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Abstract
The utterance “I am humble” is thought to be paradoxical because a speaker implies that
they know they are virtuous or reveals an aim to impress others – a decidedly non-humble
aim. Such worries lead to the seemingly absurd conclusion that a humble person cannot
properly assert that they are humble. In this paper, I reconstruct and evaluate three pur-
ported paradoxes of humility concerning its self-attribution, knowledge and belief about
our own virtue, and humility’s value. I argue that humility is not genuinely paradoxical
and that these puzzles do not have meaningful implications for its conceptual analyses.
I instead offer error theoretical explanations of humility’s apparent paradoxicality.
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1. Introduction

The utterance “I am humble” is often said to be paradoxical. Driver (1989: 375)
remarked that self-attributing modesty “seems to be oddly self-defeating,” and that
some would think it “nonsensical.” Curiously, we do not face this problem with
other virtues: one can truly be compassionate and assert this fact without absurdity.
With humility, however, a speaker who self-attributes seemingly reveals attitudes gen-
erally seen as incompatible with humility – if not at least partially constitutive for being
a braggart – for instance, that they believe they are virtuous or that they want to impress
others with their virtue. This leads to the conclusion that the humble person cannot, on
pain of losing their own humility, assert that they are humble.

This self-attribution problem is one of several generated by humility, but few authors
have endeavored to identify the precise source of contradiction.1 In an attempt to
uncover the source, in this paper, I identify and discuss three different puzzles: the
aforementioned self-attribution problem, an epistemic problem that one cannot believe
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1Robinson (2020) recently described four more puzzles to accompany the self-attribution problem, three
of which feature a contradiction between an agent’s internal attitudes and their assertion; it seems that
humble people cannot know or believe they are humble, or intentionally cultivate humility, or successfully
perform humble actions, without undermining their humility or engaging in an act of bragging. I have
opted not to address what Robinson calls the inculcation and agentic paradoxes for this paper since
they are not widely discussed in the humility literature.
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or know that one is humble, and an axiological puzzle that humility seems to require
that we be brought down or not be excellent. Since many find these features incompat-
ible with a traditional understanding of virtue, authors search for a conceptual analysis
of humility that explains away its apparently paradoxical qualities in order to avoid suc-
cumbing to the view that humility is no virtue at all.2

In what follows, I will argue that all of the puzzles in question stem from problematic
reasoning. In section 2, I sketch an account of the nature of a paradox with attention to
pragmatic paradoxes and argue that the self-attribution puzzle falls short of being a
bona fide pragmatic paradox. In section 3, I consider the epistemic problem of whether
uttering “I believe that I am humble” conflicts with any core features of virtue theory. I
argue that it does not, and I offer error theoretical explanations of the apparent para-
doxicality of such an utterance. These explanations in hand, in section 4, I consider
but ultimately reject the remaining axiological problem. I do so on the ground that
humility is (quite rightly) assumed to be valuable – and in fact, that this assumption
is necessary to make the other puzzles worth considering. This leads me to conclude
that humility is not genuinely paradoxical and the puzzles do not provide meaningful
implications for its conceptual analysis.

As a preliminary note, I take modesty and humility to be synonymous in this article.
I do this because modesty and humility are frequently taken to share a cluster of fea-
tures, one of which Bommarito (2018) identifies as “self-attribution strangeness.”
Intuitively, the strangeness of uttering “I am modest” is identical to the strangeness
of uttering “I am humble.” While some authors distinguish between modesty and
humility, several others find that both traits are afflicted by self-attribution strangeness
and the additional problems concerning knowledge and value.3 In general, then, what-
ever differences may exist between modesty and humility are not expected to affect the
central discussion in this paper regarding their puzzling nature.4

2. Pragmatic paradoxes and self-attribution

I follow Sainsbury (2009: 1) in understanding a paradox to be “an apparently unaccept-
able conclusion derived from apparently acceptable reasoning from apparently accept-
able premises.” Citing Sainsbury, Huemer (2018) requires that the reasoning for the
unacceptable conclusion have widespread and robust appeal that leads to persistent

2See, for instance, Driver (1989), Hare (1996), Garcia (2006), and Kellenberger (2010).
3Concerning the epistemic problem, Bommarito (2018) writes, “a person seems less modest for thinking

about how modest they are [emphasis in original].” On the axiological problem, Williams (1993: 10) wrote,
“it is a notorious truth that a modest person does not act under the title of modesty,” suggesting that mod-
esty’s value cannot be owed to acting under its description.

4As Bommarito (2018) notes in his survey of modesty and humility, there is no consensus about the
difference between these traits. In response to Slote (1983), Driver (1989: 378n5) contends that “a humble
person, unlike a modest person, can paint an accurate, though perhaps unflattering picture of himself.” If
Driver is right, then humility may not require a non-traditional psychological criterion such as ignorance or
underestimation, which she takes to account for self-attribution strangeness. Driver’s suggestion, though
made quickly in passing, presents an interesting possibility to get modest behavior (or something substan-
tially close to it) without apparent absurdity. However, it is less clear whether other distinctions avoid the
paradoxical air. For example, Ben-Ze’ev (1993: 239) says that only humility admits of degrees; Sinha (2012:
265) claims that humility has a private side while modesty has a public side; and Robinson and Alfano
(2016) distinguish false modesty from false humility by using Google Ngram results. I assume that these
distinctions between modesty and humility don’t directly affect the strangeness in question.
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disagreement among experts. To borrow Huemer’s example, a statement such as “I am
nothing” fails to qualify as a paradox because it is either false, or has an alternate mean-
ing such as “I am unimportant.” The air of contradiction in the statement is better
explained by a more widely appealing intuition (i.e., that “I” is in fact something), or
a lack of robustness (i.e., that “nothing” is ambiguous). Sometimes, too, we use “para-
dox” in a loose sense to simply describe an odd phenomenon when there is nevertheless
agreement among experts. For example, the so-called “paradox of happiness,” in which
we decrease our odds of achieving happiness by directly pursuing it, does not present us
with any unacceptable conclusion; we would not need to reevaluate what happiness
means when considering this fact, because happiness is not typically defined by whether
we directly aim toward it or not.5 To be a genuine paradox, then, a puzzle must (1) have
an apparently unacceptable conclusion, (2) apparently acceptable reasoning from
apparently acceptable premises, and (3) one can reasonably expect (1) and (2) to
yield persistent disagreement among experts; the more a puzzle satisfies these condi-
tions, the more intractable and paradoxical it is. These conditions should be enough
to guide us through our discussion.

