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Introduction

CONSTRUCTING IDENTITY THROUGH CULTURAL APPROPRIATION

“Are you a Christian?” This was one of the most commonly asked questions at the university I attended in central Texas. One’s response to the question was simple—yes or no—but extraordinarily important: it provided a way to categorize fifteen hundred rather homogeneous entering students into discrete groups in the university at large. Those whose answer was “no” were clearly in one group, a group that remained undifferentiated. They were “other” and highly stereotyped: they wore black, had body piercings (this was before piercings were mainstreamed), and hung out at “the fountain” on campus, smoking cigarettes. The yesses, however, were more difficult to sort. “How often do you go to church?” “Which church do you attend?” “Have you been born again?” “Are you dating someone who goes to church?” “Has he been born again?” A person’s answers to these questions served as further markers of group identity, and one’s affiliation with a particular subgroup of Christian—rigorous, passable, titular—was often more telling than one’s answer to the original question.

Competition between Christians and non-Christians was superficial. Because these groups did not desire the same things (or so they claimed), most group characteristics were uncontested. Intra-Christian competition, however, could be heated and often involved claims to piety and accusations of hypocrisy. Over time, the preliminary category “Christian” took on subsets (e.g., Baptist, Presbyterian, Catholic), but it also became a subset of larger campus groups such as sororities and fraternities. The more we became involved in college life, the more identities we had to maintain. The us/them dichotomy with which we began led to any number of different us/ them dichotomies, each with competing demands for our time and on our behavior.

Strangely, none of us asked what the question “Are you a Christian?” actually meant. We did not deconstruct or even destabilize the category, and we saw no need to. What once struck me as a simple and straightforward question, however, now strikes me as immensely complex, in part because it involves very fluid categories. Being a Christian in my university setting was defined by comparison, and claims to that identity depended on which attributes a person or group emphasized. What I did not know then was that this process of grouping one another was not peculiar to my collegiate setting. Rather, we were participating in standard human behavior: all social beings create order by first categorizing the world, then identifying with certain groups, and finally accepting—and when necessary, enacting—their behavioral norms.

The authors of the earliest martyr accounts categorized the actors in their stories in ways very similar to the ways my classmates and I grouped one another: “Are you or are you not a Christian?” “How Christian are you?” The processes of categorization were also similar: first, the world was divided into categories in order to make it manageable (e.g., Christian, pagan, Jewish); second, individuals were identified with one or more of the categories; and third, they favorably compared their group to others to enhance self-esteem. At my university, the heated identity issue was intra-Christian—what kind of Christian are you?—while in the martyrologies the locus of contestation was primarily inter-Christian. Identity was assigned, in large part, by differentiating Christians from Jews and pagans.

What, then, is a Christian? This book begins to answer that question by examining the ways the authors of the martyrologies described the actions of exemplary group members. Christians were not insulated from the world around them, and they were not passive observers of Roman life. Christians were inhabitants of the Roman Empire, and as such they were familiar with their culture’s values. At issue is whether Christians accepted or rejected these values. The martyrologies show—contrary to traditional scholarly assumptions—that Christians did not wholly reject the culture and world around them. They embraced, rather than replaced, Roman definitions of honor, strength, and reason. Certainly the claims to Christian strength were contrary to observable events—Christians, after all, were being executed—but the authors of the martyrologies go to extraordinary lengths to show how Christians embody the good and honorable Roman life. An analysis of the martyrologies reveals that Roman cultural values were at the very core of Christian identity. The stories of the martyrs depict Christians as more masculine—a principal Roman attribute—than non-Christians. The Christian identities that emerge from these martyrologies suggest that the question “Are you a Christian?” was answered by one’s actions: to be a Christian was to embody masculinity.

SCHOLARSHIP AND EARLY CHRISTIAN MARTYROLOGIES

Sometime in the early second century, Ignatius of Antioch wrote to the Christians in Rome in anticipation of his martyrdom:


May I benefit from the beasts that have been prepared for me; and I pray that they be found ready for me; I will entice them to devour me readily; not, as has happened to some whom they have not touched because of cowardliness; and if they do not wish to do it voluntarily, I will force them to it. Grant me this indulgence. I know what is profitable for me; now I am beginning to be a disciple. May nothing visible or invisible concern me so that I attain to Jesus Christ. Let there come upon me fire and cross and encounters with beasts, mutilation, tearing apart, scattering of bones, mangling of limbs, grinding of the whole body, evil tortures of the devil, only that I may attain to Jesus Christ.1



