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Abstract  
 

This paper aims to establish a conception of humility which can be of use in nurturing 

interpersonal relationships of intrinsic value. The conception of humility asserted herein is a 

doxastic one that demands that an individual make an as-accurate-as-possible estimation of 

her knowledge, merits, and accomplishments in relation to others, in relation to the totality of 

knowledge, merits, and accomplishments, both actual and possible, of humankind, and in 

relation to an ideal. This paper asserts that humility consists of both a cognitive and an 

attitudinal component. The necessary cognitive component is an acknowledgment of the 

presence of great unknowable mysteries at play in every situation and every interaction 

between persons, which is further specified as the acknowledgment of the unknowability of 

the inner lives and consciousnesses of others. It is asserted that the attitudinal component of 

humility must result from the cognitive component and consists in keeping this 

acknowledgment consciously in mind in interactions in personal relationships and adopting 

actions and responses to others which are congruent with this acknowledgement. The 

conception of humility advocated in this paper takes points from the traditional Jewish 

conception of humility as presented by Daniel M. Nelson, a later account as formulated by 

the Jewish philosopher Martin Buber as well the more recent accounts of humility asserted by 

André Comte-Sponville, Julia Driver, G. Alex Sinha, J.L.A Garcia and Aaron Ben-Ze’ev.  
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Introduction  
 

Who is a humble person? When we hear the word humility, the image of a monk or a 

hermit may come to mind. Or perhaps we think of someone like Jesus or the Dali Lama. But 

what exactly is it that makes for a humble person? Is it a person who recognizes their 

intellectual limits? One who shows regard for others? A person who does not make claims to 

deserving much in life? One who sees everyone as their equal? Whatever humility is, is it 

something we should strive for? The question I would like to address here is: Why should we 

be humble in our relations with others and how can we do this? How can humility in 

relationships enrich oneself and others?  

There are some difficulties in writing about the topic of humility, the most prominent 

one being that the term is used in different ways by different people. Humility, however it is 

used, can have different dimensions and different expressions. Does it require simply acting a 

certain way or perhaps holding certain beliefs? Often, the terms ‘humility’ and ‘modesty’ are 

used interchangeably. For the purpose of this paper, I will consider the terms ‘modesty’ and 

‘humility’ to be interchangeable unless otherwise specified1. 

In addition to the difficulties in pinning down a definition of humility that everyone 

agrees on, George Schlesinger points out a further oddity with this seemingly elusive virtue. 

“Not only does no consensus about the correct definition exist but in numerous cases where 

we have a full physical description of an act or a set of acts, it is impossible to determine 

whether we have before us a manifestation of humility or the lack of it” (Schlesinger 1993; 

5).  

I will start by briefly addressing the issue of whether humility should be considered a 

virtue or not.  I will then present the theoretical and practical sides of humility. I will continue 

by outlining what I mean by each of the components I see as necessary for true humility. 

                                                           
1 Some philosophers however make a slight distinction between the two. Julia Driver for instance sees some difference between these two 

terms. (Driver 2001; 114) For a critique of Driver’s account, see: Garcia 2006; 419.  

Furthermore, the term ‘modesty’ is often used to describe religious ideas about how women should dress and behave. This seems to be a 

conception of modesty which is entirely unrelated to the subject of this paper.  

For the purpose of this paper, I will generally avoid the use of the word ‘modesty’ unless quoting someone who uses it. I will consider 

‘modesty’ and ‘humility’ to be synonyms unless otherwise stated. 
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Namely, what cognitive state is required, what attitude one must adopt and what motivations 

are acceptable for adopting this attitude. This will be followed by a presentation of several 

accounts of humility which I believe have something to offer in building my own conception. 

In doing this I will present material from the Jewish religious tradition which has something 

very important to say about humility. I will identify what works in these accounts for 

enriching interpersonal relationships2 and which we should thus take with us, and what needs 

to be left behind. Then, I will present an account which is closest to the one I advocate, and I 

will identify the points where it falls short of my definition of this virtue. Finally, I will 

present my own definition of true humility which is free of the problems identified in the 

other accounts and discuss how this account can enrich our personal relationships.  

On my view, a humble person must recognise the limits of her knowledge about other 

people; no matter how well we know another, we can never know her consciousness and 

inner life. A conception of humility that can be of use to us in interpersonal relationships is 

one that requires us to do the work involved in gaining self-knowledge and making an 

accurate estimation of our own knowledge, merits, and accomplishments. In making accurate 

estimations of these things, we develop an accurate self-image, which we can share with 

others in intimate3 relationships. We must know ourselves as accurately as possible in order 

to bring our whole person to our relationships. We must keep mind that we can never fully 

know another person; if we do not recognise this fact, we are objectifying the other person 

and are thus unable to have an authentic, intimate relationship. When we bring all our 

knowledge of ourselves, including our limits, to our relationships, we meet the other person 

in her uniqueness, and an authentic, intimate relationship between two equally dynamic 

human beings is possible.  

 

The Virtue of Humility  
 

We can distinguish between humility as an intellectual virtue and as a moral virtue. 

As an intellectual virtue, humility has an epistemic basis, it is a cognitive state. We must be 

aware of the fact that our knowledge has limits, even if we are not able to specify exactly 

                                                           
2 Besides interpersonal relationships with friends and family, humility can even be useful in professional relationships, however, specifically 

professional relationships are not the topic of this paper.  
3 The word ‘intimate’ as used in this paper, should not be understood as referring exclusively to relationships of a sexual nature. ‘Intimate’, 

as I used it in this paper refers to all relationships of a close, personal nature including friendships and family relationships.  
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where these limits lie. Even if we are the best in our field, we must still be aware that there is 

much that we do not know, and we have to acknowledge that our knowledge is scant 

compared the vast amount of potential knowledge in the universe. It is always possible that a 

new discovery could render all our expert knowledge obsolete on any given subject. It is also 

the case that a person not as learned as we are may still have something to teach us. 

Furthermore, we are unable to ever know the inner lives and consciousnesses of others, no 

matter how well we think we know them.  

On the other hand, humility as a moral virtue is related to our interactions with other 

people. As a moral virtue there are many different conceptions of humility. Some conceive of 

humility as an underestimation of our merits, meaning that we either purposely downplay our 

merits and make less of them than they are or that we inadvertently underestimate our merits 

out of ignorance of their value (Driver 2001).  This underestimation may be made privately to 

ourselves, publicly in front of others, or both. Others conceive of humility as having a low 

opinion of oneself as a person, or of one’s rank or status (Flanagan 1996; 176). Still others 

claim that the mark of humility is a lack of self-assertion, being conscious of one’s deficits, 

(Richards 2001; 816-817) or of simply being unconcerned with others’ opinions (Roberts & 

Wood 2003; 261). Within these conceptions, the question of motivation for these behaviours 

comes up and is seen as an essential determinant of whether one possesses true humility or 

false humility. Still others, such as James Kellenberger, see a grain of truth in all of these 

conceptions and thus conceive of humility as a polythetic concept, which as such, has no 

“necessary and sufficient” condition, but rather denotes a variety of instances that show a 

family resemblance (Kellenberger 2010; 324).  

On my view, the basis for humility as a moral virtue is humility as an epistemic 

virtue. In its most fundamental conception, epistemic humility is the knowledge of the 

existence of limits to our knowledge and abilities, and our consciousness of the approximate 

placement of those limits within the entirety of existing and potential knowledge. It is also the 

acknowledgment that our knowledge and understanding may be limited in comparison to 

others. This is an intellectual virtue because it permits us to increase our knowledge and 

understanding of truth. This is the basis for humility as a moral virtue in that, all forms of 

non-humble social behaviour are based on a lack of intellectual humility about one thing or 

another, and thus further detract from our ability to acquire knowledge and understanding of 

the truth of the world, and thus from our ability to have enriching interpersonal relationships.  
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From the Jewish perspective, the virtue of humility is understood to be the one 

indispensable human quality which is prerequisite for the acquisition of prophetic inspiration. 

(Schlesinger 1993; 4) Knowledge from the divine cannot be transmitted to one lacking in 

humility. Even in secular terms, the idea is straight forward, and relatively uncontroversial: a 

person who thinks she knows it all, is not able to learn. We need to acknowledge the lacunae 

in our knowledge before we can start to fill them. In this way, I see humility as being 

incompatible with the ignorance of our own ignorance. We must know of our own ignorance, 

or at least acknowledge it as a possibility in order to be humble.  

Humility’s status as a virtue has been called into question many times. Certain 

thinkers, among them Nietzsche, would even consider humility a vice to be eradicated. 

(Nietzsche 1976; 31) The Jewish tradition is however clear: humility is a virtue of which one 

can never have enough. The medieval Jewish philosopher Moses Maimonides went so far as 

to claim that the ideal amount of humility has no limit - the more, the better. (Schlesinger 

1993; 4) Therefore, it remains to determine how much humility is virtuous, but for the 

purpose of this paper, I assume that humility is a virtue without examining its ideal quantity.  

All of the accounts that I will present here see humility as a virtue and I will follow 

these accounts in seeing it that way as well. Accepting it as a virtue, we can go on to examine 

its components: the cognitive state required for it, and the attitude which must be adopted as 

the result of that cognitive state. Before doing so, I will say a bit about the theoretical and 

practical ways in which we can think about humility.  