With these preliminaries in place, do philosophers think that humility is genuinely
paradoxical? It seems they do; persistent disagreement among philosophers about how
to explain humility’s puzzling features is one indication that it generates a problem that
is rather intractable. Brennan (2007: 126), for instance, takes himself to be offering a “com-
peting account of why saying ‘I am modest’ or thinking it is paradoxical,” in response to
Driver’s (1989) view. While Brennan argues that one can have knowledge of one’s worth
by comparing oneself to the ideally virtuous person, Driver (1989: 376) contends that the
utterance “I am modest” is self-contradictory because it implies that one is knowledgeable
about one’s self-worth.6 Statman (1992) for modesty, and Hare (1996) for humility, follow
this line as well by arguing that an accurate assessment of one’s worth generates paradoxes
for those who are also egalitarians about human worth (e.g., Ben-Ze’ev 1993). On their
views, it is seemingly impossible for someone to be humble by accurately judging that
they are morally superior to most, because this belief directly undermines one’s commit-
ment to egalitarianism.7 I will address this specific worry in the following section. For now,
I only wish to highlight how philosophers find assertions of modesty and humility to be
self-contradictory or in conflict with other widely held commitments, indicating that
authors do find something seriously paradoxical about these traits. The precise way that
purported solutions attempt to account for these paradoxical features will become evident
as we progress. Let us begin then with the self-attribution puzzle, which will lay the foun-
dation for considering our other puzzles.

Self-attribution (SAP): “I am humble.”

SAP presents us with a pragmatic contradiction as opposed to a logical contradiction.
Paradoxes of self-reference, such as the liar paradox (“This sentence is false”) are

5I thank Iskra Fileva for this example.
6One may worry that Driver (1989) is careful to specify that the utterance “I am modest” is merely self-

defeating and not paradoxical. While this is a reasonable interpretation, the responses to Driver mentioned
here – particularly the quoted passage from Brennan – have understood the self-defeating quality to
amount to a paradox. Furthermore, given Driver’s comparison of modesty’s self-defeat to Moore’s paradox
(section 3), I find it more plausible to read her as endorsing the view that the utterance is paradoxical. I
thank an anonymous reviewer at Episteme for raising this concern.

7See Nuyen (1998) for a further discussion of these accounts.
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logically self-contradictory, appearing false if true, and true if false. By contrast, prag-
matic paradoxes are “falsified by their own utterance,” meaning that they contradict
a fact that the speaker implies by making the utterance, often the propositional attitude
that the speaker expresses (Cohen 1950: 85). Ebersole (1953) notes examples such as
“there are no sentences” and “I believe nothing” as instances of pragmatic paradoxes;
the speaker who utters “there are no sentences” has contradicted a fact she implies
by making the utterance, which is itself a sentence; similarly, the speaker who asserts
“I believe nothing” expresses a belief that is inconsistent with her utterance. Most
authors consider Moore’s paradox, often expressed as “It is raining, but I do not believe
it is,” or, “It is raining, but I believe it is not raining,” to be another example of a prag-
matic paradox.8 Moore (1944) explained the absurdity of the speaker’s utterance by not-
ing that when a speaker asserts that p, they imply that they believe that p. The
intractability of Moore’s paradox is affirmed in part by the disagreement among philo-
sophers about various solutions, which have additional consequences for understanding
norms of assertion, belief, and rationality.9

Does self-attributing humility generate a pragmatic paradox? I do not think so.
While philosophers converge upon the belief that, in normal cases, the humble person
would not utter SAP, a speaker who utters SAP doesn’t imply anything about their atti-
tudes or the truth of their utterance. Let me illustrate by first attempting to articulate the
reasoning that is motivating the puzzle. I suspect it goes something like this:

(1a) If a speaker S is humble, then he will not assert SAP.
(2a) S asserts SAP.
(3a) Therefore, S is not humble.

Robinson (2020: 27) describes this reasoning in a manner that is telling of its lack of
robustness, writing, “if I truly possess that characteristic, I (typically) will not have
made the utterance in question.” Note the parenthetical “typically” here, which is play-
ing a more substantial role than is often admitted. Robinson’s own solution to the puz-
zle requires that the humble person rarely face circumstances where they need to
self-attribute humility, because most of the time, what it means to be humble is to
be inattentive to one’s own merit.10 This strikes me as a reasonable explanation, but
I worry that it does not resolve any genuine paradox given its attention to exceptional
circumstances. For instance, Robinson would permit a humble person to utter “I am
humble” to appease an annoyingly insistent complimenter. Yet, such an exception
means that the utterance in question is not a pragmatic paradox, because the contextual
factor of an annoying complimenter is unrelated in principle to a humble speaker’s
being inattentive to their own self-worth; notice that such contextual factors could
not similarly absolve “there are no sentences” from being paradoxical. I reckon that
more emphasis ought to be placed on taking the quality of being inattentive to be
part of humility’s definition, as opposed to emphasizing the exceptional circumstances
that might sometimes lead a humble person to attend to their own merit.

If hedging on typical cases is only possible when something unrelated to the utter-
ance stands to make it false, a better case is one that considers whether self-attribution

8For a discussion and criticism of a pragmatic approach and solution to Moore’s paradox, see Chan
(2010).

