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INTRODUCTION

Although there is no end of ethics courses
offered at our colleges and universities, many
believe that neither the professoriate nor their
institutional leaders has ever been collectively
and authentically committed to shaping the
moral formation of students (Keenan, 2015;
Lynch, 2017). That indifference may be
changing, however. A considerable literature
has emerged over the last decade alleging a
widespread “‘subclinical” narcissism among
millennials, that is, a literature referring to a
range of narcissisticlike traits or behaviors that
do not meet the threshold of a diagnosis of
pathological narcissism but are nevertheless
worrisome. Jean Twenge, a professor of psy-
chology at San Diego State University, has
written extensively on this kind of narcissism
appearing among the millennial or “GenMe”

generation and in 2013 painted a depressing
picture:

Compared to Boomers and GenX’ers, GenMe was
significantly less likely to express empathy for out-
groups, donate to charity, or say it was important to
have a job worthwhile to society. Declines in civic
orientation and social action were even more steep,
with fewer saying they were interested in social
problems of the nation and the world, fewer inter-
ested in government, and fewer interested in get-
ting involved in politics (e.g., writing to a public
official). Surprisingly, GenMe was also less likely
than Boomers or GenX’ers to take action to help
the environment and save energy.... Another
in-depth, recent study of young adults concluded
that many saw no reason to help others and that the
vast majority (96%) were uninterested in civic and
political affairs. (Twenge, 2013, p. 16)

While not everyone accepts these characteriza-
tions (see, for example, Wetzel et al., 2017, p.
1845), this article is hardly alone in taking the
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trend seriously and especially wondering
whether university faculty might be contribut-
ing to or even encouraging it. For example,
some instructors, especially ones in business
management programs, are raising acute con-
cern over the ways “business schools are rein-
forcing narcissism in the classroom”
(Westerman et al., 2012, p. 11). These persons
allege some faculty display a marked indiffer-
ence toward students scoring high in narcis-
sism (e.g., arrogance, a sense of entitlement,
and close-mindedness) but low in humility
(e.g., other-regard, emotional regulation, and
open-mindedness). This article will comment
on these worries and suggest ways that the pro-
fessoriate, rather than university leadership,
might best advance the cause of humility.
Many of my observations will be anecdotal
and draw on over 40 years of experience as a
faculty member at various colleges and univer-
sities. Nevertheless, I think some of them will
sound very familiar and hope that they might
advance the cause of instilling some degree of
at least “intellectual” humility among students
and our faculties.

THE CASE FOR HUMILITY AND ITS
“INTELLECTUAL” SUBDOMAIN

Jacqueline Bergman and her colleagues (2010)
have provided a serviceable list of “subclini-
cal” narcissistic traits that might appear on our
campuses. They include students who are
interpersonally exploitative and arrogant; who
are poor team players; who blame others for
failures; are overly competitive; feel exces-
sively entitled; are hypersensitive to negative
feedback or feel above criticism or above the
rules; cannot admit that others are just as
smart; and are made extremely uncomfortable
by the possibility that they are “ordinary.”
Bergman and her peers make the point that
subclinical narcissistic traits might be useful to
students in the short term, such as, enhance the
student’s likability, yield short-term victories
in competitive tasks, and token leadership
qualities. But once these students graduate and
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enter the management work world, worries
abound as to how their narcissistic traits and
propensities might destroy morale and motiva-
tion, damage teamwork, create deep job inse-
curities among supervisees, and disrupt the fair
allocation of credit and blame (Ou et al., 2014;
Owens et al., 2013). Indeed, their entrenched
self-confidence can be destructive on an inter-
national scale as Kevin Hassett (2009) specu-
lated in his article “Harvard Narcissists With
MBAs Killed Wall Street.”

Let us concede for the sake of argument that
these narcissistic manifestations, especially as
they become increasingly advanced or calci-
fied, are largely undesirable. Turning our
attention to humility, we should note that its
contemporary construction does not connote
the absence of narcissism but rather a lack of
self-focused attention coupled with good emo-
tional regulation and a genuine sense of empa-
thy. June Price Tangney (2000, 2009), who has
written extensively on humility, notes that its
prototype includes an accurate opinion of one-
self, a willingness to admit mistakes, keeping
one’s talents and accomplishments in perspec-
tive, understanding and accepting one’s imper-
fections and weaknesses, being free from
arrogance, and maintaining healthy rather than
low self-esteem. Tangney also thinks that
authentic humility may be relatively rare,
indeed, that it might be “quite antithetical with
human nature” (2000, p. 79). She adds the
provocative insight that authentically humble
persons seem almost preternaturally “self-for-
getful” insofar as, and in marked contrast to
narcissists, they tend to have “a relative lack of
self-focus or self-preoccupation” (p. 72).

