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Julie E. Cooper

Spinoza’s Critique of Humility

In Le nouvel atheisme renversé (1696), one of the first published critiques of Spinoza’s Ethics, the Benedectine monk François Lamy (1636-1711) complains that Spinoza’s ostentatious talk of virtue fails to conceal the vicious pride that animates his philosophical system.
 Although Spinoza retains the traditional distinction between “virtue” and “vice,” he radically revises the meaning of these terms (in keeping with the conatus doctrine), with the result that, for Spinoza, “la vertu ne consiste qu’à travailler a sa propre conservation, & qu’à chercher ses propres interêts.”
 Significantly, Lamy is as alarmed by Spinoza’s (mis)appropriation of Christian ethical terminology as he is by Spinoza’s frontal assault on foundations of Christian theology (e.g. miracles, prophecy, creation). When Spinoza reduces “virtue” to pursuit of self-interest, Lamy argues, he distorts the meaning of the term which, in its proper, Christian signification, “consiste à négliger ses propres interêts, à s’oublier soi-même, à se renoncer soi-même à se sacrificier soi-même pour le service de Dieu & du prochain.”
 In Spinoza’s deceptive and dangerous lexicon, “virtue” no longer requires self-abnegation – indeed, it now licenses unrepentant pride: “la vertu, la pieté & l’amour de Dieu, ne sont dans la dictionaire de Spinosa, qu’un veritable amour propre.”
 

Although Lamy sees Spinoza’s license to pride as a necessary consequence of his rejection of the Christian conception of God – which conception is “si incommode à l’amour-propre” – he also understands that, when Spinoza equates God with nature, he deprives humans of the privileged position that they enjoy in traditional (anthropocentric) theology.
 Christians contend that humans are the pinnacle of God’s creation – for theology teaches that “God has made all things for man, and man that he might worship God.”
 By contrast, Spinoza rejects the idea of a transcendent creator – and, lacking will or intention, Spinoza’s emphatically non-anthropomorphic God does not prefer humans to bugs or plants,
 because Spinoza’s God has no preferences. At first blush, Lamy’s position might seem confused: Lamy accuses Spinoza of overweening arrogance and unrepentant self-love,
 even while he complains that Spinoza denies human beings the exalted position which is their due. But, on Lamy’s view, these claims are in no way contradictory. Indeed, Lamy insists that Spinoza’s chastening arguments, which expose humanity’s insignificance within nature as a whole, also open the door to new forms of human sovereignty – forms animated by, and gratifying to, pride. To put it another way, Spinoza’s metaphysical system alarms Lamy because it simultaneously belittles and enthrones humanity. The Ethics belittles man, on Lamy’s view, because the doctrine of substance not only turns God into a machine, the determinism which it entails also reduces humans to the level of beasts: Spinoza transforms “l’homme en bête, après avoir transformé Dieu en machine. C’est en deux mots l’abrégé de toute la religion & de toute la Morale de Spinosa.”
 Yet in Lamy’s analysis, the very metaphysics that dethrones God ends up enthroning humans who have lost their privileges as God’s favorites. For the flip side of the loss of humanity’s privileges is the loss of humanity’s obligations to and dependence upon their erstwhile creator. Thus, while Spinoza’s determinism deprives humans of freedom and God’s provident solicitude, it also elevates humans to an unprecedented position of sovereignty, in the sense that it posits no end beyond humanity itself. As Lamy explains, in Spinoza’s system, virtue aims at human purposes, rather than, as in Christianity, at divine reward: 

Que cette vertu qui à parler nettement, n’est que l’amour propre; cette vertu, dis-je, est notre fin & notre souverain bien; de sorte qu’à ce conte, l’homme est à lui-même son souverain bien. De bon foi peut-on éprouver autant be foiblesses & de miseres que nous en senton tous les jours, & donner dans cette extravagante pensée?
 

On Lamy’s interpretation, Spinoza’s “morality” is tantamount to pride because it considers human ends the ultimate ends, and because the claim that humans are capable of serving as ends accords humans significantly more power than traditional theology allows, with its litany of sin and depravity.
 In sum, Spinoza “renverse toute la Religion & toute la Morale,” for he installs humans in a position of sovereignty – a position previously reserved for God – and invites them to celebrate their power, instead of wallowing in weakness.



Lamy’s tirade provides a revealing example of the kinds of responses that the Ethics elicited from its first Christian readers. The Ethics’ first published critics were pious Cartesians determined to refute accusations that modern philosophy inevitably breeds atheism – or, in other words, that Spinozism is the necessary culmination of Cartesianism.
 As Balz explains, zealous champions of Descartes’ religious orthodoxy were invariably drawn to attack Spinoza, for in the late seventeenth century, “the defense of Descartes turns out to be equivalent to the refutation of Spinoza.”
 Like Lamy, Christoph Wittich (1625-87) penned Anti-Spinoza (posthumously published in 1690) to vindicate Descartes; unlike the Catholic Lamy, however, Wittich espoused a liberal Cocceian theology that put him at odds with orthodox Dutch Calvinists.
 Yet despite their confessional differences, Lamy and Wittich both attacked Spinoza’s theory of immanence in order to deny any possible filiation between Spinoza and Descartes; in this context, transcendence emerges as a theological litmus test for certifying the piety of modern philosophers.
 The deployment of Cartesian arguments to refute Spinoza reflects “dissension within the context of modern reflection,” for Lamy and Wittich both take the obsolescence of Scholasticism as their point of departure; new weapons are required to combat Spinoza’s new (because systematic) atheism.
 Thus, Lamy offers a modern justification for a Christian ethic of ascetic renunciation. But, more importantly for my purposes, in the course of his modern defense of Christian asceticism, Lamy tells a characteristically modern story about the sentiments that motivate, and the ultimate implications of, the rationalist break with religion. Although Lamy wrote before the advent of the concept of “secularization,” his text offers a concise and early iteration of a narrative that gains traction with the development of theories of secularization, a narrative that depicts rationalist philosophy as a bid for human sovereignty. Lamy’s narrative figures the break with religion as an act of usurpation. Spinoza overturns “all religion and morality” when he dispenses with a transcendent God – and, bereft of a divine sovereign, humans claim sovereignty as their own prerogative. To Lamy’s chagrin, this simultaneous dethroning of God and enthroning of self-interest poses a grave threat to the value, and the viability, of humility. On Lamy’s interpretation, the Ethics dispenses with a transcendent standard against which humans can be judged weak, depraved, and corrupt – which judgments have traditionally grounded Christian asceticism – with the result that self-love is not only justified, it actually becomes a normative aspiration. From the moment of its first publication, then, the Ethics proved scandalous not only because it does away with the Christian conception of God, but also because, on Lamy’s account, doing away with a transcendent God is motivated by, and further unleashes, sinful pride. 

Because Lamy’s refutation aims solely at Part I of the Ethics, he does not have occasion to cite a passage from Part IV that appears to confirm accusations that Spinoza dignifies pride.
 However, the proposition in question, IVP53, did not escape notice, or censure, in other early anti-Spinoza polemics. In IVP53, Spinoza declares that “Humility is not a virtue, or does not arise from reason.”
 In Anti-Spinoza, Wittich adduces this proposition as evidence of the threat that Spinoza poses to reason and morality. IVP53 elicits the following burst of outrage from Wittich: 

I consider this proposition entirely false and pernicious. I say false, because reason commands that man contemplate himself as he is, to the end that, if he discovers any imperfection or lack of power in himself, he acknowledge it willingly. It is also dangerous, because it paves the way to pride, which is the source of many evils.
 

It is hardly surprising that accusations of pride figure in the Cartesian anti-Spinoza polemic, given that the primary concern of Spinoza’s critics is to establish God’s transcendence, and thereby rehabilitate morality, which Spinoza’s theory of immanence ostensibly renders incoherent. After all, Christian humility – acknowledgment of human maladies, weakness, disgrace, and corruption – presupposes an ontological distinction between God and his creation.
 But are these accusations as groundless as one might suspect, given the overheated tone of Lamy’s and Wittich’s rhetoric? Readers struck by Spinoza’s unorthodox treatment of humility in IVP53 could be forgiven for thinking that Lamy and Wittich are correct to conclude that pride is an inherent liability of the turn to immanence. 