 

Humility in Theory 
 

Humility can be seen as a mid-point between two extremes, a virtue which lies 

between two vices. At one extreme, we have arrogance and on the other, self-deprecation and 

servility. Arrogance is characterised by a failure or refusal to acknowledge that one can learn 

from others, combined with an over-blown estimation of oneself and one’s accomplishments. 

At the other extreme we see persons who have an unrealistically low estimation of 

themselves and their merits, combined with the belief that they have little or nothing of value 

to contribute to the world and little or nothing to teach others.  
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Humility in Practice 
 

The extremes of arrogance and self-deprecation or servility in a person make for 

difficulties in interpersonal relationships. Later on, I will consider the problematic of the 

vices of arrogance, self-deprecation, and servility.  I will explain how they lead to the 

dehumanisation of oneself or others, prevent intimacy and authenticity and, as my 

presentation of Martin Buber and Jean-Paul Sartre4’s works will show, allow us to only have 

relationships with others as if they, or we, were less than they/we really are (Buber 1937; 

Sartre 1943). I believe that these extremes prevent intimacy and stunt personal growth.  

  Most would agree that it is neither easy nor desirable to be in a friendship with 

someone who thinks they know everything worth knowing and who sees others has having 

little or nothing of value to contribute to the world. Relationships involving the arrogant are 

reminiscent of what the philosopher Martin Buber calls I-It relationships, relations between a 

person and an object. (Buber 1937) The other person’s full humanity and uniqueness are 

denied, and she is valued only for her ability to fill a specific role, perhaps that of allowing 

the arrogant person to maintain his illusion of undeserved superiority. This of course limits 

both people in the relationship.  

Nor is it pleasant to be around someone who seriously undervalues themselves and 

sees themselves as someone who, having nothing valuable of their own to contribute to the 

world, is merely there to serve and please others and always feels inferior and thus highly 

insecure. Such a person is lacking in self-respect and thus, it is hard for others to respect 

them. I believe that paradoxically, such people are often aware of the effect they have on 

others and in trying to counter this, often display arrogance, which then leads to the same 

problems associated with arrogance.  

I assert that the balance point in between these two undesirable extremes is humility. 

On my view, humility has a cognitive component and an attitudinal component. Both of these 

components are necessary because, as we will see, one component being in place in the 

absence of the other does not make for true humility. First, I will discuss the cognitive 

                                                           
4 All citations of Jean-Paul Sartre, André Comte-Sponville, and Alexandra Marion were originally written in French, and are my own 

French to English translations.   
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component of humility, or rather, what it is that we have to believe or know in order to be 

humble. Then, I will move on to discuss the attitudinal component.  

The Cognitive Component  
 

My conception can be considered a doxastic account of humility, meaning that I see 

the presence of humility as being based in the presence of a certain belief, namely, the belief 

that there are limits to one’s knowledge, and furthermore that there are limits to the human 

capacity for knowledge, and that these limits are not far off when seen in the context of the 

entirety of facts about the universe and beyond the universe, in other words, the belief that 

unsolvable mysteries are at play and that in every situation and in every interaction, there are 

necessarily a myriad of facts and possibilities of which we are ignorant.   

As regards accomplishments, the belief in question is that however great our 

accomplishment, it is but an insignificant event when considered in the context of all of the 

accomplishments of humankind throughout the ages. Regarding qualities like compassion, 

the belief would be that what compassion one has shown on any given occasion, or even all 

the compassion one has shown in one’s entire life and could ever show, is but a drop in the 

ocean compared to all the compassion that has ever been shown, will ever be shown, and 

needs to be shown but is not, and that the extent of this possible or actual compassion, cannot 

be known. These beliefs are therefore comparative. We are comparing ours with the entirety 

of knowledge or accomplishments, and with the entirety and even an ideal amount of a 

certain quality.  

I assert that furthermore, we must even compare ourselves to others. In this way, 

humility means recognizing that others, no matter who they are, may very well know better 

than we do on any given subject. Even if we are an expert in our field and they are not, they 

may still have something very valuable to contribute. We must also recognize that just 

because a person does not know exactly what we know, they may possess vast amounts of 

knowledge on other subjects. Likewise, just because they have not accomplished what we 

have, they have surely accomplished many things that we could not accomplish. We must 

also be aware that the performance of a specific task might be a great accomplishment for 

someone else, while for us, it is not such a grand feat. We never know what others know, 

what they are capable of, or what stops them from achieving what we achieve. I believe that 

at the most basic level, we must be consciously aware of the fact that we simply do not know 
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others since we can never have access to their inner lives and their past. This may be 

considered so obvious a point that we may forget the importance of it for interpersonal 

relationships. If we’re not aware of this fact however, our relationships can be damaged by 

our objectification of other people, as I will discus later.  

The Attitudinal Component  
 

The attitudinal component, which is based on the cognitive component, is most 

directly relevant for interpersonal relationships. My claim is that recognizing the limits of our 

knowledge is essential for healthy relationships. It is not just that we may annoy others with 

thinking that they have little or nothing to contribute on a given subject. I believe that the real 

danger is that our arrogance may extend to thinking that we know another person better than 

we really do and thinking that we know what is best for them better than they do, even when 

this is not warranted5. This risks us seeing the other person as frozen, a mere object which is 

static and predictable, and this is dehumanising since humans are by nature dynamic and 

capable of spontaneity. We risk reducing the person to certain qualities we think they have 

and seeing these qualities as their essence, or unchangeable nature. We may think that since a 

person has been feeling bad lately that they are just a “negative person” or we know that 

someone failed at something in the past, so we may think that they are incapable of 

succeeding. This leads people to pity others or become patronising.  Furthermore, thinking 

that we necessarily have others “all figured out” prevents us from actually knowing the other 

person and establishing and maintaining an intimate relationship with them. Intimacy requires 

two complex human beings knowing each other on a deep level. This is impossible if we’re 

unwilling or unable to set aside our own conceptions of the person and learn from them and 

about them. Additionally, not keeping in mind that we cannot possibly know the full extent of 

another’s emotional state, goals, desires, fears and thought processes, even if they have 

shared some of this information with us, prevents us from expanding our view of people in 

general and thus of ourselves. This perpetuates ignorance and ignorance of ignorance and 

keeps us from becoming even more humble, which damages our ability to be in healthy 

relationships.   

                                                           
5 There are of course specific cases in which it is warranted to assume that we know someone else better than she knows herself. In many 

cases, however, it’s not so clear. Often, this can simply be a matter of practical judgement on a case by case basis. We thus need an account 
of when exactly it is warranted to believe that we know another person better than she knows herself, but such an account can be explored in 

another paper.  
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I assert that it is thus not simply the cognitive state of recognising our own limits, but 

the additional attitude that we must take as a result of this state, which constitutes humility. 

We must keep in mind our limits in our interactions with others, we must choose to recognise 

others’ complexity, uniqueness, and dynamism and we must show the person that we 

recognise this by being sensitive to how we respond to and interact with them, so that they 

are able to trust us, grow and change as people, and become more knowledgeable. This will 

also help others to become more humble themselves, which will not only further improve 

their relationship with us, but with other people as well.  

Conceptions of Humility  
 

Let us look now at some conceptions of humility, each of which I believe has 

something to offer and that we should take with us on our way to defining humility in such a 

way that it can be of practical use to us in our personal relationships. Each account also 

contains some problems which I think are best left out of our final definition for reasons I 

will show when discussing them. I will start with one of the oldest conceptions of humility, 

the Jewish conception which we find in the Hebrew Bible or Tanakh, and the Jewish tradition 

of its interpretation.  

 

Humility Before What or Whom 
 

The Jewish Conception  
 

The idea that humility is based on the knowledge of one’s own limits is supported by 

the ideas of humility in both religious and secular philosophies. In the Jewish tradition, the 

idea is generally that one must recognise one’s place before God, the omnipotent and 

omniscient power. In the case of Judaism, humility is traditionally seen as inseparable from 

religious practice since to be humble means being humble before God.  
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He has told you, O man, what is good,  

And what the Lord requires of you: 

Only to do justice,  

And to love goodness,  

And to walk modestly with your God; 

Then will your name achieve wisdom.  

 (Tanakh, JPS, Micah 6:8) 

 

Daniel M. Nelson for one, specifically claims that the virtue of humility, as 

traditionally conceived within Judaism, cannot be separated from religiosity. His specific 

grounding for this view is that the Jewish conception of humility is not congruent with the 

moral reason associated with Kant and Rawls, since this view distorts the specifically Jewish 

conception of humility. (Nelson 1985; 299) According to Nelson, one cannot make the 

distinction between morality and religiosity in Judaism, and this is true specifically in the 

case of humility, since to be humble on this view means to acknowledge God. (Nelson 1985; 

300). Contrary to what some philosophers, like Ronald M. Green claim, Nelson claims that 

the Jewish view of humility cannot be reduced to a “method of relying upon principles to 

which all parties to dispute might freely agree” (Nelson 1985; 299). In other words, the value 

of morality is not instrumental, in that it, and moral virtues like humility, can simply be used 

as tools to settle disputes and thus get along with other people.  

We can say that on this conception, the main idea is that humility means knowing that 

there is a higher power which we can never know and should never claim to be able to know. 

