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Series Editor’s Preface

In 1997 Apple computers launched an advertising campaign (in 
print and on television) that entreated us to ‘Think Different’, and 
Samuel Beckett was one of Apple’s icons. Avoiding Apple’s solecism, 
we might modify the appeal to say that Other Becketts is a call to 
think differently as well, in this case about Beckett’s work, to ques-
tion, that is, even the questions we ask about it. Other Becketts, 
then, is a series of monographs focused on alternative, unexplored 
or under-explored approaches to the work of Samuel Beckett, 
not a call for novelty per se, but a call to examine afresh those of 
Beckett’s interests that were more arcane than mainstream, inter-
ests that might be deemed quirky or strange, and those of his works 
less thoroughly explored critically and theoretically, the late prose 
and drama, say, or even the poetry or criticism. Volumes might 
cover (but are not restricted to) any of the following: unusual ill-
nesses or neurological disorders (the ‘duck foot, goose foot’ of 
First Love, akathisia or the invented duck’s disease or panpygop-
tosis of Miss Dew in Murphy, proprioception, or its disturbance, in 
Not I, perhaps, or other unusual neurological lapses among Beckett’s 
creatures, from Watt to the Listener of That Time); mathematical 
peculiarities (irrational numbers, factorials, Fibonacci numbers or 
sequences, or non-Euclidian approaches to geometry); linguistic 
failures (from Nominalism to Mauthner, say); citations of or allu-
sions to contrarian aesthetic philosophers working in a more or 
less irrationalist tradition (Nietzsche, Bergson or Deleuze, among 
others), or in general ‘the simple games that time plays with space’. 
Alternative approaches would be of interest as well, with foci on 
objects, animals, cognitive or memory issues, and the like.

S. E. Gontarski, Florida State University
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1

Introduction

 During the Sermon on the Mount scene in Monty Python’s Life of 
Brian, there is some confusion as to who exactly will inherit the 
earth. Standing at the rear of the multitude, a group of squabblers 
is dumbfounded that one particular Greek should be the lucky heir. 
Soon it dawns on them that they had misheard: ‘Oh, it’s the meek! 
Blessed are the meek! Oh, that’s nice, isn’t it? I’m glad they’re get-
ting something, ’cause they have a hell of a time.’1 What height-
ens the irony of the scene is the apocryphal emphasis placed on 
humility. Christ blesses not only the meek, but also ‘those of gentle 
spirit’. These are equivalent renderings of the same verse (Matt. 
5:5), not separate categories of sanctity. And so, by doubling up 
on what is at best an ambient endorsement of selfl essness, the skit 
can double down on its wry exhibition of self-interest. Bored with 
the blessings heaped on the peacemakers and other quiet souls, 
Brian’s mother suggests going to a stoning instead. Another man 
makes merry with the size of his neighbour’s nose, to which the 
neighbour responds with a boiling spirit: ‘I said one more time . . . 
mate and I’ll take you to the fucking cleaners.’ And, at the moment 
we are meant to hear the Lord’s encouragement for those who take 
insults in good grace, bad words are traded for blows.  

However impish and irreverent, the scene opens onto two 
concerns that animate this book. In the fi rst instance, it invites 
thinking about both the power and dispossession at the heart of 
humility. Are the meek those of self-effacing disposition or are 
they the downtrodden of society? Are they the humble or the 
humiliated? The distinction is not easy to make, given that humil-
ity and humiliation have an awkward, often unacknowledged inti-
macy. The former may be a queenly, cardinal or monkish virtue; 
it could attest to a diffi dent spirit or a slavish cast of mind. It has 
been framed as a component of magnanimity, an enabling aware-
ness of human limitation, a religious ideal. Much less equivocally, 
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2   Eliot and Beckett’s Low Modernism

humiliation conjures bleak associations. It implies violence against 
autonomy and points to a state at the extreme end of shame. Yet 
between the two words is common ground. A shared etymology 
links them to lowliness (humilis) and, further down, to the earth 
(humus). And in ascetic traditions painfully aware of humanity’s 
quintessence – ‘dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return’ 
(Gen. 3:19) – humiliation cultivates humility. The second concern 
is with humility’s mimetic potential, whether this virtue that dare 
not speak its own name can somehow be made legible in the work 
of art. While the Monty Python scene is patently not interested 
in representing humility, it suggests an avenue by which we can 
arrive at the comportment’s inference: responses to humiliation. 
In the case of Big Nose, his injured dignity prompts an injurious 
response. But humiliation can also be humbly met. 

With this ambivalence and these two concerns in mind, I turn 
to T. S. Eliot and Samuel Beckett. Granting their imperfect like-
ness, this book nevertheless recognises between the two writers a 
common if differently handled interest in the low and the lowly. 
They share a fascination with suffering. Both are driven by an end-
less carrying ‘on’, whether towards ‘lessness’ or the extinction of 
personality. And in crowding their works with those having a hell 
of a time, they recuperate something of the affi nity between humil-
ity and humiliation. Elaborating on this affi nity, this study devel-
ops a framework for complementary performances of humility 
across three categories: the affective, the ethical and the aesthetic. 
It emphasises, fi rst and foremost, the singularity of the work of art 
in nuancing the relation between humility and humiliation. But 
it also sheds light on the authors’ debt to a theological tradition 
within which lowliness is a constitutive aspect of subjectivity. This 
fi liation pits ‘low modernism’ against interpretations that play up 
humility’s affi rming aspects. And, in drawing out these parallels 
and oppositions, I contend that Eliot and Beckett have shaped our 
modern minds in a particularly unmodern way.

