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ABSTRACT: Pride and humility are often presented as opposing traits, with 

one in the role of virtue, the other in that of vice. Authors differ in 

assigning the two roles. With the help of a more precise vocabulary, I try 

here to sketch both the virtues and the vices that can be called pride and 

the virtues and vices that can be called humility, though to my ear some of 

this language is a bit stretched. Among the vices of pride, the absence of 

which is virtuous humility, we have arrogance, vanity, snobbery, envy, 

haughtiness, presumption, domination, hyper-autonomy, conceit, self-

righteousness, and pretentiousness. Among the vices of humility, the 

opposites of which are virtuous pride, we have deep shame, social 

insecurity, shame of one’s associates and associations, and slovenliness in 

one’s work. Among the virtues of pride we have self-respect, self-

confidence, secure agency, pride in associates (pride in one’s family, 

country, race, etc.), aspiration, and high standards (pride in one’s work). 

Among the virtues of humility we have unarrogance, unvanity, 

unsnobbery, and so on. The virtues of pride and humility, far from 

excluding one another, actually stand in more positive relations to one 

another, the virtues of humility supporting or enhancing the virtues of 

pride, and vice-versa.  
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1 Introduction 

On questions about the ethics and epistemology of humility and pride, 

philosophers have sometimes divided into pro-pride and pro-humility factions, both sides 

regarding pride and humility as mutually exclusive.1 For example, Tara Smith of the 

pride faction comments,  

If humility were a virtue, it would instruct a person to root out any 

stirrings of pride. Thus, to the extent that a person was proud, he would 

not be humble. The two traits cannot peacefully coexist as virtues.2 

Or this from David Hume:  

It is impossible a man can at the same time be both proud and humble.3 

Or this from Richard Taylor: 

Pride is quite correctly perceived to be incompatible with … the supposed 

virtue of humility that is so congenial to the devout mind and so foreign to 

the pagan temperament.4 

Here is the devout Gregory the Great of the humility faction: 

                                                
1 Pro pride: Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, translated by W. D. Ross and revised and edited by J. L. 
Ackrill and J. O. Urmson, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980, Book 4.3; David Hume, A Treatise of 
Human Nature; Richard Taylor, Ethics, Faith, and Reason (Prentice-Hall, Englewood Cliffs, 1985), p. 85–
6; Tara Smith, “The Practice of Pride,” Social Philosophy and Policy 15 (1998), pp. 71–90; Pro humility: 
Benjamin Franklin’s Autobiography, edited by Joyce E. Chaplin, New York: W. W. Norton & Company; 
Andrew Pinsent, “Humility” in Michael W. Austin and R. Douglas Geivett, editors, Being Good: Christian 
Virtues for Everyday Life (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2012) pp. 242–264; Robert C. Roberts, “Learning 
Intellectual Humility” in Jason Baehr, editor, Educating for Intellectual Virtues (Routledge, forthcoming); 
Nancy Snow, “Humility” Journal of Value Inquiry 29:203–216 (1995); Norvin Richards, Humility 
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1992), Robert C. Roberts, “The Vice of Pride” in Faith and 
Philosophy 26, 119–133 (2009); Jonathan Edwards, Charity and its Fruits. 
2Tara Smith, pp. 75–6, italics original. 
3 Treatise Book II, Part I, Sect. 2 
4 Virtue Ethics (Interlaken, NY: Linden Books, 1991), p. 99, quoted in Norvin Richards, Humility 
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1992), p. 201.  
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Pride is the commander of the army of the devil…, the queen of the 

vices…, the root of all evil….5 

And Jonathan Edwards: 

…there will be no pride in heaven. …Though all are perfectly free from 

pride yet, as some will have greater degrees of divine knowledge than 

others, and larger capacities to see more of the divine perfections, so they 

will see more of their own comparative littleness and nothingness, and 

therefore will be lowest and most abased in humility.6 

The result of this dividing attitude is that the opposing partisans tend to talk past one 

another, and each faction prevent themselves from appreciating an important aspect of 

the life of virtue. They also deprive themselves of the opportunity to enrich and refine the 

account of their favored virtue by attempting to understand it alongside its virtue 

counterpart.  

Note that in Jesus’ teaching about humility the language of paradox works both 

ways: Whoever exalts himself is humbled, and whoever humbles himself is exalted. Thus 

Jesus seems to endorse both humility and a certain kind of exaltation. Happy awareness 

of being exalted would seem to be in the neighborhood of pride. Disciples should aspire 

both to humility and to the corresponding kind of exaltation. See Matthew 18.4, 23.12, 

Luke 9.46–48, 14.11, Mark 9.33–35, John 5.44. This paper will attempt to delineate such 

                                                
5 Moralia in Iob 31.45.87–90, quoted in Timpe and Boyd, pp. 17–18. 
6 Charity and its Fruits, p. 336–7. Edwards makes humility a low comparative self-assessment. He insists 
on its being comparative, saying, “humility is a grace proper for beings that are glorious and excellent in 
very many respects” (p.130), though he does not go on (here) to say that pride can be virtuous. Were it so, 
it would presumably be a proper comparative self-assessment as well. Perhaps it would consist in glorious 
and excellent human beings comparing themselves favorably with less glorious and excellent beings among 
creatures more generally, but perhaps also among human beings. On the view of humility and pride that I 
promote in this paper, neither pride nor humility, as a virtue, is comparative. Both are, however, compatible 
with differential self-comparison.  
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a pride, as well as the virtuous humility that coexists with it and supports it. Søren 

Kierkegaard perhaps reflects this teaching of Jesus when he says,  

Never has a human being lifted his head as proudly in elevation over the 

world as did the first Christians in humility before God! …No, proud as 

they were in their humility before God, they said, ‘It is not for us to hang 

back and dawdle along the way; we do not stop — until eternity’ (SK, For 

Self-Examination and Judge for Yourself!, p. 87; see also p. 36). 