The epistemic value of humility traits and
attitudes seems obvious and the remainder of
this paper will examine one of humility’s sub-
domains, namely, “intellectual humility”
(Davis et al., 2016). Intellectual humility is of
particular interest in this paper because it
seems exactly what every professor (as well as
his or her institutional leaderships) would want
to cultivate among students and, as will be
argued, is a more realistic objective for com-
mitted faculty than overhauling an individual’s
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subclinical narcissism into one of general
humility.

NARCISSISM AND
INTELLECTUAL HUMILITY

Richard Paul (2000) has described intellectual
humility as “the lack of intellectual preten-
tiousness, boastfulness or conceit, combined
with insight into the logical foundations, or
lack of such foundations, of one’s beliefs” (p.
166). Alternatively, Paul suggests that intellec-
tual arrogance would consist in things like stu-
dents’ failing to notice the dissonance (or
hypocrisy) between the standards they apply to
themselves versus those they apply to others;
failing to empathize; and failing to grasp and
appreciate another’s point of view, perhaps
because the requisite questioning of their
beliefs or attitudes would be too psychologi-
cally painful.

Consider the role a faculty might play in
modeling either narcissistic or humble atti-
tudes. As Westerman and his colleagues
(2012) noted: “If faculty are narcissists or
model narcissism in the form of self-aggran-
dizing, me-first attitudes and behaviors, it may
be more difficult to address narcissism in the
classroom” (p. 24). Whereas the narcissistic
professor of 40 years ago brings to my mind a
supercilious, senior-level professor boister-
ously holding forth at some faculty gathering
on why his son wisely rejected a cardiotho-
racic surgery fellowship from Harvard, I sug-
gest that today’s narcissistic professor is very
different. Although mental health profession-
als admit numerous types of narcissists, one
that Ted Millon (1996) discusses in his monu-
mental Disorders of Personality: DSM-1V and
Beyond is the “compulsive narcissist”—a per-
sonality type that may be fairly common on
our college and university campuses (as well
as other high productivity pressure, merito-
cratic work environments). This is an individ-
ual whom psychoanalysts believe grew up
markedly anxious about his—it is usually a
him—Iovability and learned in childhood how

to secure what he most craves: parental notice
and affection (Webber, 2016). His solution
was to develop an exceptional competence in
something his parents would notice and value.
For the narcissist-turned-professor, this will
often be academic accomplishment, but for
others, it might involve winning at athletic or
beauty competitions. For the late comedian
and actor Robin Williams, it was what became
an obsessive need to make others laugh
(Leight, 2018).

Over the decades, I have been struck by
how many academics engage in a virtually
compulsive pursuit of research grants, publica-
tions, leadership positions, promotion, and so
forth, largely—at least if they suffer from
some degree of “compulsive” narcissism
rather than just taking enormous delight in the
effort—to placate their self-esteem anxieties.
Like many millennial narcissists, I cannot help
but think they are acutely uncomfortable at the
thought of being or seeming ordinary since
they have learned to equate ordinariness with
worthlessness. But whereas the millennial nar-
cissist feels special as a matter of right, the
compulsive narcissist only understands his
specialness according to his last outstanding
accomplishment.

In the classroom, I fear this professor’s rela-
tional style will resemble the way most narcis-
sists regard others: without genuine interest.
For these persons, teaching excellence means a
superb if not transcendent command of the
material, that is, they are content experts,
rather than with knowing how to use the class-
room to advance the development of students’
knowledge and self-formation (Trigwell &
Shale, 2004). The primary response the narcis-
sistic professor wants from students is admira-
tion if not adulation. If the professor is also the
student’s supervisor, the performance bar will
be set very high because the student’s perfor-
mance will be an extension of the professor’s
personal excellence. Oftentimes, these faculty
will “merge” their identity with the material
they teach or study because they want to bask
in the latter’s perceived grandness or magnifi-
cence. And it often works or at least impresses
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others. I cannot help recalling my fellow grad-
uate students of 40 years ago saying in hushed
and genuflective tones about Professor X,
“Ooohhh, he’s an Hegelian.”

In contrast to this narcissistlike professorial
presence, Keith Trigwell and Suzanne Shale
(2004) argue that the more humble and proba-
bly more effective instructor is not necessarily
a content expert but more a choreographer of
learning. For these persons, humility in teach-
ing consists in “the capacity of a teacher to
transform the content knowledge he or she
possesses into forms that are pedagogically
powerful and yet adaptive to the variations in
ability and background presented by the stu-
dents” (p. 528, quoting Schulman, 1987). This
is an individual who will be very concerned
with how students are receiving and process-
ing material; be continuously interested in
feedback; and will habitually evaluate the
effectiveness of his or her instruction in real
time. With experience, this instructor develops
an acute sense of teaching techniques that
work and ones that don’t. He or she will con-
tinuously monitor the epistemic temperature of
the classroom and vary his or her teaching
style accordingly. The instructor will be keen
to experiment with new instructional
approaches and will always understand his or
her relationship with students as a partnership.
Such an intellectually humble approach is pro-
foundly empathic, and it is hard to imagine stu-
dents failing to appreciate it.

