
to restore a sense of public unity through a renewed articulation of the democratic political
regime. In contrast, Serge Audier counters this rather conservative take on Aron by calling
attention to Aron’s ‘Machiavellian’ conception of democracy, in which conflict between
groups, which presupposes a robust social pluralism and disunity, plays an essential role.
The discussions of pluralism and democracy in this section, supplemented as well by inter-
esting articles by Perrine Simon-Nahum and Iain Stewart, represent this Companion at its
best, revealing the diversity of paths that lead from Aron’s political thought.

The third section of the book, devoted to Aron’s engagement with the ‘Great Men of the
Past,’ raises a number of questions regarding the Companion’s organization. Since both the
section on international relations and the philosophy of history contain articles on Aron’s
relationship with major figures in the history of philosophy, a third section on this aspect of
Aron’s intellectual career seems redundant. Furthermore, despite the praise one finds
throughout the book for Aron’s engagement in the major events and ideas of his time,
there is almost no mention throughout the book of Aron’s relationships with the ‘great
men,’ so to speak, of his own time, even though his correspondences and friendships
with thinkers such as Leo Strauss, Alexandre Kojève, and Carl Schmitt are well known.
Finally, the main structure of the book suggests a division between Aron the political soci-
ologist and Aron the philosopher, while one of the most important insights the collection
presents on his work concerns the ways in which Aron combined lucid political analysis
with an engagement with the philosophical tradition.

The Companion to Raymond Aron ends much in the same way it begins, its epilogue by
Christian Bachelier echoing the heroic style of biographical narration found in the book’s
introduction. The tendency towards hagiography that leads to this bookend effect, though
the product of a sincere aim to overcome past mistreatments of Aron’s work, ends up dis-
tracting from the important insights and innovative presentations found throughout the
book’s pages. This shortcoming, alongside some questionable organizational choices,
results in a volume whose whole is much less than the sum of its many formidable parts.

Jacob Hamburger
Ecole Normale Supérieure
jacob.hamburger@ens.fr

© 2016, Jacob Hamburger
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/21567689.2015.1134052

Kate Wilkinson, Women and Modesty in Late Antiquity. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2015, ix + 174 pp., $95.00 (hardback), ISBN 978-1-107-03027-5

Kate Wilkinson, assistant professor and director of the graduate program in Women and
Gender Studies at Towson University, explores how the virtue of modesty expresses
women’s agency, in her book Women and Modesty in Late Antiquity. Wilkinson’s mono-
graph – a revision of her 2009 dissertation at Emory University – draws on historical theol-
ogy, feminist historiography, and ethnography to examine the subject. Her thesis is clearly
stated in the introduction: modesty, though a conventional Roman virtue, was a creative
and above all performative demonstration of women’s agency and subjectivity.

Chapter 1 locatesWomen and Modesty within feminist historiography, offers a definition
of modesty, introduces Wilkinson’s primary sources, and provides the reader with an over-
view of her method. Her deft review of feminist historiography balances attention to indi-
vidual voices while providing a coherent overview of the discipline and her project’s place
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within it. Her analysis concerns the wealthy Anicii women who received letters of advice
from Pelagius, Augustine, and Jerome. Finally, she provides an overview of how perform-
ance studies and ethnography inform her treatment of the historical sources.
In chapters 2 to 4, Wilkinson outlines modesty as a range of external activities. Chapter 2

considers modesty in dress. Dress is not a passive or static reality but something a woman
does and performs. Long assumed by other feminist interpreters to be a constraint to
agency, dress provides an expression of women’s agency as they ‘perform’ their modesty
in front of several audiences, both in contemporary non-Western cultures and in the
ancient world.
Chapter 3 reinterprets the conventional virtue of domesticity as a matter of agency, par-

ticularly through the negotiation and creation of a woman’s public persona. To do so,
Wilkinson joins insightful and close reading of primary sources with ethnographic
studies of gender segregation among Hindu and Muslim women in South Asia. A
woman’s domestic identity was never static, she argues, but rather a dynamic performance
meant to convince those watching of her virtue.
Chapter 4 considers modesty in speech. Wilkinson compares the ideals of male speech in

ancient rhetorical treatises with the prescribed silence of women, concluding that a
woman’s ‘splendid silence’ required its own form of training, mental acuity, and intention-
ality. Far from being passively mute, a woman’s reticence in speech demonstrated her stra-
tegic public performance of modesty.
Chapters 5 to 6 consider modesty as an inner disposition and its relationship to outward

expressions of modesty. Chapter 5 concerns anxiety over the authenticity of modesty per-
formed. If modesty is the result of self-conscious choices, how can one be sure that these
performances are authentic and not merely for show? While the letters to the Anicii women
demonstrate an awareness of this problem, they offer only inadequate solutions to it, Wilk-
inson insists. Rather than solve it, the letter writers simply assert that false performances
will inevitably reveal themselves. The problem of authentic performances demonstrates
how even the internal disposition of modesty has an outward focus.
In chapter 6, Wilkinson outlines how the performance of modesty relates to two different

