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At the Resurrection, sex will be abolished
and nature made one.… There will then be
only man, as if he had never sinned.
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A World Without Women is the first part of a larger inquiry into the origins and implications of the masculine culture of Western science and technology. (A second volume on the development of modern technology, The Masculine Millennium, is under way.) I began to think about such an undertaking in 1975, at the insistent urging of sociologist Sally Hacker, with whom I shared an office at MIT. Hacker’s pioneering efforts to penetrate the masculine mystique of engineering forced me for the first time to confront the gender dimension in science and technology, a belated and at the time still rather dim insight reflected merely in a footnote in my own book on the history of engineering. My subsequent study of the history of industrial automation convinced me of the need to explore the underlying compulsions of the male engineering culture, but here too the matter, which I still found unwieldy and elusive, gained only a footnote, albeit a somewhat longer one. I thereafter resolved to concentrate my efforts on this difficult but crucial subject.

In the meantime, of course, others well in advance of me have been pointing the way. This study could not even have been imagined without the path-breaking work of a generation of feminist scholars who cast a new light on the whole of Western history. I am especially indebted to those feminist students of science and technology who, like Sally Hacker, welcomed me into their ranks and encouraged my efforts, among them Cynthia Cockburn, Ursula Franklin, Sandra Harding, Evelyn Fox Keller, and Autumn Stanley. In researching and writing this study, I benefited from the support of the Library of Congress, Drexel University, the American Council of Learned Societies, and Mary and Stan Weir. I also want to thank Mike Cooley, David Dickson, Thomas Ferguson, Paul Forman, Michaelangelo de Maria, Leonard Minsky, and Douglas Noble for their advice and encouragement, and in particular Edward Reed, who shared with me his knowledge of the history of modern science and carefully reviewed the entire manuscript. I owe a great debt to historian George Ovitt, a patient and generous guide into the mysteries of the Middle Ages and the somber world of the Latin Church. This study could not have been done without his help and friendship. Nor could it have been done without the companionship of that other lapsed Catholic and abortion-rights activist Mary Ann O’Connor. With an intelligence enriched by a spirit of defiance, she helped me grasp the full significance of the masculine culture of the church. And into my arid reflections upon that womanless world, she cast three daughters.


Introduction

WESTERN SCIENCE EVOLVED only half human, in a world without women. As philosopher Sandra Harding has noted, “women have been more systematically excluded from doing serious science than from performing any other social activity except, perhaps, frontline warfare.” Heralded time and again as a heroic break from a more primitive past, the scientific enterprise nevertheless bore within it the enduring and deforming scars of a more ancient rupture, in the relations between the sexes. The scars are visible still.1

“I recall very vividly my first day in class,” mathematician Marian Boyken Pour-El told a 1973 New York Academy of Sciences conference on women in science. “Three seats in front of me, three seats in back of me, and two seats on either side were left vacant. I was a complete pariah in that social setting [the graduate school of Harvard University]…. The men were positively unable to interact with me.” Physicist Betsy Acker-Johnson recalled that she was viewed as a “weirdo because I was a woman studying, of all things, experimental physics.” Joanne Simpson remembered that her professor, “the greatest living meteorologist, was a model to me whose creativity, expansiveness, and ability to … inspire people I am still seeking to emulate. He had no use for women in meteorology, however.”2

“I was not prepared for the discovery that women were not welcome in science,” that their presence would be viewed as “an outrageous violation of the social order and against all the laws of nature,” experimental psychologist Naomi Weisstein explained in a later forum. “We were shut out … we were shown we didn’t belong.… I was completely isolated. I did not have access to the normal channels of communication, debate, and exchange in the profession—those informal networks where you get the news, the comment, the criticism, the latest reports of what is going on.… I had been exiled [from] the ‘inner reaches’ of the profession.” Mathematical biologist Evelyn Fox Keller likewise recounted her initial estrangement from the culture of science and the classroom “sea of seats” which surrounded her. “Perhaps the most curious, undoubtedly the most painful, part of my experience was the total isolation in which I found myself.… I was clearly a serious threat to my fellow students’ conception of physics as not only a male stronghold but a male retreat.”3

This book examines the evolution of this anthropologically “curious” culture of science, which has somehow come to appear so normal. Though there have been notable recent efforts to recruit women into so-called traditionally masculine scientific fields, there has been noticeably little reflection about how these fields became “masculine” in the first place—and with what significance. In recent years, there have been important pioneering attempts to understand the nature and origins of this “masculine” scientific tradition, such as in the work of Carolyn Merchant, Brian Easlea, Evelyn Fox Keller, Sandra Harding, and Londa Schiebinger, but for the most part the exclusive identification of science with men has been taken as a given, something to be overcome, perhaps, but never really explained. Yet any genuine concern about the implications of such a culturally distorted science-based civilization, or about the role of women within it, demands an explanation. For the male identity of science is no mere artifact of sexist history; throughout most of its evolution, the culture of science has not simply excluded women, it has been defined in defiance of women and in their absence. Thus, predictably, the world of science has remained an alien world for women, and a hostile one, a world where women are not merely marginalized but anathematized, where they face not just discrimination but dread. How did so strange a scientific culture emerge, one that proclaimed so boldly the power of the species while at the same time shrinking in such horror from half that species? This is the question before us.4

THIS BOOK is an effort to explain historically how, when, and why the culture of Western science evolved in the strange way it did. To pose these historical questions serves not only to acknowledge the particularity of that culture but also to imagine things being otherwise. The chief obstacle to such historical imagining is the belief that there has been something natural, or at least inevitable, about the world without women, because it presumably has always been this way. There is a widespread assumption that the culture of learning in the West, out of which Western science emerged, has always excluded women, an assumption that rests upon the allegedly enduring legacy of ancient Greece, with its homosocial Platonic academies and Aristotelian misogyny. But facile interpretive leaps, say, from Aristotle to Aquinas, leave out too much history, including history in which women came to play a far more prominent part in the culture of learning than they did in either ancient Greece or the High Middle Ages. Part one is meant to provide a corrective to this common ahistorical assumption of continuity, and the fatalism it engenders, by fleshing out in some detail the very different situation for women that existed during the first millennium of the Christian era, a period when priests were married, an androgynous Christian ideal was taken seriously, aristocratic women gained significant control over property, and, not incidentally, Aristotle’s writings were all but lost to the West. (It should be emphasized at the outset that, with its focus upon the culture of learning, this study concentrates almost exclusively upon the relatively privileged members of society, those with the means, and the associated expectations, to devote themselves to study.) The experience of these centuries, as well as the recurring episodic revivals of this experience in later centuries, constituted the historical reality out of which, and against which, the world without women was constructed.

