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Abstract: Histories of political theory have framed the story of the emergence of
sovereign states and sovereign selves as a story about secularization—specifically,
a story that equates secularization with self-deification. Thomas Hobbes’s
investment in modesty and humility demonstrates the need for, and the possibility
of, an alternative secularization narrative. Scholars have long insisted that
“vainglory” is a key term for the interpretation of Leviathan. But Hobbes’s task is not
complete once he has discredited vainglory. Hobbes must also envision, and
cultivate, contrary virtues—and modesty is one virtue that Hobbes would cultivate.
An analysis of Hobbes’s attempt to redefine and rehabilitate the virtues of modesty
shows that Hobbes warns against the temptation to self-deification. In Leviathan, the
political task is not to enthrone humans in sovereign invulnerability, but rather to
achieve the right balance between bodily security and consciousness of finitude.

Hobbes scholars have long insisted that, “as its very title expresses, it
[Leviathan] is directed primarily against the passion of “pride.”! It is a com-
monplace that Leviathan aims to subdue vainglory, which threatens political
community as the dominant, and most dangerous, passion,” or the passion

For comments on earlier versions of this article, I would like to thank the anon-
ymous reviewers, Rick Avramenko, Mark Button, Mary Dietz, Richard Flathman,
Robert Gooding-Williams, Victoria Kahn, Jimmy Casas Klausen, Patchen Markell,
John McCormick, Jennifer Pitts, Linda Zerilli Catherine Zuckert, and John
Zumbrunnen.

"Leo Strauss, The Political Philosophy of Hobbes: Its Basis and Its Genesis, trans. E. M.
Sinclair (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1963), 55. See also Joshua Mitchell,
Not by Reason Alone: Religion, History, and Identity in Early Modern Political Thought
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press), 57.

2See Strauss, Philosophy of Hobbes, 55; Mitchell, Not by Reason, 50; Daniel M. Gross,
The Secret History of Emotion: From Aristotle’s “Rhetoric” to Modern Brain Science
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006), 45, 80; Richard Tuck, “The Utopianism
of Leviathan,” in “Leviathan” After 350 Years, ed. Tom Sorell and Luc Foisneau
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2004), 131; Michael Oakeshott, Hobbes on Civil Association
(Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 1975), 35-36; A. P. Martinich, The Two Gods of Leviathan
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 49-50; Gabriella Slomp, “Hobbes

241



242 THE REVIEW OF POLITICS

to which all others can be reduced.’ Scholars who accord vainglory pride of
place generally assume that Leviathan offers a definitive “solution” to the
“problem” of pride.* On this view, Hobbes arranges society so as to reduce
detrimental consequences of the passions, but he concedes that destructive
passions can neither be corrected nor disciplined —and, more importantly,
they need not be disciplined. The sovereign must marshal sufficient power
to contain unruly passions, but he or she (or they) need not encourage subjects
to cultivate a measured self-estimate.

This essay presents a critical engagement with these influential traditions
of Hobbes scholarship. I follow previous scholars in taking “vainglory” as a
key term for the interpretation of Leviathan. However, I offer a contrarian
interpretation of the political, theological, and rhetorical work that “vain-
glory” and its traditional antonyms (e.g., “humility,” “modesty”) perform. I
contend that Hobbes is pessimistic about the likelihood of vanquishing
pride solely through the sovereign’s sword. Rather, Hobbes recognizes that,
to achieve lasting security, subjects must also cultivate a measured self-
estimate. Toward that end, Hobbes redefines the traditional virtues of
modesty and humility, and recuperates them for politics. In critical dialogue
with traditional morality, Hobbes develops new ways to think about human
limitation and human power, and he makes cultivating the proper relation-
ship to vulnerability a task for politics.

