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ENGLISH SUMMARY AND KEYWORDS 

 

PELAGIUS’S PANOPTICON: SELF-OBSERVATION AND THE CHRISTIAN IDEAL 

 

Heretic—ascetic—moral-reformer. Each of these labels has been assigned to Pelagius, and each, 

in its own way, is accurate. Pelagius was one of the most controversial figures in ancient 

Christianity and is commonly defined by his participation in the famous theological controversy 

that bears his name. His role in the controversy and his subsequent condemnation ultimately 

defined both the man and his theology. But this dismissal of character fails to capture the influence 

Pelagius exerted in Christianity prior to the controversy. The surviving epistles penned to notable 

figures attest to the considerable sway Pelagius held among the Roman aristocracy. Other scholars 

have labored to explore the details surrounding the controversy and how his interaction with other 

Christian luminaries helped to shape Christian doctrine. But very few have attempted to examine 

the underlying influences present in Pelagius’s theological positions. 

The aim of this investigation is to address this shortcoming by analyzing the epistles of 

Pelagius with the specific intent of examining underlying Stoic, Christian, and ascetic influences. 

The investigative parameters for this inquiry are defined by Michel Foucault’s framework of 

pastoral Christianity. Foucault’s model, particularly his incorporation of observation as 

mechanism of power, is a useful analytical lens that can aid in delineating various potential 

influences in the epistles penned by Pelagius.  

Panopticism and the associated control wielded by observation is the foundation of this 

investigation. Stoic, Christian, and ascetic traditions as defined by Foucault all incorporated 

panoptic oversight in their accepted praxis. The rationale for and the methods of this panoptic 
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oversight differed substantially between these traditions, and these differences represent key 

defining elements of each. The ways in which Pelagius’s own use of panoptic oversight aligns 

with and diverges from these traditions will help to situate his theology on Foucault’s continuum 

of Stoic and Christian pastoral thought and praxis. 

 
Keywords: Pelagius; Foucault; free-will; Stoic; pastoral; observation; obedience; panoptic; 

discipline; renunciation; self. 
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AFRIKAANSE OPSOMMING EN TREFWOORDE 

 

PELAGIUS SE PANOPTIKON: SELF-WAARNEMING EN DIE CHRISTELIKE 

IDEAAL 

 
 

Dwaalleraar—askeet—morele hervormer. Elkeen van hierdie etikette is aan Pelagius toegeken, en 

elkeen is op sy eie manier akkuraat. Pelagius was een van die mees kontroversiële figure in die 

antieke Christendom en word gewoonlik gedefinieer deur sy deelname aan die beroemde 

teologiese kontroversie wat sy naam dra. Sy rol in die kontroversie en sy daaropvolgende 

veroordeling het uiteindelik die man sowel as sy teologie omskryf. Maar hierdie karakterisering 

slaag nie daarin om die invloed van Pelagius op die Christendom voor die kontroversie op te som 

nie. Die oorblywende briewe wat geskryf is aan noemenswaardige figure, getuig van die 

aansienlike invloed wat Pelagius onder die Romeinse aristokrasie geniet het. Ander geleerdes het 

moeite gedoen om die besonderhede rondom die kontroversie te ondersoek en hoe sy interaksie 

met ander Christelike figure gehelp het om die Christelike leer te vorm. Maar min het probeer om 

die onderliggende invloede in die teologiese posisies van Pelagius te ondersoek. 

 Die doel van hierdie ondersoek is om hierdie tekortkoming aan te spreek deur die briewe 

van Pelagius te ontleed met die spesifieke doel om die onderliggende Stoïese, Christelike en 

asketiese invloede te ondersoek. Die raamwerk vir hierdie ondersoek word ingelig deur Michel 

Foucault se raamwerk van die pastorale Christendom. Die model van Foucault, veral die konsep 

van waarneming as mags-meganisme, is ‘n nuttige analitiese lens wat kan help om verskillende 

potensiële invloede in die briewe van Pelagius te omskryf. 
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 Panoptisisme en die gepaardgaande beheer wat deur waarneming uitgeoefen word, is 

die grondslag van hierdie ondersoek. Stoïsynse, Christelike en asketiese tradisies soos omskryf 

deur Foucault, het almal panoptiese waarneming in hul praxis opgeneem. Die regverdiging vir en 

die metodes van hierdie panoptiese waarneming het wesenlik tussen hierdie tradisies verskil, en 

hierdie verskille verteenwoordig die belangrikste fundamentele elemente van elke tradisie 

afsonderlik. Die maniere waarop Pelagius se eie gebruik van panoptiese toesig strook met en afwyk 

van hierdie tradisies, sal help om sy pastorale teologie op Foucault se kontinuum van Stoïsynse en 

Christelike denke en praktyk te plaas. 

 
Trefwoorde: Pelagius; Foucault; vrye wil; Stoïsynse; pastoraal; waarneming; gehoorsaamheid; 

panopties; dissipline; ontsegging; self. 
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“It was because God wished to bestow on the rational creature the gift of doing good of his own 
free will and the capacity to exercise free choice, by implanting in man the possibility of 

choosing either alternative, that he made it his peculiar right to be what he wanted to be.” 
−Pelagius1 

 
“There is only one definition of a Pelagian by Pelagius: he was a Christianus; his followers 

strove to be integri Christiani—‘authentic Christians.’”  
                  −Peter Brown2 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 B. R. Rees, The Letters of Pelagius and His Followers (Woodbridge, Suffolk: Boydell, 1991), 38. See PL 30:18c–

d: ‘Volens namque Deus rationabilem creaturam voluntarii boni munere, et liberi arbitrii potestate donare: utriusque 

partis possibilitatem homini inserendo, proprium ejus fecit esse quod velit, ut boni ac mali capax naturaliter utrumque 

posset.’ 
2 Peter Brown, Religion and Society in the Age of St. Augustine (New York: Harper & Row, 1972; repr., Eugene, OR: 

Wipf & Stock, 2007), 192. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

DEFINING THE ISSUE: 

PELAGIAN SCHOLARSHIP AND INVESTIGATIVE METHODOLOGY 

 

 

 

Like all theological controversies, the conflict surrounding Pelagius was a product of a particular 

time and place. The events of the centuries preceding the controversy and the gradual Christian 

formulation of doctrine surrounding such diverse topics as virginity, agency, free will, and original 

sin culminated to form one of the most important debates of early Christianity. But one topic in 

particular, the concept of free will, stands out as the very crux of the conflict. For the centuries 

following the controversy—and even to this day—Pelagius’s name has been invariably linked to 

the concept of free will. In his own day, this link is confirmed by his writings as well as in critical 

observations from his contemporaries, including Christian luminaries such as Augustine and 

Jerome. Later, the convenient moniker ‘Pelagian’ was affixed to persons perceived to be on the 

wrong side of the free will/predestination conversation. The long-standing labels and orthodox 

definitions aside, free will, like so many other philosophical concepts, can be difficult to define. 

Indeed, the manifold definitions of the term free will have obfuscated Pelagian research and even 

kept Pelagius and Augustine from agreeing on the most basic definition of their intellectual 

struggle.3 Certainly, the definition offered by Pelagius and others with a similar theological view 

 
3 Augustine’s concept of free will shifted during his long writing career. His ideas during the Manichaean controversy 

were markedly different from those offered in his treatises against Pelagius. In simplistic terms, Augustine’s early 

formulation of the doctrine of free will focused on an individual’s ability to shape one’s own destiny. Later, a 
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differed significantly from those of the aforementioned Christian authors, contributing to the 

diversity of perspectives of what it meant to be a Pelagian. 

The definition of ‘Pelagian’ is further complicated by the fact that until the explosion in 

Pelagian scholarship in the twentieth century, the term was more often than not defined by 

antagonists rather than by objective observers. Whether this is due to genuine theological 

disagreement or a simple lack of understanding of the principles taught by Pelagius, the animosity4 

towards the man makes a poor lens through which to analyze his doctrine. Compounding the 

difficulty of this interpretation is the lack of a uniform discourse among those branded as Pelagian, 

even during the high point of the controversy. Simply put, a standard doctrine of ‘Pelagian’ beliefs 

never really existed. 

The swell of academic interest in all things Pelagius during the twentieth century brought 

with it a new emphasis on identifying and interpreting works likely penned by Pelagius himself. 

The attention on primary sources defogged the interpretive lens, giving scholars a much clearer 

view of the actual theological positions communicated and defended by Pelagius himself. 

Nevertheless, to analyze the entire corpus of Pelagius’s works to try to ascertain the ‘true’ nature 

of his theological doctrine constitutes folly on a number of fronts. There has never been any clear 

consensus as to which texts constitute the corpus of his work, and even if there were such a body 

of work, deciphering single veins of theological thought would be nearly impossible.5 That is not 

 
distinctive deterministic element arose in his conceptualization of free will. For Pelagius’s part, his conception of free 

will was tied to the belief that humanity was endowed with the ability—if they chose to follow God’s 

commandments—to be free of sin. For a more in-depth discussion, refer to the ‘definition of terms’ section of chapter 

1. 
4 For a bibliography of many of the surviving comments from Pelagian detractors, see PLS 1:1101–69, 1679–83. 
5 Pelagius, like many contemporary Christian authors, wrote a variety of works including epistles, commentaries, and 

even a statement of faith. The nuances for the given audiences shade Pelagius’s positions slightly from work to work, 



17 
 

to say that analyzing primary Pelagian sources is counterproductive. Indeed, much can be 

contributed to the broad base of Pelagian scholarship by such an endeavor. But, as with any 

scholarly project of this type, one must delimit the broader topic in order to substantially augment 

the current body of scholarship.  

 

1 THE SCOPE OF THE RESEARCH PROBLEM 

Much of the Pelagian scholarship to date has focused on the interaction between Augustine and 

Pelagius. This dialogue is indeed critical to understanding the events as they unfolded in the early 

fifth century, but despite the renewed interest in the controversy itself, the practical application of 

Pelagius’s ideas has largely been ignored. Theory aside, what did it mean to follow the precepts 

of Pelagius’s version of Christian doctrine? The surviving historical evidence clearly indicates 

Pelagius and his theology were accepted, at least for a time, in the highest circles of the Christian 

Roman elite.6 His dialogue with this class, specifically women, represents a significant portion of 

Pelagius’s surviving work and therefore much of our understanding of his concept of free will.  

Given the attention Pelagius’s theology received in late antiquity and again in modern 

scholarship, one might assume that Pelagius’s letters have undergone the same type of intense 

 
making it difficult to precisely identify his exact position on a number of topics. This is of course true for many 

Christian authors as the combination of an audience-centered emphasis and a gradual shift in positions over time can 

make one statement seem very different from another, later on in an author’s career. In addition to these significant 

problems, much of the Pelagian controversy can be attributed to other authors, particularly Julian of Eclanum. Often, 

the doctrines of authors labeled ‘Pelagian’ differed in fundamentally important ways, further complicating efforts to 

define what it meant to be ‘Pelagian.’ 
6 Pelagius’s letters to leading Roman families were acknowledged in the writings of both Augustine and Jerome. Also, 

Pelagius’s influence can be inferred by some of the letters he wrote, the most obvious of which is his letter Epistola 

ad Demetriadem, a reply to a letter from Anicia Juliana. For a more complete review of Pelagius’s patrons, see Peter 

Brown, ‘The Patrons of Pelagius: The Roman Aristocracy between East and West,’ JTS 21 (1970): 56–72. 
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scrutiny as his interaction with Augustine, Jerome, and other influential contemporaries. To date, 

however, Pelagius’s exchanges with his influential students and how these dialogues correlate to 

Pelagius’s concept of free will have yet to be fully explored. Specifically, cultural-historical 

concepts such as agency, power, and observation have yet to be deployed in an effort to better 

understand Pelagius’s formulation of the notion of free will.  

Unlike the scholarly milieu of the mid-twentieth century, recent scholarly techniques of 

investigation demand a more comprehensive approach to the impact of culture upon a historical 

phenomenon. During the resurgence of Pelagian studies more than a half-century ago, the focus of 

historical investigation was firmly rooted in institutional, intellectual, and biographical narratives. 

Thanks in part to the work of Michel Foucault, the palette from which recent scholars create 

reflections of the past is considerably more vibrant today.7 In what has become widely referred to 

as the ‘cultural turn,’ historical analysis has shifted from the traditional narratives penned by the 

victors of past struggles, focusing instead on the forgotten or silent voices of history.8  

This new interpretive lens coincided with the rise of anthropology and social history as 

distinct academic disciplines. Anthropology in particular, and its emphasis on cultural analysis, 

has opened the doors to new rubrics of inquiry such as gender studies, norms of sexuality, or 

 
7 Most notably, see Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: 

Vintage, 1977); The Hermeneutics of the Subject: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1981–1982, ed. Michel Senellart, 

trans. Graham Burchell (New York: Picador, 2005); Security, Territory, Population: Lectures at the Collège de 

France, 1977–1978, ed. Michel Senellart, trans. Graham Burchell (New York: Picador, 2004); Technologies of the 

Self: A Seminar with Michel Foucault, ed. Luther Martin, Huck Gutman, and Patrick H. Hutton (Amherst: University 

of Massachusetts Press, 1988). 
8 Examples of the scholarship representative of the cultural turn can be seen in Dale B. Martin and Patricia Cox Miller, 

eds., The Cultural Turn in Late Ancient Studies: Gender, Asceticism, and Historiography (Durham, NC: Duke 

University Press, 2005). In this compilation, social and anthropological tools are deployed to enhance a wide range of 

late ancient topics.  
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economic analyses. The tools and interpretive methodologies adopted by poststructuralism also 

constitute a critical aspect of the cultural turn. To be sure, those poststructuralist elements 

introduced by Foucault will be of particular interest to this investigation, but it is important to note 

that the general poststructuralist view of complex human and cultural interaction has ushered in 

an almost infinite number of investigative avenues and made projects such as this common. 

Closely intertwined with the cultural turn is the interplay between language and discourse. 

Only with the last few generations of scholars have we come to accept that we never really wrestle 

with a historical concept per se, but rather with the language surrounding and describing that 

phenomenon. Foucault was one of the first scholars to emphasize the importance of discourse 

above traditional linear historical interpretations.9 Cameron elaborated on this concept in the 

Christian context years later.10 It is far too easy to read our own modern understanding of discourse 

and power into ancient texts, but to do so is anachronistic. The role of discourse in interpretation 

is a lengthy topic in and of itself, but my point here is to emphasize the undeniable disconnect 

between evidence for a given historical event and the way the event was characterized in its own 

time. Our way of explaining an event and fitting it into the context of everyday life is far different 

from any other period’s way of doing so.11 This is not to say that a modern investigation cannot 

illuminate past events, but only that such an inquiry will always be somewhat limited. 

 
9 See Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, trans. A. M. Sheridan Smith (New York: Vintage Books, 

2010). 
10 See Averil Cameron, Christianity and the Rhetoric of Empire: The Development of Christian Discourse (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1993). 
11 An example of this can be seen in David Wootton’s recent effort, The Invention of Science: A New History of the 

Scientific Revolution (New York: Harper Collins, 2015). Here, Wootton reminds us that modern people tend to view 

history as linear and progressive—to believe that we are no doubt more advanced than previous generations. This has 

not always been the case. At many points in history the collective mood of the populace seems to have been one of 

awe towards the more advanced societies which preceded them. This example reminds us that the way we collectively 
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In that vein, one might say that modern historians are interpreters of language and 

discourse. When compared to the traditional historian’s role of piecing together historical artifacts 

to create a cohesive historical narrative, it is clear that our way of examining the past has 

fundamentally changed over the past fifty years. Here a critical distinction needs to be expressed. 

Past scholarly efforts have indeed incorporated linguistic analyses, particularly in the nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries. But the focus on discourse—the internal cultural conversation of a 

particular society—is distinct from traditional linguistic analysis. This is where the legacy of 

Foucault looms large. Linguistic analysis will be an important aspect of my analysis, but the 

evaluation of the discourse of the period will be a far more critical element to this investigation. 

What then, does the cultural turn have to do with Pelagius and his correspondence? As we 

will see, much of the most important historical work in Pelagian studies was carried out in the 

early to mid-twentieth century—prior to this cultural turn. Peter Brown’s landmark study of 

Augustine12 incorporated many aspects of the methodology of the cultural turn, and others have 

nibbled on the edges of a cultural analysis of Pelagian texts, but rarely have Pelagius and his work 

been confronted with modern cultural-specific tools, particularly those of Michel Foucault. This is 

where this investigation deviates from past historical analyses of Pelagian letters. Rather than 

investigate purely historical and linguistic questions concerning the letters, I will deploy a 

discourse analysis that will incorporate considerations from the broader cultural landscape in 

which these letters were originally penned. It is this significant gap in Pelagian studies that this 

research project will attempt to address. 

 
categorize historical events in the tapestry of human existence is unique to our time and place—just as it was unique 

for each generation throughout history. 
12 Peter Brown, Augustine of Hippo: A Biography, rev. and enl. ed. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000). 
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2 GENERAL OUTLINE AND METHODOLOGY 

This thesis is composed of eight chapters. The first is a basic introduction to the topic of the study, 

as well as providing some important research parameters. Included here are items such as the 

research problem, the contribution to scholarship, the primary research methodology, a definition 

of terms essential to the project, and a critical evaluation of primary textual sources for the project. 

A critical element of this chapter will be the identification of an appropriate corpus of primary 

material related to Pelagius. Several parameters will be adopted in this stage. First and foremost, 

texts will be chosen based on a widely accepted attribution to Pelagius. The in-depth analysis 

necessary to establish attribution from scratch is outside of the parameters of this investigation. 

However, a careful reading of scholarly contributions to this area can help determine, with at least 

a modicum of certainty, texts that can be attributed to Pelagius. Second, instances of Pelagius 

advising control and/or observation of personal behavior will be critical. Much of the surviving 

material attributed to Pelagius does include such references, but many of the attributed texts focus 

more on scriptural interpretation and general theology than on personal instruction. When these 

two rubrics of accepted attribution and content suitability are applied to the grouping of texts that 

have at one point or another been attributed to Pelagius, a small, more suitable collection will 

emerge. In sum, this chapter is intended to clarify the rationale for this research endeavor and will 

set the stage for the analysis that follows. 

The second chapter outlines and explains foundational theoretical concepts, how those 

concepts will be deployed, and why they will be essential (both in practice and in discourse). I will 

describe Michel Foucault’s conceptualization of power and observation,13 as well as his 

 
13 Foucault’s discourse on pastoral power and the panopticon are specific examples of his use of the concepts of power 

and observation, and both will be liberally deployed in this study (particularly the collection of Foucault’s lectures, 

Security, Territory, Population).   



22 
 

Stoic/pastoral framework. I will show how several of Foucault’s concepts related to surveillance, 

discipline, and control can be used to identify and analyze key power dynamics present in the 

identified corpus, thereby revealing the role of agency in Pelagius’s conception of free will. In 

addition to the introduction to these important theoretical concepts, I will also outline the specific 

cultural and political milieux surrounding the controversy, including the treatment of the body in 

late antiquity. Specifically, I will analyze several relevant cultural elements of the Roman Empire 

in late antiquity, including the dynamics of family power structures in the Roman elite class to 

which Pelagius’s pastoral circle belonged. In order to establish the impact of Pelagius’s 

suggestions of self-surveillance and pastoral power, we must first acquaint ourselves with these 

structures. As referenced in the research problem section above, this cultural analysis will hinge 

on the broad analytical toolkit defined by the cultural turn. Building on the concepts of Foucault, 

I will engage the texts through ideas associated with the cultural turn to establish a discourse 

analysis with the intent of illuminating the cultural setting that influenced Pelagius and his writing. 

By illuminating aspects of the Sitz im Leben contemporary to the original text, we will undoubtedly 

achieve a broader understanding of Pelagius’s message. Another cultural aspect, the contemporary 

ascetic practices surrounding agency and power, will be analyzed as well. Asceticism and its 

associated view on the body, agency, and virginity greatly influenced both Christianity and the 

Roman world in general. This review will help to establish the cultural and religious landmarks 

that culminated in the contemporary conceptualization of agency during the controversy.  