Their humility enables them to worship, obey, rejoice in their creatureliness and be 

authentically thankful, while their pride makes them eager and confident and secure in 

their agency to take on the tasks God has assigned them. 

In past writing I have tried to find a way between the humility and pride factions 

by speaking of humility as contrary, not to pride as such, but to the vices of pride, thus 

leaving room for a kind of pride that is not vicious, and possibly even virtuous. But I 

haven’t made a concerted effort to understand the virtues of pride and humility in their 

connections with each other.  

I think we can make some headway in reconciling the factions by letting a more 

specific vocabulary guide our investigations. In English we have a rich vocabulary for the 

vicious traits and attitudes that are plausibly lumped together as pride, and a less 

developed vocabulary for the virtues that may be called pride. We also have a somewhat 

less rich vocabulary for the vicious or dysfunctional traits and attitudes that might fall 

under ‘humility’ (and in fact are lumped together by members of the pro-pride faction). 

Thus we might speak of both the vices of pride and the virtues of pride, and the vices and 

virtues of humility. Here I explore such a strategy of conceptual reconciliation. I doubt 
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whether such conceptual finesse will resolve all differences, between, say, Aristotle and 

the New Testament on the virtue-status of pride and humility. The metaphysical 

differences between Aristotle and the NT prevent total reconciliation. But I do think we 

can broaden greatly the amount of agreement. A detailed exploration of all the virtues 

and vices shown on the following table would require a book-length treatment; so this 

paper can go into some detail with only a small selection.  

I offer a rough introduction to relevant vocabulary in the accompanying Table of 

Vices and Virtues of Pride and Humility. [INSERT TABLE ABOUT HERE] My thesis 

is that to each of the distinct vices of pride a distinct virtue of humility corresponds that 

consists in the absence of the vice of pride; and that to each of the distinct virtues of pride 

corresponds a distinct vice of humility that is not just the absence of the corresponding 

virtue, but a positive dysfunctional emotional conception of oneself. In the most mature 

cases, each virtue of pride is a submerged interested dispositional self-construal.7 I have 

tried, probably with incomplete success, to give the rows modal consistency; for example, 

domination and the corresponding kind of humility, timidity and the corresponding virtue 

of personal authority all seem to be traits related to one another as belonging to the 

subject’s interpersonal style of dominance-submission interaction. My lexical division of 

the conceptual territory here is, no doubt, disputable in its details, and refining it may take 

nothing less than working out the analysis of each of the displayed virtues and vices, and 

others that I may have here neglected. In English, we use the language covering pride and 

humility, virtuous and vicious, with some elasticity, and individuals may differ in their 

                                                
7 See the third section for elaboration of this concept.  
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semantic intuitions. I don’t mean to insist on the details of this particular table, but I do 

think something like this one is needed for elucidating pride and humility.  

Some may want to construe the Table in terms of Aristotelian means. On such a 

construal, vicious pride might be too much self-exaltation and vicious humility too little 

of the same, and both the virtue of pride and the virtue of humility would be just the right 

amount of self-exaltation, neither too much nor two little. One possible objection to doing 

this might be that virtuous pride and virtuous humility end up being the same trait, which 

goes against our feeling that they are different, even if they’re both virtues and both about 

an issue in the neighborhood of self-exaltation. I think the objection is right, but it is true 

that some of the kinds of pride are very closely related to the corresponding virtuous 

humilities. My general strategy is to construe them as supporting one another, rather than 

as being identical.  

 

2 The Vices of Pride and the Virtues of Humility 

In his Nicomachean Ethics, book 4, chapter 3, Aristotle describes a character type 

that he designates “great-souled” or “large-minded.” Some translations render 

megalopsychos as “proud.” Aristotle’s description of this person is for us heirs to the 

Christian tradition one of the most counterintuitive in Aristotle’s great book. The 

megalopsychos exemplifies all the virtues to the highest extent and fully appreciates that 

his personal excellence entitles him to be highly honored by others. Aristotle tells us that  

…he will feel (hêsthêsetai) he is receiving only what belongs to him, or 

even less, for no honor can be adequate to the merits of perfect virtue, yet 

all the same he will deign to accept [his admirers’] honors, because they 
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have no greater tribute to offer him. Honor rendered by common people 

and on trivial grounds he will utterly despise (oligôrêsei), for this is not 

what he merits (4.3.17). 

CONCEIT. The megalopsychos appears here to measure carefully the honor that 

others bestow on him by reference to the standard of his own excellence and merit, and to 

find it generally inadequate, though he will accept honor that comes from people he 

deems good judges of his excellence, even though the honors fall short of his merit, since 

they have nothing more fitting to offer him. But he has only contempt for the accolades 

of “common people.”  