9Green (2007: 191), writes, for instance, “Absurdity arises from severe violation of a system of norms.”
10For similar views, see Bommarito (2013) and Robinson and Alfano (2016).
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undermines humility’s constitutive features. Here is one problem, again invoking
Robinson’s proposed solution: if being inattentive to one’s worth is part of humility’s
definition, one may worry that a self-attribution always implies attentiveness. But I
do not think that this is right. For example, suppose that a PhD student, Laura, is
searching for a humble dissertation advisor. Laura has some evidence that Professor
Smith is humble, having seen him engage in characteristically humble behaviors such
as downplaying his achievements, attempting to change the topic of conversation
away from himself, and so on. She also has some testimonial evidence from Smith’s col-
leagues and students who find Smith to be humble. But imagine that Laura wants to
hear Smith’s assessment of himself, so she directly asks her prospective advisor, “Are
you humble?” – to which Smith replies, “Yes, I am humble.”

How should this self-attribution affect Laura’s assessment of Smith? Laura should, I
think, bear in mind that trait attributions suggest many facts about an individual’s psy-
chological states and behavior. These qualities are much murkier than the facts a
speaker implies by uttering other paradoxical statements (e.g., “there are no sentences”
is obviously a sentence). It might be true that the humble person typically does not self-
attribute, but we mean this as something that follows from humility’s definition as one
fact among an uncountable number of interrelated facts that Smith implies about his
character. Among these, importantly, are the characteristically humble behaviors that
Laura has already observed and gathered from Smith’s colleagues’ testimony. More,
however, Smith implies that he has characteristically humble psychological attitudes –
inattentiveness to his worth, desires to consider others’ worth more than his own, a
lower estimation of his worth, or other attitudes along these lines. Without simply beg-
ging the question, one could not say that X is a quality necessary for being humble,
which a speaker implies by their self-attribution, and which is also defeated by that self-
attribution. Here are three reasons why. First, note that it would be odd for Laura to take
Smith’s self-attribution as evidence that Smith is not humble, and much less reasonable
for her to think that it counts against her previous observations and testimonial evi-
dence of Smith’s characteristically humble behavior. This is further motivated, second,
by the fact that the evidence that Laura possesses of Smith’s humility could in principle
be obtained by Smith, such that his self-attribution amounts to an ordinary instance of
self-reflection. Just as the generous person may reflect on their charitable contributions,
a humble person may reflect on their own willingness to shift attention away from
themselves. Third, and finally, the facts that most conclusively falsify Smith’s utterance
are unrelated character flaws. Self-attribution is unjustified if, for example, Smith really
views himself as great, admirable, and unbeatable as a dissertation advisor. But in that
case, Smith has said something false only because he views himself as great, admirable,
and unbeatable. There is nothing paradoxical about self-attribution if typically, one
refrains from uttering SAP because of considerations unrelated to the utterance in ques-
tion. Insofar as exceptional cases exist in virtue of Smith’s other characteristically hum-
ble states and behaviors, self-attribution is not contradicted by whatever Smith implies
by his utterance.

What’s needed is a claim to the effect that asserting SAP constitutes a kind of obvi-
ous immodesty – that is, that self-attribution strangeness is in fact part of humility’s
meaning. Once more, however, I am unsure how one could hold this view without beg-
ging the question in favor of strangeness. Presumably, virtue theorists should want to
explain away strangeness at least to the extent that it no longer generates wider pro-
blems for one’s virtue theory. Consider one such wider problem: should one’s virtue
theory favor a doxastic explanation (i.e., in terms of our having or lacking certain
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beliefs) or non-doxastic explanations (e.g., in terms of emotions, desires, attention, etc.)
of strangeness? As I see it, the answer is “neither,” since both types of account offer
comparatively reasonable explanations of strangeness – something one would not
expect if there was live disagreement about a genuine paradox. For instance, consider
Robinson’s non-doxastic explanation which locates the problem of SAP in a speaker’s
cognitive attention.11 Aside from exceptional cases of being prompted by a third-party
in which S might reluctantly admit that he is humble, in premise (2a), S implies that he
is attending to his humility too much to count as genuinely humble. But as we said, the
issue with this explanation is that exceptional cases show that we cannot draw any con-
clusions about S’s attitudes from his assertion, because in some contexts, S might say “I
am humble” to appease an annoying complimenter who will not go away until S finally
admits that he is humble. This explanation is not a unique solution to the problem; a
doxastic account of humility could alternatively hold that S would not self-attribute
only if he has the right sorts of beliefs about his worth and the worth of others.
Hence, it may be reasonable for S to assert that he is humble if it is in fact true, and
he is in a context with an interlocutor who would recognize the truth of the assertion
as well. Emphasis on context leads us back to the kind of situation between Laura and
Smith, where we admit that humility’s definition can turn on a theoretical commitment
to doxastic or non-doxastic attitudes – but the alleged strangeness of the utterance itself
is not relevant to that definition.

Since both doxastic and non-doxastic explanations agree that S is not humble in
ordinary cases when he asserts SAP, we must admit that definitions of humility do
not turn on apparent strangeness. And as we would expect with a non-paradox, we
find more consensus among experts about the reasoning and conclusion than originally
thought. We can, of course, make the above reasoning seem more contradictory by
inserting the premise that S is humble. But this will only help to further solidify the
consensus about the puzzle.

(1b) S is humble.
(2b) If S is humble, then he will not assert SAP.
(3b) S asserts SAP.
(4b) Therefore, S is not humble.

We can now see the contradiction here, and why both doxastic and non-doxastic explana-
tions would be correct to reject (1b) here. The problem with (1b), in short, is that it
neglects widely shared norms about virtue confirmation and disconfirmation. For
example, we could initially judge that Smith is compassionate but one day find him tor-
turing puppies. In such a case, either Smith must never have been compassionate, or he
suddenly became cruel (since the compassionate person would not torture puppies).
Therefore, it is either false that Smith is compassionate, or true that he is compassionate
in one sense (perhaps prior to torturing the puppies) and not another (upon torturing the
puppies). Similarly, we can reject the claim that S was humble in the first place given (1b).