This is an essential point in the Jewish conception that I believe needs to be included in our 

final definition. The disadvantage of this viewpoint is, as Nelson claims, that it is only open 

to the practitioner of religion.  

A Jewish account of humility which might be more palatable can be found in the 

work of the Jewish philosopher Martin Buber. According to Buber, there are two types of 

relationships, what he calls the I-It relationship and the I-Thou relationship. The I-It 

relationship is an instrumental relationship, wherein we see the other as an object to fulfil 

some need of ours (Buber 1937; 4). One thing that characterises this relationship is that in it, 
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we tend to see other people not as dynamic, living creatures, with minds and inner lives that 

we could never know, but as static objects, fixed in time, a bit like what Jean-Paul Sartre 

called “being in itself” (être en soi)6 (Sartre 1943; 29). Buber does not claim that in our I-It 

relationships, we necessarily conceive of people as completely inanimate objects like rocks 

and such, but that their humanity is still denied since we see them as being something that we 

can know completely, which is impossible since we can never have access to another 

person’s consciousness. This is a bit like the way that Sartre characterises the concept of 

mauvaise foi, or of believing that we are no more than the role we are playing at any moment, 

(Sartre 1943; 81-89) except that we apply this concept to other people instead of ourselves. In 

short, we essentialise people, or see them as having some fixed, unchangeable nature, and do 

not see them for the complex creatures that they are, but rather as quite one-dimensional 

things. These relationships are sometimes necessary in our everyday lives. When we go to a 

shop to buy something, an element which is often present in our interactions is that we tend to 

see the person at the counter as being a mere instrument for our purchase, or we are at least 

not entirely conscious of the fact that they are also complex people like we are. This is fine 

for this type of relationship, but it will not do in more personal relationships and precludes 

intimacy.  

The I-Thou relationship on the other hand is one characterised by interacting with 

other people with the recognition that they are complex, unique individuals who have inner 

lives, feelings, pasts and futures that are inaccessible to us. They are constantly thinking and 

changing, and we do not have access to their inner world. It is only in acknowledging this 

that we can enter into an intimate relationship with another person. We cannot have an 

intimate relationship with an object, nor can we have one with someone who we objectify. 

Intimacy, which requires authenticity, demands that we see the other person as equally 

human and unique as we are. I believe that this is the first important feature needed for a 

conception of humility which can be of use in nurturing personal relationships. We need to 

recognise that, just as there is so much that others can never know about us, since they can 

never have access to our consciousness, there is equally much that we can never know about 

others, no matter how close we are to them.  

Buber’s conception, however, is still religious. He sees the ultimate I-Thou 

relationship as being between a person and God. Every other I-Thou relationship between 

                                                           
6 L’être en soi, or being in itself, is a specifically Sartrien notion. It refers to objects which are not conscious and thus have limited 

possibilities for change. It is not to be understood as the Kantian notion of “things in themselves”, which is something else entirely.  
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people is a way to know God. We know God through these relationships. We have a 

relationship with God only if we are humble enough to acknowledge our own limits and be at 

peace with never fully knowing the other person with whom we are in relation.  

Although a way to know God, our I-Thou relationships with others are not merely 

instrumental for this end, they are not mere “passageways” to God, rather, for Buber, they are 

the very experience of God himself, and thus have intrinsic value. This is the second point I 

wish to take along to a full account of humility in relationships. The attitudinal component of 

humility in a relationship requires that there is no objectification, which is necessary for a 

relationship with intrinsic value. As I mentioned previously in discussing Buber’s conception, 

if there is objectification, then we are not acknowledging all that we do not know about the 

other person’s consciousness and inner life and are thus not conscious of our ignorance.  

Buber’s view sees the importance of recognizing something beyond ourselves and 

beyond our limits of knowledge. He sees that something as God. Because of this, this view 

will not work for those who are irreligious or who would prefer to conceive of humility in an 

irreligious way, but his idea that a true intimate relationship requires the consciousness of 

ignorance means that we cannot objectify another person and this entails that we must see our 

relationship with them as having intrinsic value. This does not mean that relationships can 

never serve any purpose for us. I may acknowledge that my good friend comforts me in times 

of sadness and this comfort serves me, but if I see my friend only an instrument for comfort, 

then I am objectifying her, and thus claiming that I am inherently worth more than she is and 

this is done out of ignorance of her full humanity.  

 

A Secular Account  
 

In both Jewish accounts of humility, we have seen that something beyond ourselves 

must be acknowledged for humility to obtain, and both agree that this something is, in one 

form or another, God. However, I do not believe that we need God to fill this role. There are 

other ways in which we can conceive of something beyond ourselves. The non-religious or 

atheistic person, can feel humility before nature, the universe, or the entirety of what exists, 

has ever existed, or will ever exist, without conceiving of this in a religious way.  

This view is supported by the French philosopher, André Comte-Sponville, an 

avowed atheist, when he states that humility is “the virtue of the man who knows that he is 
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not God”. He calls humility a “flawless lucidity” and says that “it is not ignorance, but rather 

knowledge, our knowledge, of all that we are not.” He claims that it is absurd “to try to 

surpass [the knowledge of] man (…) this is his limit, since it is about a nothingness (un 

néant)” (Comte-Sponville 1995; 237). In other words, it is the virtue of the person who 

knows that she does not, and cannot, know everything. And furthermore that humankind 

cannot surpass its own collective intellectual limits. Although he uses this idea as the first in a 

line of reasoning to draw the conclusion that there is no God, Comte-Sponville seems to be 

making a metaphysical claim here when he speaks of a nothingness being beyond 

humankind’s intellectual reach, though he does not elaborate on what that nothingness is.  

I will not follow him that far, but that is irrelevant for the purpose of this paper. I 

believe that regardless of whether or not one believes in God, the idea that humility is based 

on the knowledge of one’s limits and powers is valid since if one truly did not know or 

acknowledge this, one would be considered arrogant. This something beyond us is the 

underlying feature of the three accounts I’ve just presented: those of Nelson, Buber, and 

Comte-Sponville.  

Regarding the validity of this view, it will not do to claim that one can be honestly 

ignorant that one has some limits, and still be humble, although it is possible that one can be 

ignorant of where exactly these limits lie. Any normally functioning adult person, no matter 

her level of education, must realise that she cannot possibly have limitless knowledge and 

capabilities. If she does not, she is suffering from a mental defect, the examination of which 

can be left to another paper. I assert that this basic acknowledgement is merely the first step 

in being humble, and all normally functioning people should be capable of taking this first 

step. This is required for humility, but it is not sufficient. What I claim here is that the humble 

person must not only know the existence of her intellectual limits but must also be conscious 

of this fact in relationships, it must be readily available for her to spontaneously consider and 

to act upon, if not, she risks objectifying others.  

Already, in the Hebrew Bible, and in the writing of Nelson, we see that the idea of 

humility is inseparable from the acknowledgment of something beyond our intellectual reach: 

God. But also, in the philosophy of Comte-Sponville, we see that it is necessary to 

acknowledge something beyond ourselves. Comte-Sponville, does not specify what this 

‘something’ is. Nevertheless, it seems clear from his definition that we must acknowledge 

that we simply do not and cannot know everything there is to be known, there are some 
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things that simply escape our intellectual grasp. Thus, both of these things before which we 

must humble ourselves are mysterious. It is exactly that, the acknowledgement of mystery, 

mystery which can never be solved by us, which I assert is the necessary cognitive condition 

for humility.  

The mystery which need be acknowledged for humility to obtain can exist on 

different scales. The largest scale is that on which we contemplate things like our place in the 

universe, the existence of things (living and non-living) beyond our universe, the origins of 

everything that exists, what the future holds, etc.  

I maintain that mystery must be acknowledged when thinking about things on smaller 

scales as well, like when thinking about how we have become the person we are. We may 

have the impression that we know quite a bit about how we got to be who we are after all, we 

know where we were born, where we grew up, what our parents were like, we can estimate 

the quality of our schooling, and we can know our socio-economic position in society. 

However, we will never know things like: all the people who have helped us succeed (or 

hindered us from doing so) without our knowing it, the details of the circumstances which 

lead to our parents being who they were, of our growing up in the place and under the 

circumstances that we did, of our being accepted to the university that we did, exactly how 

and to what extent the people around us have influenced us for better or for worse, etc. When 

we examine these things closely, we realise that we really do not know much at all about how 

it came to be that we are who we are. Likewise, when we consider the knowledge that we 

have on a given subject, even if we are an expert, we simply do not know how much 

knowledge we lack.  

When thinking about things like what makes others act the way they do, why another 

person failed where we have succeeded, why others are homeless while we are well off, we 

may be tempted to attribute causes to these things. We can read our own interpretations into 

the actions of others, we can believe that the other failed because she knows less than we do, 

or did not study as much as we did, we can believe that someone is homeless because he is 

lazy or a drunk. This, however, is conjecture. While we might be right about certain things, 

we will never know all that went into the making of others’ misfortunes or achievements, 

actions or inactions. All of our attempts to explain these things inevitably betray our own 

patterns of thinking, points of view, and beliefs, while saying very little about the events we 

think we are talking about.  
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One may point out that there is a difference in the content which I have just presented. 

