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When Dogecoin, a cryptocurrency launched as a joke, soared to a market capitalization of tens of 
billions on the back of celebrity tweets and viral memes, it crystallized a truth about our 
statusocratic markets: intrinsic value is far less important than who vouches for you. This, argues 
Toby Stuart in Anointed, is not an aberration but a fundamental principle of organizing 
contemporary societies. 

Stuart builds his theory on what he dubs the Other Uncertainty Principle: in a world saturated with 
choices, people lack time to evaluate quality directly. Instead, they use status shortcuts, like the 
pedigree of creators, the endorsements of gatekeepers, or the prestige of affiliations. This 
substitution of social proof for substantive appraisal has the appeal of reducing cognitive loads and 
conflicts, but it also skews the distribution of opportunities and resources in ways that amplify 
entrenched inequalities. 

The book's analytical architecture rests on three conceptual mechanisms. First, the "Big Shift" 
occurs when judgments pivot from intrinsic qualities to affiliative pedigree—we assess the wine 
by the château, the research by the university, the company by its venture backers. Second, 
categorization conflates competences: people quickly slot others into social groups and reflexively 
project group-level expectations onto them, thereby perpetuating systematic biases (1). Third, 
anointers (e.g., critics, committees, pundits, influencers) translate ambiguity into legible signals, 
re-routing opportunities and importing their own prejudices into the resource allocation process. 

Stuart documents these dynamics across various domains, demonstrating how status systems solve 
coordination problems: fashion standards emerge when elite signals create shared awareness, 
deference norms make social interactions smoother, allocate resources efficiently, and reduce 
conflicts in groups by designating specific roles to their members. Yet, these benefits are 
accompanied by significant societal costs. Anointment entrenches inequality, crowds out 
promising alternatives, and institutionalizes errors. 

The crux of the book examines the anointers themselves. Wine critics, academic prize committees, 
university rankings, and celebrity endorsers, all wield extraordinary power: a favorable review 
skyrockets sales, a prestigious award reshapes careers, an influential endorsement redirects capital 
(2). However their authority is becoming more fragile and contentious in an increasingly fluid, 
competitive, and polarized world. Experts disagree, committees seek narrow interests, metrics 
invite gaming, and homophily limits which talent becomes prominent. 

Stuart pays special attention to cumulative advantage, commonly referred to as the Matthew effect 
(3). Initial leads, often small and arbitrary, become self-reinforcing over time: status attracts more 
funds, larger audiences, and superior resources that genuinely improve quality while perversely 
legitimizing the early advantage. Network effects and digital platforms further amplify these 
effects and produce winner-take-most distributions across science, art, music, technology, and 
urban development (4, 5, 6). 



Despite its ubiquitous benefits, status is frequently double-edged. The anointed gain resources and 
deference but face constrained experimentation and significant pressure to protect their reputations 
rather than pursue riskier but higher-payoff innovations. Apex positions create perverse incentives 
(e.g., conformity, self-protection, lower accountability) that can stifle creativity and cause 
organizational failures (7).  

Since status can be staged, savvy actors engage strategically in sophisticated impression 
management. Glossy narratives, curated proofs, and celebrity backers allow some to ‘fake it till 
they make it’, fueling credibility arms races and porous competitions where style trumps substance. 
This raises barriers for talented outsiders lacking social capital, and exposes systems to major 
waste when the bridge between real capabilities and allocation collapses. In science, this manifests 
in a multifaceted reward system where symbolic capital (e.g., networks and social media visibility) 
is increasingly shaping academic trajectories despite inherent limitations and often in contradiction 
to traditional research metrics (8). 

Stuart closes with a dilemma. Scandals and social movements have placed anointment under more 
scrutiny, but status shortcuts persist because they fix genuine coordination problems. Artificial 
intelligence offers ambivalent prospects in this regard: naively trained models reproduce historical 
biases, but better designed systems could anonymize pedigree, surface demonstrated competence, 
and audit fairness. The challenge is therefore not to eliminate status hierarchies but to improve 
them significantly by diversifying evaluators, rewarding merit, and curbing entrenched privilege. 

Anointed represents fundamentally a diagnosis, not a prescription. Stuart's verdict is sober: 
anointment is an efficient and likely unavoidable human adaptation that makes social life easier to 
navigate, but its benefits are inseparable from profound distributional harms. The book synthesizes 
volumes of research on status, networks, and stratification with clear prose and contemporary 
examples. It offers no easy solutions because none exist—but it highlights a hidden, yet critical 
coordination mechanism of our society. In an era of digital platforms that amplify statusocratic 
effects to unprecedented scale, a better understanding of these phenomena is essential for tackling 
contemporary societal problems. 
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