And it was constructed. Part two challenges the assumption that the Western masculine culture of learning evolved automatically and inevitably as a mere extension of ancient patriarchy. It traces in detail the historical development of this culture from the early centuries of the Christian era to the scholasticism of the High Middle Ages. The focus here is upon the evolution of the Latin Church and, in particular, of the clerical ascetic culture of its male hierarchy. As historian Henry Lea long ago pointed out, “the Latin Church is the great fact which dominates the history of modern civilization.… All other agencies which moulded the destinies of Europe were comparatively isolated or sporadic in their manifestations. Nowhere do we see combined effort, nowhere can we detect a pervading impulse, irrespective of locality or of circumstance, save in the imposing machinery of the church establishment. This meets us at every point, and in every age, and in every sphere of action.” It is here, in the struggle of the Latin clergy to impose itself between God and the rest of humanity, that the curious culture which spawned Western science took shape. For it is here, as orthodoxy invented heresy and then identified it with women, that a world without women emerged: a society composed exclusively of men, forged in flight from women, and intent upon remaking the world in it own half-human image.5

Rooted in the male monasticism of the fourth century and distinguished above all by its emphasis upon total clerical celibacy, the clerical ascetic culture of the Latin Church hierarchy had become by the High Middle Ages the culture of the entire priesthood, as well as of the culture of learning. But the consolidation of this clerical ascetic culture required a millennium of struggle and even after that the struggle never really ceased. Once entrenched, the defenders of orthodoxy had perpetually to deal with periodic revivals of anticlerical religious heterodoxy, which time and again reopened spaces for women. The fate of women in the Western world of learning was thus tied to the recurring tension between orthodoxy and revival which marked the entire history of the Christian West.

In secular retrospect, Western science has been portrayed as the opposite of, and in opposition to, religion, a dramatic departure from Christian, and clerical, tradition. Part three challenges this fundamentally ahistorical view of Western science, placing it instead squarely within the Christian, and clerical, culture from which it emerged. It suggests that, especially with regard to women, the history of Western science must be understood in the context of the history of Latin Christendom, with its enduring tension between orthodoxy and revival. As an essentially sacred activity, science took shape in an epic social struggle over access to divine knowledge. Chapter eight traces the link between science and anticlerical revival in the wake of the Reformation, which created new but temporary openings for women in the Western culture of learning. Chapter nine describes the scientific revolution of the seventeenth century as an aspect of the restoration of clerical authority. Finally, chapter ten describes the (perhaps) permanent entry of women into Western centers of learning in the nineteenth century, especially with the advent of coeducation, as the result of yet another anticlerical revival, this time combined with a sustained political-economic challenge to clerical culture from outside religion. Women at last gained entry into the world without women, however, only to be confronted by another clerical restoration, in the form of a male scientific professionalism that betrayed the same misogynistic and, indeed, monastic habits of the clerical culture it superseded.

• • •

THIS STUDY draws more upon the work of other scholars than upon primary sources, for sound scholarly reasons. As every historian knows, primary materials can be properly interpreted only through a full appreciation of the context in which they are embedded, and the wrenching of details here and there from original sources does havoc to historical accuracy. Thus, daunted by the prospect of adequately mastering two thousand years of history, I decided early on in this study to lean heavily upon the authority of scholars who have mastered the history of particular periods. The text is therefore replete with quotations from such scholars. What I have written, however, is not merely derivative. Although it builds upon the work of many specialists, this study asks of old material questions rarely posed, much less answered. Indeed, given the wealth of knowledge readily available and the seeming obviousness of the questions, it is rather disconcerting that such an inquiry had to await someone as unprepared for it as I. As a trespasser on the turf of so many scholars, I offer the present work less as a definitive history than as a plausible framework for further investigation.
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A WORLD WITH WOMEN




One  [image: ]  Mothers, Daughters, Sisters, Wives

THE HISTORY OF IDEAS is not the same as the history of people. Western philosophy, and by extension Western science, might well be a mere footnote to Plato, but the masculine culture of Western science is not simply a legacy of Plato’s Academy. In search of the historical origins of modern scientific culture, we might begin by tracing the evolution of the institutions that are today associated with science, the scientific professional societies and academies and the universities. If we go back to the creation of the professional societies in the nineteenth century or of the academies in the seventeenth, we find that at their inception both already bore the stamp of a world without women. Similarly, if we return to the beginnings of the Western universities in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, we see that the familiar patterns were already established here too. And the same is true for the cathedral schools, seedbeds of the universities, during their intellectual pre-eminence in the eleventh and twelfth centuries. Beyond the cathedral schools, we come to the monasteries, the chief centers of learning in the West during the so-called Dark Ages, between the fall of Rome and the high-medieval period. In the tenth and eleventh centuries, we again find a world without women, but if we go back a bit further, a quite different world suddenly confronts us.

Ely Cathedral, north of Cambridge, England is a former abbey dating from the seventh century. The front row of pews today bear embroidered cushions which silently recount the illustrious and long history of this monastic center. Each cushion bears the name of an abbot, beginning with the founding of the abbey. One is immediately struck by a startling fact: the earliest abbots were all abbesses, starting with the foundress of the abbey, Ethelreda. The next cushion bears the name of Ethelreda’s sister Sexburga, and that is followed by cushions embroidered with the names of Sexburga’s daughter Ermenhilda, and her daughter Werburga. Then there is a huge pillar, tacitly symbolizing a historic interruption in gender relations (although tradition has it that there were several additional abbesses after Werburga). Chronologically, the pillar coincides roughly with the period of Viking invasions in the ninth century, during which time, in 870, the abbey was destroyed. On the far side of the pillar, the embroidered cushions continue, but now they bear the names exclusively of abbots. The first is that of Brithnoth, who became head of the abbey in 970, after it was restored as part of the monastic reform movement of the tenth century. Here at Ely, then, we have a clue about the origin of a world without women, which was apparently much more recent than the alleged ancient Greek antecedents of Western scientific culture.