Imagine common people who have a vague sense of being in the presence of 

something great, but whose understanding is dim and whose praises are awkward and 

naïve. I think we feel that the megalopsychos is colossally ungenerous in treating them 

with contempt, and that his ungenerosity comes from his preoccupation with his own 

merit and his associated sense of entitlement. Instead of focusing with appreciation on the 

good (if under-qualified) hearts of his admirers and ignoring as much as possible the 

awkwardness of their praises, he focuses sharply on his own desert and judges those 

hearts abysmally insufficient to the purpose.8  

We want to say to him, “Look, Big Soul, you are awesomely virtuous all right, 

but it’s not all about you! Can’t you turn a bit of appreciation on others?” The great-

minded man’s preoccupation with himself and his merit seem to us to blind him to the 

glories of others, and so to betoken small-mindedness, a constriction of his attention and 

appreciation that sullies and diminishes his real virtues. We think he misses a lot in life 

                                                
8 Bommarito notes that “a concert cellist’s complete and total indifference to the opinions 
of others is … likely to strike us as arrogant and immodest” (Bommarito 2013, p. 96). 
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because of his self-preoccupation. His glory blinds him to the excellence and humanity of 

others.  

We want to encourage him to look away from himself, to look up and out so that 

he can see others more clearly and sympathetically. The self-inattention or -unconcern 

that we have in mind can be called humility, and it stands in contrast with the vice of 

pride that we call conceit (insofar as he takes himself to be entitled to hold others in 

contempt because of his greatness, he is also arrogant). The great-minded person who is 

humble may know as well as anybody that he’s perfectly virtuous, but he isn’t 

preoccupied with this knowledge (and doesn’t illicitly infer entitlements from it). He 

finds other things more interesting, more worthy of his attention. This case illustrates that 

the vice of conceit doesn’t require that the conceited one errs in evaluating himself. His 

vice consists in his preoccupation with his excellence, his interest in his excellence as 

making him important, to the exclusion of attention to others, or to what attention he does 

give them being contempt of them. (It is true, though, that by our lights, in his preoccu-

pation with his excellences, he fails to appreciate the defect that that very preoccupation 

constitutes.)  

Aristotle also tells us that the megalopsychos is a man “for whom nothing is great” 

(4.3.15). This is because his own glory is to him so overpowering that the greatness of all 

else fades to insignificance. If anything in the world is wonderful, then his preoccupation 

with his own glory will hamper him intellectually, because it will disable him for 

appreciating that wonderfulness. Apparently the great-souled man is not Aristotle, 

because in his treatise on The Generation of Animals Aristotle warns young scientists not 

to underestimate the glory of even the humblest of animals: 
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We must … not let ourselves succumb to childish repugnance for the 

investigation of the less noble animals, for there is something wonderful in 

all the works of Nature. We must recall the words they say were spoken 

by Heraclitus to some foreign visitors who, on the point of entering, 

stopped when they saw him warming himself in front of his stove: he 

urged them to enter without fear, saying that there were gods there as 

well.9 Likewise, we must approach the inquiry concerning each animal 

with the belief that there is something natural and beautiful in each one 

(Generation of Animals, 645a15–23).10  

This passage seems to express the wonder for which Aristotle is well known to have said 

that it is the beginning of philosophy. The “openness” to see the wonderfulness of insects 

and worms requires a kind of transparency of vision — a vision of the heart — that is 

astigmatized by preoccupation with one’s own importance or glory. Think of the scientist 

who in observing the wonders of her specimens is always preoccupied with her scientific 

reputation, with being the first to discover this or that, with the concern that such-and-

such animal or animal part will be named after her, or that she will receive some 

prestigious prize for her discovery.11  

Conceit can be conceived as a kind of intellectual astigmatism. Astigmatism is an 

irregularity in the curvature of the cornea or lens of the eye such that rays of light striking 

                                                
9 The visitors had come expecting to be awestruck with the great man, and were disappointed to see him in 
the homely posture of warming himself by the stove. “Oh, he’s just an ordinary man,” thought they to 
themselves. And he reassures them that great wonders lie just below the surface of the ordinary.  
10 Quoted in Pierre Hadot, What is Ancient Philosophy?, Harvard U. P., 2004; pp. 83–4). 
11 We might think that if the megalopsychos is conceited because he is so impressed with his own glory, 
then this scientist is not exactly conceited, because she is only anxiously anticipating a glory that she may 
one day have. I grant the difference and the ill fit of the word, but would point out the similar object of their 
concern. Both are preoccupied with their glory, the megalopsychos with the glory he has achieved, the 
scientist with the glory after which she strains. Both, I say, are distracted.  
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it from a luminous object don’t converge neatly at any one point on the retina, but scatter 

somewhat, producing a confused image. The Oxford English Dictionary cites a figurative 

use, a “mental astigmatism [that] was not noticed while the fires of great genius flamed 

high” (G. Bottomley in Essays and Studies XIX, 1934, p, 142). We can well imagine that 

the distortion of insight brought on by conceit might go unnoticed when the powers of 

intellect are great; and that the distortion might become evident only later, perhaps in the 

midst of anomalies and objections to the genius’s claims, claims motivated perhaps by 

overconfidence or self-serving bias. The metaphorical application of this phenomenon in 

virtue epistemology is that the preoccupation with self-importance that characterizes the 

vices of pride creates a blurring or dispersion of the cognition of the object under 

examination. For example, confronted with the wonders of the physiology of some worm 

species, my preoccupation with the credit that I got or will or won’t get for my discovery 

might cause the vagrant light of my own glory falling on the retina of my soul to confuse 

my appreciation of the worm’s glory. 

DOMINATION and HYPER-AUTONOMY. The great-souled preoccupation with self 

shows itself also in matters of helping and being helped.  

