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Introduction
More than two-hundred years after his death in 1789, Paul-Henri Thiry, Baron d’Holbach is still counted among the fiercest critics of religion. Some of his books, such as the Essai sur les préjugées (1770) and the Système de la nature (1770), had an explosive effect in late 18th-century French philosophical circles and have been described as “Holbach’s bombs” in recent secondary literature.
 Many of the devices composing these “bombs” deserve closer examination. In this chapter, I show how Holbach’s overlooked account of vanity is one of these unjustly neglected but essential elements needed to understand his philosophy. Vanity, I claim, plays a pivotal role not only in Holbach’s critique of religion, but also in defining what a philosophe should be. A study of this passion helps us to better understand both the destructive attacks on religion and the constructive arguments of the most radical philosopher of French Enlightenment.
 
I start by reconstructing Holbach’s philosophical framework in Section I, highlighting his commitment to a form of naturalism in which nothing exists apart from nature. I also stress Holbach’s awareness that human beings believe they are endowed with a special privilege that allegedly makes them separate from nature. Such a privilege, Holbach illustrates, is just an illusion. In Section II, I reconstruct Holbach’s conception of vanity and show that he believes that it tends to generate a confirmation bias that strengthens prejudices and obscures the truth. Section III is devoted to exploring how a mechanism triggered by vanity is exploited by ministers of religion to boost their power and prevent people from overcoming their state of mental infancy. Finally, in Section IV, I show how Holbach’s discussion of vanity sets the stage to explain his conception of philosophy. I conclude that, according to Holbach, the philosophe is an individual who is able to remove vanity from their motivations and to recognize their errors. 
Naturalism, Imagination, and Illusion
According to Baron d’Holbach, nature and existence are coextensive; everything that exists is ipso facto natural; human beings and their faculties are no exception. In the first chapter of his Système de la Nature (1770), Holbach goes against centuries of superstition and prejudices by stating: “Man is the work of nature, he exists in nature, he is subject to its laws, he cannot free himself from them, he cannot even think outside them; it is in vain that his mind wants to set out beyond the limits of the visible world, he is always forced to go back to it.”
 Together with every other natural object, man must follow “nature’s constant march […] the eternal circle that every existing thing is forced to trail.”
  
It is important to note that not only does Holbach affirm that every entity is natural, but he also radicalizes Locke’s empiricism by trying to “demolish Locke’s non-material faculties of the mind.”
 The maitre d’hôtel de la philosophie asserts that every human faculty and operation is part of a naturalistic framework. Developing a Lockean anatomy of the mind within a Hobbesian radical materialism,
 Holbach comes to the conclusion that the “names of sensations, perceptions, and ideas refer only to the changes produced in the inner organ as a result of the impressions made on the outer organs by the bodies acting on them.”
 In other words, every human faculty can be explained by natural and mechanic reasonings.
Holbach’s naturalism is all-encompassing and has been studied in detail.
 The naturalization of all human activity is a recurrent theme throughout Holbach’s work. For instance, in his later Politique Naturelle (1773) Holbach stresses that the “man ruled by a King is as much in the state of Nature as the wild man who wanders in the forests. Anything he does, whatever institution he adopts, whatever means he imagines to improve his fate, he can never leave his nature; he is always under its laws.”
 Even art is just the product of “nature acting with the help of instruments she herself made.”
 Every entity, its function, and its operation, can and must be understood in terms of natural facts, which are verifiable through experience (expérience): 
From the stone formed in the bowels of the Earth, […] from the numb oyster to the active and thinking man, we see an uninterrupted progression, a perpetual chain of combinations and movements, from which beings arise, differing from each other only in the variety of their elementary materials, combinations and proportions of these same elements, from which an infinite variety of ways of existing and acting are born.
 

With such context, it should be clear that Holbach believes that the whole universe is nothing more than a collection of natural entities. At the same time, he notes that human beings falsely believe they are endowed with an exceptional position in the world due to their superiority to nature. Holbach acknowledges that humans are equipped with remarkable faculties that seem to be extraordinary when compared to the rest of the natural world. They believe they possess a “special privilege, of being immortal or exempt from dissolution and changes of forms that, as we see, affect all the bodies composed by nature.”

