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Scholarly attempts to account for the complex process that travels under the name of "the Christianization of the Roman Empire" have produced a rich and varied literature in the last century. 1 The extent to which women's participation in the early Christian movement enabled that process has been an important subtopic of research, especially among feminist historians of late antiquity. 2 Worthy of special consideration [End Page 227] here is the extensive literature documenting women's special attraction to particular forms of Christian belief and practice, those involving varying degrees of ascetic discipline. 3 It is within this broad framework that I have undertaken to engage the fifth chapter ("The Role of Women in Christian Growth") of Rodney Stark's recent book, The Rise of Christianity: A Sociologist Reconsiders History. [End Page 228] 

This chapter is one piece of a larger mosaiclike argument in which Stark undertakes the very salutary task of accounting for the historical ascendancy of Christianity by making use of sociological theories and models. Stark's earlier work has focussed primarily on contemporary religious movements, temporally and geographically remote from the worlds of the late ancient Mediterranean. His work to bring sociological theory to bear on this new material is particularly laudable since early Christianity has often been treated as qualitatively different from many other religious innovations that have emerged in different times and places. That special treatment can usually be traced back to some form of theological privileging or related queasiness. To attempt to explain the spread of Christianity through recourse to rational explanation rather than deus ex machina argumentation is a very worthy task indeed. And although this essay will express some rather substantive disagreements with Stark's interpretations of the ancient evidence and renderings of the scholarly consensus on numerous points, it nevertheless shares considerable sympathy with the goal of providing a verifiable historical explanation for the eventual hegemony of Christianity in the ancient Mediterranean world. [End Page 229] 

Questions of Method and Evidence 

At the outset, some general questions about the assumptions that seem to underwrite Stark's understanding of early Christianity and its broader cultural context need to be raised. There seems to be a tendency in the chapter (and perhaps the book as a whole) toward the generalizing use of monolithic interpretive categories: "Christianity," "the Greco-Roman world," "paganism," "Judaism," and so on, operate as uninterrogated and unitary categories. In his recent book on the cultural transformation that took place between the fourth and sixth centuries, historian Robert Markus has reminded us that "the image of a society neatly divided into 'Christian' and 'pagan' is the creation of late fourth-century Christians, and has been too readily taken at its face value by modern historians. . . . 'Paganism' . . . existed only in the minds, and, increasingly, the speech-habits, of Christians." 4 And the category of "the Greco-Roman world" collapses considerable temporal and geographical differences, to say nothing of cultural and ethical ones. 

"Christianity," too, is in many ways a heuristic construction, especially in the early centuries of the movements that travelled under its name. Indeed, both "Judaism" and "Christianity" in antiquity have increasingly been rendered as plurals by historians of religion in an attempt to signal our expanded sense of variety in both of these traditions at this time. Moreover, the sharp distinctions that Stark invokes between "pagan" and "Christian" have been considerably blurred by historians in recent years. 

In a similar vein, the category "women" simultaneously renders visible the historical specificity of sexual difference while obscuring a wide range of differences among women. (The unidentified sculpture reproduced on page 96 of Stark's book is emblematic of the tendency to render any single image of a woman as a figure for "women in general.") Which "Christianity" is it that afforded which Christian women a higher status than that of which of their non-Christian peers? 

Of course, in order to see the big picture, one must sacrifice some level of detail. However, some level of specificity is required lest one be reduced to making absurd and patently false claims. What does it mean to claim that Christian women (in general) possessed a higher status than their Graeco-Roman counterparts (in general)? At this level of generality, [End Page 230] is it a historically meaningful claim? Once one starts increasing the level of specificity with respect to class, geographical location, marital status, and so on, the picture becomes infinitely more complex: for example, the destitute widow in a rural imperial outback who professed faith in Jesus (a "Christian woman") surely did not enjoy a higher status than the Roman matron of the senatorial class who participated in civic religious festivals, devoted herself to her household gods, and acted as benefactress and patron at a local shrine (a "Roman woman"). The point is that generalizations can very often give way to the weight of significant specific exceptions, and that heuristic categories often obscure some historical realities even as they illuminate others. 

On the matter of the evidence marshalled in this discussion of early Christian women, it should be noted that this chapter boldly encompasses a sweeping terrain of social, institutional, doctrinal, and women's history. A non-specialist cannot be expected to have mastered all of the relevant primary and secondary sources, all the more so when specialists have a difficult time keeping up with the explosion of work in the field in the last twenty-five years or so. However, if one were to bring this diverse body of scholarship into the conversation, the portrait of women's social and religious history in this period would certainly be enriched and deepened. 5 This work would provide a critical reconstruction of women's historical lives 6 and would provide models for assessing the rhetorical [End Page 231] strategies at work in a wide range of ancient sources written about women by men. 7 Moreover, this more recent work would raise some important and challenging questions about both the assumptions concerning Christian women's history and the narrative of Christianization upon which Stark's own sources depend. 