Although scholars have long catalogued liabilities of vainglory, few have
thought to examine Hobbes’s treatment of pride’s traditional antonyms.’
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Why have scholars overlooked the contribution of modesty and humility to
Hobbes’s project? One could read this oversight as reflecting the relative
paucity of references to modesty and humility in Leviathan. But given that,
in Leviathan, references to vainglory barely outnumber references to
modesty and humility,® scholarly neglect of modesty cannot be explained
solely by the text’s structure and content. The fact that scholars have lavished
attention upon Hobbes's critique of vainglory, while ignoring his engagement
with the contrary virtues of modesty and humility, also reflects pervasive
assumptions about Hobbes’s approach to managing the passions.
Specifically, it reflects the assumption that Hobbes solves the problem of vain-
glory through strategic deployment of force, without trying to foster modesty
in political subjects.

On my reading, Hobbes never promises that such a solution is possible. As
scholars who showcase Hobbes’s reliance on the rhetorical tradition have
demonstrated, even the most fearsome sovereign is vulnerable if subjects
entertain subversive opinions and nurture corrosive vices.” As a theorist
of political obligation, then, Hobbes's task is not complete once he has discre-
dited vainglory. Hobbes must also craft, and cultivate, “civic virtues”®—and
modesty, properly defined, is one virtue that Hobbes would cultivate. Modesty
and humility must be redefined, because Hobbes recognizes that, for political
purposes, unreconstructed humility is as dangerous as pride. During the
English civil war, Puritan divines extolled the virtue of humility in an effort
to encourage, and justify, seditious claims of conscience. With the argument
that Hobbes crafts an ethos of modesty at odds with both the aristocratic
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"See Mary G. Dietz, “Hobbes’s Subject as Citizen,” in Thomas Hobbes and Political
Theory, ed. Mary G. Dietz (Lawrence, KS: University Press of Kansas, 1990), 91-119;
Quentin Skinner, Reason and Rhetoric in the Philosophy of Hobbes (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1996); David Johnston, The Rhetoric of Leviathan:
Thomas Hobbes and the Politics of Cultural Transformation (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1986); James M. Martel, Subverting the Leviathan (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2007); and Slomp, Thomas Hobbes.

%Dietz, “Hobbes’s Subject,” 91-92, 96.



244 THE REVIEW OF POLITICS

cult of glory and the Protestant cult of humility, I contribute to lines of inquiry
that depict Hobbes as a “theorist of the virtues,”’ and emphasize Hobbes'’s
reliance on “good books, good teachers, good sermons and the like” as coun-
ters to vainglory.'’

Examining Hobbes'’s definition of modesty proves fruitful not only for the
contribution it makes to portraits of Hobbes as a theorist of virtue.
Scrutinizing modesty’s place in Hobbes'’s texts also yields a radical rethinking
of Hobbes’s political project. Once we appreciate Hobbes’s investment in
modesty, we have reason to reject received portraits of Hobbes as a confident,
arch-rationalist who “seeks to make man master and possessor of nature.”'!
The claim that Hobbes trusts human “Artificers” to master the human
“Matter” with which they are consigned to work appears questionable—
because the Hobbes who recognizes that modesty would provide the only
solution to the problem of vainglory also acknowledges the difficulty of cul-
tivating modesty in a stable commonwealth (L, Introduction).'* By Hobbes’s
admission, the commonwealth offers new inducements to pride, for security
breeds smugness and complacency. In this sense, Hobbes’s ostensible
“solution” is actually part of the problem. As Hobbes concedes, “The
condition of man in this life shall never be without Inconveniences” (L, Ch.
20). Although inconveniences are greatly reduced in the commonwealth,
the commonwealth is no panacea—the political forms that Hobbes devises
are not without their own liabilities.

Moreover, the theology that Hobbes deploys to mitigate these liabilities—a
theology drawn from the Book of Job—exposes limits to the state’s ability to
solve fundamental human problems, precisely because it posts limits to
human mastery. In Job, God’s transcendence creates space for human
agency. But Job asserts a categorical distinction between divine and human
creativity. Humans can create a “Mortall God,” but they remain subject to
an immortal God who is not of human creation, and who is beyond human
control (L, Ch. 17). As Hobbes explains, “Soveraign Power ... is as great, as
possibly men can be imagined to make it” (L, Ch. 20). Sovereign power is
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indeed great, but its greatness is a specifically human greatness—and, as a
human artifact, sovereign power cannot insulate subjects from divine power.