I have chosen to begin this chapter with a catalogue of the scandalized reactions of the Ethics’ first critics for two reasons. First, Lamy and Wittich demonstrate that the question of the place of humility and pride in the Ethics has long been a pressing one, precisely because it provides an index of Spinoza’s views on secularism, sovereignty, and their interrelation. Second, the historiographical narrative that equates secularization with self-deification begins to develop in the early attacks on Spinoza’s theory of immanence, making Spinoza a key figure for a project, like this one, which aims to challenge this narrative. But Lamy’s and Wittich’s polemics also show that Spinoza is the “hard case” for my project, since he appears so vulnerable to the charge that he dignifies pride. Given that Spinoza both dispenses with a transcendent God and transfers humility from the column of the virtues, he could easily be invoked to exemplify, and confirm, the secularization theories that develop in Lamy’s wake. 

Indeed, Spinoza’s case is made even harder by contemporary scholarly consensus, which (wittingly or unwittingly) echoes the verdict of Spinoza’s Cartesian critics, only to invert their evaluation. In the hands of contemporary scholars, the contention that Spinoza licenses pride is no longer an indictment, but rather cause for celebration. While Lamy dismisses Spinoza an atheist who reduces love of God to vicious self-love, contemporary scholars cite IVP53 as evidence that Spinoza fires the opening salvo in the modern campaign against religious ethics, and for self-affirmation. On this view, Spinoza is an unequivocal enthusiast for “self-esteem” – a secular, non-pejorative term for the affect that Christians dismiss as pride. Moreover, Spinoza’s enthusiasm for self-esteem provides one index of his contribution to a particular strand of modern secularism. It is a truism that, as a critic of humility, Spinoza mounts a joyous “celebration of the self,” which anticipates those of Hume,
 J.S. Mill,
 and, above all, Nietzsche.
 Theorists of divergent ideological commitments and methodological approaches all draw a straight line from Spinoza to Nietzsche, as a brief catalogue reveals: “But long before Nietzsche had initiated the modern diatribe against Jewish-Christian slave-morality, the morally earnest Spinoza had already concluded, by geometrical method, that ‘Humility is not a virtue, or does not arise from Reason”’; By rejecting humility and related Christian virtues, Spinoza is “proposing what Nietzsche was later to call a revaluation of values”; “Before Nietzsche, he denounces all the falsifications of life, all the values in the name of which we disparage life.”
 Of course, the claim that, as a critic of humility, Spinoza “anticipates” Nietzsche, implicitly casts Spinoza as a proponent of brazen self-assertion and will to power, echoing Lamy’s claim that Spinoza would overthrow the Christian morality of self-renunciation, and enthrone human will.

This echo is ironic, given the apologetic agenda that animates Lamy’s claim. Lamy’s portrait of Spinoza is tailored to the debate in which he intervenes, a Christian debate about the orthodoxy, and moral implications, of Cartesian philosophy; his interpretations reflect the exigencies of a contingent historical situation, as much as (if not more than) they reflect careful engagement with Spinoza’s texts. But while the theological and political debates in which Lamy and Wittich intervened have subsided, their interpretation persists, for contemporary scholars have inherited their way of reading Spinoza’s reclassification of humility. Ironically, scholars who congratulate Spinoza for his uncanny “anticipation” of Nietzsche maintain a Christian interpretive framework developed to vindicate Descartes’ orthodoxy. In other words, scholars who celebrate Spinoza’s decisive break with religious morality have yet to fully break with the Christian interpretive framework pioneered by seventeenth-century Cartesians.  

In this chapter, I situate Spinoza’s taxonomy of the affects of humility, modesty, pride, and self-esteem within the contexts of seventeenth-century philosophy, even while I challenge the interpretation pioneered by Lamy and Wittich, and inherited by contemporary scholars. I read Spinoza within his intellectual context, instead of tracing his purported “anticipation” of modern developments, to recover an alternative account of Spinoza’s contribution to dynamics of secularization. I wager that close examination of Spinoza’s taxonomy of humility and related affects can provide a new avenue of approach to questions implicitly posed by Lamy’s polemic: What room, if any, is there for acknowledgment of finitude in an immanent account? How do philosophers who reject a transcendent horizon redefine, and reevaluate, human power and vulnerability? By analyzing Spinoza’s reclassification of humility, I hope to situate him on these questions with reference to traditional religious ethics, but also, more importantly, with reference to other philosophers; for, as we will see, when Spinoza redefines and reclassifies humility, he intervenes in an intramural “secular” debate about the proper relationship to human finitude. (This debate is “secular” because, irrespective of their religious commitments, the parties to the debate decline to invoke God.) Indeed, the question of the extent of, and limits to, human power becomes newly urgent once it is no longer assumed (in Hobbes’ case) that God’s sovereignty extends over the political realm or (in Spinoza’s case) that God is a sovereign. Reopening seventeenth-century debates about the proper relationship to human finitude, and appreciating their nuances, we will have occasion to challenge the claim (pioneered by Lamy) that rationalist philosophers invite humans to occupy the position vacated by God. 
Thus, the argument that I hope to make is, admittedly, somewhat complicated. On the one hand, it is not surprising that Lamy and Wittich accuse Spinoza of pride, and that contemporary scholars have seconded the accusation, even while inverting its valuation, such that the indictment turns into a plaudit. The Ethics elicits reactions of this kind, for Spinoza offers an idiosyncratic account of the relations between and value of the affects of modesty, humility, pride, and self-esteem. Thus, Lamy, Wittich, and their heirs are correct to fixate upon the implications of Spinoza’s ethics for the fortunes of humility and pride, and they are correct to read Spinoza’s taxonomy of these affects as a key to his position on questions of sovereignty, secularization, and their interrelation. However, the (Christian) lens through which Lamy et al read the Ethics fails to capture its nuances, for the lens assumes a binary in which the only alternatives are humble submission and prideful self-sovereignty. On this view, the reevaluation of humility is tantamount to an unequivocal embrace of human power, and an unqualified assertion of human sufficiency. But the position that Spinoza stakes out as a taxonomist of the affects is more complicated than this binary allows – in fact, Spinoza’s account is idiosyncratic in part because it cannot be reduced to a binary opposition between pious humility and brazen self-assertion. Appreciating the nuances of Spinoza’s taxonomy of self-esteem will lead us to develop an alternative secularization narrative. Pace Lamy, in Spinoza’s case, secularization does not proceed by way of self-deification, nor does it license unequivocal celebration of human power. Spinoza participates in an alternative tradition that would chasten human pretension in order to enhance human power – a tradition which develops new (i.e., non-theological) ways of thinking about human finitude, and makes cultivating the proper relationship to finitude a task for politics and philosophy. Spinoza is essential to my argument, then, for he demonstrates that even in the hard case – the case of a theorist who rejects a transcendent God and reclassifies humility – secularization does not entail self-deification. Spinoza provides ethical and political grounds on which to criticize pride, without invoking a transcendent God. 