Contemporary Outsiders' Evaluations of Early Christian Women 

The chapter begins with a claim that becomes a cornerstone in the larger argument, the assertion that "although some classical writers claimed that women were easy prey for any 'foreign superstition,' most recognized that Christianity was unusually appealing because within the Christian subculture women enjoyed far higher status than did women in the Greco-Roman world at large" (95). The statement claims that most classical writers recognized that Christianity was appealing to women because women enjoyed higher status within Christian groups than outside of them. Leaving aside, for the moment, the question of the content of "higher status," let us consider the evidence for what ancient writers thought about women's attraction to Christianity. 8 The evidence comes primarily from five writers: Pliny the Younger, Marcus Cornelius Fronto (whose ideas were preserved in Minucius Felix, Octavius), Lucian of Samosata, Galen of Pergamum, and Celsus (preserved in Origen, Contra Celsum). Of these, probably the most important is Celsus who, far from arguing that women had higher status in Christian groups, consistently asserted that Christianity was not worthy of serious attention by serious people because it claimed dubious origins in illegitimate [End Page 232] birth (Mary the mother of Jesus) and the testimony of a hysterical woman (Mary Magdalene), while subsisting on the gullibility of "the foolish, dishonourable and stupid, and only slaves, women and little children" 9 who are drawn in by magic and sorcery. Celsus argues that the Christians routinely challenge the authority of the household, but this is not for him the salutary raising of women's status, but rather a fundamental threat to social order and well-being. 

In her recent book, Early Christian Women and Pagan Opinion: The Power of the Hysterical Woman, New Testament scholar Margaret Y. MacDonald undertakes a project of historical reconstruction of women's history from the rhetoric of non-Christians' observations about Christian women. 10 In the process, she reconstructs a picture in which Christian women's religious involvement fell into the more dominant pattern of the broader culture, in which women's religiosity was simultaneously revered and distrusted (4). Moreover, she reconstructs the ways in which the institutional church's response to suspicious assessments of Christian women's activity shaped that very activity, reining it in in critical ways. Contrary to the claim that early Christian women were elevated to an unambiguously higher status and that everybody at the time recognized this as a fact, MacDonald illustrates how the blurring of the categories of public and private that characterized early Christian religious practice and missionizing activity created substantial cultural anxiety in the broader social context, resulting both in pagan attacks on Christian movements and in apologetic rhetorical gestures and defensively conservative institutional moves by church leaders. 

Sex-Ratios, Relative Social Status, and the Problem of Comparison 

The question of women's relative social status obviously occupies a central place in the chapter's establishment of its case. Stark's argument, based in part on the work of sociologists Marcia Guttentag and Paul Secord, 11 is that in societies where women outnumber men, women will [End Page 233] possess relatively greater power and freedom than in societies where men outnumber women, because men will, as a consequence of the numerical differential, treat women as "scarce goods" to be managed and controlled (101-2). (Whether this theory is correct or not remains an open question for me. Laying aside my feminist queasiness with the rather indecorous equation of women with "goods," 12 an alternative theory might suggest that women have the increased capacity to make demands precisely when they are "in short supply," that they don't have to "sell themselves short" in such circumstances. 13 ) The comparative example that Guttentag and Secord use, and that Stark cites, is that of Athenian and Spartan women. Stark points out that Spartan women were able to own property in their own names, initiate divorce, obtain equal levels of intellectual and physical education, marry relatively late, wear nonconfining clothing, and move freely in the city. "If Guttentag and Secord's theory is correct," Stark writes, "then we would have to predict that the status of Christian women in the Greco-Roman world would more closely approximate that of Spartan women than that of women in Athens." 

There are problems with this kind of comparison at a number of levels: first of all, social status is conferred in varying degrees by both explicit legal license and constraint, on the one hand, and often more implicit factors like social pressures, ideological constructions, and class-based social values, on the other. Status also, I would argue, depends to some degree on how one experiences one's social and political circumstances. Unfortunately, we have virtually no evidence testifying to the question of how women--Spartan, Athenian, Roman, of whatever religious affiliation--felt about their circumstances. Spartan women and Athenian women were governed by both the laws and customs of their particular city-states. Christian women in the Roman Empire were governed by Roman law and by varying combinations of Roman and local custom, depending upon where they lived and their class status. To [End Page 234] attempt to compare "Christian" women with "Spartan" or "Athenian" women may obscure both differences and similarities, since one would not necessarily be comparing analogous institutional constraints and freedoms, nor comparable experiences of social pressure or ideological frameworks. In the case of the right to own property, for example: what should be compared is not "Spartan" women and "Christian" women, but Spartan property law and Roman property law. Aristocratic Roman Christian women's ability to control their own property was a capacity established for all Roman women in similar circumstances by Roman law, not by Christian religion. 14 And it was a control that was controversial and contested, defended by church fathers not in order to bolster wealthy women's social autonomy, but in order to assure the generous patronage of church projects by the women in question. Indeed, it was concern over the church's rather ambitious attempts to secure bequests and gifts of property and capital--not concern over women's religious conversion--that motivated the order (to which Stark refers in the opening sentence of his chapter) by Valentinian I (and Gratian) for Christian monks and clerics to desist from their calling on the homes of upper-class Roman widows and female wards. 15 