Chapters 3 to 7 represent the heart of the investigation. Here, the letters designated in the 

‘critical evaluation of primary sources’ section will be analyzed utilizing the interpretive tools of 

Foucault, revealing both important commonalities and critical differences between these 

documents. Trends related to observation, power, and agency will be highlighted, and the Stoic 
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and pastoral underpinnings will be particularly emphasized. These chapters will summarize and 

categorize the output from the analysis, setting the stage for the final interpretive step of the 

investigation. 

The concluding chapter will synthesize the analysis of the previous chapters and highlight 

Stoic and pastoral trends in Pelagius’s work. I will summarize how these classifications, including 

Foucault’s concepts of power, observation, and subjectivity, can shed light on how Greek and 

Roman philosophical concepts mingled with Christian doctrine to form the foundation of 

Pelagius’s conceptualization of free will. From this analysis, I hope to uncover previously 

unidentified influences on Pelagius’s theological constructs. 

 

3 STATUS QUAESTIONIS  

Much of the research on Pelagianism to date has focused on comparing Pelagius with his 

contemporaries, primarily Augustine.14 While some works and opinions of contemporaries such 

as Jerome and Augustine will inevitably be included in almost any research project on Pelagius or 

 
14 Nearly every work noted in this section includes a significant comparison to Augustine’s theology as part of the 

examination of Pelagius and his work. The crossover, however, is not limited to the works I mention here; see Stuart 

Squire, ‘Reassessing Pelagianism: Augustine, Cassian, and Jerome on the Possibility of a Sinless Life’ (PhD diss., 

The Catholic University of America, 2013); James Todd DuBose, ‘Mourning, Evil, and Grace: A Hermeneutical-

Phenomenological Approach’ (PhD diss., Duquesne University, 2004); Carlos Garcia-Sanchez, ‘Pelagius and 

Christian Initiation: A Study in Historical Theology’ (PhD diss., The Catholic University of America, 1978); and John 

H. Beck, ‘The Pelagian Controversy: An Economic Analysis,’ American Journal of Economics and Sociology 66 

(2007): 681–96, are other examples of this phenomenon. Even the significant contributions to Pelagian studies made 

by leading academics such as Peter Brown are often presented within the context of Augustinian studies. Finally, 

nearly any modern textbook dealing with Pelagius does so as an analysis comparing the theology of Pelagius and that 

of Augustine. Notable exceptions to this reality are the studies of Rees (The Letters of Pelagius and His Followers, 

Woodbridge, Suffolk: Boydell, 1991; Pelagius: A Reluctant Heretic Woodbridge, Suffolk: Boydell, 1991), Evans 

(Four Letters of Pelagius, New York: Seabury, 1968), and Plinval (Pélage: Ses écrits, sa vie et son réforme, Lausanne: 

Payot, 1943; Recherches sur l’oeuvre littéraire de Pélage, Paris: Klincksieck, 1934).  
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Pelagian ideas, many such projects ultimately are simply thinly veiled attempts to better 

understand Augustine or Jerome. In contrast to these efforts, I will engage with the works of 

Pelagius with the goal of advancing Pelagian scholarship. I will of course incorporate many 

contemporary commentaries on Pelagian doctrine into the analysis but quotes of Pelagius as 

represented by other authors such as Jerome, Augustine, or Orosius will be viewed as potentially 

biased and possibly (but not exclusively) inaccurate sources. 

A large portion of the scholarly effort poured into Pelagian studies over the past century 

was conducted in the 1960s and 1970s. Important contributions from scholars such as Peter Brown 

and Robert Evans greatly enhanced our collective understanding of Pelagius’s theology and the 

surrounding controversy.15 Building on these efforts of half a century ago, a few more recent 

research endeavors have contributed to the continual advancement of Pelagian studies. One of the 

most intriguing projects is the article entitled, ‘Writing Demetrias: Ascetic Logic in Ancient 

Christianity,’ by Andrew Jacobs.16 In this work, Jacobs analyzes letters written to Demetrias (the 

teenage daughter of an extremely influential Roman family) by several notable contemporary 

religious figures. The letters are examined through the lens of the prevailing ‘ascetic logic’ of the 

period. These letters, written by Pelagius, Augustine, Jerome, and a fourth unknown author, offer 

a unique look into the interaction between prominent Christian personae and the highest echelons 

 
15 Other than those of Foucault, the works of Brown and Evans are the most important and influential texts for this 

thesis. Specifically, Evans’s Four Letters of Pelagius (New York: Seabury, 1968) and Brown’s The Body and Society: 

Men, Women, and Sexual Renunciation in Early Christianity (New York: Columbia University Press, 1988; repr., 

2008) are groundbreaking works that have deeply influenced Pelagian studies; Brown’s has influenced studies of late 

antiquity in general. Evans’s Four Letters is still considered the foundational work on authenticating the works of 

Pelagius, and his assumptions are still largely unchallenged nearly fifty years after the initial publication. Brown’s 

Body and Society is arguably the most important work concerning sexuality in late antiquity. 
16 Andrew S. Jacobs, ‘Writing Demetrias: Ascetic Logic in Ancient Christianity,’ CH 69.4 (2000): 719–48. 
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of Roman society. Underlying Jacobs’s analysis of the theory and praxis contained in the letters is 

the assumption that the gender of the recipient (and indeed, the recipient herself) is secondary to 

the conversation between these Christian luminaries. The article exposes some of the important 

gender and power dynamics associated with both aristocratic and ascetic circles in late antiquity 

and provides an important contextual backdrop for the study of free will in Pelagius’s letters. 

In his article ‘The Pelagian Mentality: Radical Political Thought in Fifth Century 

Christianity,’17 Richard Fitch suggests that Pelagian thought was not the outlandish reach for 

perfection portrayed by Augustine and Jerome, but rather it was a set of ideas that were widely 

accepted in the early fifth century (particularly in ascetic communities). Fitch’s use of concepts 

related to this research project includes Pelagius’s portrayal of emotions such as greed and desire 

as false idols that should be diligently shunned. Similar themes run through the primary sources 

of this investigation, making Fitch’s analysis of particular note. 

Several recent theses have also greatly contributed to Pelagian studies. Similar to the efforts 

of Jacobs, Brett Opalinski’s ‘Pelagius and Galatians: An ascetic approach to grace and human 

effort’18 considers the role of ascetic praxis in Pelagian theology. Opalinski argues that Pelagius 

was a well-respected and accepted ascetic teacher before his confrontation with Augustine. It was 

from this position of ecclesiastical acceptance that Pelagius penned his commentary on Galatians. 

When analyzing Galatians in an ascetic light, one can argue that Pelagius attempted to redefine 

social relationships in order to establish proper Christian praxis. This social narrative is a valuable 

 
17 Richard Fitch, ‘The Pelagian Mentality: Radical Political Thought in Fifth Century Christianity,’ in Religious 

Anarchism: New Perspectives, ed. Alexandre J. M. E. Christoyannopolos (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars, 

2011), 2–29. 
18 Brett M. Opalinski, ‘Pelagius and Galatians: An Ascetic Approach to Grace and Human Effort’ (PhD diss., The Iliff 

School of Theology and the University of Denver, 2008). 
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asset to my research, but Opalinski focuses primarily upon Pelagius’s commentary on Galatians, 

not on the letters written by Pelagius. The theological emphasis common in this type of biblical 

commentary distinguishes it from the pastoral approach of Pelagius’s letters, restricting the direct 

relevance of Opalinski’s work for this thesis. 

The theme of ascetic influence in Pelagian discourse is also seen in Earl Dale Lavender’s 

thesis, ‘The development of Pelagius’ thought within a late fourth century ascetic movement in 

Rome.’19 Lavender’s work is important in two aspects: his focus on the Eastern influence evident 

in Pelagius’s anthropology and ecclesiology, and his analysis of the similarities and distinctions 

between Pelagius’s view of asceticism and contemporary Manichaean ascetic practice. He 

thoroughly explores the milieu in which Pelagius’s thought developed, but he is largely silent on 

the precise formulation of Pelagius’s most well-known and most controversial theological 

concept—human free will. 

Kate Wilkinson’s ‘Spectacular modesty: The self-representation of ascetic noblewomen in 

the context of the Pelagian controversy’20 continues the ascetic theme in the Pelagian context, but 

expands this topic to include the participation of influential noblewomen. Her exploration of the 

role of modesty in the exercise of women’s agency parallels my analysis of how Pelagius’s 

instructions relate to individual agency, making this work an important secondary source for this 

research endeavor. Wilkinson expands and elaborates on this theme in her published monograph, 

Women and Modesty in Late Antiquity.21 Here, Wilkinson utilizes the Anicii women (and 

 
19 Earl Dale Lavender, ‘The Development of Pelagius’ Thought within a Late Fourth Century Ascetic Movement in 

Rome’ (PhD diss., St. Louis University, 1991). 
20 Kate Wilkinson, ‘Spectacular Modesty: The Self-Representation of Ascetic Noblewomen in the Context of the 

Pelagian Controversy’ (PhD diss., Emory University, 2009). 
21 Kate Wilkinson, Women and Modesty in Late Antiquity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015). 
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Demetrias in particular) to illustrate the role of modesty in both the Pelagian debate and the wider 

context of the Roman culture. The specific references to the Anicii women and the focus on proper 

behavior make both of these works valuable assets to my investigation. 

In ‘God’s self-revelation in the theology of Pelagius,’22 Carole Burnett analyzes Pelagius’s 

common practice of painting historical events as a grand narrative of God’s actions. Burnett 

outlines important aspects of Pelagius’s concept of the example of Christ and the human ability to 

comprehend correct action. Despite the almost tangible theme of human agency interwoven in 

Burnett’s work, the analysis purposely attempts to steer clear of the common Pelagian topics of 

grace, free will, and predestination. While the knowledge of God as a basis for understanding 

Pelagian discourse is a valuable tool in this research project, the primary value of Burnett’s work 

is to provide coherent background information for Pelagius’s overall theological construction. 

Another recent thesis, ‘Sexuality and sinlessness: The diversity among Pelagian theologies 

of marriage and virginity,’23 by Michael Reynolds Rackett, emphasizes several important points 

that will be incorporated into this research effort. Rackett shows how the diversity in ascetic 

Pelagian circles shaped the theological diversity evident in the Pelagian movement. Particularly 

relevant to my research project is Rackett’s evaluation of Pelagius’s exegesis of 1 Cor 7, arguably 

the most-deployed scriptural evidence in late-ancient discussions of virginity and marriage. 

However, Rackett spends the bulk of his thesis discussing Pelagian theologies as represented by 

individuals other than Pelagius himself, including the Anonymous Sicilian and Julian of Eclanum. 

 
22 Carole C. Burnett, ‘God’s Self-Revelation in the Theology of Pelagius’ (PhD diss., The Catholic University of 

America, 1998). 
23 Michael Reynolds Rackett, ‘Sexuality and Sinlessness: The Diversity among Pelagian Theologies of Marriage and 

Virginity’ (PhD diss., Duke University, 2002). 
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Certainly, the views of these theologians are important in the grand scheme of Pelagian discourse, 

but they are of limited value in this investigation. 

The Christian church experienced many important changes during its first formative 

centuries—particularly the transition from a small, regional religion in the Roman Empire to the 

accepted state religion. The Pelagian controversy in context of these important changes is the 

subject of James Roberts’s ‘An assessment of the changes in the early church as seen in the 

condemnations of the Heretics Arius and Pelagius.’24 Roberts’s focus on the shrinking boundaries 

of acceptable post-Nicene Christian discourse does have relevance for this research endeavor, but 

it is his deployment of cultural theory that is of particular value. The cultural shift that took place 

between the Arian controversy and the Pelagian controversy is a central feature in any analysis of 

Pelagian theology. The narrowing of acceptable Christian practices and the cultural influences that 

pushed this trend certainly impacted the Pelagian controversy and possibly Pelagius’s conception 

of free will.  

‘The Pelagian controversy: A heresy in its intellectual context’25 by Lindsey Anne Scholl, 

also provides an important backdrop to the controversy and Pelagian theology. Scholl argues that 

the participants in the Pelagian controversy (on both sides of the argument) were deeply influenced 

by contemporary Neoplatonism. Scholl explores not only how this connection influenced 

Pelagius’s views on agency, but also how this basis in Neoplatonic thought led to an acceptance 

of Pelagian theology, at least initially, by some Eastern churches. Of particular interest here is the 

link between Neoplatonic teachings and Pelagius’s view on virginity and individual agency. These 

 
24 James W. Roberts, ‘An Assessment of the Changes in the Early Church as Seen in the Condemnations of the Heretics 

Arius and Pelagius’ (PhD diss., New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary, 2009). 
25 Lindsey Anne Scholl, ‘The Pelagian Controversy: A Heresy in Its Intellectual Context’ (PhD diss., University of 

California at Santa Barbara, 2011). 
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avenues of inquiry can help illuminate Pelagius’s thoughts on personal observation and ascetic 

agency and are therefore critical to this research project.  

Finally, another recent dissertation, Ryan Savage’s ‘The sacrificial shepherd: the effects of 

crisis on early Christian pastoralism and ecclesiology as seen in Ignatius of Antioch,’26 also has 

relevance to this investigation. Savage incorporates Foucault’s pastoral model in his thesis and 

utilizes the pastoral lens to examine the works of Ignatius of Antioch. While his focus on Ignatius 

as the pasteur in Foucault’s model deviates from my treatment of Pelagius in relation to Foucault’s 

model, the tools and lens deployed by Savage are similar to my own, making it a relevant resource 

for this thesis. 

Pelagian scholarship has been very active for a number of decades, but efforts designed to 

utilize Foucault’s theoretical concepts to analyze Pelagian works are relatively rare. This is not to 

say that Foucault had no impact on the latest generation of scholars contributing to Pelagian 

studies. Peter Brown, whose obvious contributions to Pelagian studies will be well documented in 

this thesis, was just one of the important scholars of Late Antiquity who have incorporated methods 

of analysis originally framed by Foucault. Both Brown and Foucault were influenced by the French 

 
26 Ryan P. Savage, ‘The Sacrificial Shepherd: The Effects of Crisis on Early Christian Pastoralism and Ecclesiology 

as seen in Ignatius of Antioch’ (Ph.D. Diss, University of South Africa, 2020). 
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Annales school of thought.27 The common Annales background is evident in works from both 

scholars, but many of Brown’s works also contain clear veins of Foucault’s influence.28 

Foucault’s impact can also be seen in other non-Pelagian scholarship on Late Antiquity. 

Averil Cameron’s article, ‘Redrawing the map: Early Christian territory after Foucault’29 is a 

testament to this significant influence. Cameron argues that by evaluating Christian discourse 

rather than employing the traditional ‘historical method’ of interpretation, Foucault forever 

changed late-antique studies. By emphasizing the evaluation of discourse, Foucault contended that 

the strict moral and sexual codes adopted by Christianity were not the long-assumed cataclysmic 

cultural break with Roman norms, but rather a culmination of a long and gradual shift in classical 

conceptualization of the self and proper conduct. Cameron also highlights how Foucault’s framing 

of the ‘self’ has continued to influence modern scholars’ perception of the late-antique world.  

In his article ‘Foucault and the subject of Stoic existence,’30 Brian Seitz utilizes Foucault’s 

analysis of Greco-Roman philosophy to identify Foucault’s position relative to the contemporary 

existential movement. While Seitz mainly wrestles with the intellectual milieu contemporary to 

Foucault, he does provide an interesting analysis of common perceptions of the body in Stoic 

 
27 The title Annales was derived from the title of an early twentieth-century scholarly journal (Annales d’histoire 

economique et sociale). The central theme of the school is closely related to (and an influential precursor to) the 

previously mentioned ‘cultural turn’ in twentieth-century scholarship. Previous to these efforts, historical scholarship 

largely focused on political history and/or the biographical history of certain individuals (typically political or military 

leaders). This approach assumed history was by and large shaped by political and military exploits of these key 

individuals in history. The Annales approach, or ‘La nouvelle histoire’ as it is sometimes called, began the now 

dominant trend of emphasizing the deployment of tools from many scholarly disciplines. See Peter Burke, The French 

Historical Revolution: The Annales School, 1929–89 (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1990), 1. 
28 Brown’s recent book The Body and Society is a great example of this influence—Foucault’s thoughts on power and 

sexuality are evident throughout the work. 
29 Averil Cameron, ‘Redrawing the Map: Early Christian Territory after Foucault,’ JRS 76 (1986): 266–71. 
30 Brian Seitz, ‘Foucault and the Subject of Stoic Existence,’ HS 35.4 (2012): 539–54. 
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thought and in late antiquity in general. Seitz’s work is thoroughly interesting, but its importance 

to this thesis is only peripheral. 

In what can be considered more of a pure analysis of Foucault’s conceptualization of the 

body and Christian obedience rather than a general application of his concepts to late-ancient texts, 

Alexandre Macmillan’s ‘Michel Foucault’s techniques of the self and the Christian politics of 

obedience’31 does touch on many of the issues central to this investigation. But because 

Macmillan’s primary aim is to better understand Foucault’s concepts rather than their applications 

in scholarly endeavors, his work remains chiefly an interesting reference for my work, not an 

interpretive tool. 

Chris de Wet, in his articles ‘John Chrysostom and the mission to the Goths: Rhetorical 

and ethical perspectives’32 and ‘The priestly body: Power-discourse and identity in John 

Chrysostom’s De sacerdotio,’33 mobilizes Foucault’s concepts in a way that is similar to how I 

will deploy them in this analysis. While the topic and the tools utilized do differ in important ways, 

the two projects both use concepts articulated by Foucault to analyze late-ancient texts in order to 

explore formulations of power and identity.34 The importance of the pastorate in the emergence of 

Christianity is an underlying theme in de Wet’s recent monograph, Preaching Bondage: John 

 
31 Alexandre Macmillan, ‘Michel Foucault’s Techniques of the Self and the Christian Politics of Obedience,’ ThCS 

28.4 (2011): 3–25. 
32 Chris L. de Wet, ‘John Chrysostom and the Mission to the Goths: Rhetorical and Ethical Perspectives,’ HvTSt 68.1 

(2012): 1–10. 
33 Chris L. de Wet, ‘The Priestly Body: Power-Discourse and Identity in John Chrysostom’s De sacerdotio,’ R&T 18 

(2011): 1–29. 
34 The perspective of body/power/identity found in ‘The Priestly Body’ is particularly relevant to this thesis. This 

discourse of power formulated by Foucault will be used extensively in this project. 
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Chrysostom and the Discourse of Slavery in Early Christianity.35 This treatment of the pastorate 

and other concepts popularized by Foucault are similar to my own analysis, making this a vital 

resource for my investigation.  

Finally, Thomas Lynch’s ‘Confessions of the self: Foucault and Augustine’36 is 

unquestionably relevant. Lynch analyzes Augustine’s elucidation of the self and agency through 

an analytical framework largely constructed with concepts developed by Foucault. The 

conclusions and the exact toolkit37 of Foucault’s ideas adopted by Lynch differ slightly from my 

own analysis, but concepts such as panoptic oversight and other practices of power that are 

deployed in this effort are indeed similar. Given the importance of Augustine to the Pelagian debate 

and the similar appropriation of Foucault’s ideas concerning power, the relationship to this thesis 

is clear.38 

This brief review of recent scholarship on Pelagius and of relevant uses of Foucault’s 

analytical tools in late-ancient studies is not comprehensive, but it does contain some of the most 

relevant works produced over the past two decades. Research conducted on other topics relevant 

to this project such as ascetic praxis in the fourth and early fifth centuries or power dynamics in 

 
35 Chris L. de Wet, Preaching Bondage: John Chrysostom and the Discourse of Slavery in Early Christianity 

(Oakland: University of California Press, 2015). 
36 Thomas Lynch, ‘Confessions of the Self: Foucault and Augustine,’ TL 146 (2009): 124–39. 
37 The metaphor of the toolkit is something Foucault himself used to describe his work. I agree that this is a useful 

way to understand the scope of his interpretive concepts. 
38 Also, Patricia Cox Miller’s ‘Visceral Seeing: The Holy Body in Late Antiquity,’ JECS 12.4 (2004): 391–411, might 

suggest a research project very similar to my own, but in reality, the subject matter is significantly different. Cox’s 

efforts concern saintly bodies and the cult of relics prevalent in late antiquity. She explores many of the basic concepts 

of the body in late antiquity, making the essay relevant to this project, but her emphasis on the cult of relics 

fundamentally distinguishes her subject matter from mine. That said, the idea that the human body can be the locus of 

sanctity is an important concept for this analysis, and so Cox’s article will be a contributing resource. 
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the Roman family structure will constitute an important aspect of this thesis. However, an 

extensive review of this scholarship has been omitted for the sake of brevity. 

