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1. OpposingAttitudes towards Self-Castration as an Expression of Continence:
Justin Martyr and Basil of Ancyra
In his Apology Justin Martyr tells how a young man in Alexandria petitioned the Roman prefect for permission to be castrated.' Permission was
denied, but Justin's apologetical use and evident approval of the effort itself
are striking.z The youth intended, so Justin writes, to persuade non-Christians
that sexual promiscuity was not a ?'Ucrt1ÍPtOV,
or secret rite, among Christians,
and he cites the incident to demonstrate that some Christians forgo marriage altogether and live completely in continence.
Written in the middle of the second century c.e., this is the earliest documentation of the impulse exhibited by certain early Christians towards
self-castration as an expression of Christian chastity. Two centuries later
Basil of Ancyra devoted several sections of his treatise On the True Integrity
of Virginity(ca. 336-58) to the same practice. Unlike Justin, however, Basil
hardly considers this evidence of a man's continence: on the contrary, those
who "perversely" castrate themselves "by this very deed make a declaration of their own licentiousness
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questions: Why did Basil consider it such a matter of concern, both in
general and for the readers of his treatise in particular? or more simply,
What appeal was there for Justin's youth and other Christians in such a
dramatic act as self-castration?
The practice and prohibition of self-castration in early Christianity has
only received passing historical notice in conjunction with studies of the
interpretation of Matthew 19:124 or the debate over Origen's alleged selfcastration.' These studies, like the orthodox treatises from which the evidence must be drawn, tend to marginalize self-castration as a rare act on
the "lunatic fringe"' of early Christian asceticism. Their view needs modification. Though testimony is scanty, sources from the fourth century indicate that by then self-castration had become a real problem in the nascent
Church. Basil, for example, excuses his discussion of it by asserting a need
to "check the many such eunuchs" who had "already grown prominent in
the Church."' A more general concern appears in the Mcaean Canons and
the so-called Apostolic Constitutionswhich contain statutes against self-made
eunuchs both among the laity and the clergy.' The authors of these canons
perceived self-castration as an indication of certain Christian teachings they
deemed heretical. Yet the subsequent dismissal of the act by both ancient
and modem authorities as merely an extreme expression of heretical perversity9 does little to further our understanding of the actual concerns and
motives of Christians who chose to do it. This paper argues instead that
self-castration should be viewed more generally as a practice of early
Christians who, prompted by their understanding of Matthew 19:12 and
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other influences (not necessarily by alliance to a heretical group), embraced
radical corporeal asceticism as a fundamental part of Christian devotion.
Moreover, the sources indicate that self-castration was sometimes adopted
by male ascetics to allay suspicion which might otherwise arise from their
living with female ascetics. Its prohibition was concomitant not only with
a growing concern to determine acceptable ascetic practice, but acceptable
social practices between ascetics as well: how avowed male and female virgins ought to associate with each other, and what outward signs should
manifest their virginal status. In conclusion I will suggest that one reason
for its condemnation was that castration proved an ambiguous signifier,
since the continence (lyKp6TEia) and self-control (cF(o(ppoa'6v7l)
of the castrated Christian were not in fact made clear or guaranteed by this seemingly unambiguous form of bodily inscription.

2. Christian Eunuchs and Orthodox Praxis
Eunuchs were no new breed to the Roman empire of the Christian era.
Castration had long been the physical mark of slavery (of slaves brought
in from outside the empire)'° and of religious devotion in the so-called
oriental cults." Although Domitian and Nerva had banned castration within
the borders of the empire and Hadrian had made it a capital offense for
both castrator and castrated,'2 the laws evidently did not apply to those
who had castrated themselves," and the practice continued, as it had
for hundreds of years, among the "Galli" priests and devotees of Cybele
(Magna Mater), Atargatis and the Scythian goddess. Ancient references to
eunuchs express a general belief that eunuchs constituted a bizarre race of
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indeterminate gender. 14 Most fundamentally, castration conferred a distinct
mark of alterity upon the castrated. 15 This milieu and perception of eunuchs
must be taken into an account of the Christian practice of castration, in
so far as it would not have been a wholly unthinkable (albeit radical) option
for a man in the empire to choose as a means of setting himself apart
from others, either religiously or socially, while at the same time following what he perceived to be the demands of his religion.'6 We do not possess sources which reveal the significance of eunuchism in non-Christian
devotion." The Christian sources, however, indicate that the figure of the
eunuch provided early Christians with an emblem of extreme chastity,
highlighting a sharp contrast in sexual conduct between Christians and
pagans.