Thus, on my reading, Hobbes does not merely endorse modesty as a virtue
for obedient subjects. Hobbes’s claims for the power of human artifice, and
the possibilities of human mastery, are more modest than one might expect
from a theorist who compares the original contract to divine fiat. Hobbes
extols the power of human artifice, but he recognizes that human artifacts
cannot render their makers omnipotent or invulnerable, precisely because,
unlike God, humans are ineluctably finite.'®> Thus, in Leviathan, the political
task is not to enthrone humans in sovereign invulnerability, but rather to
achieve the right balance between bodily security and consciousness of vul-
nerability (both equal vulnerability as individuals, and absolute vulnerability
as humans).

The essay has four sections. The first two sections, devoted to Hobbes’s
definitions of vainglory and modesty, survey challenges that vanity poses
for political community. Hobbes tackles these challenges by crafting a new
ethos of modesty in which consciousness of individual vulnerability elicits
recognition of collective power. In section three, I examine the “law of
honor” —Hobbes’s protocol for distributing honorary titles (Duke, Earl,
etc.). Laws of honor, which use reward and punishment to channel vainglory
in salutary directions, epitomize the approach to pride that scholars usually
impute to Hobbes. But the law of honor cannot be Hobbes’s last word on
solving the problem of pride, for, by Hobbes’s admission, the law does not
provide a foolproof solution—indeed, it risks exacerbating the problem. To
contend with challenges posed by pride, I argue, an ongoing campaign to cul-
tivate modesty is required. In the final section, I argue that the Book of Job
affords Hobbes theological resources for educating subjects in the virtues of
modesty.

Vainglory

In Leviathan, vainglory is one symptom of the ill fit between human nature
and communal life. According to Hobbes, the passions make it difficult for
humans to live together without (artificially constituted) authority.
Although Hobbes imputes corrosive power to many passions, he singles
out three for opprobrium: “So that in the nature of man, we find three prin-
cipall causes of quarrell. First, Competition; Secondly, Diffidence; Thirdly,
Glory” (L, Ch. 13). On the evidence of this passage, Hobbes does not consider
glory the only incendiary passion, or even the most intense, but he does eye it
warily. What accounts for this wariness?

BHere, 1 echo Samantha Frost, Lessons from a Materialist Thinker: Hobbesian Reflections
on Ethics and Politics (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2008), 7, 12, 134-35, 172.
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As Hobbes explains in Leviathan’s catalogue of the passions, glory is the
delightful sensation that accompanies affirmation of one’s power. “Joy,
arising from imagination of a mans own power and ability, is that exultation
of the mind which is called GLORYING” (L, Ch. 6)."* According to Hobbes,
humans like to feel powerful. Indeed, the allure of potency is seductive.
Individuals who relish the sensation of power are liable to affect powers
that they lack, and be taken in by their own masquerade. Hobbes laments
the propensity toward delusions of grandeur in the passage’s continuation,
which distinguishes glory from its groundless counterpart, vainglory.
Hobbes says that glorying,

if grounded upon the experience of his own former actions, is the same
with Confidence; but if grounded on the flattery of others; or onely sup-
posed by himself, for delight in the consequences of it, is called
VAINE-GLORY: which name is properly given; because a well grounded
Confidence begetteth Attempt; whereas the supposing of power does not,
and is therefore rightly called Vaine. (L, Ch. 6)

When Hobbes distinguishes glory from vainglory, he admits the possibility of
well-founded confidence. When individuals correctly estimate their abilities,
it is legitimate to revel in the self’s power.'> Although, to the best of my
knowledge, the term “self-esteem” never appears in Hobbes’s English
works, this passage could suggest that Hobbes endorses “right self-esteem.”