[The great souled one] is fond of conferring benefits, but ashamed to 

receive them, because the former is a mark of superiority and the latter of 

inferiority. He returns a service done to him with interest, since this will 

put the original benefactor into his debt in turn, and make him the party 

benefited. The great-souled are thought to have a good memory for any 

benefit they have conferred, but a bad memory for those they have 

received (since the recipient of a benefit is the inferior of his benefactor, 
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whereas they desire to be superior); and to enjoy being reminded of the 

former but to dislike being reminded of the latter (4.3.24–25, 1124b10–16). 

In the context of exchanging favors, the disposition to compare himself with others 

transforms the exchange, in the megalopsychos’s mind, into a rivalry for superiority, a 

jockeying for dominance. Seneca the Stoic says, “The rule for doing favors is that one 

person quickly forget what he has given, and the other long remember what he has 

received” (On Favors 2.10). In contrast, the megalopsychos long remembers what he has 

given and quickly forgets what he has received by others’ grace. He feels others’ 

generosity to him as an assault on his personal importance, which he can fend off only by 

an assault (as he sees it) on theirs. Christians will consider this disposition to rivalry a 

vice, but for Aristotle it is apparently compatible with virtue. I call this vice of pride 

“hyper-autonomy” insofar as it’s an insistence on being self-made and not dependent on 

others; and “domination” to the extent that it’s an interest in building yourself up by 

making others dependent on you. As involving distortion of memory, these vices are also 

intellectual vices, and their absence, which is a kind of humility, is an intellectual virtue.  

GRANDIOSITY. We might think that grandiosity is exaggerated seeking of your 

own excellence, thinking yourself capable of greatness of which you are not capable, 

while pusillanimity is the under-seeking of your own excellence. The corresponding 

humility would then be the neither exaggerated nor under-seeking of your own excellence, 

and the virtue of pride that I call aspiration (see the Table) is the same as humility, 

perhaps differentiated by being thought of with a different contrasting case.12  

                                                
12 This account of grandiosity and the associated virtues of humility and aspiration and the vice of 
pusillanimity bears some resemblance to Aquinas’s account of pride/humility/ pusillanimity/magnanimity. 
See ST 2-2, 129 (magnanimity), 133 (pusillanimity), 161–162 (humility and pride). 
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But mere exaggerated seeking of your own excellence isn’t grandiosity if 

grandiosity is supposed to be a vice of pride. You might merely by mistake seek an 

excellence for yourself that is in fact beyond you; indeed, you might do so while 

exhibiting the virtue of aspiration, if you do so out of a pure desire for the excellence and 

with no non-instrumental motive of making yourself important. For example, you might 

aspire to play the guitar better than John Williams out of a sheer desire to make beautiful 

music, where this is utterly beyond your talents. Perhaps in some sense you are grandiose 

in this, but your grandiosity will not count as a vice of pride. On the other hand, if you 

aspire to this level of performance with a non-instrumental desire of making yourself 

more important than (or just as important as) John Williams, then your grandiosity is a 

vice of pride. It qualifies as such not simply in virtue of its exaggerating your capacities, 

but in virtue of the reason for which you overreach.  

In fact you might exhibit something like grandiosity without actually 

overreaching. Let’s say that you are, as regards raw talent, in fact the next John Williams, 

but you come from a backwoods community where playing like Williams is beyond 

anybody’s fondest dream. (No one’s even heard of Williams.) You dream, instead, of 

playing better than Mops Moseley, who is legendary in your Appalachian valley as the 

all-time greatest. According to local lore, it’s utterly impossible to be better than Mops, 

who is regarded as the beneficiary of a unique divine gift to which no rational person 

could aspire. Nevertheless, you aspire to best him, to usurp the position of Appalachian 

demi-god that he currently enjoys, and you are in fact talented enough to make good on 

this aspiration. So despite not overreaching for excellence, you suffer from a vice of pride 

very similar to grandiosity. It is certainly in the spirit of grandiosity, psychologically 
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indistinguishable from it, prescinding from historical context. On the other hand, if you 

had equally high musical aspirations — for the sake of the music — you might still count 

spiritually as humble, despite your high ambitions.  

We have looked at conceit, hyper-autonomy, domination, and grandiosity, four of 

the vices of pride. Each is a way of being preoccupied with your own importance. 

Conceit is a preoccupation with your already established (high) degree of excellence 

(whether or not you actually possess such excellence). Preoccupation with your glory for 

its own sake where that glory is an object of wish rather than of current attainment is not 

called conceit but is spiritually similar. And the corresponding humility is a kind of 

unconcern for such glory, and thus inattention to such excellence as a means of self-

importance. This humility allows you to pay attention to other people and things; it is 

thus a kind of freedom that paves the way for other virtues such as generosity, gratitude, 

compassion, forgiveness, and justice, for which you may be disabled by conceit. It is also 

a kind of transparency of excellence in others and other things. Hyper-autonomy is a 

concern to be the chief or sole contributor to your own being and accomplishments, also 

for the sake of your self-importance, and it obstructs the recognition of your debts to 

other people and God. The corresponding humility is a freedom from hyper-autonomy, a 

kind of relaxation about the attribution of your good being and accomplishments. It thus 

opens the way for gratitude to others and cognitive clarity about attributions. Domination 

is a concern to be the author of other people’s excellences and goods for the sake of your 

self-importance. It can thus masquerade as generosity, while undermining or threatening 

interpersonal affection and forestalling friendships. The corresponding humility is the 

absence of the concern to be the author of other people’s goods and excellences for the 
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sake of your self-importance, and thus a willingness to let their agency have play. This 

kind of humility allows interpersonal relationships to flower. Grandiosity is a concern for 

achievement beyond your potential for the sake of your self-importance, and the 

corresponding humility is the absence of the concern for self-importance in connection 

with achievement. It is compatible with the virtue of pride that I call aspiration (see 

below), and it facilitates practical wisdom about goals.  