To Holbach, such a privilege is just an illusion generated by millennia of lies and prejudices, from the creation of the first systems of religion up to contemporary philosophers:
 “In spite of many convincing proofs of the materiality of the soul or its identity with the body, some thinkers have supposed that, although the latter is perishable, its soul would not perish; that this portion of himself benefitted of the special privilege […].”
 This excerpt is only one example of Holbach’s many descriptions of human self-illusion that is so central in leading humans to suppose their superiority to nature. As Alan C. Kors has pointedly observed, Holbach believes that there “existed, solely, a corporeal nature that was the aggregate of all real things. Human beings existed as a part of that corporeal nature, but as thinking parts who wished for diverse reasons to imagine themselves exempt from its dominion.”
 People, pushed by the wildness of their imagination, are convinced that they are exempt from the mortality of natural entities and that their existence extends beyond the limits of mere material existence. 
Holbach claims that society, morality, and spirituality are seen as supernatural things by common people. Contrary to this, an objective examination of the human condition will show that even the most advanced results of humanity are simply a product of natural necessity: “For a being [...] who from the top of the atmosphere would contemplate the human species with all its progress and changes, men would seem no less subject to the laws of nature when they wander naked in the forests [...] than when living in civilized societies […].”
 To Holbach, the special privilege (privilège spécial) with which human beings believe to be endowed is but a deeply rooted illusion responsible for birthing some of the most dangerous beliefs. It is because of vanity that this error, instead of being unmasked, acquires strength and credence.  

Vanity and Its Effects
Among the many errors that we have seen stemming from the wildness of human imagination, Holbach identifies a human tendency to feel above all forms of nature. Man believes himself to be endowed with supernatural faculties such as will, moral sentiments, and reasoning which he thinks put him in a privileged position. Now, according to Holbach, this is just an illusion deeply rooted in human nature and, therefore, difficult to unveil. Even in front of compelling evidence that favors materialism and naturalism, most human beings refuse to admit that they are not a metaphysically privileged species. Why is this so? Holbach’s scattered but thematically related remarks all point in the direction of vanity, a passion that reinforces and enlivens human prejudices. 

Throughout his Système de la nature and Essai sur les préjugés, Holbach establishes that human beings tend to not recognize their errors, even when they are faced with the truth. Le Baron also identifies vanity as causing the proclivity of humans to not acknowledge their limits and errors. As he puts it, “listening to the lessons of a man who teaches us something means to admit he is superior to us, and this admission is always detrimental to one’s vanity; mortals would rather persist in their ancient errors than show respect to the man who corrects them […].”
 
If this is the case, then we can see why vanity would hinder progress towards the truth, an endeavor that Holbach believes every human being should undertake. In an attempt to preserve their prestige, people resist acknowledging their own mistakes. They prefer to “persist in their ancient errors” (persister dans leurs antiques erreures) rather than recognize that they were wrong in holding certain beliefs. This behavior, according to Holbach, cannot be reconciled with rational choice and must be seen as the detrimental effect of an evil passion, namely vanity (vanité).

Holbach never provides us with a clear-cut definition of vanity. In spite of this, various excerpts from his works make clear that he understands vanity as a passion that makes us desire prestige, esteem, and superiority to others:
  

Men often seem to be offended by the help they are presented with. Independently of one’s interest, vanity and envy are two big obstacles in the search for the truth. […] [E]very man who is made famous by an important discovery raises fears of his superiority; to adopt his ideas would be to defer to his enlightenment, and to recognize the greatness of his genius, a confession always humiliating to vanity.
   