The chapter proceeds in three sections. In the first section, I situate Spinoza’s taxonomy of the affects within its historical and philosophical context, and offer a brief explanation of the technical terminology employed in said taxonomy. In the chapter’s second section, “Humilitas,” I analyze Spinoza’s definition and reclassification of humility. I devote the chapter’s third and final section to Spinoza’s analysis of “Acquiescentia in se ipso,” in order to challenge the claim that Spinoza is accurately or profitably described as a proponent of “self-esteem,” as it is conventionally understood. 
Spinoza’s taxonomy of the affects

[In this section, omitted due to space constraints, I situate Spinoza’s taxonomy of the affects within its historical context; I offer a brief explanation of the technical terms (active/passive, happy/sad) that structure Spinoza’s theory of the affects; and I situate my own approach to these questions vis-à-vis other political theorists who have written about the Ethics, offering a new account of the relevance of Spinoza’s theory of the passions for political theory.] 
Humilitas

Scholars have long been struck by Spinoza’s bold declaration, in the Ethics, that “Humility is not a virtue, or does not arise from reason” (IVP53). On the dominant reading of IVP53, Spinoza follows Hobbes and derives the virtues from self-interest; but unlike Hobbes, Spinoza arrives at surprising results, for he “goes beyond Hobbes also in openly rejecting certain elements of traditional Christian morality.”
 That is, scholars not only adduce Spinoza’s reclassification of humility as evidence that he breaks with religious morality
 – they also adduce Spinoza’s “rejection” of humility as evidence that his critique of religion is more candid, and more thoroughgoing, than those of his peers. On this view, Spinoza’s characterization of humility is striking because anomalous within contexts of seventeenth-century philosophy – for most seventeenth-century philosophers profess appreciation for humility.
 Of course, Machiavelli, whom Spinoza cites approvingly in the Political Treatise,
 famously laments that the premium placed upon “humility, abjectness, and contempt of things human” in Christian societies diminished the love of republican freedom, not to mention the martial valor required to secure and sustain such freedom.
 But Machiavelli merely questions the compatibility of humility with republication valor – and he hedges his critique with a profession of Christianity’s truth, and a claim that, properly interpreted, Christianity allows for patriotic fervor. By contrast, in IVP53, Spinoza appears to dismiss humility as a vice. Thus, while scholars occasionally read Spinoza’s reclassification of humility as a return to classical magnanimity – a return which could reflect a debt to Machiavelli – more frequently, they read Spinoza’s reclassification of humility as evidence that he wrote before his time, uncannily anticipating positions that would come to dominate modern philosophy, and modern culture more generally.
 On this reading, Spinoza invents new modes of subjectivity consonant with modernity’s reigning ideals (equality, autonomy, secularism). 

But have scholars correctly evaluated the polemical, political, or philosophical force of Spinoza’s declaration that humility is not a virtue? Too often, when scholars note that Spinoza reclassifies humility, they do so in passing – they assert that Spinoza “rejects” humility, or that he judges humility “evil,” but they neglect to examine his definition of humility, because they assume that we already know what “humility” means, and why Spinoza scorns it.
 But before we can assess the significance of Spinoza’s reclassification of humility, we have to determine what, exactly, he is reclassifying, and how he justifies this reclassification. In his commentary on the Ethics’ taxonomy of the affects, Wolfson acknowledges that “a detailed historical study of each of” Spinoza’s definitions, “including a minute investigation into the variety of Latin renderings of Greek terms, would yield important results for the student of philosophy,” although he neglects to undertake the study himself, deeming it “too complicated and too important for its own sake to be made a sort of appendage to a study of Spinoza.” 
 While hardly the exhaustive study for which Wolfson calls, the following examination of Spinoza’s definitions of humility and related affects (in the Short Treatise and the Ethics), can illuminate the polemical force of Spinoza’s definition within the Ethics’ taxonomy of the affects, and within seventeenth-century philosophy more generally. 

In “Definitions of the Affects,” a condensed recapitulation of the affects derived in the propositions of Part III, Spinoza defines humility (humilitas) as “a sadness born of the fact that a man considers his own lack of power, or weakness.”
 From the moment of the Ethics’ first publication, critics have accused Spinoza of changing the received meaning of philosophical terms, without acknowledging the novelty and idiosyncrasy of his definitions.
 In Anti-Spinoza, Wittich mounts an objection of this kind to IIIP55, the proposition in which Spinoza first defines humility, complaining that Spinoza’s definition is “defective and mutilated, which will be readily apparent to anyone who wishes to compare it to Descartes’ definition in article 55.”
 In a similar vein, contemporary scholars note the “arbitrariness of Spinoza’s definition of humility,” an arbitrariness which purportedly bespeaks Spinoza’s (not so) tacit polemic against religious tradition.
 On this reading, Spinoza consciously revises the meaning of “humility,” affecting a radical “departure from and repudiation of the traditional Jewish-Christian understanding of humility,” because his “primary motive is that of a moralist and critic of popular religion.”
 But is Spinoza’s definition as “defective,” or as “arbitrary,” as critics have suggested? Pace Wittich, Spinoza’s definition of humility is in critical dialogue with Descartes’ definition. Indeed, if one examines Descartes’ and Spinoza’s respective definitions (as I will do shortly), one begins to suspect that Wittich mischaracterizes the relationship between Descartes and Spinoza for polemical reasons, to exculpate Descartes from the taint of Spinozism. And in the twentieth century, insufficient attention to Spinoza’s historical context, coupled with the conviction that Spinoza is a proto-Nietzschean theorist of “self-realization,” leads critics to overstate the arbitrariness of Spinoza’s definition, and to misjudge its polemical targets. Spinoza neither fabricates a new definition of “humility” from whole cloth, nor does his definition aim solely or primarily at popular superstition. Careful analysis of what is traditional, and what is novel, in Spinoza’s definition suggests that, as a theorist of humility, Spinoza targets contemporary philosophers, as much as, if not more than, popular moralists – for Spinoza’s definition is a polemical emendation of extant philosophical definitions. At the level of definition, at least, Spinoza is engaged in an intramural “secular” – secular because, regardless of their religious commitments, the parties to the debate neglect to invoke God. Thus, the relevant question is less the difference between Spinoza’s definition of humility and theological definitions of humility, than the difference between Spinoza’s definition of humility and more laudatory secular definitions – and, consequently, what the latter difference reveals about emerging secular conceptions of finitude and its acknowledgment. 

When Spinoza identifies humility as a function of consideration of the self’s “lack of power, or weakness,” he remains within conventional idioms of seventeenth-century philosophy. The philosophical lexicons of the seventeenth century agree that “humility” involves perception of limitation and, significantly, they neglect to invoke a transcendent God as the standard against which humanity is judged deficient. The Lexicon Philosophicum (1653) of Johann Micraelius, a conventionally pious professor of theology, offers the following entry for humility: “Humility is that whereby contemplating our weakness, we keep ourselves far away from arrogance within the bounds of duty.”
 Significantly, Micraelius’ definition of humility is in no way theological – it neither invokes God, nor humanity’s post-lapsarian depravity. Thus, contrary to critical consensus, Spinoza’s break with “the traditional Jewish-Christian understanding of humility” is not single-handed – rather, it is prepared by Christian philosophers who define humility without reference to a transcendent God. Thus, if Spinoza’s definition of humility proves scandalous to Christians like Wittich, it is not because he neglects to invoke God, or lament human sinfulness. But if received philosophical definitions of humility do not presuppose a transcendent horizon, then in principle it seems possible to endorse these definitions, and the virtue they indicate, even within an immanent account. That is, it is not immediately obvious why Spinoza’s rejection of a transcendent horizon would require him to reclassify humility, if humility is defined along these lines. To grasp exactly what is unorthodox about Spinoza’s definition, in the Ethics, and to determine which political and philosophical commitments motivate this redefinition (and the reclassification which it entails), we must compare it to those of Hobbes, Descartes, and Spinoza’s own Short Treatise.
 
In Elements of Law (circulated widely in manuscript in 1640; published 1650), Hobbes contends that “the passion contrary to glory, proceeding from apprehension of our own infirmity, is called HUMILITY by those by whom it is approved; by the rest, DEJECTION and poorness; which conception may be well or ill grounded.”
 On Hobbes’ definition, humility involves apprehension of the self’s limitations. But Hobbes’ humility does not only involve negative perception of lack; it also involves a positive affirmation – specifically, affirmation of human equality. When Hobbes adduces scriptural support for the laws of nature, he glosses Matthew 22: 39-40 as an injunction to “be humble, meek, and contented with equality.”
 In De Cive (1642), the sole text of Hobbes’ that Spinoza is assumed to have read,
 Hobbes intimates that humility is synonymous with the contentment that Matthew enjoins; for, in the eighth law of nature, Hobbes dilates on “acknowledging natural equality, i.e. on humility.” 

Descartes concurs that humility involves meditation upon the self’s weakness, and that, when undertaken in the proper spirit, this meditation yields an egalitarian disposition. In The Passions of the Soul (French original 1649; Latin translation 1656), Descartes recognizes two species of humility, one virtuous, one vicious.
 Virtuous humility is the instructive chagrin that attends failures of self-mastery:  

we have humility as a virtue (l’humilité vertueuse/humilitas honesta) when, as a result of reflecting on the infirmity of our nature and on the wrongs we may previously have done, or are capable of doing (wrongs which are no less serious than those which others may do), we do not prefer ourselves to anyone else and we think that since others have free will just as much as we do, they may use it just as well as we use ours.
 