Meaning that, in thinking about questions like how we have come to be the people that we 

are, what motivates others to do things, etc, we are talking about things that theoretically can 

be known, it just so happens that we do not know them, while in contemplating the origins of 

the universe and the like, there is the possibility that these things are simply beyond the 

human capacity for understanding. That is a good point. However, when we examine these 

smaller scale contemplations, I believe we will find that ultimately, they can all be traced 

back to the larger scale questions mentioned previously and thus, that we cannot ever really 

know the answers to these mysteries in their entirety.  

So, we see that acknowledgement of our limits is necessary for humility, and we have 

seen that this is required for authentic, intimate relationships since it prevents us from 

objectifying the person with whom we are in relation, and therefore allows us to have 

relationships with intrinsic value. The next issue we’ll address is how we should estimate our 

own merits. Even if we acknowledge all that we do not know, we need to know what we need 

to believe about our merits and how our estimations of them affect our relationships.  

Appraising Our Merits  
 

Humility is based in the knowledge that one’s own knowledge and one’s own 

accomplishments are but an insignificant fraction of the totality of potential and actual 

knowledge available (or potentially available) to human beings. Most theories of humility 

agree that we should not overestimate, privately or publicly, our merits. (Flanagan 1996; Foot 

1978/2002; Sinha 2012; Slote 1983) Doing so is generally not viewed as humble 

comportment. Other theories take this a bit further and claim that what is necessary is actually 

an underestimation. (Driver 2001; Sidgwick 1907/1981). 

On my view, humility requires an accurate (as accurate as possible) estimation of 

one’s knowledge and accomplishments, in other words, it must be neither a true 

underestimation, which can be defined as being ignorant of the real value of one’s merits, for 

then it would be based on ignorance of the wrong thing. Nor can it be in the form of someone 

misrepresenting herself as underestimating her merits, in which she would secretly know the 

value of her merits, but claim to herself and/or to others that these merits are less valuable 

than they are, for then it would be based on falsehood.  
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Ignorance Misplaced  
 

The first contemporary account of humility I would like to take up is that of Julia 

Driver, who claims that humility is but an underestimation7 of one’s merits, or good features. 

In other words, one does not give the weight and value to one’s merits that they ought to 

have, one does not realise that one has merits or does not realise how significant or developed 

these merits are. An important question to ask in relation to Driver’s thesis is: in what is such 

an underestimation based? A true underestimation would be based on ignorance, in which 

case one is ignorant of the value or significance of one’s own merits, accomplishments, 

knowledge, or the like. Or one could act dishonestly and falsely claim to have an 

underestimation of one’s merits, wherein one knows the value of one’s merits, but publicly 

claims to underestimate them for some specific purpose, perhaps to spare another’s feelings, 

perhaps to gain some advantage by doing so.  

Driver claims that the underestimation must be based in the former. She claims that 

“modesty is dependent on the epistemic defect of not knowing one’s worth.” (Driver 2001; 

16-17). In other words, she requires us to be ignorant of the value of our merits, which she 

claims leads us to underestimate them, in order to be humble. She specifically rejects that this 

underestimation can be based on dishonesty, claiming that in the case of one who knows her 

own merits, but merely understates them, that “such people exhibit false modesty perhaps, 

but not sincere modesty”. (Driver 2001; 17). Thus, for Driver, the virtue of humility (what 

she calls modesty) is one that not only allows ignorance of our merits, but rather demands it.  

The problem I see with Driver’s account and its requirement of ignorance of one’s 

merits, is that it only gives us the chance to judge a person’s circumstances, not her character, 

since the person in question seems to have no other choice but to act the way that she does. 

The common conception of virtues usually sees them as requiring some conscious choice. For 

instance, in judging whether or not someone is an honest person, we need to see her act 

honestly when she has the option of lying. We need to see her make a conscious and free 

choice to be honest instead of lying. If no such viable option exists, if for example, she 

believes that the person to whom she is speaking already knows the truth, and thus that lying 

would be futile, so she tells the truth, we would not say that she is an honest person. In this 

                                                           
7 An underestimation of one’s merits can be understood as giving less weight, value, or recognition to a merit one possesses than other 

reasonable people would likely give, or of giving less weight, value, or recognition to a merit one possesses when some objective measure 
shows otherwise. A person whose IQ score shows her to be a genius, but who believes that despite this she is unintelligent, would be an 

example.  
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example, we could only conclude that she is not an idiot, she’s well aware that her 

interlocuter knows and has proof of the truth.  

In France, there is an initiative called the Journée de Solidarité, or National Day of 

Solidarity, which since 2004 has been adopted as a national law. It entails that every full-time 

worker in France has to work one day a year (seven hours) with no pay. The money which 

they would have earned on this day goes to help old people through various social 

programmes (Marion; 2019). What can we say about the people (all workers in France) who 

contribute to this initiative? At the national level, we can say that the French are 

compassionate and generous since they have freely chosen to forego seven hours of pay for 

the benefit of old people. At the individual level however, it is hard to attribute these virtues 

to every individual who contributes since, being a national law, contribution is not voluntary. 

Surely there are those who resent this initiative and would rather keep their seven hours of 

pay for themselves, and there are probably others who are indifferent. Shall we call them 

generous since they contribute anyway? Most people would answer in the negative. Since this 

contribution is forced on them by law, they have no other choice but to contribute. If they did 

so freely however, we would say that their actions show compassion and generosity. In 

calling all those who contribute generous, even the resentful, we are in fact decreasing the 

total amount of generosity in the world, since we are making it seem that even those who are 

forced to give something reluctantly are generous. If we are one of the people who reluctantly 

contribute to the Journée de Solidarité, we may overestimate how generous we really are, we 

could then get a satisfaction out of this and not feel the need to examine the areas of our lives 

where our generosity can be improved.  

In Driver’s account of humility, the subject who she considers humble is not being 

forced by any third party to estimate her merits in a certain way. Nevertheless, she is 

constrained in her thinking and actions since she lacks the knowledge necessary to act 

otherwise. Driver’s subject honestly does not know the value of her merits and thus 

underestimates them. The important point here is that Driver’s humble subject is not 

realistically estimating her merits to be small in relation to all the merits of humankind, or in 

relation to what her merits could possibly or ideally be, rather, she is adopting an 

inaccurately small estimation of herself in relation to other people. In doing this she is 

committing the vice of self-deprecation, the problems with which we will explore in the next 

section.  She can thus falsely raise other people’s merits to heights of which they are not 

deserving, since we can assume that being ignorant of her own merits, she might very well be 
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ignorant of the merits of others. Even if she holds an accurate estimate of others’ merits, her 

own underestimation of her own means that she looks up rather than across at them. This 

prevents her from increasing her own knowledge and understanding of the world since she is 

not able to weigh her own, and/or the merits of others, accurately. When she then places her 

own merits below those of others, she runs the risk of a sort of idolatry in respect to others, 

seeing them as larger and more worthy than they are in the grand scheme of things. Such 

idolatry is a form of objectification. She also risks becoming servile to these others whom she 

idolises since she may see their needs and wants as more valid than her own. Self-deprecation 

and servility are vices, and underestimation is not compatible with humility.  

We need to see Driver’s subject be knowledgeable about her merits in relation to 

others, perhaps her merits are more than that of others’, and then we need to see her put her 

merits in proportion to those of humanity as a whole and further, in relation to what her 

merits could possibly be. When she does that, she is making a free choice in doing the work 

involved in arriving at an accurate estimation, and only then can we say that she is humble. 

The free choice involved here is about engaging herself in getting the information necessary 

to make an accurate estimation. If she does not do this, she is guilty of self-deprecation and is 

thus unable to bring her full, authentic self to her personal relationships. She will thus 

objectify herself before others. The reason why we need to have an accurate, or as accurate as 

possible, view of our merits is that we can then more easily identify the genuine lacunae in 

our merits and work to fix them.  

Let us say that everyone that knows me, genuinely thinks that I am generous because I 

regularly donate money to charity, I treat my friends to dinner quite often, and give people 

things that they need whenever I feel I can, without accepting anything in return. If I do not 

know that I am generous, that my actions constitute generosity, then I must either be ignorant 

of what generosity really is, have unrealistically high expectations for how generous I am 

able or ought to be, or else have realistic expectations for my generosity, but not 

acknowledge how far along I’ve come in fulfilling them.  

  In the first case, if I do not know what generosity is, then, first of all, I am unable to 

recognise generosity in others. The implications for my personal relationships here should be 

clear enough. But secondly, if I do not know what generosity is, if I cannot see what actions 

of mine are generous, then I will not be able to see the areas where I am ungenerous and 
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remedy them. Once again, it should be clear why this would pose problems for me in my 

relationships.  

In the second case, if I am holding myself to unrealistically high expectations, then, 

providing that I am not also holding others to comparable expectations, I am placing myself 

above others and seeing myself as superior to them in that I think that I should, without any 

warrant, be held to higher standards than they are. Those we hold to higher standards are 

those who are superior to others. There are higher standards for professionalism set for the 

manager of a company than for the common worker, and we would hold a priest to higher 

standards of piety than we would hold an ordinary churchgoer. In both cases, the manager 

and the priest are in superior positions in the hierarchy of these respective domains. So, 

providing that I am just an ordinary person and not claiming to be the spokesperson for 

generosity, there should be no reason why I should hold myself to higher standards than I 

hold others, in proportion to our respective means of course.  