understandings of moral agency. To do so, she reads the advice of Pelagius and Augustine
to the Anicii women within their larger theological debate about freewill and grace. Pelagius
emphasizes self-knowledge and freewill as the basis of modesty, but his perspective ulti-
mately results in a woman’s silence. Augustine, in contrast, emphasizes that modesty,
like other spiritual gifts, is given and activated by God. Augustine’s perspective encourages
women to teach other women, especially through their actions.
The concluding chapter summarizes Wilkinson’s argument and explores implications of

her monograph. She insists that modesty requires hard work. It is not a static virtue, but the
result of performing modest acts, a performance that demands congruence between dispo-
sition and action. Ultimately, she hopes that applying insights from contemporary ethno-
graphic studies to historical studies will open ancient texts in fresh ways and lead
researchers to bring new questions to them.
Wilkinson’sWomen and Modestymaintains a clear and tightly argued thesis throughout.

Her ability to engage and synthesize disparate sources – ancient epistolary literature, his-
torical theology, critical theory, and ethnographic research – is well executed and informa-
tive. Readers unfamiliar with feminist historiography, for example, will find an excellent
working bibliography with commentary in her first chapter. She maintains commendable
focus on her own approach, questions, and goals in her engagement with particular scho-
lars, even as she demonstrates command over a much larger field of scholarship.
Wilkinson’s monograph will be of great interest to many readers of this journal, as her

thesis and method of argumentation revolve around questions related to ideology and the

454 Book Reviews

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [C

hr
ist

op
he

r H
ol

m
es

] a
t 0

3:
38

 2
5 

M
ar

ch
 2

01
6 



study of religion. Wilkinson names and challenges how Western, Enlightenment assump-
tions have shaped modern historiography. Wilkins builds on the work of other feminist his-
toriographers who regard the typical virtues of historiography – neutrality, objectivity, and
a focus on fact gathering – as ideological constructions of an androcentric discipline that
has little interest in the nature and value of women or their place in history. Her answer
to this tendency is not, however, a re-reading of Christian history to unearth the presence
and voices of women long overlooked in ‘objective’ histories of early Christianity. Her
approach, in other words, is not archeological and archival, as many past historical
approaches have been; it does not consist of ‘digging up’ ancient artifacts. Rather, she
sheds new light on Christian women from the perspective of contemporary ethnography.
Contemporary ethnography reshapes the questions researchers bring to the task.

To take just one important example from the book, we may consider Wilkinson discus-
sion of women’s agency. She argues that many notions of freedom and agency – even
among feminist scholars – depend on Western assumptions. Wilkinson places her own
view of agency in contrast to that of other feminist scholars, who accept one expression
of freedom and agency as the only possible expression, namely that of active resistance
and subversion of oppressive cultural ideals. Adopting the perspectives of feminist ethno-
graphy, Wilkinson defines agency indigenously, fully expecting and accepting that particu-
lar cultural contexts will lead to particular expressions of agency, subjectivity, and freedom.
This perspective leads her to the conclusion that the ideology of modesty – while represent-
ing and thoroughly embedded in a conventional system – did not inhibit agency and par-
ticipation in history, but enabled it through women’s performance of modesty.

Christopher T. Holmes
Emory University

christopher.t.holmes@gmail.com
© 2016, Christopher T. Holmes
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William Viestenz, By the Grace of God: Francoist Spain and the Sacred Roots of Political
Imagination. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2014, 240 pp., $52.5, ISBN
9781442647572

Forty years after its demise, the Francoist dictatorship and the distinctive Catholic-author-
itarian state ideology it fashioned are still in much need of fresh interpretations. By the
Grace of God stands as one of the first entrances in a discussion of Franco’s Spain notion
of the sacred. Iberian cultures specialist William Viestenz explores how during the 1950s
and 1960s Spanish authors, poets and thinkers resisted the Francoist interpellation in
their narratives. Unlike previous scholarly work on the dogged inner resistance to
Franco’s regime, among liberal Falange ideologues for instance,1 Viestenz opts to explore
subversion from a distinctive ‘Iberian’ prism, focusing mostly on Catalan authors such
as Joan Sales, Juan Benet, Mercé Rodoreda, Luis Martin-Santos, Juan Goytisolo and Salva-
dor Espriu. The book indicates how their work both echoed the omnipresent Francoist
sacred, and, more often than not, consciously deconstructed the dictatorship’s discourse.
Their art forms, argues Viestenz, were a ‘political act’ that exposed the exclusiveness of
Franco’s fundamentalism, thus servings as a ‘tool of desacralization’ (p. 16).

A brief, albeit thorough, monograph By the Grace of God opens with an analysis of Fran-
cisco Franco’s regime and its mythological foundations. On the one hand, Viestenz
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