Conceit, hyper-autonomy, domination, and grandiosity are distinct members of 

the vices-of-pride family. Each is a different concern for self-importance: conceit an 

excluding interest in your own excellence or superiority, hyper-autonomy an insistence 

on authoring or originating yourself, domination a desire to be the controller or creator of 

other people’s selves and lives, and grandiosity a self-inflating and overreaching ambition. 

Humility, as the absence of this or that dysfunctional self-concern, is likewise four 

distinct virtues if, as I have been suggesting, humility is the absence of one or another 

vice of pride. Until philosophical analysis reveals the differences, it may not seem that 

humility comes in these special kinds, since we lack distinct names for many of these 

virtues in English. In explaining how each of these kinds of humility is a virtue, I have 

proposed that it enables the functioning of some other virtue. Humility is a sort of 

servant-virtue, inasmuch as it serves and facilitates more substantive virtues. Thus the 

humility that is the absence of conceit opens the way for generosity of spirit and the 

epistemic virtue of wonder; the humility that is the absence of hyper-autonomy opens the 

way for gratitude; the humility that is the absence of domination opens the way to a 

happier mutuality and the sincere promotion of others’ potential; the humility that is the 

absence of grandiosity opens the way to virtuous aspiration and achievement; the 
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humility that is the absence of arrogance removes an obstacle to justice and the respect of 

others.  

The philosophy of virtue aims, among other things, to delineate and distinguish 

the virtues. They work together in the moral life, so that any given excellent action or 

reaction is likely to exemplify more than one of them; but if the task is to say what each 

of them contributes to the action, we must try not to attribute to one virtue what another 

contributes. If we feed on too narrow a diet of more or less concrete cases, we may be 

tempted to include in the analysis of humility the functions of other virtues that humility 

enables. Thus we might think that humility as such is motivated by a concern for others, 

or by a desire to reciprocate benefits, to treat others fairly, by an appreciation of the 

wonders of the natural world, or whatever. On the picture I’m promoting, these concerns 

and the freedom to express them are all benefits and reasons that humility has the status 

of a virtue. But I think it would be sloppy philosophy to attribute such functions to 

humility as such, since these functions all belong essentially to other virtues, such as 

generosity, justice, and wonder. Unless we take a very strong unity of the virtues view, in 

which each has all or many of the properties of the other virtues, we will want to 

individuate the virtues by the function(s) that each uniquely contributes. My proposal 

here is that humility simply as humility has the function(s) of subtracting the vices of 

pride from the structure of human character.  
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3 The Vices of Humility and the Virtues of Pride 

DEEP SHAME, DEFEATIST LETHARGY, and PUSILLANIMITY; SELF-RESPECT, 

SECURE AGENCY, AND ASPIRATION.  

When David Hume speaks of humility in his Treatise, he has in mind an emotion 

very much like what we call shame.13 In Hume’s vocabulary, humility and pride are 

strongly contrasting passions: Pride is a good feeling about yourself because of your 

association with something excellent (say, your beautiful house, a record of achievements, 

and a set of good qualities of mind), while humility is a bad feeling about yourself 

because of your association with something that seems dishonorable (say, a dirty, 

decaying house in a slum neighborhood, a criminal record, and a lack of skills). Hume 

thinks of humility as a passion —  an emotion that you feel at a given moment, and then 

possibly don’t feel for a long time. He doesn’t think of it as a trait.  

But we are now reflecting about virtues and vices, and these are dispositions, not 

feelings. The first definition of humility in the Oxford English Dictionary treats it as a 

disposition. Humility is “the quality of being humble or having a lowly opinion of 

oneself; meekness, lowliness, humbleness: the opposite of pride or haughtiness.” This is 

not a very good definition of humility in general, certainly not of humility as a virtue, but 

it does put into words one of the concepts of humility as a vice, and it connects nicely 

                                                
13 See Treatise, Book II, Part 1, Section II. For example, “Every valuable quality of the mind, whether of 
the imagination, judgment, memory or disposition, wit, good sense learning, courage justice integrity; all 
these are the cause of pride: and their opposites of humility.” “Thus Pride is a certain satisfaction in 
ourselves, on account of some accomplishment or possession, which we enjoy: Humility, on the other hand, 
is a dissatisfaction with ourselves, on account of some defect or infirmity” (Hume, Dissertation on the 
Passions, Section II). 
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with the passion that Hume mentions. If you have a low opinion of your value, you’re 

likely to be susceptible to feelings of shame. One of the vices of humility, then, is a 

pervasive disposition to think and feel yourself to be worthless. It is a chronic and 

implicit sense of being, in the words of the homie Bandit, bueno para nada, good for 

nothing. This soul-theme, this basso ostinato of self-contempt, may be overlaid by 

posturing and bravado, but these are really expressions of despair. 