In the third case, if I know what generosity is and have realistic expectations for my 

own generosity, but do not acknowledge how far I’ve come along on my way to meeting my 

expectations, then I necessarily do not know how far I have left to go and cannot focus on the 

areas in which I am really lacking generosity.  

In all three cases, the lack of the cognitive component of humility, not knowing how 

much I do not know, leads me to not adopt the attitudinal component. I am not able to show 

others that I recognise their uniqueness and dynamism as people, since I am ignorant of this. 

This denies their humanity, or denies my own humanity, which makes my full person 

unavailable to others in intimacy. I am not able to have an authentic relationship since I am 

(at least partially) objectifying myself or others.  

Perhaps someone will object that in defining humility as the acknowledgement of an 

all-permeating mystery, I am advocating that humility be based in ignorance, since mystery 

of course entails ignorance. To say so would be to misunderstand what exactly it is that we 

ought to reject when we talk about ignorance. In Driver’s case, the subject is ignorant of her 

own merits, her own accomplishments, and her own knowledge, which are things that she 

could easily be aware of if only she tried. It is possible for her to gain the knowledge 

necessary to properly estimate her own merits. It is thus her own fault, so to speak that she 

hasn’t. 
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The ignorance that I assert is at the base of humility is not this ignorance, but rather 

the necessary ignorance that we have of everything that we cannot possibly know, which 

includes not only the mysteries of the universe and such, but the mysteries of others’ 

consciousness and inner lives. There is no way that we could expect our subject to know this, 

that is the point, and what I claim is necessary for humility is the acknowledgement of this 

ignorance. My view is supported by Comte-Sponville who claims that humility is “an 

extreme awareness8 of the limits of all virtue, and of oneself”, to him it is an “unfailing 

lucidity”, (Comte-Sponville 1995; 237) and thus, there is no compromising. We must be 

aware of the existence of these limits.  

Perhaps someone will object that in demanding that Driver’s subject not be allowed to 

remain ignorant of her merits and still be humble, I am expecting too much of her, more than 

is reasonable for a normal human being. Perhaps it will be claimed that I am judging her 

guilty of a lack of humility before she has had a fair trial. Perhaps I ought to prove that she is 

not not-humble for some specific reason before claiming this. Some may take pity on her in 

her ignorance and think my assertion that she is not humble is unfair.  

To these objections I reply that, as a virtue, being deemed humble is not comparable 

to a natural right, like freedom, which one is born with and which needs special justification 

to be taken away. Virtues need to be striven after and the recognition of them in ourselves 

and others must be earned by active means. We are not humble by default; we need to think 

and act humbly. That this is so is generally accepted when speaking of other virtues. We 

would not claim that someone is, by default, generous, even though they have never 

performed an act of generosity, we see others as generous when they actually give something. 

One who is compassionate must actually show compassion. Driver’s subject may not 

necessarily be arrogant just because she is not humble, but she is not automatically humble 

either. The fact that she is not acting humbly in my view should not be taken as a value 

judgement against her, just as a statement of fact, she has not acted humbly, therefore she is 

not humble, full stop. She does not have the right to be deemed “humble until proven non-

humble” as one has the legal right to be judged “innocent until proven guilty”. In matters of 

virtues, the burden of proof is on the person in question: prove that you have it when given 

the opportunity, or we will assume that you do not. We do not have to assume that the person 

necessarily possesses some opposing vice, which they should also have to prove somehow 

                                                           
8 Emphasis: mine.  
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before being so judged, but rather, no judgement at all should be made on them until they 

have taken some action that shows where they can be placed on the map of vices and virtues.  

One could propose an account that sees that humility is, effectively, based in 

dishonesty about one’s merits. Such an account would be a non-doxastic account, since there 

is no epistemic requirement, no cognitive component, rather the only requirement is 

behavioural with a further requirement of the behaviour being based on certain motivations. 

In such accounts, one may believe that one’s qualities and accomplishments are significant, 

rightly or wrongly, but one must understate them to others. Driver writes this off as false 

modesty and I agree with her since on these accounts, who could still think oneself as 

superior to others and still be called humble as long as one lied about one’s sense of 

superiority.  

What we should take from Driver’s view, is that the cognitive component of humility, 

consciously acknowledging our limits, must be in place, otherwise the attitudinal component 

will not follow or will be based on some other motivation such as gaining an advantage or 

showing oneself to be superior to others and will lead to an instrumental relationship. We 

must have knowledge of our limits in order to bring our whole, authentic, human self to an 

intimate relationship. So, underestimation is not compatible with a conception of humility 

which can help us in having intimate relationships. But what about simple non-

overestimation?  

 

Non-overestimation   
 

In addition to accounts which characterise humility as underestimation of merits such 

as Driver’s, there exist accounts of humility as being simply non-overestimation9, in other 

words, not over-estimating one’s own merits out of ignorance or of pretending to not 

overestimate them out of a desire to not hurt another’s feelings or for some other reason. 

These accounts do not claim that one need have an accurate estimation of the value of one’s 

merits, but simply that one not overestimate them, not give them more value than they ought 

to have, not blow them out of proportion and make a bigger deal of them than is warranted. 

                                                           
9 Non-overestimation can be understood as not giving more weight, value, or recognition to a merit than other reasonable people would, or 

than some objective measure would show to be true. A person whose IQ score shows her to be of average intelligence, but despite this 

evidence believes herself to be a genius, would be an example.  
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One generous act performed by us should not be judged disproportionally and seen as doing 

more good than it actually did.  

One such account is put forward by G. Alex Sinha. Sinha sees failures of humility as 

indulging the ego. He makes no judgement of whether these acts of indulgence are per se, 

good or bad. For him, “the ego is objectionable to the extent that it leads us to forget or 

ignore other duties.” He claims that “people plausibly display humility when, for the right 

reasons, they override their ego-driven impulses to feel good about themselves wherever they 

can reasonably expect those impulses to conflict with various duties -especially the duty of 

beneficence and the duty to pursue truth or self-knowledge” (Sinha 2012; 260).  

Sinha’s account is a bit closer to what I have in mind for humility than Driver’s. 

Specifically, in claiming that we should set the ego aside to pursue other duties such as the 

duty to pursue truth or self-knowledge, his account acknowledges that we need to be 

conscious of our own limits. After all, it is the truth that each of has limits and the more self-

knowledge we have, the more clearly we should see this. So, I do agree with him that we 

shouldn’t let our egos distract us from pursuing truth and self-knowledge.  

However, the main problem I see with non-overestimation accounts such as Sinha’s is 

that they do not demand accurate estimation, and thus allow for underestimation, the 

problems with which, I have already addressed. Since Sinha claims that the duty to pursue 

truth and self-knowledge is a duty worth pursuing, it seems odd to me that his account would 

leave open the possibility of arriving at a non-overestimated, although not entirely true 

account of our merits. Striving for truth should, by definition, mean striving for accuracy.  

Additionally, Sinha is saying that indulgence of the ego is bad when it conflicts with 

our duty to beneficence, in other words, we should keep our ego in check when we think that 

doing so may prevent us from hurting other people’s feelings or when doing so would be a 

kind thing to do.  I agree with him thus far. However, simply not hurting another’s feelings is 

not the same thing as being humble, since we can go out of our way to not hurt another’s 

feelings because we think that we are superior to them, which could be patronising, or 

because we have some other motivation for doing so. Additionally, for the purpose of 

arriving at account of humility in relationships, there remains the problem that he demands 

that a certain motivation needs to present.  
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According to Sinha, “… ‘humility’ applies only if we guard against overestimation 

from awareness that the ego often drives us to overestimate our merits10.”. (Sinha 2012; 260) 

It seems to me then that we are basing humility on guarding against something that does 

indeed often happen, but that does not necessarily have to happen. And that risks distracting 

us from the real issue at hand.  

We may indeed have a tendency to overestimate our merits because of our ego, but 

the overblown, narcissistic ego is something that diminishes with maturity, and with 

knowledge. In fact, this occurrence can be one possible definition of maturity, and we are 

often aware that this is so. There may come a point in our lives where we are fully aware of 

the follies of the ego and have long since ceased to fall prey to its calls for gratification. 

However, if we are ignorant of where our merits and accomplishments fit into the larger 

whole, we could still lack humility even when we are not acting in the interest of our egos. 

We may honestly believe that our contributions are a much bigger deal than they are, with no 

intention of hurting anyone’s feelings, and we may very well be ignorant of the possibility of 

hurting another’s feelings. Furthermore, if we act, not out of beneficence, but out of the duty 

to pursue truth in not overestimating our merits, but we are still ignorant of what an accurate 

assessment of our merits would be because we have not accepted the belief that the truth for 

which we are searching may in fact be beyond our reach and even beyond the reach of 

mankind, since we have not attained the level of knowledge required to even attempt to 

envision the infinite possibilities, and thus the limits to our knowledge which exist, then we 

are left with no resources to even attempt any sort of estimation of our merits at all.  

