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Mary Wollstonecraft, in her Vindication of the Rights of Woman, defines modesty as “that soberness of mind 
which teaches a man not to think more highly of himself than he ought to think” (151).  Although modesty 
is differentiated from humility in this context—humility being defined as a form of self-degradation and 
timidity—modesty is very much a parallel to humility in The Dialogue of St. Catherine of Siena.  

Humility gives rise to virtue and a true love of God.  One cannot attain virtue and love without humility. 
Virtue without humility is false and deficient, and virtuous acts are done not out of selfless love but rather 
for selfish ends, for the soul who is not humble has not put God’s desires before his own.  Similarly, 
modesty arises from chastity.  Wollstonecraft states, “I doubt whether chastity will produce modesty, 
though it may propriety of conduct, when it is merely a respect for the opinion of the world” (155). One 
cannot attain chastity without modesty, for then the chastity would not be concerned with intellectual 
pursuit and would not arise out of purity of mind.  Chastity attained without modesty is much like a 
virtuous act done without humility or love of God.  It becomes a false chastity, concerned with the wrong 
ends.  “Her chastity must be founded on modesty, and not on worldly prudence, or verily a good reputation 
will be her only reward” (162).  These ends will only bring short-lived, transitory gratification, but it will 
not lead woman to the highest end, just as an act of contrition done without humility will not lead one to a 
closer unity with God.   

Modesty, like humility, gives rise to all other virtues and liberates women from their superficial desires, 
which women are generally taught to seek.  The acquirement of modesty leads one to a sequential 
attainment of the highest end, which in this case is freedom from dependence; it is a way for women to 
distinguish themselves from the social stigma they are given (which stems from the sort of education they 
receive).   Once a woman has attained modesty, she can then go on to attain chastity, which will free her 
from desire of love and marriage, for “when love, even innocent love, is the whole employ of your lives, 
your hearts will be too soft to afford modesty that tranquil retreat, where she delights to dwell, in close 
union with humanity”(163).  Women are taught that in order to better themselves and make a name for 
themselves, they must marry (and marry into a good family, at that) and be dependent on their husband.  
The modest woman who has attained chastity no longer finds a desire or need to marry into a good family in 
order to be successful; therefore, she is no longer dependent on man and is solely focused on the pursuit of 
knowledge.  Modesty is a purity of mind, which gives rise to chastity, which “never resides in any but 
cultivated minds…it is the delicacy of reflection, and not the coyness of ignorance” (153).  True chastity is a 
virtue that only reasonable, intellectual beings possess; it does not concern itself with decorum or 
reputation.   

Modesty, and consequently true chastity, is not concerned with worldly gratifications, just as humility, and 
subsequently virtue, is not concerned with love of self, but rather, love of God.  Thus, one who has attained 
humility directs all his actions toward attaining unity with God, and the woman who has obtained modesty 
directs all her actions toward knowledge and reason rather than baser appetites and passions. Much like the 
process of attaining unity with God is sequential, yet holistic at the same time, meaning that you cannot 
have humility without virtue, or virtue without humility, the process of woman attaining reason and 
independence is both sequential and holistic, for she cannot have modesty without chastity, or chastity 
without modesty.  Isolating any of these makes them deficient and does not lead one to attaining the highest 
good; therefore, one must attain one in order to attain the other.   
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