Significantly, while Descartes shares Hobbes’ conviction that humility involves confrontation with the self’s limitations, which confrontation yields a disposition to treat peers equitably, Descartes understands “infirmity” not in terms of bodily vulnerability, but rather in terms of weakness of will. For Descartes, there is “only one thing in us which could give us good reason for esteeming ourselves, namely, the exercise of our free will and the control we have over our volitions”; thus, individuals are (equally) limited because they are (equally) prone to abuse their freedom (a quality which Hobbes and Spinoza deny of the will).
 In virtuous humility, we affirm our freedom by acknowledging, and lamenting, its potential for abuse; but humility becomes vicious when feelings of weakness inspire one to forget, or abdicate, the freedom that “renders us in a certain way like God by making us masters of ourselves.”
 On Descartes’ definition, “Abjectness, or humility as a vice (la bassesse ou l’humilité vicieuse/Abjectionem aut Humilitatem vitiosam), consists chiefly in a feeling of weakness or irresolution, together with an incapacity to refrain from actions which we know we shall regret later on, as if we lacked the full use of our free will.”
 On Descartes’ definition, humility is bound up with the promise of self-sovereignty, a reward reserved for the proper exercise of the will. Descartes’ commitment to a transcendent God secures Lamy’s veneration; but the conviction that God and world are separate does not prevent Descartes from endorsing an ethic of sovereign (i.e. God-like) mastery. 

In the Short Treatise on God, Man, and His Well-Being, an early Dutch text that is of scholarly interest largely as an “immature,” non-geometric precursor to the Ethics, 
 Spinoza adopts the terminology and “order of exposition” employed in Descartes’ Passiones Animae,
 and follows Descartes in admitting virtuous and vicious forms of humility. Spinoza’s definitions of humility, in the Short Treatise, remain within the conventional ambit with their focus on perception of limitation. Yet Spinoza departs from Descartes, his model, by omitting discussion of the will, and by introducing the criterion of accuracy as a principle for distinguishing virtuous dispositions from vicious.
 In Chapter VIII, “Of Esteem and Disdain,” humility (nederigheid) is legitimate when it expresses accurate assessment of the self’s limitations: “Humility exists when someone knows his own imperfection, without regard to [others’] disdain of him; it does not extend to anything outside the humble man.”
 If “true humility” involves accurate assessment of one’s limitations, its illegitimate counterpart, which Spinoza calls “self-depreciation” (strafbare nederigheid; thought to be a translation of abjectio), involves sincere self-underestimation, or the erroneous belief that one is more limited than one actually is: “Self-depreciation exists when someone attributes to himself an imperfection that does not belong to him.”
 

Readers of the Short Treatise have been struck less by Spinoza’s definition of humility, however, than by his apparently conventional evaluation of humility – an evaluation at odds with his mature position in the Ethics. When Spinoza enumerates “what there is of good and evil in each of these ‘passions,’” he ascribes “excellence” to accurate self-estimation (that is, to legitimate humility and legitimate self-esteem).
 But has scholarly preoccupation with the fact that Spinoza praises humility, deferring to conventional piety, obscured striking aspects of the terms in which Spinoza couches this praise? For Spinoza, true humility is valuable as a means to the proper exercise – and even to the enhancement – of individual power. Spinoza deems certain forms of humility virtuous because having a correct estimate of both the extent of and the limits to one’s power “is the chief means of attaining our perfection. For if we know our power and perfection accurately, we thereby see clearly what we must do to attain our good end. And again, if we know our defect and lack of power, we see what we must avoid.”
 By contrast, inaccurate assessments of the self’s power “lead us to total destruction,” for delusions of weakness prevent us from taking steps within our power to achieve perfection, while delusions of grandeur lead us to attempt hazardous feats that exceed our abilities.
 Thus, Spinoza deems humility “good and salutary” because accurate assessment of the self’s power enables successful pursuit of “perfection” – indeed, accurate self-assessment is “the true stairway on which we climb to our highest salvation.”
 The term “humility” has always served as a vehicle for the assessment and evaluation of human power, or the lack thereof. But in the Short Treatise, Spinoza frames the question of humility’s value in a way that makes explicit this preoccupation with power. More importantly, however, Spinoza insists that, to the extent that humility has value, it is as a stairway or means to the enhancement of individual power.
 In certain respects, this claim echoes Descartes, who considers the passions useful as aids to self-preservation, and who credits certain passions (e.g. generosity) with facilitating the achievement of “great deeds.”
 But even if the claim that humility is valuable as a means or stairway to perfection does not constitute an innovation on Spinoza’s part, it is nevertheless significant that he underscores the relationship between humility and power. For in the Ethics, the question of humility’s classification turns on whether the conception of limitation to which “humility” refers enhances or diminishes individual power. 
 Venturing a biographical explanation for Spinoza’s apparent reevaluation of humility, from the Short Treatise to the Ethics, is beyond the scope of this project. For my purposes, what is important is not why the biographical Spinoza changed his mind. Rather, I have offered this survey of likely intertexts to the Ethics to suggest that Spinoza’s mature definition of humility can profitably be read as a polemical emendation of the conventional philosophical definition (and evaluation) of humility – a version of which Spinoza once espoused. When Spinoza defines humility anew, in the Ethics, he intervenes in an intramural “secular” debate about the proper relationship to human finitude. In the Ethics, Spinoza echoes the conventional philosophical idiom when he traces humility to “the fact that a man considers his own lack of power, or weakness.” However, Spinoza departs from Hobbes and Descartes when he neglects to posit a connection between humility and cultivation of an egalitarian disposition. More importantly, in the Ethics, Spinoza specifies the affective complexion of the confrontation with the self’s limitations – humility is a “sadness, accompanied by the idea of our own weakness.”
 Of course, Hobbes, Descartes, and the Short Treatise all classify humility as a passion, implying that assessment of the self’s limitations has an emotional valence – yet none specifies the complexion of this emotional experience. 
 But Spinoza’s scandalous innovation lies less in the move to specify humility’s emotional valence, than in the claim that humility’s emotional valence is sad. The claim that humility has a distinctive affective complexion was not unheard of within Dutch Cartesian circles, as the example of Spinoza’s contemporary Arnold Geulincx attests. Geulincx hails humility as “the most exalted of the Cardinal Virtues,” and defines humility as negative disregard of self that follows from embracing the occasionalist ethical maxim, “Wherein we see that we can do nothing, therein we must attempt nothing.”
 According to Geulincx, humans can do very little, for God is the only true actor – bereft of agency, humans are mere spectators of a scenario orchestrated by God. Geulincx reserves happiness for the humble who embrace the spectator’s role, renouncing the active pursuit of happiness – for happiness “flees from you when you pursue it; but pursues you when you flee from it.”
 Thus, Spinoza embroiders upon the conventional philosophical definition when he insists that humility is a form of sadness, and this embroidery serves the polemical purpose of exposing the sorrow that suffuses an experience of limitation which others have either neglected to characterize in emotional terms, or have characterized as happy.
 But Spinoza’s polemic is not only or primarily about humility’s emotional complexion. For with this controversial characterization of humility’s emotional complexion, Spinoza launches an even more controversial claim about humility’s contribution to fluctuations in the self’s power. 

Specifically, when Spinoza classes humility as a sad passion, he contends that humility is self-diminishing. Why, according to Spinoza, is the self’s power diminished “when the mind imagines its own lack of power,”
 and where does this claim position Spinoza on the question of the proper relationship to human finitude? What does this Spinoza’s polemical definition of humility reveal about possibilities for acknowledgment of finitude in an immanent account? 