Two Subtraction Stories

There are two assumptions behind this claim. First, by bringing 
humility and humiliation into closer contact, Eliot and Beckett 
evince an attitude unaccommodating of modernity’s ideals about 
self-suffi ciency and human fl ourishing. Disobliging towards social 
utility and progress, this attitude brings out sharply that entrenched 
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Introduction   3

antipathy to civilisation many have seen as a central feature of mod-
ernism. Recall the myriad complaints against Eliot’s ascetic brand 
of Christianity: that it was deeply unhealthy, medieval rather than 
modern, antiquated as well as anti-social.2 In its turn, Beckett’s 
beyond-the-pale via negativa may be indexed by the 1969 Nobel 
Committee’s doubts about awarding him the prize for literature.3 
His art was deemed incompatible with the spirit of Nobel’s will, 
which stipulates that recipients’ work should exhibit an ‘idealis-
tic tendency’ and confer ‘the greatest benefi t to humankind’.4 The 
reading public, it seems suggested, deserve to have set before them 
examples of strength and uplift.5 

This brings us to the second point about our unmodern attun-
ement: if we grant lowness as a concern for these two writers 
around whom towering cultural edifi ces have been erected, we 
must also grant that these edifi ces testify to our transcendence of 
the ‘modal diffi culty’ implied in the fi rst point. Modal diffi culties, 
as George Steiner conceived of them, confront us with the limits 
of our critical tolerance. We may understand a work’s intellec-
tual complexity yet be unable to reconcile its sensibility with our 
own, since it ‘challenge[s] the inevitable parochialism of honest 
empathy’.6 But absorbed as it is into the culture industry, modern-
ism’s lowness no longer seems to present the hurdle to taste and 
decency that once it did. Think of that proliferating marker of 
assimilated abasement, the ‘fail better’ tattoo, or of pop star Harry 
Styles’s smiling pose with a copy of The Waste Land.7 As a more 
scholarly gauge of this transcendence we may take the 2004 ‘Low 
Modernism’ special issue of Critical Quarterly. There, the editors 
remark that ‘[m]any of the key texts of so-called “high” modern-
ism are entangled in all that is low: obscene bodies, animals and 
objects; masturbation, shit and piss’.8 Put in decidedly un-euphe-
mistic terms, the reclamation is also a provocation. On the one 
hand is the assertion of corporeal humility’s thematic signifi cance 
for modernism; on the other hand, the subtle suggestion that this 
theme’s neglect could be explained by a critical squeamishness 
that hesitates before the exploration of ‘shit and piss’, let alone its 
naming.9 The vanquishing of modernism’s modal diffi culties seems 
implied in the distance – in freedom of expression, in sexual poli-
tics, in LGBTQIA+ rights – between our moment and the moment 
of the obscenity cases brought against D. H. Lawrence and James 
Joyce, of the scandals caused by Djuna Barnes’s Nightwood, of the 
censorship that long dogged Beckett. That these issues are now the 
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4   Eliot and Beckett’s Low Modernism

province of literary history could, unhumbly, be take n to supply 
the measure of a moral and intellectual emancipation from earlier 
codes of inhibition and decorum. 

The previous two paragraphs highlight a paradox key to this 
book: that we can stomach and even turn extreme degradation 
in Eliot, Beckett and other modernists into an object of analysis, 
while also maintaining that humiliation, by defi nition, is something 
that most people do not desire.10 This paradox – this unmodern 
making of our modern mind – inheres in the simultaneous telling 
of two ‘subtraction stories’, Charles Taylor’s term for those ideo-
logical positions arrived at by casting aside ‘confi ning horizons, or 
illusions, or limitations’.11 The fi rst story, fl eshed out more fully 
below, centres on the secular conception of humility as a social 
virtue. Whether in the guise of modest behaviour or as a mode that 
drives communal endeavour, humility is an enabling and voluntary 
motion of assent. It is a comportment that encourages accurate 
self-assessment and disallows both boasting and deprecation. It 
implies at once the recognition of our shared limitations and the 
effort to transcend them. Subtracted from this account is not only 
the moral prostration that a penitent might feel before an overaw-
ing divinity, but humility’s historical overlap with humiliation. 

The second story also involves humility. It refracts through a 
critical trend which, disabused of modernism’s overhyped claims 
of strength, turns its gaze towards aesthetic weakness – towards 
powerlessness, passivity and shame.12 Indeed, ‘make it weak’ is 
the call to disarmament in a recent Modernism/modernity spe-
cial issue.13 The revised Poundian imperative is both of and for 
modernism. Of modernism in that a sense of vulnerability and 
insuffi ciency runs through the modernists’ anxious, compensatory 
reworkings of tradition.14 But for modernism insofar as ‘modern-
ism’ is itself taken as a provisional marker by which to grab a pro-
tean bundle of works, writers and interests. In fi ne, scholarship’s 
recent swerve towards the low and weak follows a methodological 
injunction to cast off modernism’s vaunted associations with the 
high and strong. 

Eliot and Beckett’s Low Modernism brings these subtraction 
stories together. Its primary concern is with humiliation’s capac-
ity to make humility legible in the work of art: how embarrass-
ment gives onto a recognition of otherness, how sacrifi ce becomes 
the image of obedience, how textual penury facilitates a letting-go 
of intertextual riches. In pursuing these questions, this study offers 
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Introduction   5

a theory of mimetic humility by involving modernist literature in 
the conception of a virtue that has almost exclusively been defi ned 
by theology, philosophy and medieval studies.15 At the same time, 
it keeps in view those discourses that have rejected humiliation 
as hostile to a post-Enlightenment understanding of humility. By 
heeding the ideals that have led to humility’s secular reinvention – 
community building, the redress of structural injustice, the safe-
guarding of human dignity – we might wonder at the relative ease 
that has come to subtend uneasy elements in Eliot and Beckett. 
How does one re ad the tortures and cruelties in Beckett and still 
glimpse in these a supposed affi rmation of humanity’s resilience? 
Can the deeply anti-social, anti-humanist streak that runs through 
Eliot be squared with the blessedness of the meek? The conjunction 
of the two subtraction stories necessitates the recognition that, at 
times, the humility–humiliation nexus we fi nd in Eliot and Beckett 
troubles the honest empathy of modernity. At other times, however, 
this alignment speaks to those impulses that Lionel Trilling saw 
lurking ‘somewhere in the mind of every modern person’ – impulses 
towards suffering, surrender and self-undoing.16 My aim is to bring 
that ‘somewhere’ out of the margins and into a critical clearing. 