But what if the kind of comparison Stark suggests was made? Stark enumerates Spartan women's notable freedoms with respect to property, divorce, education, late marriage, dress, and freedom of movement. He implies that Christian women would have a similar set of freedoms, though when he actually turns to the evidence for Christian women, he does not address most of these areas of female existence but turns, rather, to women's status within the family and within the religious community--but not within public institutions or legal situations where, I would argue, one would be hard-pressed to provide evidence for Christian women's higher status. Even on what might seem the relatively trivial private question of women's proper dress (which Stark identifies as one of the markers of Spartan women's relative liberation), church fathers and councils spilled a substantial quantity of ink in often rather radical attempts to discipline and domesticate attire and coiffure. As with many other aspects of female existence, arguments about clothing [End Page 235] intersected with a range of complex concerns about institutional authority, gender differentiation and hierarchy, systems of honor and shame, and theological propriety. In order to be understood in all their fullness and complexity, each of these individual questions of relative status requires careful material and ideological contextualization. 

The most viable comparison that might be drawn would be between non-Christian Roman women and Christian Roman women, and here Stark's engagement with the evidence for non-Christian Roman women's lives consistently slants toward the harshest--and, I would argue, not always the most accurate--reading of Roman circumstances while tending to give early Christian sources a consistently generous benefit of the doubt. Let us look at each of the arguments in turn. 

Stark argues that the unbalanced sex ratios that existed in Roman antiquity can be traced in large measure to two factors: high rates of female infanticide, and mortality due to unsafe contraceptive and abortion practices. That exposure and infanticide were practiced among the Romans is not a matter of scholarly debate, although the degree to which they were practiced and their ultimate impact on population as a whole and on the female population in particular has been the subject of some considerable controversy. 16 Stark invokes the oft-quoted first-century Greek papyrus letter found at Oxyrhynchus in Egypt from a husband instructing his pregnant wife to dispose of their soon-to-be born infant if it is a girl but to preserve it if it is a boy; 17 but he does not [End Page 236] substantially engage the scholarly debate among demographers and historians in order to situate this one piece of documentary evidence within a broader historical framework. Even if one concludes that there is compelling evidence that female infants were exposed or were killed disproportionately in the Roman context, demographers of ancient Roman culture have argued that the conclusion does not necessarily follow that this practice significantly affects sex-ratios. 18 We simply have too little statistical data to make definitive arguments or, where there is significant statistical data, it can be interpreted persuasively in a range of alternative ways. 19 

When Stark sets the early Christian polemics against exposure and infanticide in opposition to the Roman practice, he trustingly takes the Christian sources at face value and does not engage the significant interpretative issues involved in using texts that are largely apologetic in nature as straightforward documentary historical sources. 20 Further, he seems to assume that the transition from the widespread practice of exposure and infanticide to their disappearance was smooth, unambiguous, and linked to a clear-cut and monolithic Christian ethic. Several cautionary arguments suggest themselves here. One cannot necessarily assume that all the people who called themselves Christians in the early centuries of the church necessarily agreed with the church fathers' teachings on these or other matters, or put them immediately or unproblematically into practice in their own lives. Indeed, a disproportionate body of early Christian literature is addressed precisely to dealing with the problems attendant to the fact that far too many people have failed to adhere obediently to the church fathers' version of reality. Moreover, Christian women's historical existence is frequently reconstructed [End Page 237] through careful rhetorical analysis of the strongly worded negative proclamations of church leaders. This may mean, not that Christians did not continue to engage in these practices, but rather that they did. In the specific cases of exposure and infanticide, widespread evidence from medieval, early modern, and nineteenth-century Christian Europe for their continued practice militates against such an unequivocal reading of the history of these practices. 21 

If the practices of exposure and infanticide may be open to a more complex reading than Stark gives them, all the more so are the ancient practices of contraception and abortion. Here, Stark privileges marginal (and hardly informed) ancient evidence and does not cite the most important Roman source, Soranus' Gynaecia. 22 Soranus is a particularly important source, not only because he was an educated physician of considerable renown, but also because much of what he includes in his handbook comes from the reportage and experience of midwives, who were the predominant attendants to women's reproductive needs in antiquity. And although wittily (if not altogether accurately) dismissed by one scholar as so many "ancient equivalents of gin, hot baths, and jumping off the kitchen table," 23 the pharmaceutical treatments prescribed for the termination of unwanted pregnancies in Soranus' second-century handbook are largely noninvasive and effective--and they are only prescribed after apparently generally effective contraceptive methods [End Page 238] had either not been used or had failed. 24 Soranus omits descriptions of techniques for invasive surgical abortion, unlike the Christian polemicist Tertullian (with no medical training or experience, but a rather large ax to grind), whom Stark does quote. Indeed, one gets the sense from Soranus' medical handbook that the larger difficulty faced by ancient women was not avoiding or terminating unwanted pregnancy but rather getting and staying pregnant when they wanted to. As Gillian Clark puts it, "Soranus' list (1.14) of causes for [spontaneous abortion] makes one wonder how anyone ever managed to have a baby." 25 