Within the Ethics, Spinoza writes as if his definition of humility were unremarkable; yet he acknowledges that accepting this definition requires him to adopt a novel classification of the affects. Although we are “accustomed to oppose humility to pride,” on Spinoza’s definition, the conventional opposition makes no sense, because, strictly speaking, pride (superbia) – which Spinoza defines as “love of oneself, or self-esteem (Amor sui, sive Acquiescentia in se ipso) insofar as it so affects a man that he thinks more highly of himself than is just” – has no opposite.
 “There is no opposite of this affect,” Spinoza argues, because “no one, out of hate (prae odio sui), thinks less highly of himself than is just.”
 While Spinoza admits the possibility of unwarranted overestimation, he dismisses the possibility of unwarranted underestimation, because he considers self-belittlement incontrovertible evidence of frailty. On Spinoza’s analysis, thinking too little of oneself is a self-fulfilling prophecy, for the impassioned belief that one’s power is limited effectively limits one’s power. 

Indeed, no one thinks less highly of himself than is just, insofar as he imagines that he cannot do this or that. For whatever man imagines he cannot do, he necessarily imagines; and he is so disposed by this imagination that he really cannot do this or that, he is not determined to do it, and consequently it is impossible for him to do it.
 

Here, Spinoza warns that wallowing in weakness only confirms one’s weakness. Unlike the proud, the humble are not delusional – they are actually as weak as they think they are. (Ironically, in the case of humility, an inadequate idea of the self’s power proves “accurate,” in some sense.) But while, strictly speaking, pride has no opposite, Spinoza allows that social pressures can generate unwarranted self-loathing, and the resulting affect, despondency (abjectio), can be opposed to pride: “Despondency (abjectio) is thinking less highly of oneself than is just, out of sadness.”
 Significantly, Spinoza defines despondency as an “enhanced form” of humility
 – “despondency is born of humility” – for, “it can happen that, while someone sad considers his weakness,” he mistakenly believes himself to be more abject than he actually is.
 The despondent overestimate their limitations when, overcome by sadness, they mistakenly imagine that peers disdain them, or they misjudge their future potential, or, inhibited by shame, they decline to attempt feats that peers have accomplished. In the case of despondency, social dynamics exploit and intensify a pre-existing sadness, with the result that individuals are not merely as weak as they imagine – they also hesitate to undertake projects that they are capable of completing. 

Spinoza’s analysis of this seemingly recondite taxonomical question – does pride have an opposite? – illuminates his idiosyncratic understanding of humility, and helps us to see why this passion is subject to reclassification. In his survey of pride’s potential antitheses, Spinoza retains the traditional affective terminology, which he inherits from Descartes – for he catalogues two discrete passions, humilitas and abjectio. But while Descartes posits a sharp divide between “humility as a virtue (l’humilité vertueuse/humilitas honesta/vertuous Humility),” which he allies with generosity, and “humility as a vice (l’humilité vicieuse/humilitate vitiosa/Dejection),”
 which “is directly opposed to generosity,” Spinoza conflates the two passions.
 In the Ethics, unlike Passiones Animae (or the Short Treatise), despondency springs from humility – despondency is an intensification of humility, fostered by social dynamics and “opinion,” rather than humility’s antithesis.
 Thus, while Spinoza retains Descartes’ terminology, he rejects his taxonomy – for, in Spinoza’s account, the difference between despondency and humility is a difference of degree, rather than a difference between virtue and vice. Indeed, Spinoza’s scandalous departure from both traditional morality and philosophical convention lies in the contention that neither despondency nor humility is virtuous. Although Spinoza’s emendation to received philosophical definitions of humility appears slight, it puts him at odds with Hobbes and Descartes, for characterizing the perception of limitation as “sad” excludes the possibility of virtuous humility.  

Why does classifying humility as a sad passion effectively transfer it from the column of virtues? Or, what exactly does it mean, in Spinoza’s lexicon, to say that humility is not a virtue? Recall that Spinoza defines virtue as power,
 and equates acting from virtue with “acting, living, and preserving our being (these three signify the same thing) by the guidance of reason, from the foundation of seeking one’s own advantage.”
 As a feeling of weakness which registers a diminution in the self’s power to persevere, humility cannot be virtuous. Indeed, as self-diminishing passions, humility and despondency pose grave philosophical quandaries for Spinoza, as does suicide, which he is notoriously hard-pressed to explain. If, as the conatus doctrine contends, humans necessarily strive to persevere in their being, then humility – a judgment of frailty that further diminishes the self’s power to persevere – runs counter to (human) nature.
 As Spinoza defines it, humility appears self-destructive or suicidal – but, on Spinoza’s logic, self-destruction is an impossibility. Spinoza marshals an argument about the nature of definition – a proper definition “posits the thing’s essence, and does not take it away” – to insist that forces that hamper an individual’s endeavor to persevere in his being must be defined as external to the self.
 Spinoza concludes, “No thing can be destroyed except through an external cause.”
 Because Spinoza locates negativity external to the self, he contends that what looks like self-destructive behavior must be understood as external forces blocking the self’s attempt to persevere in its being.
 In this vein, he offers a notoriously contorted explanation for the phenomenon that we call suicide, in which the self is not the agent, but rather the patient: 

Someone may kill himself because he is compelled by another, who twists his right hand (which happened to hold a sword) and forces him to direct the sword against his heart; or because he is forced by the command of a tyrant (as Seneca was) to open his veins, that is, he desires to avoid a greater evil by [submitting to] a lesser; or finally because hidden external causes so dispose his imagination, and so affect his body, that it takes on another nature, contrary to the former, a nature of which there cannot be an idea in the mind (by IIIP10). But that a man should, from the necessity of his own nature, strive not to exist, or to be changed into another form, is as impossible as that something should come from nothing.
 

Given Spinoza’s metaphysical assumptions, he must explain away humility in the same way that he explains away suicide. Just as it is impossible that a man strive not to exist, so it is inconceivable that a man’s imagination would dwell on his lack of power, for “the mind strives to imagine only those things which posit its power of acting.” 
 Of course, outside forces can restrain this striving, just as outside forces can plunge the knife in your hand into your heart. And this is, ultimately, how Spinoza understands humility: outside forces checking one’s striving to imagine things that posit one’s power of acting. “So when we say that the mind, in considering itself, imagines its lack of power, we are saying nothing but that the mind’s striving to imagine something which posits its power of acting is restrained, or (by P11S) that it is saddened.”
 But, since this explanation makes one into the patient, suffering diminution at the hands of outside forces, as opposed to the agent of one’s own demise, it cannot be a virtue, because virtue correlates with activity for Spinoza. 

Moreover, given Spinoza’s philosophical assumptions regarding the endeavor to persevere in one’s being, humility must also be rare: “These affects – humility and despondency (Humilitas et Abjectio) – are very rare. For human nature, considered in itself, strains against them, as far as it can (se P13 and P54). So those who are believed to be most despondent and humble (abjecti et humiles) are usually most ambitious and envious (ambitiosi et invidi sunt).”
 Given that “the mind avoids imagining those things that diminish or restrain its or the body’s power,” what passes for humility is really a disguised form of pride.
 Elsewhere, Spinoza concedes the possibility of sincere despondency. But like disingenuous humility, sincere despondency is indistinguishable from pride in its effects. “Although despondency is contrary to pride, the despondent man is still very like the proud one,” because the despondent suffer from acute envy. Indeed, “no one is more prone to envy than the despondent man is.” To alleviate the sadness that accompanies social censure, the despondent man would see others degraded to his level: “Hence the proverb: misery loves company.”
 Spinoza’s philosophical premises lead him to propound what one might call an ideological critique of humility. If Spinoza judges humility non-virtuous, but also concedes that humility is rare, it would seem that he has little to worry about. But the very rarity of humility is what alarms Spinoza – for the persistent and ubiquitous celebration of a disposition that runs counter to (human) nature reveals humility to be a ruse of power by means of which (clerics?) legitimate their ambition. (This is the one moment where Spinoza’s polemic appears to target “popular religion,” as opposed to intervening in a secular philosophical debate.) Of course, the specter of false humility has always haunted philosophers, moralists, and theologians, even (or especially) those who laud humility. Indeed, Spinoza’s conflation of humility and ambition, in IIIDefAffXXIX, echoes nearly verbatim Descartes’ indictment of vicious humility: “it often happens that the most mean-spirited (l’esprit le plus bas) people are the most arrogant and haughty.”
 At first blush, then, Spinoza’s ideological critique of humility does not appear especially original, or especially pointed. But while Descartes wrestles with the specter of false humility, he confines this possibility to corruptions of vicious humility, and thereby rescues the possibility of genuine – that is, virtuous – humility. By contrast, Spinoza has transferred humility from the column of the virtues, with the result that, in the Ethics, there is neither sincere nor genuine humility. Precisely because humility is not a virtue, because it is a self-diminishing affect that runs counter to (human) nature, it is (practically) non-existent. But if humility is always disingenuous, always a cloak for envy and ambition, then Hobbes and Descartes are wrong to celebrate humility as an egalitarian virtue. As we will see in the chapter’s final section, humility provides no resources for democratic politics, as Spinoza understands it.

