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ABSTRAc1' , .,

~e mutual hatred and

pagans in the pre-Decian era

prejudice of Chrlstians'and
./'- .

(before A.~250) is analised.
in this study in the context of the function of prejudice

in ancient society as a whole~ The symQolic expressions,

•

.J'

"

hi the early~

both ~~ s~cral ~ .

is made of.psycho-

Christian conflict are elucidated from. .

and the historical, perspectives. <·Use, '

logical theories of prej~, to help defin~ the signifi-

cance of p~ejudice n the 'pre-Decian pe~iod. .
. , .
.:,~

.";;; ,...
Once analysed in contex~, .the expressi~ns of the

Chri~tian P~jU~i~e ~gains~ the,pag2ns suggest thit for

many of the earll{ Christians. the' struggle was seen as a .. ~ '..
~, ,Y'battle for possession of this earth, and not solely as g

, .
n~cessary tail in preparation for posthumous celesti~l

'felicity. This conclusion is conttar~'to the generally

~he uses, and the meaning of: prejudice
•

•

"
accepted view, and arguably broadens our insight into the

unconscious and conscious motiv~s of early Chris~i~s, and

their pagan antagonists.
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CHAPTER ONE

PERSECUTION: THE OFFICIAL VIEW

The persecution of the Christians in the Roman....
empire can be considered to have had two distinct phases ..

The second phase began in A.D.

stigated by the emperor Decius

250 when the persecution ill
'"' ,

opened an era of officially

promulgatjd and centrally directed repression of Christian

ity. Tlle 1Church survived not only the Decian om;laught,

,but. further Mfensives by Valerian and Diocletian, before
• b

receiving official approval. By A.D. )24 the era of govern-

ment persecution had ended. Action against the Christi1!i:ns

in the period A.D. 250 - )24 was a matter of imperial pol-

icy for the whole area of the empire. No such policy can

be invoked to account for the first phase of persecution,

even though many scholars have attempted to reconstruct one.

It is not surprising therefore that the question of the

official role in the persecutions of the period before A.D.

250 has not been answered with anything like unanimity of

the informed e~udite.l

What is usually called the probl'em of the juridical

basis for the prosecution of Christianity in the pre~Decian

period he found no uni v;rsally acceP'ted S~lution, and must

. L~

be discussed later in this chapter.

I

I

One aspect of the pre-
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Decian persecutions however, has engendered no cont oversy •
• •

Whatever view scholars may take of the official motives

for anti~Christian action, they all agree that popular hat-

red of the 'Christians was s'ignificant, fact'or both in' the!,

Victorian writer who tagged -

Jewislj

scribe

~d t~ pagan gentile

to the contention of a

ersecutions. All would sub-

I

this era as a dimly perceived period, "when popular rage. '

could hurry magistrates into cruelties towards the 'Christ-

ians ... 2 In the standard modern account of,the early per-

,

secutions " Frend asserts that " ••• always in the second

and -early third centuries there is popular hatred, the

, prime mover of anti-Christian outbreaks.") Whether the

hatted sprang from the Jewish commu~ties that were the

first loci of anti-chfistian feeling, or from the gentile

_pagans who very soon/adopted the Jewish antipathy to the
"

new sect, it was very real and preceded ~'official con-,
demnation.

, .
Jewish Gpposition to primitive Christianity was

clearly the reaction of orthodox religionists to a hertSy

\
that, was pe~ce i ved to be 'dangerous. In a theocracy, the

heretic is both a religious nuisance, and a danger to

political and social stability. A similar explanation is

often derived to account for the early pagan r~action to

I

Christianity. It is also occasionally argued that there
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·was direct, although cfandesti~, Jewish agitation b),ind

at least some of th: ~agan persecutions. These two, and

several other theories, will be considered in the ne t

chapter.· For now it will be asserted that popular pagan

•

hatred does need explaining. As Mommsen put it in 1893:

( .

\
The intense hatred in which the C~istians
were held in the Roman empire is a fact so
well established and so well known that it
is not necessary to·dwell upon it • •.•••••
It is a general feeling pervading the whole
empire ••••• This popular·hatred, bitter, 4
universal, lasting - whence did it spring?

~

For-H. Last, writing in 1937, "a persecution ~"E! not ad- C.
- l

equately explained until the· motives of the persecutor

~. have been exposed.u 5 More recently T. Barnes has assert-

ed that" it is in the m!nds of men, ••• that the roots...-ofl.-

the persecution of the Christians in the Roman Empire are

to be sought. ,,6 ·This study proposes to seek those roots J

as far as it is possible, not only i~ the deliber te mot

ives of the pagan antagonists of the e.arly Christians, b t
.

also in those motives that were hidden from the persecutorsl..
impulses or reactions the precise nature of which, it will

"be contended, they were unaware. This factor - the irrat-

ional - has not received a proper place in the accounts of

the popular persecutions.
o·

•
To account for popular hatred, many causes of soc-
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ial friction have been elucidated. ~he Christians in-

curred vio}ent enmity in ~he social,

and religious areas of life. They

political, economic

. .'were also hated for
superstitious and dogmatic reasons. This enmity ex- •
pressed itself in accusations of vile behaviour, in all

kinds of physical assault including homicide, and in den

unciations leading to of~icial trial and punishment.

The. scholarship:"concerning" these topics will, be discussed

.in the next two chapters. However, although any parti

cular incident of enmity or perse~ution must have arisen

out of immediate social stress or discord,

tended i~ this study that, when completely

reasons advanced to explain popular hatred

it will b~n

analysed,_~h~

can usefully be

•

shown to be after-tho~ght rationalizations of prejudice.

Furthermore, the Christians from their side were afflicted

wi th the s~ tendency "to prejudice, focussed in their case
, ..

of cour~e on the pagans and Jews. Assessed from this

angle, the question is not so much one of the wellspring

of hatred, but of the particular significance of those ex

pressions of hatred and prejudice that each side in the

Christian-pagan conflict actually employed.

After an analysis of the terms in which the" mutual
•
hatred of Christian and pagan was expressed, and a justif-

ication of the approach used here, this study will offer an

t

~.

interpretation of the forms, expressio~nctionsof

.. '
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prejudice'in the general sOGiety of the ~oman empire that,
\

it is contended, will add to an understanding of tne pre-

Decian persecutions, and the whole question of Christian- '

pagan enmi ty• .This perspective will not be presumed to

disprove the validity of all other opinions.- although 'some
, , .. .,

will be argued ,to fall short of complete competence - but

certainly avers that the role and import~ce of the irrat-. "

ional factor in the'Christian~~aganenmity have not yet

been sufficiently account~d for. This study is ·therefore

offered in the spirit of Barzun's.d~ctum:
I

•
Far from wishing to isolate a cause,. as
sqience and me.thad desire, history strives
to assemble the largest possible constell~

ations of condit~ons; the greater the
number of inner links and outer relevancies,
the greater our power to divine past reality,?

•

The genuine extant records suggest that in the pre-
), , (

Decian period official action and mob violence alike, were

only sporadically and infrequently directed against Christ-

ians. While this picture is basically'accurate, it must

",

period after Domitian an astute analysis.has

de onstrated that "there is hardly an emperor between Trajan

ecius for whose reign evidence of persecution is tot-

~e~remembered that there was the persecution in Rome under

~ro in A.D. 64, that there were some anti-Christian actions

i during Domltian's reign (Le. before A,'D, 96),

• w




















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