The apologists Justin and Athenagoras seized upon this figure and invested
it with the virtue of sexual continence. This was not a virtue outsiders
commonly associated with Christianity in the late second century. As a
pagan critic remarks in Minucius Felix's Octavius (ca. 170-75),
They introduce everywhere a kind of religious lust, a promiscuous "brotherhood" and "sisterhood" by which ordinary fornication, under the cover of a
hallowed name, is converted to incest. 18
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Of course, charges of sexual impropriety were regularly laid against fringe
religious groups in Rome. Nonetheless by the late-second century Christian
groups enjoying a revolutionary sense of social liberation by virtue of their
baptism had sprung up there and elsewhere.'9 From the group celibacy of
the Encratites to the sexual libertinism reportedly espoused by such Egyptian
groups as the Barbeliotes and Carpocrations, the communal interaction
these Christian groups enjoyed challenged propriety by mingling male and
female in close, if not sexual, proximity."
It was perhaps in response to suspicions of such groups that Justin Martyr
and the young Alexandrian of his Apologyfelt the need to prove (one rhetorically, the other physically) that continence was indeed a Christian virtue
both in theory and practice. Self-castration for them offered the clearest
proof. About twenty years later (ca. 177), Athenagoras addressed an apology to Marcus Aurelius that employed the figure of the eunuch again to
illustrate the fusion of Christian regard for chastity with practice:
You might find many among us, both men and women, growing old and
unmarried in the hope of living more closely with God. But if remaining in
virginity and the state of a eunuch draws one nearer to God, while the indulgence of carnal thoughts and desires leads one away, then all the more do
we abstain from doing that which we avoid thinking about. For our interests
lie not in the study of words, but in the display and teaching of deeds.2'
In stark contrast to such Christian "eunuchs" Athenagoras inveighs against
those pagans who
have set up a market for fornication ... outraging all the noblest and fairest
bodies in all sorts of ways, dishonoring God's fair craftsmanship.... These
adulterers and pederasts defame [our] eunuchs and once-married.22
In this early apology Athenagoras presents the figure of the eunuch in
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physical eunuch (the context does not support this interpretation) but rather
a "spiritual" eunuch, simply the male equivalent of the untouched female
virgin. He uses it to underscore how Christians "exercise the greatest
care ... on behalf of those to whom we apply the names of brothers and
sisters ... that their bodies remain undefiled and uncorrupted."23 These
apologists thus used the figure of the eunuch to project a very different
image of Christian sexuality against the prevailing suspicions of their time.
But while apologists may have found this image rhetorically useful for
depicting Christian moral integrity to outsiders, many Christians were dismayed to see it take physical form among themselves. The notoriety of
Origen's alleged self-castration (ca. 209) is a case in point. When, despite
his care to conceal the act, it became known to his Christian community,
the bishop Demetrius responded with worried ambivalence: though admitting the "zeal and sincerity of faith" it exhibited, Demetrius "marveled at
[Origen] exceedingly for his rashness."24 According to Eusebius the bishop
eventually found it a useful basis of slander against Origen, and later Origen
himself advised young men not to go so far in their "fanciful fear of God
and unmeasured desire for self-control."
Perhaps remembering the reception of his own self-castration, he warns that those who do so will only
"subject themselves to reproach, perhaps also to ignominy, not only from
those alien to the faith, but even from all those who usually forgive the
deeds of men" (i.e., fellow Christians).26
Indeed, the tacit approval with which Justin regards his Alexandrian
youth is exceptional in the extant Christian sources. The second/third century
apocryphal Acts rif John presents another young man who, upon converting
23Ibid., 32,5
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to Christianity, "took the sickle and cut off his private parts." When he
ran to John to show what he had done, the apostle displayed little charity toward the man's first act as a Christian: it was rather "the devices of
Satan" that had made him "cut off [his] unruly members as if this were
a virtuous act."27 But despite John's assurance on this point, neophytes in
the early Christian centuries may well have had trouble discerning which
ascetic acts had the approval of God and which were the "devices of
Satan," or exactly what limits should be placed upon their zeal for hKp6TEia.