Spinoza’s analysis of humility has lead scholars to assume that, as an empirical matter, Spinoza says that we always do dwell on our strengths and that, as an ethical matter, we always should dwell (exclusively) on our strengths. As Wolf explains, “In the Ethics (IV. Liii.) Spinoza says that ‘Humility is not a virtue,’ because the rational man should think of what he can do, not of what he cannot do.”
 If one accepts Wolf’s interpretation of IVP53, then Lamy’s indictment appears justified, if alarmist – Spinoza’s ethic of self-interest dignifies (vicious) pride, for reason instructs one to fixate on one’s power, ignoring (or denying?) one’s limitations. As Lamy suspects, there is no room for acknowledgment of finitude in an immanent account; indeed, the Spinoza who dismisses humility as irrational and self-undermining appears power-intoxicated, inviting subjects to indulge in unqualified self-celebration. Moreover, Spinoza’s contention that dwelling upon one’s strengths is a hallmark of rationality could appear specious, even delusional, for, as Wittich contends, “reason commands that man contemplate himself as he is, to the end that, if he discovers any imperfection or lack of power in himself, he acknowledge it willingly.”
 Meditating on one’s strengths, to the exclusion of one’s limitations, would be the height of irrationality for beings, like humans, who are manifestly finite. 

But these accusations are founded upon a cursory reading of IVp53, a reading that mistakenly assumes that, for Spinoza, perception of limitation is necessarily sad. Upon closer examination, however, it becomes clear that, while Spinoza considers humility nonsensical and counter-productive, he does not condone delusions of mastery. Indeed, Spinoza agrees with Wittich that humans are finite, and that reason requires us to acknowledge our finitude (in the proper spirit). As Spinoza reminds readers, “the force by which a man perseveres in existing is limited, and infinitely surpassed by the power of external causes.”
  In the demonstration of IVP53, the proposition which transfers humility from the column of the virtues, Spinoza distinguishes a self-diminishing litany of frailty from a rational assessment of the self’s situation as a finite mode of nature. Humility, which results when external forces check the self’s power, provides no understanding of the self’s essence – that is, of its power – and is therefore irrational and self-diminishing. “But if we suppose that the man conceives his lack of power because he understands something more powerful than himself, by the knowledge of which he determines his power of acting, then we conceive nothing but that the man understands himself distinctly or (by P26) that his power of acting is aided.”
 While humility and dejection register a diminution in the self’s power, adequate appraisal of the self’s situation as a finite mode of nature actually increases the self’s power; consequently, rational acknowledgement of the self’s situation as a finite mode of nature cannot be sad, strictly speaking. Thus, Spinoza’s polemical critique of extant discourses of humility turns on a distinction between finitude and self-diminution; although diminution of the self’s power (humility) is sad, and therefore not virtuous, finitude is not sad in and of itself. 
 Indeed, rational acknowledgment of the self’s situation as a finite mode of nature is actually joyous, because power-enhancing – understanding both the extent of, and the limits to, human power enhances that power.

Pace Lamy and his heirs, then, it is not persuasive to claim that Spinoza celebrates human power, against traditional theology, which insists on human impotence and depravity. Spinoza’s reclassification of humility does not invert theological exhortations to humility, inviting humans to reclaim the power unjustly monopolized by a (fictitious) transcendent God. Rather, in critical dialogue both traditional theology and secular philosophical constructions of humility, Spinoza insists that finitude need not occasion shame or self-diminishing sorrow. Framed this way, it appears that, as a critic of humility, Spinoza affects an “embrace” of human finitude, as much as he affects an “embrace” of human power, because the rational embrace of finitude is a source of power. (The metaphor of an embrace is not entirely misplaced, since, for Spinoza, rationality correlates with the most powerful affects.) Spinoza innovates not only by redeeming human power from theological slander, then, but also by envisioning newly productive ways to grapple with the manifest limits to human power. Reading the Ethics through interpretive categories (unwittingly) inherited from Lamy et al obscures the latter facets of Spinoza’s project, but they emerge in stark relief if we consider Spinoza as intervening in an intramural secular debate about the proper relationship (affective and political) to human finitude when he reclassifies humility. Indeed, reading against Lamy’s interpretive categories allows us to offer a more nuanced account of what secular subjectivities look like, and how they have historically been produced – for it allows us to excavate a genuine political-philosophical debate about the affective resonance of acknowledgment of finitude.
 With Hobbes, Spinoza promises that acknowledgment of finitude enhances human power. However, Spinoza’s reclassification of humility reveals that he differs from Hobbes on the affective resonance of this acknowledgment – a difference with political ramifications, as I outline in the following section – for Hobbes appeals to what Spinoza would call sad passions. 

Acquiescentia in se ipso
[I omit the final section of this chapter due to space constraints.]

� For more information on Lamy, his position within 17th century philosophical/Cartesian circles, and the publication of Le nouvel, see Israel, Radical Enlightenment, 488-491. Lamy wrote Le nouvel in the 1680s, but censorship authorities and the Sorbonne withheld approval when Lamy tried to publish the work in 1688, with the result that it was not published until 1696, when, alarmed by the inroads that Spinozism had made into French society, leading clerics saw the need for a direct refutation of Spinoza’s doctrines. Indeed, the 1696 edition featured approbations from several prominent bishops. See also Verniere?


� Lamy 443


� Lamy 56


� Lamy 443. See Balz 474, 476.


� Lamy 66. Follow up here, see if Lamy says anything about immanence/transcendence!!!


� Spinoza, Ethics, appendix to part 1, pg. 110. For a similar statement of human exceptionalism in Lamy’s text, see pg. 38: humans have grounds “de se croire si distinguez & si favorisez de Dieu”


� see Lamy 38


� see Lamy 167, 168: cet homme, qui s’aime tout lui-même; si vous ne voulez aimer que vous, comme vous en faites assez profession…


� See Lamy 445: Spinoza 


� Lamy 58


� see Lamy 446, re: Christianity: Elle ne dissimule nos maladies, ni nos foiblesses; elle nous fait conoître nôtre disgrace & nôtre éloignement de Dieu, le déreglement & la corruption de nôtre nature, les blessures & l’afoiblissement de nôtre liberté pour le bien; mais elle nous enseigne un sage médiateur, un puissant réparateur, un charitable médecin, un excellent libérateur. See also Balz 474: “The essential trait of Christian morality is it uncompromising opposition to natural impulse. It remains, for Lamy, an ethics of renunciation. The modern revolt seeks a rational justification for its aversion to Christian morality and for its ethical and political naturalism.”  


� Lamy 66


� See Israel, 485-491, Hubert, and Balz. Although explain that Aubert de Verse is an outlier, he is not a Cartesian, that this applies mostly to Wittich and Lamy, and so I will focus on them. 


� Balz 463


� See Israel 25-29, and Massimiliano Savini, “Notes au Sujet de la Publication de L’Anti-Spinoza de Christoph Wittich,” Nouvelles de la République des Lettres, 2(2000): 79-96. 


� cite Hubert


� Balz 477. See Bayle, “athée de système, et d’une méthode toute nouvelle,” echoing Lamy and Wittich. 


� double-check. See Hubert 37 for the reasons why Lamy neglects to mount a direct refutation of the latter parts of the Ethics.


� IVP53


� Wittich 273: Hanc Propositionem & falsam &perniciosam plane censeo. Falsam dico, quia ratio jubet, ut homo semetipsum contemplatur, qualis est, adeoque ut, si imperfectionem &impotentiam in se deprehendat, eam libens agnoscat. Perniciosa quoque est, quod planam viam sternat ad superbiam, quae multorum malorum est origo. See also Hubert 26 – Witich rehabilitates all of the “pseudo-virtues” that Spinoza dismisses.