In fact, I believe that the pursuit of truth needs to come first, and then the disposal of 

our overestimations will follow. If our knowledge of the world is so limited that we grossly 

overestimate our merits, and I do believe that lack of knowledge is the cause of 

overestimation, otherwise, we are not truly overestimating, we are only pretending to do so 

for whatever reason, then the cure for this is learning and knowledge which widens our 

perspective and makes our estimations shrink in proportion to what we know, as well as to 

what we know that we do not know. If, instead of non-overestimation, we aim for accurate 

estimation of our merits, we can then see this ignorance as incompatible with humility even 

when we are not indulging our egos.  

                                                           
10 Emphasis: Mine 



26 
 

The problem that such ignorance makes for relationships is illustrated in the following 

example based on Sinha’s account. Sinha sees humility as comprising two different 

dimensions, the epistemic and the agentic, or what he calls private modesty and public 

modesty. “A person might privately think too highly of himself, but publicly decline credit 

out of genuine regard for others’ feelings. Or, someone might generally have a conservative 

opinion of his own merits, but insensitively claim credit in the few instances he thinks it due, 

no matter how hurtful or annoying it is to those around him” (Sinha 2012; 261). 

In the first case, I do not believe that the underlying motivation can only be to not hurt 

another’s feelings. Not hurting others’ feelings can be done for unhumble reasons. In fact, I 

assert that not taking credit where it is due can betray a sort of superiority in that one might 

think that the other person is not capable of hearing the truth. If humility is realising that we 

are no better than others, then we ought to recognise that others need to hear the truth in order 

to grow and develop. It seems rather patronising to assume that someone else is not able to 

handle the truth while thinking that we so clearly are. If we value truth, then we ought to be 

able to speak the truth to others, even when it flatters us or hurts someone else’s feelings. If 

we do not, we are not valuing the other person. We are in effect saying that their personal 

development is not as valuable as ours and that their right to true belief does not matter. We 

are assuming that they are too sensitive or fragile to hear things that may be good for them 

simply because these things are upsetting. We are thus unwarrantedly assuming that we know 

better than they do what is good for them.  

We need to use our own practical judgement to decide when it is necessary or 

beneficial to tell the truth. Some issues which need to be considered in making this 

determination are the appropriacy the information we are sharing, the setting in which we 

find ourselves, the specific relationship we have to the person to whom we are talking and to 

the others who are present, the way that we formulate ourselves, and the possible 

consequences of sharing such information. Humility doesn’t require that we spout the truth 

unnecessarily on every possible occasion. The important point is that when sharing an honest 

assessment is appropriate, we should not hold back from politely doing so just because doing 

so may hurt others’ feelings. If we don’t share honest and accurate assessments of ourselves 

and others, we risk placing ourselves above them, thinking that we know better than others 

what is best for them, and thinking and behaving unhumbly.  
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If a group is working on a project together and Karen thinks that she put in more 

effort than everyone else, but when it comes time to take credit, she downplays her 

contribution and claims that everyone contributed equally, contrary to what others claim, I do 

not think that she is doing the others any favours. In fact, it seems that in doing this she has a 

sense of superiority, she has set higher standards for herself than for the rest of the group. 

Why would someone set higher standards of behaviour for themselves than for others? We 

usually do this when we are in fact in a position of authority or superiority over others. If 

Karen is the boss, then fine, it is her job to lead the project and she should contribute more 

than others. If however, she’s just part of the team, then in thinking that she should be held to 

some higher standard than the others, in thinking that her mountain of contribution deserves 

the same amount of recognition as the others’ small efforts, she is in effect setting herself 

above them, thinking that she is better and that more should be expected of her.  

Furthermore, in not mentioning this to the others in the group she is assuming that 

they would not want to know how their contributions stack up in comparison to her own, or 

that that they lack the emotional maturity to take criticism. She is assuming that she knows 

much more than is warranted, since we never know how people are going to react to what we 

say and that even if someone reacted immaturely in the past, we do not know that they have 

not grown and changed since then. If we assume the reactions of others, then we are not 

recognizing their dynamism.  

If Karen is correct in her assessment of her own contribution being larger than others’, 

then she is at fault for thinking that she should be held to a higher standard than they are, and 

also for assuming that she knows what is best for them in choosing to withhold her 

assessment so as not to hurt to their feelings. She is depriving them of the chance of gaining 

an accurate picture of their contributions and thus improving themselves in the future.  

It is entirely possible that Karen then feels a sense of superiority over the others in this 

situation. Perhaps she thinks that she is better than they are in some sense since she acted 

humbly, where they were happy to take credit for work that they did not do. In this situation 

she can be privately unhumble about her display of public humility and she is then guilty of 

false humility.  

If, as Sinha says, we need to put aside or ego-driven impulses in the interest of the 

pursuit of truth, then Karen’s behaviour is unacceptable. She hasn’t acted humbly, she has 

only shifted the source of her non-humility from the public to the private, since on Sinha’s 
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definition she would be considered unhumble for taking credit for her merits, since doing so 

(she assumes) would hurt others’ feelings and they would not want this. Regarding her 

assessment of her contribution, she may be acting humbly, but regarding her assumption that 

she should not take credit for this because that is what is best for others, she is not acting 

humbly. She is not seeing others has her equals. She is still failing to act humbly in the 

epistemic dimension.  

She can act this way for pragmatic reasons, perhaps she’s leaving the company soon 

and just does not want to waste time formulating the situation, or just does not care. But if she 

does not speak up specifically because she does not want to hurt others’ feelings, she is 

placing herself above them.  

If, however Karen’s assessment is in fact wrong, and the others contributed more than 

she thinks they did, then she has still failed in the epistemic dimension of humility. She has 

not taken into account everything that she does not know about the situation, and according to 

Sinha’s account and my own she is still guilty of a failure in the epistemic dimension of 

humility.  

In the second case, of someone who has a conservative estimation of her merits, but 

claims credit in the few instances she thinks it due, no matter how annoying or inappropriate 

this may be, I do not think the problem is a failure of humility, but rather a failure of social 

competence. There is no problem with claiming credit where you believe it is due, however 

this does not need to be done in an insensitive or rude manner.  

Karen needs to recognise that the others in her group are individuals who are engaged 

in a process of personal growth and development just as she is, and she needs to respect this 

process by giving them the feedback they need to improve themselves. She needs to give 

them the opportunity to engage with critical feedback and work out how they are going to 

learn from this and manage their own emotions while doing so. What is needed in this 

situation is the acknowledgment from Karen that her colleagues are her equals, not just 

professionally, but as human beings. By sharing her assessment of her contribution in this 

situation where doing so is appropriate, whether her assessment is accurate or inaccurate, she 

is sharing her authentic self with others and giving others the opportunity to learn from her 

and learn about themselves. By doing this, she shows that she values their individuality.  

What we should take from examining Sinha’s non-overestimation account is that 

simply not overestimating our merits, not giving them more weight and value than they 
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deserve, is not sufficient for humility. Doing so would still allow us to underestimate our 

merits and is thus, not compatible with the duty to pursue truth and self-knowledge and still 

leaves us open to the problems which exist when we underestimate our merits. There remains 

one more conception of humility which I would like to address before moving on, namely 

that which claims that our estimations of our merits are humble or non-humble according to 

how, and how much, we focus on them and furthermore on what role this focus plays in our 

image of ourselves.  

 

 

The Role of Merits in Our Self-Image 
 

J.L.A. Garcia, who defines humility as “being unimpressed with ourselves” asserts 

that one should be considered humble in respect to her being F, if and only if, and to the 

extent that “she has a deep-seated, and restrained disposition to play down her own thinking, 

self-concept, and feelings - and therein to decentre (…) the significance of her being F and, 

because of that, similarly, not to stress (her being F) in her self-concept, her liberties, options, 

entitlements, and privileges.” (Garcia 2006; 418) According to Garcia, what makes for 

humility is when our “good, envied, or admired features, or achievements, etc. (…) lack 

significant salience for our image of ourselves, because of the greater prominence of our 

limitations and flaws”. (Garcia 2006; 417) Furthermore, he claims that we can claim that a 

person is humble tout court, when she is not to proud of her good features.  (Garcia 2006; 

418).  

There are three things to note in Garcia’s conception of humility. (1) the person in 

question ought to playdown her thinking, self-concept, and feelings, (2) she must decentre the 

significance of her being F to the point where her being F lacks salience for her image of 

herself, and (3) that this must be done because of the greater prominence of her limitations 

and flaws (Garcia 2006; 418).  

(1) seems quite understandable, if “playdown” is not understood to mean 

underestimating the value or significance of, the problems with which, we have already 

discussed. It is points (2) and (3) which I would like to address since I believe we can learn 

something valuable about humility in personal relationships from them.  
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As regards (2), Garcia’s demand that we must decentre the significance of our 

possessing a merit, I question why the fact of our having a certain merit must necessarily lack 

salience for our image of ourselves. If a person sees herself as being compassionate for 

instance, I see no reason why this could not have salience for her image of herself and still be 

compatible with humility. The key would be that she understands that although her 

compassion is significant in her life and in her interactions with others, it is insignificant in 

the grand scheme of things. She must also make sure that she is making an accurate 

estimation of her compassion and that she is perceptive to those areas where her compassion 

can be improved. The same would apply if she were weighing her merit as an expert in her 

field of study or her profession. For one to have a conception of oneself as an accomplished 

physicist or the like, and for this to be an integral part of one’s identity, need not entail that 

the person is not humble, so long the person places her own accomplishments in this, or any 

field, in perspective, and as long as she is making an accurate and warranted estimation of 

herself in this area.  