So I call this vice deep shame. Some may find the word ‘vice’ unnecessarily harsh, 

feeling a diagnosis of pathology more appropriate. But I want to use the language of 

virtue and vice quite inclusively. For example, it is not a necessary condition of a trait’s 

being a vice that its possessor be blameworthy for having acquired it. We can distinguish 

vices that invite anger from ones that invite pity, and deep shame belongs clearly to the 

latter group. The virtue of pride that corresponds to deep shame (see the Table) is self-

respect. It is in the same mode (perceived value of self) as the vice of pride that we call 

conceit.  

Gregory Boyle is a Jesuit priest who works with gang members in Los Angeles. 

He is the founder of Homeboy Industries, a group of businesses expressly created to 

provide jobs for former gang members. Boyle sees the intimate connection between self-

respect and another virtue of pride that I call secure agency — an implicit and explicit 

sense of one’s ability to act well and effectively. He tells a story about Bandit, the homie 

I just mentioned. Bandit’s daughter is going off to college to study forensic psychology, 

and he is concerned about her and asks Father Greg (known as “G-Dog” to the homies) to 

give her a send-off blessing. After the ceremony, when everybody is preparing to go 

home, Bandit hangs back in the parking lot. Boyle says to him,  
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“Can I tell you something, dog? …. “I give you credit for the man 

you’ve chosen to become; I’m proud of you.” 

“Sabes qué?” he says, eyes watering. “I’m proud of myself. All my life, 

people called me a lowlife, a bueno para nada. I guess I showed ’em.” 

I guess he did.  

And the soul feels its worth (Tattoos on the Heart 197–198). 

“The soul feels its worth” is a line from the Christmas carol “O Holy Night”, sung by G-

dog’s mother (p. 196). “Long lay the world in sin and error pining — ’til He appeared 

and the soul felt its worth.” 

Bandit suffered from the kind of “humility” I’m calling deep shame, and through 

the work of G-dog and the community at Homeboy Industries began to get free of this 

vice and has made something of himself, even to the point that he has a daughter going to 

college — a first in the entire known history of the family and the neighborhood. In his 

book of stories about the homies and his ministry to them, Boyle emphasizes the role of 

unwavering welcoming loving regard for these people, a number of whom are very tough 

criminals and even murderers. The usual reaction to them by “respectable” people fear 

and loathing as toward dangerous and hideous members of an alien species, not really 

human beings. That deep shame takes root in their souls should come as no surprise. 

The vice of pride that we call vanity is a concern to be adulated, admired, and 

celebrated that fails to appreciate the claim to personhood of the appointed admirer. As 

such it’s a socially isolating social state of mind. (Perhaps it’s called vanity because the 

sought relation to the other is empty of human excellence or spiritual value.) It is true that 

to satisfy the vain person’s appetite for admiration, the admirer must be perceived as 
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having status, but status is not the same as humanity. Consider Rosamond Vincy in 

George Eliot’s Middlemarch. In the following description she is thinking about Tertius 

Lydgate, a handsome young physician who has recently arrived in town and whom 

Rosamond takes to be of higher social rank than any of the eligible bachelors of 

Middlemarch.  

Rosamond, in fact, was entirely occupied not exactly with Tertius Lydgate 

as he was in himself, but with his relation to her; and it was excusable in a 

girl who was accustomed to hear that all young men might, could, would 

be, or actually were in love with her, to believe at once that Lydgate could 

be no exception. His looks and words meant more to her than other men's, 

because she cared more for them: she thought of them diligently, and 

diligently attended to that perfection of appearance, behavior, sentiments, 

and all other elegancies, which would find in Lydgate a more adequate 

admirer than she had yet been conscious of (Middlemarch, chapter 16).  

So Rosamond exemplifies a vice that consists in intense concern (“need”?) for positive 

regard (to use a conveniently reductive term that possibly obscures an important 

distinction), and she has this in common with Bandit. Bandit’s deep shame is also a need 

for “positive regard,” though in the depths of his pathology he might not admit the need.  

 Note Boyle’s generosity; it contrasts with a kind of stinginess with credit that is 

associated with arrogance; if arrogance involves a preoccupation with one’s own 

entitlements, such generosity is an attentiveness to others’ entitlements. Boyle’s concern 

reaches out, taking the initiative, lights up with the joy of pride in Bandit’s entitlement to 

credit, and performs the pleasurable action of giving him that credit. Note how the word 
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‘chosen’ stress’s Bandit’s entitlement. Humility is at work supporting Boyle’s generosity 

as his attention points away from himself and toward Bandit. And supporting this 

humility is Boyle’s virtue of pride that I call entitlement serenity. Contrast cases of 

concern for credit and competition with others for it that we so frequently see. In Father 

Boyle the notions of entitlement and credit are subordinated to a project of fellowship, a 

communing of spirits.  

Boyle’s unwavering compassionate regard for Bandit and others like him aims to 

help them feel their worth, and so become more human, more excellent, more responsive 

people. It aims to elicit from them a reciprocating respect and love similar to the respect 

and love that elicits it. By contrast, the admiration and adulation that Rosamond hungers 

for will not have such an effect on her, and her vanity is such that even if she met with 

real love she would probably construe it as the kind of status-conferring admiration that 

her vanity seeks. (This seems to be in fact the way she responds to Lydgate’s love.) Thus 

her vanity makes her resistant to love — even more resistant, one might think, than the 

criminals with whom Gregory Boyle works. This contrast is reminiscent of the Gospels. 