It is incontrovertible that Hobbes admits the possibility of legitimate “con-
fidence” (DH 52-53). Moreover, as scholars have argued, Hobbes envisions a
political role for grounded glory —“a Glory, or Pride in appearing not to need
to breake” a covenant is one of two potential supports of obligation (L, Ch.
14).'° But given the rarity of “Generosity,” Hobbes argues, glory’s political
potential is limited; rather, “The Passion to be reckoned upon, is Fear”
(L, Ch. 14). Thus, although Hobbes admits that glory can support obligation,
he does not accord glory pride of place in the catalogue of civic virtue.
Indeed, Hobbes is wary of relying on glory not only because pursuit of

“Hobbes’s definition of glory shifts from Elements of Law to Leviathan. In Elements,
Hobbes defines glory in comparative terms: “GLORY, or internal gloriation or
triumph of the mind, is that passion which proceedeth from the imagination or con-
ception of our own power, above the power of him that contendeth with us” (E 50).
By contrast, in Leviathan, individuals need not outdo peers in order to experience,
and exult in, their power. (Slomp argues that, despite superficial differences,
Hobbes’s definition of glory remains constant.)
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M. Feingold (Netherlands: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1990), 41-53; Keith
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“Wealth, Command, or sensuall Pleasure” has dulled most men’s capacity for
generosity, but also because glory is a slippery passion (L, Ch. 14).

After all, Hobbes identifies glory —not vainglory —as a principal incitement
to the war of all against all. In the state of nature, “Glory” provokes quarrels
surrounding “Reputation”: Men are liable to attack “for trifles, as a word, a
smile, a different opinion, and any other signe of undervalue, either direct
in their Persons, or by reflexion in their Kindred, their Friends, their
Nation, their Profession, or their Name” (L, Ch. 13). In the passage cited
above, Hobbes exculpates glory, distinguishing grounded confidence from
groundless delusions. Yet in the state of nature, glory is hardly innocent.
Given Hobbes’s fastidiousness with definitions, his decision to identify
glory as a “principal cause of quarrel” is significant. Hobbes betrays ambiva-
lence about glory, precisely because glory is volatile, liable to devolve into
vainglory. Indeed, in The Elements of Law, Hobbes emphasizes the proximity
of the two passions: “this passion [glory], by them whom it displeaseth, is
called pride: by them whom it pleaseth, it is termed a just valuation of
himself.”'” Here, Hobbes suggests that “glory” and “pride” are two names
for the same passion, confirming the adage that “men give different names,
to one and the same thing, from the difference of their own passions”
(L, Ch. 11). Given that Hobbes uses “glory” to indicate both a just
self-estimate and an irrational incitement to war, we should hesitate before
concluding that glory always “pleases” Hobbes.

If, as Hobbes suggests, vainglory is groundless glory, why do individuals
exult in their power when they have no grounds to do so? Moreover, why is
groundless glory dangerous? If vainglory is really “vain” (that is, empty or
fruitless), it seems unlikely to incite violence. In the passage under discus-
sion, Hobbes concedes that, while the vain overestimate their prowess, their
delusions rarely “begetteth Attempt,” because overestimation takes place
in the imagination. If the vain hesitate to attempt bold feats, they seem unli-
kely culprits for the violence that plagues the state of nature. Yet, as we have
seen, Hobbes blames glory for an epidemic of aggression. To understand
how “vain” glory could incite violence, it helps to recognize that Hobbes
identifies two strands of vainglory. This distinction is clearest in Elements
of Law, where Hobbes offers a threefold taxonomy of glory that disappears
in later versions of the argument. In Elements, Hobbes distinguishes “glory”
from “false glory” and “vain glory.” False glory is derived “not from any
conscience of our own actions, but from fame and trust of others,
whereby one may think well of himself, and yet be deceived” (E 50). The
deceived undertake feats destined to meet with “ill-success” (E 50). By
contrast, vainglory is a form of harmless daydreaming which “begetteth
no appetite nor endeavour to any further attempt . .. as when a man imagi-
neth himself to do the actions whereof he readeth in some romant”

7 Elements, 50. For the relationship between glory and pride, see Leviathan, Ch. 8.
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(E 50-51)."® The vain do not risk hazardous ventures—they rest content
with quotidian affectation."?