Performances of Humility

The diffi culty in getting to this clearing, however, is locked up in 
humility’s elusiveness. On the one hand, it is a virtue known not 
to know itself. A long theological tradition holds that humility 
can remain intact only so long as it is not regarded as something 
achieved or summited.17 Forever guarding against fi nality, humility 
must be endless. On the other hand, humility seems absent when 
too obviously present. Think of Belacqua who determines to ‘efface 
himself altogether’ (MPTK, 155) only to impress those around 
him, or of Murder in the Cathedral’s Thomas Becket spurred to 
earthly sacrifi ce by thoughts of eternal recompense. The opacity 
of humility’s motives means that we are apt to regard its bowings-
down as bent on personal gain. 

Such suspicion perhaps seems implied in the phrase ‘perfor-
mance of humility’. Gripped by the pincers of misgiving, it suggests 
attunement to the stratagems behind self-lessening. This might be 
a necessary precaution against critical hagiography, particularly 
when approaching writers whose concern with humility is fi rmly 
established in their own work and in scholarly discourse. Given 
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6   Eliot and Beckett’s Low Modernism

how widely and sometimes peremptorily Eliot treats the subject in 
his writings, an unkindly reader might be tempted to reverse his 
pronouncement on Byron: it is diffi cult to say whether Eliot was 
a humble man, or a man who liked to pose as a humble man.18 In 
Beckett’s case, the sceptic looks warily on those well-worn nar-
ratives about the author’s saintly acts, or wonders with Nietzs-
chean distrust if the embrace of impotence – reifi ed by scholarly 
consensus as the Beckettian thing – could be a means of asserting 
strength.19 Is there not something eminently assured in the dep-
recation of ‘Posthumous Droppings’, the title Beckett playfully 
proposed for a volume by which posterity might come to know 
his lesser works?20 Thinking of performances of humility encour-
ages discernment between sanctimony and sincerity, between the 
‘pharisee’s tarantara’ and the ‘publican’s whinge’ (Dis, 68). 

But responding to the performance of humility goes beyond a 
bad-faith hermeneutics of suspicion. Instead, it means keeping alive 
an indeterminacy by which humility’s dynamism is made percep-
tible. For an accounting of lowliness must pursue the dialectical ten-
sions that enable the onwards-and-downwards trajectory wherein 
humility assumes an infi nitely specular, infi nitely mobile relation to 
itself. Not in the spirit of Pyrrhonism, then, but with a suspension of 
belief, I want to outline three ways in which this iterative intensity 
can be understood, three theories that cast in relief humility’s mak-
ing and unmaking. Two of these – the Aristotelean and humanistic 
models – make up the fi rst subtraction story discussed above which 
sees humiliation as excessive and unnecessary to modern notions of 
humility. The third account, Christian religious humility, takes the 
two forms of lowliness to be deeply imbricated. What follows does 
not pretend to be a comprehensive account of theories on humility. 
Nor are the designations necessarily representative of the way in 
which the virtue theorists, philosophers and theologians engaged 
below label their own work. Rather, these categories emerge in pro-
portion to their congruence or incompatibility with what I am call-
ing Eliot and Beckett’s low modernism. 

In the Aristotelean or realistic account, as the latter term sug-
gests, humility is regarded as a just estimation of self-worth: the 
humble person neither overvalues his merit nor succumbs to self-
deprecation. The pursuit of this mean has its basis in Aristotle’s 
‘great-souled’ or magnanimous man. As depicted in the Nicoma-
chean Ethics, this is a fi gure who shuns both vanity and expressions 
of inferiority, expects acknowledgement level with his (decidedly 
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Introduction   7

his) virtue, and is motivated by honour and not altruism.21 He 
likes to be a benefactor, though resents being a benefi ciary. Most 
importantly, his accurate self-assessment is anchored in respect for 
truth; he therefore takes fair measure of his worth and works.22 By 
contrast, both the boaster and self-deprecator fall foul of the mean 
at opposite ends. The boaster exaggerates his merit, while the 
self-deprecator wilfully underrates himself. The evil of these two 
lessers is self-deprecation (‘smallness of soul’), judged the more 
grievous affront for its vulgarity.23 

From this brief sketch, it should already be clear that Aristo-
telian magnanimity ill fi ts Christian understandings of humility. 
Despite Thomas Aquinas’s attempt to consolidate them as comple-
mentary aspects of reason and temperance, the two qualities remain 
incongruent.24 Beckett would have known this from his philoso-
phy primers. Archibald Alexander’s A Short History of Philosophy 
sees Aristotle’s ‘aristocratic’ list of virtues as ‘marred by signifi cant 
omissions’, most notably humility.25 And from Arnold Geulincx’s 
Ethics – a work Beckett recommended ‘most heartily’ (L1, 329) 
to his friends and whose axiom of morals (‘wherein you have no 
power, therein you should not will’) he identifi ed as key to much 
of his work (L2, 427, 669) – Beckett copied the sure and suc-
cinct dismissal: ‘Humility foreign to the ancients’.26 Though slight, 
Geulincx’s treatment of the Nicomachean Ethics conveys his fun-
damental disagreement with the idea of virtue as the perfection of 
good habits or as a ‘disposition’ towards moral excellence.27 He is 
pointedly critical of the ancients ‘abysmal ignoran[ce]’ of humility, 
and is generally dismissive of the utilitarian purposes that govern 
their moral philosophy.28 