Until the limits of "orthodox" theory and practice had become established,
widely disseminated and enforced, such zealots received very different signals as to what they should do with this particularly problematic area of
the body. The anti-heretical works of Irenaeus, Clement and Epiphanius
amply exhibit the sheer variety of Christian speculation on, and experimentation with, their corporeal status between the second and fourth centuries. Different groups sanctioned different acts. However, although acts
of self-mortification became mostly associated with unorthodox Christian
teachers, it is important for our understanding of the phenomenon of selfcastration to see that these were not its only recognized proponents. In
response to men who had "dared to castrate" themselves, Origin makes a
studied appeal in his Commentaryon Matthew against the influence of nonChristian texts which are able to incite a "more fervent soul" towards "this
sort of rashness."28 He cites a passage from the Maxims of Sextus, "a book
borne in esteem by many," urging its reader to "cast away every part of
the body that misleads you to a lack of self-control, since it is better for
you to live without the part in self-control than to live with it to your
peril." Origen states that Sextus has "provided an inducement" for selfcastration by writing, with apparent allusion to medical amputation, that
You may see men cutting off and casting away parts of their body in order
that the rest may be strong: how much better to do this for the sake of selfcontrol ?
Origen also cites Philo's treatise The Worse is Accustomedto Attack the Better
as a provocation towards the act, since Philo there asserts "it is better to
make oneself a eunuch than to rage madly for unlawful sexual intercourse."29
2' Act.
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The influence of precepts such as these would have been reinforced by
the association of eunuchism, literal or figurative, with outstanding members of the Christian community. After all, if a teacher as revered as Origen
was believed to have castrated himself, or a figure as revered as Melito,
Bishop of Sardis, was referred to as "the eunuch, living wholly in the Holy
Spirit,"3° or if such an epithet could appear on a Christian gravestone,3'
and self-castration had already been a technique of long-standing in nonChristian devotional circles,32 it is not so surprising that many young
Christians, "young men hot with the faith" who "possess a passion for selfcontrol, though not according to knowledge,"33 thought it admirable to use
a knife or sickle in the service of their zeal.
In Origen's view, such youths simply acted out of a combined "fear
toward God" and naivete with respect to the true meaning of the scriptures. 31
For Tertullian and the author of the Acts of,7ohn, however, self-made eunuchs
represented something more sinister. As Tertullian's association of eunuchs
with a Marcionite conception of God makes clear,35 by the third century
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critics perceived the act as emblematic of a specific theological orientation
and attitude towards material creation which not only efFected the way a
person viewed marriage, but also how he perceived his corporeal status.
In other words, self-castration became associated with the "dualist" doctrines espoused by Marcion, Tatian et al., which tended to denigrate the
body as the nagging link between the human soul and the evils they believed
inherent in the material world. Unfortunately their teachings allegedly conducive towards self-castration can only be read in the fringes of the discourse of more "orthodox" writers, especially in their discussions of Matthew
19:12. There Jesus himself presents the figure of the eunuch as a religious
ideal for his disciples:
There are eunuchs, that were so born from their mothers' womb; and there
are eunuchs, that were made so by men; and there are eunuchs that have
made themselves eunuchs for the kingdom of heaven. 16
Whatever Jesus had intended by this utterance, its radical suggestion begged
either literal practice or hermeneutic revision among subsequent Christian
thinkers and practitioners. It is in fact one of the few gospel passages that
may be read as an exhortation to asceticism or a basis for a hierarchy of
Christian practitioners: "Not all men can receive this saying, but they to
whom it is given ... he that is able to receive it, let him receive it." Certainly
0'Ù
Origen's characterization of the soul of the self-castrator as mcrtTlv
a,oyxiw Si suggests that the gut reaction of certain Christians to this passage
was to "make themselves a eunuch for the kingdom of heaven." However,
none of the exegeses that have come down to us advocate a literal interpretation of the passage." On the contrary: the more "orthodox" writers used
exegesis either to moderate corporeal asceticism or check it completely.
Clement of Alexandria, whose early third-century Miscellanies preserves
the earliest known attempt to interpret Mt. 19:12, exemplifies this. According
to Clement, the followers of the second-century Christian teacher Basilides
believed the passage signified three types of celibates: those "by nature,"
i.e. by an innate revulsion toward women; those "by necessity," certain
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8Ea'tptKOtdcak-qcai who "control themselves because of their passion for
fame" as well as those physically castrated by some misfortune; and those
"by reasoned principle," who opt for celibacy "because of the distractions
involved in marriage.""