“In the great period of monastic foundation from the early tenth to the early twelfth centuries,” medievalist and church historian R. W. Southern has observed, “the position of women in the monastic life suffered a sharp decline.” But before this juncture—and long after the demise of the ancient academies—something quite different seems to have existed, raising doubts about simple continuity. For Ely was no convent of cloistered women. It was a double monastery, inhabited by both men and women, headed by a woman. Nor was it unique in either regard. Double monasteries dotted the early-medieval landscape throughout Anglo-Saxon England and elsewhere, and were quite commonly headed by an abbess. Bede, in his history of the church in England, refers not only to Ethelreda of Ely but also to other powerful abbesses of the time. Such institutions, Bede records, were important centers of education and learning, as well as political affairs. In marked contrast with the institutions that arose later, here men and women worked together in their common pursuit of knowledge and salvation.1

Proponents of the concept of patriarchy emphasize continuity in history rather than change, to demonstrate the persistent power of men over women. Certainly female subordination is a recurring fact of human history, and the presence of women in these centers of learning reflected neither a reversal of such gender domination nor an end to it. But it is important to remember that, within this overarching patriarchal pattern of gender relations, there have been significant variations of experience, variations that have shaped particular cultures and lives. Although it is possible to recount recurring misogynist themes in apostolic and patristic writings, for example, which echo classical disdain for women, it would be a serious mistake to regard the experience from late antiquity to the High Middle Ages as merely a realization of them. Clearly, woman’s fate was not ordination but subordination; however, women remained present, and indeed prominent, within both church and society. For, as the cushions of Ely attest, these misogynist voices, while no doubt influential, were not the whole of reality. Indeed, as calls for a world without women, these voices themselves remind us that such a world did not yet exist. What did exist was something quite different.

At the dawn of the Christian era, a world without women existed in embryo, but it was dwarfed by an elite Christian world of both sexes. In 70 A.D., the year the Romans destroyed Jerusalem and a few years after the death of St. Paul, Pliny the Elder described a small community of male ascetics, the Essenes, living on the west side of the Dead Sea; they are “a solitary race,” he observed, “and strange above all others in the entire world. They live without women, renouncing all sexual love.” The very strangeness of the lives of these radical Jewish militants, with whom Jesus himself was perhaps briefly associated, highlights the quite different social milieu in which the new religion emerged. First, it was in the Jewish and Roman household that early Christianity took root. From this familial foundation arose two lasting legacies which would endure for a millennium: a married priesthood and the presence (and at times prominence) of pious women as clerical and lay wives and widows. Second, alongside this material or institutional foundation stood an ideological one, the androgynous ideal of Christian piety inspired by Paul’s preaching to the Galatians that “there is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” This pronouncement sanctioned and encouraged female participation in Christian leadership, both within the household congregations and especially among the communities of celibate ascetics who increasingly abandoned the household in pursuit of the Kingdom of God. If the household institution guaranteed the presence of both sexes within the elite circles of the emerging church, the androgynous ideal promised an unprecedented equality between the sexes, and indeed, in the view of many Christian ascetics, a transcendence of the sexes altogether. Thus, from the outset of Christianity, both the married household and its opposite, celibate asceticism, fostered a noticeable female presence.2

Jesus led a celibate life as an aspect of his prophetic calling but, true to his Hebrew heritage, upheld for his flock the sanctity of marriage and the commandment to multiply. In addition, he welcomed women among his disciples, most of them either married or widowed. Although the apostles had become celibates in order better to fulfill their function as roving missionaries, they had been married themselves and rejected calls for a celibate church. The general practice of the emergent church “judged the married state as the normal way of life for all Christians,” including the leadership. This view adhered not only to biblical precept but also to contemporary Roman laws enacted by Emperor Augustus that, in a period of population decline, penalized celibates and rewarded families for having children. Thus, even as the numbers of nomadic celibate Christian preachers continued to swell, the “silent majority” of Christians, as Peter Brown reminds us, remained unswayed by their call; these were “careworn and decent householders … secure in their moral horizons … and in no position to allow the painfully assembled fabric of their social person—their wives, their children, their kinfolk, and the few ancestral fields that they would inherit when they buried their father—to evaporate at the call of the wandering few.”3

St. Paul had himself abandoned marriage for the celibate apostolic calling but rejected celibacy as the basis for building the church, believing that it would lead only to cultic isolation. Intent upon enlarging the church through the conversion of gentiles and Jews alike, he upheld the centrality of marriage and relied upon the authority and resources of the household to spread the gospel. The result was a household church and a married church leadership. “During the first generation,” as historian JoAnn McNamara has explained, “certain persons were evident to whom the administrative and liturgical leadership of the newly established Christian communities had been entrusted. These were married persons whose households served not only as gathering places for Christian worship but as hospices for itinerant and fugitive Christians.”4

This pattern persisted in both the East and the West, despite a growing ascetic challenge to the settled world of the household, to clerical marriage, and to marriage itself. In the urban centers where Christianity flourished, clerical marriage became the norm; the Christian clergyman “continued to earn his living, to care for his family … and was not distinguished by his style of life from his fellow Christians.” At the end of the second century, Clement of Alexandria defended the value of marriage not only for laymen but for deacons, priests, and bishops as well, and the fourth-century Apostolic Constitutions “recommended that the fitness of the clergyman to govern his church be judged by his success in governing his household and his family.” In short, as Henry Lea noted in his pioneering history of sacerdotal celibacy, in the early church “marriage was freely permitted to the ministers of Christ.” This assessment has been confirmed in a more recent study by Anne Barstow, who concludes that “it is now generally agreed that the majority of the clergy in the early church were married.” The fathers of the church, while increasingly extolling virginity as the epitome of Christian virtue in the wake of the monastic movement, nevertheless avoided denying the sanctity of marriage. The First Ecumenical Council of the church, held in Nicaea in 325, rejected an earlier call for clerical continence by the Spanish bishops at Elvira and defended marriage as an “honorable state,” for clergy as well as laity; forty years later, the Council of Gangra condemned those who refused the sacraments of a married priest. As Lea observed, according to “the doctrines accepted at this period … there was no authority admitted for imposing restrictions of any kind on the married clergy.”5

In the East, although it was the original locus of the monastic movement, no sustained, much less successful, challenge to clerical marriage ever emerged—for reasons that will be discussed in the next chapter. Thus the Eastern Church, in Lea’s words, “preserved the traditions of earlier times.” To this day, Orthodox canon requires celibacy of bishops only and leaves the secular clergy free to marry.