This conception of vanity as a passion of the self, a desire of pride, seems to be confirmed by other scattered but relevant passages. For instance, when talking about the creation of heraldry, Holbach remarks that human beings want to fabricate a noble image of themselves in order to satisfy pointless desires: “Heraldry [has been] invented to feed the vanity of a few men who are very eager to prove to the universe that they descended directly from some fierce ancient savage and wanderer.”
 Moved by vanity, men create plaques, coats of arms, and symbols to boast their allegedly noble identity and satiate their cravings for glory. 
By the same token, Holbach affirms that patronage and sponsorship set up by despots and bolstered by the desires of common people have a similar origin in human vanity: “if despots sometimes founded and endowed literary societies, they did so only to have some slaves who paid tribute to their vanity.”
 In sum, vanity appears to be a desire of unmerited glory, pride, and prestige, which prevents humans from acknowledging their mistakes and freeing themselves from their erroneous ways. 
In order to satisfy these desires, people fall into the traps of flattery. Vanity must be kept separate from the right and legitimate desire of self-esteem that Holbach believes is inherent to humans. Andreas Blank has recently shown that “Holbach develops a conception of justified self-esteem that is bound to the idea of justifiability of one’s action to all of those who are affected by it.”
 As Blank argues, Holbach’s moral philosophy is based on the fact that human beings have some natural needs (besoins naturels) that they have a right to fulfill. Among such needs, Holbach would identify the longing for love and self-esteem, both so deeply rooted in human nature that they are impossible to eradicate. Further, Blank has shown that we have no reason to desire the disappearance of these needs:
It is impossible to destroy the feelings that lie in the nature of humans; each of them loves himself and desires to be loved in order to love himself more; each of them desires the esteem of others, in order to be more estimable in his own eyes.
  

This aspect of human nature is important because “the desire for the esteem of others can motivate virtuous behavior.”
 Not only do we desire validation granted by others, but we also want to merit our own esteem. However, while flattery can make one believe that they are appreciated by others, the only way to achieve a stable and justified self-esteem “involves recognizing the virtues of oneself and of others at the same time.”

By reconstructing Holbach’s conception of self-esteem and its role in his theory of moral motivation, Blank has done a great service to Enlightenment scholarship. Here, I want to add and clarify a point that he does not touch upon in his work: the difference between (right) desire of self-esteem and (wrong) desire of glory. This “wrong” desire is what Holbach identifies as vanity. The former is a desire based on a need of human beings which can and must be fulfilled. The latter is not. Vanity completely cuts out any reference to the virtues that are needed to develop self-esteem. In this sense, vanity is similar to luxury. On one hand, luxury tends to glorify the owner, who will be regarded as superior to common people even if he is not, generating a mechanism of illusion that affects others.
 On the other hand, vanity makes one consider himself as a superior being and generate illusions which have an effect on oneself. This view establishes a solid foundation for understanding Holbach’s ferocious criticisms of both luxury and vanity as passions that obscure the truth and are counted among the most dangerous obstacles in the never-ending process of human emancipation from illusion and oppressive power.
Vanity is a natural passion that tends to establish a confirmation bias in favor of man’s illusory privilege. Such a privilege can stem either from one’s higher social status, as in the case of heraldry and patronage, or from an alleged superiority of human species over other creatures. A person who believes they are endowed with the former kind of privilege will boost their image, seeking other people’s esteem and flattery, and is likely to fall into the excesses of luxury. Those who believe in the latter, a kind of metaphysical privilege that allegedly puts people in a special position of power in the cosmos, become detrimental to society by establishing (or maintaining) religious institutions. Vanity, together with ignorance, credulity, and habit, is one of the reasons why people are attached to ancient prejudices and refuse to be critical of past shortcomings: 
The most obvious principles are often the most refused, they have to fight against ignorance, credulity, habit, stubbornness, the vanity of men; in a word the interests of the great and the stupidity of the people, which always attach them to their old systems.
 

It is because of this prejudicial mechanism that people indulge in their errors and do not acknowledge the truths spoken by philosophers. As we will see in the last section of this chapter, les philosophes are “men of future reason” (hommes de la raison future),
 individuals that are not moved by vanity and therefore recognize the errors of their times long before others. Different from the common man full of prejudices, the philosopher is aware that: “to hate the discussion is to admit that one wants to deceive, that one doubts oneself about the goodness of his cause, or that one is too proud to go back on one’s steps.”
 It is the mission of philosophers to discover and announce what is true. The philosophes show the people how they are enslaved by “nobility which only wants to sacrifice the nations to its greed or vanity”
 and that “the bliss of the people is immolated to the whims of a few children filled with vanity and madness.”