Though Clement criticizes other attitudes the
Basilidians supposedly held about marriage, he does not specifically criticize their interpretation of Matthew; indeed their equation of the third
type of eunuch with celibacy by "reasoned principle" seems to accord with
his own view that "one man may make himself a eunuch [i.e., remain
celibate], another join in marriage to have children; both ought to have
the aim of remaining firmly opposed to any lower standard."39 Nevertheless
in other instances Clement deradicalizes the third type of eunuch even further, in order to affirm the Christians' right to marry against the objections
of certain "high strung" Christian teachers who found in the scriptural
eunuchs (including, besides Mt. 19:12, those of Isaiah 56:3: "Let not the
eunuch say, 'Behold, I am a dry tree.' For thus says Jehovah of eunuchs
that keep my Sabbaths, and choose the things that please me, and hold
fast my covenants: ... I will give them an everlasting name, that shall not
be cut off") their justification for promoting total sexual abstinence. Clement
says that such teachers (particularly a certain Julius Cassius, who had written a work entitled On Continenceor On Eunuchism) "through continence,
euphemistically blaspheme against creation and the holy creator."4° Rather
than interpreting scriptural eunuchs as symbols of sexual continence, Clement
argues instead that "a eunuch [as in Is. 56:3] does not mean a man who
has been castrated, or even an unmarried man, but a man who is unproductive of truth," who nevertheless observes God's precepts and so attains
"higher esteem than those educated in word alone without right conduct."
While Clement affirms that "those who have made themselves eunuchs for
the kingdom of heaven" are "blessed," he glosses Mt. 19:12 to mean those
who are "free from all sin by their abstinence from the world."4' Thus

38Strom.3,1,1,2-4, ed. O. Stahlin - L. Frichtel in ClemensAlexandrinus
2 (GCS 52
[15]; Berlin 1960) 195: "oi 8i lvEKa IfigCtimvíou?3aat?iaS P-?V01JXiGaVrF-;
ka»Iobg611t Ilt
iK TobyauoD," cpaai, "avp?iaivovia, c6v È1tlÀOY10"?OV
Tomov?,ap.?iavovat,t-f1v1tEPlTov
trov E7[tTT)SEl(DV
6C(YXOkl'aV
1tOptO"?ov
8cbtoic5."
39Ibid., 3,12,79,3
TF'Cob
ie Ea»I8vEùvoUXíO"CtvtOç
iov IECtí)
(231): `fi 1tpó9ecriç
8ta 1tCttð01tOtíCtv
To§Ilov 61a>lvEw
ltvlv6oIog1tPOç
4oIbid., 3,5,40,2
(214):Tovnepiovov&yov6at,eyyxaietav61it8\)ooepetaq... KalayylX8t' eyxpaieiaS aoepoDoivgy TE't-f1V
xii6tv Kai
3,6,45,1 (216): Toi; 5i EÙ<P1Í?mç
IOVäywv 8r?wtovpyov.
On Julius Cassianus and his work, see 3,13,91-92.
Ibid.,3,15,99,1(241),refuting Cassianus'use of Is. 56:3 with Mt. 19:12(see3,13,91,2)
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through allegorical exegesis Clement divests the eunuchs of Is. 56:3 and
Mt. 19:12 of any sexual significance: rather than legitimizing an "impious"
stress on sexual abstinence, for him they simply represent abstinence from
the immoral trappings of "the world" in general.
With this shift Clement represents a distinct break from previous writers, who all had referred to the eunuch specifically as a symbol of sexual
continence. His effort to free the figure of all physical implications was
perhaps calculated to appeal to the clergy of his era, recruited from married Alexandrian householders.4? Such a social concern may have also
accompanied the theological objections towards self-castration voiced by
Church authorities of the fourth century, by which time an ascetic movement that included not merely renunciation of marriage but also extreme
forms of self-mortification had become influencial and widespread in Christian communities. To judge from the sources, the numbers of Christians
who had castrated themselves had by that time become rather conspicuous. In addition to the testimony of Basil who, as quoted above, was
alarmed by the spread of "many such men" in the Church, Epiphanius
of Salamis observed by 377 that "not a few" monks in Egypt had "dared
to make themselves eunuchs."43 He describes one Transjordanian sect, the
Valesians, who
are all castrated except for a few ... when they take someone as a disciple,
as long as he has not yet been castrated he does not partake of animal flesh.
But once they have persuaded or forced him to be castrated, then he partakes of anything whatsoever.... They not merely discipline their own this
way, but often impose the same on strangers passing through, entertained by
them as guests.

to advocate complete sexual abstinence:E)V05xOg rOiV»v
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6c7coX?v
6cg(xpTTlg&,ro)v
aa(3(3aia" icccr6c
i>1tCtKoùO"aç
M'yyK(Xi
lvri>6rEpogeoTaiiwv aveD1tOÀ1'tEÍCtÇ
dp0fig?.6y(pJlÓVCf11tCtlOEUOJlÉVffiV;
3,15,99,4
'tC1Ç
Èv'toÂi1..ç
(241-42, glossingMt. 19-12):åÀÀ'"oi giv evvovxiaavie5iaucoi);" ano xtiaqg
For
"8va TT?v
paxapvovovioi eiwv, oi TODic6(ygou
VTJO"1:EÙOV'tEÇ.