In the West, clerical marriage persisted—albeit increasingly on the defensive—for a millennium. A serious challenge to it emerged only in the fourth century, with the development of monasticism. Thereafter, papal and conciliar demands for clerical continence and celibacy intensified but, it appears, with little effect. At the close of the sixth century, St. Columban observed the clergy in Merovingian Gaul living “either openly or clandestinely with their wives,” and the letters of Gregory the Great “leave no doubt that ecclesiastical sanctions were defied by both clerks and their wives.” Gregory of Tours testified that “even wives of bishops were reluctant to leave their husbands and that some openly rebelled against their husbands’ abstinence.”6

“Most authorities agree,” one church historian has pointed out, “that the great majority of clergymen in the West from Gregory the Great to the tenth century were married men.” To explain this, Barstow refers to Friedrich Kempf’s speculation that the “unsettled conditions” of late antiquity and the early-medieval period “made family life all the more necessary for parish priests.” But whatever the reason, clerical marriage persisted. Indeed, as Lea pointed out, the perpetual legislation against it “betrays the fact that it was not only practically impossible to maintain separation between the clergy and their wives, but that at times marriage was not uncommon even within the prohibited orders.” Thus, Barstow notes, “the tenth century is claimed to be the high point of clerical marriage in the Latin communion.… It is generally agreed that most rural priests were married, and that many urban clergy and bishops had wives and children.… Clerical marriage was so widespread as to be the usual condition of the parish clergy; it was frequently found in every level and branch of the church, even on occasion in monasteries. Despite six hundred years of decrees, canons, and increasingly harsh penalties, the Latin clergy still did, more or less illegally, what their Greek counterparts were encouraged to do by law—they lived with their wives and raised families.” It was only in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, in the wake of the Gregorian reforms, that clerical marriage was decisively discouraged in the West.7

Just as the household origins and familial foundations of Christianity left an enduring legacy of clerical marriage, so they also offered an array of openings to pious women. At first, the church and the household were essentially one and the same, and women influential in the household were influential in the church. Later, when the church became a separate institution, and as males monopolized clerical positions, women played several roles, as clerical wives within the clerical household and, most important, as influential wives and widows within the lay household. Among the first generation of urban Christians, as Wayne Meeks has explained:


there were women who headed households, who ran businesses and had independent wealth, who traveled with their own slaves and helpers. Some who are married have become converts to this exclusive religious cult without the consent of their husbands, and they may … initiate divorce. Moreover, women have taken on some of the same roles as men’s within the sect itself. Some exercise charismatic functions like prayer and prophecy in the congregation; others … are Paul’s fellow workers as evangelists and teachers. Both in terms of their position in the larger society and in terms of their participation in the Christian communities, then, a number of women broke through the normal expectations of female roles.



Such possibilities stemmed from a gradual but steady breakdown of the Roman family during the late-Hellenistic period, which had yielded a greater independence for respectable women and upset traditional gender roles. The predictable tensions which resulted aroused the anxieties reflected in the satire of Juvenal and some of the more notoriously misogynist Pauline letters such as those to the Corinthian congregation.8

At a time before any strict division had emerged between clergy and laity, the leadership of the church fell to those who oversaw the household, including women. Paul refers to Priscilla and Aquila, for example, a married couple who apparently presided over house churches and perhaps catechetical schools in Ephesus, Corinth, and Rome; judging by the fact that Paul consistently mentions Priscilla’s name before that of her husband, Meeks speculates that “certainly Prisca is at least her husband’s peer in this activity.” In Corinth, Meeks points out, there was apparently “an equivalence of role and a mutuality of relationship between the sexes in matters of marriages, divorce, and charismatic leadership of the church to a degree that is virtually unparalleled in Jewish or pagan society of the time.” As Peter Brown has noted, moreover, “Some women were heads of households in their own right and effective protectresses of the new churches.”9

As the church separated from the household and men increasingly monopolized clerical status, some women continued to play a leading role in church affairs because of their position as clerical wives. Although the precise role of clerical wives in the early church is a matter of some controversy among historians, JoAnn McNamara has concluded that


there is some fragile evidence that the priest’s wife may have been vested with some ecclesiastical functions. A long persistent tradition has connected the priests’ wives with the office of deaconess, which appears in early Church literature, though there is no clear text to prove the argument.… In any case, it seems safe to assume that many of the subsidiary and nonsacramental administrative functions may have fallen on the marital partners of clergymen.



Whatever their paraclerical role, however, the presence within the clerical world of the wives of clergy is indisputable, and this presence would persist, along with clerical marriage, for a millennium.10

Wives, moreover, whether clerical or lay, often became widows, and, given the growing ascetic tendency within the church, they were increasingly discouraged from remarrying. These permanent “postmarital celibates,” as Peter Brown refers to them, including growing numbers of women who had abandoned their husbands, became early and influential participants in church leadership. Their influence stemmed not from their relationship to clergymen but from their lay families’ wealth, social status, and political power. The prominent and visible role of such women in the early church made Christianity, especially in the eyes of its pagan critics, “notorious for close association with women.” Again, it was the household, now the lay household, that afforded women such access. Even as pressures mounted for the creation of an ascetic priesthood, in part to insulate it from undue lay influence, the lay household remained unchallenged as the crucial material foundation of the church. For it was “the loyal support of … well-to-do, married householders,” conscientiously cultivated by church leaders, that “provided the wealth and the children.” The centrality of the wealthy lay household to the fate of the church offered many opportunities for the women of these households, especially when, as widows, they came into control over its resources. By remaining unmarried, moreover, they retained such control while at the same time fulfilling growing ascetic expectations. Thus, as Brown observes, “the Christian clergy of late antiquity found that, in their community, influential women were there to stay.” The clergy therefore “welcomed women as patrons and even offered women roles in which they could act as collaborators,” and, because of their postmarital continence, some women even “edged closer to the clergy.” “By 200 A.D., the role of women in the Christian churches was quite unmistakable.”11

Peter Brown offers a telling composite portrait of such women. “She was a woman who had been the head of a Christian household and the mother of Christian children. She frequently controlled property. Her wealth enabled her to impinge on the local church as a benefactress.… She was no demure creature”; by the time she embraced continence, she was “mature, financially independent, and already influential.” She was able to enjoy “the enviable mobility associated with the apostolic calling” and also to exercise “paraclerical roles,” offering advice, instruction, prayer, and prophecy. In the role of prophetess especially she “could sometimes overpower clergy,” despite her lack of ordination.12

Most important for the present study, with regard to “the intellectual life of the churches,” “in any Christian community that boasted upper-class members and well-wishers, women were prominent.” As Sarah Pomeroy has indicated, the intellectual, educational, and professional opportunities for aristocratic women had expanded steadily throughout the Hellenistic period, leaving the pederastic Platonic academies in the distant past. The literary-minded “high born Roman matrons” satirized by Juvenal “were following a pattern established by Hellenistic ladies.” The well-to-do lay Christian woman profited from this legacy in that, as Brown notes, “the world of the great Christian teachers was close to that of the upper-class study circles of pagan philosophers. Like the philosophers, Christian teachers assumed that women might be present at their gatherings, that they would raise questions, and that they were entitled to receive careful answers.” The participation of women in the circle around Origen in the third century, for example, and their prominence within that of Jerome in the fourth, bear this out. “Altogether,” Brown concludes, “the Christian intelligentsia of the age took the presence of women, as disciples and patronesses, absolutely for granted.”13

For the “silent majority” of Christians and the early church leadership alike, the household, and its correlates marriage and the family, defined the life of the church. But this was not the case for all Christians. During the same first three centuries of the Christian era, a quite different and, indeed, opposite Christian tendency emerged which would eventually come to dominate the culture of the Western Church: celibate asceticism. Christian asceticism entailed a thoroughgoing renunciation of settled society, whether pagan, Jewish, or Christian, and, as such, it too offered unprecedented possibilities for women. If the household provided a material, institutional foundation for female participation and influence, the androgynous ideal of celibate Christian asceticism which arose in opposition to the household provided an ideological one.