Eliot would have been even more intimately familiar with the 
pragmatics of Aristotelean self-assessment. He read Aristotle in 
the original and in its entirety, and was well-versed in virtue theory 
of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.29 Henry Sidg-
wick, whose ethics Eliot treated sceptically in a graduate paper, 
was alarmed both by the cognitive dissonance that humility seems 
to require, and also by its potential to short-circuit civic duty.30 For 
Sidgwick, true humility demands weighing up one’s worth in order 
to worthily weigh in:

[I]f our merits are comparatively high, it seems strange to direct us to 
have a low opinion of them. It may be replied, that though our merits 
may be high when compared with those of ordinary men, there are 
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8   Eliot and Beckett’s Low Modernism

always some to be found superior, and we can compare ourselves with 
these . . . But surely in the most important deliberations which human 
life offers, in determining what kind of work we shall undertake and 
to what social functions we shall aspire, it is often necessary that we 
should compare our qualifi cations carefully with those of average 
men, if we are to decide rightly. And it would seem just as irrational 
to underrate ourselves as to overrate . . .31

Another roughly contemporaneous version of this realism is Hast-
ings Rashdall’s, who argues that humility should transcend its tradi-
tionally ‘non-utilitarian’ and ‘non-teleological character’.32 Despite 
rejecting the ‘revolting picture’ of the original magnanimous man, 
Rashdall’s theory operates on the same assumption of giftedness 
as the Nicomachean Ethics. The difference is that while Aristotle 
attributes this giftedness to an inborn aristocratic superiority, Rash-
dall more humbly credits luck, grace or a good upbringing. And 
although the public duty of his humble individual is not dispassion-
ate like the great-souled man’s, it is still activated by an awareness 
of elevated status and self-suffi ciency. Such a view explains in part 
why Eliot saw parallels between Rashdall’s thought and Unitarian-
ism, the faith of his own family that Eliot denounced as ‘bad prepa-
ration for brass tacks like birth, copulation and death, hell, heaven 
and insanity’ (L3, 228). Rashdall’s position also explains why Eliot, 
long before his own conversion, ridiculed the theologian’s attempts 
to water down the demands of Christian self-abnegation.33 

Given the apparent incompatibility between magnanimity and 
humility, virtue ethics has generally favoured the term ‘modesty’ in its 
retrieval of truthful self-assessment.34 Modesty more readily speaks 
to publicly coded conduct and less obviously leans on a lowly regard 
of the self. It is a civilised trait of those highly gifted individuals who 
accept their due in good grace while declining to trumpet their own 
achievements. Adopting a modest but evaluative conception of self 
allows us to appreciate our accomplishments in relation to others’ 
and so direct our talents where most needed. With this comes the 
avoidance of false humility. Like Sidgwick, Norvin Richards rejects 
negative self-valuations and suggests that it would be specious for 
the ‘rather splendid among us’ to subject ourselves to unwarranted 
abasement.35 In his turn, Aaron Ben-Ze’ew proposes a compara-
tive framework that allows us to regard our worth as similar to – 
though not the same as – that of others.36 And, more recently, Steven 
Connor has claimed for humility a concomitant ‘magnifi cence’, since 
the act of giving way presupposes ‘grandeur, authority, or power’.37 
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Though turning himself to noble ends, the great-souled man does 
not have humble beginnings. 

Such privilege is unknown to Beckett’s moribunds: lowliness 
is their station in life, not a goal to which they can aspire.38 For 
instance, when Watt is struck by a maliciously cast rock and car-
ries on without fuss, the narrator remarks that ‘he deserved no 
credit for this’ (W, 25). We are to infer that Watt’s self-minimis-
ing manner can neither be understood as disrupting the lex tali-
onis, nor as the ingathered force of indignation. Such ‘credit’ is 
due either to those who turn the other cheek or those who, in 
the ominous words of ‘Sonnet 94’, ‘have power to hurt and will 
do none’.39 This general incompatibility notwithstanding, we fi nd 
in Beckett also a more pointed rejection of Aristotelean magna-
nimity. As mentioned earlier, the magnanimous man likes to do 
good deeds but cringes at the prospect of the charitable gesture. 
Indebtedness, after all, marks the inferior, which is why the mega-
lopsychos ‘repay[s] benefi ts with interest’.40 Beckett travesties this 
moral economy in various ways. I return to this matter in Chapter 
4, though it is worth mentioning a few examples here. Malone is 
grateful that his ‘aphony’ (TN, 263) has spared him the humili-
ation of being able to ask someone for a favour. In Rough for 
Theatre I, a man is horrifi ed by the prospect of being done ‘a ser-
vice for nothing’ (CDW, 231) and seeks immediately to restore an 
equitable relation of exchange. Perhaps the most bleakly humor-
ous example occurs in Watt, with the exchange of kisses between 
the antihero and his patr ician paramour, Mrs Gorman:

From time to time, hoisting his weary head, from waist to neck his 
weary hold transferring, Watt would kiss, in a despairing manner, 
Mrs Gorman on or about the mouth, before crumpling back into 
his post-crucifi ed position. And these kisses, when their fi rst feverish 
force began to fail, that is to say very shortly following their applica-
tion, it was Mrs Gorman’s invariable habit to catch up, as it were, 
upon her own lips, and return, with tranquil civility, as one picks up a 
glove, or newspaper, let fall in some public place, and restores it with 
a smile, if not a bow, to its rightful proprietor. So that each kiss was in 
reality two kisses, fi rst Watt’s kiss, velleitary, anxious, and then Mrs 
Gorman’s, unctuous and urbane. (W, 120)

In a clear effort to resist the dues of love, Mrs Gorman repays 
Watt’s awkward affection with the lofty meekness of the great-
souled. Her genteel alchemy transforms intimacy into courtesy, 
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fumbling into refi nement, vulnerability into self-suffi ciency. These 
oppositions are clinched in the half-rhyme heard between ‘anxious’ 
and ‘unctuous’. Grotesque though they seem, Watt’s kisses are 
attended by the awful daring of a moment’s surrender, the heart-
stopping uncertainty of giving yourself away. But Mrs Gorman’s 
kisses politely decline love’s egality: they are ‘unctuous’ not only 
because smug, but also because they effect an unguent separation 
between giving and getting, between the haves and the have-nots. 