Perhaps the problem lies with humility’s conflict with a norm of assertion. So, maybe
we have a problem that looks like this:

(1c) If a speaker S possesses an attribute, then S can truthfully assert they have that
attribute.

11Also see Bommarito (2013).
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(2c) If S possesses the attribute of humility, then S cannot truthfully assert SAP.
(3c) Therefore, it is not true that if S possesses an attribute, then S can truthfully

assert they have the attribute.

We should recall that, as Robinson pointed out, (2c) is false. It is only typically the case
that the humble person will not self-attribute. Once we admit that an individual can
sometimes be in a context that permits a truthful assertion that they are humble, we
give up on the prospect of locating a genuine paradox.12 Pragmatic paradoxes involve
contradictions, not exceptions. Frequency of context aside though, a more important
concern is that (2c) misses the distinction between humility and the kind of speech
act that could in principle cancel itself. That is, it is implausible that the utterance “I
am humble” is strong enough to show, all by itself, that the person uttering it is not
humble, or worse, that they are a braggart. In their account, Alfano and Robinson
(2014) define bragging as asserting something about oneself that aims to impress
one’s addressee. Since bragging depends on a speaker’s communicative intentions,
SAP cannot be paradoxical simply because humility is an excellent or impressive qual-
ity. It can, however, be implicated in what Alfano and Robinson (2014: 268) would call
“the braggart’s version of Moore’s paradox” if a speaker pairs their brag with a dis-
claimer, leading them to humblebrag. A proposition of this sort is considered below.

Self-attribution (SAP) + Disclaimer (D) (SAP-D): “I am not trying to impress you,
but I am humble.”

There is something strange about making the disclaimer of not attempting to impress
while simultaneously attributing an impressive quality to oneself. What makes SAP-D
more robust than SAP is this seemingly inconsistent demand imposed upon the
addressee. Self-attributing humility demands an addressee both accept that the speaker
has an impressive quality and that they not be impressed by it. Thus, humility may be
the sort of impressive quality that cannot easily be cancelled by a disclaimer when
self-attributed.13

There are a few things to say about this. First, note the apparent contradiction here is
not in humility, but rather, in the meaning that the disclaimer is supposed to commu-
nicate given the speaker’s intentions. Alfano and Robinson take bragging to involve a
speaker aiming to produce the emotion of being impressed in the hearer. Therefore,
we could replace humility with any other admirable quality and obtain a similarly
contradictory result, as Alfano and Robinson illustrate with the statement “I’m not try-
ing to impress you by saying this, but I am a genius.” In this case, we see that the

12Psychological evaluations might be another acceptable context for the utterance (see section 4). One
might also argue that Smith cannot truthfully assert either that he possesses humility or that he doesn’t.
I set these concerns aside for the sake of our discussion here.

13Alfano and Robinson (2014: 268) note that this strangeness exists in some attempts to
assert-without-bragging as well because a speaker makes “inconsistent demands on the addressee’s inter-
pretation of her utterance” and “the addressee is meant to believe something impressive about the speaker
but not meant to be impressed.” Some cases lend themselves well to giving the speaker a route for cancel-
ling a brag while self-attributing an impressive quality: e.g., uttering “I am a licensed doctor,” during a med-
ical emergency. With respect to judging SAP-D to be paradoxical, however, it seems that there are few cases
in which a speaker can point to an aim besides impressing the addressee when self-attributing humility to
cancel the brag. Hence, SAP-D is treated as a humblebrag because we imagine that an addressee won’t nor-
mally accept the disclaimer.
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contradiction arises in large part from the impressiveness of being a genius. Yet, if
something like “I am a concert pianist” is not bragging, and we assume this to be an
impressive quality, it is not clear why “I am humble” would be bragging either.14

One might still worry that humility, unlike intelligence or being a concert pianist, is
somehow disconfirmed by the utterance; one can be a genius and a braggart, but we
do not think one can be humble and a braggart. This is true. However, this is owed
to the fact that the speaker has bragged by having the intention to impress, which
she implies by her disclaimer “I’m not trying to impress you.” So, it is the ‘D’ part
of SAP-D that generates a paradox. As Alfano and Robinson note, an agent cannot
intend to assert what she takes to be an impossibility. Hence, a speaker who asserts
SAP-D implicitly rejects the apparent strangeness of her assertion.

Second, notice that if bragging depends on an agent’s intentions, there are cases
which may look like bragging but fail to qualify as such because the speaker intends
something else. This means that even apparent brags are insufficient for undermining
one’s humility unless the speaker’s intentions are definitively anti-humble. Consider the
statement, “I think I’m much more humble than you would understand.”15 In typical
cases, of course, we should think that this utterance reflects negatively on a speaker’s
humility, since the speaker goes beyond self-attributing humility and openly disparages
the addressee’s intelligence. Such a statement might negatively reflect on a person’s
humility, but they also may intend to convey (rather rudely) that others are failing to
appreciate the positive features of their character. Moreover, such a statement seems
an unlikely candidate for a humblebrag as well, since the speaker is not merely presum-
ing unintelligence or insensitivity in the addressee, but rather states it outright.16 Thus,
the utterance by itself is insufficient to undermine one’s humility independently of the
speaker’s intentions. So long as self-attribution permits these exceptions, there is
nowhere for a genuine paradox to take hold.

One might wonder why we have not tried to appeal more to the propositional atti-
tudes of the speaker to explain what has gone wrong with their utterance. The reason is
that SAP, by itself, does not purport to be saying much about the speaker’s attitudes – at
least not in the way that we would expect with pragmatic paradoxes such as “I believe
nothing” or “It is raining, but I do not believe that it is.” Because virtues presuppose that
the agent have certain beliefs, desires, and intentions, we are unlikely to find a contra-
diction that will be illuminating for our understanding of humility as a virtue unless we
invoke these propositional attitudes explicitly. While the self-attribution case does not
pose a genuine paradox, it still shows that humility might be in tension with other
requirements for being virtuous, such as accurate or true beliefs about oneself, an ability
to cultivate virtue, and an intention to perform virtuous actions. Of these, I think belief
poses the most formidable challenge. So it is to the epistemic problem that I now turn.