In Leviathan, Hobbes maintains the distinction between glory that inspires
rash ventures and glory that bears no fruit, but he abandons the term “false
glory,” classing both phenomena as instances of “vainglory.” As Hobbes
explains in Leviathan, some vain men (akin to the “vainglorious” from
Elements) recognize the groundlessness of their self-estimate, and hesitate to
act lest their pretensions be exposed. “Vain-glorious men, such as without
being conscious to themselves of great sufficiency, delight in supposing them-
selves gallant men, are enclined onely to ostentation; but not to attempt:
Because when danger or difficulty appears, they look for nothing but to
have their insufficiency discovered” (L, Ch. 11). When a grandiose daydrea-
mer shrinks from combat, he betrays a modicum of self-consciousness.
However, Hobbes recognizes that many harbor delusions of grandeur, and
in their case, “vainglory” resembles the Elements’ “false glory.” When the
vain credit their delusions, they are liable to attempt feats that exceed their
abilities.

Vain-glorious men, such as estimate their sufficiency by the flattery of
other men, or the fortune of some precedent action, without assured
ground of hope from the true knowledge of themselves, are enclined to
rash engaging; and in the approach of danger, or difficulty, to retire if
they can: because not seeing the way of safety, they will rather hazard
their honour, which may be salved with an excuse; than their lives, for
which no salve is sufficient. (L, Ch. 11)

When the vain lack “true knowledge of themselves,” they are not idle, preten-
tious daydreamers—they are pugnacious, rash engagers. Although rash men
are capable of rational behavior (i.e., retreat) once battle is joined, their reser-
vations come too late, after violence has been unleashed. Although some
forms of vainglory prove harmless, delusional vainglory breeds instability
because men who overestimate their abilities attack at the slightest affront
and, once unleashed, violence is not easily quelled.

Moreover, if we examine Hobbes'’s indictment of delusional vainglory, we
see that the passion has two distinct but mutually reinforcing sources.
Delusions of grandeur may result from social dynamics (“the flattery of
other men”), but men are susceptible to flattery because they lack “true
knowledge of themselves.”

Hobbes tackles social inducements to vanity when he depicts a state of
nature riven by conflicts of honor. In the state of nature, lust for prestige
wreaks havoc because there is no agreed standard of measure. As Hobbes

'8See Victoria Kahn, Wayward Contracts: The Crisis of Political Obligation in England,
1640-1674 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004), chap. 6; and Hobbes,
Elements, 63.

19See Elements, 51.
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reminds readers, “The question who is the better man, has no place in the con-
dition of meer Nature” (L, Ch. 11). But even though natural equality renders
questions of comparative worth moot, men continue to pose them, with dis-
astrous results. The vainglorious demand confirmation of their superiority
and, when disappointed, attack those with the temerity to disrespect them.
In the absence of an arbiter, disputes surrounding reputation escalate into
mortal combat:

Men have no pleasure, (but on the contrary a great deale of griefe) in
keeping company, where there is no power able to over-awe them all.
For every man looketh that his companion should value him, at the
same rate he sets upon himself: And upon all signes of contempt, or
undervaluing, naturally endeavours, as far as he dares (which amongst
them that have no common power, to keep them in quiet, is far enough
to make them destroy each other,) to extort a greater value from his con-
temners, by dommage; and from others, by the example. (L, Ch. 13)

As Sheldon Wolin has argued, these conflicts expose the instability of defi-
nitions in Hobbes’s conventionalist account of language.”® On this account,
nature provides no metric for evaluation. Given nature’s silence, men are
free to devise personal standards; given human passion, these standards
clash. In the absence of a natural, and therefore uncontroversial, definition
of words like “honorable” and “dishonorable,” the only way to achieve
peace is to enforce conventional definitions. A “power able to over-awe
them all” is a necessary counter to semantic anarchy, of which vanity is
both a source and a symptom.

If Hobbes’s attacks on vainglory were merely designed to spotlight the
anarchy latent in language, then vainglory would be susceptible to a straight-
forward solution: appointing a “Great Definer” to promulgate, and enforce, a
public table of values.?' But as a critic of vanity, Hobbes does not only expose
the need for authoritative standards. When Hobbes bemoans inordinate sen-
sitivity to petty slights, he also diagnoses a propensity toward self-delusion,
men’s inability or refusal to achieve “true knowledge of themselves.” As
Hobbes intimates, the “true knowledge” that escapes the vain is knowledge
of equality. Examined from this angle, “vainglory” involves refusal to
acknowledge that humans are equal, because they are equally vulnerable.”
Indeed, Hobbes condemns “vain conceipt” as the passion “which may
perhaps make such equality incredible” (L, Ch. 13).