Such a separation is alien to humanistic understandings of 
humility. If modesty is personifi ed in the great-souled man, then 
humanistic humility’s exemplar is Prometheus: not the defi ant hero 
hailed by Romanticism, but that democratising fi gure in Plato’s 
Protagoras. In this version of the myth, Prometheus pilfers fi re and 
practical wisdom from the gods so that humans, in their naked 
and vulnerable state, might stand a chance of survival.41 His efforts 
are impelled by necessity rather than by vaulting ambition or a 
desire for plenitude. Indeed, the word that differentiates humanistic 
humility from the realistic assessment account is ‘incompleteness’. 
Mark Button, who prefers the term ‘democratic humility’, writes 
that this kind of humility ‘cultivate[s] sensitivity toward the incom-
pleteness and contingency both of one’s personal moral powers and 
commitments, and of the particular forms, laws, and institutions 
that structure one’s political and social life with others’.42 What sets 
Button’s theory and others like it against the Aristotelian accounts 
is a fundamental belief in human fi nitude.43 Epistemically, such a 
view approaches religious humility in its negative valuation of self-
worth, though it does not require belief in transcendental depen-
dence. Practically, it defl ates notions of individual self-suffi ciency in 
order to facilitate communal endeavour and social change. 

Humanistic humility is thus marked by an aspirational quality: 
the admission of universal limitation should not result in apathy 
but serve as a spur to better the status quo. Martha Nussbaum’s 
notion of ‘primitive shame’, for instance, falls into this category, 
since it suggests our awareness of lack and fragmentation.44 In 
its healthiest manifestation, primitive shame encourages positive 
striving: recognising our shortcomings, we are driven to overcome 
them. Nussbaum argues that this longing for restoration to a state 
of fullness may be turned into a practical value which anchors 
our march onwards and upwards in the belief that the type of 
completeness or perfection one craves ‘is a type of completeness 
or perfection that one rightly ought to have’.45 Or, as Norman 
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Foerster (one of Eliot’s principal opponents in the humanism/
religion debate) puts it: ‘An adequate human standard calls for 
completeness; it demands the cultivation of every part of human 
nature . . .’46 Such belief should not encourage a spirit of entitle-
ment or an attitude of complacency (contra the great-souled man). 
Instead, it is meant to foster a kind of hopeful hardiness in spite 
of failures and disappointments – failures and disappointments 
that pave the way for progress. Ideally transmuted, a realisation 
of fi nitude enables rather than stultifi es. 

Humanistic humility is clearly a product of post-Enlightenment 
subjectivity. While it emphasises universal limitations, it asserts 
with equal force the inherent dignity of each individual. In short, 
its impulse is affi rmative and its project ameliorating. Given that 
its theorists are chiefl y concerned with promoting egalitarian forms 
of government and compassionate law-making, it is unsurprising 
that humiliation is not a complementary aspect of humanistic 
humility. The reduction of humility ‘to a medieval state of self-
mortifi cation’ is rejected, and humiliation is unequivocally seen 
as the intentional stripping away of human dignity.47 So although 
sacrifi ce is an integral concept to humanistic humility, it is always 
underpinned by the ideals of human fl ourishing, self-realisation 
and sometimes even perfectibility. 

These words bring to mind the debates around humanism 
that preoccupied Eliot throughout the 1920s and into the 1930s. 
Whether under the classicism/romanticism rubric, or in his 
cultural–critical jousting with Irving Babbitt, Norman Foerster, 
H. G. Wells and others, Eliot was wary of a too-credulous faith 
in the human species.48 This may be recognised even without 
considering his post-conversion stance: the early prose variously 
disparages the humanitarian ‘belief in the fundamental goodness 
of human nature’ (CP1, 471), while the poetry of this period sees 
Emersonian enlightenment and self-reliance eclipsed in Sweeney’s 
shadow (P1, 37).49 The humanism Eliot opposed is not the kind 
he admired in fi gures like Lancelot Andrewes, or his contem-
porary, Paul Elmer More.50 Rather, it is a humanism which sets 
itself up as an alternative to religion and positions civilisation 
as the highest good, as we will see in Chapter 3. Underpinning 
Eliot’s well-documented denigration of liberalism and progress is 
his profound belief in original sin, a belief that was strengthened 
and sustained by his reading of Dante, Pascal, Stendhal, Dosto-
evski, Baudelaire and many other writers who were preoccupied 
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with the problem of evil. One such other was T. E. Hulme, whom 
Eliot praised in the essay ‘Second Thoughts on Humanism’ for 
acknowledging that ‘there is an absolute to which Man can never 
attain. For the modern humanist, as for the romantic, “the prob-
lem of evil disappears, the conception of sin disappears”’ (CP3, 
621). This distils Eliot’s position on the subject: humanism errs 
in disavowing the supernatural, in harbouring hopes of perfec-
tion, in making man the measure of all things. 