Ignatius’s letter to the Romans is an example of one of the most interesting—albeit disquieting—aspects of formative Christianity: the quest for martyrdom.2 This pursuit of death strikes many modern readers as a sign of psychosis. E.R. Dodds, for example, deemed Ignatius’s “wild language” indicative of the “pathological nature of the craving of martyrdom.”3 W. H. C. Frend described Ignatius’s letters as displaying “a state of exaltation bordering on mania.”4 And G.E.M. de Ste. Croix suggested that Ignatius’s desire for death revealed an “abnormal mentality,” and that his letters displayed a “pathological yearning for martyrdom.”5 More recently, Leonard L. Thompson has compared Polycarp, another second-century martyr, to a “deviant” who performed his “deviancy.”6

Ignatius, however, appears to have seen his requests as demonstrating proper and reasonable devotion to God: he described martyrdom as the supreme form of discipleship and asserted that one attained perfect salvation through suffering.7 He told the Roman Christians that allowing him to die was to assist him in—among other things—obtaining grace,8 attaining to God or Christ,9 becoming a word of God,10 a Christian,11 a disciple,12 and even human.13 The value accorded martyrdom by Ignatius was in no way unique among early Christians. We have dozens of written records of early Christian martyrdom that depict the desires and actions of the martyrs as products of rational consideration.

Because modern readers are often baffled by some ancient Christians’ desires for martyrdom, it is not surprising that this aspect of early Christianity has been the focus of innumerable scholarly inquiries. Some studies employ the martyrological materials to piece together various elements of early Christian history. One of the most pressing issues for early interpreters of this stripe was to assess the historical reliability of the narratives.14 Herbert Musurillo’s selection of texts in what has become the more-or-less canonical collection of martyrologies, The Acts of the Christian Martyrs, for instance, was based in large part on his perception of the historicity of the accounts.15 Some researchers focused instead on what the accounts of the martyrs might reveal about the development of the church, and in particular about the development of Christian theology and liturgy.16 Other scholars have examined the texts in hopes of uncovering the social or political reasons for the persecution of Christians.17 Were Christians, for example, persecuted for “the name,” the nomen Christianum, or for committing specific crimes? Historically, then, interest in the martyr accounts has centered on their ability to inform us about the phenomenon of martyrdom and the historical situation within which Christianity grew; in addition, they have been expected to provide glimpses into early Christian praxis.

The martyr acts are also commonly read as records of individuals’ responses to persecution. Studies such as these tend to concentrate on the psychological state of the martyr. Many of these studies, furthermore, focus on women and employ psychological or feminist theories, typically in an attempt to recover the voices of early Christian women that have been silenced through centuries of male-dominated Christendom. So, for instance, the Martyrdom of Perpetua and Felicitas is often read as a straightforward autobiographical record (i.e., a prison diary) of Perpetua’s familial relationships, particularly to men, and her psychological battle to remain true to her faith.18

Understanding what motivated Christians to endure—and on occasion to seek—martyrdom requires reflection on the significance of martyrdom not only for the individual, but also for Christianity as a whole. Until recently, the social function of the martyr accounts in early Christianity had been largely neglected; scholarly interest in intercommunal relations (e.g., the reasons for persecution) prevailed over the study of the intracommunal work accomplished by these stories. Some newer studies of early Christian martyrdom, however, have bracketed the question of “what really happened” and turned instead to the narrative effect of the texts and their function within early Christian communities. Elizabeth Castelli, for example, explains that in her newest book, Martyrdom and Memory, the “‘what really happened?’ questions that motivate many scholars across the spectrum are displaced by questions of ‘what meanings are produced?’ and ‘what ideological impulses are satisfied?’” 19 Our understanding of formative Christianity gains texture and complexity when we view the martyrs’ stories as part of the material culture of Christianity in the Roman Empire rather than simply as vehicles for the transmission of historical data. The martyrologies reflect Christian culture, to be sure, but they are also integral to its construction.