I believe that regarding our merits and our accomplishments as central aspects of our 

identities is quite normal and usually healthy as long as we do not take this so far that we 

come to see ourselves as nothing but the possessor of a certain merit. It is not a certain merit 

is salience for our own self-image that matters, but rather an accurate estimation of how much 

of that merit we possess and how valuable this possession is. If I am an especially generous 

person, there is no problem with my placing this merit at the centre of my self-image, and 

seeing my generosity as an important part of who I am, as long as my estimation is accurate, 

and I am honest with myself and others that I am making an accurate estimation. Indeed, the 

salience of my generosity for my self-image, combined with an accurate estimation of my 

generosity, can be beneficial since I am likely to be much more aware of the areas in which I 

am not as generous as I could be.  

I believe that a more important reason that this ought to be rejected however, is that 

the self-image that we have at any given time is an important aspect of our authentic selves 

that we can offer to others in an authentic relationship. If my self-image is devoid of the 

salience of my merits and the significant accomplishments I’ve made in my life, then that 

self-image is not complete, it means that my view of myself is fractured, and I am not able to 

bring my whole self to a relationship with another. To have intimacy, the other person in the 

relationship needs to know a bit about how I see myself, even though it is impossible to know 

everything about it, and if I do not include the merits that I know I have in my self-image, 
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and give them the proper value that they deserve, I am not interacting with others with my 

whole person. If I’ve worked very hard and spent a lot of time on my academic achievements, 

or on developing my generosity, it seems unlikely that these things would not have salience 

for the way that I see myself. Allowing them to have significance for my self-image will 

allow me to share all that I’ve invested in them with others in relationships. Not doing so will 

mean that I am not sharing as much as I could be and putting up an obstacle to intimacy.  

Regarding (3), Garcia asserts that we need to weigh our merits against our faults and 

shortcomings. I believe that this is unnecessary unless those faults and shortcomings concern 

the specific merit we are weighing, in which case, weighing those faults and shortcomings is 

part of the work involved in making an accurate estimate. For instance, if, as stated earlier, 

everyone agrees that I am more than averagely generous, I need to recognise this, but it does 

not follow that my estimation of my generosity will be reduced because I also happen to be 

quite impolite in certain situations. My lack of politeness does not necessarily diminish my 

generosity. If we’re trying to judge how “good” of a person I am overall, then yes, these 

things can be weighed against each other. But it simply does not make sense to weigh one 

against the other when estimating our individual merits, so long as they are not related in 

some way. An accurate description of me would be that I am quite generous and also 

impolite. It does not follow that I am less generous because I am impolite. My lack of 

manners does not necessarily have an effect on my generosity.  

What we should take with us from examining Garcia’s account is that, contrary to 

what Garcia claims, the salience of our merits to our self-image need not be a hinder to 

humility. Indeed, I assert that an accurate self-image will include our merits and 

accomplishments and if we have invested ourselves in developing these things, then they will 

have salience for us. Sharing our self-image is a way of letting others get to close to us, they 

are able to see us from the outside, but also have an idea of how we see ourselves from the 

inside. The salience that our merits have for us is an important part of who we are and sharing 

this part with others aids intimacy. 

  Furthermore, another point we can take from the examination of this account is that 

while we do need to acknowledge our faults and shortcomings, our unrelated merits are not 

diminished by them. The important thing in our estimation of merits is accuracy, and 

unrelated faults are not relevant for such estimations. Our acknowledgment of faults and 

shortcomings has obvious benefit for our personal relationships, but if we somehow make the 
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jump from the acknowledgment of our faults to the conclusion that our merits are less than 

they really are, then we are not holding an accurate estimation of our merits, which, as 

previously discussed can prevent us from seeing our true shortcomings in those merits and 

can hinder us from authentic and intimate relationships. All people have merits and 

shortcomings and it is the acknowledgment and accurate estimation of both which we need to 

bring to our relationships. Others can learn from our shortcomings and they can also be 

inspired by our merits. Both are parts of who we are as individuals and need to be brought to 

our relationships.  

 

A Quick Recap 
 

Before moving on to the final account of humility which I will present, I will give a 

short recap of what we have seen so far. From the Jewish conceptions of humility from 

Nelson and Buber as well the secular conception of Comte-Sponville, we have learnt that 

humility requires the acknowledgment of something beyond ourselves, a great mystery which 

we could never know. This “something” can be conceived of in a religious way or not. From 

Buber’s account, we have learnt how assuming we know more than is warranted leads to 

objectification of ourselves and/or of others, and we have seen how this prevents intimacy 

and intrinsic relationships.  

We have established that humility requires the acknowledgment of our ignorance, and 

in particular, to be of use in personal relationships, our acknowledgement of the impossibility 

of ever fully knowing other people. This is the cognitive component of humility. I assert that 

the attitudinal component of humility is keeping this ignorance in mind in our interactions 

with others and not assuming that we have better knowledge of another than is warranted.  

From our examination of Driver’s account, we have seen that underestimating our 

merits is not compatible with a conception of humility that serves relationships, since without 

the cognitive component of consciously acknowledging our limits in place, we cannot adopt 

the attitudinal component. From examining Sinha’s account, we have learnt that simple non-

overestimation of our merits is not enough, we must estimate them accurately. Thus, we have 

established that accuracy of estimation is required for humility.  
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From our examination of Garcia’s account, we have seen that our faults in one area 

need not diminish our merits in other areas and that the salience of our merits for our self-

image is an important part of an accurate and complete self-image which better allows us to 

be intimate with others.  

I will now present one last account of humility, which has something essential to offer 

for a conception of humility which serves intimate relationships, before moving on to the 

formulation of my conception and a discussion of its importance.  

 

 

Egalitarianism  
 

The final account of humility I will examine, and the one that comes closest to the one 

I have in mind which can be the most useful for personal relationships, is that of Aaron Ben-

Ze’ev. Like Driver, Ben-Ze’ev makes a distinction between humility and modesty, but it is 

actually his account of modesty which comes closest to what I have in mind for humility. 

Henceforth, I will use the term ‘humility’ in discussing his account of modesty.  

Ben Ze’ev’s account can be called egalitarian since he sees the basis for humility as 

the recognition of the equality of human beings. For Ben-Ze’ev, this equality is the equality 

of the inherent moral worth of all human beings. For him, all people are of equal moral 

worth, and no merits or shortcomings can change that.  

His account focuses on the attitudinal component of humility, the attitude we must 

adopt in regard to others. Unlike Driver and Sinha, Ben-Ze’ev thinks that the cognitive 

component of humility is an accurate self-appraisal, which as I have shown, I agree with. He 

further claims that this cognitive requirement is insufficient for humility since we can have an 

accurate estimation of ourselves and still act in a way that is not humble if we still see 

ourselves as being superior to others. This, I addressed in the discussion of Sinha’s account 

with the example of Karen, who places herself above her colleagues in holding herself to 

higher standards without any warrant. I agree with Ben-Ze’ev on this point, the cognitive 

component is not sufficient.  

As I do, Ben-Ze’ev denies that humility requires us to deny our accomplishments, 

however, his conception differs from mine in that he thinks that the humble are required to 
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not display their accomplishments “in contexts that may promote uncomfortable feelings in 

[their] listeners” (Ben-Ze’ev 2000; 520). As I’ve already addressed in the discussion of 

Sinha, I believe that not only is this unnecessary, but it is actually a way of displaying 

superiority and betrays our unwarranted assumptions about how others would react and what 

they would want. This view is actually compatible with what Ben-Ze’ev calls “professional 

modesty” wherein he insists that we “should insist upon our view if we believe in its merits” 

(ibid).  

The valuable aspect of Ben-Ze’ev’s conception that I want to emphasise is his 

insistence on the egalitarian nature of humility, which I believe is key for a definition of 

humility which can be of use in personal relationships. For Ben-Ze’ev, humility involves the 

recognition of “the fundamental similar worth of all human beings”. He claims that “[t]his 

evaluation rests on a belief in the common nature and fate of human beings and on a belief 

that this commonality dwarfs other differences”. (Ben-Ze’ev 2000; 519) Specifically he 

asserts that the humble believe that all human beings have a similar worth and that all have 

positive worth which need be respected. He further claims that no merits or shortcomings can 

affect the equality of this moral worth (Ben-Ze’ev 2000; 520). The humble actively partake in 

social life and relationships with others, all the while “remaining sensitive to others’ needs 

and inherent worth (Ben-Ze’ev 2000; 521).  

The idea that there needs to be equality of some sort in personal relationships is 

relatively uncontroversial. What I want to take from Ben-Ze’ev’s account however is the 

notion that equality is essential for humility. I agree with him that humility has an 

egalitarianism about it, there is something unhumble about unwarranted inequality. I certainly 

agree with Ben-Ze’ev about the equal moral worth of all human beings. However, I believe 

that his account of equality does not go far enough.  