The Christian ideal of asceticism grew out of the militant apostolic energies of the first Christian generation, who set out to live life anew in the spirit of Christ. In keeping with Christ’s teaching, they believed that the Kingdom of God was already in their midst and that by their example the world could be reborn. As Peter Brown has suggested, the physical symbol of such social renewal was the transformation of the body: renunciation of the flesh, especially sexuality (and hence reproduction), constituted at once a rejection of the existing society and the realization in the present of the new Kingdom. “Sexual renunciation might lead the Christian to break the discreet discipline of the ancient city,” with its hierarchy of social relations and expectations. “Only by dissolving the household was it possible to achieve the priceless transparency associated with a new creation.” The family household would thus be replaced by a community of celibates, who would literally embody a spiritual and social revolution. “Through the drastic gesture of perpetual chastity,” Brown writes, they “used their bodies to mock continuity” of the established order, and thereby “announced the imminent approach of a ‘new creation.’ ” In the words of Wayne Meeks, their existence thus symbolized at once “metaphysical rebellion” and “realized eschatology.” And their example gave rise to “the great hope which, in all future centuries, would continue to flicker disquietingly along the edges of the Christian church.”14

If celibacy challenged the household and the perpetuation of the family, it also profoundly challenged the gender categories of late antiquity. As Meeks observed, “in late Hellenism, especially in the period immediately following the consolidation of Rome’s imperial power”—which saw the emergence of Christianity—“there were many pressures exerted on the traditional roles of men and women …; the identification of what was properly masculine and properly feminine could no longer be taken for granted, but became the object of controversy. The differentiation of male and female could therefore become an important symbol for the fundamental order of the world, while any modification of the role differences could become a potent symbol of social criticism.” The androgynous ideal of Christian asceticism was just such a symbol.15

In renouncing their sexual lives, the Christian celibates renounced as well their sexual identities. They thus became an altogether new type of being—a “third race,” according to pagan critics. The celibates themselves believed that, in Christ, following Paul’s pronouncement to the Galatians, “man is no longer divided—not even by the most fundamental division of all, male and female”; through baptism, “the believers were considered to have recaptured a primal, undifferentiated unity.” In their ascetic renunciation, they sought to embody this new unity, “a new genus of mankind,” or “the restored original mankind.” To this end, they aimed to overcome the demands not only of propriety but of procreation, to become neutered souls beyond both the conventions of gender and the compulsions of sexuality. This quest was reflected in the words of Clement of Alexandria. The Greek philosophers taught continence as a means of rendering instincts subservient to reason, he pointed out, but for Christians, “our ideal is not to experience desire at all.” Early ascetic Christians were convinced that, by transforming their bodies through rigorous renunciation of the flesh, they could hope in their lifetime to transcend sexual attraction and achieve the Kingdom of God. They could thus live, men and women together, like the angels, in innocent spiritual communion.16

The Christian apologists of the second century, though divided over the relative merits of marriage and celibacy, heralded Christian asceticism, with its emphasis upon sexual renunciation, as the single most distinctive characteristic of the new religion, a powerful symbol of cultic identity. Justin Martyr viewed total chastity as a form of heroism equivalent to martyrdom, and Athenagoras maintained that “remaining in virginity and in the state of a eunuch brings one closer to God.” Brown suggests that, since sexual desire defined “a common human condition,” sexual renunciation offered a means whereby Christianity could achieve universality. It also had an “elemental simplicity” about it, making it in essence accessible to all, male and female alike. “As Christians, women … could achieve reputations for sexual abstinence as stunning as those achieved by any cultivated male.” The androgynous ascetic ideal thus held a powerful attraction for women, promising them an unprecedented independence from patriarchal bonds and an equality in the image of God. Some have even suggested that the celibate ideal originated with women, who used it to create for themselves a new social space beyond the confines of the family and marriage. But whether or not women invented it, the androgynous ascetic ideal certainly enabled women as never before to join in community with men outside the family. As with the Christianity of the household, therefore, early ascetic Christianity too was a world with women, a spiritual mingling of the sexes.17

The androgynous cast of early-Christian asceticism was apparent already in the apostolic generation. Portrayed in the Gospels as an eschatological family, those who gathered around the apostles included both men and women; though some were married, others were postmarital ascetics and chaste married couples. Among the latter, Paul refers to Priscilla and Aquila, Junia and Andronicus, and Claudia and Linus. In addition, there were women who lacked any apparent attachment to either men or families. Judging from the Pauline letters and the Acts of the Apostles, the new phenomenon of permanently unmarried women had already made its appearance. As JoAnn McNamara suggests, “there were virgins before there were patristic proponents of virginity.… The virginal life was only fully sanctioned by orthodox writers after women had made it a practical reality.” The “popular piety” of early mixed ascetic communities is reflected in the so-called Apocryphal Gospels, which were written in Syria and Egypt during the second century. The Acts of Paul, Peter, Thomas, Andrew, John, and Xanthippe recount the heroic conversions of women to Christianity, and virginity, in rebellion against family and society. Their experiences emboldened later Christian martyrs, men and women alike, for whom chastity had become emblematic of the new faith. Also portrayed in the Apocryphal Gospels were such chaste couples as Paul and Thecla, Maximilla and Andrew, Thomas and Mygdonia, and Andronicus and Drusiana, who exemplified at once a radical rejection of society and a new type of bond between the sexes.18

The Apocryphal Gospels describe a Christian world quite different from that of the household, a “grass-roots movement” which began in the East between Greece and Mesopotamia and spread west to Rome and beyond. “From the second century onward, and almost certainly from an earlier, less well-documented period,” Peter Brown has written, “little groups of men and women scattered among the Christian communities throughout the eastern Mediterranean and the Near East.” There was considerable diversity in the beliefs and practices of these groups, the Montanists, Marcionites, Encratites, and Gnostics. But they all preached renunciation of the flesh as a means, and a sign, of redemption, and they all embraced men and women together in joint spiritual pursuit. For them all, “renunciation and baptism into the Church declared the power of sex null and void.”19