In the state of nature, refusal to acknowledge equality incites conflict
because the vain, oblivious to their frailty, attack on the slightest pretext. As
Hobbes explains, “generally all vainglorious men, (unlesse they be withall

208heldon Wolin, Politics and Vision (Boston: Little, Brown, 1960), 257. See also Pettit,
Made with Words, 92-97.

2'Wolin, Politics and Vision, 260.

22Gee Leviathan, Ch. 13.
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timorous,) are subject to Anger” —men who harbor delusions of superiority are
especially testy, and men who harbor delusions of invulnerability are especially
belligerent (L, Ch. 27). Of course, in the state of nature, vanity contains a (poten-
tial) corrective. When belligerent men respond to petty slights by attacking
peers, they find themselves caught in escalating battles, battles which ultimately
present a more dire threat to self-esteem: human mortality. As Leo Strauss recon-
structs this chastening confrontation, the specter of violent death lifts the veil
from men’s eyes, piercing delusions of invulnerability. “The ideal condition for
self-knowledge is, therefore, unforeseen mortal danger,” because unforeseen
mortal danger forces acknowledgment—first visceral, then rational—of one’s
limitations.” In the face of imminent death, Hobbes wagers, even the most stub-
born braggarts will forsake the dubious pleasures of overestimation for a more
realistic self-assessment. It is in this sense that Strauss asserts: “Reason is
modesty. This formulation sums up the spirit of Hobbes’ philosophy.”**

If vanity expresses deep resentment against equality, then the project of
taming vanity is more complicated than it first appears. As Hobbes defines
it, vanity is a passion with (at least) two aspects, and, as a “solution,” the
“Great Definer” only addresses one aspect, leaving the more fundamental
problem, the problem of self-delusion, unaddressed. The sovereign can discou-
rage contests of honor by regulating protocols of esteem, but, as I argue below,
regulation will likely falter absent prior acknowledgment of equality. The sub-
jects most likely to observe the sovereign’s protocol are those who acknowledge
equality, and therefore acknowledge the sovereign’s legitimacy. In other words,
a definitive “solution” to the problem of pride would require that subjects
forsake delusions of grandeur for “true knowledge of themselves.”

Modesty

Consequently, we must determine what Hobbes considers “true” self-
knowledge, and investigate its potential sources. The place to look is the
laws of nature, which Hobbes enumerates in an effort “to craft the means
of civil peace and so forestall within a citizenry the emergence of pernicious
dispositions that would threaten to dissolve the commonwealth.”*> In
Hobbes’s taxonomy, “modesty” is the virtue of individuals who correctly
assess their power and their position vis-a-vis peers. Hobbes endorses
modesty when he insists, against Aristotle, that we admit natural equality.
“If Nature therefore have made men equall, that equalitie is to be acknowl-
edged: or if Nature have made men unequall; yet because men that think
themselves equall, will not enter into conditions of Peace, but upon Equall
termes, such equalitie must be admitted” (L, Ch. 15). If vainglory, which

23Gtrauss, Philosophy of Hobbes, 19. See also Oakeshott, Hobbes, 92.
24Strauss, Spinoza’s Critique, 97.
2Dietz, “Hobbes’s Subject,” 102.
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Hobbes classes as an inaccurate self-estimate, tends “to the excluding of natural
equality,” then an accurate self-estimate would involve acknowledgment of
equality (E 96). When Hobbes enumerates the laws of nature, he defines the
normative practice of equality as a practice of modesty, and he classes this prac-
tice as the antithesis of “arrogance” and “pride” (L, Ch. 15). The ninth law of
nature asserts human equality and enjoins “every man” to “acknowledge other
for his Equall by nature. The breach of this Precept is Pride” (L, Ch. 15).*° The
tenth law of nature details the conduct that follows from acknowledgment of
equality. As Hobbes explains, acknowledging equality entails proportionality
in the transfer of rights that founds the commonwealth. One who refuses to
treat peers equitably, holding on to rights that others have forfeited, “makes
nonsense of the equality recognized in the previous article” (i.e. the ninth
law of nature) (DC 50).”” Thus, the tenth law of nature prohibits the subject
of contract from reserving rights that he would deny others. Hobbes deems
observers of this protocol modest: “The observers of this law, are those we
call Modest, and the breakers Arrogant men” (L, Ch. 15). Thus, as a preliminary
approximation, we can say that Hobbes bestows the title “modest” on those
who observe equity in the transfer of rights.*®