As products of and participants in their culture, the martyr accounts inform us not only about the martyrs themselves but also—and perhaps more importantly—about those who told their stories. What, then, do these texts tell us about the communities that produced them? What “ideological impulses” did these stories satisfy? My thesis is that the martyr acts functioned in the Christian community as identity-forming texts and, more specifically, that the authors of these texts appropriated Greco-Roman constructions of gender and sex to formulate a set of acceptable Christian identities. These stories are both descriptive and prescriptive: they explain who Christians are and how an individual can be identified as one; they illustrate Christian behavior and establish boundaries between Christianity and other social groups. I am not suggesting that the martyrologies cannot provide the kinds of historical information many scholars have sought, but the texts were surely not written to record unbiased history. The martyr acts are better understood as educational propaganda than objective history. Thus, rather than providing historical data, these texts may more readily supply information about the ways Christians portrayed themselves and how they constructed appealing and persuasive group identities through the stories they told.20

In the martyr acts I examine, gender and sex are integral to social identity. The texts portray Christians as strong, courageous, just, and self-determined—in short, as men. As Polycarp faced death, for instance, he was exhorted to “be a man.”21 Although phrases like “be a man” and “take it like a man” are common in our everyday lives and are code for “be strong” or “be brave,” most of us do not employ such phrases literally. In antiquity, however, virtues were thought to be inherent to the sexes. For the martyrs to be depicted as male meant that they embodied the highest virtues. Their opponents, by contrast, were less virtuous and less masculine.22 The portrayal of the martyrs as manly would be appealing to many in the early Christian community because it claimed—contrary to all appearances—that as the martyrs stood in the arena facing death, they embodied virtue and strength; they personified Roman masculinity.

Dying to Be Men explores the means—as well as their resulting meanings—by which the authors of the martyrologies depicted the martyrs as men. In the first chapter, “What Is a Christian?,” I introduce my methodological approach to the martyrologies, namely, social identity theory. At the most basic level, social identity theories assert that we know ourselves only by reference to others. Humans construct identities by aligning themselves with others, and since being a member of one group often requires not being a member of another (e.g., being a Democrat means, in part, that one is not a Republican), the social world is categorized and differentiated. To identify emerging Christian identities we must understand by what means Christianity differentiated itself from others. As we will see, the actors in the martyrologies are representatives of various groups: faithful Christians, pagans, Jews, and apostate Christians. It is with one of these groups that members of the audience (the imagined audience of the martyrdom itself as well as those who read or listened to the narrative account) are expected to align themselves. Other scholars have proposed that the martyrologies are identity-forming texts; I include the discussion of social identity, therefore, not to claim innovation but with the assumption that it is beneficial to be explicit about the theory one is employing. In addition, careful examination of social identity theories offers a corrective to many scholarly analyses of identity formation in the martyrologies, as I discuss below.

In addition to presenting the theoretical underpinnings of the book, chapter 1 offers a brief introduction to ancient understandings of gender and sex. Christians exploited the cultural discourses of masculinity and the related discourses of virtue and power to distinguish themselves from other social groups. The primary means of establishing Christian group identities was the depiction of the superiority of Christian masculinity, a masculinity that pagans, Jews, and Christian apostates, to differing degrees, lacked.23 By utilizing the cultural discourse of masculinity, the stories of the martyrs defined Christianity and established boundaries between it and those “others”: pagans and Jews. This section of the chapter reviews widely held scholarly assumptions as an introduction to ancient sex and gender construction for readers who are unfamiliar with the literature.

One way the authors of the martyr acts presented Christians as men was by situating their actions in a specific geographical location within the ancient city. The martyrologies are set in the amphitheater, and Christians are depicted not as victims of Roman power but as gladiators, athletes, and soldiers. The significance of the location of the martyrologies is the subject of chapter 2, “Noble Athletes: Gladiatorial, Athletic, and Martial Imagery in the Martyr Acts.” Gladiators, athletes, and soldiers were typically males, and the use of terms such as athlete [image: image] and contest [image: image] would have evoked masculine images and actions in the minds of readers and listeners. By equating the martyrs with some of the most virile characters in Roman society, the authors of the martyrologies challenged their audiences’ expectations. Those who seemed most vulnerable, most out of control, most victimized, and, thus, least masculine, were, in fact, the victors—gladiators, athletes, and soldiers—who, when facing death courageously, displayed a superior masculinity. By focusing attention on the amphitheater as the location of martyrdom, the authors of the martyr acts associated those events with the contestants: martyrs became gladiators.24

The depiction of the martyrs as gladiators, athletes, and soldiers sets the groundwork for more subtle ways of masculinizing Christian martyrs. Chapter 3, “Be a Man: Narrative Tools of Masculinization in Early Christian Martyr Acts,” explores the various ways the martyrologies employ the discourse of masculinity to form a set of Christian identities. The authors convey masculine group identity through the use of the language of justice as well as through descriptions of the martyrs’ self-control, volition, physical and emotional strength or stamina, and resistance to persuasion. Perhaps most subtly but most effectively, the texts illustrate Christian masculinity by the favorable juxtaposition of types of individuals who would have been expected to be unmanly (e.g., women, young or old men, slaves) with those at the height of masculinity (the governor or proconsul). Regardless of age, sex, or social position, the Christian martyr’s masculinity is always superior to that of the Roman ruler. In addition to offering examples of manly Christians, the martyrologies provide foils for these portrayals. In contrast to the manly martyr [image: image], apostates are unmanly [image: image]. Whereas the praiseworthy Christians are persuaded by God and thus deliberately choose death, unmanly Christians deny their faith. The presence of this literary antitype emphasizes the performance of manliness as an essential element of one of the Christian group identities constructed in these texts.