Beyond this assessment of the medical sophistication available to ancient women, Stark argues that the patria potestas gave men unilateral control over the fate of their wives' unborn children and implies that women had no appreciable agency in the process. The more likely historical scenario is that a range of impulses and constraints must have governed values, decisions, and practices in the ancient Roman context. 26 For one thing, marriage with manus was in sharp decline during the imperial period, which meant that married women were not under the legal control of their husbands but of their fathers, or, if their fathers were dead (which was statistically highly likely, given the age differences between fathers and children and ordinary life expectancies), of themselves. Although it is certainly possible that husbands could exert some psychological or moral pressure on their wives, in many cases, they would not have been able to exert pressure grounded in patria potestas. For another thing, when Augustus sought to expand the population by creating incentives for increased reproduction, he included in the lex [End Page 239] Julia (18 b.c.e.) and the lex Papia Poppaea (9 c.e.) the so-called ius liberorum which awarded legal autonomy from the existing constraints of the tutela to women if they had three children (or, in the case of a freedwoman, four). 27 That Augustus pursued his project of social engineering by this means suggests that, prior to the creation of the "privilege of children," women had (to some degree, at least) controlled their own fertility and would be willing to stop doing so in exchange for (presumably desirable) increased liberty in the public sphere. Granted, this reform had its primary impact on the upper classes, but its strategy nevertheless suggests that some women were agents in their reproductive lives. 

Stark's portrait of high mortality among Roman females because of exposure, infanticide, contraception, and abortion is very severe indeed. It extrapolates a historical reality from sources that can be--and have been--interpreted rather differently by other scholars; this alternative evaluation of a broader range of sources generally produces a more balanced view of the circumstances and constraints that characterized Roman women's lives. But even if one were to accept Stark's portrait as it stands, the question remains whether such circumstances were amenable to the sort of radical social change that Stark argues Christianity inaugurated. 

Stark's argument has several parts. The first part of it involves the claim articulated by Guttentag and Secord that demographic imbalance creating a shortage of women means that women have lower status than men whereas a surplus of women implies higher status, a claim I have already questioned above. From here, the argument proceeds to a series of claims: that women were disproportionately represented within the early Christian communities, that Christian women enjoyed higher status, and that their intermarriage with and conversion of pagan husbands combined with their higher levels of fertility contributed [End Page 240] significantly to the spread of Christianity in the empire. Although I certainly agree that women were prominent in some segments of the early Christian movement, I do not see that the evidence supports the demographic, status, intermarriage, or fertility arguments that Stark advances. What follows elaborates on this disagreement. 

The Demographics of Early Christianity 

Admitting the absence of reliable demographic statistics, Stark nevertheless takes as a historical fact the assertion that there were numerically more women than men in the early Christian movement, using both comparative and actual evidence. The comparative evidence he draws upon involves the predominance of women converts among nineteenth- and twentieth-century new religious movements in the United States and Europe, and recent evangelical Protestant conversion in Latin America (100). Whether women always behave the same way in relation to religious innovation remains for me a crucial and unanswered question. Without careful, historically differentiated gender analysis, I would suggest that we cannot simply assume that women always respond in the same way across such considerable historical and cultural variation. Nor should we assume that apparent cultural parallels between disparate examples necessarily embody actual structural parallels. 

The actual evidence Stark musters in support of his claim is rather scanty: Paul's greetings to fifteen women (and eighteen men) in Romans 16; 28 the inventory of the contents of a fourth-century house church in [End Page 241] North African Cirta, where a disproportionate number of articles of women's clothing are recorded; 29 a strategic misquotation of Robin Lane Fox's claim that "Christian women [were] prominent in the churches' membership and recognized to be so by Christians and pagans"; 30 and Adolf von Harnack's 1908 assertion that the ancient sources "simply swarm with tales of how women of all ranks were converted in Rome and in the provinces." 31 (Virtually all claims that women were prominent or predominant in early Christianity can be traced back to Harnack's study.) Compelling contrary evidence is neither discussed nor cited, including the prosopographical and epigraphical evidence interpreted by Michele Salzman in 1989 32 (which I discuss later in this essay) and the Christian grave inscriptions from fourth-century Asia Minor published twenty years ago by Evelyne Patlagean, in which Patlagean shows a striking underrepresentation of females and a surprisingly high number of deceased children. 33 [End Page 242] 

Reconstructing Early Christian Women's Social Status 

Is it the case that Christian women in the Roman Empire enjoyed far higher status than their non-Christian peers? This is an extremely difficult question to answer, in part because of the problem of what counts as "high status." Insofar as status is linked to one's relationship to the dominant legal system in place, Christian women and non-Christian women were governed by the same laws with respect to marriage, divorce, inheritance, rights to hold property, and so on. But I have already suggested that status involves a complex blend of legal license and constraint, often highly varying degrees of social pressure and local custom, class status, ideology, and perhaps also some significant variation dependent upon individual or group self-consciousness or self-understanding. The intersection of all of these factors determines the matter of relative social status and invites considerable methodological caution in the interpretation and assessment of different kinds of evidence. 