(3a6Weiavicnvolbpav(3)V"
Clement, continence is an internal virtue of the soul, not to be displayed outwardly; cf.
ovx iv cpavcpw,dckx'iv å1tOKPÙ<PCf1.
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42Brown,
op. cit., 58.
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fide 13,5, ed. K. Holl - J. Dummer in Epiphanius3 (GCS; Berlin 1985) 513:
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Epiphanius adds that "most of these Valesians had been in the Church
up to a certain time, until their madness spread, and they were expelled."44
Thirteen years later John Chrysostom inveighed against those who had
mutilated themselves around Antioch.
The practice of self-castration thus persisted despite its condemnation in
early Church regulations. Both the Council of Nicaea (canon 1, 325) and
the authors of the Apostolic Constitutions (canons 22-24, drawn up perhaps
at Antioch, ca. 380)46 banned such men from entering the clergy; the latter also punished the laity who castrated themselves with three years'
excommunication.
The Apostolic Constitutions clearly articulate the belief
that self-castration stemmed from a view of the material world deemed
heretical: "Let not one who has mutilated himself become a cleric: for
he is ... an enemy of God's creation."4' Thus the Church came to turn
against Christian eunuchs the charge Athenagoras had made against pagans for "dishonoring God's fair craftsmanship." Self-castration, always a
mark of alterity, had become an indication of heretical sympathies within
the Church. John Chrysostom calls such eunuchs "men who scorn God's
creation," and assimilates them to Manichaeans, whom he accuses of
self-castration as well. 41

14 Pan.
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1 (SC 329;
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Paris 1985) 54-62.
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Matthew 19:12 presented early Christian apologists and teachers with a
vivid image that might designate a Christian elite, singled out as "those to
whom it is given." Since Jesus did not clarify what characteristics-physical, moral or intellectual-the
figure of the eunuch signified, it posed a
for
to
determine
these themselves. For the more "orthochallenge
exegetes
dox" authorities, self-made Christian eunuchs represented the most dire
consequence of literal-minded, "heretical" hermenuetics, especially those
which legitimized a harshly corporeal mode of asceticism. Indeed it seems
appropriate that John Chrysostom addressed this practice in his Commentary
to Galatians. In Galatians Paul tells how he debated whether circumcision
should be required as a mark of Christian faith. Paul argued that, by virtue
of their baptism in Christ, Christians no longer had to apply the commandments of the Torah to themselves literally, and therefore did not have
to undergo physical circumcision. The relevance of Paul's hermenuetic position to the later issue of self-castration is made explicit by Origen in his
Commentaryon Matthew. Citing II Corinthians 3:6, Origen states that Paul's
dictum that "The letter killeth, the spirit giveth life" must certainly be
applied in an interpretation of Mt. 19:12.49 Not to do so, Origen asserts,
is to adhere to the teaching of Marcion, who claimed that scriptures ought
not to be interpreted allegorically. 50 Two hundred years after Paul the areas
of the body had slightly changed, but the issue was still the same; and
instead of Jewish Christians representing the other side of the debate, that
position had become identified with heretical Christians.5'

icedioiS mavtxaiot; 6vwnpaTiovieS... ODiot8e 8ia trov Ëpyrovtüîç XCtÀE1toîç
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8v8oawv
16
8oypaw 'to'ú't01.)ç
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49 Comment.
in Matt. XV 1 (GCS 40, 351): To ypawwaå1tOK'tEÍVEt,6k'to
1tVE1>JlCt
T(OV
)CaTaTOY
iovio 8Exai
1tPOKE1JlEVOV
tpÓ1tOV
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51 Ibid., 3
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6 MapxiwvxExoiqKE
JlT¡8ew
(pdotccov
(356): Et1tEp
YOPF-iv,r?v
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5' The
problem of self-castrationdid not end in the fourth century: cf. Rule #55 of
the fifth-centurymonastic rules attributed to Rabbula: "No one of the sons of the church,
those upon whom the name of the Messiah has been called, shall dare to castrate himself" (trans. A. V66bus, Syriacand ArabicDocuments
Relativeto Syrian
regardingLegislation
Asceticism
of
the
Estonian
in
Exile
Stockholm
11;
[Papers
Theological Society
1960] 49).