STRATEGIES FOR CULTIVATING
INTELLECTUAL HUMILITY

I have come this far in the essay without com-
menting on my personal battle with narcis-
sism. My self-awareness began about 30 years
ago, when I started studying the nature of
empathy in psychologically painful health care
conversations, and more recently as I studied
the phenomenon of harm-causing medical
error and its disclosure to harmed parties
(Banja, 2005). What I learned about empathy
and humility during that time caused me con-
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siderable distress as I painfully recalled many
moments of arrogance during the first 15 years
of my career. I am once again indebted to Jac-
queline Bergman and her colleagues from
Appalachian State University for supplying a
robust list of strategies, listed in Table 1,
whereby faculty might foster intellectual
humility, both among their students and them-
selves. I cannot resist commenting on a select
few with some autobiographical asides.
Choreograph the classroom as a learning
alliance of the teacher and the students. | have
come to think the ideal learning arrangement is
one wherein participants are continuously
reflecting on and exchanging relevant informa-
tion, albeit perhaps directed and advanced by
the instructor. The great advantage that a live,
electronically unmediated classroom has over
other forms of instruction is the opportunity
for real-time group learning, insight sharing,
critical analysis, and, frankly, fun. Conse-
quently, I have come to regard the professorial
lecture as increasingly less valuable, especially
as millennials seem to enjoy learning from one
another. In that vein, I recall with acute embar-
rassment a remark I made to one of my very
first classes, when I was a new teaching fellow
in the philosophy department at Fordham Uni-
versity in 1971. Flushed with my fellowship
and intoxicated by the power of the podium
and the subject matter I was to teach, I said
something to a class of about 30 freshmen and
sophomores like, “I know that only a few of
you are really interested in philosophy. But
those few are the ones in this room that I'm
really interested in.” So, not only did my
defensiveness mixed with arrogance hurt and
devalue many in the class, but today my atti-
tude would be exactly the opposite: The disin-
terested ones would be the ones I’d want to
engage. The already interested will likely
remain so even if I had presented a mediocre
course. But for many of our undergraduates
over the course of their lifetimes, the only con-
centrated exposure to an intellectual content in
which they are not specializing will be a course
like the one I was teaching. For professors to
fail to seize the opportunity to motivate them
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TABLE 1
Enhancing Intellectual Humility

To enhance intellectual humility among students, faculty can:

* increase assessments and periodic quizzes, grading, and feedback;

« create devil advocacy groups;

* have anonymous students in class provide feedback;

« request student evaluations of one another’s opinions;

* encourage role play in class;

« create cognitive dissonance by challenging students’ opinions with troubling counter examples;

* have students perform community outreach;
« implement students’ self-assessment;
« conduct personality inventories;

 increase perspective taking and self-awareness;

* minimize unrealistic expectations that might accompany a sense of entitlement;

* invite other faculty who model humility;

* model the humble reception of feedback from students;

« suggest that the classroom is an alliance between the instructor and the students; and

« use case studies

Source: Adapted from Bergman et al. (2010).

through a teacher-student alliance seems like a
minitragedy. But the instructor who is narcis-
sistically blinded by the grandeur of his subject
matter such that it overwhelms his or her
appreciation of how teaching and learning can
best proceed is unlikely to think that way, just
as I didn’t many years ago.

Invite other faculty who model humility
traits. Pat Croskerry, a physician-professor
who is an international leader in researching
mindfulness in medical decision making, told
me that at his medical school in Dalhousie,
Nova Scotia, a large number of very senior and
much admired physician faculty address newly
admitted medical students on humility every
year. The instructional method, however, is
that each physician-professor describes some
of his or her most botched cases, thus impress-
ing on their young listeners that even the best
of the best commit errors and that the optimal
response to such occurrences is transparency
and humility. Similarly, I will admit to stu-
dents enrolled in my bioethics courses that 1
have only a poor idea how to resolve this case
or that; that I never understood this or that

principle or theory; and that multiple failures
in one’s vocational life are inevitable and, by
the way, here are some of mine.