Beckett’s misgiving about just such a measure is neatly captured 
in Lucky’s scatological stuttering, ‘the Acacacacademy of Anthro-
popopopometry’ (CDW, 43), while his distaste for humanist striv-
ing is intimated by the Unnamable’s unequivocal dissociation from 
Prometheus: ‘between me and that miscreant who mocked the gods, 
invented fi re, denatured clay and domesticated the horse, in a word 
obliged humanity, I trust there is nothing in common’ (TN, 297). 
A more direct and nominally apt gauge, however, is the short essay, 
‘Humanistic Quietism’, published  in 1934.51 Ostensibly a review 
of his close friend Thomas MacGreevy’s Poems, the piece really 
constitutes a lapidary ars humilis, a theory on the art of humility. 
Here Beckett draws the line between pharisaic and publican poems, 
and also tips his hat to Eliot, however circumspectly: ‘To the mind 
that has raised itself to the grace of humility “founded . . . not on 
misanthropy but on hope,” prayer is no more (no less) than an act 
of recognition’ (Dis, 68).52 But it is the essay’s concluding words 
that show the countervailing quality of Beckett’s own humanism:

To know so well what one values is, what one’s value is, as not to 
neglect those occasions (they are few) on which it may be doubled, 
is not a common faculty; to retain in the acknowledgement of such 
enrichment the light, calm and fi nality that composed it is an extremely 
rare one. I do not know if the fi rst of these can be acquired; I know 
that the second cannot. (Dis, 69)

The confusing syntax stands in apposition to confused self-
appreciation: just as the reader struggles to parse subjects and 
predicates, so Beckett seems unable to take fair measure of him-
self. The tone, too, is ambivalent. Something critical or even 
parodic is suggested by ‘doubled’, a word that belongs to the 
objective world of accounting and is therefore out of place in 
a passage otherwise marked by apophatic expression and quiet 
resignation.53 In the background, the directive force of Geulincx’s 
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axiom of morals is discernible, particularly if the piece is held up 
to Beckett’s loose translation in Murphy: ‘to want nothing where 
[one is] worth nothing’ (Mur, 107). Reabsorbed and reformu-
lated, the imperative is not meant to assert an abject nihilism but 
rather a form of negative capability that allows one to inhabit 
a position of lowliness without an irritable reaching after ‘light, 
calm and fi nality’. Gesturing towards something almost diamet-
rically opposite to humanistic humility, ‘humanistic quietism’ 
implies a radical imperfection which can neither be overcome 
nor ever fully known. 

It is within the third framework – religious humility, and specif-
ically Christian humility – that such radical imperfection is admit-
ted. As a totality, Christian humility is marked by the inversion 
of a worldly calculus: ‘And whosoever shall exalt himself shall be 
abased; and he that shall humble himself shall be exalted’ (Matt. 
23: 12). The Gospel verse not only promotes a countercultural 
attitude but also a countercultural imperative. To modern read-
ers, the King James’s use of the verb ‘humble’ here obscures its 
synonymity with ‘humiliate’ – a dissociation that sets in after the 
Enlightenment, as the OED refl ects. There is an aptness about the 
fact that many accounts of humility start with the word’s etymol-
ogy. In thinking through its roots, we necessarily consider the soil 
of its making. The effect is vertiginous: we have to dig deep in 
order to make the connection between our contemporary under-
standing of humility and earlier notions that tie it to abasement. An 
example of usage from Robert Burton’s Anatomy of Melancholy 
(1621) (copiously copied in Beckett’s Dream notebook) implies 
the refl exive meaning of the verb ‘humiliate’ (‘to humble or abase 
oneself’): ‘How much we ought to . . . examine & humiliate our 
selves, & seek to God, & call to him for mercy.’54 This captures 
three aspects of Christian humility: dependency on God, inspec-
tion of oneself, and active humiliation or self-lowering. It is during 
the eighteenth century that ‘humiliation’ begins to signal an inter-
personal rather than intrapersonal act: humiliation is degradation 
visited by one person on another. By the nineteenth century, a clear 
defi nitional gulf had arisen between ‘humility’ and ‘humiliation’, 
with the OED supplying the followi ng: ‘I think “humiliation” is a 
very different condition of mind from humility. “Humiliation” no 
man can desire; it is shame and torture.’ 

The undesirability of humiliation is at the core of Christian 
humility: not doing as one likes but as commanded. It is for this 
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reason that the virtue centres on the notion of kenosis: the God-
head’s humble submission to a humiliating incarnation. The scrip-
tural basis for kenosis is Philippians 2: 5–7: ‘Christ Jesus . . . Who, 
being in the form of God, thought it not robbery to be equal with 
God: But made himself of no reputation, and took upon him the 
form of a servant, and was made in the likeness of men.’ In addi-
tion to supplying the inimitable example of humility, Christ’s keno-
sis endows the concept of humiliation with twofold signifi cance. 
It implies a degradation of being (the Word become fl esh) but 
also material suffering: low birth, poverty, death on a cross. For 
Kierkegaard, the recognition of the fi rst point – kenosis as radical 
ontological displacement – dwarfs any consideration for the per-
sonal humiliations Christ would endure on earth. However, some 
theologians regard the kenotic mode to be equally determined by 
Christ’s bodily and material humiliations.55 So while the incarna-
tion is a unique event (what Eliot calls ‘supermiraculous’ [CP4, 
351, n. 24] and thus unrepeatable), Christ’s sufferings as a human 
being supply the template for holy living and holy dying. It is in suf-
fering – not triumph – that Estragon identifi es with Christ (‘All my 
life I’ve compared myself to him’ [CDW, 51]); it is through bodily 
affl iction that the narrator of Watt sees a likeness between the title 
character and Bosch’s depiction of ‘Christ Mocked’ (W, 139).56 