However, to better appreciate the distinctiveness of Hobbes’s conception
of modesty, we must explore seventeenth-century connotations of
“modesty.” Hobbes exploits modesty’s contemporary cachet—but, at base,
he is engaged in a project of redefinition.

In seventeenth-century English, “modesty” signifies a protocol of women'’s
deportment;*® a protocol for scholarly disputation;* an ethos of moderation
and temperance;’' and a topos of prefatory rhetoric.>* Multiple constructions
of modesty circulated in the seventeenth century, and the sources from which

26Gee Joel Kidder, “Acknowledgment of Equals: Hobbes’s Ninth Law of Nature,” The
Philosophical Quarterly 33, no. 131 (1983): 133-46.

27See also Elements, 94.

*One could object that I place inordinate emphasis on modesty, which is, after all,
just one of the laws of nature. But in privileging modesty, I follow Hobbes, De Cive, 62,
who contends that the ninth law “encompasses all the other laws within itself.”

2Gee Anne Laurence, “Women, Godliness, and Personal Appearance in
Seventeenth-Century England,” Women’s History Review 15, no. 1 (2006): 69-81;
Laura Gowing, Common Bodies: Women, Touch, and Power in Seventeenth-Century
England (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003); and Max Weber, The Protestant
Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, trans. Talcott Parsons (New York: Routledge, 1992),
169.

3See Joris van Eijnatten, “From Modesty to Mediocrity: Regulating Public Dispute,
1670-1840: The Case of Dutch Divines,” Common Knowledge 8, no. 2 (2002): 310-32.

31Gee Skinner, Reason and Rhetoric, 79-81 and Stéphane Gerson, “In Praise of Modest
Men: Self-Display and Self-Effacement in Nineteenth-Century France,” French History
20, no. 2 (2006): 182-203.

32Gee Ernst Robert Curtius, European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages, trans.
Willard R. Trask (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1953), 83; Skinner, Reason
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they derive—classical antiquity and Christian ethics—account for divergent
emphases. Classical ethics bequeath the association of modesty with moder-
ation, and classical rhetoric recommends affected professions of inadequacy
as a means of ingratiating oneself with an audience. By contrast, Christian
ethics associate modesty, defined as a mode of virtuous comportment, with
humility, defined as affirmation of sinfulness and dependence on God. In
the words of a seventeenth-century theologian, “Let there appeare in your
exteriour, humility accompanyed with gravity & religious maturity, and
you will not fayle of that modesty which is required.”*’

At first blush, the tenth law of nature appears to amplify modesty’s classical
connotations, while muting its Christian resonance. After all, Hobbes defines
modesty as a practice of equity, rather than a mode of comportment. The argu-
ment that Hobbes adopts a classical definition finds support in Elements of
Law, where Hobbes couches the injunction to an egalitarian transfer of
rights —“Whatsoever right any man requireth to retain, he allow every other man
to retain the same” —in the rubric of “distributive justice,” equity, and propor-
tionality (E 94). In Elements, observance of egalitarian protocols “is properly
termed EQUITY,” and their breach, “ENCROACHING” (E 94). The language
of “pride,” “arrogance,” and “modesty” is nowhere to be found in the
Elements’ catalogue of the laws of nature. However, in parallel passages
from De Cive and Leviathan, Hobbes abandons the equity/encroaching antith-
esis for the modesty/arrogance antithesis: the later texts uphold egalitarian
transfer of rights as the prime instance of “modesty,” and dismiss attempts
to reserve rights as examples of “arrogance.”* The various iterations of
Hobbes’s theory feature the same law of nature, but the law’s resonance
shifts in later texts with the introduction of a vocabulary freighted with
ethical and religious connotations. Hobbes’s preference for this vocabulary
militates against the conclusion that classical moderation exhausts
Hobbesian modesty. Clearly, Hobbes appreciates modesty’s classical pedi-
gree, and moderation is one component of modesty.®®> But Hobbes also
exploits modesty’s Christian resonance.