Chapter 4, “Putting Women in Their Place: Masculinizing and Feminizing the Female Martyr,” shifts the focus of inquiry from external power negotiations (the martyr against pagan, Jew, or apostate Christian) to internal social relations.25 Studies of sex and gender in the martyrologies have generally focused on the masculinization of the female martyr. Modern readers have given much attention to the depictions of virile women but gloss over the seemingly banal descriptions of women as daughters and mothers who are modest and beautiful. By broadening the scope, however, I show that the characterization of the female martyrs is much more complex than it may at first seem: the authors of the martyrologies also highlight the femininity of the female martyrs. These portrayals of women exemplify female virtues in antiquity and are worthy of our attention. Although the depiction of the female martyr as both masculine and feminine appears to be self-defeating, these characterizations model appropriate group identities for women in distinct social encounters. Thus the narratives suggest that the attributes of Christian identity differ for women in inter- and intra-communal situations. In the former, the female martyr must be more masculine than her non-Christian opponents; in the latter, she must be appropriately feminine when compared to her Christian brothers.26

MARTYRDOM AND IDENTITY FORMATION

In Dying to Be Men I am seeking to contribute to a large and ever-growing conversation about the construction of Christian identities and the nature and function of martyrological literature. Along the way I hope that the book highlights ways that modern theory (e.g., gender theory, sociological and psychological theories of group formation) can add texture to historical analyses. Scholarly work on the martyrologies has multiplied in recent years, and one may wonder if there is a need for yet another investigation. In what follows, therefore, I offer a brief apologia for the book by highlighting some ways that Dying to Be Men builds on and differs from other scholarly readings of these materials.

As we have seen, the martyrologies have been—and continue to be—used as sources for historical reconstructions of various sorts. There remains on the part of many readers a desire to see in these stories reliable accounts of historical events; they cherish the seemingly direct access to the feelings, thoughts, and circumstances of early Christians who died for their faith. But a scholarly consensus is building around the importance of the rhetorical aspects of the martyrological narratives. Even if there are historical elements to the stories of the martyrs, they have not been passed along untouched over the centuries; these stories are to some extent literary creations designed to meet particular communal needs.27 As Elizabeth Castelli reminds us, “the texts that remain for us to interpret from the early Christian world are overwhelmingly rhetorical in their character, and they require approaches that treat them in their textuality rather than approaches that presume their documentary status.”28

Castelli explores the meaning of the martyrologies for subsequent Christian communities in Martyrdom and Memory. Her contribution to the study of Christian martyrdom is not in terms of the phenomenon, its origins, or the historicity of particular texts, but in terms of the memory making that martyrologies accomplish within communities. She explores how the martyrologies create a “metanarrative of a meaningful, useable past.”29 One of the important elements of Castelli’s work is its attention to the ways in which the martyrologies “suture the present (and the future) to the past.”30 The communal work accomplished by the martyrologies is of great importance to any interpretation of these narratives, so we must always return to the significance of these stories not only for those who originally produced them but also for those who subsequently transmitted them.31 Castelli’s use of memory theory helps in this task by highlighting the rhetorical nature of the texts. While this approach does not deny that the martyrologies might contain historical data, its focus remains fixed on the communal function of the narratives.

The main thrust of Castelli’s argument is that the martyrologies contributed to the formulation of a Christian identity focused on suffering: “My thesis is that the memory work done by early Christians on the historical experience of persecution and martyrdom was a form of culture making, whereby Christian identity was indelibly marked by the collective memory of the religious suffering of others.”32 Castelli highlights the surprising, even paradoxical, nature of this Christian memory making by explaining that “the view that vindication and salvation were achieved in and through the public humiliation involved in ignominious execution certainly played a significant role in the ideology of martyrdom. At the same time, this valorization of submission would certainly have been a shocking and unintelligible one to the average Roman.”33 Castelli argues that Christian authors recast “suffering as salvation,” and transformed “‘persecution’ into ‘martyrdom’ and powerlessness into power.”34