Like the realistic and democratic accounts, religious humility 
implies self-knowledge – only here it is distinguished by intense 
scrutiny, both of one’s individual weakness and also of the defi -
ciencies inherent to all humanity. As such, it qualifi es the Delphic 
imperative to know oneself as a unique soul and as a member of 
the species. Taken together, these two aspects of self-knowledge 
form part of what is variously called cognitive, imperfect or ratio-
nal humility.57 Superfi cially, imperfect humility appears to amount 
to a combination of the realistic and democratic accounts of intro-
spection. Inspection of oneself shares with Aristotelian theories an 
evaluative perspective, though here comparisons are exclusively 
negative.58 Hence the seventh step of St Benedict’s ladder of humil-
ity urges the sinner to not only ‘denounce himself as inferior to all 
and more worthless, but also believe it in his inner consciousness, 
humbling himself and saying with the prophet: “But I am a worm 
and not a man, a shame of men and an outcast of the people”.’59 
Similarly, while admitting that all humanity is ‘weak and frail’, 
Thomas à Kempis urges his reader to ‘hold . . . no man more frail 
than thyself’.60 Or, in the ever-unsatisfi ed comparatives of Beckett’s 
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Worstward Ho (Com etc., 95): ‘Say that best worse. With leasten-
ing words say least best worse. For want of worser worst. Unless-
enable least best worse.’ 

The second part of self-knowledge is a general awareness of 
human fallibility. In this regard it appears to correspond with 
humanistic humility. But where the latter instrumentalises human 
weakness by turning it into a means for upward mobility, religious 
humility treats it as the grounds for further abasement. Jeremy 
Taylor, whose Holy Living and Dying both Eliot and Beckett read 
closely, claims that humanity’s manifold feebleness should inspire 
a negative self-regard:

1. The spirit of a man is light and troublesome. 2. His body is brut-
ish and sickly. 3. He is constant in his folly and error, and inconstant 
in his manners and good purposes. 4. His labours are vain, intricate, 
and endless. 5. His fortune is changeable, but seldom pleasing, never 
perfect. 6. His wisdom comes not till he be ready to die, that is, till he 
is past using it. 7. His death is certain, always ready at the door, but 
never far off.61

Imperfect humility, however, has a ‘perfect’ or ‘affective’ coun-
terpart, which emphasises the affi rmative reinforcement of divine 
love. As Jane Foulcher explains, ‘[i]t is in the “inpouring of love” 
that allows the movement from a cold, rational understanding 
of the humiliating truth about oneself to a warm, affective, and 
ultimately liberating reality where one is no longer afraid to be 
known’.62 The author of the Cloud of Unknowing typifi es per-
fect humility as permanent since its source is everlasting. It also 
induces a self-forgetfulness that is attendant on humility (Mary 
of Bethany is exemplary because her imperfect humility is supple-
mented and even overwhelmed by perfect humility).63 In getting 
to grips with her own inferiority, the sinner humbles herself; by 
contemplating the greatness of God, the believer forgets herself. 
Humility then transforms from thinking less of oneself to think-
ing less about oneself.

From self-knowledge there is a clear trajectory to self-lowering – 
an aspect alien to both the realistic and democratic theories. 
‘Once we have understood that we are nothing,’ says Simone Weil, 
‘the object of all our efforts is to become nothing.’64 In this trans-
lation from the epistemic into the ethical – from knowledge to 
sacrifi ce – humiliation shifts from being a baseline condition to 

7000_de Villiers.indd   157000_de Villiers.indd   15 26/07/21   10:58 am26/07/21   10:58 am



16   Eliot and Beckett’s Low Modernism

a measure by which that baseline condition is rendered yet more 
visible. In extreme cases this means self-mortifi cation: hair-shirts, 
self-fl agellation, fasting, prostration and other shows of pen-
ance. But most writings on humility urge detachment. Geulincx, 
for instance, advocates ‘disregard for the self’, which requires 
the acceptance of affl iction rather than the active pursuit of self-
harm.65 Again, Christ’s life stands as paragon: turning the other 
cheek, living in poverty, enduring extremes of physical and men-
tal affl iction – all are instances of humbly accepting humiliation. 
And, in appreciating the revelation and realisation of humility that 
comes with such affl ictions, humiliation is endowed with positive 
potential.66 Weil again: ‘[i]t is impossible to forgive whoever has 
done us harm if that harm has lowered us. We have to think that is 
has not lowered us, but has revealed our true level.’67 

Pseudo-Couplings

It is against the backg round of these posit ions and performances 
that I read humility and humiliation in Eliot and Beckett. The rest 
of the book follows a loosely chronological trajectory with the 
chapters paired according to three categories: the affective, the ethi-
cal and the aesthetic. The fi rst two chapters locate us at the start of 
the writers’ careers where humility is not only in question but some-
times actively resisted. Chapter 1 posits 1917 as a watershed year 
in Eliot’s writing. I argue that with his only short story, Eeldrop and 
Appleplex, Eliot edges away from social embarrassment towards 
theological shame – that is, a sense of sin. Undoubtedly the least 
‘canonical’ of Eliot’s creative works, the story embodies diffusive 
feelings out of which humility emerges in the lower case. That is 
to say that in its blurring of grave religious commentary and self-
directed mockery, the story refuses to take itself too seriously. Situ-
ating Eeldrop and Appleplex in relation to Eliot’s early poetry, I fi rst 
consider moments of embarrassment and disgust, and how these 
affective experiences impede an appreciation of a given situation’s 
moral reality. Contrasted with this is Eliot’s valuation of private 
truth and fi xed moral standards, both in Eeldrop and Appleplex 
and in Eliot’s criticism. The short story is shown to anticipate Eliot’s 
critique of ‘bovarysme’: the effort to dramatise oneself against one’s 
environment so as to not lose face or sink into shame – an act that 
resists humility. 
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Chapter 2 explores the relation between embarrassment and 
pride in Beckett’s early works. Juxtaposing personal letters and 
selected stories from the 1934 collection, More Pricks than Kicks, 
embarrassment emerges as a marker of the superiority Beckett 
himself regarded as a symptom of his anxiety neurosis. After dis-
cussing certain pre-emptive strategies against embarrassment, I 
proceed to close readings of stories in which we see embarrass-
ment being counteracted through Belacqua’s identifi cation with 
Christ – a manoeuvre that does not confer humility but rather 
reinforces the character’s sense of proud otherness. Beckett’s early 
and incidental embarrassment is then briefl y contrasted with the 
later work’s representation of an existential embarrassment. The 
latter is conceived as an aspect of humility in which the embar-
rassed human condition is accepted without recourse to self-pro-
tective refl exes.