14The difference may be owed to an addressee’s perception of a descriptive claim in the first instance “I
am a concert pianist” and an evaluative claim in the second case “I am humble.” If it is a requirement that
the braggart intend to convey impressiveness, as Alfano and Robinson believe, then I am inclined to say
that this difference would not matter much, since the addressee would likely be in error to judge that
the latter case is an instance of bragging without any clear evidence of the speaker’s intention to do so.

15This phrase was recently uttered on the CBS News program 60 Minutes. See Stahl (2016). The same
points can be made regarding the phrase, “I am so humble,” also considered by Robinson (2020).

16Although the speaker in this case does not intend the addressee to be impressed, he may intend obser-
vers to be impressed – albeit, not by the content of the self-attribution, but by the comparative judgement
that he is more intellectually sensitive than his interlocutor.
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3. The epistemic puzzle and its errors

Recall from our discussion of pragmatic paradoxes that a speaker’s utterance contradicts
a fact implied by the utterance, often the propositional attitude of the speaker. With
Moore’s paradox, for instance, we find the speaker to be asserting ∼p, even though
we think that the speaker should be rationally required to believe that p. In that case,
we locate a problem with the attitudes of a speaker who ought to be guided by a rational
norm to believe that p. So, the best way to make SAP more paradoxical is to explicitly
state that the person who utters it believes it, in a manner akin to Moore’s paradox.
Driver (1989: 377) draws a direct comparison between SAP and Moore’s paradox,
writing:

It is self-defeating to utter [“I am modest”]. Like Moore’s “It is raining, but I do
not believe it,” [“I am modest”] can be true, but I cannot believe it to be true
or utter the sentence sensibly. I can be modest, but I cannot know it.

So, we can simply add the conjunct “I believe that I am humble” to form an apparent
contradiction:

Epistemic (EP): “I am humble, and I believe that I am humble.”

Driver’s case for the paradoxicality of EP rests on a single intuition: if one knows or
believes one is modest, then acts of modesty are insincere or false modesty – i.e., not
modesty at all. Essentially, Driver’s view generates the following dilemma: either mod-
esty is not a virtue, or modesty requires ignorance of one’s self-worth. According to
Driver, one could be modest, but it would nevertheless be paradoxical to believe or
know that one is modest.17

While we are dealing with some competing intuitions, I find that none of them can
successfully generate a paradox. These intuitions are as follows:

(A) Ignorance of one’s worth is necessary for modesty or humility.
(B) Ignorance of one’s worth is compatible with modesty or humility.
(C) Ignorance of one’s worth is incompatible with modesty or humility.

To my knowledge, Driver is the only philosopher to fully endorse (A), and I believe that
only (A) can underwrite EP. Virtue theorists usually reject (A) because virtues are excel-
lent qualities that seem to require that an individual have the skillful know-how virtue
called practical wisdom. So, if EP depends on something like (A) to be paradoxical, then
it will not succeed since (A) lacks widespread appeal. Among non-philosophers,
Driver’s intuition fares better. However, non-philosophers might endorse an externalist
view about the value and attribution of virtue in general.18 That is, for non-
philosophers, behavior is often what matters for attributions of virtue, not the internal
states of the agent. This would not show that ignorance is necessary for modesty as (A)

17One might argue that I am being uncharitable to Driver here. However, a similar claim has been
advanced by Slote (2004), and, to my knowledge, no one endorses Driver’s view that modesty requires
ignorance, though many believe that it is circumstantially permitted. Driver could perhaps have done
more to defend a precise account of modesty, which she simply takes to rest on intuitions that, as far as
I can tell, are mostly unshared.

18See Feltz and Cokely (2012, 2013) and Weaver et al. (2017).
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states, but rather, that humility is an ordinary instance of the intuition that virtues can
permit ignorance, as (B) states. Therefore, Driver’s intuition that the person who know-
ingly understates their worth is falsely modest is weak compared against broader intui-
tions we have about how virtues are attributed. So, this leaves us with either (B) or (C)
to get a paradox.

The problem is that intuitions (B) and (C) force us to confront virtue theoretical
commitments about propositional knowledge while not generating any paradoxical
effects on their own; namely, we consider whether propositional ignorance makes
one more or less virtuous. Assuming the standard view that virtues are excellent traits
of character, virtue theorists generally agree that virtuous dispositions require
knowledge-how, not knowledge-that, a view widely endorsed regardless of whether
one favors intuition (B) or (C). Accordingly, (B) and (C) are not doxastic requirements
about knowing or believing something about one’s modesty or humility. They arise
instead from broader considerations about whether propositional knowledge or ignor-
ance makes one’s virtue more or less valuable. Consider (B): just as we are not morally
or intellectually better or worse off for not knowing exactly how many stars are in the
sky, or the recipe for a delicious soufflé, we don’t seem better or worse off simply not
knowing some good quality we possess. This is why Driver (2001) adopts the view that
propositional ignorance is neither intrinsically good nor bad in response to the worry
that modesty as ignorance would apparently violate the general constraint that virtues
be voluntarily acquired (since we assume that one cannot be voluntarily ignorant of
one’s self-worth).19 Those who accept such a general constraint on the voluntary acqui-
sition of virtue would favor (C); however, proponents of (C) could adopt the view that
modesty or humility requires non-overestimation (e.g., Richards 1988 (for humility);
Flanagan 1990 (for modesty)). Importantly, one’s account of modesty or humility
need not turn on intuitions (B) or (C) because neither entail that believing or knowing
that one is humble means that one is not humble. One could simply hold, as Flanagan
(1990: 427) does, that “[modesty] need not involve, ideally it should not involve, the
relatively rare defect of underestimation [emphasis mine].” In short, proponents of
(B) and (C) agree that propositional knowledge circumstantially matters for humility,
independently of one’s first-order judgements about one’s own humility. However,
nothing about (B) or (C) suggests that beliefs about our own humility generate any
paradoxical effects.