� Lamy 446. See also Wittich’s refutation to IIIP53, his contrast between Spinoza and Descartes, sophism of Spinoza’s definition of humility: Descartes in the 3rd meditation stresses that we have an idea of God, with the result that we understand that we are imperfect, that we are lacking in many things, we can only understand ourselves to be imperfect because we have the idea of absolute perfection/a transcendent God.


� Newman


� Smith, Feuer


� Smith SBL 148. Add Hampshire on the anticipation of Freud, also on the critique of asceticism.


� Newman 275; Curley 126; Deleuze SPP 26, 72. But see Deleuze 3 for a more nuanced account of Spinoza’s (and Nietzsche’s) relationship to humility. Unsurprisingly, scholars who read Spinoza’s reclassification of humility as an anticipation of Nietzsche, rather than an intervention into seventeenth-century debates, rely on a set of anachronistic assumptions about the connotations of “humility.” Scholars who discern strong “affinities” (Curley 126) between Spinoza’s ethics and Nietzsche’s revaluation of Christian values frequently assume that Spinoza’s unorthodox approach to humility reflects hostility to asceticism, just as Nietzsche indicts humility as one of the “three great slogans of the ascetic ideal” (GM 108) (along with poverty and chastity). The depiction of Spinoza as a critic of the complex of attitudes, disciplines, and practices that have come to be known as “asceticism” is uncontroversial: In the Ethics, Spinoza rejects the cult of abstinence and self-mortification, instructing the wise man “to refresh and restore himself in moderation with pleasant food and drink, with scents, with the beauty of green plants, with decoration, music, sports, the theater, and other things of this kind, which anyone can use without injury to another.” (IVP45Schol) But it does not follow that Spinoza’s critique of asceticism entails a critique of humility, as it does for Nietzsche. Pace Nietzsche, humility is not always an ascetic ideal, and several avowedly non-ascetic forms of humility circulated in Spinoza’s intellectual milieu. For Maimonides, Spinoza’s formative philosophical antagonist, “humility is a – perhaps even the – virtue.” (Frank 90) Yet in Eight Chapters, Maimonides launches into a tirade against pious self-denial, dismissing practices of bodily mortification as foreign to Judaism – “the perfect Law which leads us to perfection…recommends none of these things (such as self-torture, flight from society, etc.).” (Maim reader 371) Similarly, Geulincx, a Dutch Cartesian contemporary of Spinoza’s, praises humility as “the most exalted of the Cardinal virtues” – yet he denies that humility involves self-mortification. “Humility does not require anyone positively to despise himself, to defame himself, scourge himself, or treat himself badly in some way or another. That is in itself not Humility, but the height of insanity, for reason in itself demands no such thing.” (first citation? 29. Also note the paraphrase from Geulincx in the philosophical dictionary from Rotterdam as further evidence of the currency of non-ascetic humility.) The interpretation that views Spinoza as a “anticipating” Nietzsche, and adduces their shared disdain for asceticism and humility as conclusive evidence, presumes that the relationship between “humility” and “asceticism” is constant across historical periods and philosophical traditions. But, as Maimonides and Geulincx attest, this assumption is questionable. Given the currency that non-ascetic humility achieved in Spinoza’s milieu, we should hesitate before concluding that Spinoza’s reservations regarding humility are of a piece with his reservations regarding asceticism – that is, we should hesitate before assuming that they “anticipate” Nietzsche’s reservations.


� Curley 126. Curley assumes that Hobbes shares Spinoza’s disdain for humility, but, for reasons of prudence, is unwilling or unable to acknowledge the logical consequences of his philosophical premises. If Hobbes “rejects any of the traditional virtues (as the tone of his social analysis might lead us to suspect), he is discreet enough not to say so explicitly” (126). The interpretation that taxes Hobbes with insufficient candor rests on anachronistic assumptions regarding the place of humility in “secular” modernity – which assumptions lead to the hasty conclusion that, as a taxonomist of the virtues, Hobbes indulges in disingenuous pieties. Hobbes endorses humility in his catalogue of the laws of nature – a catalogue that includes virtues such as justice, gratitude, complaisance, and equity. Unless Curley is willing to say that Hobbes’ endorsement of justice, gratitude, and equity is disingenuous, I do not see how he can conclude that Hobbes tacitly rejects humility. The catalogue of the laws of nature is one place where Hobbes refrains from irony. Against Curley, I take Hobbes at his word when he endorses humility, and argue Hobbes and Spinoza are engaged in a genuine dispute about the proper affective relationship to human finitude. For a contrary view, which sees nothing surprising in Spinoza’s catalogue, see Wolfson II 253.


� Scholars who read Spinoza’s dismissal of humility as evidence of a break with religion either neglect to specify the tradition being repudiated, noting a general hostility to “theology” and “asceticism,” or they assume that Spinoza rejects Christian ethics. For Spinoza as a critic of theology in general, see Gilles Deleuze, Spinoza: Practical Philosophy, trans. Robert Hurley (San Francisco: City Lights, 1988). Smith SBL 178. For Spinoza as a critic of Christian ethics, see Edwin Curley, Behind the Geometrical Method (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1988), 126; Lewis Feuer, Spinoza and the Rise of Liberalism (Boston: Beacon Press, 1958), 204; Don Garrett, “Spinoza’s Ethical Theory,” in The Cambridge Companion to Spinoza, ed. Don Garrett (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 305; and Steven B. Smith, Spinoza’s Book of Life (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003), 148. Add Strauss, SCR, 201. Add Newman. That is, critics seldom entertain the possibility that Spinoza’s reclassification of humility is directed against Jewish orthodoxy. Indeed, some have gone so far as to read Spinoza’s disdain for humility as evidence of (unwitting or disavowed?) fealty to Jewish tradition. See Lenn E. Goodman, “What does Spinoza’s Ethics Contribute to Jewish Philosophy,” in Heidi M. Ravven and Lenn E. Goodman, Jewish Themes in Spinoza’s Philosophy (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2002), 40. For contemporary readers, it is inconceivable that a reconsideration of humility could be directed against Judaism, because Judaism is humanistic, life-affirming, and this-worldly (or so we have been told). But while ideals of humility may achieve greater prominence in Christianity, they flourish in Jewish texts, and are especially important for Maimonides, the medieval Jewish philosopher with whom Spinoza regularly engages. For humility in Maimonides, and Judaism more generally, see Bernard Steinberg, “Humility,” in Arthur A. Cohen and Paul Mendes-Flohr, eds. Contemporary Jewish Religious Thought (New York: The Free Press, 1987), 429-433; Daniel H. Frank, “Humility as a Virtue: A Maimonidean Critique of Aristotle’s Ethics,” in Eric L. Ormsby, ed. Moses Maimonides and His Time (Washington D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 1989); Joseph B. Soloveitchik, “Majesty and Humility,” Tradition 17 (Spring 1978), 25-37; George N. Schlesinger, “Humility,” Tradition 27:3 (1993), 4-12; and Daniel M. Nelson, “The Virtue of Humility in Judaism: A Critique of Rationalist Hermeneutics,” Journal of Religious Ethics. Spinoza demonstrates awareness of humility’s Jewish provenance in the Ethics IVP54Schol, where he credits Hebrew prophets with mastering the political deployment of humility. Admittedly, Spinoza’s critique of humility is not reserved for the ancient Hebrew prophets – it extends to their contemporary Christian heirs. While Jews hold no monopoly on humility, it would be a mistake to overlook the possibility that Spinoza engages with Jewish orthodoxy, as well as contemporary Calvinism, when he reclassifies humility.        


� Is this true, as a matter of historical fact? Is Spinoza really the only 17th cent philosopher to attack humility? Is he really the first to attack humility?


� for the relationship between Spinoza and Machiavelli, see… 


� see Machiavelli, Discourses, II:2. Elsewhere in the Ethics, Spinoza accords humility instrumental political value. Does the claim that humility has instrumental political value put Spinoza at odds with Machiavelli? Or are the two in agreement because Spinoza thinks that humility is only appropriate to non-republican societies? Also, are Spinoza’s objections primarily philosophical, rather than political?


