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I beseech you, in the bowels of Christ, think it possible you may be mistaken.

Cromwell, 

letter to the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland,

3 August, 1650

According to one standard translation of St. Thomas Aquinas’ Summa Theologia, a humble person, “in respect of that which is his own ought to subject himself to every neighbor, in respect of that which the latter has of God’s” (IIa IIae, q. 161, a. 3, “I answer that . . . ,” quoted in Pope in Pope, ed., p. 45).  The sentence is no clearer in the Latin, but seems in context to mean that we should respect what God has created in other people.  The sparks of perfection in people should be esteemed, “that we may know the things that are given to us by God,” as St. Paul put it (1 Cor. 2:12, quoted by Aquinas, loc. cit.).  Or, as St. Augustine put it (also quoted approvingly by Aquinas), “We must not esteem by pretending to esteem, but should really think it possible for another person to have something that is hidden to us and whereby he is better than we are.”  

To put it academically and economically, humility enjoins listening to ones neighbors for the sake of God’s message within them.  Shut up and learn something.  The wisdom books of the Hebrew Bible are full of such advice, as in the proverbs of Solomon:

Wise men lay up knowledge, but the babbling of a fool brings ruin near (Proverbs 10: 14).

He who belittles his neighbor lacks sense, but a man of understanding remains silent (11:12).

If one gives answer before he hears, it is his folly and shame (18:13).

Harry Truman defined an expert as “someone who doesn’t want to learn anything new, because then he wouldn’t be an expert.”  Such pride is the opposite of humility, the humility to listen and learn.  The philosopher Amelie Oksenberg Rorty once expressed the habit, rare among academics eager to speak and reluctant to listen.  What is crucial is

Our ability to engage in continuous conversation, testing one another, discovering our hidden presumptions, changing our minds because we have listened to the voices of our fellows.  Lunatics also change their minds, but their minds change with the tides of the moon and not because they have listened, really listened, to their friends’ questions and objections.  

Rorty 1983, p. 562

Humility is part of the cardinal virtue of Temperance, which in turn is the internal balance essential for a good life.  Humility answers among the Christian virtues to the pagan virtue of Great-Souledness, which Aristotle admired so much.  To be humble is to temper ones passions in pursuing as Aquinas put it “boni ardui,” goods difficult of achievement.  To be great-souled, part of the cardinal virtue of Courage, is to keep working towards such goods nonetheless (IIa IIae, q. 161, a. 1, quoted in Houser in Pope, ed., p. 311).  We evidently need both: think of the balance of Hope and Temperance, and in particular Great-souledness and Humility, necessary to sustain good work in science and scholarship.  On the one hand we need as I like to say it---I learned the English from my high school driving instructor---to follow the motto, “Indendete alte in gubernando”: Aim High in Steering.  That’s Great-souledness.  But on the other we need too the skepticism of humility.  If we are not to end in foolishness we need to listen, really listen.

The goods difficult of achievement need to be “goods” in the non-economic sense in order for humility and great-souledness in pursuing them to be ethical.  Scholarly excellence in understanding actual economies, for example, or wealth used in proper stewardship, are good goods, and proper objects therefore of a paired humility and great-souledness in their pursuit.  Humility resists presumption and Aquinas’ Christian version of great-souledness resists despair (Sweeney in Pope, ed., p. 163).  

To be prideful in the bad, unChristian sense is to will to defy God, which is to say to make oneself the object of striving, a very god, violating the first and second commandments.  God is God, said the commandments, not little moi.  Thus Satan is described in Paradise Lost: 

he of the first,

If not the first archangel, great in power,    

In favour and pre-eminence, yet fraught

With envy against the Son of God, that day

Honoured by his great Father, and proclaimed

Messiah King anointed, could not bear

Through pride that sight, & thought himself impaired. 

Deep malice thence conceiving and disdain





Paradise Lost, V, 656-666 (the number 666, 

by the way, was known in numerology 

as the Devil’s number)

Satan in Milton is a great speaker, which has led romantics to imagine that Milton was of Satan’s party.  But he is, as Milton shows most clearly in the Satan-Christ colloquies in Paradise Regained, utterly incapable of shutting up and learning something.  His pride is the opposite of a proper humility and a proper great-souledness.