 

4 CONTRIBUTION TO SCHOLARSHIP  

Despite the volume of Pelagian scholarship produced over the past fifty years, several gaps remain. 

As illustrated above, much of the historical scholarship surrounding Pelagian studies converges on 

the interaction between Pelagius and Augustine. Gradually, this narrow attention has shifted to 

wider cultural and political investigations, but to date, very few scholarly efforts have examined 

the words of Pelagius without peering through some sort of Augustinian lens. Those efforts that 

have focused on Pelagius have primarily looked at his exegetical material. Of the few that have 

analyzed the letters of Pelagius, most have wrestled with wider societal issues rather than directly 

analyzing theological positions. One of the important missing elements of modern Pelagius 

research is an analysis of the underlying influences that may have shaped Pelagius’s theological 

concepts⎯particularly his doctrine of free will. It is my aim to mobilize these aforementioned 

interpretive tools in an analysis of the identified corpus of Pelagian texts in an attempt to illuminate 

potential influences in Pelagius’s theology. By doing so, I hope to significantly contribute to the 

scholarly understanding of Pelagius’s belief system, and the wider cultural transition from a 

society deeply influenced by Stoicism and other philosophical concepts, to a society firmly 

anchored in Christian norms.  

 

5 CRITICAL EVALUATION OF PRIMARY SOURCES  

Several types of literature have, at one point or another, been attributed to Pelagius. Epistles, 

commentaries, and fragments from lost treatises represent the corpus of available primary sources 
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that can be reasonably assigned to Pelagius.39 There is broad scholarly consensus that examples of 

each of these genres are included in the surviving works attributed to the heresiarch,40 but this 

academic concurrence does not tell the entire story. For example, there is widespread agreement 

that several authentic Pelagian epistles have survived antiquity. However, given the corpus of 

epistles that have been attributed to Pelagius, there is no general consensus as to which of these 

are actually genuine works of Pelagius. Given that any serious study of Pelagius and/or his 

theology would begin with the available primary sources, the important question now becomes: 

what primary material is appropriate for this particular investigation? 

 
39 Several secondary sources examine both fragments and full texts that have been at one time or another attributed to 

Pelagius. The most inclusive of these secondary sources, and often the starting point for analysis by Pelagian scholars, 

is the work of Georges de Plinval. His Recherches sur l’oeuvre littéraire de Pélage (Paris: Klincksieck, 1934) and 

Pélage: Ses écrits, sa vie et son réforme (Lausanne: Payot, 1943) included twenty-two full texts that he assigned to 

Pelagius, in addition to many fragments. A contemporary of Plinval, Ivo Kirmer, challenged Plinval’s assumptions 

shortly after the release of Recherches. Kirmer’s work, Das Eigentum des Fastidius im pelagianischen Schrifttum 

(Oberbayern: Missionsdruckerei St. Ottilien, 1938), analyzed the same texts and fragments but came to very different 

conclusions. Using a statistical analysis as a foundation, Kirmer concluded that most of the works Plinval assigned to 

Pelagius were not authored by Pelagius, but by an individual named Fastidius. John R. Morris, writing several decades 

later (‘Pelagian Literature,’ JTS 16 [1965]: 26–60), also used Plinval’s list as a starting point, but like Kirmer, 

concluded that they were from different authors. Robert Evans, working roughly at the same time as Morris, made the 

most significant contributions to identifying the works of Pelagius. In two works, Four Letters and Pelagius: Inquiries 

and Reappraisals (London, 1968; repr., Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2010), Evans critically examined the previous 

work of Plinval, Kirmer, and Morris (and others) and presented his own list of works of Pelagius (particularly the 

epistles of Pelagius), a list that is largely the working model for Pelagius scholarship today. 
40 The largest surviving work of Pelagius is the commentary Expositiones XIII epistularum Pauli. The epistles 

examined in this thesis are most of the surviving epistles widely attributed to him. Many fragments of lost Pelagian 

works have also survived. For example, Augustine and Jerome both quote lost works of Pelagius in their writings. 

Finally, Pelagius’s Libellus fidei, yet another example of a literary form penned by Pelagius, has survived as well. 

Two commonly referenced lists of potential works of Pelagius can be seen in Evans’s Four Letters, 10 and PLS 

1:1101–69, 1679–83. 
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As mentioned previously, the core concern of this investigation is the ways in which 

Pelagius’s conception of self-observation, discipline, and agency helped to shape his doctrine of 

free will and its application in Christian praxis. The epistles that have, at one time or another, been 

attributed to Pelagius are a rich source of these references to observation, agency, and discipline. 

The other available source material—fragments preserved in writings of Pelagius’s antagonists, 

Pelagius’s Libellus fidei,41 and his Expositiones XIII epistularum Pauli42—may be less suitable 

sources for this type of an investigation. However, given the limited source material, texts such as 

these still have value as an interpretive touchstone, albeit indirect to this investigation. A brief 

examination of the context and content of each of these sources can illustrate my point. 

 

5.1 Fragmentary Evidence 

The surviving fragmentary evidence originates primarily from the writings of Augustine and 

Jerome.43 Given the animosity that existed between Pelagius and these men, it is distinctly possible 

that the quotes of Pelagius appearing in these works were represented outside of their original 

context and/or were not quoted verbatim. But this is not to say that these sources are inevitably 

inaccurate or misleading, only that one needs to keep the source in mind when deploying these 

 
41 PL 45:1716–18. 
42 PLS 1:1110–374. 
43 The works that survive as quotations in other works include fragments from De natura, found in Augustine’s De 

natura et grata; fragments of a letter sent by Pelagius to Augustine, found in Augustine’s De gestis Pelagii; a fragment 

of a letter (which accompanies his surviving Libellus fidei) sent to Pope Innocent I, found in Augustine’s De gratia 

Christi et de peccato originali; a fragment from a letter to a presbyter, found in De gestis Pelagii; and a fragment from 

his Liber testimonium, found in Jerome’s Dialogus adversus Pelagianos and also in Augustine’s Contra duas epistolas 

Pelagianorum and his De gestis Pelagii. Surviving stand-alone fragments (surviving fragments not found in other 

works) attributed to Pelagius include Contra Arrianos, De divinitate filii, and Contra Apollinaristas. P. C. Martini, 

“Quattuor fragmenta Pelagio restituenda,” Anton 13 (1938): 319–34. 
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quotes as proof texts. This material is an integral piece of the Pelagian controversy itself, but 

because of the potential uncertainty surrounding its validity, it will not carry the same analytical 

weight as other works of Pelagius more widely accepted as authentic.  

 

5.2 Expositiones XIII epistularum Pauli 

Pelagius’s Expositiones XIII epistularum Pauli (hereafter ‘Expositiones’) explores theological 

theory more than everyday Christian praxis. The work itself is a commentary in the truest sense of 

the word—a verse-by-verse analysis of thirteen letters attributed to Paul, with an outline of 

possible interpretations. As with so many other works attributed to Pelagius, Expositiones was 

assigned to other contemporary authors for many centuries. In the decades after the death of 

Pelagius, the work was attributed to Ambrose. This assignment fell out of favor, and the document 

was eventually accredited to various authors, most notably to the deacon Hilarius by Jean Garnier 

in the seventeenth century.44 Not until roughly this time was Pelagius put forth as even a candidate 

for authorship. In hindsight, it seems obvious to attribute the work to Pelagius, as various texts 

contemporary to the controversy attribute it to him. Marius Mercator, an antagonist of Pelagius 

who was closely aligned with Augustine, assigned the work to Pelagius.45 Augustine himself 

mentions the work in his De peccatorum meritis et remissione et de baptismo parvulorum, 

dismissing it as ‘expositiones brevissimas continerent.’46 These contemporary attributions, and the 

lack of alternative contemporary attributions, seem to indicate the work was likely attributed to 

Pelagius at the time of the controversy. 

 
44 Rees, Letters, 13. 
45 Theodore De Bruyn, Pelagius’s Commentary on St. Paul’s Epistle to the Romans (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2002), 

27. See ACO 1.5.1: 67.5–68.9. 
46 PL 44:186. 
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For the most part, the scriptural interpretations found in Expositiones represent possible 

meanings and not Pelagius’s personal interpretations of the passages. Even so, the theological 

direction of the work gives significant clues to his theological disposition. Also, Expositiones 

represents the earliest and the largest surviving work of Pelagius and therefore has tremendous 

value for scholars. However, when this work is compared to the practical, everyday advice and 

encouragement evident in Pelagius’s epistles, its limitations for the purposes of this investigation 

become clear. The direct pastoral oversight so central to this investigation is almost completely 

absent from Expositiones, making it an interesting but only marginally useful document for this 

thesis. For this reason, Expositiones will not be a major primary source for this project. 

 

5.3 Libellus fidei 

Pelagius’s short statement of faith has, at times, been attributed to Augustine, Jerome, and other 

contemporary authors. The fascinating background of the Libellus fidei is the subject of Peter van 

Egmond’s article, ‘Haec fides est: Observations on the textual tradition of Pelagius’s Libellus 

fidei.’ Here, van Egmond illustrates the long textual history of the pseudo-Hieronymian and 

pseudo-Augustinian textual traditions, highlighting the large frequency of attributions to Jerome 

(there are nearly twice as many existing attributions of Fidei to Jerome as there are attributions to 

his Dialogus adversus Pelagianos).47 Despite these aforementioned attributions, modern scholars 

almost universally attribute the work to Pelagius. Augustine quotes the text directly several times 

while writing against Pelagius, clearly associating the document with Pelagius.48 It seems that at 

 
47 Peter J. van Egmond, ‘Haec fides est: Observations on the Textual Tradition of Pelagius’s Libellus fidei,’ Aug 57 

(2007): 308. 
48 Ibid., 305. 
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the time of the controversy, the authorship of the work was never in doubt—the confusion as to 

the origins of the document arose only many decades later.  

Like his theological treatises, the Libellus fidei is based on Pelagius’s Christian theory 

rather than moral praxis. In this treatise, Pelagius does not outline his thoughts on free will, nor 

does he suggest rubrics for Christian behavior. Rather, it is a highly formulaic response to the 

accusations leveled against him by the African bishops. The document was meant to emphasize 

and elaborate upon Pelagius’s orthodox positions. Because the Fidei lacks the pastoral oversight 

element, the document is of lesser value for this research endeavor and will be consulted only 

periodically as a reference to Pelagius’s wider concepts of theology.  

 

5.4 Epistulae 

The most fruitful primary source for this investigation is undoubtedly the collection of epistles 

attributed to Pelagius. Epistles were a standard literary currency in antiquity, as the educated elite 

of the Roman Empire drew upon a common understanding of form and function when writing. 

Because of these common elements, epistles remain an important component of cultural history. 

The epistles attributed to Pelagius contain numerous examples of the author instructing the 

recipients on issues related to personal behavior, self-observation, and authority—the elements of 

pastoral oversight so crucial to this investigation. The difficult aspect, however, of incorporating 

these documents is determining which epistles are from Pelagius’s own hand. Clearly, this cannot 

be ascertained with absolute certainty, but by evaluating works that were likely authored by 

Pelagius, candidate epistles can be analyzed for clues that may tend to confirm or deny Pelagius’s 

authorship. While not perfect, proceeding in this manner can produce a corpus that can be 

reasonably defended as being authored by Pelagius.  
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A significant amount of this type of scholarly analysis has been performed over the past 

century, most notably the research of Georges de Plinval49 and Robert Evans.50 Gerald Bonner,51 

Carl Caspari,52 John Morris,53 and Ivo Kirmer54 have also contributed significantly. Each analyzed 

at least some of the candidate epistles to evaluate likely authorship, but Plinval and Evans were 

exceptionally thorough, and their work represents the current and widely accepted outlines of the 

‘possible’ and the ‘likely’ works of Pelagius. Both Plinval and Evans started with the works almost 

universally considered genuine creations of Pelagius: his Expositiones and his Pelagii ad 

Demetriadem (hereafter Ad Demetriadem). Contemporary authors accredited both to Pelagius, 

providing the basis for the modern attribution. Plinval’s published works between 1934 and 1943 

were the first modern unified list of Pelagius’s writings. His collection included essentially any 

epistle that could conceivably have been authored by Pelagius. Gradually, however, scholars began 

to question and refute a great number of these attributions, instead assigning the works to other, 

unknown Pelagian authors. Evans’s interpretive analysis, Four Letters of Pelagius, built on the 

foundation laid by Plinval. Evans began his work by comparing themes and vocabulary usage from 

the accepted works of Pelagius to those of the disputed corpus. In this manner, Evans 

systematically confirmed or rejected each document on Plinval’s list.  

 
49 De Plinval, Pélage and Recherches. 
50 Evans, Inquiries and Reappraisals and Four Letters. 
51 Gerald Bonner, ‘Augustine and Modern Research on Pelagianism,’ in Saint Augustine Lecture Series: Saint 

Augustine and the Augustinian Tradition (Villanova, PA: Augustinian Institute, Villanova University, 1970), 1–59; 

Bonner, ‘Pelagianism and Augustine,’ AugStud 23 (1992): 33–51; 24 (1993): 27–47.  
52 Carl P. Caspari, Briefe (Brussels: Abhandlungen und Predigten, 1964). 
53 Morris, ‘Pelagian Literature.’ 
54 Kirmer, Das Eigentum des Fastidius. 
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Using the work of these scholars (and others) as useful starting point, I have examined each 

epistle in order to establish a corpus suitable for this investigation. The following summarizes the 

content of the letters and the rationale for accepting or rejecting them as genuine works of Pelagius.  

 

5.4.1 Pelagii ad Demetriadem 

Ad Demetriadem55 has been accredited to several authors in the past but is now almost universally 

attributed to Pelagius. Indeed, it is one of the few works that nearly every Pelagian scholar agrees 

was penned by Pelagius’s own hand. Robert Evans did not include Ad Demetriadem in his Four 

Letters analysis because he assumed there were no serious questions about its authenticity and 

attribution to Pelagius.56 The near certainty of authorship arises from contemporary sources that 

link Pelagius to the letter. Despite this evidence, it was not until the last century that this letter 

began to be universally attributed to Pelagius. It is not clear why it took so long. Perhaps previous 

scholars and commentators simply did not have access to all the available evidence; or maybe they 

hesitated to assign such an eloquent epistle, arrayed with so many orthodox stances, to a heresiarch 

such as Pelagius. Whatever the reason, it does seem clear that Ad Demetriadem can almost 

certainly be attributed to Pelagius, making the epistle an important source for this thesis. 

The historical backdrop for the letter began with Alaric’s sack of Rome in 408–410 CE. 

The brief occupation by Gothic armies instigated a mass exodus from the city, including some of 

Rome’s most influential families. The gens Anicia, one of the most powerful and influential 

families in Rome, was part of this migration.57 Juliana, a leader of the Anicii contingent, led her 

 
55 PL 30:16–46; PL 33:1099–120. 
56 Evans, Four Letters, 17. 
57 Rees, Letters, 29. 
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family to an Anician estate in North Africa.58 From this position of relative stability, Juliana wrote 

to several of the most eminent theologians of the time concerning her fourteen-year-old daughter, 

Demetrias. Demetrias had recently taken a vow of virginity, and Juliana was seeking advice for 

Demetrias’s new life trajectory. Pelagius’s reply to Juliana’s letter is the most extensive of the 

surviving replies. It is possible that one of Jerome’s letters is a reply to this request,59 and 

Augustine’s likely reply was limited to a letter offering encouragement and congratulations on the 

decision.60 It is possible that Pope Innocent I answered as well, but evidence to confirm this 

assertion has been lost.61 

Ironically, Ad Demetriadem was attributed to Jerome for a number of years, and not until 

centuries after its creation did scholars realize that the Pelagian elements in the letter made Jerome 

an unlikely source.62 Bede prominently rejects its assignment to Jerome, cautioning that the charm 

and eloquence of the work conceal a perversely misleading heresy, making an attribution to Jerome 

impossible.63 After this initial realization, the letter was credited to Pelagian theologians 

contemporary to the controversy such as Celestius and Julian of Eclanum, but never to Pelagius 

himself. The main argument against assigning the work to Pelagius has been the differences in 

style between the Ad Demetriadem and Expositiones, as well as subtle differences from other 

fragments attributed to Pelagius. However, modern scholars have largely dismissed these 

 
58 Ibid., 29. See Jerome, Epistle 130. PL 22:1112. 
59 Jerome, Ep. 130. PL 22:1107-1124. 
60 Augustine, Ep. 150, in Augustine: Select Letters, trans. James Houston Baxter, LCL 239 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 1930), 268–73. 
61 The existence of a reply from Innocent is suggested in PL 30:15. 
62 Rees, Letters, 33. 
63 PL 91:1073: ‘Quem videlicet librum nonulli nostrum studiose legentes, sancti et catholici doctoris Hieronymi esse 

temere artbitrantur, minime pervidentes quod et suavitas eloquentiae demulcentis, et haereseos perversitas 

seducentis, manifeste probat hoc illius opusculum non esse.’ 
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arguments due to the distinct differences in the literary styles of these genres. It seems reasonable 

that a commentary and a letter penned by the same author would include differences in 

presentation, style, and vocabulary—particularly a letter intended for such a notable individual.  

It was not until the nineteenth century that scholars began to assign the work to Pelagius. 

The evidence supporting this claim comes primarily from contemporary references to the letter. 

Orosius, a colleague of Augustine, mentions the letter in his work, Liber apologeticus contra 

Pelagium.64 Augustine also refers to the letter and references its content as a work of Pelagius in 

his De gratia Christi et de peccato originali.65 In addition to these references, Augustine and 

Alypius, the bishop of Thagaste, in a letter to Juliana, indicated they were aware of a letter recently 

written to Demetrias.66 They mention a particularly troublesome sentence that is found in Ad 

Demetriadem67 and suggest Pelagius himself penned the letter.68 These references provide 

convincing evidence that Augustine and his circle believed the letter to be the work of Pelagius. It 

is also noteworthy that there are no surviving contemporary attributions to any author other than 

Pelagius, suggesting that the authorship was not in dispute at the time of the controversy.  

The contemporary acceptance of the letter’s origins is indeed a significant indication of 

authorship, but it is only a single element in a larger body of convincing evidence. The inclusion 

of ideas that strongly correspond with the known positions of Pelagius adds more weight to the 

 
64 PL 31:1198a.  
65 PL 44:359–86. Augustine directly names the work and quotes from it several times, including chapter 22 (371), 

chapter 27 (374), chapter 37 (378–79), chapter 38 (379), and chapter 40 (380). 
66 PL 33:854.  
67 PL 33:850: ‘Habes ergo et hic per quae merito praeponaris aliis; imo hinc magis: nam corporalis nobilitas atque 

opulentia, tuorum intelliguntur esse non tua; spirituales vero divitias nullus tibi praeter te conferre poterit. In his ergo 

jure laudanda, in his merito caeteris praeferenda es, quae nisi ex te et in te esse non possunt.’ PL 30:28. 
68 PL 33:854. 



43 
 

argument. Positions that are defined in his Expositiones and those that he accepted as his own in 

the Synod of Diospolis, such as the possibility to carry out the commands of God (e.g., to not sin), 

the existence of individual agency (giving Christians the ability to sin or not to sin), and the twofold 

commands to do what is commanded and to avoid what is forbidden, are found in Ad Demetriadem. 

Even though one would expect to find such doctrine in a volume authored by Pelagius, this 

evidence alone does not prove its authenticity. However, when added to the contemporary 

witnesses, and absent other credible attributions, it seems likely that the letter was indeed penned 

by Pelagius. 