Age at Marriage 

One important piece of the argument is the claim that Roman women married quite young and, by contrast, that Christian women married relatively later. This argument depends on Keith Hopkins' 1964-65 article arguing for the relatively early age of Roman girls. 34 Historian Brent D. Shaw has challenged Hopkins' findings in a carefully argued essay published ten years ago. 35 In this essay, Shaw distinguishes between various types of evidence, especially literary evidence (which he argues is "almost useless" for drawing any conclusions about the age of most [non-aristocratic, non-elite] Roman girls at marriage) 36 and epigraphic evidence (which he carefully situates within the broader cultural, economic, and geographical contexts in which it would have been [End Page 243] produced). An important dimension of Shaw's argument is the cautious reminder that even documentary evidence--in this case, inscriptions--is conditioned by cultural, social, and economic factors; the "epigraphic habit" of certain classes in Roman imperial society produced a critical body of evidence for demographic historical reconstruction, but does not necessarily lend itself to facile extrapolation to conclusions about "the Romans" in general. 37 

Important for the comparative question under discussion here, Shaw also argues that the Christian evidence does not present a difference based on religious identity (as it has routinely been interpreted) but rather a difference based on class. Although the daughters of the aristocracy likely married in their early teens, other girls generally married later, in their mid- to late teens. As he puts it, "The Christian sample [of funerary inscriptions], far from being peculiarly 'Christian,' is simply evidence of a broader lower-class pattern of marriage that typified most of Roman society, even in the earlier 'non-Christian' centuries. The Christians were in fact merely continuing in a lower-class mode of family formation that was broadly typical of most men and women in the urban centres of the western Roman empire, a pattern which, so to speak, has been hidden from our historical view only because of the determinate impact of different social customs of funerary commemoration as they developed through time." 38 

Christian Marriage 

Stark makes other claims concerning the special character of marriage for Christian women. He says that they had greater choice of whom they married than their non-Christian counterparts (105), though he provides no evidence to support this claim. Once married, Stark argues, Christian women enjoyed a parity with their husbands unknown to their non-Christian peers. The early Christian texts used to sustain this claim are I Corinthians 7 and Ephesians 5.22 (which Stark attributes to Paul). "The symmetry of the [marriage] relationship Paul described [in I Corinthians 7] was at total variance, not just with pagan culture, but with Jewish culture as well," Stark writes (123). [End Page 244] 

There are several difficulties with this reading of I Corinthians 7. Leaving aside whether "Jewish culture" can be considered a monolithic construction, this text has a long and complex interpretative history which does not make even a cursory appearance in Stark's discussion. The discussion of marriage and celibacy in I Corinthians 7 needs to be situated very carefully within the ideological and rhetorical contexts in which it was first produced. Although Peter Brown is quite right that this text has functioned in the history of Christian interpretation as a Rohrschach test, 39 it is also the case that recent commentators (despite their many differences) have tended toward a consensus that Paul's words here do not reflect a liberationist attempt to establish a counter-cultural utopian parity within Christian marriage. Rather, they function as a specific response to very particular social and religious challenges within the Corinthian community, where a significant group of Christians have withdrawn from marriage and sexual relations altogether, claiming an alternative religious authority in the process. 40 Despite some readers' tendencies to read Paul's letters as a simple description of early Christian consensus, there is little evidence to suggest that Paul's "moderate" stance won the day in Corinth. 

Moreover, the verses which appear syntactically to provide for marital symmetry (I Cor 7.3-4: "The husband should give to his wife her conjugal rights, and likewise the wife to her husband. For the wife does not have authority over her own body, but the husband does; likewise the husband does not have authority over his own body, but the wife does" [NRSV]) rhetorically mask an embodied reality in which it means something quite different for a man to have authority over a woman's body than for a woman to have authority over a man's body. When read in conjunction with I Corinthians 11, where the order of creation and the customs of the churches are used to underwrite a hierarchical gender [End Page 245] arrangement, I Corinthians 7 cannot be read as straightforward testimony to companionate and egalitarian Christian marriage. 