See also idem,Historyof Asceticism
in the SyrianOrient2 (CSCO 197; Louvain 1960) 25758 ; Nilus of Ancyra, Ep. 1,323 (PG 79, 200A); Cyril of Scythopolis, E Sabae41.
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3. Self-Castration and Social Relations o, fMale and Female Ascetics
Basil's treatise on virginity, however, attests that self-castration involved
other issues besides theology. His discussion of eunuchs is mainly concerned
with the practical matter of the danger they posed to virgins.52 He thus
places the phenomenon of self-castration in a social context similar to that
which raised suspicions among pagans: namely, close relations between
male and female virgins. This issue received considerable attention from
Church fathers, and suggests other motives behind the practice and prohibition of self-castration.
In Galatians 3:28 Paul presents his audience with the potentially revolutionary notion that Christianity had obliterated traditional social boundaries : "There can be neither Jew nor Greek, slave or free man, male or
female; for you are all one in Jesus Christ." By the mid-second century
communal travel and cohabitation between the sexes had become a feature
of certain early Christian communities, premised by a mutual commitment
to chastity. But like their pagan critics, few Christian writers appear to
have believed men and women could share such companionship without succumbing to sexual temptations.
A late second/early third-century
treatise addressed to male and female virgins reflects such doubts. Its
author cites
evil rumors and reports concerning shameless men who, under the pretext of
a fear of God, have their dwellings with maidens ... and walk with them
along the road and in solitary places alone, a course which is full of dangers,
stumbling blocks and pit-falls, nor in any respect right for Christians and those
who fear God to conduct themselves.
5? De virg. 64 (800B): At6
ÈO"ntft 1tCtpeÉvcp
't?v gv8ov
O"K01tÓÇ
6(pOopov£Ct'U'tf1ç
1tCtpefV{CtV
o»X6§ai,6KpifioLIwKOCI'C6C;
1tpOçIo§Io»g [i.e., men who have castrated themselves]aei 8>iXiag.For general discussionof Basil's treatise, its audience and social context, see Elm, op. cit., 113-24.
53 Brown,
op. cit., 92-102; Elm, op. cit., 47-59, 184-223.
54
E.g., Epiphanius, whose allegations against the "Encratites" are similar to those
lodged against Christiansin the 0ctavius:Pan.47,3,1(GCS [1980] 218). Clement's account
of the apostles' missionary conduct (Strom.3,6,53,3; GCS 52, 220) illustrates an orthodox ideal for male-femaleascetic relations. He imagines these couples traveled together,
but were married; were married, but lived as brothers and sisters; instructed men and
women, but males instructed males while females instructed females 8t' wv )cai
TOD
yuvCttKrovînv
1tCtpftO"fÔ'Úf'tO
"h
àÔtCt?À1Í'troç
icupiol)8t8aaxa?,ia.
55 Ps.-Clement,
Ep. I ad virg. 10 This section of the treatise (originallywritten in
Greek) survivesin a Syriac text ed. T. Beelen, PG 1, 402A, whose Latin trans. (superior to that in PG) appears in F.X. Funk, ed., PatresApostolici
2.2 ('fiibingen 1913) 8:
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The third and fourth-century phenomenon of the virgines subintroductae,the
spiritual female friends and students of certain male ascetics and clerics,
seems to have been a survival from such communities of travelers (and
didaskaleia) of an earlier period. Eusebius records a letter describing the
actions of a council at Antioch (268) brought against Paul of Samosata
who, besides teaching objectionable doctrine, was known to keep such
women in his household; his presbyters and deacons allegedly kept such
company as Well.56Cyprian addressed a similar situation at Carthage, ca.
250. There women,
despite the fact that they once made the firm resolve to preserve their chaste
status, have subsequently shared the same bed with men ... while insisting
on their virginity,"
Cyprian laments that "so many men" and "very many virgins" have been
corrupted by "unlawful and perilous associations of this kind. "58 Other
Christian authorities shared his distress. The councils of Elvira (canon 27,
306), Ancyra (canon 19, 314) and Nicaea (canon 3) reiterate the same position : "It cannot be permitted to either bishop, priest or any other cleric
to have in his house a female companion, with the exception of his mother,
sister, aunt of such persons who are free from all suspicion."59 Repeated
prohibitions against this arrangement demonstrate its continuing appeal at
the time of Basil's treatise.