In The Suffering Self, Judith Perkins reaches a similar conclusion, albeit by a different route. Perkins suggests that Christianity constructed a group identity by participating in a larger cultural discourse about the body. She investigates a number of non-Christian writers (e.g., Apuleius, Marcus Aurelius, and Aelius Aristides) and concludes that the early Roman Empire saw the construction of a new cultural subject, namely, “a representation of the human self as a body in pain, a suffering body.”35 Perkins argues that the depiction of the body in pain was central to early Christian group identity: “The discourse of the martyr Acts, representing pain as empowering and death a victory, helped to construct a new understanding of human existence, a new ‘mental set’ toward the world that would have far-reaching consequences.”36 She contrasts the subjects of ancient romances—individuals who “passed through suffering but bore no mark that they had experienced it”37—and Stoic representations of the self—“a self that is exempt from the experience of pain and suffering”38—with Christians who, according to Perkins, sought to change the world around them by attributing meaning to suffering.

One advantage of locating martyrdom within a larger conversation about a suffering self is that it guards against depicting martyrdom as deviant behavior since, as Perkins notes, “if there is a pathology it belongs to the culture rather than to the psychology of any individual.”39 But an examination of the Christian experience of pain as portrayed in many of the early martyrologies suggests that emphasizing suffering did not serve the Christian agenda. It is here that Dying to Be Men diverges from Castelli’s and Perkins’s works. Although we might expect martyrologies—as narratives presumably dedicated to the description of the torture and death of Christians—to focus on suffering, the opposite appears to be true: the authors of the martyrologies insist that Christians are not affected by torture and pain.40 Rather than presenting suffering as valuable, the authors depict the martyrs as not suffering; they are portrayed as being insensitive to pain. Thus Christian martyrs are like the heroes and heroines of the romances—who bear no marks of torture—or the Stoic sage—who feels no pain.41 As opposed to Aristides, who seems to relish in documenting his every prickle and itch, the authors of the martyrologies religiously avoid mentioning even the slightest physical sensation. The author of the Martyrdom of Polycarp, for example, describes the shredding of the martyrs’ skin—down to the very veins and arteries—but insists that “none of them complained or groaned, showing us all that at that hour, while being tortured, the noble martyrs of Christ were absent from the flesh.”42 Perpetua is described as being oblivious to the fact that she had been tossed by a bull.43 If Perkins is correct in identifying a new cultural subject, the suffering self, during the formative years of Christianity, this is a self that the martyrologies I explore appear to reject.44 Regardless of the mode of torture—ad bestias or ad flammas—the Christian body is decidedly not in pain. I do not, therefore, find suffering to be a key element in the emerging Christian identities of the martyrologies. Rather, these texts promise that membership in the social group “Christian” provides insensitivity to pain and suffering through the embodiment of a masculinity superior to one’s persecutors.

Whereas some scholars suggest that the central element of Christian identity is suffering, others have argued that the core trait of Christian group identity is the public declaration of belief: “I am a Christian.” This confession appears often in martyrologies, typically as an exchange of an earthly designation (e.g., “Perpetua”) for a spiritual declaration (e.g., “Christian”). Judith Lieu argues precisely this when she writes,


Within this drama the determinative moment is not the death, however extended or graphic, nor even the preceding torture; rather it is the declaration [image: image], Christiana sum, although this is no less the moment the choice is made for death; the individual identity of Christian belongs to the martyr.45



According to Lieu, Christian identity is enacted in confession. When answering the question “Are you a Christian?,” the martyrs must choose either to commit to or to reject Christian group identity. Lieu asserts, “It is when confronted with the choice of confession or denial that the true commitment for or against identity is made, and so, implicitly, until that moment there is only potential. Those who ‘fail’ have miscarried or failed to attain their birth (Eusebius, H.E. V.1.11; cf. 45), whereas others only here achieve their true identity.”46

Christian identity cannot be located solely in confession, however. There must be an enacted, or embodied, element.47 In other words, what is the content of the verbal claim “I am a Christian”? How is the claim borne out? In the Martyrdom of Polycarp, the Phrygian Quintus confessed his faith. The story goes on to show, however, that he was not truly a Christian because his confession was not enacted. Dying to Be Men shows that while confession may be an element of Christian identities, the claims to Christian group membership must be shown to be true. In the early martyrologies the content, the meaning, of the claim “I am a Christian” is masculine virtue enacted in the face of opposition. The importance of action can be seen in the martyrologies themselves: in addition to those who reject their faith, those who confess their Christian beliefs but fail to embody Christian virtue—such as Quintus—are denied membership in the social group “Christianity.”