Ephesians 5.21-33, a deutero-Pauline text probably written by one of Paul's disciples, cannot reasonably be used to sustain the claim that Christian marriage was egalitarian and symmetrical. As but one example of numerous household codes in early Christian literature, this text seeks to establish the hierarchically arranged and orderly human household as a structurally analogous microcosm of the household of God. And although conservative Christian ideology has routinely tried to argue that "submission" and "love" are reciprocal (if not altogether symmetrical) gestures, feminist scholarship on the household codes offers a clear-eyed rendering of the stakes involved in framing household arrangements in these terms. 41 

Christian Prohibitions against Divorce 

Stark distinguishes Roman and early Christian women's experiences of marriage further, by pointing out the Christian prohibitions against divorce, which he argues elevates women's status. (This is a bit confusing, since earlier he argued that Spartan women had a higher status than their Athenian counterparts because, among other things, they could initiate divorce.) In Rome in the late republic and the empire, divorce was a fairly common practice, and both men and women could initiate it. Roman literary sources document a sentimental preference for marital stability, 42 and they sometimes rail against unjust divorces [End Page 246] initiated by men or frivolous divorces initiated by women. The economic and social impact of divorce could vary greatly, depending on several factors including class status, whether the marriage had been with or without manus, whether there were legitimate children born into the marriage, and so on. When wealthy women left marriages and took both their dowries and their own personal property with them, their husbands who had enjoyed the use of the dowries might see their standard of living decline considerably. Divorce undoubtedly weighed more heavily on women of more modest means, though there is substantial evidence that they still saw divorce as a viable choice since they initiated it in any case. Probably the harshest consequence for many women was the loss of their children to their husbands' families. 43 The point is that, like marriage, divorce could mean different things to different women in the Roman world. Early Christian prohibitions against divorce may have protected some women against unjust or trivial dismissal by their husbands, but they might equally have bound women to abusive or neglectful men. There is no reason to believe that Christian ideology concerning marriage and divorce, generally speaking, necessarily translated into higher status or better lives for average Christian women. 

Widowhood 

The ambiguity of Stark's arguments concerning marriage and divorce can be seen in his treatment of widowhood. Here, he argues that the Roman pressure--admittedly intensified by the Augustan marriage legislation--toward remarriage 44 lowered Roman women's status and, [End Page 247] conversely, that the tendency among Christians to valorize widowhood and encourage the widowed not to remarry increased women's status. So, is being married better or worse for women? 

Stark's claim that Roman widows lost their inheritances to their new husbands is simply incorrect. 45 And the status of widows within Christian communities is both a complicated and a contentious matter. The evidence Stark extracts from the letter of Cornelius, bishop of Rome in the mid-third century, to Bishop Fabius of Antioch, reporting that "above fifteen hundred widows and persons in distress . . . are supported by the grace and loving-kindness of the Master [i.e., by the Roman church]" 46 is evidence neither for the high regard with which widows were held nor for the choices that Christian identity afforded them, but rather merely for the existence of a significant population of destitute women who needed to be supported by the church. 

The church's relationship to widows was already in the early second century both complex and ambiguous, consisting (at best) of equal measures of charity and social control. Consider I Timothy 5.3-16, which makes careful distinctions between "real widows" and "the self-indulgent," and allows only a small segment of women whose husbands have died to be counted among the widows supported by the church. Rather than being held in unambiguously high esteem, widows seem quickly to have become, in some Christian communities at least, a population some church leaders thought required considerable surveillance and control. 47 [End Page 248] 

Women's Religious Leadership 

If women's status in Christian marriages and families was characterized by equal measures of complexity and ambiguity, all the more so was it complicated and contested in the church as a social formation. Amassing an idiosyncratic hodgepodge of ancient evidence while effacing critical nuances and collapsing important distinctions, 48 Stark argues that "there is virtual consensus among historians of the early church as well as biblical scholars that women held position of honor and authority within early Christianity" (109). The language used is imprecise but nevertheless significant. What do "honor" and "authority" mean here? Do they mean the same thing that they meant in early Christian texts? 

Here, I turn again to Margaret MacDonald's impressive study, Early Christian Women and Pagan Opinion. In this work, MacDonald uses models derived from the social sciences to reconstruct the social circumstances of early Christian women. Two points are particularly relevant here. First, building on the work of numerous other biblical scholars and historians of early Christianity, as well as on models derived from comparative cultural anthropology, she examines the language of "honor" and "shame" in ancient Mediterranean societies, and explores the gendered character of this pair. She shows how male honor is sustained in public by the careful guarding of female shame in private. The scandal of early Christian practice for pagan critics was the fact that it blurred these clearly defined lines. Religion, traditionally a public/civic matter, entered domestic space in an unprecedented way in Christian observances. Meanwhile, Christian women, who (like any respectable woman in the ancient Mediterranean cultures who could afford to do so) ought to have been guarding their reputations and their "shame" at home, were apparently all too frequently visible in the world. Rather [End Page 249] than simply holding women in "honor," early Christian women's practice created significant social anxiety (both within the church and outside of it) because it complicated traditional notions of "shame." 49 

