeconomic_theory__solutions_jehle-reny.pdf
https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/uz/6U6249Z222260918/EPUB/advanced_microeconomic_theory__solutions_jehle-reny.pdf
https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/BS84450414/BS29306/PDF/microeconomics__behavior__frank-solutions__manual.pdf
https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/BS84450414/BS29306/PDF/microeconomics__behavior__frank-solutions__manual.pdf
https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/BS84450414/BS29306/PDF/microeconomics__behavior__frank-solutions__manual.pdf
https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/071615/67Z631S/PLAY/chainsaw__repair-manual.pdf
https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/071615/67Z631S/PLAY/chainsaw__repair-manual.pdf
https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/3M8831H/180926/DOC/f3s33vwd_manual.pdf
https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/3M8831H/180926/DOC/f3s33vwd_manual.pdf
https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/071615/7911X0V639/CHAPTER/yanmar-6ly_ute__ste_diesel_engine_complete_workshop_repair-manual.pdf
https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/071615/7911X0V639/CHAPTER/yanmar-6ly_ute__ste_diesel_engine_complete_workshop_repair-manual.pdf
https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/071615/7911X0V639/CHAPTER/yanmar-6ly_ute__ste_diesel_engine_complete_workshop_repair-manual.pdf
https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/23707ZO/180926/CHAPTER/mazda_rx7__manual_transmission.pdf
https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/23707ZO/180926/CHAPTER/mazda_rx7__manual_transmission.pdf
https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/fp/1P4982953F260918/BOOK/denon_receiver-setup_guide.pdf
https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/fp/1P4982953F260918/BOOK/denon_receiver-setup_guide.pdf
https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/69W567P/071615180926/CHAPTER/the_dalai-lamas-cat_and-the_power__of__meow.pdf


Assholes A Theory

Assholes A Theory
14

4/PDF/the-dalai_lamas__cat__and-
the_power__of_meow.pdf
https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/lf/994FL5881526091
8/CHAPTER/brinks__modern-internal-
auditing__a_common__body__of__knowledge-
wiley__corporate__fa.pdf

https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/69W567P/071615180926/CHAPTER/the_dalai-lamas-cat_and-the_power__of__meow.pdf
https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/69W567P/071615180926/CHAPTER/the_dalai-lamas-cat_and-the_power__of__meow.pdf
https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/lt182609/7TL4292394071615/EPDF/brinks_modern_internal__auditing-a-common__body_of__knowledge-wiley-corporate_fa.pdf
https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/lt182609/7TL4292394071615/EPDF/brinks_modern_internal__auditing-a-common__body_of__knowledge-wiley-corporate_fa.pdf
https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/lt182609/7TL4292394071615/EPDF/brinks_modern_internal__auditing-a-common__body_of__knowledge-wiley-corporate_fa.pdf
https://www.office.econ.upd.edu.ph/lt182609/7TL4292394071615/EPDF/brinks_modern_internal__auditing-a-common__body_of__knowledge-wiley-corporate_fa.pdf