 

5.4.2 Exhortatio ad sponsam Christi  

Although this work, commonly called De virginitate,69 has been at various times attributed to 

Jerome, Athanasius, Hilary, and Sulpicius Severus, it is widely held today to be an authentic work 

of Pelagius.70 The content of the letter is clearly Pelagian—again, making it curious that it was 

attributed to authors such as Jerome and Athanasius. Such attributions of works later suspected to 

be authored by Pelagius highlight the nature of this and other similar heresies. Even with the 

hindsight of ecclesiastical and imperial judgments against Pelagius, many scribes in the decades 

and centuries following the controversy had difficulty determining what content was orthodox and 

whose position a work likely reflected. There are various reasons why a work could have been 

wrongly attributed, including simple clerical errors that copyists perpetuated without questioning 

the underlying assumptions. But the attribution of clearly Pelagian works to pillars of the anti-

Pelagian movement such as Jerome and Augustine highlights the subtlety of heresy in the ancient 

 
69 PL 18:77–90; PL 30:163–75 (titled Virginitatis laus); PL 103:671–84; CSEL 1:225–50 (Epistula S. Severi ad 

Claudiam sororem de virginitate). 
70 Rees, Letters, 70. 
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world. It is likely that contemporary readers of Pelagian works, despite their elite education, simply 

did not know that the ideas they were reading were heretical. 

Unlike Ad Demetriadem, De virginitate does not have the convenient contemporary 

references to confirm Pelagius as its author, with the possible exception of a single reference by 

Jerome. In his Dialogus adversus Pelagianos, Jerome quotes a line from De virginitate, but he 

does not specifically state that Pelagius authored the passage.71 Jerome does not identify Pelagius 

by name in the document, but rather substitutes the name ‘Critobulus’ as the target of his critique. 

It can be argued that Critobulus is actually Pelagius, or that he is the personification of what it is 

to be ‘Pelagian.’ Therefore, it is difficult to know if Jerome is using this quote as an example from 

Pelagius, or simply an example of a standard Pelagian position. For this reason, I hesitate to assume 

Jerome is implying this passage was written by Pelagius. But even in the absence of contemporary 

confirmation, there remains strong evidence suggesting the letter may have originated with 

Pelagius. 

As the title suggests, this epistle is addressed to a virgin who has taken a vow of ongoing 

chastity. The topic and the audience are very similar to those of the Ad Demetriadem, and the 

author deploys many of the same arguments and proofs found in Ad Demetriadem. The themes, 

grammar usage, and scriptural quotations are all very similar as well. Plinval illustrates the most 

obvious commonality between De virginitate and other works of Pelagius by pointing out that 

several lines from section 8 of the text appear to be lifted directly from Pelagius’s Expositiones.72 

The following quote from De virginitate follows the author’s quotation of 1 Cor 7:34 (Vulg.): ‘et 

 
71 PL 23:491–590.  
72 Plinval, Pélage, 26. 
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mulier innupta et virgo cogitat quae Domini sunt ut sit sancta et corpore et spiritu quae autem 

nupta est cogitat quae sunt mundi quomodo placeat viro’: 

De virginitate 8: 
  
Nuptam viro placere adserit, cogitando quae mundi sunt, innuptam vero Deo, eo quod 
nulla cura illi sit saeculi. Dicat ergo mihi, quae virum non habet et tamen quae mundi sunt 
cogitat, cui placere desiderat? Nonne incipiet illi nupta praeponi? Quia illa cogitando 
quae mundi sunt complacet vel marito, ista vero nec marito, quem non habet potest placere 
nec Deo.73   

 
This passage is remarkably similar to a sequence in Expositiones. Again, 1 Cor 7:34 is introduced, 

followed by this quote: 

Nuptam viro placere adserit cogitando quae mundi sunt; innuptam vero Deo eo quod illi 
nulla cura sit saeculi. Quae ergo virum non habet et tamen quae mundi sunt cogitat, cui 
placere desiderat? Nonne incipiet illi nupta praeponi, quae cogitando quae mundi sunt 
complacet vel marito, cum haec nec marito, quem non habet, nitatur placere nec Deo.74  

 
It is clear that these passages are similar in content, but when viewed synoptically, their content 

becomes even more striking: 

 

De virginitae 8: 
 
Nuptam viro placer adserit, cogitando quae 
mundi sunt, innuptam vero Deo, eo quod 
nulla cura illi sit saeculi. Dicat ergo mihi, 
quae virum non habet et tamen quae mundi 
sunt cogitat, cui placere desiderat? Nonne 
incipiet illi nupta praeponi? Quia illa 
cogitando quae mundi sunt complacet vel 
marito, ista vero nec marito, quem non habet 
potest placere nec Deo. 

Expositiones: Incipit ad Corinthios: 
 
Nuptam viro placere adserit cogitando quae 
mundi sunt; innuptam vero Deo eo quod illi 
nulla cura sit saeculi. Quae ergo virum non 
habet et tamen quae mundi sunt cogitat, cui 
placere desiderat? Nonne incipiet illi nupta 
praeponi, quae cogitando quae mundi sunt 
complacet vel marito, cum haec nec marito, 
quem non habet, nitatur placere nec Deo. 

 

 
73 PL 30:168b. 
74 Alexander Souter, trans., Pelagius’s Expositions of Thirteen Epistles of St. Paul: Text, ed. J. Armitage Robinson, 

Contributions to Biblical and Patristic Literature: Texts and Studies 9 (1926; repr., Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2004), 

169. 
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Evans suggests two possibilities for this obvious similarity. First, it is plausible that this is simply 

an unknown Pelagian who has chosen to copy Pelagius’s argument from Expositiones. Second, 

the passage is actually from the hand of Pelagius and he is utilizing a familiar argument to support 

his position. Evans leans towards the latter, indicating that the other commonalities with 

Expositiones and Ad Demetriadem suggest a common author for the three works.75 

Elements of important Pelagian concepts also bridge De virginitate and Ad Demetriadem. 

Pelagius’s twofold representation of iustitia—to refrain from what is forbidden and to do what is 

commanded—is seen in both of these works. In De virginitate 5, the author states: 

Iustitia ergo non aliud est quam non peccare, non peccare autem est legis praecepta 
servare. Praeceptorum autem observatio duplici genere custoditur, ut nihil eorum quae 
prohibentur facias, et cuncta quae iubentur implere contendas.76 
 

A similar formulation is found in Ad Demetriadem 9: 

Prohibentur mala, praecipiuntur bona, conceduntur media, perfecta suadentur. In duobus 
illis quae priori loco sunt, peccatum omne concluditur; in utroque enim dei continetur 
imperium. Et non solum praecipere, sed et prohibere ipsum, iubentis est. Generaliter 
namque omnibus mandatur iustitia.77 
 

These two examples represent only a sample of the many passages that tie De virginitate to 

Expositiones and Ad Demetriadem in Evans’s analysis. While convincing, this evidence does not 

definitively prove that Pelagius authored the work. It is certainly plausible that these similarities 

reflect the work of another author utilizing Expositiones and Ad Demetriadem as a guide. However, 

nearly every Pelagian scholar over the past century has attributed the work to Pelagius. (Plinval, 

Evans, and Rees all agree on the possibility of another author working with Expositiones and Ad 

Demetriadem as a guide, but each attributes the work to Pelagius.) On the grounds that De 

 
75 Evans, Four Letters, 41. 
76 PL 18:79d–80a. 
77 PL 30:25. 
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virginitate, Expositiones, and Ad Demetriadem seem to have been written by the same hand, and 

given the absence of convincing evidence that points to another unknown author, for the purposes 

of this investigation, it will be assumed that this is in indeed a work of Pelagius. 

 

5.4.3 Instituit amicum in scientia divina lege  

The occasion of this letter (hereafter De divina lege)78 is to instruct a recently baptized Christian 

on various expectations of the Christian life. The closing section of the letter addresses specific 

situations such as taking an oath and retaliating against wrongs. These topics have led many 

scholars to assume the letter was written to a Roman politician, possibly of the senatorial class, 

who might be expected to participate in both activities.79 It is clear from the text that the letter is 

addressed to a male of social and political standing, but the identification of the recipient as a 

senator cannot be confirmed from the text itself. Once again, this letter has previously been 

attributed to Jerome despite the glaring Pelagian themes throughout the work. 

 As with De virginitate, De divina lege exhibits some of the same scriptural proof texts 

and argument constructions that are found in Ad Demetriadem. Several scholars have concluded 

that this text is likely Pelagius’s, but Evans crafts the most convincing argument in attributing the 

work to the heresiarch. With a detailed examination of various passages, Evans links the text to 

both Ad Demetriadem and Expositiones based on the aforementioned constructions and proof 

texts.80 Unfortunately, no contemporary attribution survives to support Evans’s conclusion, and 

later attributions point to other authors. For example, the editor’s notes in the Patrologia Latina 

 
78 PL 30:106–16. 
79 Evans, Four Letters, 22. 
80 Ibid., 23. 
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assign the work to Faustus of Riez.81 This assignment is based solely on a comment by Gennadius 

of Marseilles, a friend of Faustus, who identified him as the author in his work De viris 

illustribus.82 Plinval and Evans (among others)83 reject this attribution on the basis of parallels to 

Ad Demetriadem, the Expositiones, and other suspected works of Pelagius.  

Like other probable candidates, De divina lege shows striking linguistic parallels to other 

known works of Pelagius. In both De divina lege and Ad Demetriadem, the author proceeds with 

an argument that knowledge of the divine law precedes actually fulfilling the requirements of the 

law: 

 
De divina lege 4:  

Ne qui forte existimet nos contra apostolum, 
doctorem legis praeferre factori, suo ordine 
respondebimus, oportere prius nosse quid 
iussum sit, quidve prohibitum, et scientes 
utrumque servemus; alioqiun ante scientam 
mandati impossibile est nosse quid fiat.84  

Ad Demetriadem 9: 

Impossibile est enim ei quemque placere, cui 
quid placeat, ignorat. Fierique potest, ut 
etiam obsequendi voto offendat, cui quomodo 
obsequi debeat, ante non didicit. Et ut maius 
est, voluntatem domini facere quam nosse; ita 
prius est nosse quam facere.85  

 

At first glance, this shared viewpoint that knowledge of the law is a necessary precursor to 

lawful action might seem to be a minor coincidence. However, given the scarcity of this specific 

assumption outside of the works of Pelagius, this commonality lends further credibility to the 

conclusion that De divine lege may indeed be from the hand of Pelagius.  

Another link to the assumed works of Pelagius can be seen in the use of the Hebrew 

scripture in De divina lege. For example, parallel references to Hosea are also found in both De 

 
81 See note on PL 30. 
82 PL 58:1110. 
83 Rees, Letters, 88. 
84 PL 30:108d. 
85 PL 30:24a. 
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divina lege and Expositiones. While not quoting the exact same text in Hosea (De divina lege 

quotes Hos 4:6, while Expositiones references Hos 4:5–6), both works incorporate the linkage of 

light to knowledge and darkness to ignorance—akin to the passages found in Hosea. 

De divina lege 3: 
 
Ostendens [dominus] in summa rerum salutarium nebula et tenebris constitutos eos, qui 
spiritualem lucernam, id est divinae legis scientiam habere nollent accensam. Quam 
quidam repellentes, per prophetam a Domino repellentur, sicut scriptum est: ‘Quia tu 
scientiam repulisti, repellam et ego te.’ (Hos 4:6)86  
 

 
Expositiones (commenting on Rom 13:12: ‘Nox praecessit dies autem appropriavit’):87   
 
Comparat diei scientiam et ignorantiam nocti, propheta dicente ‘nocti adsimilavi matrem 
tuam; factus est populous meus tamquam non habens scientiam.’88 
 

 
Again, Pelagius is not the only late-ancient author to quote Hosea in reference to the powers of 

light and darkness. But this passage is not one of the more common biblical quotations offered by 

Christian authors, and its deployment in these two works raises an interesting possibility of shared 

authorship. Evans, Rees, and Plinval all suggest many more commonalities between De divina 

lege and other known works of Pelagius,89 but the examples I present here illustrate the type of 

evidence that has led these scholars to conclude De divina lege was indeed authored by Pelagius. 

Based on these convincing arguments and the absence of a credible argument to the contrary, this 

epistle will be included in the corpus of my primary sources. 

 

 

 
86 PL 30:111b. 
87 Rom 13:12 Vulg. 
88 Souter, Pelagius’s Expositions, 104. 
89 Rees, Letters, 88. 



50 
 

5.4.4 Ad Celantiam matronam  

The final of the four epistles I have attributed to Pelagius is Ad Celantiam.90 Once again, the letter 

is addressed to a woman of noble birth, but in this epistle the recipient happens to be married. As 

in the other letters, the author focuses his attention on the responsibilities of the Christian life and 

the merits of following such a path (as well as the detriments of wandering from it). Unlike the 

other epistles of Pelagius, Ad Celantiam focuses not on virginity, but on sexual relations in the 

context of married life. The protocol prescribed by Pelagius contributes to the overall exploration 

of sex, discipline, and power relationships in Pelagius’s theology, making the letter an important 

component of the primary corpus.  

 Similar to the other epistles, Ad Celantiam has at various times been attributed to Jerome.91 

The Pelagian themes present in the letter, such as the concept of eternal reward through action 

rather than faith alone, the dual commands of avoiding forbidden actions and doing good deeds, 

and the emphasis on free will, make the attribution to Jerome extremely problematic. Given these 

issues, most scholars have long since abandoned attempts to assign the work to any of the orthodox 

luminaries. Plinval was the first scholar to directly link the letter to Pelagius,92 but many more 

recent scholars have followed suit. The primary evidence linking the work to Pelagius is classified 

into two types: scriptural citations93 and topical themes common to Ad Demetriadem and other 

assumed works of Pelagius.94   

 
90 PL 22:1204–20; PL 61:723–36; CSEL 29:436–59 (Ad Celantiam). 
91 Evans, Four Letters, 22. 
92 Plinval, Recherches, 14. 
93 Sir 19:1; Matt 7:13–14; Sir 28:24; Matt 5:34–37; Phil 3:13–14. 
94 Examples include the twofold commands, labeling Paul as ‘God’s chosen vessel,’ the meaning of righteousness, 

and an exhortation against flattery. 
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The evidence for themes in common with other likely works of Pelagius is strong in Ad 

Celantiam, but maybe the most compelling evidence is the presence of the Pelagian concept of the 

twofold command. As in De virginitate, the author of Ad Celantiam draws from Ad Demetriadem. 

An example of this can been seen in a comparison of the following passages. In Ad Demetriadem 

9, Pelagius address the importance of the twofold command: 

Prohibentur mala, praecipiuntur bona, conceduntur media, perfecta suadentur. In duobus 
illis quae priori loco sunt, peccatum omne concluditur; in utroque enim dei continetur 
imperium. Et non solum praecipere, sed et prohibere ipsum, iubentis est. Generaliter 
namque omnibus mandatur iustitia.95   

 
 
The author of Ad Celantiam stakes out a nearly identical position (Ad Celantiam 5): 
 

Duo autem sunt genera mandatorum, in quibus clauditur tota iustitia. Prohibendi unum 
est, iubendi alterum. Ut enim mala prohibentur, ita praecipiuntur bona. Ibi otium 
imperatur, hic studium. Ibi coercetur animus, hic incitatur. Hic fecisse, hic non fecisse, 
culpabile est.96     

 
There are, however, important differences in these passages, primarily the use of the word media 

in Ad Demetriadem. In the passage from Ad Demetriadem, the author is contrasting intermediate 

things (media), which are allowed, with things that are advised (perfecta). This use of media and 

the contrast with perfecta are missing in the passage from Ad Celantiam. Evans suggests this 

difference can be explained by the intended audiences of the epistles.97 Ad Celantiam was written 

to a married woman who recently committed to a life of continence, and such references to the 

perfecta of virginity over the media of marriage would be rather inappropriate. Conversely, Ad 

 
95 PL 30:24b–c. 
96 PL 22:1206. 
97 Evans, Four Letters, 52. 
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Demetriadem was penned to give direction to a virgin girl, making a reference to marriage as a 

‘middle ground’ perfectly acceptable.98 

Evans also illustrates another interesting commonality, again between Ad Demetriadem 

and Ad Celantiam. Here Evans suggests that an identical turn of phrase imbedded in a 

differentiated narrative diminishes the likelihood that this is simply one author copying another.99 

To Evans, this usage likely represents an author deploying an argument of his own that he has used 

before, but applying it to diverse situations. The passages, which highlight common complaints 

concerning the severity of divine law, are as follows: 

Ad Celantiam 15:  

En totum illud arduum divinae legis totumque difficile, en ob quam dura imperia domino 
reclamamus et dicemus nos vel difficultate vel impossibilitate mandatorum premi. Nec 
sufficit, quod iussa non facimus, nisi etiam iubentem iniustum pronuntiemus, dum ipsum 
aequitatis auctorem non modo dura et ardua, sed impossibilia etiam praecepisse 
conquerimur.100  
 
Ad Demetriadem 16:  

In os domini reclamamus et dicimus: Durum est, arduum est, non possumus, homines 
sumus, fragile carne circumdamur. O caecam insaniam! O profanam temeritatem! Duplici 
ignorantia accusamus deum scientiae, ut videatur nescire quod fecit, nescire quod iussit; 
quasi oblitus fragilitatis humanae, cuius auctor ipse est, imposuerit homini mandata quae 
ferre non possit. Simulque (proh nefas!) ascribimus iniquitatem iusto, pio crudelitatem. 
Dum eum primo impossibile aliquid praecepisse conquerimur.101  

 
 

According to Evans, phrases such as ‘reclamamus et dicimus,’ ‘impossibilia (impossibile) etiam 

(aliquid) praecepisse conquerimur,’ or the word arduum paired with durum suggest the train of 

 
98 I do believe Evans is stretching the argument a bit too far with this suggestion. Pelagius is not specifically referring 

to marriage as ‘media’ or virginity as ‘perfecta’ in Ad Demetriadem 9, so Evans is reading into the text comparisons 

that are very uncertain. 
99 Evans, Four Letters, 54. 
100 PL 22:1211. 
101 PL 30:30c–d. 
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thought of a single author rather than a simple act of reproduction. Such evidence does not rule 

out other authors, but when it is combined with the fact that there is no credible evidence linking 

the letter to any other individual, it seems prudent to at least pencil in the work as belonging to 

Pelagius. Of the four epistles accepted as primary source material for this project, this epistle, in 

my estimation, carries the weakest attribution. That said, the evidence is sufficient enough to 

include the work in the suitable corpus until and unless other evidence to the contrary comes to 

light. 

 

5.4.5 Traits Common to All Epistles 

The parallels illustrated here are convincing, but they do not represent all the available evidence. 

Vocabulary usage is also essential to the analysis. Evans,102 Plinval,103 and Rees104 outline 

numerous examples of shared vocabulary. Alone, none of these commonalities is particularly 

convincing, but together they add considerable weight to the single-author argument. Many of the 

vocabulary matches are not simply common words used in each epistle, but a variety of unusual 

 
102 Evans, Four Letters, 64–93. Evans’s vocabulary analysis is thorough, but there are notable problems. For example, 

Evans indicates that the phrase opera iustitiae is highly characteristic of each of these epistles. However, in many 

instances he uses to illustrate his assertion, he assumes that the word opera is implied, in essence suggesting that the 

use of the word iustitiae is somehow unusual or distinctive. Another example can be seen in Evans’s treatment of the 

verb choice of vendo/distraho (to sell). Evans suggests that the author of these letters uses distraho exclusively and 

does not use vendo. However, a closer analysis reveals that vendo is in fact used by the author (Ad Celantiam, PL 

22:1213, 1217) and distraho is used only once in the four letters analyzed, and that instance appears in the epistle 

identified by Evans as belonging to Pelagius but rejected for the purposes of this thesis, De vita Christiana (PL 

40:1034). Such a limited sample simply does not reveal much about the style of the author(s). That said, Evans does 

have many solid arguments in his analysis, but individually, each argument should be inspected carefully. 
103 Plinval, Pélage, 19–43. 
104 Rees, Letters, 29–35, 71–80, 88–89, 127–28. Unlike Evans, Rees compares vocabulary and structure in his opening 

remarks on each letter rather than deploying a wider discussion in separate vocabulary, grammar, and biblical-citation 

sections. 
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combinations or usages. For example, Evans illustrates how the author(s) of these epistles applies 

the pronoun illud consistently when referring to a biblical passage that is the topic of the 

narrative.105 Illud is commonly utilized in late antiquity, so its usage is not particularly unique. 

However, the frequency with which the word is deployed in this fashion may indicate the narrative 

style of a single author.  