Secondly, MacDonald argues that early Christian women's religious practice--practice that simultaneously evoked admiration and suspicion, both inside and outside Christian communities--did not accrue "authority" to women, but rather "power." 50 The distinction between power and authority is crucial to understanding both the nature of ancient women's religious activity and the causes of conflict within early Christian groups over women's participation and claims to religious experience. It is certainly no accident that early Christian women's religious expression often took the form of prophecy and ecstatic experience, since these modes of religiosity do not depend upon institutional sanction and support. 51 They are also modes linked, not to authority (which is mediated by office and institution), but to power (which is not). And, as a consequence, they are also modes of expression (and claims to power) that make the men who possess authority (through office) rather nervous indeed. This is why women's religious power--far from eliciting a unilaterally positive evaluation among early Christian men--created instead deeply felt ambivalences and, among other things, provoked very clear institutional attempts either to contain and domesticate it or to cast it out as heretical. 52 As MacDonald reminds her readers, along with much of their activity, Christian women's enthusiasms were viewed simultaneously with admiration and suspicion by outsiders and insiders alike. [End Page 250] 

None of this is to diminish the historical claim that women were both prominent and powerful in some early Christian communities. However, neither prominence nor power were stable or unchallenged entities in these women's lives--nor, I should add, should we necessarily assume that either quality was only positively charged in the vocabularies of early Christian women. The premium placed in Christian ideology on virtues like submission, humility, weakness, and escaping notice must inject a healthy dose of paradox into any rendering of the meanings of power and prominence for the lives of early Christian women. 

One final note on the question of women's attraction to Christianity in the early centuries is in order. Since Stark's argument is based so fundamentally on the consequences of heightened fertility, it is perhaps no surprise that he devotes no attention to the historical reality that a large number of women who were drawn to early Christianity were attracted principally to its ascetic forms. 53 Here, too, the question of women's status remains complex and multilayered. The ascetic life, especially the monastic life, may have provided women with a mode of escape from the rigors and dangers of married and maternal existence, with the prospect of an education and (in some cases) an intellectual life, and with access to social and economic power that would otherwise have eluded them. The ideology of asceticism was often double-edged, however, since it offered the possibility for a limited escape from the confines of gender by giving women access to masculine virtues, all the while leaving intact--indeed, reinscribing--the gender hierarchies that distinguished "feminine" and "masculine" in the first place. 54 [End Page 251] 

Exogamous Marriage and Secondary Conversion 

Stark argues that marriages between Christian women and non-Christian men were tolerated as a response to the oversupply of marriageable Christian women, and that intermarriage provided secondary converts in the form of non-Christian husbands as well as children who would be raised as Christians. As elsewhere in this chapter, Stark's portrait is more monolithic than the primary evidence and scholarly discussion necessarily supports. Stark argues, using evidence derived from testimonials concerning the stalwartness of Christians under persecution, 55 that "the high levels of commitment that the early church generated among its members should have made it safe for them to enter exogamous marriages" (114). 

Church leaders, however, seemed to have worried quite a bit about the potential threat to the faith and well-being of Christian women who are married to non-Christian men. 56 Clement of Rome, Justin Martyr, Tertullian, and others, all expressed profound concern about the household discord and potential dangers produced by mixed marriages. The second book of Tertullian's treatise to his wife includes a sustained argument against intermarriage, claiming among other things: "If these things are so [referring to the preceding exegesis of I Corinthians 7.12-14], it is certain that believers contracting marriages with Gentiles are guilty of fornication, and are to be excluded from all communication with the brotherhood, in accordance with the letter of the apostle, who says that 'with persons of that kind there is to be no taking of food even.'" 57 Of course, such strident polemic should undoubtedly be read as [End Page 252] evidence that the practice may well have been fairly widespread in Tertullian's context, as Stark notes. But the point is that Tertullian and others did not see intermarriage as a benign endeavor, and though they hoped that it would win converts, they were less than persuaded that the risk involved was always a worthwhile one. 

It is worth noting that the intermarriage of Christian women with non-Christian men presented a clearly perceived, substantive risk that the women would convert when the men in question were Jewish, as evidenced by the imperial legislation issued over the course of several decades in the fourth century. The first of these pieces of legislation, issued by Constantius II in 339, restores to employment in the imperial weaving industry Christian women who have converted to Judaism in the past ("who have been led by the Jews into the association of their turpitude") but declares that "Jews shall not hereafter unite Christian women to their villany; if they should do so, however, they shall be subject to the peril of capital punishment." 58 

Michele Renée Salzman has argued, on the basis of the prosopographical and epigraphical evidence, that intermarriage between Christian women and pagan men of the upper classes was of extremely limited value in producing converts to Christianity. 59 Salzman shows that aristocratic women did not convert earlier than the men of their class. 60 Moreover, in summarizing her findings, she writes, 

On the basis of this study, I do not see much evidence for the role of intermarriage as a means of conversion. On the contrary, intermarriage [End Page 253] between pagans and Christians was infrequent. There is a predominance of pagans marrying pagans and Christians marrying Christians; approximately 89 percent of the cases fit this pattern. . . . Of the six cases of intermarriage between pagans and Christians, pagans converted after marriage to a Christian spouse in only two instances. 61 

She goes on to note that, on the basis of the evidence, "religion in late Roman society was transmitted across generations only when the parent and child were of the same sex." 62 Of course, Salzman's evidence is limited to the aristocracy and may not translate to the classes in which the vast majority of Christians were, in fact, found. Still, her study offers a salutary caution against assuming that women are natural primary converts and the unequivocal conveyers of culture within families in every time and place. 