� Cite people who align Spinoza with classical magnanimity. Wolfson is one? But note that they usually align him with Aristotle, not with Machiavelli or Rome. Also JS Mill on pagan self-assertion, as another way to read what Spinoza is doing?


� Curley, Smith, Garrett. Cite wendy brown on Foucault re: why and what?


� Wolfson II 211


� DefAffXXVI. For the derivation of the passion, see the scholium to P55.


� Hubert 48, Lamy, Bayle 420. More must be said regarding the philosophical status of definitions in Spinoza’s geometric method.


� Wittich 213: “manca fit & mutila, quod facile apparebit, si quis conferre voluerit ea, quae habet des Cartes art. 55.” Is the article number a typo?


� Newman 276-277.


� See Newman 276-277. See also Smith SBL 178: “the biblical virtues of repentance and humility are cast as evils.” Garret in Cambridge Companion, 305. 


� “HUMILITAS est, qua tenuitatem nostram intuiti, procul ab arrogantia intra officii metas nos continemus.” See also P. Godartis Lexicon Philosophicum (1675), under “Humilitas”: “Virtus inclinant ad sui vilitatem agnoscendam, exteriusque ingenue profitendam.” Add Chauvin. Alp’s hypothesis – these definitions are scholastic adaptations of classical definitions? But what about the claim of Maimonides, Geulincx, Hume et al that humility is a Judeo-Christian innovation, only available through revelation? Are there two different etiologies of humility circulating in this period?   


� More must be said about why these are the relevant intertexts


� Hobbes, EL 51; DC the only book of Hobbes’ that Spinoza had access to? Must address this issue, although we can still use the EL def as evidence of the word’s connotations in this milieu. Also, note to self: who did not approve of this passion, in Hobbes’ milieu? Who are the critics of humility to whom Hobbes refers in this passage? And does “the rest” imply that critics are in the majority, or the minority?


� EL 101


� cite relevant articles on this question


� Question for Mary Keys: What is the history of this distinction? Is vicious humility a modern innovation, or do scholastics and other Christians recognize the possibility of being excessively humble?


� PS 385; art. 155


� Descartes 384 art 152


� Descartes 384 art 152


� Descartes 386 art 159


� collected works 52. note on the difficulties of this text, regarding language, dating, manuscript traditions, etc. Cite Curley and Wolf.


� Wolf 206-207. Although, as Wolf notes in his commentary (208), Spinoza parts company with Descartes at several points in his taxonomy of the passions, offering explanations which are either absent from Descartes’ account, or which differ from Descartes’ explanations. (Significantly, Wolf does not list the explanation for humility as a point of divergence.) Wolf also discerns a Christian imprint in the Treatise (cxxvi), which leads him to conclude that the text was written after Spinoza’s excommunication. Curley also says that Appuhn 1, 1:28 sees a Christian influence in this passage, in the favorable evaluation of humility. Must follow up!!! See also French article. Cite Curley, Wolfson? Also cite articles proving that Spinoza read the Latin version of Passions.


� Hobbes invokes the criterion of accuracy in Elements when he allows that a conception of one’s limitations “may be well or ill-grounded.” But, significantly, the groundedness or lack thereof of the conception is not what determines whether the passion in question is termed “humility” or “dejection” – that determination depends on the speaker’s estimation of this passion.


� collected works 111


� cw 111


� CW 111, 112. 


� CW 111


� cw 112


� CW 112


� Although, as I have argued in the previous chapter, a similar claim is implicit in Hobbes


� see article 74, 137, 156


� IIIP55


� EL 51. (Although Hobbes does contend that humility can produce a salutary “fear to attempt any thing rashly”)


� Geulincx ?, 48. For the relationship between Geulincx and Spinoza, see….


� Geulincx 57


� note to self: What about Malebranche? Does he say that humility is sad?


� IIIP55


� DefAffXXIXExp; DefAffXXVIIIExp. Although he does allow that the opposition makes sense if we “attend more to the effects than to the nature of the two” affects, since both humility and pride manifest in external comportment.


� DefAffXXVIIIExp.


� DefAffXXVIIExp


� DefAffXXIX


� Strauss, SCR, 201


� DefAffXXVIIIExp.


� In French, Descartes uses “bassesse” as a synonym for vicious humility. See art. 159. The Latin translator uses “abjectio” as a synonym for vicious humility: Quoad Abjectionem aut Humilitatem vitiosam.


� Descartes 386


� DefAffXXVIIExp.


� IVD8


� IVP24


� Bennett argues that Spinoza’s reclassification of humility follows as a “natural” conclusion from the “only moral premiss” that he allows, namely “individual egoism,” or the pursuit of self-preservation (299). On this view, it is axiomatic that humility has no place in a morality that enjoins individuals to pursue their own interests. But in texts by philosophers whom Spinoza takes as interlocutors, endorsing an ethic of self-preservation is consistent with endorsing humility. As I have argued in previous chapters, for Thomas Hobbes, cultivating humility is actually a means to self-preservation – the humble who acknowledge equality are poised to enhance their power through political association. Thus, in Hobbes’ “egoistic” theory, at least, humility is self-enhancing, rather than self-diminishing. Once we appreciate the fact that, in seventeenth-century philosophy, an ethic of self-preservation does not always entail reclassification of “humility,” Spinoza’s disdain for humility no longer appears “natural” or self-evident – and, to the extent that Spinoza’s disdain for humility does follow from “egoistic” premises, we must investigate how and why he reaches this (controversial) conclusion. That is, we are lead to wonder why, given their shared assumptions regarding self-preservation, Hobbes and Spinoza differ on the definition and classification of humility. Why does humility pose political and philosophical problems for Spinoza, but not for Hobbes? 


� IIIP4Dem


� IIIP4


� cite Butler here?


� IVP20Schol


� IIIP54


� IIIP55Dem.


� IIIDefAffXXIX. Rhetorically, what are we to make of Spinoza’s equivocations regarding humility? The fact that he has to say it is rare, but seems unable to say that it is non-existent? Opens up a role for negativity internal to the self (Butler)? Why doesn’t he say that other sad passions are rare? Shouldn’t all sad passions be equally rare? What, if anything, is special about humility?


� IIIP13Cor.


� IVP57Schol


� art 159. For the worry about false humility, see also Herdt, Mark Button, La Rochefoucauld


� Wolf 212. See also Newman 277: “What point is there in their dwelling on what they are not and what they cannot do when instead they can be enhancing what they are?” See also Rousset article 143-4, for a more nuanced account, closer to my own: the Ethics is “une affirmation de l’autonomie (limitée, mais réelle) de la puissance nautrelle de l’homme à l’intérieur de la nature, et qu’elle s’enrichit grace à l’explication de cette puissance naturelle par le conatus, affirmation de soi qui est partie de l’affirmation de la substance unique, et grace à la défense et à l’illustration de cette autonomie dans la vie du sage au sein de la cité.”   


� Wittich 273


� IVP3


� IVP53Dem.


� Feuer cannot fathom the joy that attends rational affirmation of human finitude. Feuer laments Spinoza’s failure to fully incarnate the liberal positions that he ostensibly anticipates. Spinoza’s political thought anticipates the liberalism of the French and American revolutions, which dignify self-assertion. However, Spinoza’s metaphysical determinism humiliates man; instead of assuming his full dignity as an autonomous individual, Spinoza abases himself before God and necessity. “Spinoza had forgotten the clear courage of the free man: ‘Humility is not a virtue, that is to say, it does not spring from reason’” (242). Feuer insists that “the thought of our finitude then must pain and torment us,” but this resentment of finitude is the antithesis of the freedom that Spinoza would foster.  


� Against Curley et al who think that all moderns hate humility, are just being disingenuous when they praise it, we can see that there is a genuine debate about the proper affective relationship to finitude. Curley’s approach remains mired in the Cartesian debates of the late 17th century – Curley taking the position of the anti-Cartesian camp, the position that Spinozism is the inherent telos of modern philosophy, therefore when people like Hobbes profess appreciation for humility, we must dismiss these professions as disingenuous pieties.