Pelagius leaned heavily on biblical quotations, allusions, or paraphrases to bolster his 

arguments. The frequency and type of these scriptural appropriations are an instrumental factor in 

delineating the works of Pelagius. Pelagius’s Libellus fidei, his Expositiones, and the four epistles 

outlined here share more than seventy biblical quotes or allusions.106 Of course, many authors 

contemporary to Pelagius used the same scriptural quotations, but the sheer number of 

commonalities between these works is nonetheless striking and should be an important 

consideration when one is attempting to ascertain authorship of specific epistles.  

These examples are by no means meant to exhaust the available evidence in favor of 

ascribing these works to Pelagius. They do, however, point to significant commonalities and, in 

my opinion, suggest that Pelagius was likely the author of these epistles. Given the evidence, these 

epistles will constitute the core of primary sources for this research endeavor. 

 

6 EPISTLES NOT UTILIZED  

There are several epistles that have been attributed to Pelagius that will not be utilized in this 

investigation. The rejection of these documents is due to the questionable attribution to Pelagius. 

As evidenced by the previous review of the accepted epistles, it is difficult to know with any 

 
105 Evans, Four Letters, 94. 
106 Ibid., 96. 
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certainty the origins of documents that have survived antiquity. However, the uncertainty 

surrounding the epistles in this section is more pronounced, making even a cautious assignment to 

Pelagius problematic. 

  

6.1 De vita Christiana  

Addressed to a widow on the familiar topic of proper Christian behavior, De vita Christiana107 has 

possibly the most interesting evidence both for and against its attribution to Pelagius. Before it was 

incorrectly assigned to Augustine,108 Augustine himself attributed quotations from the work to 

Pelagius.109 At the Synod of Diospolis in 415, the work was directly linked to Pelagius when 

passages from the text were used as evidence against him. From this evidence, it would seem clear 

that the work was indeed from the hand of Pelagius. However, Pelagius denied ownership of the 

quotations,110 bringing the actual authorship into considerable doubt. Evans acknowledges 

Pelagius’s denial at Diospolis, but suggests that the refusal to accept ownership does not 

necessarily disqualify Pelagius as the author.111 Rees and Plinval112 also assign the work to 

Pelagius despite his testimony denying authorship.  

 
107 PL 40:1031–46; PL 50:383–402. 
108 Evans, Four Letters, 105. 
109 De gestis Pelagii, PL 44:329: ‘[T]u nosti, Domine, quam sanctae, et innocentes, et mundae sunt ab omni molestia 

et iniquitate et rapiua, quas ad te extendo manus; quemadmodum justa et munda labia, et ab omni mendacio libera, 

quibus offero tibi deprecationem, ut mihi miserearis.’ 
110 PL 44:329: ‘Posse quidem hominem sine peccato esse, et Dei mandata custodire, si velit, diximus: hanc enim 

possibilitatem Deus illi dedit. Non autem diximus quod inveniatur aliquis, ab infantia usque ad senectam, qui nunquam 

peccaverit: sed quoniam a peccatis conversus, proprio labore et Dei gratia possit esse sine peccato; nec per hoc 

tamen in posterum inconversibilis. Reliqua vero quae subjecerunt, neque in libris nostris sunt, neque talia umquam 

diximus.’ 
111 Evans, Four Letters, 18. 
112 Rees, Letters, 106. 
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While I tend to agree with much of the supporting evidence provided by these scholars, 

including (1) the similarity between certain content found in De vita Christiana and content found 

in the Expositiones and (2) various scriptural references deployed in other writing of Pelagius, 

these attributions tend to overlook or underestimate an important component of the argument: 

Pelagius’s emphasis on the moral behavior, including honesty, required of every Christian. It may 

be the case, as suggested by Evans, that Pelagius simply denied ownership of the selected passages 

at Diospolis to avoid action by the synod. However, this explanation largely ignores the importance 

Pelagius placed on the moral and ethical expectations of the Christian life. One can imagine what 

Pelagius might say of an individual who avoided persecution by giving false testimony. This action 

would be a clear violation of Pelagius’s ethical code, and to suggest this action would be to suggest 

also that Pelagius was a hypocrite, or at the very least an individual of questionable convictions. 

Of course, there is no way to know for certain whether or not Evans’s portrayal of the events of 

Diospolis is accurate, but I believe consideration of Pelagius’s rigorous ethical demands should be 

a factor in determining authorship of this work.  

The work has also been attributed by Morin, Caspari, and Kirmer113 to a certain Fastidius, 

but the evidence for this attribution does not appear to be very strong.114 The attributions to both 

Fastidius and Pelagius are marred with serious problems that cannot be satisfactorily explained by 

recent scholarship. Given the available evidence, I believe authorship of this work is in dispute 

and that therefore the work should not be part of the corpus of this investigation.  

Other letters have from time to time been attributed to Pelagius, but the above-referenced 

letters are the ones that have received serious merit and consideration within the scholarly 

 
113 Ibid., 105–6. 
114 See Rees’s introduction to ‘On the Christian Life’ (Rees, Letters, 105) for a discussion of the merits of attributing 

the work to Fastidius. 
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community. While mostly agreeing with Evans’s conclusions, I do not believe that De vita 

Christiana should be attributed to Pelagius based on the available information. As previously 

mentioned, to assign this work to Pelagius conveniently ignores the overwhelmingly paramount 

message of Pelagius’s activity—the importance of correct Christian behavior. The rest of Evans’s 

analysis is extremely strong and largely forms the basis of my conclusions that the four letters—

Ad Demetriadem, De virginitate, De divina lege, and Ad Celantiam—were written by Pelagius. 

These epistles, therefore, will constitute the foundation of source material for this project.  

 

6.2 The Caspari Corpus  

The Caspari Corpus115 is a group of six epistles116 that have, at one time or another, been linked to 

Pelagius or the Pelagian tradition. The letters in the group, named after the Norwegian theologian 

who first published a critical edition of the epistles, do contain Pelagian concepts. However, there 

is a significant difficulty with assigning the group to Pelagius. Caspari himself did not attribute the 

letters to Pelagius, but to an individual named Agricola.117 Plinval would later ascribe the final five 

of the six letters to Pelagius, correctly pointing out that the biographical information provided by 

the author in the first letter does not fit with what little we know of Pelagius.118 The problem with 

this theory is rather clear when one reads the six letters together. The style, voice, and vocabulary 

in the letters are very similar, and they seem to be from the same hand. If they are, the first letter 

 
115 As far as I can determine, this name for the grouping of letters outlined here was coined by Rees in Letters. 
116 Epistula honorificentiae tuae, PL 1:1687–94; Ad adolescentem, PLS 1:1375–80; Epistula de possibilitate non 

peccandi, PLS 1:1457–62; Epistula sancti Sixti episcopi et martyris de divitiis, PLS 1:1380–418; Epistula sancti Sixti 

episcopi et martyris de malis doctoribus et operibus fidei et de iudicio futuro, PLS 1:1418–457; Epistula sancti Sixti 

episcopi et martyris de castitate, PLS 1:1464–505. 
117 Rees, Letters, 15. 
118 Plinval, Pélage, 44–45. 
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disqualifies all six from an assignment to Pelagius. The ongoing debate concerning the authorship 

of these letters is outside the scope of this examination, except to say that I am aware of no scholar 

after Plinval that has attributed this corpus to Pelagius.  

   

7 DEFINITION OF TERMS  

Several terms will be referenced numerous times in this project, and it will be helpful to establish 

some parameters of the definition and use of these terms in this thesis. Other terms will of course 

impact the investigation as well, but the following are of particular interest, and/or their common 

use is vague enough to require additional clarification for use in this project. 

 

7.1 Free Will  

The concept of ‘free will’ will be referenced multiple times in this investigation, so a brief 

overview of the concept is appropriate. At first glance, the term free will seems to be a fairly 

straightforward term. After all, this is a concept with which nearly everyone can claim some 

familiarity. Granted, the conceptualization of this term can vary greatly from culture to culture, 

from age group to age group, and even from person to person within a tightly defined demographic 

category. However, most modern individuals will have at least an idea of what this term means 

(and maybe even a strong opinion of its validity as a useful concept). The current status quaestionis 

of free will in modern philosophical scholarship is extremely nuanced and complex, making it 

largely outside of the scope of this thesis. However, a brief discussion of the concept in both 

modern and ancient parlance will help narrow the focus to a workable definition suitable for the 

forthcoming analysis.  
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In a very general sense, the modern definition of free will is usually stated in terms of an 

individual’s ability to make decisions independent of outside influences. Specifically, the notion 

of ‘choice’ is often emphasized. For example, Timothy O’Connor defines free will as ‘a 

philosophical term of art for a particular sort of capacity of rational agents to choose a course of 

action from various alternatives.’119 Other definitions and synonyms posit defining labels such as 

‘self-determination’ or ‘autonomy’ as important clues to the modern meaning. The term is also 

often associated with related concepts such as ‘self-mastery’ and ‘moral responsibility.’120 

 

7.1.1 Stoic Free Will  

Despite the widespread familiarity in modern discourse, the concept of free will has not always 

been so widely used, even in intellectual circles. Indeed, until the blooming of Christianity in late 

antiquity, free will was an obscure concept. Various models have been utilized to illustrate the rise 

of free will as a relevant construct. Some believe that free will was a natural progression out of 

Greek philosophy—specifically with Stoic thought beginning in the first century CE.121 It can be 

problematic to speak of a unified Stoic notion of free will, but some important underlying notions 

of the will were shared by late-ancient Stoic authors. Maybe the most important of these shared 

themes is the relationship between human will and wisdom. Stoics believed humans were not born 

with free will, but only the ability to realize free will. The soul in Stoic thought can be seen as 

moving through a continuum. We are born with an irrational soul, similar to that of an animal. As 

with animals, our actions are directed by simple passions (such as hunger, fear, lust, etc.). Because 

 
119 Timothy O’Connor, ‘Free Will,’ Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Released January 7, 2002, revised October 

29, 2010, http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/freewill. 
120 Ibid. 
121 Michael Frede, A Free Will, ed. A. A. Long (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012), 175. 
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we are slaves to these passions, we have nothing resembling free will. As we move through the 

continuum of life, we have the opportunity to apply reason to our actions and perception of life. 

This application of reason propels us towards the ultimate goal of being truly wise. To the Stoics, 

obtaining wisdom meant discarding useless thoughts and passions and choosing the correct 

(rational) path. Only those special few who are able to reject the influence of passion and rely only 

on reason truly can obtain free will. 

Vocabulary usage is another shared theme in Stoic texts.122 Greek terms such as exousia 

autopragias (the authority to act independently), autexousia (free will), and eleutheria proairesei 

(free choice)123 and the Latin liberum arbitrium (free choice) and libera voluntas (free will)124 

represent the commonly deployed vocabulary of ancient and, with more frequency, late-ancient 

authors. Exousia autopragias is found in a range of authors from the Stoic philosopher Chrysippus 

to the church father Origen, but the term seems to have a distinctly Stoic flavor. Frede astutely 

points out that the usage of autopragias and its cognates is very rare in antiquity—the word is 

deployed almost exclusively in a Stoic context (text, coinage, etc.).125 The Stoic use of this term 

and its association with sophia (wisdom) may have been the first tremor that ultimately released 

the avalanche of free will discourse in late antiquity.  

The Stoic monopoly on the vocabulary and discourse of free will did not last long. While 

Origen did include the term exousia autopragias in his writings, he also utilizes autexousia, and it 

seems as though this word quickly became the term of choice in Christian discourse on free will. 

 
122 The vocabulary deployed by authors in antiquity to describe free will is an essential portion of this project and will 

be elaborated upon later in the thesis.  
123 Chrysostom and several other Greek authors use prothymia instead (or in conjunction with proairesis). 
124 Most commonly seen in context in late-ancient literature as ‘liberi arbitrii’ (free choice) and ‘liberam 

voluntatem’ (free will). 
125 Frede, Free Will, 67. 
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Eleutheria proairesei is the term used by Justin Martyr, and liberi arbitrii is common to many 

Latin authors, including Rufinus (specifically in his translation of Origen),126 Pelagius, Jerome, 

and Augustine (Augustine also used libera voluntas frequently). The break from Stoic vocabulary 

and doctrine will be explored in more detail later, but the important point here is that this set of 

ideas common to late-ancient Stoic authors was the fertile garden from which a more fully 

developed Christian doctrine of free will would eventually bloom. 

Despite the important commonalities such as vocabulary and the link to sophia, notable 

shifts in Stoic thinking on free will make a uniform Stoic definition problematic. The change in 

Stoic attitudes towards determinism is one such shift. Early Stoic notions of the will severely 

limited the individual’s true freedom of action. Fate, or the predetermined architecture of the 

universe, in many ways narrowed the definition of freedom to the ability to choose one’s internal 

reaction to events. Later Stoic authors such as Marcus Aurelius and Epictetus softened the strict 

determinism characteristic of the Early Stoic period. Internal reactions to external events (the only 

real freedom of choice in early Stoic thought) gradually morphed into an ability of individuals to 

choose how to act. Granted, this later version is still largely deterministic, but significantly less so 

than those of earlier Stoics. 

Frede summarizes this later Stoic notion of the will, specifically the one introduced by 

Epictetus, as ‘the conception of an ability to make choices and decisions, in particular choices and 

 
126 De principiis, Rufinus’s Latin translation, is the only surviving complete version of Origen’s Peri archōn.  

 However, segments of the original Greek have survived antiquity, most notably in the collection of Origen’s work 

assembled by Gregory of Nazianzus and Basil of Caesarea. This anthology, titled Philocalia, is the primary Greek 

source interspersed with Latin. Rufinus, in his Latin translation, uses the term ‘liberi arbitrii.’ Both Pelagius and 

Augustine use ‘liberi arbitrii’ when referring to free will. As mentioned above, Greek philosophers did not have a 

uniform concept of free will, nor did they utilize a common vocabulary. However, the Greek term autexousia gradually 

became the standard term deployed by Greek Christian authors.  
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decisions which amount to one’s willing to do something.’127 Frede is pointing to a concept that 

would be later adopted by Christians: ‘Christians by no means developed a distinctive doctrine of 

free will of their own, let alone a radically new view. They largely relied on the Stoic view.’128 

While this line of reasoning has merit, the Stoic representation of the idea still has a degree of 

separation from those of late-ancient Christian authors—most notably the lingering role of fate as 

the ultimate arbiter of an individual’s path. It can be argued that this is not free will at all, at least 

not the type Pelagius considered. There are traces of determinism in pre-Augustine Christian usage 

of free will, so the disconnect with Stoic conceptualization is not complete.  

 

7.1.2 Christian Free Will  

Some modern scholars point to a purely Christian rationale for the advent of free will. Kyle Harper 

has proposed one such theory, suggesting that Christianity is the raison d’être for free will: ‘The 

Christians of the second century invent the notion of free will. In its original form, Christian “free 

will” was a cosmological claim—an argument about the relationship between God’s justice and 

the individual.’129 Elsewhere, Harper speculates that the rise of free will in Christian circles 

resulted directly from Christian sexual morality: ‘The passage from classical to Christian sexual 

culture required new conceptions of moral agency, and the idea (and the very formula) of “free 

will” was born in the struggle to define the meaning of Christian sexual morality.’130   

 
127 Frede, Free Will, 175.  
128 Ibid., 177. 
129 Kyle Harper, From Shame to Sin: The Christian Transformation of Sexual Morality in Late Antiquity (Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 2013), 4. 
130 Ibid., 3–4. 
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To Harper, sexuality in the Greco-Roman world was largely determined by one’s position 

and status. Shame and other public motivators drove individuals to adhere to cultural norms more 

than did religious or state-driven expectations.131 The new Christian conception of sexual morality 

shifted power from society in general and placed it in the hands of individuals. This new individual 

responsibility for sexual behavior was the genesis of free will as we know it today. However, I 

tend to agree with Kristina Sessa when she suggests that Harper might have relied too heavily on 

orthodox Christian sources, largely ignoring the influence of heretical Christian or pagan 

stances.132 Even in light of these limitations, the suggested link between Christian thought and 

popular notions of free will is certainly compelling. Whether one leans towards the Stoic origins 

outlined by Frede or the Christian beginnings suggested by Harper, it is evident that free will was 

a popular aspect of Christian discourse—even for its earliest adherents. The adoption of concepts 

of moral freedom by Christian writers is evident long before Pelagius or Augustine put pen to 

paper.133 

By the second century, Christians were deploying the concept of free will in their defense 

of the faith. The early Christian apologist Justin Martyr already had a mature formulation of the 

idea at this time: ‘And again, unless the human race have [sic] the power of avoiding evil and 

 
131 A notable exception to Harper’s argument can be seen in the practices of the self that were taught by several 

philosophical traditions. In these practices, the morality demanded by the ‘self’ was far more important than the 

influences of the public sphere. I will elaborate upon this theme in the coming chapters.  
132 In her review of Harper’s book, Kristina Sessa suggests that Harper’s choice of sources to support his argument is 

too narrow in scope, producing a monolithic view of Christianity from the ‘winner’s’ (what would later be deemed 

the orthodox) point of view. (See Kristina Sessa, review of From Shame to Sin, by Kyle Harper, Bryn Mawr Classical 

Review 2014.01.52, http://bmcr.brynmawr.edu/2014/2014-01–52.html).   
133 The sudden popularity of defining and emphasizing free will resulted directly from attempts to combat gnostic 

determinism. It is no coincidence that Christian authors espoused individual choice at a time of strong gnostic trends 

throughout the Empire. However, the intent at this stage of the analysis is simply to outline common definitions, not 

the underlying motivations giving rise to the trend. 



64 
 

choosing good by free choice, they are not accountable for their actions, of whatever kind they be. 

But that it is by free choice they both walk uprightly and stumble, we thus demonstrate.’134 Justin 

constructs his argument on the foundation of God’s justice. Evil, iniquity, and injustice result from 

human behavior and sin, not God’s will. Justin’s god is omnipotent and can identify those who 

will choose to act justly, but he does not force the individual to conform to his will. This is not to 

say that salvation to Justin is a simple matter of following the specified rules of God. Rather, it is 

a bond between repentance and correct behavior that leads the Christian to salvation. In this 

manner, Justin espoused neither the position of Pelagius nor that of Augustine. This tension 

between the roles of divine and the individual was at the heart of the transition to a Christian 

doctrine of free will. In Justin, we see a clean break with the Stoic tradition. The de-emphasis on 

determinism is clear, but God still plays the critical role of accepting the penitent Christian’s pleas 

for forgiveness and ultimate salvation. 

Writing nearly a century later, the great Christian exegete Origen further expounded on the 

new Christian concept. Indeed, Frede calls Origen ‘the first Christian author ever to write in detail 

and systematically about free will.’135 In his preface to Peri archōn,136 Origen states,137 ‘And this 

 
134 Justin Martyr, The First Apology of Justin 43.3; Apologie pour les Chrétiens, SC 507 (Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf, 

2006), 240. ‘Kai au ei mē proaipesei eleuthera pros to pheugein ta aischra chai haireisthai ta chala dyamin echei to 

anthrōpeion genos, anaition esti tōn hopōsdēpote prattomenōn. All hoti eleuthera proairesei chai chatorthoi chai 

sphalletai, outōs apodeichnymen.’ 
135 Frede, Free Will, 105. 
136 I have tried to stay as consistent as possible with the use of Greek and Latin titles and have endeavored to utilize 

the title of the original work. In the case of Origen’s Peri archōn, the title is clearly in Greek. However, the only 

surviving full manuscript of the text is Rufinus’s Latin translation (fragments of the Greek text were included in 

several ancient texts, but not the full Greek text). Thus, the title is in Greek, but the quotations are in Latin. 
137 Translations are my own unless otherwise noted. 
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is defined in the teaching of the Church, that every rational soul has free will and choice,’138 and 

elsewhere:  

But it is possible for us, when a malicious power incites us to a deed of evil, to cast away 
from us the wicked suggestions and to resist the worst urgings and to do absolutely nothing 
deserving of blame. On the other hand, it is possible that when a divine power has 
challenged us to better things, we do not to follow. Either way, the authority of our free 
will is preserved.139 

 
The sheer number of references to free will in the works of Origen prevents a comprehensive 

analysis of each instance, but these quotes represent fairly well the ways in which Origen utilizes 

and discusses the concept. While it is obviously impossible to accurately portray the entirety of 

Origen’s complicated and nuanced position on free will in a few short words, it is safe to say that 

he believed in a version of free will and an individual’s ability to shape their own destiny, albeit 

not to the extreme emphasized by Pelagius and other Pelagian authors.  