CHRISTIANITY AND THE ROMAN WORLD: APPROPRIATION OR SUBVERSION?

That the martyrologies utilize masculine images to characterize their heroes and heroines is not a new thesis. Indeed, it has been the subject of many previous scholarly works. Explanations of how this language works, however, and its significance for the construction of Christian identities differ widely. Some have suggested that the masculinization of the female martyr signals a rejection of Greco-Roman constructions of sex.48 Judith Perkins, for example, writes concerning Perpetua’s fourth vision, “Her final dream brings Perpetua to a full recognition of her power and her rejection of the subordinate female role decreed by the norms of a male-dominated hierarchy.”49 In The Suffering Self Perkins asserts that the martyrologies work “to challenge the surrounding ideology of the early Roman Empire.”50 Perkins describes Christianity in opposition to its culture, claiming that it had a “subversive agenda”51 that reversed “the normative hierarchy” and turned “the social and political body of the Roman empire upside down.”52

In Dying for God, Daniel Boyarin focuses on fourth-century texts, but he notes the tendency toward masculinization in earlier texts: “As is well known by now,” he writes, “earlier Christian texts frequently represented the possibility of a virilization of the female, whether as martyr, Perpetua, or as apostle, Thecla.”53 He interprets the tendency toward virilization in this way:


In the earliest periods of Christianity, there was a radical critique of Greco-Roman gender discourses and sexual dimorphism tout court. This critique is represented in large part through “gender-bending” attacks on female subordination such as the famous early story in which Jesus promises to make Mary a male. Although, obviously, we should be chary of ascribing “feminist” motives to such representations, it seems that the stance of drastic alienation from the Roman world and all of its works, including marriage, led to at least this burst of imagination, this envisioning of female power and autonomy.54



In this instance, Boyarin, like many other scholars, depicts early Christianity as rebelling against Roman constructions of sex and power: early Christianity was “unambiguously countercultural and subversive with respect to Rome and its gendered hierarchies.”55 The discomfort Christians felt in this world, such scholars might argue, led them to abandon Roman culture and replace it with something particularly and peculiarly Christian.

Most of the recent analyses of the martyr accounts carefully locate Christianity within the larger cultural and political world of the Roman Empire, and they typically characterize Christianity as opposing it entirely. Boyarin, however, has offered a compelling argument that Judaism and Christianity are not easily separated in the first centuries of the Common Era, and a complementary argument regarding the relationship of Christianity to paganism is found in Robert Markus’s The End of Ancient Christianity.56 According to Markus, the division of ancient society into “pagan” and “Christian” was the invention of fourth-century Christians and “has been taken too readily at face value by modern historians.”57 Similarly, Gregory J. Riley reminds us that total separation of Christians from Romans is nonsensical because had Christians not shared certain values with the culture at large, the movement would not have been successful: “The Christians were beating the Romans at their own game. Both sides shared the same ideals and culture; Christianity would never have taken hold in the Greco-Roman world had it not.”58 In fact, the Christianization of the empire, from the second century onward, seems to have entailed assimilation to and not rejection of Greco-Roman culture. Christians were not insulated from Roman ways of thinking and ways of life; rather, most parts of ancient life—such as festivals, games, and the theater—were part of what Markus labels “that vast shared territory” of Christians and pagans.59

Certainly Christian martyrologies challenged particular Roman assumptions of power, but we must exercise caution in our analysis of this narrative confrontation. “Subversive” is an appropriate description of Christian ideology in the martyrologies if the term is used to describe the Christian challenge to others’ perceptions of them. That is, although Christians appear to be powerless, they in fact wield great power.60 The term is not fitting, however, if it implies that Christians completely rejected Roman culture and values. The stories of the martyrs do not reject or even substantially revise common understandings of sex and the virtues and hierarchies accompanying them. On the contrary, the texts are culturally conservative in the sense that they utilize cultural expectations of manliness, justice, and volition in their descriptions of Christians. The authors of the early martyr acts appropriate Roman constructions of power—in particular, the power of masculinity. Thus, when female martyrs are described as manly, it is not a liberating description of women per se, but a comment on the transformation (or potential for transformation) of a female to male and is rooted firmly in the ancient world’s correlation of maleness with virtue, strength, and honor.61

The gendered language in the martyrologies, furthermore, is far more complex than many scholarly analyses have allowed, for it is not only females who are masculinized—males are as well. Analyses of the virilization of male Christians in the early martyrologies are often confined to discussions of athletic and gladiatorial images. I will show, however, that the depiction of the masculinity of the Christian martyrs—both male and female—goes far beyond the comparison of martyrs to athletes and gladiators. Everything the martyrs say and do—even the location of their deaths—witnesses to their masculinity. Dying to Be Men explores the deeply embedded nature of the gendered characterizations of the martyrs. As we will see, the virilization of the martyrs—both female and male—is a recurring theme in the martyr acts and entails subtle culturally coded language.