The concern that’s constitutive of vanity is for praise and admiration that are “empty” of 

mutuality, reciprocity, gratitude, and the bond of friendship; and it aims at a kind of 

personal importance that is similarly void. That’s what sets the vicious concern of vanity 

apart from Bandit’s craving for affirmation and credit. The concern that is satisfied in the 

virtues of self-respect and self-confidence is for an intrinsically social kind of importance, 

a concern to be included in a fellowship where there is no thought of exclusion of some 

from the fellowship, or of possessing comparatively greater importance than some others. 
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Boyle’s interaction with Bandit in the parking lot is emblematic of his ministry: “I 

give you credit for the man you’ve chosen to become; I’m proud of you.” And Bandit 

accepts the credit and affirms that he’s proud of himself. This pride is an expression and 

instigator of the virtue of self-respect rather than of the vice of vanity or conceit. At least 

that is so from all that we know. Bandit is very glad to have been credited, by someone 

who knows him, with having done something important and good. But as far as we know, 

his pride is not a preoccupation with his own excellence, as in the case of the great-souled 

man, nor does it involve his feeling contempt for others. I think that in some people what 

begins as a humanizing pride transmogrifies, with time and neglect of moral self-

vigilance, into vanity and other vices of pride. But there is nothing necessary about that 

deplorable development, and the difference is stark between the virtue of self-respect or 

secure agency and the vices of conceit, vanity, or hyper-autonomy.  

David McCullough reports of President Harry Truman a generous humility 

similar to Greg Boyle’s.  

More than once in his presidency, [Harry] Truman would be remembered 

saying it was remarkable how much could be accomplished if you didn’t 

care who received the credit.14  

McCullough reports this in the context of Truman’s insisting that the European Recovery 

Plan to rebuild the economies of Europe after World War II be named after George 

Marshall rather than himself. Truman was a pretty self-confident person, someone who 

had a good sense of his own worth and ability to do things, and so had the virtue of pride 

that I call entitlement serenity — a sufficiently strong sense of himself as not to need to 

                                                
14 Truman. New York: Simon and Schuster, 1992, p. 564. 
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be seeking credit and other entitlements, and thus an ability to keep his eye more on what 

needed to be done than on his own glorification in what he got done. It seems to me that 

such inattention to self is characteristic of the virtues of self-respect, self-confidence, 

independence, entitlement serenity, and others in their most mature forms. Mature pride 

is self-secure but not self-preoccupied. This is what enables virtuous pride to support 

humility, and even to look like it. Each of these virtues of pride is a disposition to 

construe oneself in a complimentary and satisfying way: as honorable, as competent, as 

entitled to this or that. But the construal is dispositional — not often reflectively 

exemplified — and submerged by other concerns, for example, Boyle’s concern for the 

homies and Truman’s concern to help the world run smoothly and avert further human 

disaster in Europe. 

Greg Boyle’s encouraging words to Bandit about the credit he deserves, and 

Bandit’s joy in receiving that credit, are contextually justified. Presumably, Bandit’s self-

concept remains fragile, so it’s a good pastoral thing to reinforce what entitlement 

serenity he has by giving him the credit he’s entitled to. A person with deeper serenity in 

this regard wouldn’t need this particular pastoral attention. The pastor might then focus 

with Bandit on the achievements of his daughter.  

Deep shame is closely connected with the vice that I call defeatist lethargy, and 

also with pusillanimity. Tara Smith has defeatist lethargy or pusillanimity (small-

mindedness) in mind when she writes of humility,  

Typically, the humble person does not want very much. She is content 

with a minimal standard of living, or job, or romance, and satisfies herself 

with relatively low-level needs and aims (Smith, 78).  
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The pusillanimous person is short on aspiration, and the lethargic defeatist feels 

powerless to do anything worthwhile. The Reverend Camden Farebrother of Eliot’s 

Middlemarch is a nice example of pusillanimity. He is a minor clergyman, reputed by the 

liberal-minded to be a very good moral preacher and a very good man, but thought by the 

evangelicals to insist too little on Christian doctrine. He supports himself, his mother, his 

elder sister, and his mother’s sister on a small income, so he is often in need of the money 

that he wins at whist or billiards, though he doesn’t feel right about supplementing his 

income in these ways. Farebrother has shown Lydgate, the new doctor in Middlemarch, 

his fine collection of fauna. An anencephalous monster in Farebrother’s collection 

catches Lydgate’s eye, and he trades it to him for some sea-mice in spirits.  

 Nicolas Bulstrode, the domineering evangelical banker in town, wants Lydgate to 

manage a new hospital that he’s building, and Lydgate very much wants to do it, but 

Bulstrode insists that he support the election of an evangelical preacher against 

Farebrother as salaried chaplain of the hospital, thus depriving Farebrother of a nice 

opportunity for some financial relief and a consequent improvement in his pastoral 

behavior. Thus, in the interest of his medical mission Lydgate reluctantly casts the 

decisive vote for the evangelical Tyke. The next time they meet,  

Mr. Farebrother met him with the same friendliness as before. … the Vicar 

of St. Botolph's had certainly escaped the slightest tincture of the Pharisee, 

and by dint of admitting to himself that he was too much as other men 

were, he had become remarkably unlike them in this — that he could 

excuse others for thinking slightly of him, and could judge impartially of 

their conduct even when it told against him. 
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 “The world has been too strong for me, I know,” he said one day to 

Lydgate. “But then I am not a mighty man — I shall never be a man of 

renown. The choice of Hercules is a pretty fable; but Prodicus makes it 

easy work for the hero, as if the first resolves were enough. … I suppose 

one good resolve might keep a man right if everybody else’s resolve 

helped him.”  