Origen affirmed God’s foreknowledge, but actively disputed the role of determinism. As 

we shall see, Origen’s doctrine of free will deftly walked the line between the complete free will 

often associated with the Pelagians and the determinism of Augustine. Like Justin Martyr, Origen 

believed human salvation was a coauthored masterpiece. The effort of the individual 

synergistically intertwined with the grace of God to produce a life well lived—a life worthy of 

salvation. The grace of God is a great amplifier, augmenting the work of the individual to propel 

the believer to a state simply not obtainable through effort alone. In a chapter in Peri archōn 

focusing on free will, Origen summarizes his position nicely: ‘Our perfection does not come to 

 
138 Origen, Traité des principes I, SC 252 (Paris, Les Éditions du Cerf, 2017), 82: ‘Est et illud definitum in ecclesiastica 

praedicatione, omnem animam esse rationabilem liberi arbitrii et voluntatis.’ 
139 Ibid., 170: ‘Possible autem nobis est, cum maligna uirtus prouocare nos coeperit ad malum, abicere a nobis prauas 

suggestiones, et resistere persuasionibus pessimis et nihil prorsus culpabiliter gerere; et rursum possible est ut, cum 

nos diuina uirtus ad meliora prouocaverit, non sequamur, liberi arbitrii potestate nobis in utroque seruata.’ 
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fruition without effort on our part, nor is it solely a result of our efforts, but God is responsible for 

the majority of it.’140 The doctrinal underpinnings of Justin’s and Origen’s positions on free will 

are similar. The important distinction here is that Origen wrote more extensively on the subject 

and nearly always linked his interpretations to Christian scripture.  

Origen is a central pivot-point in any discussion of free will. If Frede was correct in 

assuming free will was developed in Stoic thought, then it may be useful to see Origen as the 

bridge connecting Stoic and Christian thought. The Catechetical School of Alexandria, Origen’s 

intellectual training ground, melded ideas from many segments of society, including Stoicism, 

Neoplatonism, and Judaism, to augment the core Christian ideals of the institution. Pantaenus, an 

important figure in the school’s history and a teacher of Clement, was himself a Stoic philosopher. 

Frede suggests that rival philosophical traditions tailored the Stoic version of free will to fit within 

their own doctrinal models.141 If this assertion is accurate, it is easy to see how the intellectual 

marketplace that was early third-century Alexandria could have given Origen the raw materials 

necessary to construct what became a foundational element of Western thought. Origen’s 

amalgamation of diverse philosophical and religious sources to form a uniquely Christian notion 

of free will has impacted Christian discourse and theology even to this day. 

The influence of Origen on the Cappadocians is clear. Basil of Caesarea and Gregory of 

Nazianzus tacitly approved Origen’s views by incorporating large tracts of Origen’s commentary 

on free will in their own writings. In their anthology, Philokalia, Basil and Gregory quote 

extensively from texts such as Peri archōn, Ōrigenous kata Kelsou, the Ōrigenous eis tēn Genesin, 

and the Ōrigenous eis tēn pros Rōmaious. In later writings, the Cappadocians expanded their 

 
140 Origen, Traité des principes III, SC 268 (Paris, Les Éditions du Cerf, 2008), 120. ‘outō chai hē hēmetra teleiōsis 

ouchi mēden hēmōn praxantōn ginetai, ou mēn aph hēmōn apartizetai, alla Theos to poly tautēs energei.’ 
141 Frede, Free Will, 3. 
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definition of free will, but never strayed far from the elements seen in Justin Martyr and Origen. 

Countering predeterministic arguments that would later be made famous by Augustine, Gregory 

of Nyssa wrestles with the rationale of predestination:142 

They assert that God, if He had been so pleased, might have forcibly drawn those, who 
were not inclined to yield, to accept the Gospel message. But where then would have been 
their free will? Where their virtuous merit? Where their need of praise from their moral 
directors? It belongs only to inanimate or irrational creatures to be brought round by the 
will of another to his purpose; whereas the reasoning and intelligent nature, if it lays aside 
its freedom of action, loses at the same time the gracious gift of intellect.143 

 
Other important Christian figures contributed to the late-ancient discourse of free will as 

well, most notably Ambrose and John Chrysostom. Both men were controversial, particularly in 

regard to their relationships with imperial courts, but these well-publicized run-ins with emperors 

were only a very small component of their impact on late-ancient Christianity. Augustine himself 

testifies to the influence of Ambrose in his own writings, and the reverberations of Chrysostom’s 

sermons echo even to this day. Given the gravity of their collective contributions, the importance 

of analyzing their thoughts on free will is clear. 

A central theme of Ambrose’s correspondence is the rejection of the idea that we are 

justified by our works. Parallel to this narrative, however, runs a strong element of free will. An 

individual can and does choose to act, but these actions have very little impact on the process of 

salvation. Ambrose’s many references to obedience to the law and to God provide a framework 

for his construct of responsibility and individual choice: ‘as by disobedience sin entered, so by 

 
142 Gregory of Nyssa, The Great Catechism 31 (NPNF2 5:473). 
143 Gregory of Nyssa. Discours Catéchétique, SC453 (Paris, Les Éditions du Cerf, 2000), 280–82. ‘Legousi gar 

dynasthai ton Theon, eiper ebouleto, chai tous antitypōs echontas ephelchusasthai pros tēn paradochēn tou 

chrygmatos. Pou toinun en toutois to autexousion; Pou de tōn chatorthountōn ho epainos; Monōn gar tōn aphuchōn 

ē tōn alogōn esti tō allotriō boulēmati pros to dochoun periagesthai. Ē de logichē te chai noeraphusis, ean to chata 

exousian apothētai, chai tōn charin tounoerou sunapōlessen.’  
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obedience sin was remitted,’144 and ‘the law of Moses became needful for us, to the intent that it 

might teach us obedience and loose that knot of Adam’s transgression which has fettered his whole 

posterity.’145 Ambrose also makes it clear that the law was introduced to negate any excuse of 

improper conduct: ‘The law then was published, first to take away all excuse lest man should say, 

I knew not sin, because I received no rule what to avoid.’146 This and other similar statements 

illustrate Ambrose’s emphasis on individual responsibility, indicating a strong element of free will. 

But possibly the best illustration of Ambrose’s formulation of free will can be found in a letter he 

penned to Simplician, an older colleague and successor to Ambrose’s episcopate. In the letter, 

Ambrose links wisdom to correct behavior: ‘The wise man therefore is free, for he who does that 

which he wills is free. But it is not every will that is good, but it is the part of a wise man to will 

all things which are good, for he hates what is evil, having chosen that which is good.’147 In this 

same letter, Ambrose expresses a position that is striking for its stark opposition to the view of 

human behavior formulated by his pupil Augustine:  

 

 

 

 
144 Ambrose, Ep. 73, in The Letters of Saint Ambrose, Bishop of Milan. Trans. by H. Walford (London: Aeterna Press, 

2015). Kindle Edition. “Letter LXXIII.” See PL 16:1253a: ‘Itaque sicut per inobedientiam peccatum intravit, ita per 

obedientiam peccatum solutum est.’ 
145 Ibid. See PL 16:1253b: ‘Ista lex per Moysen necessaria facta est; ut doceret me obedientiam, et laqueum illum 

solveret praevaricationis Adae, qui laqueus totam astrinxit haereditatem.’ 
146 Ibid. See PL 16:1252b: ‘Lata est ergo Lex, primum ut exusationem tolleret, ne quis diceret: Peccatum nescivi; quia 

praescriptum non erat quid caverem.’ 
147 Ambrose, The Letters of Saint Ambrose, “Letter XXXVII.” See PL 16:1088d–9a: ‘Sapiens ergo liber, quoniam qui 

ea facit, quae vult, liber est. Sed non omnis bona voluntas sed sapientis est omnia quae bona sunt velle; odit enim 

malum, quia quod bonum est, elegit.’ 
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The wise man follows virtue not compulsorily but voluntarily, for all things that are 
pleasing he does, as flying from malice, and admits not so much as a dream of it. So far is 
he from being moved by things indifferent, that no forces have the power to move him 
hither and thither as they do the herd of men, but his mind hangs as in balance in equal 
scales, so that it neither inclines to pleasure, nor in any respect directs its desires however 
slightly to things which ought to be avoided, but remains unmoved in its affections. 
Whence it appears that the wise man does nothing unwillingly or by compulsion, because 
were he a slave he would be so compelled; the wise man therefore is free.148  

  
In a way, Ambrose embraced elements found in both Augustine and Pelagius. He believed that 

each individual had the power to direct one’s own personal choices, but he also believed in the 

central role of grace in salvation. Ambrose’s doctrine, like those of so many other major Christian 

figures before and after the Pelagian episode, occupied the broad middle ground of this animated 

struggle for orthodoxy.  

John Chrysostom, a slightly younger contemporary of Ambrose, also formulated distinct 

views of free will. Chrysostom embraced the interplay of faith and action (willingness) as central 

components in the struggle for salvation. Neither path alone led to the ultimate goal—only a fusion 

of faith and individual engagement would allow the Christian to obtain salvation: ‘Hence we learn 

a great doctrine, that a man’s willingness is not sufficient, unless any one receive the succor from 

above; and that again we shall gain nothing by the succor from above, if there be not a 

willingness.’149 Unlike Augustine, Chrysostom emphasized the need for active participation in the 

 
148 Ibid. See PL 16:1089b–c: ‘Virtutis non coactus, sed voluntarius exsecutor est sapiens; quoniam omnia quae 

placent, agit malitiae fugitans, nec somnium ejus admittit. Indifferentibus ita non movetur, ut nullis momentis sicut 

vulgus hominum huc atque illuc inclinetur, sed tamquam in statera mens ejus aequa lance pendeat; et neque ad 

voluptaria propendeat, neque omnio ad ea, quae sunt aversanda, vel leviter studium inclinet suum, sed immobilis 

maneat affectu. Unde liquet quia nihil invitus facit sapiens, neque cogitur; quia si servus esset, cogeretur: liber igitur 

est sapiens.’ 
149 John Chrysostom, Hom. 82, 4 (NPNF1 10:475–76). See PG 58:742: ‘Evteuthen manthanomen dogma mega, hōs 

ouch archei prothumia anthrōpou, an mē tēs anōthen tis apolausē rhopēs; chai hoti palin ouden cherdanoumen apo 

tēs anōthōn rhopēs, prothumias ouch ousns.’ 
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process of salvation.150 The relationship between God and the individual is not a predestined 

accord, but one based on choice and action. Chrysostom illustrates this point by contrasting the 

interaction with God with the typical servant/master relationship: 

He draws no one by force or compulsion: but by persuasion and benefits He draws all that 
will, and wins them to Himself. Wherefore when He came, some received Him, and others 
received Him not. For He will have no unwilling, no forced domestic, but all of their own 
will and choice, and grateful to Him for their service. Men, as needing the ministry of 
servants, keep many in that state even against their will, by the law of ownership; but God, 
being without wants, and not standing in need of anything of ours, but doing all only for 
our salvation, makes us absolute in this matter, and therefore lays neither force nor 
compulsion on any of those who are unwilling. For He looks only to our advantage: and to 
be drawn unwilling to a service like this is the same as not serving at all.151 

 
This of course is simply a basic outline of Chrysostom’s general position on free will. He has much 

more to say on the subject, but these quotes illustrate that Chrysostom, like so many other late-

ancient Christian authors, would have likely rejected the positions held by both Augustine and 

Pelagius. To Chrysostom, salvation was a true interaction of grace and human action. To dismiss 

one of these central components was to misunderstand the fundamental interaction with God. 

Interestingly enough, Augustine’s stance on free will shifted dramatically as his career 

progressed. Early on, Augustine embraced the notion of free will and even wrote extensively on 

the subject. In his three-part work titled De libero arbitrio, Augustine outlined what could be 

 
150 For a more complete analysis of the process of salvation, see Raymond Laird’s Mindset, Moral Choice, and Sin in 

the Anthropology of John Chrysostom (Strathfield, NSW, Australia: St. Paul’s Publications, 2012). 
151 John Chrysostom, Hom. 10, 1 (NPNF1 14:35). See PG 59:73: ‘bia men oudena oude ananchē, peithoi de chai tō 

poein eu tous boulomevous anantas elchei, chai pros heauton epispatai. Dia touto elthonta auton hoi men eladon, hoi 

de ouch edexanto. Oudena gar bouletai achonta oude ēnanchadmenon exhein oichetēn, alla echontas apantas chai 

proairoumenous, chai charin auto tēs douleias eidotas. Anthrōpoi men gar, ate en chreia chathestōtes tēs tōn 

hoichetōn diachonias, chai mē boulomenous autous tō tēs despoteias chatechousi nomō; ho de Theos, anendeēs ōn, 

chai mēdenos tōn hēmeterōn en chreia chathestēchōs, tēs de boulomenōn oudeni bian epitithēsin oude ananchēn. Pros 

gar sumpheron hemin hora monon. To gar achontas pros tautēn elchesthai tēn douleian, ison tō mēde holōs douleuin 

esti.’ 
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categorized as a distinctly Pelagian message,152 not only embracing free will but assigning its 

creation to God: ‘It has been made completely clear to me that free will should be counted among 

the good things . . . We are therefore also compelled to admit that free will was given by the 

divinity, and ought to have been given,’153 and, ‘Therefore, just as you approve of these things in 

the body and praise Him Who gave these good things, disregarding those who use them for evil, 

you should also admit that free will, without which no one can live rightly, is a good thing and a 

divine gift.’154 In addition to a clear acceptance of free will and an acknowledgment of divine 

origin, some sections of De libero arbitrio illustrate the lines of reasoning that Augustine himself 

would later attack as deeply heretical: 

If human beings lacked free choice of the will, how could there be the good in accordance 
with which justice itself is praised in condemning sins and honoring right deeds? For what 
does not come about through the will would neither be sinning nor acting rightly. 
Consequently, penalty and reward would be unjust if human beings did not have free will. 
There ought to be justice in punishment and in reward, since justice is one of the goods that 
are from God.155 

 

 
152 Several Pelagian authors either utilized quotes from this work to support their intellectual position (most notably 

Pelagius himself) or used this work to fuel an offensive against Augustine and what were labeled as theological 

inconsistencies in his thought (Julian of Eclanum being the most prominent of these). 
153 Augustine, “On the Free Choice,” in On the Free Choice of the Will, On Grace and Free Choice, and Other 

Writings. Ed. and trans. Peter King (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 72; De libero arbitro 3.1, in 

Corpus Christianorum, Series Latina 29 (Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols, 1970), 274: ‘Quoniam satis mihi manifestum 

est inter bona et ea quidem non minima numerandam esse liberam uoluntatem, ex quo etiam fateri cogimur eam 

diuinitus datam esse darique oportuisse.’ 
154 Augustine, “On the Free Choice,” 67; De libero arbitrio 2.185, in Corpus Christianorum, Series Latina 29, 270: 

‘Quem ad modum ergo ista probas in corpore et non intuens eos qui male his utuntur laudas illum qui haec dedit 

bona, sic liberam uoluntatem, sine qua nemo potest recte uiuere, oportet et bonum et diuinitus datum.’ 
155 Augustine, “On the Free Choice,” 32; De libero arbitrio 2.7, in Corpus Christianorum, Series Latina 29, 237: 

‘Deinde illud bonum, quo commendatur ipsa iustitia in damnandis peccatis recteque factis honorandis, quomodo 

esset, si homo careret libero uoluntatis arbitrio? Non enim aut peccatum esset aut recte factum quod non fieret 

uoluntate. Ac per hoc et poena iniusta esset et praemium, si homo uoluntatem liberam non haberet. Debuit autem et 

in supplicio et in praemio esse justitia, quoniam hoc unum est bonorum quae sunt ex Deo.’ 
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His primary rationale for staking such positions was an attempt to combat Manichaeism, a sect 

that Augustine embraced for several years. Had he been able to foresee the looming showdown 

with Pelagius, Augustine would have undoubtedly modified his attack against the Manichaeans, 

or at the very least altered the antideterministic message.156    

 The writings of Augustine that are most often cited as his true position on free will were 

written at the time of the Pelagian controversy. He wrote extensively during this period, producing 

works such as De peccatorum meritis et remissione et de baptismo parvulorum (411/412 CE),157 

De spiritu et littera (412), De natura et gratia contra Pelagium (415), De perfectione justiciae 

hominis (415), and De gestis Pelagii (417). These writings and others all highlight a very different 

message than the one conveyed early in his career. Right from the start of this period, Augustine 

outlined his position on free will and grace: ‘We conclude that man is not justified by the 

commandments for a good life, but only through faith in Jesus Christ, that is, not by the law of 

works, but by the law of faith, not by the letter, but by the Spirit, not by the merits of deeds, but 

by gratuitous grace.’158 

 
156 To be fair, Augustine did address the perceived pro-Pelagian message of De libero arbitrio in his Retractationes 

1.9 (CCSL 57:23–29), but not very convincingly. Augustine suggests the difference between his message in De libero 

arbitrio and that of Pelagius was the recognition of the role of grace. Two issues in Augustine’s defense are 

immediately recognizable when one reads Retractationes 1.9. First, Augustine’s argument hinges on a complete 

rejection of grace by Pelagius, which was not the case. Also, and most importantly, Augustine does not address the 

fundamental disconnect between the free will message in De libero arbitrio and the deterministic message of his later 

writings. 
157 The estimated dates used here are drawn from Rees’s time line of the controversy. See B. R. Rees, Pelagius: A 

Reluctant Heretic (Woodbridge, Suffolk: Boydell, 1991), 140–42. 
158 De spiritu et littera 13.22 (CSEL 60:176): ‘colligimus non iustificari hominem praeceptis bonae uitae nisi per 

fidem Iesu Christi, hoc est non lege operum, sed lege fidei, non littera, sed spiritu, non factorum meritis, sed gratuita 

gratia.’ 
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To counter the teachings of Pelagius and other authors labeled as Pelagian, Augustine built 

his updated formulation of salvation squarely on the foundation of divine grace—almost entirely 

rejecting the traditional role of free will. The model of salvation he created and defended in this 

period forms a substantial portion of his enduring legacy, significantly overshadowing his previous 

writings on the subject. 

 In can be argued that some of Augustine’s last works softened the message of hard 

determinism found in his writings from the Pelagian period. An important piece from this later 

period is an epistle titled De gratia et libero arbitrio. The letter was in response to a storm of 

controversy at a monastery at Hadrumentum. The disturbance in the community centered on 

whether or not Augustine’s positions on grace and free will represented the long-standing Christian 

tradition. Many of the monks at Hadrumentum were concerned that Augustine’s writings against 

the Pelagians amounted to a uniform rejection of free will—a concept, as I have shown, that had 

been embraced by a number of prominent Christian authors since the very beginning of the 

movement. In his written defense, Augustine emphasized the importance of free will, citing 

scriptural references from the Hebrew Bible, the Gospels, the letters of Paul, and other texts, both 

canonical and noncanonical. However, when Augustine gets down to the work of formulating the 

tenets of salvation, he drops the strong emphasis on free will and places it squarely on the notion 

of grace: 
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Thus we are fashioned—that is, created and formed—‘in good works,’ which we have not 
made ready but “which God has made ready that we may walk in them.” Hence, my dear 
brothers, if our good life is nothing but a grace of God, doubtless so too eternal life, by 
which a good life is rewarded, is a grace of God. For eternal life is given gratuitously, since 
a good life, for which it was given, was given gratuitously. But a good life, for which it is 
given, is simply a grace; eternal life, which is given for it, since it is the prize for it, is a 
grace for a grace, as though it were the reward for justice. In such a way is it true—for it is 
true—that God ‘shall render to each one in accordance with his works.’159 

 
In order to appease the monks, Augustine did ultimately link individual works with divine reward. 

But as this quote suggests, the step toward the historical Christian notion of free will was cosmetic 

at best. For Augustine, free will was choosing to align personal behavior with the expectations of 

the divine law. One would be ‘rewarded’ with everlasting salvation by walking in this path. But 

as Augustine made clear, only a Christian that had been granted divine grace would have the ability 

to walk this path to salvation. If a Christian chose to live a life of evil, that person obviously had 

not been granted grace and therefore would not be saved. To Julian and others, this was not free 

will at all. According to Augustine, Christians could ‘choose’ good works only if they were 

destined for salvation—making the choice to embrace good works no choice at all: the saved 

Christian had to act in this manner. Augustine’s evolving theory of free will is a remarkable shift 

in Christian thought in late antiquity. Although his conclusions ran counter to nearly all of the 

preceding church fathers, Augustine’s post-Pelagius stamp on Christian doctrine is undeniable. 