The Montanists, “one of the first grass-roots movements in the history of the Church,” originated in Phrygia in Anatolia. “Women sat in the highest ranks of the movement”; they taught and prophesied in public and also baptized and conducted the Mass. Among the members of Montanus’ immediate circle were Priscilla and Maximilla, who apparently had an influence on the church father Tertullian. In stark contrast to the “household-based core of the Church,” Marcian and Encratite leader Tatian “both demanded full sexual abstinence from all baptized Christians,” a celibate or at least continent church. The Marcionites, who began their mission in Pontus beside the Black Sea and moved west to Rome, believed that through such renunciation they “attained the world beyond and the resurrection” and became “already equal to the angels.” Such views, Brown points out, were not merely idiosyncratic but, rather, “circulated in many churches of Palestine, Syria, and in parts of Asia Minor, as … variants of a well-established ‘radical consensus.’ ” The Marcionites included female priests, prophetesses, and teachers, and their prominence within the movement prompted an attack by Tertullian. “These heretical women—how bold they are! They have no modesty; they are audacious enough to teach, to engage in argument, to perform exorcism, to undertake cures, and maybe even to baptize.” Tertullian was equally vigorous in denouncing a movement of young women in Carthage who defiantly stood unveiled in the church, firm in the belief that, in their virginity, they had eclipsed the stigma of womanhood. “I am not veiled because the veil of corruption is taken from me,” read the Acts of Thomas.20

The Encratites likewise brought continent men and women together in common cause, and their vision was thus a “binocular vision,” “an attempt to join male and female perceptions.” The followers of Tatian were “quiet little groups of men and women” for whom “baptism had brought an ability to live at ease with each other.” Because the power of sexuality had been thereby “disconnected,” these proponents of “group celibacy” were able to live and even travel together without fear of temptation. Hence they “could once again stand together as couples, linked in a chaste communion that astonished and appalled observers in this and in all future centuries.… By the end of the third century, little groups of continent men and women, called ‘the Sons and Daughters of the Covenant,’ stood at the core of the married Christian communities in the Syriac-speaking regions of the Near East.” Firm in their belief that in their continence they had already transcended the present age, they were not bands of “wild ascetics” but ever-widening “pools of quiet confidence.”21

The Gnostic Valentinians in Rome and Alexandria also believed that the transcendence of all divisions, including that between the sexes, “was the surest sign that the redemption offered by Christ had come,” and, in the sexual terms of their mythological imagery, strove to make the two one by absorbing the inferior female into the superior male. The Apocryphal Gospels similarly speak of celibate women as having become men, a notion later echoed in the church fathers’ paeans to virile virgins. But, as Elizabeth Clark has suggested, the experience of women in early ascetic, and even later patristic, circles, belies such misogynist mystification and might rather be labeled “androgynous”; if the ideal of “unisexuality,” the symbolic reunification of male and female, was often expressed as a reduction of the female to the male, the practical expression was a close spiritual companionship between men and women in which sexual identity had all but lost its significance. The experience of the “coed” study circles or didaskaleion, which formed the core of the Gnostic and other ascetic communities of late antiquity, bears this out. According to Brown, such “small study circles were the powerhouses of the Christian culture of the second and third centuries. The extraordinary intellectual ferment of the period is unthinkable without them.” “By claiming that the redeemed had overcome sexual desire,” Brown noted, the Gnostics, like other groups, “were able to accept women as equal partners in the intense group-life of a Christian intelligentsia.” The mythology of realized eschatology, however it was articulated, made possible an unprecedented “spiritual friendship” between men and women, and upon this basis they together undertook a common intellectual and spiritual, rather than physical, rejuvenation of society.22

In addition to the didaskaleion, which left a lasting legacy of male-female intellectual companionship, the androgynous ideal gave rise also to another enduring institution: syneiactism or spiritual marriage. Derek Bailey has described it as “the cohabitation of the sexes under the condition of strict continence, a couple sharing the same house, often the same room, and sometimes even the same bed, yet conducting themselves as brother and sister.” Such couples apparently believed that “God had already given them the impassibility of the angels,” enabling them to cohabit without sin.23

The earliest evidence of such arrangements comes from the late-second-century Similitudes of Hermas, and subsequent accounts, mostly in the form of attacks, continue into the early Middle Ages. The women in these chaste unions were known as agapetae or virgines subintroductae, and they were likewise the subject of sustained critical attention. Despite the condemnation of syneiactism by such early bishops as Irenaeus, Cyprian, and Chrysostom, as well as by church councils beginning in the fourth century, the practice continued throughout Christendom. One possible indication of its popular acceptance is the notable omission of canonical strictures against it in penitentials, which otherwise reflected canonical concerns. As Hans Achelis noted in his pioneering study of virgines subintroductae, “of one thing we can be sure, there was hardly a church province in ancient Christianity in which spiritual marriages were unknown.” One student of the practice in the Celtic Church similarly maintains that the Irish experience “was the continuation of a Christian practice which dates from the origins of Christianity and which was spread throughout the early Church, both in the East and the West.” Such chaste unions were common not only among the more radical celibate groups but also among the orthodox, including the clergy in the West, up until the eighth century. Spiritual marriages probably survived thereafter under the cover of double monasteries or under the more disparaging name of “concubinage.” The mutual benefits of such arrangements for the couple were both practical and spiritual and varied from place to place and from couple to couple. But, whatever practical advantages had made these unions attractive, the androgynous ideal of sexual transcendence had made them possible. Without it, such intimate heterosexual companionship outside the bounds of normal marriage would have been unthinkable. In the third century, the perhaps quintessential expression of this ideal was formulated by one of the greatest early-Christian philosophers, Origen.24

The son of an Alexandrian Christian martyr, Origen grew up under the protection of Christian ladies, in particular a wealthy woman who had also patronized a famous Gnostic teacher. He later secured the patronage of a former Valentinian, Ambrosius, who lived in continence with his wife, his “pious companion,” Marcella, and his sister, Tatiana. With such support, Origen at an early age became the spiritual guide of a “coed” study circle in Alexandria. His work reflected the influence of Plato as well as the myriad movements of early Christianity. Central to his outlook was a compelling belief in the merely transitory nature of the human body, which made it possible for people to overcome their physical “bondage,” through ascetic renunciation, and become one with God. “Look now at how you have progressed from being a tiny little human creature on the face of this earth,” Origen wrote. “You have progressed to become a Temple of God, and you who were flesh and blood have reached so far that you are a limb of Christ’s body.”25

Inherent in this teaching was the conviction that underlay the androgynous ideal, that sexuality itself could be transcended once and for all. As Peter Brown has explained,