I take it that paradoxical effects can only arise if propositional knowledge or ignor-
ance specifically includes attitudes toward one’s own modesty or humility, as opposed
to one’s other merits and achievements. This “strong-ignorance claim” as Flanagan
(1990: 423) calls it, “requires ignorance at the second level,” about one’s own virtue.
Since becoming virtuous usually involves being sensitive to evidence about how we
ought to cultivate virtue, one worry is that our higher-order attitudes about our own
virtue will be in tension with our attitudes in expressing the virtue itself. Consider
this problem: can one believe that one is humble and believe that this belief is reason-
able? The straightforward answer is yes – indeed, some philosophers might argue that
such coherence is rationally required (e.g., Huemer 2011).20 It may be incoherent to

19Driver (2001: 30) writes, “There are lots of things I don’t know, that I’m ignorant of, but that ignorance
doesn’t diminish me. I don’t know the current number of coins in my pocket. I don’t believe that this is in
and of itself bad.”

20For more discussion of the coherence requirements between our first and second order attitudes, see
Feldman (2006), Huemer (2011), and Hazlett (2012).
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assert something like “I am humble, but humble people do not believe they are hum-
ble,” but it is an open question whether EP is incoherent in this way; the second con-
junct may simply be false. This open question does not arise when we are confronted
with other pragmatically paradoxical propositions, which cannot be truly believed. One
cannot appropriately assert “there are no sentences” precisely because it is not an open
question whether “there are no sentences” is a sentence.

What about humility’s conflict with virtues that have clearer descriptions?
Admittedly, practical wisdom still requires that a person have some propositional
knowledge in order to act virtuously. For instance, an honest person cannot be honest
without uttering propositions that they believe to be true; similarly, a generous person
may need to know that their generous act is going to produce good states of affairs.
Perhaps then, the humble person must have certain attitudes about their worth. And,
maybe these attitudes conflict with some other important normative commitment
that the virtuous person ought to have. Statman (1992: 426) develops this worry into
a paradox:

(1d) It is possible that there exists a person P who is genuinely admirable and
worthy, as well as modest.

(2d) Necessarily, either P knows he is genuinely worthy, or he does not.
(3d) If P knows he is worthy, he cannot be modest, since his worth is exceptionally

high.
(4d) If P is ignorant of his value, his alleged modesty cannot be considered a

virtue.21

A similar, but more precise formulation of the problem is described by Hare (1996:
236):

LetM stand for the moral principle that all people have equal moral worth, regard-
less of their special abilities and distinctions, which vary markedly among indivi-
duals. Now for S as for any person,

(1e) S is humble only if S adheres to M.

However,

(2e) Moral ability and distinction, which consists in the degree to which one
adheres to basic moral principles such as M, varies markedly among
individuals.

(3e) Those people who have a markedly higher level of moral ability and achieve-
ment than most are properly described as morally superior to most.

Therefore,

(4e) S is morally superior to most.

Therefore,

21The premises are written verbatim. Numbering has been adjusted to avoid confusion with the other
arguments in this article.
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(5e) In believing M, in being humble, and in understanding the extent of her own
moral achievements, S believes that
i. All people have equal moral worth; and
ii. S is morally superior to most.22

According to Statman and Hare, however, the epistemic contradiction is now embodied
by the following:

Epistemic + Egalitarianism (EEP): “I am humble and believe in the equal moral
worth of human beings.”

Flanagan (1990: 423) says that it is “extremely odd, counterintuitive, and moralistic if it
disqualified a person from being modest if she knew she was.” I am inclined to agree.
However, if knowing that one is humble conflicts with egalitarian beliefs, then
Flannagan is mistaken, because one is apparently led to believe that they are better
than others in order to be humble. In EEP, the first conjunct implies that the second
conjunct is false, because the speaker really is morally superior to others and believes
it. So, the epistemic paradox seems to create a normative contradiction that undermines
one’s commitment to egalitarianism.

This could work in generating a pragmatic paradox, but only if we thought that an
individual’s propositional knowledge concerning others’ merits matters for humility.
But I don’t think it matters. For example, consider an Olympic swimmer who has
just won gold and believes the proposition “I outperformed my competitors.” Does
this belief reflect negatively on the swimmer’s humility? I don’t see how. It seems
that one’s humility is not defeated by this knowledge any more than it is constituted
by a lack of such knowledge. Here are two reasons to support this claim. First, beliefs
about performing better in comparison to other members of the moral community
do not suggest nasty beliefs; from “I outperformed my competitors,” it does not follow
that the agent believes “I am better than them,” and it is a proposition of this latter sort
that would undermine one’s humility or commitment to egalitarianism. Indeed, there
are many ways to explain why one’s worth as a swimmer is not determined by the per-
formance of other swimmers. A humble person could compare herself to an ideal
swimmer (e.g., Brennan 2007), or think of herself with respect to humanity as a
whole (e.g., Tanesini 2020). However one wants to put it, the important, but often over-
looked, insight is that humility is essentially noncomparative – like other virtues, its
value is not owed to how we compare ourselves to other moral agents, but rather,
how we grow in accordance with the ideal agent to become a better version of our-
selves.23 This view is intuitively more plausible than any view based on the alleged ten-
sion generated by EEP.

Second, we often look to general constraints on virtue to avoid character fragmen-
tation and acquire a coherent value system. We would think it strange if someone
were to frequently make racist remarks and say they are committed to egalitarianism,
not just because egalitarianism precludes racism, but because this fact can, in principle,

22See remark on formatting in footnote 21.
23Here, I draw from Morgan-Knapp’s (2019) recent work on comparative pride. One might worry on

this account that humility is identical to pride. However, humility seems to be an easier fit for being a non-
comparative excellence because one’s merits do not need to be a function of others’ performance – com-
petitive settings are perhaps paradigmatic sources of prideful attitudes, but not humble ones.
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be grasped by the racist.24 If we judge that a racist is unable to grasp this fact, we would
likely judge them to have diminished responsibility, which in turn, changes whether
they possess a given trait at all. Likewise, if humility is a moral virtue, and virtues
are traits, it is fair to think that there must be a normative reason to be humble that
one could grasp in principle, even if one does not currently recognize such a reason.
On the assumption that humility is a virtue, we would expect properly humble beliefs
to cohere with egalitarian beliefs (or other beliefs that are involved in one’s other vir-
tuous character traits), unless given a reason to suppose otherwise.