As Holbach puts it, a “man who is great in any respect is an uncomfortable object for the vanity of his century; genius always reduces mediocrity to despair; the latter takes revenge, through false contempt, criticism, and slander, for the jealousy she feels.”
 
Priestly Pride: from Vanity to Religion
Vanity plays an essential role in sustaining religion and religious prejudices. Baron d’Holbach points out time and again that “human vanity fit in, no doubt, with a hypothesis which seemed to distinguish man from all other physical beings.”
 This feedback loop generated by vanity pushes human beings towards false beliefs, leading to detrimental consequences. The human tendency to feel like “a privileged being within nature” (un être privilégié dans la nature)
 is accentuated and supported by one’s desire to be special and to stand out from all natural entities and other human beings. All of these wants are based in vanity. Such desires move men to create their own oppressive systems to assert their superiority. Existing interpretations are correct in noting that Holbach explicitly affirms that “[w]hen we want to go back to the origin of things, we will always find that it is ignorance and fear that created the gods.”
 However, these interpretations fail to recognize the essential role that vanity and pride play in the establishment of religious cults and institutions. 
Under Holbach’s interpretation of religious phenomena, people “confuse the cause of God with that of their own vanity”
 and end up with a cult that satisfies that vanity instead of a belief system that reveals to them the truths of the natural world. Holbach illustrates this relationship analyzing the genesis of early Roman religion: 
The Roman religion was purely invented to make the priesthood omnipotent; its priests had the talent to identify themselves with the Divinity, their cause was always His, their glory became the glory of God, their decisions were divine oracles, their goods belonged to the kingdom of heaven; their pride, their avarice, their cruelty were legitimated by the interests of their heavenly master [...].
 

Moved by this “priestly pride” (orgueil sacerdotal),
 the lives of clerics are consumed by the perpetuation of lies to avoid admitting that they are not the divine, supernatural beings they would like to be. Even worse, these individuals who believe or pretend to believe that they serve a divine cause, deceive not only themselves but their peers and followers as well: “Priests reproach the unbelievers that the passions lead them to their unbelief, and the latter may reply that it is avarice, ambition, and pride that so strongly attach priests to their prejudices.”
 
Ministers of religion ended up creating a completely false image of man, but they are by no means the only ones to cultivate a false representation of human nature. The Stoics, for instance, “by a frenzy or a ridiculous vanity equated perfection to the fighting against nature, to the denaturalization of man.”
 However, in Holbach’s view, nothing has done more damage in this regard than Christianity, which he describes as being a malady (maladie) of the world, an epidemic delirium (délire épidémique).  

It is because of vanity that religion came to propagate false human superiority and generate endless stereotypes, prejudices, and illusions. Such a history, Holbach says, must take a drastic turn to undo the damages brought upon by oppressive systems and to reestablish equilibrium within nature. That is why in the introduction to his Christianisme dévoilé (1767) he writes:  
We are not theologians; our quarrels are of such a nature as to end amicably; they must not resemble in any way those of the apostles of superstition, who seek only to surprise each other with captivating arguments, and who, at the expense of good faith, never fight except to defend the cause of their own vanity and their own stupidity.

Vanity, pride, and human desire of prestige are among the factors that led to the invention of cult and religious institutions. Out of these passions, humans try to confirm their belief that they belong to an elevated category of entities. In one regard, they are pushed to establish or to maintain existing religious cults that justify this special status. Conversely, the same reasoning leads some individuals to oppress their fellow men and to impose their power through luxury. Vanity is responsible for the creation of a fatal empire of prestige and lies (fatal empire du prestige et du mensonge),
 consisting of both political oppression and religious ideology, which Baron d’Holbach’s philosophical activity aims to destroy. 
Not only “does religion not change the passions of men”
 for  the better, it actually works to indulge those passions. Priests dupe themselves not recognizing that the “truth is simple and clear; the wonderful always announces falsity. Nature is always true; it acts through laws that never contradict themselves.”
 According to Holbach’s ethical intellectualism, even if man manages to satisfy his vanity, he would not achieve happiness. In order to be happy, man has to know what is good, and act virtuously: “the reasonable man is therefore obliged to feel that it is in his interest to be virtuous.”
 Every act that brings him to put his hands on trinkets and worthless signs of power will just show that these childish vanities (ces vanités pueriles) “fill life with so many worries.”
 The man whose vanity is satisfied by a crowd of people ready to enslave themselves to his power is not a happy man:
The opulent man […] assembles in his home a crowd of flatterers, parasites, complacent persons whom he calls his friends although they are nothing but envious, jealous and hidden enemies who, by profiting from his crazy vanity, help him to dissipate his fortune […] and succeed sometimes in making him believe that he is happy, although in truth he does not enjoy anything.
 