Stephen Pope explains that “Humility should not be confused with humiliating self-abnegation before others” (Pope in Pope, ed., p. 45).  That’s Satan’s repeated error: he thinks humility before God is self-abnegation, and Self after all is his god.  He declares: “Better to rule in hell than serve in heaven.”  No, my dear Lucifer, wrong again.  Humility is not undignified.  Uriah Heep in David Copperfield is most ‘umble, but of course has merely the semblance of the virtue: he esteems, or pretends to esteem, rank.  “But how little you think of the rightful ‘umbleness of a person in my station, Master Copperfield!  Father and me was both brought up at a foundation school for boys. . .  They taught us all a deal of ‘umbleness. . . .  We was to be umble to this person, and ‘umble to that; and to pull off our caps here, and to make bows there; and always to know our place, and abase ourselves before our betters.  And we had such a lot of betters!” (David Copperfield, Chp. 39).  True humility is democratic, looking for God’s merit in any other person.  Heep does not honor that God’s Truth in the least high ranking of us, which is to say that he embodies---Dickens’ minor characters are always embodying some vice or error---the fallacy that rank and truth are identical.  He defers unreflectively to rank, as misled Austrian economists will defer unreflectively to, say, Ludwig von Mises or misled M.I.T. neoclassical economists to Paul Anthony Samuelson.  But like these he does not listen, really listen to anybody.  

In his Autobiography Benjamin Franklin makes a characteristic joke about the matter, noting of humility, “I cannot boast of much Success in acquiring the Reality of this Virtue; but I had a good deal with regard to the Appearance of it” (p. 159).  Yet in fact---a point which applies to most of his self-descriptions, and is part of his craftiness in appearing humble---he understated his ethical achievement here.  Franklin was well-known as never giving an answer before he had heard out the other person.  He acted as though he had read and taken careful note of the motto inscribed in 1448 on the city hall of Gouda in the Netherlands, Audite et alteram partem: Listen even to the other side.  A shocking idea.  Franklin was a listener in an age of orators.  In the Constitutional Convention he hardly spoke, not out of pusillanimous fear of failure---after all, this diligent man had stood before kings---but out of a proper and habitual humility towards his fellows.  To be humble is in this sense from the Christian and doubtless other perspectives merely to have a decent respect to the opinions of humankind, because other men and women sometimes reveal God’s Own Truth. 

What all this has to do with our loving and beloved friend Don Lavoie is I think obvious to anyone who knew him.  Don was humble---it was his most startling personal quality in a profession not known for exhibiting it.  He was not ‘umble: his respect for the opinions of humankind was not deference to mere rank.  He was a democrat, small-d.  He certainly did not lack accomplishments, so jokes such as “You don’t have an inferiority complex---you’re inferior!” don’t apply.  Nor did he lack the great-souledness that Aquinas viewed as paired with humility.  He ventured on great, hopeful projects, such as bringing the humanities to economics, seriously, or bringing computation to economics and its teaching, seriously.  He satisfied the Aquinian definitions of a humble and great-souled venturer most exactly, down to having a telos as a believing Christian of approach to God.

But there is another sense in which Don’s life and work illustrate the theme of humility in economics.  I said that economists are not known for personal humility.  That is certainly true.  When a physicist some time ago attended a conference on chaos theory and economics he remarked that he had once thought that physicists were the most arrogant academics around.

Yet there is in fact one approach to economics which does at least recommend humility, that listening, scientifically speaking---not the Marxist economics I started with; not the Harvard neoclassical and Chicago-School economics I was trained in and practiced; but the NYU-Auburn-George-Mason Austrian economics that Don discovered young as a student of computer science and improved in all his work.  Austrian economists have been telling the rest of us all along that the economic scientist cannot expect to outguess the businessperson.  We should listen to the mystery of entrepreneurship, not airily assume as my fellow neoclassicals tend to do that nothing whatever is to be gained by actually conversing with economic “agents,” because after all such “agents” are completely determined by the following Max U model.  I said Don improved Austrian economics, and this is one way he did it, by asking for a hermeneutics of the economy in economics as a field of science and listening for the hermeneutics inside the actual economy itself.  I regard hermeneutics as the listening side of a speaking rhetoric, and Don agreed.  We both felt that Austrian economics is the natural home for a humanistic approach to the economy, which acknowledges, as economics after Smith has not, that humans are speaking and listening and interpreting animals.  Smith believed that the propensity to truck and barter was based on the faculty of reason---so much for Max U and the Reason half of the Enlightenment project.  But Smith added “and the faculty of speech,” which is the other, Freedom half. CITE

What I’m saying is that the attachment to listening, really listening in Don’s life was strictly paralleled by his belief in it as a characterization of the economy.  Adam Smith was again better than his followers.  Smith’s butcher and baker are not merely Max U folk who treat the rest of the world arrogantly as a constraint.  CITE AND QUOTE A market depends, does it not, on an imaginative engagement with the customers and suppliers, to guess at what they are thinking, to see God’s spark in them?  An alert businessperson “subjects himself to every neighbor.”  She listens and learns.  Her goods are difficult of achievement, requiring great-souledness.  It seems odd to say so in the year of Enron and company, but Don believed, as I do, that capitalism is, as the Christian Fathers and the Angelic Doctor said of the best of humans, humble.  
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