An analysis of the virilization of females without an accompanying analysis of the virilization of males leads to an incomplete understanding of the identities being formulated in the texts. In this book, therefore, I analyze texts that describe their actors through the use of gendered language, regardless of their biological sex; I juxtapose Perpetua and Blandina to Polycarp and Pionius, and Agathonike and Felicitas to Quintus and Carpus, in order to explore the function of gendered language in the descriptions of female and male martyrs. It is only in this way that we may begin to appreciate the complexity of the Christian identities being formulated in opposition to a number of “others.”

Females, moreover, are not only masculinized but also feminized. Our curiosity about the masculinization of female Christians must not overshadow the importance of the feminization of these same characters. Perpetua, for example, is described as obeying her Christian brothers, being concerned for her son’s welfare, and displaying modesty—all of which are expectations of virtuous women in antiquity. Perhaps the texts’ emphasis on Christian women’s femininity has been overlooked because it conflicts with the description that is more startling to us: the woman who becomes a man. Or perhaps it has been overlooked because it appears trite: just as we gloss over Polycarp being exhorted to “be a man,” we pay little attention to women being described as women. Womanly virtue, however, is repeatedly underscored, and we cannot allow the seeming banality of the depiction (e.g., “bride of Christ”) to obscure our recognition of its importance and communal function.62

Another element of the martyrologies that has been undervalued is the gendered language applied to other characters in the texts (i.e., nonmartyrs). A careful reading of the narratives shows that Christian identities are established in the descriptions of pagans, Jews, and apostate Christians as much as in the descriptions of the martyrs themselves. Scholars note the characterization of pagans as “lawless” or refute the historicity of the narratives’ depictions of Judaism, but the gendered element of the texts’ accusations is often overlooked.63 As Mathew Kuefler reminds us, “For one man to describe another as unmanly or effeminate, then, not only condemns the other man as inferior but also distances him from the one doing the describing. In the denunciation of unmanliness, the speaker in the same breath insists on his own manliness (not only to himself, but also to all of his listeners).”64 When pagans are described as “lawless,” they are being accused of unmanly behavior since masculinity is related to justice. When authors describe the Jewish crowds as unruly mobs, they are portraying them as lacking masculine reason and self-control. Part of the task of group identity formation is differentiating one group from another, and the martyrologies use gendered language to accomplish this.

Focusing exclusively on one aspect of gendered language will lead to incomplete reconstructions of the Christian identities being formulated in the martyrologies. This exegetical methodology, furthermore, typically results in scholarly pronouncements of a Christian identity. Social identity theorists, however, have shown that we maintain multiple identities, and a close reading of gendered language—in its totality—in the martyrologies bears this out. In different situations different social identities are salient. Sometimes Christian women are to identify with the group “Christian” in opposition to non-Christians. This requires that they be described as more manly than their persecutors. Thus the depiction of manly women like Perpetua may have less to do with Christian women per se and more to do with the development of a group identity for Christians of both sexes.65 At other times, however, the salient Christian identity is established within the group: man versus woman. The feminizing task (i.e., highlighting female martyrs’ womanly virtues) gives us insight into the ways in which the masculinizing discourses of power were subsequently renegotiated within Christian communities: while Christian women were expected to display masculinity in the face of external opposition, they were to maintain traditional women’s virtues within the Christian community.

One aspect of the “useable past” that the martyrologies took advantage of was a history of strength and endurance in the face of persecution and torture. To the communities that valued them, the stories of the martyrs witnessed to Christian character: the martyrs embodied the highest human virtues—strength, wisdom, justice, courage—despite being placed in inhuman circumstances. These virtues, moreover, according to Greco-Roman thought, were defining characteristics of masculinity. Through martyrdom, then, Christians were literally dying to be men; however, any Christian could embody the virtues of the martyrs at any time. The value of the martyrologies, in other words, is that their moral exhortation transcends the period of persecution.