The situation prompting Basil's discussion of self-made eunuchs was that
of Christians who had castrated themselves precisely "in order to obtain
loquimur de iis, quae loquimur,ob malos rumores de impudentibusquibusdamhominibus,
qui sub pietatis praetextu cum virginibus habitant ... aut soli cum illis deambulant per
viam et solitudinem, viam periculis plenam et plenam offendiculiset laqueis et foveis,
cuiusmodiagendi ratio Christianoset religiososprorsus dedecet. Englishtrans. B. Pratten,
in A. Roberts - J. Donaldson, eds., TheAnte-Nicene
Fathers8 (Buffalo 1886) 58. A. von
Harnack's "Die pseudoclementinischenBriefe De virginitate und die Entstehung des
der kdniglich
Akademieder Wissenschaften
zu Berlin
Monchthums," Sitzungsberichte
preussischen
21 (1891) 361-85, remains the most thorough discussionof the treatise' author (anonymous, but identified by the fourth century with Clement of Rome), date and provenance (Syria, or perhaps Palestine). Coptic fragments indicate its author originally
addressed male virgins as eunuchs: A. Guillaumont,Annuairedu College
deFrance1981/82,
433.
H.E. 7,30,12.
Ep. 4,1,1, ed, G. Diercks (CChr.SL 3B; Turnhout 1994) 17.
5s Ibid., 4,2,3.
5s Nicaean Council, canon 3
(Hefele-Leclerq,536-37).The Ancyran canon (ibid.,321)
prohibits virgins from living as "sisters" with anyone (not just clerics).
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license for themselves" since "they want to live with women"" without
danger or suspicion. Basil's testimony for such a motive is supported by
isolated cases mentioned by Palladius, Eusebius and Socrates. Palladius
records the vision of an Egyptian monk named Elias who, being especially
Tikon6pOF,vo;, built a monastery on his property to care for wandering virgins. But tempted by desire, he withdrew to the desert and prayed either
for death or the removal of his passion so he could care for the women
icara ÀÓyoV.61
In response two sympathetic angels held down his arms and
legs while a third castrated him: "thus ... in his vision he was, one might
say, thoroughly restored." Elias then safely lived another forty years ministering to female ascetics, "assuring the fathers that passion did not arise"
in his thoughts thereafter.62
Although Elias' castration occurred only in a vision, the tale indicates
how some men found in castration both a solution to the problem of prolonged exposure to the opposite sex and a means of explaining how they
could live with women chastly. Eusebius presents Origen's self-castration
as an attempt to avoid the slander of non-Christians which might have
arisen "because, though young in age, he discoursed on things divine not
only with men, but with women. "63 Socrates reports that Leontius, an Arian
presbyter at Antioch in the early fourth century, was motivated to castrate
himself "in order to remove all suspicion of illicit intercourse with a woman
named Eustolium, with whom he spent a considerable amount of his time."
After castrating himself, "he thenceforth lived more freely with her, since
there was no longer any ground for slander against her. "64 Each describes
different instances of castration, but they share the recognition that those
castrated believed this act allayed any suspicion about sexual impropriety
as they taught, cared for or lived with chaste women.
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As Aline Rousselle observes, "In ancient times as in our day, there was
a tendency to ignore or forget the fact that men who have no testicles still
possess sexual powers."65 Just as an Elias could be "persuaded" that he
had been "relieved" of his "passion" by his vision of castration, 66 so was
popular belief apparently persuaded that a man who had been castrated
could be a safe companion for virgins. Because of the prevalence of this
belief Cyril of Alexandria, in an early fifth-century homily Against Eunuchs,
sternly warned wealthy members of his congregation that the eunuchs
whom they trusted "to sleep with their women as guardians" really offered
only "semblences" of self-control." This trust extended all the more to
Christians who had expressly become eunuchs "for the kingdom of heaven."68
Basil's discussion is designed to dispel such naivete. Such men, he writes,
being unable to control themselves, and fearing they might be caught in the
act, wholly liberate themselves for sexual intercourse by cutting off the evidence of this activity, that they might act on their desire as they wish....69
Drawing on a background in medicine, Basil differs from all other writers
on this subject in that he supports his case with medical theory, describing in detail how pent-in sperm boils up in the eunuch and torments him
until he finds relief. By cleverly using his apparent impotence as "bait" to
deceive a woman, he can gain easy access to her chamber and have sex
with her without restraint. As proof Basil relates two cases known to him
where eunuchs had seduced women, including a "virgin of the Church,"