 
159 Augustine, ‘On Grace and Free Choice,’ in On the Free Choice, 157. ‘De gratia et libero arbitrio’ 8.20, in 

Bibliothèque Augustinienne, Œuvres de Saint Augustin, 24, Aux Moines D’Adrumète et de Provence. (Turnhout, 

Belgium: 1962),  134: ‘Fingimur ergo, id est formamur et creamur in operibus bonis, quae, non praeparavimus nos, 

sed praeparabit Deus, ut in illis ambulemus. Itaque, charissimi, si vita bona nostra nihil aliud est quam Dei gratia, 

sine dubio et vita aeterna, quae bonae vitae redditur, Dei gratia est: et ipsa enim gratis datur, quia gratis data est illa 

cui datur. Sed illa cui datur, tantummodo gratia est; haec autem quae illi datur, quoniam praemium eius est, gratia 

est pro gratia, tanquam merces pro justitia; ut verum sit, quoniam veram est, quia reddet unicuique Deus secundum 

opera eius.’ 
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Pelagius’s own definition of free will more closely resembled those offered by Justin 

Martyr, Origen, and other early church fathers. A telling quotation from Ad Demetriadem 

illustrates Pelagius’s emphasis on the capacity of choice, unencumbered by divine intervention:  

It was because God wished to bestow on the rational creature the gift of doing good of his 
own free will and the capacity to exercise free choice, by implanting in man the possibility 
of choosing either alternative, that he made it his peculiar right to be what he wanted to be, 
so that with his capacity for good and evil, he could do either quite naturally and then bend 
his will in the other direction too. He could not claim to possess the good of his own 
volition, unless he was the kind of creature that could also have possessed evil. Our most 
excellent creator wished us to be able to do either but actually to do only one, that is, good, 
which he also commanded, giving us the capacity to do evil only so that we might do His 
will by exercising our own. That being so, this very capacity to do evil is also good—good, 
I say, because it makes the good part better by making it voluntary and independent, not 
bound by necessity but free to decide for itself. We are certainly permitted to choose, 
oppose, approve, reject, and there is no ground for preferring the rational creature to the 
others except that, while all the others possess only the good derived from their own 
circumstances and necessity, it alone possesses the good of free will also.160 

 
The type of personal freedom and responsibility seen in this quote is evident throughout his 

writings. Contrary to popular belief (both then and now), there was nothing remarkably new or 

unique about Pelagius’s formulation of free will. He drew from existing Christian sources and even 

used the same scriptural quotes used by early Christians as proof texts for his teachings. This 

common and historic conceptualization of free will, one that in many ways resembles the popular 

notion of free will today, was the doctrinal status quo until Augustine’s unique postulation of 

 
160 Rees, Letters, 38. See PL 30:17d–18b: ‘Volens namque Deus rationabilem creaturam voluntarii boni munere, et 

liberi arbitrii potestate donare: utriusque partis possibilitatem homini inserendo, proprium ejus fecit esse quod velit, 

ut boni ac mali capax naturaliter utrumque posset: et ad alterutrum voluntatem deflecteret. Neque enim aliter 

spontaneum habere poterat bonum: nisi ea creatura, quae etiam malum habere potuisset. Utrumque nos posse voluit 

optimus Creator, sed unum facere, bonam scilicet, quod et imperavit: malique facultatem ad hoc tantum dedit, ut 

voluntatem ejus ex nostra voluntate faceremus. Quod cum ita sit, hoc quoque ipsum quod etiam mala facere possumus, 

bonum est. Bonum, inquam, quia boni partem meliorem facit. Facit enim ipsam voluntariam sui juris: non necessitate 

devinctam, sed judicio liberam. Licet quippe nobis eligere, refutare, probare, respuere. Nec est quo magis rationabilis 

creatura caeteris praeferatur, nisi quod cum omnia alia conditionis tantum, ac necessitatis bonum habeant, haec sola 

habeat etiam voluntatis.’ 
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divine election. I have attempted to illustrate the stark differences between Augustine and his late-

antique Christian predecessors, but Elaine Pagels’s thoughts on this startling transformation 

provide an excellent summary: 

Many Christian converts of the first four centuries regarded the proclamation of 
αὐτεξούσια—the moral freedom to rule oneself—as virtually synonymous with “the 
gospel.” Yet with Augustine this message changed. The work from Augustine’s later years, 
radically breaking with many of his predecessors, effectively transformed the teaching of 
the Christian faith. Instead of the freedom of the will and humanity’s original royal dignity, 
Augustine emphasizes the bondage of the will by depicting humanity as sick, suffering, 
and helpless, irreparably damaged by the Fall. For that “original sin,” Augustine insists, 
involved nothing else than Adam’s prideful attempt to establish his own autonomous self-
government. Astonishingly, Augustine’s radical views prevailed, eclipsing for future 
generations of Western Christians the consensus of the first three centuries of Christian 
tradition.161 

  
In this analysis, I will define free will mainly in accordance with the pre-Augustine notion familiar 

to both our modern society and Christians contemporary to Pelagius. Specifically, I will define it 

as ‘the freedom of humans to make choices that are not predetermined by divine intervention.’ 

Other meanings for the concept will be stated in context as necessary. 

 

7.2 Panopticism  

As mentioned previously, the concept of self-observation is central to this investigation. The 

related concept of panopticism can also be a useful tool in the discourse of observation. In its 

original formulation, a panopticon was a type of architectural design for prison construction 

intended to promote direct observation of the prison population. Jeremy Bentham formulated the 

concept in a series of letters penned in the late eighteenth century, but his intended proliferation of 

panoptic structures was never realized. Several scholars, authors, poets, and philosophers have 

 
161 Elaine Pagels, ‘The Politics of Paradise: Augustine’s Exegesis of Genesis 1–3 Versus That of John Chrysostom,’ 

HTR 78.1/2 (1985): 68. 
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adopted Bentham’s basic construct in various ways,162 but in this investigation, Michel Foucault’s 

particular adaptation will be my main concern. In his work Discipline and Punish: The Birth of 

the Prison,163 Foucault provides his own definition of Bentham’s panopticon: 

At the periphery, an annular building; at the centre, a tower; this tower is pierced with wide 
windows that open onto the inner side of the ring; the peripheric building is divided into 
cells, each of which extends the whole width of the building; they have two windows, one 
on the inside, corresponding to the windows of the tower; the other, on the outside, allows 
the light to cross the cell from one end to the other. All that is needed, then, is to place a 
supervisor164 in a central tower and to shut in each cell a madman, a patient, a condemned 
man, a worker, or a schoolboy. . . . The panoptic mechanism165 arranges spatial unities that 
make it possible to see constantly and to recognize immediately. . . . Full lighting and the 
eye of a supervisor capture better than darkness,166 which ultimately protected. Visibility 
is a trap.167 

 
The relationship here between observation and power is obvious. The prisoners are observed 

constantly (or at least there is a threat of constant observation), and this observation results, at least 

 
162 Examples of the panopticon can be see in fictional works such as Gabriel García Márquez’s Chronicle of a Death 

Foretold (New York:Vintage Books, 1982) and academic treatments such as Shoshana Zuboff’s The Age of 

Surveillance Capitalism (New York:PublicAffairs Publishing, 2019). Its use can be seen in more general ways as 

well, such as Gilles Deleuze’s essay “Postscript on the Societies of Control (Routledge Handbook of Surveillance 

Studies, New York:Routledge, 2012), or even in Tolken’s fictional Lord of the Rings series where the gaze of 

Sauron is portrayed as a central control mechanism. 
163 The original French edition is titled Surveiller et punir: Naissance de la prison (Paris: Gallimard, 1975; repr., 

1993). 
164 It is ‘un surveillant’ in the original French. 
165 ‘Le dispositif panoptique’ in the original French. 
166 Here, Foucault is referring to the darkness characteristic of a dungeon or traditional cell. 
167 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 200; Surveiller et punir, 233–34. ‘[À] la périphérie un bâtiment en anneau; au 

centre, une tour; celle-ci est percée de larges fenêtres qui ouvrent sur la face intérieure de l'anneau; le bâtiment 

périphérique est divisé en cellules, dont chacune traverse toute l’épaisseur du bâtiment; elles ont deux fenêtres, l’une 

vers l’intérieur, correspondant aux fenêtres de la tour; l’autre, donnant sur l’extérieur, permet à la lumiére de 

traverser la cellule de part en part. Il suffit alors de placer un surveillant dans la tour centrale, et dans chaque cellule 

d’enfermer un fou, un malade, un condamné, un ouvrier ou un écolier. . . . Le dispositif panoptique aménage des 

unités spatiales qui permettent de voir sans arrêt et de reconnaître aussitôt. . . . La pleine lumiére et le regard d'un 

surveillant captent mieux que l’ombre, qui finalement protégeait. La visibilité est un piège.’ 
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theoretically, in an element of control over prisoner behavior. Thus, the intended behavioral 

control is a form of power directly linked to observation.168  

The physical description of Bentham’s panopticon is simply an introduction to Foucault’s 

utilization of the concept. Ultimately, Foucault deploys a discursive usage of the panopticon rather 

than Bentham’s physical model. Instead of a guard tower located within the walls of a prison, 

Foucault’s panopticon includes all forms of societal observation. Specifically, Foucault suggests 

that the mechanisms of community and national institutions such as schools, hospitals, the military, 

and commercial endeavors all utilize panoptic tools in order to exert power and that those 

mechanisms therefore influence behavior. The implication of this conceptual expansion of 

Bentham’s idea is far-reaching. Rather than being limited to a certain architectural design, 

observation can be shown to influence power in a variety of areas, including nearly every function 

of every individual. 

 Foucault does not necessarily carry this new perspective so far as to include self-

observation in his societal model, but taking this next step is simply an expansion of the model’s 

rationale.169 In a self-observation model, the linkage between power and observation remains 

 
168 Note that a bit of Foucault’s emphasis can easily be lost in an English translation of his work, specifically his 

material on power and observation. Because the link between power and observation is critical to both the theory of 

the panopticon and this thesis in general, I wanted to clarify some of the commonly used language in Foucault’s work. 

The text I’m referring to in this section is Foucault’s Discipline and Punish, or in the original French, Surveiller et 

punir. Foucault himself suggested the English title (Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 1), and this suggestion is an 

important indicator of his intended meaning. It is common to translate Surveiller et punir as something like ‘Monitor 

and Punish.’ Obviously, this translation signifies a very different meaning than the current ‘Discipline and Punish.’ 

So, when Foucault uses the word ‘surveiller,’ the real meaning goes far beyond ‘observation’—the real meaning 

conveys an act of both observation and control. 
169 While Foucault does not directly connect Bentham’s panopticon to self-observation, it can be argued that he implies 

such a connection, particularly when he elaborated on Stoic practices of the self. Foucault stressed the usage of the 

concept of epistrephein pros heauton (‘turning towards the self’) in Marcus Aurelius, Epictetus, Plotinus, and to an 
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largely unchanged from Foucault’s analysis. The observed party, the individual subject, also 

remains intact, leaving only the observing party as a changing variable. Rather than discussing 

how the ever-present mechanisms of state conduct constant observation, I will incorporate a 

panoptic model which assumes the self as both the observer and the observed. This modification 

of Foucault’s model can facilitate the analysis of agency and power at the level of the individual, 

further broadening the usefulness of the panoptic model.  

It should be noted that there is one important element that does not carry the analogy from 

Bentham’s model, through Foucault’s analysis, onto the self-observation model. This is the 

assumption that the observation is unverifiable to the observed party. In Bentham’s prison, the 

prisoner is unaware of the status of the authoritative gaze at any given moment. However, this lack 

of the ‘unverifiable’ element does not significantly break down either Foucault’s model or the 

methodology deployed in this analysis. In Foucault’s model, a subject may or may not be aware 

of an authoritative gaze. For instance, an individual passing a police officer on the street is likely 

aware that the mechanisms of the state (the officer) are observing their behavior. This awareness, 

however, is not universal. Security cameras are a good example of Bentham’s concepts being 

active in a Foucault’s model. An individual, even if aware of the camera, cannot be sure if someone 

is observing the footage at any given moment (or if it is even a working camera). Despite this break 

from Bentham’s model, Foucault’s analysis still conveys a firm linkage between observation and 

power. The officer’s gaze still imparts a level of control despite it being unverifiable. In the same 

manner, power and observation still share a relationship in a self-observing panoptic model. As 

Foucault points out: ‘He who is subjected to a field of visibility, and who knows it, assumes 

 
extent, Seneca. In summarizing their internal focus, Foucault states: ‘Our attention, eyes, mind, and finally our whole 

being must be turned towards the self throughout our life.’ Foucault, Hermeneutics of the Subject, 206. 
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responsibility for the constraints of power; he makes them play spontaneously upon himself; he 

inscribes in himself the power relation in which he simultaneously plays both roles; he becomes 

the principle of his own subjection.’170   

So, the terms panopticon and panopticism can carry with them several meanings, each with 

its own unique correlation between power and observation. Bentham’s original architectural 

meaning, Foucault’s wider societal-structure interpretation, and even the modern ‘Big Brother’ 

notions of authoritative observation are all legitimate interpretive methodologies. None of these 

meanings align perfectly with panoptic praxis of self-observation central to this investigation. 

Foucault does outline the importance of the gaze of the self in antiquity, but these instances are 

summaries of Stoic daily self-review and Platonic practices of self-control.171 When describing the 

types of self-observation illustrated in ancient texts, Foucault points out that the general Platonic 

practice of self-observation differed from the Christian praxis widely found in late-antique 

monastic communities. The Platonic praxis was more concerned with turning the gaze toward the 

self in order to better plan and execute an ideal life trajectory. The focus here is on ensuring one 

is living up to the pre-determined behavioral ideal. Conversely, the Christian self-observation had 

more to do with reorienting the gaze to the self to inspect personal thoughts. In this manner, the 

Christian could readily observe and control their actions and thoughts—a moral examination of 

 
170 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 202–3. Surveiller et punir, 236: ‘Celui qui est soumis à un champ de visibilité, et 

qui le sait, reprend à son compte les contraintes du pouvoir; il les fait jouer spontanément sur lui-même; il inscrit en 

soi le rapport de pouvoir dans lequel il joue simultanément les deux rôles; il devient le principe de son propre 

assujettissement. Du fait même le pouvoir externe, lui, peut s'alléger de ses pesanteurs physiques; il tend à 

l'incorporel; et plus il se rapproche de cette limite, plus ces effets sont constants, profonds, acquis une fois pour toutes, 

incessamment reconduits: perpétuelle victoire qui évite tout affrontement physique et qui est toujours jouée d'avance.’  
171 A series of lectures Foucault delivered at the Collège de France between 1981 and 1982, titled ‘L’Herméneutique 

du sujet,’ are particularly enlightening on this subject. See Foucault, The Hermeneutics of the Subject. 
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sorts. As we will see, the distinction between these two self-panoptic practices will be a helpful 

tool in analyzing Pelagius’s correspondence.  

It may also be useful to mention the contrary theory of ‘anopticism.’ Relying solely on the 

Greek roots of the word, one easily recognizes the word as likely to mean something like ‘a 

condition of being without vision,’ or ‘blindness.’ I prefer a more nuanced definition, like Cynthia 

Baker’s ‘discursive invisibility,’ or a ‘set of habits, regulations and practices’ that constitute 

subjectivity through ‘dis-appearance.’172 There is also power and control in the context of ‘being 

hidden’ or traveling in obscurity, making the concept of anopticism both interesting and significant 

in this analysis. 

No review of the panoptic gaze in antiquity would be complete without referencing the 

work of Shadi Bartsch. Bartsch’s monograph, The Mirror of the Self, explores the concept of the 

gaze in the early Roman context, particularly how it relates to self-knowledge and sexuality. 

Bartsch acknowledges Foucault’s use of Bentham’s panopticon, but suggests its use as an 

interpretive tool is somewhat limited. Bentham’s panopticon, Bartsch argues, has two fundamental 

limitations. First, it relies upon ‘the policing force of a single and authoritative individual.’173 This 

fact, Bartsch explains, undercuts Foucault’s assumptions regarding the generative and repressive 

elements of the disciplinary gaze. ‘There is, in short, no reciprocity of the gaze, no symbiosis in 

the enforcement of societal mores and the simultaneous production of power, while in republican 

Rome entire social groups are engaged in reciprocal acts of watching and evaluation.’174 While 

 
172 Cynthia M. Baker, ‘“Ordering the House”: On the Domestication of Jewish Bodies,’ in Parchments of Gender: 

Deciphering the Bodies of Antiquity, ed. Maria Wyke (Oxford: Clarendon, 1998), 239. 
173 Shadi Bartsch, The Mirror of the Self: Sexuality, Self-Knowledge, and the Gaze in the Early Roman Empire 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006), 137. 
174 Ibid. 
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this is true on the surface, I believe a deeper look at the weight of reciprocity negates some of this 

criticism. Bartsch is evaluating Foucault’s metaphorical use of the panopticon against the 

‘communal gaze’ she outlines in her book. The communal gaze, she contends, enforces boundaries 

of acceptable behavior. One of the examples used by Bartsch is the elite Roman male being 

evaluated by the communal gaze during public interaction (speeches, social interaction, etc.). I 

contend that the reciprocal gaze to which Bartsch gives significant weight is more or less, in these 

communal situations, the same mechanism present in Foucault’s panopticon. Like a prisoner in a 

panopticon, a Roman senator would be aware of the fact that he might or might not be under 

observation at any given time. For example, if that senator was at a dinner party, Bartsch’s 

reciprocal gaze would seem to be in play. The senator, like the prisoner, would assume that he was 

under the gaze of an individual (or individuals) evaluating his actions. Even though the senator 

assumed he was under the gaze, that would not mean that it was so. Like the power dynamic 

present in the panopticon, it wasn’t the gaze itself that shaped behavior, but the possibility of the 

gaze. Bartsch’s scholarship is unquestionably excellent and is a valuable resource for this project, 

but I disagree with her contention that there was no reciprocity of the gaze (and no symbiosis in 

the enforcement of societal mores) in antiquity. The public nature of Roman life almost certainly 

ensured the opposite. 

In sum, Foucault recognized the different nuances of panoptic activity and even deftly 

described the type of self-observation that will be central to this study, but his definition is a more 

all-encompassing formulation of the term. Because we will be discussing many facets of panoptic 

activity, a universal definition such as Foucault’s provides a suitable framework for the purposes 
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of definition. The panopticon, therefore, will be defined as ‘a state of conscious and permanent 

visibility that assures the automatic functioning of power.’175 

 

7.3 Agency  

In addition to my own use of the concept, the term ‘agency’ was often utilized by Foucault in many 

of his publications relevant to this thesis, so a brief sketch of the concept will help to focus the 

meaning and relevance to this investigation. The term is popular in modern philosophical texts, 

particularly those that address free will. Rarely, however, will a modern text directly define the 

term. The term is assumed to be a part of the common vernacular, making an adequate definition 

a simple matter of individual recall. Despite this expectation, most texts exhibit differences in 

implied meaning—some slight, others significant. Most commonly, agency generically refers to 

the operation of power. Occasionally, however, the word is intended to describe the instrumentality 

of a person or thing. In this scenario, agency is meant to reflect the act of power on behalf of 

another. Agency can therefore be either an internal operation of power or an external 

instrumentality.  

A modern example of this assumed definition can be seen in Gavin Flood’s The Ascetic 

Self: Subjectivity, Memory and Tradition. Flood’s work is a very astute look at subjectivity in late 

antiquity, but even here the definition of agency remains difficult to capture. Flood steps in the 

direction of a definition when he states: ‘Various cultures give different accounts of subjectivity 

and the location of agency; some have externalized conceptions, where agency is located mainly 

outside of the self, while others have strong accounts of self-determination.’176 Here, Flood rightly 

 
175 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 201. 
176 Gavin Flood, The Ascetic Self: Subjectivity, Memory, and Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2004), 16. 
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points out that agency can be internal or external in nature, but a definition of the term remains 

open to interpretation. This example is not intended to be critical of Flood’s illustration of agency 

or subjectivity, but rather to show how scholars often make assumptions about the definition of 

‘agency’ that are difficult to carry from text to text. 