By taking into account ancient understandings of sex and employing modern theories of group formation, this project shows how Christians in different times and places applied the discourse of masculinity to the stories of the martyrs, and thereby formed social identities that accounted for past experiences and made them meaningful to future generations. The stories of the martyrs instructed Christians who might themselves face opposition and promised their victory. The martyrologies give assurance that the adversary, the devil, the governor, proconsul, emperor, or mob—however the opponent is described—will not win; Christ will defeat the enemy, these authors insist, through the tortured, mangled, sometimes unrecognizable, but nonetheless masculine bodies of the martyrs. The textually created characters of Polycarp, Pionius, Apollonius, Blandina, and Perpetua, to name only a few, are depicted as triumphant athletes and gladiators, as individuals more courageous—that is, manlier—than their persecutors. Through the construction of these masculinized Christians, the narratives affirm the martyrs’ power.

These texts were not written solely to narrate an individual’s power, though. They also reveal the strength, resolve, power, and solidarity of Christianity as a social group. The martyrologies create social identities not only for the community experiencing persecution; these identities are also passed on to, claimed, and made meaningful by subsequent generations of Christians. As Robert Markus notes, continuity of identity—from generation to generation—is essential to group survival: “A continuous biography is the core of our sense of personal identity. This is true no less of a group’s sense of identity. It needs to be able to recognise itself as one and the same group enduring through time, the heir of its own past.”66 For the written narrative to be profitable for a larger community, however, the claim to power must be consumed and appropriated by the reading audience, a task accomplished through the recitation and transmission of the narrative. These group characteristics, therefore, are not peculiar to a specific situation: although the martyr texts may originally have circulated among Christians who were enduring or feared persecution (even if it was not an imminent threat), the authors’ descriptions of Christian masculinity would also have been meaningful for subsequent Christian communities. The manly martyr functions as a claim to power that binds later Christian communities together in solid opposition to their world and persecutors.

The martyrologies dealt with here differ both geographically (originating in both the Greek East and the Latin West) and chronologically (written between the mid-second and the early fourth centuries).67 The selection of texts from such diverse times and origins, however, is not problematic because I do not intend to argue that every martyrology in this time period and from these geographical areas uses masculinity to form group identities; such a thesis would result in the unnecessary homogenization of texts and, indeed, of Christianity in the Roman Empire. There are scholarly analyses of each of these texts that explore their individual emphases, and I will not repeat those observations here. Nevertheless, my selection of texts shows that there is a thread that one can trace that associates Christianity with masculinity. Thus I have chosen these particular martyr accounts to isolate and analyze one way early Christians constructed a set of group identities.

 

Early Christian martyrs are often described as fanatical, irrational, or even mad. And although he would not have characterized the martyrs using the modern term “psychotic,” Marcus Aurelius, the Stoic philosopher and emperor, did suggest that the Christian wish for death originated in a misguided desire. In his Meditations he praised those individuals who accepted death, but he disapproved of those who sought it out of stubbornness rather than out of rational judgment.68 He used the Christian martyrs to illustrate the difference: “What a soul that is which is ready, if now it must be released from the body, and ready either to die or be dispersed or continue. But this readiness, which comes from one’s own judgment not from mere obstinacy—as with the Christians—but with calculation and solemnity and, indeed also to persuade others, not tragically.”69 The Stoic philosopher-emperor believed that self-death could be an appropriate response to certain situations, but such action should not be a spectacle.

It is unlikely that the depiction of the martyrs as masculine was a direct response to Jewish or pagan descriptions of Christians. Rather, the authors of the martyrologies—as inhabitants of the Roman Empire—shared their culture’s understandings of power and honor. They agreed, for example, that one’s willingness to die should be based on rational consideration, and they depicted their heroes in this manner. Sounding like a true Stoic, for example, when asked if he was glad to die, Apollonius answered that although he was not seeking death, he would accept it: “I live gladly, Perennis, though to be sure I have not been afraid of death on account of love for life.”70 Similarly, Pionius responded to a group of admirers by saying: “I also say life is good, but the one that we desire is better … But all these things are also good; and we do not flee as ones who are eager to die or who hate God’s works. Rather, we despise the things that lie in wait for us because of the extraordinariness of those other great things.”71 The stories of the martyrs are stories of rationality, autonomy, and power—in short, of Roman manliness. They are stories, furthermore, not only of the strength of individual Christians, but of the foundation upon which a set of Christian social identities were built.

In a recent essay, Virginia Burrus asked, “Is religious discourse then mapped in antiquity as a competition among cultural claimants of masculine perfection?”72 I believe the martyrologies provide—from the perspective of one social group—an affirmative answer to Burrus’s question. In what follows I will show that religious identity and claims to masculinity do indeed intersect in the martyrologies.
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