To summarize, I identified two errors by considering EP and EEP. The first error
involves confusing knowledge-how with knowledge-that. Virtues are not explained by
an agent’s propositional knowledge or lack thereof, and thus, there are no pragmatic
contradictions between an agent’s first-order attitudes, or coherence between these
and her higher-order attitudes. The second error involves mistakenly supposing some
propositional attitude to have normative significance for humility when it does not.
Beliefs or knowledge about one’s worth do not entail that an agent has anti-humble atti-
tudes, as we considered among the potential conflicts with the attitudes implicated in
one’s other traits or broader normative commitments.

4. The axiological puzzle

So far, we have assumed that humility is a virtue. We make this assumption because SAP
and EP try to force us into a dilemma: to account for humility’s apparent strangeness, we
must either reject humility as a virtue, or accept some feature that is incompatible with
traditional virtue theory. Among several features potentially at odds with traditional virtue
theory, we considered whether all virtues can be self-attributed, whether humility’s main
feature is non-doxastic, whether virtue requires ignorance or propositional knowledge,
and whether humility is at odds with egalitarianism. To resolve SAP and EP, authors gen-
erally proceed by arguing that humility is a virtue and one of these features can be
accepted without damaging consequences to one’s virtue theory.

The axiological problem, however, challenges the assumption that humility is a vir-
tue. Sidgwick puts this problem well when he writes:

The common account, however, of [humility] is somewhat paradoxical. For it is
generally said that Humility prescribes a low opinion of our own merits: but if
our merits are comparatively high, it seems strange to direct us to have a low opin-
ion of them. (Sidgwick 1907 [1962]: 334)

Here is one way that this view could be formulated into a paradoxical dilemma: either
humility is not a virtue, or a virtue can direct us to have a low opinion of ourselves even
if our merits are high. Sidgwick thinks that humility’s strangeness privileges the first
horn of the dilemma since humility is in tension with the virtue of self-respect, given
one’s “comparatively high” merits. Indeed, apart from those working in the
Judeo-Christian tradition, philosophers have historically rejected modesty and humility
as moral virtues given their apparent tension with another virtue.25 Aristotle (2009:
1125a33) understood humility to be “both commoner and worse” than vanity, believing
instead that the ideally virtuous person, who possesses pride, accepts the goods and

24Here, I borrow from Fileva (2018: 245).
25See Snow (2020) for a comprehensive discussion of this literature.
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praises they deserve. Hume (1751 [1983]: 73–4) includes humility among the monkish
virtues which “serve to no manner of purpose; neither advance a man’s fortune in the
world, nor render him a more valuable member of society.” Nietzsche (1887 [2006]: 26–
7) roughly thought that the weak turn “timid baseness” into humility, where humility is
a type of false self-righteousness in which one chooses mediocre inoffensiveness over
curiosity.26 Although Kant (1797 [1996]: 6: 434) believed humility to be a virtue, he
worried that interpersonal humility risked being “false” or “lying humility” in which
one tries to “equal or surpass others … believing that in this way one will get an
even greater inner worth.” Drawing from Kant, Dillon (2015: 45) contends that humility
must be constrained by self-respect, and she views humility’s status as a great moral vir-
tue on its own puzzling given the comparison between humility’s low estimation of one-
self against the fortitude of traditional virtues such as wisdom and courage.

For the sake of argument, I will put the axiological problem into a single utterance by
placing it in tension with another virtue, using pride for illustration:

Axiological (AXP): “I am proud of my humility.”27

To think that AXP presents a genuine paradox, I believe, is to rely more upon one’s
virtue theoretical commitments as opposed to widely shared intuitions. If humility is
not an excellence, one likely believes, like Dillon, that humility is on par with humili-
ation or self-deprecation, or that it yields few or no benefits for humanity on its own.
Dillon takes such a view to be the more intuitive one – yet, in order for AXP to be para-
doxical, one must show that humility and another value are mutually exclusive, be it
pride, self-respect, or something else, requiring us to make additional judgements
about these values. It is a fair generalization, I think, to say that philosophers have his-
torically worked from their broader normative commitments to make sense of ambigu-
ous traits such as modesty and humility, but to the detriment of identifying these traits’
virtuous qualities. For instance, consider the ancients’ unity of the virtues thesis: the
view that you can have one virtue if and only if you have all virtues. If one accepts
this thesis and the view of pride as Aristotle has characterized it, then one is essentially
forced to exclude humility from the virtues. We can expect similar issues to arise when
considering just how complex and nuanced the above philosophers’ moral psycho-
logical projects are – complexities that cannot be thoroughly explored in this paper.
However, not only are some of these background commitments implausible (such as
a strong unity of the virtues thesis), but I see no reason why they should bear upon
our intuitive assessments of humility’s value.28

A similar critique could be made against the Judeo-Christian tradition for treating
humility as a virtue because of our special relationship to God. However, it seems to

26Alfano (Forthcoming) contends that Nietzsche views modesty to be a virtue particularly in epistemic
contexts, but that he regards humility to be a vice because, among other things, it leads to a conflict in an
agent’s drives.

27Concerning humility’s tension with pride, Hume (1739 [1978]: 2.1.1) said, “Tis impossible a man can
at the same time be both proud and humble.” Robinson (2020) cites Baier (1991: 216), who writes:
“Humility as a virtue faces a paradox, namely that the very approval of it seems to threaten to destroy
the thing approved. Pride in due pride presents no paradox, and neither does shame for shame, but
pride in shame and shame for pride are at best unstable, degenerate cases of reflexivity.” This is also
why I have chosen to juxtapose humility and pride, which is rightly thought to be different from bragging.
For a further discussion of the contrast between humility and pride, see Kellenberger (2010).