Model receiving feedback from students.
Given the previous example, I can recall a time
when I stubbornly resisted admitting ignorance
in class. Again and going back 4 decades, I dis-
tinctly remember a female student in one of my
formal logic classes who drove me to distrac-
tion by asking very perspicacious questions
about the material that bore on deep philosoph-
ical issues. I simply wanted to dazzle the class
with how well I knew the material and became
exasperated over this student’s constantly
making me feel stupid. Today, I would readily
admit ignorance and even embarrassment to
the class at not having a response. I would ask
the class whether anyone had a response and if
not, pursue the question next time after I did
some homework. But I also know that today I
would take this student aside and tell her how
greatly impressed 1 am with her aptitude for
critical thinking. I still remember her after
more than 40 years, and I very much hope she
has had a splendid career.
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Let students do more teaching. Because my
academic development through graduate
school largely consisted of listening to lec-
tures, I assumed that that modality was the
optimal or at least the preferred method of
instruction. Today, I am considerably less cer-
tain. Millennials are said to enjoy learning
from one another and I have learned that if an
instructor allows that to happen, the net results
will at least be tolerable if not very satisfying.
While professors might fret over whether
increasing the number of student presentations
risks diluting the material or misses certain of
its really critical points, my impression—espe-
cially with graduate students—is that there are
more than enough epistemic gains and overall
enjoyment in the classroom to compensate for
whatever losses might occur. Besides, the pro-
fessorial lecture that consumes the entire class
time assumes that its intelligibility and import
are sufficiently appreciated and registered by
the students—a narcissistically based assump-
tion that might be quite wrong.

Case Studies. The value of case studies in
cultivating intellectual humility often consists
in how they can provide a reality check or at
least a psychological one. Students with “sub-
clinical” narcissism may very well harbor cal-
cified attitudes and beliefs until they are
confronted with complex case scenarios that
create cognitive dissonance with their
entrenched beliefs and ideas. In turn, resolving
that dissonance may require a thorough evalu-
ation of all the informational and psychologi-
cal variables at play. Class discussion around
case studies can gently perturb a budding
narcissist’s intellectual pretensions and intran-
sigence and encourage greater open-minded-
ness. Instructors can also have students
role-play various characters in the case stud-
ies—especially the ones whose positions are
disagreeable, somewhat as law students are
assigned different advocacy roles in mock liti-
gation exercises—so as to encourage openness
to other points of view.

Journal of Character Education Vol. 17, No. 2, 2021

SUCCESS PROSPECTS
FOR INTELLECTUAL HUMILITY

An interesting challenge to all of the above
takes its leave from postmodernist critiques
that question the idea of any single moral plat-
form being superior to another. In other words,
this paper’s discussions of millennial narcis-
sism and humility cultivation may be taken to
task for being without contemporary norma-
tive justification. And it is true that many
instructors scoff at the idea of professors help-
ing students find meaning and purpose in life,
and they point to postmodernist critiques that
repudiate the persuasiveness of philosophical
accounts that argue the nature of “the good
life” and its component virtues (Robinson &
Glanzer, 2016).

I point this out because if the professoriate
refuses to cultivate some modicum of humility
among our student bodies, I have less hope that
we can look to institutional leadership to
robustly assume the task. If the first law of
nature, as Samuel Butler claimed, is self-pres-
ervation, executive leaders may well commit
their resources to following the money and
increasingly commodify the academe, espe-
cially as competition for quality students
becomes increasingly intense. One cannot fail
to be impressed as well as worried at how
especially elite research universities have
become black holes for money. To recruit aca-
demically superior and financially able stu-
dents, universities must have the best
instructors, who will demand the best laborato-
ries and resources as well as hefty salaries. But
these students and their families will likely
also demand “a wider array of services, from
health care, extracurricular activities, police
safety, varied dining service, sports facilities,
housing opportunities, career and personal
counseling and technological support”
(Jaschik, 2010; Keenan, 2015, p. 174).

So, on the one hand, I only wish to point out
how easy it is to imagine a university’s leader-
ship committing their resources to these “com-
modifying” projects rather than pondering the
complexities of character formation. But on
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the other hand, if intellectual humility con-
notes a respect for logical thinking, eviden-
tially driven decision making, learning how to
distinguish good evidence from bad, and main-
taining a respect for the knowledge and per-
spectives of others, it seems unthinkable that
the professorial majority would deny those
values. Notice, too, that characterizing intel-
lectual humility in these ways rescues it from
the postmodernist denial of compelling
meta-narratives of prescriptive morality. Intel-
lectual humility instead underlines the value of
rationality over fallacy, knowledge over igno-
rance, good evidence over bad, and tolerating
other perspectives and voices—again, items
that any instructor would or should value.

But recalling Tangney’s observation that
authentic humility is rare and perhaps antithet-
ical to human nature, developing a feel for
“teaching” intellectual humility in the class-
room might require years of effort. Neverthe-
less, faculty who acknowledge its importance,
and I believe most do, should role-model and
champion its value; take ample opportunity to
popularize the notion on their campuses and
among their peers; and impress the next gener-
ation of society’s leaders with its manifesta-
tions and critical importance. Failing to do so,
especially given the ways contemporary voices
of arrogance, sophistry, and misinformation
have proven appallingly successful among
large sectors of the American electorate, may
consign us to being “victims of democracy”
for a very long time.
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