On my view, it is not just the belief in the equality of our fundamental moral worth as 

human beings which is required of the humble, but also our belief in the equality of the 

mysteries which lie within and behind each of us which needs to be recognised. Just as 

another person can never know my inner life because my consciousness is inaccessible to 

others, so is their consciousness and inner life inaccessible to me. Not only is it necessary to 

acknowledge our ignorance of the inner lives and consciousnesses of others, but it is 

necessary to recognise that we are equally inaccessible to others in this respect. So, we should 

take from Ben-Ze’ev’s account the requirement that humility requires equality. However, in 
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addition to Ben-Ze’ev’s claim that humility requires the recognition that all people are of 

equal moral worth, I believe we need to add the requirement of the recognition of equality in 

the unknowability, the inaccessibility, and the dynamism of all people. If we do not do this, 

we will see the other person as less human than we are since dynamism and consciousness 

are what make us human. We thus objectify others and as we have seen in our examination of 

Buber’s account, we cannot have an intimate relationship when we objectify others or when 

we objectify ourselves.   

Humility in Interpersonal Relationships  
 

We’re now ready to take what we have learned from the above accounts and 

formulate an account of humility that can serve us in intimate, authentic, and intrinsic 

interpersonal relationships.  

As mentioned at the outset of this paper, it may seem obvious to some that we must 

acknowledge our ignorance of others in order to be humble. However, it can be easy to forget 

what exactly we need to acknowledge our ignorance of, and why this is important. To be 

humble and for that humility to serve us in relationships, we must keep in mind that the other 

person is equally as complex and dynamic as we are, and this acknowledgment must guide us 

in our interaction with others. In relationships with others, there is indeed something 

unknowable, and forever inaccessible, present before us. This presence is the other person’s 

inner life and consciousness. The most human quality about us is our consciousness, our 

ability to think, imagine, regret, hope, and empathise. That we are aware of this in ourselves 

is usually acknowledged. That we must be aware of it in others can seem so obvious that it is 

often forgotten. Being the most human of qualities, if our inaccessible consciousness, and 

thus our dynamism is denied, we are denied our humanity. This is what we are doing when 

we claim to know more about others’ assumptions, thoughts, feelings, and motivations than 

we actually do, and when we unwarrantedly believe that we know more about another person 

than she knows herself. No matter how well we feel we know others, on a fundamental level, 

they remain a mystery to us, and this mystery must be respected. If it is not respected, we are 

engaging in objectification of the other person which prevents intimacy since it leads to an 

instrumental relationship.  

An acknowledgement of our ignorance entails an as-accurate-as-possible and honest 

estimation of ourselves. We cannot acknowledge all that we do not know if we do not 
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acknowledge all that we do know. Our ignorance begins where our knowledge ends and the 

boundary between the two must be known for an accurate estimation to be made. Thus, self-

knowledge is essential for the acknowledgement of our ignorance. Knowing ourselves, by 

definition, means knowing ourselves accurately, since if we have inaccurate beliefs about 

ourselves, then we do not really know ourselves.  

Our merits being part of who we are, we must estimate these merits accurately, and 

allow them to have salience for our self-image. Underestimating our merits, or denying them 

an appropriate place in our self-image, means that we are not bringing our full selves to our 

interactions with others, which prevents us from becoming intimate with others. Not 

recognising or acknowledging our merits and accomplishments can, paradoxically allow us to 

see ourselves as being superior to others. By not accurately estimating our merits, we are 

blind to the areas in which we are lacking them, and we can thus have the false belief that we 

are superior to others. This false superiority damages our relationships. If we recognise that 

we possess certain merits, but do not allow these merits to take their place in our self-image, 

then we do not have an accurate self-image and our ability to share ourselves with others in 

an authentic way is damaged.  

When we assume that others would be better off not knowing about our 

accomplishments, we are not only engaging in conjecture, we are denying the other person 

the opportunity to learn from us, and to grow. If we see ourselves as being of equal worth and 

equal complexity as others are, then we should not deny the truth just to make them feel 

better. Learning about how much we know, and how much we have accomplished can allow 

the people around us to learn about themselves. They learn about the limits of their own 

knowledge, merits, and accomplishments when they can compare them to ours. Their self-

knowledge is thus increased and along with it, their humility, which increases the quality of 

their relationships with us and with others.  

Humility does not mean self-degradation, self-deprecation, or servility. These vices 

make us objectify ourselves and do not allow others to know us intimately. Neither does 

humility mean walking on eggshells around others so as not to hurt their feelings. We should 

of course be sensitive to others’ feelings; humility is not an excuse for rudeness or cruelty, 

but neither does it demand denial of the truth. We must be honest about the merits we have 

when this is appropriate, even when this hurts someone else’s feelings. It may be painful to 

learn that someone else has surpassed us in knowledge, merit, or accomplishment, but 
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learning where we stand in relation to others teaches us about ourselves. This is an 

opportunity of which we should not deprive people. It is patronising to treat someone as if 

they are not able to handle learning about their own merits. Human beings are engaged in a 

continual process of growth and learning, we can learn from everyone around us. It is not for 

us to decide that an environment needs to be created around someone which prevents that 

person’s feelings from being hurt. We must acknowledge our authentic selves and allow the 

other person to figure out for themselves how they are going to interpret the situation, handle 

their feelings, and what they are going to learn from it. However they choose to handle these 

things, we need to keep in mind that we can never know the whole story of how they are 

feeling, what they are thinking, and of everything they are dealing with in confronting the 

situation. This shows an acknowledgement of and a respect for the other’s individuality and 

uniqueness.  

Humility in relationships makes possible an acknowledgment of the boundary 

between two persons, and only with this boundary intact can there be intimacy. Intimacy is a 

relation of two separate persons. One cannot be intimate with oneself; one can only be 

intimate with another. The ultimate boundary between oneself and others is consciousness. 

We can never know another’s inner life and they can never know ours. If we do not 

acknowledge the boundary between us, then we do not acknowledge the fully humanity of 

the other person and we cannot freely choose to come close to each other in an intrinsic 

relationship of intimacy and equality.   

A conception of humility that serves us in interpersonal relationships is one that 

requires us to have self-knowledge, including an accurate estimation of our knowledge, 

merits, and accomplishments, and to share these estimations with others when appropriate so 

that others can learn from us and learn more about themselves. We can then learn even more 

about ourselves from others in these exchanges and become humbler and improve our 

relationships even further.  

Humility in interpersonal relationships requires us to see the other person a living, 

dynamic, and mysterious individual. We need to acknowledge that others have the resources 

within themselves to learn and grow from their encounters with others and with the world. 

We must provide others the opportunity to do this by sharing ourselves honestly and 

authentically with them. Our authentic selves can give others the impetus and the inspiration 

they need to know themselves better and to develop as people. We need to value this inherent 
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need to grow in others as much as we value it in ourselves, and our interactions with others 

must reflect this. We must keep the uniqueness and dynamism of every individual in mind in 

all of our interactions with them and recognise that they are as complex as we are. This 

means that we should assume the best in others, respect the boundaries between them and 

ourselves, and always expect others to surprise us with their spontaneity. When others grow 

and change before our very eyes, we must embrace that growth and change, and give them 

room to expand as people. We should always stay conscious of the fact that this personal 

growth in  human beings is a continual process throughout the lifespan and thus, we must 

always be prepared and willing to constantly revaluate and adjust the interpersonal dynamics 

at play in our relationships to embrace this growth in others and in ourselves. For an 

authentic, intimate relationship, we must feel safe expanding our sense of self and we must 

create an environment in our relationships where others feel safe doing so as well. Feeling 

safe, though necessary, is not sufficient. We must tactfully validate positive changes and 

growth in others in order to truly and deeply support their blossoming as people.  
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Conclusion  
 

Our exploration of humility has taken us from accounts offered thousands of years 

ago in the Hebrew Bible, to more contemporary accounts both religious and secular. From 

traditional Jewish accounts, presented by Nelson, to the later Jewish conception as formulated 

by Buber, we have seen the importance of an acknowledgment of the limits of our knowledge 

and the acknowledgment of great, unsolvable mysteries, forever beyond our intellectual 

grasp. We have seen that this acknowledgment need not have a religious flavour to it in our 

examination of Comte-Sponville’s conception. We have learned from Buber, with a little help 

from Sartre, that failure to acknowledge the unknowability and dynamism of others leads to 

objectification and thus makes intrinsic relationships impossible. Our examination of Driver’s 

conception has shown us that ignorance of our merits is incompatible with the virtue of 

humility since it denies us the opportunity to actively choose to do the work involved in being 

virtuous. In examining Sinha’s account of humility, we have seen that simple non-

overestimation of our merits is not sufficient for humility and can still allow us to 

unwarrantedly believe we are superior to others. From Aaron Ben-Ze’ev, we have learned 

that humility has an egalitarian aspect to it, and in examining his account, I’ve shown that this 

egalitarianism needs to be in our acknowledgment that others are equally as unknowable as 

we are.  

Finally, we have arrived at a conception of humility which serves us in intimate, 

authentic, intrinsic interpersonal relationships. I’ve asserted that humility, in this sense, 

requires an acknowledgment of and respect for the unknowable mystery of the other’s 

consciousness and inner life. I’ve shown that this is required for intrinsic, non-objectifying 

relationships. It demands an accurate assessment of our merits and accomplishments and an 

as-accurate-as-possible self-image, and I’ve shown that this is essential in acknowledging the 

boundary between ourselves and others and in having truly intimate, egalitarian, authentic, 

interpersonal relationships of intrinsic value.  
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