28Weaker versions of the unity of the virtues thesis are sometimes endorsed. See Wolf (2007).
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me that when humility takes a positive role in a coherent value system, its value does
not strictly depend upon the system itself; the qualities that stand to make humility a
virtue for Christians can be valued regardless of whether one also adopts the
Judeo-Christian doctrine. I don’t think that this can be said when humility is framed
negatively, because we must accept theoretical commitments such as the unity of virtues
thesis, Hume’s category of monkish virtues, Kant’s conception of self-respect, and so
forth. I do not deny that the Judeo-Christian tradition similarly assigns humility posi-
tive value for its role in Judeo-Christian doctrine. However, we could imagine, for
instance, a once devout Christian who inculcates humility for religious reasons but
who continues to find humility morally valuable after becoming an atheist; it would
not be abnormal for an atheist to view Jesus’s humility as morally valuable. For
worse, Jesus is rarely considered in the secular philosophical literature on humility,
even though he would be a paradigm example of virtuous humility and the perfectly
virtuous person.29 Interestingly too, Jesus is not shy about attributing humility to him-
self. He says, for example, “Take my yoke upon you, and learn of me; for I am meek and
lowly in heart: and ye shall find rest unto your souls.”30 What is stranger is that Jesus’s
claim that he is the son of God is apparently far less humble than the phrase “I am
humble” because the former implies that he is perfect and possesses all the virtues.
Yet, such a claim to virtue does not seem to pose any paradox either.

What explains this? I reckon we find utterances such as “I am God’s humble servant”
reference broader commitments to religious doctrine but need not reference any
character-level merit of the speaker. Hence, having a complete value system – one
that can be represented by some ideally virtuous person – does not entail that a speak-
er’s self-attribution must coincide with a character-level evaluative judgement. Instead,
the speaker might just be describing themselves, as one could when saying “I am open-
minded.” Or, it might be a higher-order value judgement, for instance, “if we want to
reason well about p, we should defer to expert authority.” Neither of these propositions
suggest that an agent has any evaluative attitudes toward their own merits. Returning to
the apparent tension in AXP, nothing would suggest that the relevant sort of pride is an
evaluative judgement as opposed to a descriptive one, or that it is an evaluative judge-
ment of the sort at the same level of one’s merits as opposed to being a higher-order
judgement of oneself. As far as I can tell, these are complex theoretical commitments
that are to be sorted out after engaging with intuitions about humility’s value, which
are by far positive, even if apparently strange.

If reasoning from the ideally virtuous person is not a convincing illustration of
humility’s place in a complete value system, we can also consider real world concerns
about description and measurement. On the generally accepted view that modesty and
humility are positive personality traits (e.g., Peterson and Seligman 2004: ch. 20; Gregg
et al. 2008), the empirical literature would also direct us to be more cautious about treat-
ing assertions such as AXP as inherently contradictory. Consider the so-called modesty
effect hypothesis, which suggests that the humbler individuals are, the more modest
they are rating their own humility on self-reports. Davis et al. (2017) note two compet-
ing approaches to this hypothesis: guilty until proven innocent, and innocent until pro-
ven guilty. Since people are likely to self-enhance on evaluative traits, some researchers
opt for the highly cautious guilty until proven innocent approach, which mistrusts self-
reports because they appear inherently paradoxical; as SAP and EP aimed to show, self-

29Roberts and Wood (2007: 261–2) are a notable exception.
30King James Version (1987: Matthew 11:29).
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reports of humility amount to bragging that undermines one’s humility. This conserva-
tive approach has fallen by the wayside, however, because it prevents researchers from
relying on those reports to describe and assess levels of humility. Researchers who adopt
the more liberal innocent until proven guilty approach are still able to locate instances in
which self-reports are correlated with exaggerating one’s own intelligence (Hilbig et al.
2014; Kajonius 2014), but not because the self-reports themselves are discredited. The
liberal approach allows researchers to discover the various contextual factors that can
influence self-reports of humility to explain why some people might be more prone
to the modesty effect than others. These valuable insights are not reached from any a
priori notion that humility is paradoxical, or a theoretical framework that places humil-
ity in tension with another positive trait of character.

AXP rests on a kind of skepticism about the value of humility that, I think, shows that
neither SAP nor EP are genuinely paradoxical. To accept AXP, one must believe that SAP
and EP wrongly assume that humility is something excellent, because the only way to find
a plausible contradiction involved considering how virtuous humility conflicts with some
other thing we care about: e.g., avoiding bragging, commitment to egalitarianism, avoid-
ing deception and vicious desires, and so on. But we generally agree that humility is excel-
lent, or at least, that the other puzzles have merited discussion on that assumption. Once
more, the relevant kind of disagreement in a pragmatic paradox is found in a fact that the
speaker implies by their utterance; for good reason, we do not disagree about whether a
speaker who utters “I believe nothing” expresses a belief. By contrast, when we reject AXP
as genuinely paradoxical, we admit that disagreements about the nature of virtuous
humility are disagreements worth having. Intuitions about humility’s value ought to
come first, and revisions to one’s virtue theory, if any, ought to come second.

5. Conclusion

Recent philosophical work on humility has often proceeded, somewhat ironically, from
the virtue’s standout features. I hope to have demystified these alleged paradoxes and
shown humility to be an ordinary virtue. The error of judging humility to be paradox-
ical stems from theoretical judgements such as “really humble people cannot know how
good they are,” or “humility is low opinion of self-worth,” which, I argued, do not prop-
erly follow from humility’s apparent strangeness. This leads me to conclude that
strangeness is not a feature that we must account for in humility’s conceptual analysis.
We might instead reconsider whether judgements about humility’s strangeness are
plausible against a strong intuition that it is a virtue. I therefore recommend that phi-
losophers examine humility in this more ordinary light; it is, after all, in the spirit of
what the virtue would ask of us.
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