Holbach tasked philosophers with the important duty of setting men free from the slavery of religion and oppressive political power.
 
Modest Doubt and Admitted Ignorance
Vanity is not only vital in understanding the foundation of religious beliefs and ecclesiastic powers, it is also essential when one tries to prescribe how the enlightened person, the philosophe, should be. As opposed to superstitious people who “never fight except to defend the cause of their vanity”,
 philosophers should not be moved either by pride nor the desire for prestige: “Let us therefore distinguish philosophy from prestige, […] let us not prostitute the name of wisdom to a sorrowful mood or to pride.”
 
For Holbach, philosophy is different from religion insofar as the former should leave no room for vanity. Philosophy, being the search of truth (la recherche de la vérité), cannot be separated from “good faith with oneself, sincerity with others, [which] must be the first qualities of a philosopher.”
 The presence of vanity as a motivation to one’s actions would therefore exclude the possibility that that person is a true philosopher: 

not only are men ingenious in deceiving themselves and justifying their vices in their own eyes and in the eyes of others, but they have the skill to turn their defaults to the benefit of their vanity; they believe that their fellow citizens must be grateful to them for their bad temper, their bile, their pride, as soon as they cover them with the beautiful name of philosophy.

In contrast to this description, true philosophers look for truth and do not care about their vanity. They are ready to give up previous convictions and recognize that they were wrong when they are provided with evidence. As opposed to common people who are always full of a pride that makes them blind to their own prejudices, the philosophe should be ready to embrace a modest skepticism towards their own beliefs and philosophical positions.  
Holbach has often been described as a dogmatic materialist, an opinion that was also held by many of his contemporaries.
 Such a description is not false, but incomplete insofar as it does not consider the fact that Holbach explicitly defines philosophy as requiring self-doubt and skepticism. It is certainly true that, even in the chapter devoted to a discussion of skepticism (Essai sur les préjugés, cit., Chap. 11, De la cause des vices & des incertitudes de la Philosophie. Du Scepticism & de ses bornes, pp. 253–285), Holbach reaffirms his commitment to materialistic positions. After analyzing some of the ideas of ancient skeptics, he asserts that only the materialist thinkers were getting closer to the truth: “Democritus, Epicurus, his disciple Lucretius, and so many others have dared to free themselves from the shackles of superstition and lies to rise to science through new roads.”
 
Holbach’s heroes are not the great skeptic figures of ancient Greece. To this point, Holbach says that Pyrrhonism was born because “some thinkers thought they were entitled to doubt everything, [...] to make the clearest truths obscure and doubtful.”
 However, Baron d’Holbach also states that “[i]f doubting everything is a sign of madness, doubting nothing is a sign of proud extravagance.”
 

When exercising doubt and discretion, a philosopher is in a position to recognize the truth of nature. “Modest doubt and confessed ignorance” (le doute modeste & l’ignorance avouée), Holbach says, are “preferable to presumptuous science, tyrannical ignorance, dogmatic arrogance.”
 This is because philosophers should be able to put a stop to their vanity and recognize the limits of their understanding of nature: “Ignorance and uncertainty can humble vanity, but they must not afflict wisdom.”
 The biggest difference between the “apostles of superstition” (apôtres de la superstition) and the philosophes is that the latter recognize their human fallibility through the suppression of their vanity and pride. 
As Alan C. Kors put it, Holbach “could be utilized far more easily as part of a history of positivism than of a history of skepticism.”
 While this is true, Holbach’s materialism and his radical naturalist positions do not preclude the practice of skepticism. As Holbach’s close friend and collaborator Jacques-André Naigeon remarked: “nothing prevents a sceptic from having dogmas, provided that he considers them as probable, not as certain.”
 Therefore, “the whole result of philosophy is to teach us the degree to which we know few things, and to convince us of our insufficiency.”
 Based on Holbach’s writings, it is reasonable to believe that he would have espoused the same ideas.
  