in this manner
65 Rousselle,op. cit., 123 n. 65.
66 H.L. 29 (Butler, 85) 1tÉ1tEtO"J..I.at
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Basil's main point is that self-castration, though it might appear to signify self-control, is in reality a deception (in Cyril's phrase, a o(OTpoo?v7lg
Such men are all the more insidious and dangerous because
8fi0ev
they appear to be emasculated. Basil counters that, as a bull is still a bull
whether it has horns or not, so a man "who has cut off all his genitalia,
does not become a woman by the loss of these; he is still by nature a
man."" The success of this deception upon both men and women in
Christian communities called for expose. Yet Basil and Cyril were not the
first to warn against equating castration with chastity. Already in the second and early third century the non-Christian writers Artemidorus and
Philostratus associated false chastity and untrustworthiness with the ambiguity of eunuchs' sex. Thus Artemidorus considered the Galli, eunuchs and
impotent men the kinds of people (along with actors, sophists and poor
men) one ought not trust: "even if they do not say anything, they indicate
false expectations, since by nature they cannot be numbered among men
or women."'2 Philostratus' digression on eunuchs in his Life of Apollonius
bears remarkable similarity to Basil's. While Apollonius' companion Damis
naively assumes ("it is obvious to any child") eunuchs to be sufficiently
chaste to enter women's apartments "since the operation of castration has
deprived them of having sexual intercourse," Apollonius contends that "even
eunuchs feel desire" and cannot be said to possess awcppo6vvr? merely by
virtue of castration, since this "consists not in one's not giving in to sexual
intercourse when aroused with desire, but in abstinence and appearing
superior to this madness."'3 These authors, by calling the eunuch's physical
condition to be a deceptive signifier, broke the conventional wisdom of
their day; their point had to be reiterated all the more in a Christian milieu
whose tradition had long associated eunuchs with chastity and was still
developing its monastic institutions.
About twenty years after the Council of Nicaea banned men who had
castrated themselves from the clergy, another council met at Gangara in
71Ibid., 63
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central Asia Minor to judge what they considered ascetic improprieties
espoused by Eustathius of Sebaste. Among the practices the council condemned were those physically altering the appearance of female ascetics
"under the pretense of asceticism": "Women now assume men's clothes,"
the council charged, "and think themselves justified thereby; nay, many
shave their heads under the pretext of piety. 1114Though the reasons it considered these acts objectionable are not made explicit, they appear to have
touched the same nerve that was sensitive to the male practice of selfcastration. This is further indicated by the later Lifeof Euphrosune of Alexandria.
Euphrosune secretly shaved her head and put on a monk's habit to gain
access to a local monastery. At the monastery gate she presented herself
as a eunuch and was accepted as such to pass many years in the company of the monks.75 Euphrosune had symbolically castrated herself. 76
Though, unlike the eunuchs Basil condemns, Euphrosune is depicted as
being innocently motivated by piety, her act was a deception nonetheless,
and in the end she is revealed to the sympathetic monks as the woman
she remained all along. Indeed, as Church fathers had long recognized,
no bodily mark could guarantee chastity. At Carthage Cyprian had warned
that even physical examination of a virgin could prove nothing,
since the hand and the eye of the midwives may frequently be mistaken, and,
besides, even if she is found to be an unsullied virgin in her private parts,
she could have sinned in some other part of her person which can be sullied
and yet cannot be examined.
The integrity of the hymen on the female body, like the absence of testicles on the male, could not be acknowledged as a valid proof of chaste
conduct when men and women mingled in Christian communities. Watchdogs like Cyprian and Basil were all the more wary of such corporeal
signifiers precisely because they were so widely accepted as valid. Far safer,
Cyprian writes, that male and female virgins remain separate."
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The early Christian fathers were challenged as to whether they would
accept a literal rendering of Matthew 19:12 as the "greatest demonstration" (to use Eusebius' description of Origen's self-castration) "of faith and
at the same time of self-control."78 The Church ultimately rejected its validity for both doctrinal and social reasons. In the course of its fourth century debates concerning the definition of "orthodox" Christianity, and in
the canons regulating proper Christian behavior, the Church increasingly
established itself as the successor to the polis and its norms. A figure that
was once used to signify the virtuous alterity of Christian communities to
non-Christians became a figure of suspicious alterity within the orthodox
Church itself. Radical manifestations of an ideal de-sexualization, whether
realized by communal cohabitation of the sexes or by the physical act of
self-castration on the part of certain individuals, became a "heretical" threat
to the orthodox community. Whatever credit was given to Paul's affirmation
in Galatians 3:28 that "there can be no male or female" in Christ, it was
the apparent intention of orthodoxy that women remain marked as women,
men as men, readily identifiable as such and separate.'9
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