Christian Fertility 

Men are made, not born, Christians. 

Tertullian, Apology, 18.4 

The claim that levels of fertility among Christians were appreciably higher than those among their non-Christian counterparts is central to Stark's argument. Here, we have virtually no demographic evidence to evaluate, and one significant study by Evelyne Patlagean of fourth-century Christian funerary inscriptions in Asia Minor presents a relative underrepresentation of females and a surprisingly high number of deceased children, militating against a simple agreement with Stark's thesis. 63 

Stark argues that Christians undertook to live by the biblical injunction, "be fruitful and multiply" (116). This scriptural quotation possesses an enormously complex and contested history among early Christians who were as likely to invoke it as a prooftext for promoting the spiritual fertility of ascetic disciplines as an encouragement toward carnal procreation. Stark goes on to cite two texts from the second century--the Octavius by Minucius Felix and Tertullian's treatise To his Wife--to support the claim that "the differential fertility [between [End Page 254] pagans and Christians] was taken as fact by the ancients" (122), but he misreads them at precisely the relevant points. 

The passage in question in the Octavius involves a defense against the accusation that Christians engage in incest. Contrasting Christian virtue to pagan licentiousness, Minucius Felix writes: 

But we maintain our modesty not in appearance, but in our heart we gladly abide by the bond of a single marriage; in the desire of procreating, we know either one wife, or none at all. . . . We temper our joyousness [at banquets] with gravity, with chaste discourse, and with body even more chaste (divers of us unviolated) enjoy rather than make a boast of a perpetual virginity of a body. So far, in fact, are they from indulging in incestuous desire, that with some even the (idea of a) modest intercourse of the sexes causes a blush. . . . And that day by day the number of us is increased, is not a ground for a charge of error, but is a testimony which claims praise; for, in a fair mode of life, our actual number both continues and abides undiminished, and strangers increase it. 64 

Stark suggests, in the way that he quotes the Octavius, that "the fair mode of life" primarily involves activities that increase fertility. Minucius Felix makes it clear, however, that the increase in Christian numbers involves conversion, not reproduction, and that the Christian virtue of celibacy is one critical feature of "the fair mode of life." 

When he turns to Tertullian's treatise To his Wife in order to argue that Christians pursued "a lifestyle that could only result in comparatively higher fertility" (123), Stark takes the lines he quotes out of context and transforms their meaning in the process. The passage does not celebrate Christian reproduction, but rather argues that children are a burden and an encumbrance rather than a blessing. 65 Nor is this idea peculiar to [End Page 255] Tertullian: it is repeated frequently in the ascetic literature of the third and fourth centuries. Indeed, the relationship of early Christianity to reigning notions of the family was rather more complex than Stark allows. Very significant strands of anti-familialism were woven through the fabric of early Christian ideology, and it was the centrality of asceticism that distinguished Christianity from the dominant cultural values of both Judaism and Graeco-Roman culture far more than potentially eccentric marriage practices or the prominent presence of women in some religious settings. 66 

Whether married Christians reproduced at a higher rate than non-Christians cannot be shown through recourse to the available evidence. It is certainly true that Christian writers polemicize against contraception, abortion, child-exposure, and infanticide; we cannot know for certain the degree to which Christian women abided by the restrictions these writers sought to impose. 67 (We are not surprised, in our own culture, to note the striking dissonance, for example, between the official teachings of the Catholic church on contraception, on the one hand, and the actual practice of Catholic women and men, on the other.) Moreover, there is considerable evidence for sexual abstinence within the context of marriage in the early church (albeit a controversial practice), whether fertility control was the main goal or a mere side effect of spiritual practice. 68 [End Page 256] 

Stark himself, after working his way through his argument, must concede that the evidence is frustratingly insufficient. His concluding sentence--"All that can be claimed is that a nontrivial portion of Christian growth probably was due to superior fertility" (127-28)--retreats from the more daring claims that have been made earlier on in the chapter. But in the end, although it has long been clear that significant numbers of women were both attracted to early Christianity and occupied a prominent place in some of its forms, it has not been established that they contributed significantly as either missionizing wives or reproductive vessels to the Christianizing of the Roman Empire. 

In the end, the portrait of early Christian women that emerges from Stark's book bears an uncanny resemblance to the ideal of Christian womanhood produced so forcefully by early Christian apologetic literature and moral discourse. Feminist scholarship has made two important interventions into this discussion. First of all, it has lent us the tools to analyze the rhetorical moves of idealizing literature; it has helped us to think about how rhetoric constructs certain realities and elides others. Secondly, it has offered a crucial set of counternarratives, historical reconstructions that help early Christian women come into view with greater clarity and higher levels of differentiation. The narrative of Christianization of course includes women, but it does so with greater ambivalence and a good deal more struggle than Stark's narrative would suggest. 
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