Holbach thinks that a moderate amount of skepticism and self-esteem can coexist. Skepticism must not prevent one from searching for the truth but must make one more keen to recognize their possible errors. In doing so, the philosopher is in the best possible state to better their self-esteem:  
if [the philosopher] seeks the truth in the sincerity of his heart, he will willingly subscribe to his own condemnation when he realizes that he was wrong. To claim to be free from error is to claim that one is not a man; not to acknowledge one’s error is either childish vanity or an unbearable presumption [...].
 

A true philosopher recognizes their errors and, moved by the love of truth, is always ready to condemn previous mistakes and take action. This admission, far from humiliating actually increases the grand homme’s self-esteem: “The philosopher is blameworthy of the esteem he has for himself only when it is unfounded; […] his claims are pointless and void as soon as instead of serving the humankind he serves only its unjust passions and its own vanity.”

Philosophers are a societal positive precisely because they are able to renounce their vanity. Fighting against prejudices and illusions alone is not enough to make one a wise person. There are, indeed, some apologists of the vice (apologistes du vice) who, as Holbach puts it, “attack religion only because it sometimes contradicts the evil inclinations of their hearts; […] who fight prejudice only because it is opposed to their passions, to their debauchery, to their frivolous pretensions, to their vanity.”
 Individuals like these, far from deserving the name of philosophers, fight existing prejudices only because they profit from their destruction; they have not eradicated their own vanity. On the contrary, their actions are fueled by desires of pleasure and prestige which prevents them from accessing the truth. 


Only an individual free from vanity can be deserving of the title “philosopher”. This creature is best suited to drive progress within the study of nature with the intention of eliminating “sooner or later the chimeras, the miracles, the illusions that are used everywhere to deceive the humankind.”
 Wise people are characterized by modesty, absence of vanity, and desire to reach the truth all in the name of improving the happiness of the human species. A philosopher’s wisdom is “useless if he does not share it with others,”
 says Holbach, and that is why a philosopher must confess what he does not know and keep away from “unworthy subterfuge to save his vanity.”
 
Conclusion

In this chapter, I have argued that vanity plays an overlooked but central role in Holbach’s critique of religion and is necessary, in understanding his conception of philosophy. After reconstructing the framework of Holbach’s naturalism, I showed that in his way of thinking, vanity strengthens prejudices and obscures the truth. Thus, it is this passion that is responsible for the establishment of the religious cult as a form of justification for deeply rooted prejudices. The renunciation of vanity and pride allows the philosopher to embrace self-doubt and be open to new ideas that experience may provide. In short, the philosophe is an individual who recognizes the greater importance of truth over their own pride and in doing so is able to eradicate the desire of prestige to devote their life to the unending search of the truth. Baron d’Holbach, this invisible champion of the Enlightenment, who obscured his own identity under pseudonyms and cryptonyms, provided us with a compelling living example of this conception of philosophy.
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[Abstract]

Vanity and pride have been condemned by Christian thinkers for centuries. Therefore, it may seem curious that Paul-Henri Thiry, Baron d’Holbach, one of the fiercest critics of religion, decried these passions. Holbach’s work is interspersed with remarks about vanity and pride which have gone unnoticed in the literature. This chapter analyzes Holbach’s account of vanity, delving into the role it plays in the establishment and maintenance of religion. I show that the desire for prestige is at the very core of religious practices, which aim to justify the alleged superiority of man over nature. Holbach’s well-known critique of religion, therefore, cannot be fully understood without reference to his lesser known account of vanity and pride. The study of these passions is also essential to grasping Holbach’s conception of philosophy and how the philosophe should be: an individual free from prejudices, who has abandoned every trace of vanity in order to move forward in their journey towards the truth.
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