If “equity” or “proportionality” exhausted the conduct that Hobbes is
trying to capture and endorse in Leviathan’s tenth law of nature, he would
have retained the Elements” equity/encroaching antithesis. That Hobbes does
not retain this antithesis, but replaces it with the modesty/arrogance antith-
esis, suggests that the law’s observance involves something more than a prac-
tice of proportionality or moderation—namely, it involves a distinctive

and Rhetoric, 362, 377; and Kevin Dunn, Pretexts of Authority: The Rhetoric of Authorship
in the Renaissance Preface (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1994).

*F. Alfonso Rodriguez, A Treatise of Modesty and Silence (1632).

34Gee De Cive, 50 and Leviathan, Ch. 15.

35Gee Elements, 78; De Cive, 50; Leviathan, Ch. 13; and McNeilly, Anatomy of Leviathan,
140.
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self-relation. Indeed, when Hobbes catalogues the laws of nature, he explicitly
links the practice of equity to cultivation of an egalitarian disposition. “On this
[ninth] law,” which demands the acknowledgment of equality, “dependeth
another [the tenth],” which requires egalitarian transfer of rights—and
those who violate the latter “do contrary to the precedent law, that comman-
deth the acknowledgement of naturall equalitie” (L, Ch. 15). In other words,
acknowledgment of equality entails the practice of modesty —and, as Hobbes
explains in De Cive, this acknowledgment springs from accurate self-
estimation: “One man practices the equality of nature, and allows others
everything which he allows himself; this is the mark of a modest man, one
who has a true estimate of his own capacities [quod modesti hominis est, &
vires suas recte aestimantis]” (DC 26). Here, Hobbes explicitly links modesty
as a practice of equity and modesty as a virtue of self-estimation. Unlike
their deluded peers, the modest correctly assess their capacities, and this
“true estimate” finds expression in equitable distribution of rights.

The argument that Hobbes would exploit ethical connotations of
“modesty” finds further support in the fact that Hobbes retains the alliance
between “modesty” and “humility” familiar to Christian ethics. When
Hobbes asserts that acknowledgment of equality entails the egalitarian trans-
fer of rights, he asserts a relationship of entailment between “humility” and
“modesty” — for Hobbes defines “humility” as acknowledgment of equality.*®
In De Cive, to demonstrate the identity of the natural and divine laws, Hobbes
cites verses from Matthew, Proverbs, and Isaiah as scriptural support for
“Law 8,%” on acknowledging natural equality, i.e. on humility [de humilitate]”
(DC 62).® While modesty excludes mortification and abasement—in
Hobbes’s taxonomy, “modesty” is not synonymous with “dejection”*—it is
animated by a kind of humility, namely, consciousness of equality.

*Hobbes'’s definition of “humility” appears to shift from Elements to De Cive. In
Elements, 51, humility signifies recognition of weakness (“The passion contrary to
glory, proceeding from apprehension of our own infirmity, is called HUMILITY by
those by whom it is approved; by the rest, DEJECTION and poorness; which con-
ception may be well or ill grounded”), while in De Cive, humility signifies recognition
of equality. Yet the association of humility with equality is present elsewhere in
Elements, suggesting both that Hobbes'’s definition remains constant, and that the defi-
nition links recognition of weakness to affirmation of equality. See Elerments, 100—101:
the humble are “contented with equality.”

¥Law eight in De Cive is law nine in Leviathan.

*Hobbes does not define “humility” in Leviathan. When Hobbes enumerates the
laws of nature, in Chapter 15, he defines refusal to affirm equality as “pride,” but
he neglects to offer a term that signifies acknowledgment of equality. Humility’s
absence could suggest that the disposition is incidental to Hobbes’s political projects
in Leviathan. However, humility does appear in the catalogue of the laws of na