The middle chapters approach humility and humiliation 
through an ethical lens. Chapter 3 focuses on specifi c theological 
reiterations that defi ne Eliot’s understanding of Christian humility 
between 1927 and 1935. It grapples with humility as a component 
of Christian sacrifi ce and refl ects on the relation between belief and 
action. The sermon of Murder in the Cathedral serves as a struc-
turing device to discuss these statements, both because many of 
these theological statements are vicariously rehearsed in Thomas 
Becket’s Christmas sermon and also because no other work by 
Eliot so pointedly dramatises the proximity between humility 
and spiritual pride. The chapter closely discusses the infl uence 
of the seventeenth-century divine, Lancelot Andrewes, and the 
nineteenth-century philosopher, F. H. Bradley – two authors who 
played a determining role in Eliot’s conception of humility and his 
scepticism about human good will. It also expounds the signifi -
cance of a hitherto unexamined biblical source for the sermon’s 
verses of scripture that further threads the continuity between 
grace, humility and good will. In circling around recurring phrases 
and infl uences, I trace a conceptual genealogy behind the play’s 
sermon and offer a revaluation of Murder in the Cathedral as the 
creative culmination of Eliot’s ongoing engagement with secular 
humanism and, by extension, humanistic humility.

Chapter 4 worries the ethics of approaching others’ humili-
ation. Here, humiliation manifests as an individuating property 
in Beckett’s writing: the thing that ‘mobilises’ his creatures and 
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also confers identity. In the fi rst instance, this invites meta-critical 
refl ection on the dangers of overly familiar narratives and concepts 
in Beckett studies. With close reference to Molloy, humiliation is 
subsequently explored as an ontologically determining phenom-
enon that should preclude the confl ation and consolidation of pri-
vate suffering. A fi nal section draws more broadly on Beckett’s 
mistrust of charity and posits humility as an important ethical 
criterion when dealing with the suffering of others.

The last two chapters are concerned with aesthetic humility. 
Where the earlier discussions address different ways in which 
humility might be represented, I am here specifi cally interested in 
the poetics of humility: how does a literary text humble itself? By 
engaging works produced at the height of the writers’ respective 
powers and fame, these chapters confront the fact  that a residuum 
of power is retained in the act of self-lowering. Any performance 
speaks to a measure of agency even where that agency drives 
towards its own diminishing. And in this regard, humility implies a 
paradoxical performance of subjectivity. Chapter 5 therefore tests 
Eliot’s claim that ‘humility is endless’ (P1, 188) against the parodic 
and ironic procedures of East Coker. It explores the ways in which 
the poetry can be said to question its own assumptions and under-
mine its own importance. Humility is thus closely allied with the 
poet’s self-ironising confrontation with his own work. In particular, 
Eliot’s allusive relationship with Yeats confi gures as part of a mas-
ter–apprentice dialectic that at once critiques Eliot’s early works 
and unsettles the late work as a basis for such critique. Chapter 6 
proceeds along similar lines, asking how a ‘syntax of penury’ is 
operational in How It Is. Broadly, this question pertains to Beck-
ett’s engagement with his own writing and delineates a scepticism 
in How It Is about old foundations and new turnings. The chapter 
considers three aspects of the novel: its impoverished style, its self-
critical appropriation of earlier works in the Beckett canon and 
what we are to make of the text’s endless cruelties. I argue that 
the novel’s textual penury facilitates humility in its resistance to a 
totalising poetics of impotence. 

Lest this overview and its categorical correspondences suggest 
more than a complementary association between the authors, I con-
clude by offering a fi nal caveat about the separation between Eliot 
and Beckett in this book. In his biography of Beckett, Anthony Cro-
nin provides a suggestive if erroneous point of contact between the 
two authors: that Dream of Fair to Middling Women’s allusion to 
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the English mystic, Julian of Norwich, arrived via Little Gidding.68 
Notwithstanding the fact that Beckett’s novel was written in 1931 
and Eliot’s poem a decade later, this alternative textual archaeology 
telescopes something of the differences and affi nities between the 
two authors. In Little Gidding, Eliot weaves the English mystic’s 
‘Sin is Behovely’ into the purgatorial yet affi rmative vision of his 
poem (P1, 207). Much less reverentially, Beckett transplants the 
phrase into a profane context of sexual desire in Dream (9), while in 
his ‘Dream Notebook’ he went a step further, editorialising Julian’s 
stigmatic experience as ‘Eschatological catamenia’ (DN, 59) – that 
is, menstrual fl ow. What brings Eliot and Beckett together through 
this allusion is a fundamental belief in fallenness: sin and its wages 
are behovely, inescapable. What divides them is the way in which 
they assert their view of humanity’s lowly position. For Eliot, it is 
mostly a question of one’s relation to God; for Beckett, it is a matter 
of self-emptying. Though of a similar species, the way up and the 
way down are not the same.
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