Origen bequeathed to his successors a view of the human person that continued to inspire, to fascinate, and to dismay all later generations. He conveyed above all a profound sense of the fluidity of the body. Basic aspects of human beings, such as sexuality, sexual differences, and other seemingly indestructible attributes of the physical body, struck Origen as no more than provisional.… Origen was prepared to look at sexuality in the human person as if it were a mere passing phase. It was a dispensable adjunct of the personality that played no role in defining the essence of the human spirit. Men and women could do without it even in this present existence. Human life, lived in a body endowed with sexual characteristics, was but the last dark hour of a long night that would vanish with the dawn. The body was poised on the edge of a transformation so enormous as to make all present notions of identity tied to sexual differences, and all social roles based upon marriage, procreation, and childbirth, seem as fragile as dust dancing in a sunbeam.26



Origen apparently practiced what he preached; at age twenty he had himself castrated. Contemporaries believed that he did this to avoid charges of promiscuity between him and his female disciples, but Peter Brown suggests another interpretation consistent with his teaching. Just as celibate women, in their “boycott of the womb,” had given up those reproductive capabilities which ancient society used to define womanhood, so Origen determined to give up that which made him a man. Although celibate women were categorized by men as spiritual males, they themselves believed they were, rather, becoming a new type of androgynous being, at once both male and female and neither male nor female. Origen sought to join the ranks of this “third race.” “The eunuch was notorious,” Brown points out, “because he had dared to shift the massive boundary between the sexes. He had opted out of being male. He was a human being ‘exiled from either gender.’ ” In having himself castrated, Origen became “a walking lesson in the indeterminacy of the body.”27

For Origen, sexual renunciation was not just a negative act, the repression of sexual drives; it was a positive act, an act of freedom. Virginity stood for the “pre-existing purity of the soul”; it “preserved an identity already formed in a former, more splendid existence and destined for yet further glory.” Sexual renunciation, therefore, “meant the assertion of a basic freedom so intense, a sense of identity so deeply rooted, as to cause to evaporate the normal social and physical constraints that tied the Christian to his or her gender.” In the work of Origen, then, the androgynous ascetic ideal which arose among the celibate communities of early Christianity had gained an articulate champion. And in the wake of his influence, the notion gained ever wider acceptance, not only at the fringes of the church but within its orthodox core as well.28

As Brown noted, the androgynous ascetic ideal of early Christianity gave rise to a “great hope which, in all future centuries, would continue to flicker disquietingly along the edges of the Christian church.” At the close of the fourth century, the height of the patristic age, when the church fathers were busy drawing their trenchant distinctions between orthodoxy and heresy, the Priscillian movement in Spain and southern Gaul attracted anxious attention. In 380, “little groups of men and women” withdrew from the city on the eve of great festivals “to hold ‘retreats’ in mountain villas, under the guidance of inspired, self-styled ‘teachers’ of the Scriptures.” Priscillian himself, ascetic bishop of Avila, settled outside Bordeaux in the household of the widow Delphidius. “Doubtless influenced by the Apocryphal gospels and acts,” he preached virginity and continence. For Priscillian, as for earlier ascetics, all division denied the unity of God. “As the most obvious and far-reaching division is that between the sexes, Priscillian tended to deny that there was any significant difference between men and women” and hence stressed their equality in access to instruction and perhaps even ordination.29

The movement inspired by Priscillian prompted a violent reaction, which resulted in the executions of both him and his patron on charges of sorcery and immorality. It also led to an intensification of official condemnation of “spiritual friendship” among ascetic men and women. But such strictures were hardly sufficient to snuff out all hope of “realized eschatology.” The Manichean Elect, for example, both men and women, took their heroes and heroines from the epics of the Apocryphal Acts and, like the apostles, “walked the roads of Syria together.” Moreover, “they brought a touch of the terrible, high freedom, associated with the radical Christianity of Syria, out of its distant homeland and into the streets of Antioch, Carthage, and Alexandria.”30

As late as the twelfth century, in northern France, the hope continued to flicker. Georges Duby describes a movement of “heretics” in the 1120s in Champagne, Orléans, and Arras who “regarded the clergy as superfluous” and condemned marriage and sex. “As they were preparing for the return of Christ, their ambition was to abolish sex altogether. So they allowed women to join them, treating them as equals and claiming that everyone in their communities lived together as brothers and sisters, in perfect purity and in the caritas that reigned among the angels in heaven.” Although it received support from priests still living in concubinage, the movement was condemned as heretical. Critics focused their attention on the prominence of its women; “it was seen by its contemporaries, and represented to them by its enemies, as a kind of feminist movement.” But, “above all, the detractors of heresy branded as hypocrisy the heretics’ claim to reject sex while living in mixed communities.” Finally, at the end of the twelfth century, the sexually mixed Catharist community of Languedoc still reflected the spirit of androgynous asceticism, perhaps because of its possible Manichean origins. Catharist perfectae enjoyed great esteem and performed functions similar to those of their male counterparts. “The Catharist faith, by denying the ‘reality’ of the sexes—as it denied the reality of all life in the flesh—was at least implying an equality between men and women.” Thus, as R. I. Moore has shown, an ideal which originated among the earliest Christians persisted at the margins of the church for a millennium, despite centuries of condemnation and persecution.31

Within the core of the church also, the ideal took root; conjoined with the household legacy of postmarital celibate female patronage, it fostered a millennium of mixed monastic communities. By the beginning of the fourth century, despite protestations by the marriage-based local leadership of the church, sexual renunciation had become “a widely acclaimed feature of Christian life.” Thus, as Peter Brown has observed, “Antony and the monks of the fourth century inherited a revolution, they did not initiate one.” Nevertheless, the example of the desert hermits and monastics, heralded in Athanasius’ immensely popular Life of Antony, had a profound influence upon the lives of Christians in both East and West. At the same time, the legalization of Christianity by the Edict of Milan and Constantine’s abrogation of the Augustan laws against celibacy encouraged aristocratic urban Christians as never before to adopt the ascetic spirit.32

Foremost among these new ascetics were well-to-do Christian women, both widows and young virgins. “Women with ascetic vocations emerged in upper-class circles, where they had the wealth and prestige needed to make a permanent impact on the Church.” These female “household ascetics” formed intense friendships with one another and “coagulated into small groups” for support and study. At the same time, because of their vows of celibacy and especially their wealth and social status, such “ascetic women were free to seek the protection and spiritual guidance from males of any kind—from relatives, from ascetic soul mates, and from men of exceptional insight and learning.” Such men became, as Brown suggests, “Origens of a new age” who “gained no small part of their public reputation by giving spiritual guidance to devoted women.… It was in such circles that the cultural and spiritual ideals of the didaskaleion of the Early Church survived into a harsher age.” Thus, at the dawn of monasticism, “an intense sense of spiritual companionship drew male and female ascetics together.”33