The Vicar’s talk was not always inspiriting: he had escaped being a 

Pharisee, but he had not escaped that low estimate of possibilities which 

we rather hastily arrive at as an inference from our own failure. Lydgate 

thought that there was a pitiable infirmity of will in Mr. Farebrother 

(Middlemarch, chapter 19) 

In the Finale of Middlemarch we learn that the proud Lydgate succumbs, under the press 

of social circumstances created by his wife’s vanity and snobbery, to a similar infirmity 

of will, a similar smallness of mind or pusillanimity, as he advances toward the age at 

which we meet Farebrother in this passage. Both, otherwise quite virtuous, men fail in the 

end to exemplify steadfastly the virtue of pride that I’m calling aspiration. And Eliot’s 

novel is a masterful depiction of the difficulties that life throws in the way of those who 

would exhibit that virtue over the long haul.  

The gang members, former gang members, and potential gang members with 

whom Father Boyle works come from homes and neighborhoods that tend to breed, not 

just pusillanimity, but deep shame and defeatist lethargy. Youth workers and teachers 

have nominated “Vanessa,” a teenager from such a neighborhood who is clearly escaping 

the grip of these vices of humility, as a moral exemplar and community leader. She has 



 25 

co-founded an intramural basketball league for adolescent peers. Kevin S. Reimer and M. 

Kyle Matsuba quote the following words of Vanessa from an interview: 

I recently began to realize that I’m significant to society. I don’t want to 

be like, “ooh I’m great,” but it’s nice to know that I matter and people care 

about me and I can pass that down. All the blessings I’ve been given, I can 

give to others and I think that’s pretty cool. It says that I pretty much care 

about people and I care about who they are. … I wouldn’t have realized 

who I am if someone hadn’t signaled that I was special, that God loved me. 

It’s this chain of reactions — if you become aware of other people, then 

it’s beneficial to everyone. It makes a big difference and it’s so important, 

because if you’re not noticing what other people are doing, it’s like living 

time bombs; they don’t realize how wonderful they are and how important 

they are to other people. If no one took the time to tell me, I’d be the same 

way. … I’m proud of the fact that I’m thankful for what I have. That I‘ve 

gone through what I have, even when I have struggles. There are so many 

things I don’t like about myself, but I do like how I’m positive. I would 

not appreciate things if I didn’t. That says that I’m pretty caring and 

compassionate to others. If you aren’t, you’re wasting your time and 

energy. No matter what happens, it gives you the encouragement to go 

on.15   

                                                
15 Kevin S. Reimer and M. Kyle Matsuba, “A Modest Polemic for Virtuous Pride” in Van Slyke, James A., 
Peterson, Gregory, and Brown, Warren S., eds. Routledge Studies in Religion : Theology and the Science of 
Morality : Virtue Ethics, Exemplarity, and Cognitive Neuroscience. New York, NY, USA: Routledge, 2012, 
pp. 61–82, p. 61–62. I’m grateful to Reimer and Matsuba for prompting me, by their paper, to begin 
thinking of virtuous humility in its connection with virtuous pride.  
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Vanessa here construes herself and speaks about herself in very positive terms, against a 

background of Christian metaphysics. She is moving towards mature self-respect and 

secure agency. She has a strong sense of her own value and of her ability to affect the 

world she lives in for good, and she conceives that good in part as lifting some of her 

community members out of deep shame: “they don’t realize how wonderful they are.” 

She aspires to make something of herself; she’s neither grandiose nor small-minded, but 

expresses the virtue of pride that I call aspiration on the Table of Vices and Virtues. She 

is not conceited like Aristotle’s megalopsychos. Her speech is permeated with 

expressions of gratitude, which presupposes the humility that is the absence of hyper-

autonomy; her new-found sense of her importance is generous and socially qualified. She 

is very self-focused in this speech, but she expresses no contempt for anybody, and, if she 

thinks herself superior to others who are less self-confident or grateful, she does not 

stress that superiority or seem to get satisfaction from her superiority as such. Her pride 

seems to be entirely of the virtuous kind. Vanessa is a fine exemplar of virtuous 

adolescent pride.  

However, I would stress its adolescence. If at the age of 50 she is as excited and 

voluble about herself as in this speech, I think we’ll worry about her maturity. As Greg 

Boyle ministered to Bandit’s fragile pride with explicit crediting, Vanessa ministers to 

her own fragile pride in this speech. We hope that at age 50 her self-admiration has 

quieted down and become implicit self-respect, self-confidence, and secure agency, a 

family of submerged complimentary self-construals. She will not be less knowledgeable 

about her virtues, but she’ll be less focused on them. Her focus, if she has matured in her 
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virtues of pride, will be on her projects, on other people’s improvements, and on the glory 

of God to whom she expresses such gratitude even in her adolescence. 

 

4 Conclusion 

 Virtues and vices are connected with and disconnected from one another in a 

variety of ways that come to light, often, only when we expressly treat them together and 

insist on making clear to ourselves their relations to one another. It’s very unlikely that a 

deep understanding of them will emerge from studies that treat virtues individually and in 

isolation. This paper is only a rough sketch with a few areas filled in with a bit more 

detail. But I have begun to sketch connections and disconnections among the members of 

the humility-pride family, a very important family of traits for moral and epistemic 

psychology.16  

 

                                                
16 This paper has profited from comments I received at Fresno Pacific University, and 
especially from conversations with Scott Cleveland. 