Spiritual companionship between men and women marked the earliest moments of Eastern monasticism, and reflected to some extent the “radical expectations” of the earlier Encratite movement. Hierakas, for example, following Origen, sought to establish within the settled community a federation of cells of continent men and women. Those who opted to abandon the settled society did so also in mixed company. Pachomius, founder of cenobitic (or communal) monasticism, established monastic communities along the Nile for both men and women (including his sister). In a similar fashion, in Cappadocia—where “groups of consecrated, upper-class spinsters were a force to be reckoned with”—Basil of Caesarea and his sister, Macrina, created monastic communities for men and women along the Iris River. For Basil, as for his brother, Gregory of Nyssa, who wrote her biography, the virgin Macrina was the supreme symbol of Christian purity, “the root that had blossomed,” an “uncut meadow.” From her sheltered piety, moreover, whether in her widowed mother’s household or her convent at Annesi, she passed on the culture of the Scriptures. In time, the example of Basil and his sister prompted other groups of men and women to set out together upon the monastic life.34

Olympias and Melania the Elder were two other aristocratic ascetic women, from Constantinople, who had a powerful influence on the emergent monastic movement. Both were “great heiresses” and early widows, which gave them the independence and the independent means to become patronesses of monasticism. Melania, granddaughter of a consul, was widowed at twenty-two and went into self-imposed exile, first to Rome and then to Alexandria. She had taken all her portable wealth with her and used it to support monastic settlements outside Alexandria. She then moved on to Jerusalem, where she established and oversaw a monastic community for men and women on the Mount of Olives. “Bishops, monks, and pilgrims from all over the Roman world were supported by her when in Palestine,” Brown notes. “By this means, Melania was able to live at the center of the Christian imagination of her age.” In this capacity, she became the friend and patron of Jerome’s learned companion Rufinus of Aquileia, whose unwavering dedication to Origenist ideals outstripped even that of his colleague. Olympias was the granddaughter of a major politician at the court of Constantine who was raised by a sister of one of Basil’s episcopal colleagues. Widowed at twenty with an enormous fortune, she became a deaconess of the Church of Constantinople and used her wealth in support of the church. Renowned for her ascetic piety as well as her money, she founded perhaps the first monastery in Constantinople and, most important for the present subject, became the patroness and “soul mate” of John Chrysostom.35

In the West, the prominence of women in the ascetic and monastic movements was even greater than in the East, as Melania the Elder’s experience in Rome demonstrated. The fourth-century Italian aristocracy was marked by “a new and assertive alliance between noble women and the Christian clergy.” Here was “an ascetic movement whose principal exponents and patrons were noble women,” both widows and their virgin daughters. And because of their substantial means, their influence upon the Latin Church was “far out of proportion to their numbers.” Moreover, “as distributors of wealth and patrons of individual writers, aristocratic Latin women acted as arbiters of intellectual life to a degree unparalleled in the Greek East.” This enabled them also to mix freely and intimately with their chaste male spiritual and intellectual companions, such as the scholar Jerome.36

The arrival of Athanasius in Rome following his exile from Alexandria stimulated tremendous interest in monasticism, especially among noble women. One of these women was Marcella, who, together with other senatorial women—Albina and Marcellina, sister of Ambrose of Milan—had established a salon devoted to the study and practice of ascetic Christianity. Jerome came to Rome in 382 after having studied in Antioch and Constantinople and having spent two years in a hermit’s cell in Syria. He used his monastic and intellectual reputation to advantage and soon became the spiritual guide for Marcella’s circle, which eventually included also the widow Paula and her daughters, Eustochium and Blesilla, as well as several other widows and virgins, Furia, Fabiola, and Asella. They all met together at Marcella’s house on the Aventine, which had become a retreat for ascetics. For these women, as Peter Brown suggests, “Jerome adopted the persona of Origen,” having translated for them Origen’s Homilies on the Song of Songs.37

In the persona of Origen, Jerome “took for granted the profound identity of the minds of men and women.” Moreover, like Origen he had come to believe that “bodies endowed with the sexual characteristics of men and women were ephemeral things … that it was possible for ‘spiritual’ persons to live as if the restraints and perils of the body did not affect them.” Hence “they could form companionships based on the meeting of like minds.” According to Brown, Jerome adopted this Origenist model of the person “because it enabled him to live at ease with gifted and influential women such as Marcella … and … Paula.” This androgynous ideal also enabled these aristocratic women to take part in the most exciting intellectual enterprise of their day. Just as Melania had mastered Greek and had studied Origen as well as other Christian authors, so Paula and some of the other women had learned Hebrew the better to appreciate the Old Testament. As Elizabeth Clark observed, “when we consider how rare was the knowledge of Hebrew among male churchmen of the fourth century, their accomplishment is truly astounding.” According to Brown’s assessment, Marcella’s Greek was “probably as good as that of Ambrose, and her library as well stocked in up-to-date Greek books,… a rarity in fourth-century Rome.” Jerome considered Marcella the foremost student of Scripture in Rome, after himself.38

Three years after his arrival in Rome, Jerome was driven into exile by men opposed not only to his growing influence but, perhaps more important, to the independence of the ascetic women he served. The spiritual and intellectual bonds established in Rome were not so easily broken, however. Jerome settled in Bethlehem and was soon followed there by Paula and her daughter Eustochium. In Bethlehem, they established a monastic community for men and women and resumed their intellectual labors. A fifth of Jerome’s letters are addressed to his female colleagues, in response to their detailed, erudite questions. Moreover, “the constant literary preoccupation with female companionship showed that such practices were common among the privileged expatriates of the Holy Land.” “The unbelieving reader may perhaps laugh at me for dwelling so long on the praises of mere women,” wrote Jerome. “He had better look on himself as conceited than on me as a fool; I judge merit by mind, not by sex.”39

The author of the famous Augustinian Rule for monastics similarly corresponded with pious and learned women and, indeed, wrote his Rule for a community of women at Hippo. Recounting the difficulty of his conversion to celibacy after living thirteen years with the woman who bore his son, Jerome’s near contemporary Augustine described sexual renunciation, in androgynous terms, as but the formation of a new and more sublime bond between men and women. In his tortured imaginings, celibacy itself came forth as female, to relieve him of his torment.


On the side to which I turned my face, and which I feared to pass, the chaste majesty of continence disclosed herself.… She stretched out to receive and embrace me, her hands full of good examples; children, young girls, youth in abundance, all ages, venerable widows, women grown old in virginity, and continence was not barren in these holy souls: she produced generations of celestial joys, which she owed O Lord to thy conjugal love. And she seemed to say to me, with a sweet and encouraging irony: What! Canst not thou do a thing which is possible to these children, these women?



Augustine’s identification of Christian asceticism with women was more than mere sexual sublimation. Like other patristic writings which
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