My own simple and inclusive definition of agency is ‘the capacity to act or exert power.’ 

This broad definition allows for both the operation and instrumentality that are critical to an 

inclusive definition of the term. Therefore, this particular definition will serve as the common 

meaning of the term throughout this project. 

 

8 CONCLUSION 

The twentieth century witnessed a renaissance of Pelagian studies, contributing to the 

demystification of the events surrounding one of the most famous theological controversies in 

antiquity. Despite this recent focus, gaps in Pelagian scholarship still remain. There is little doubt 

that the adoption of cultural-historic analytical techniques over the past few decades has vastly 

contributed to our collective understanding of human history. Also, the interaction between 

Augustine, Pelagius, Julian, and other controversy participants has been thoroughly explored at 

various levels. One critical avenue, however, has yet to merit serious scholarly attention. The 

letters penned by Pelagius represent arguably the most important surviving primary resource in 

Pelagian scholarship, but very few scholarly efforts have marshaled cultural-historical analytical 

techniques in an attempt to better understand these important documents. I intend to use the 

interpretive tools of discourse analysis to analyze the letters of Pelagius. In doing so, I hope to 

glean a new understanding of the foundational influences to Pelagius’s doctrine. 
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The focus of this chapter has been to set the stage for this analytical endeavor by illustrating 

key signposts of Pelagian scholarship and by introducing the specific tools that will be utilized in 

this effort. Next, in chapter 2, I shift my focus to explore the historical setting of the controversy, 

as well as to highlight the main interpretive tools and how they will be incorporated into this 

analysis. With the stage then set, we will be prepared to move into the heart of the analysis—the 

exploration of the letters of Pelagius.  
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CHAPTER 2 

 

PANOPTIC INQUIRY: 

THE TOOLS AND METHODOLOGIES OF INVESTIGATION 

 

 

 

Several themes, both modern and ancient, will be used in an effort to examine the collection of 

Pelagius’s epistles identified in chapter 1 and delineate heretofore unrecognized trends in 

Pelagius’s presentation of his doctrine of free will. These themes will cluster around concepts 

critical to this research such as power, observation, and agency. Pelagius and his antagonists were 

products of their age, making the intellectual and cultural motifs of the period highly relevant—

the nuances of the controversy can only be comprehended by first establishing a solid footing in 

the milieu of the early fifth-century Roman world.  

Modern themes can also play an important role in a survey of ancient material. This 

endeavor can be somewhat anachronistic, but these themes can nonetheless provide important 

insight into ancient texts. The social sciences have made impressive inroads in better 

understanding human behavior and social relations—significantly contributing to the cultural turn 

and related cultural-historic analysis outlined in chapter 1. Given the wide gulf of time between 

the creation of these texts and the formulation of modern social models and ideas, one has to be 

careful in implementating these concepts. Despite the dangers involved, the use of modern 

concepts can, at the very least, generate thought-provoking dialogue with the ancient sources. With 

these hopes and reservations, we turn our attention to the toolkit to be used in this investigation. 
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1 POWER AND OBSERVATION 

Many of the interpretive tools I will use in this investigation relate to power and observation. In 

this section, I will highlight several important scholarly landmarks associated with power and 

observation in the early Christian movement. I will also outline Michel Foucault’s use and 

adaptation of the panopticon, as well as his model of Christian pastoral control. Christianity did 

not revolutionize concepts of power and authority, nor did it establish fundamentally unique 

structures of oversight and control. Most of the practices and belief systems adopted by 

Christianity were selective adaptations of existing Greek and Roman doctrines. The contributions 

of scholars of cultural history (including Michel Foucault in particular) have greatly influenced the 

ways we classify these adaptations, and consequently how we view late-ancient Christian power 

dynamics. 

Foucault, along with scholars such as Peter Brown, challenged accepted assumptions 

concerning Christian moralization in the Roman Empire. The Christian paradigm of modesty, 

sexual and otherwise, and guilt that shaped much of the history of the Western world was not a 

sudden cultural revolution that forever buried traditional Greek and Roman behavioral norms. 

Rather, it was a series of small, incremental steps toward a collection of accepted behaviors 

incorporated into Christian praxis. From a modern perspective, this gradual change can be difficult 

to see clearly. After all, the legacy of puritan modesty in our modern culture does not easily 

harmonize with the excesses of, for instance, Caligula’s court. But many modern Christians might 

be surprised by how closely early Christian behavioral expectations were aligned with those of 

contemporary Romans. Averil Cameron adeptly describes the slow march toward Christian 

modesty: 
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The history of sexuality is therefore explicitly associated with the history of 
Christianization; change from public morality to private, internalized virtue can even be 
said to ‘explain’ the triumph of Christianity. People did not adopt a new religion in, say, 
the third century, and subsequently change their habits; rather, countless subtle changes in 
the moral climate preceded and prepared the way for Christianity, which itself adopted and 
intensified the moral ordinances in society around it.177 

 
This subtle transition to a more pronounced societal morality can be illustrated in the expanded 

emphasis of modesty in Christianity. The pudicitia, that is, modesty, of a woman was an important 

social element both in imperial Rome and in the subsequent Christian Roman society. To be sure, 

the expectations surrounding pudicitia meant different things to different social classes, but in 

general, some degree of modesty was a standing expectation throughout the social hierarchy. 

Modesty takes many forms in the Roman context. Dress, social behavior, obedience, verbal 

communication, and sexual activity were elements of modesty of Roman and Christian women. 

While beyond the scope of this thesis, one of the most fascinating scholarly avenues of 

investigation concerning modesty is how Christianity took the practice of modesty to a new level. 

As Kate Wilkinson points out in her work, Women and Modesty in Late Antiquity, the pressure of 

behavioral norms that applied to Roman women was also felt by Christian women, but the pursuit 

of modesty in Christianity often led to a display of religiosity and even a degree of agency. Or, as 

Wilkinson puts it, ‘Modesty often “broke out” from routine habit and became a spectacle of 

religious self-representation and self-formation.’178 Looking at many of the same authors 

(Pelagius, Augustine, and Jerome) and works that this investigation tackles, Wilkinson illustrates 

that despite the increasing strict moral expectations associated with Christianity, in some cases 

women were able to leverage this elevated moral expectation to enhance their projection of power. 

 
177 Cameron, ‘Redrawing the Map,’ 268. 
178 Kate Wilkinson, Women and Modesty in Late Antiquity, 141. 
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Indeed, traditional expectations of virtue and modesty ‘provided opportunities for ascetic 

noblewomen’s exercise of agency.’179 

These examples of how societal expectations of modesty evolved along with the 

Christianity are just scratching the surface of describing the ways Christianity impacted Roman 

society—there were aspects of the new Christian belief system that represented a fundamentally 

distinct way of deploying and describing power. At the center of this Christian adaptation was a 

new interpretation of obedience and the role of the human will. As we shall see, obedience and 

observation went hand in hand in the Roman world—walking lockstep as fundamental elements 

of the Christian pastorate. 

 

1.1 Foucault and the Panopticon  

The basic definition (‘a state of conscious and permanent visibility that assures the automatic 

functioning of power’) and a general sketch of the history and use of the panopticon and related 

panoptic models were introduced in chapter 1. In this chapter, I will narrow the focus to the 

specifics of Foucault’s panoptic model and its implication for analyzing the Roman household. 

 Two introductory points should be emphasized. First, Foucault believed that early 

Christian panoptic activities were inextricably linked to governmentality and pastoral oversight. I 

will elaborate on these concepts next, but this connection is central to my analysis. Second, 

Christian panopticism was both hierarchical and cyclical in nature. The power and control of the 

Christian panopticon cascades down the Christian organizational chart—the bishop as the head, 

followed by the priest/pastor, other ordained church representatives, lay leaders, paterfamilias, on 

 
179 Ibid., 140. 
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down to the child of the household slave.180 This interactive hierarchy is not completely static. The 

bishop’s gaze observes others in the hierarchy and therefore shapes their behaviors. But the gaze 

travels both directions, shaping behaviors above and below. The important aspect is not neatly 

categorizing who is watching whom at any given moment, but rather recognizing that the Christian 

is under some sort of surveillance at all times and in all places.  

Obviously, Christianity did not invent the concept of surveillance—observation181 was a 

fact of daily life in Roman society as slaves and citizens alike were subject to the correcting gaze 

of others. Christianity did not even necessarily introduce to the Roman world the concept of a deity 

as a member of a panoptic chain to the Roman world. For example, various members of the 

pantheon of Roman deities were constantly observing humans. As Graham and Kamm so 

eloquently put it, ‘A spirit of some kind watched over a person at most times and on most 

occasions, from conception to death.’182 The belief that the gods were watching was so prevalent 

that the assumption was codified in Roman law. In the Codex Justinianus, it was assumed that 

someone that broke an oath would not escape the justice of the ever-watchful gods.183 

 The constant deific gaze was also present in the Hebrew tradition. One of the names of 

God in the Hebrew Bible is El Roi, or ‘the one who sees me.’184 A passage in Proverbs  illustrates 

 
180 This model purposively excludes the Christic panopticon. As we shall see in section 1.4 of this chapter, there is a 

degree of uncertainty to Christ’s participation in Foucault’s Christian pastorate. Ultimately, I determined that Christ 

likely is not the pastor in Foucault’s pastorate and therefore the active panoptic gaze that is associated with pastoral 

control will not include the gaze of God and/or Christ.  
181 The terms ‘panopticon,’ ‘observation,’ ‘surveillance,’ and ‘gaze’ are used somewhat interchangeably in this thesis. 

I recognize that there are some subtle (and not so subtle) differences in the meaning of each term, but they way they 

are used in this thesis they are all used in essentially the same way. 
182 Abigail Graham and Anthony Kamm, The Romans: An Introduction (New York: Routledge, 2015), 132. 
183 Codex Justinianus 4.1.2: ‘ius iurandi contempta religio satis deum ultorem habet.’ 
184 Gen 16:13 (NIV).  
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the panoptic activity of God in the same direct fashion: ‘The eyes of the Lord are in every place, 

keeping watch on the evil and the good’ (Prov 15:3 NRSV). Another passage found in Job echos 

a similar sentiment: ‘For his eyes are upon the ways of mortals, and he sees all their steps’ (Job 

34:21 NRSV). Elsewhere, the panoptic and shepherding activities of God are rolled into a single 

expectation: 

For thus says the Lord God: I myself will search for my sheep, and will seek them out. As 
shepherds seek out their flocks when they are among their scattered sheep, so I will seek 
out my sheep. I will rescue them from all the places to which they have been scattered on 
a day of clouds and thick darkness…. I will seek the lost, and I will bring back the strayed, 
and I will bind up the injured, and I will strengthen the weak, but the fat and the strong I 
will destroy. I will feed them with justice. (Ezek 34:11–12, 16 NRSV) 

 
The panoptic gaze associated with Christianity was in many ways similar to that found in the 

Hebrew tradition. Passages emphasizing God’s panoptic efforts such as the following are found in 

various places in the New Testament: ‘For the eyes of the Lord are on the righteous, and his ears 

are open to their prayer. But the face of the Lord is against those who do evil’ (1 Pet 3:12 NRSV). 

‘And before him no creature is hidden, but all are naked and laid bare to the eyes of the one to 

whom we must render an account’ (Heb 4:13 NRSV). It is likely that both Jews and Christians in 

antiquity expected to be under the constant surveillance by God. 

However, the ways in which observation was emphasized in order to control members of 

the faith was a new trend in Christianity. What was previously a shared reminder that a deity is 

watching your behavior evolved into a complex mechanism of observation and subsequent control. 

Pastoral hierarchy as Foucault perceived it was not simply a matter of ‘keeping watch’—it was a 

cyclical mechanism of dynamic and constant interaction. The shepherd185 leveraged the gaze 

 
185 The ‘shepherd’ can be any one of a number of individuals, but in each instance, the shepherd shares the same 

definition. The shepherd is a Christian authority figure who directs the behavior of members of his/her flock, but is 

also responsible for their behavior and salvation. In the analysis of a pastoral hierarchy, an individual is a shepherd to 
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(information gleaned from observation) to correct and modify the behavior of the observed. In this 

process of normalizing outlying behavior, the shepherd was constantly adjusting behavioral 

demands on the flock, driving a continuous feedback loop of behavior-observation-correction-

behavior that became commonplace in the habitus of Roman Christianity. Foucault describes the 

cyclical nature of the pastorate and emphasizes the never-ending aspect of the practice: ‘Now in 

Christian obedience, there is no end, for what does Christian obedience lead to? It leads quite 

simply to obedience. One obeys in order to be obedient, in order to arrive at a state of obedience.’186 

Obedience would become one of the fundamental descriptors of Christian behavior. To be obedient 

meant you were a good Christian, and the practice of obedience was the pathway to salvation. ‘The 

person who obeys, the person who is subject to the order, is called the subditus, literally, he who 

is dedicated, given to someone else, and who is entirely at their disposition and subject to their 

will. It is a relationship of complete servitude.’187 The process, applied over generations of 

adherents to the Christian faith, led to a predominantly homogenous behavioral norm.188  

 

1.2 Foucault—Pastoral Oversight and Governmentality 

In the decades preceding the Pelagian controversy, the pastorate quickly became the de facto power 

structure in both Eastern and Western Christianity. But when considering the practical implications 

 
those below on the hierarchy (e.g., Christ is shepherd to all, the bishop to Christians in his diocese, and the slave child 

is likely shepherd to none). See section 1.3. 
186 Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 177. 
187 Ibid.  
188 The universality of the pastoral model does at times give way to individual classifications. The behavioral 

expectations of a teenage Christian virgin deviate considerably from those of a Christian military commander. Even 

within specific subsets of Christianity, expectations vary. The behavioral demands for the aforementioned teenage 

virgin differ from those of a virgin materfamilias, despite the common categorization of ‘Christian virgin.’ 
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of this dominance, one must keep a few points in mind. First, the pastorate was not a new, 

groundbreaking Christian invention.189 The traits characteristic of the Christian pastorate are 

discernible in a variety of pre-Christian philosophical traditions, most notably Stoicism. Second, 

the imperial administration remained a vastly important and influential power network. Despite 

the importance of the pastorate in day-to-day life, other, non-Christian elements still participated 

in the cultural power matrix. Though the transition of the Roman world into a Christian-dominated 

society and the corresponding blurring of lines between imperial influence and pastoral control is 

a fascinating topic in its own right, my focus here is Foucault’s description of the relationship 

between the Christian pastorate and the individual—a key component to his governmentality 

theme. 

Foucault defined governmentality in several lectures and publications, and these definitions 

ranged from the brief ‘a contact between the technologies of domination of others190 and those of 

the self’191 to a more robust characterization:  

 

 

 
189 Foucault elaborated on the pre-Christian pastoral elements or ‘spiritual direction’ (direction de conscience). He 

noted important differences between Christian and non-Christian pastorates, most notably the fact that pre-Christian 

spiritual direction was purely voluntary. Spiritual direction was something that was sought out (and typically paid for), 

not simply a fundamental aspect of societal participation. After the ‘Christianization’ of the Empire, one’s participation 

in the Christian pastorate became less a matter of individual choice and more a function of societal participation. To 

assume a place in the economic, political, or social landscape in late ancient Rome equated to an active participation 

in the pastorate. Also, pre-Christian spiritual direction was not a lifelong endeavor, but a situational participation. One 

engaged in spiritual direction for a specific need or circumstance, not as a daily societal structure. See Foucault, 

Security, Territory, Population, 181. 
190 Foucault goes on to somewhat soften the emphasis on domination and power—refocusing the narrative on the 

interaction between oneself and others, not necessarily domination/control. 
191 Foucault, Technologies of the Self, 19. 
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By this word “governmentality” I mean three things. First, by “governmentality” I 
understand the ensemble formed by institutions, procedures, analyses and reflections, 
calculations, and tactics that allow the exercise of this very specific, albeit very complex, 
power that has the population as its target, political economy as its major form of 
knowledge, and apparatuses of security as its essential technical instrument. Second, by 
“governmentality” I understand the tendency, the line of force, that for a long time, and 
throughout the West, has constantly led towards the pre-eminence over all other types of 
power—sovereignty, discipline, and so on—of the type of power that we can call 
“government” and which has led to the development of a series of specific governmental 
apparatuses (appareils) on the one hand, [and, on the other] to the development of a series 
of knowledges (savoirs). Finally, by “governmentality” I think we should understand the 
process, or rather, the result of the process by which the state of justice of the Middle Ages 
became the administrative state in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and was gradually 
“governmentalized.”192 

 
In the decades following Foucault’s Security, Territory, Population lectures (where much of this 

concept was first postulated), the term has been broadened in scope by other authors to include a 

wide range of political and state mechanisms of control—the so-called ‘art of government.’ Other 

authors such as Thomas Lynch define the concept in ways more in line with Foucault’s original 

construction. Lynch calls governmentality ‘an issue of the relationship between subjects and the 

powers that they are receptive to and constituted by.’193 For the purposes of this analysis, I will 

focus primarily on the first of Foucault’s three defining elements of governmentality. Specifically, 

I will use ‘the ensemble formed by institutions, procedures, analyses and reflections, calculations, 

and tactics that allow the exercise of this very specific, albeit very complex, power that has the 

population as its target’194 as a working definition.  

 

 

 

 
192 Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 108. 
193 Lynch, ‘Confessions of the Self,’ 136. 
194 Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 108. 
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1.3 Pre-Christian Origins of Pastoral Thought 

The pastorate was not a uniquely Christian practice. Foucault traces the origins of the pastorate by 

examining the use of the shepherd metaphor in pre-Christian literature. Many pre-Christian 

cultures, primarily in the Mediterranean East, adopted the shepherd/flock imagery to depict the 

relationship between a monarch and his people.195 This trend was particularly prevalent in the 

Hebrew culture, but here God was emphasized as the shepherd, rather than human leaders: 

Obviously, the theme of pastorship is especially developed and intensified in the Hebrews, 
with the particular characteristic that in the Hebrews the shepherd-flock relationship is 
essentially, fundamentally, and almost exclusively a religious relationship. Only the 
relations between God and his people are defined as relations between a shepherd (pasteur) 
and a flock. No Hebrew king, with the exception of David, the founder of the monarchy, 
is explicitly referred to by name as a shepherd (berger). The term is reserved for God. But 
some prophets are thought to have received the flock of men from God, to whom they must 
return it, and, on the other hand, the bad kings, those who are denounced for having 
betrayed their task, are designated as bad shepherds, not in relation to individuals, but 
always in reference to the whole, as those who have squandered and dispersed the flock, 
who have been unable to feed it and take it back to its land. The pastoral relationship in its 
full and positive form is therefore essentially the relationship of God to men. It is a religious 
type of power that God exercises over his people.196  

 
As Foucault mentions, the notable exception to the Hebraic divine shepherd motif was David. As 

much as this exception deserves an in-depth investigation, for the purposes of this thesis it is 

enough to say that in general, Hebraic sources utilized the shepherd/flock metaphor regularly, but 

it was typically arranged as the deity/devotee model. 

 The pastorate is also apparent in pre-Christian Greek literature. Traces of the concept 

can even be found in Aristotle, most notably in his management-of-life discourse (management of 

the household, of the family economy, the children, the slaves, etc.).197 Diverging from the 

 
195 Ibid., 123. 
196 Ibid., 124. 
197 Aristotle Politics 1.3–12, in The Complete Works of Aristotle, ed. Jonathan Barnes, trans. B. Jowett (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1995), 1988–2000. 
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ruler/ruled context found in other cultures, the Greek pastorate assumed a far narrower scope. The 

Greek shepherd was not the ruler of the city,198 but of a smaller social or professional circle.199 The 

teacher as the ‘shepherd’ over the student, for example, defined the extent of the Greek model.200  

The Christian spin on the concept adapts the small social circle and the oikos-centric pattern 

inherent to the Greek model to take on a wider dimension of management of the soul.201 Thus, the 

groundwork for governing others was already a societal norm before the rapid expansion of 

Christianity. One might say that the Greek cultural acceptance of being taught and led by others 

facilitated the development and the acceptance of the Christian pastorate. 

 

1.4 Christian Pastorate  

The pastorate, therefore, is not a uniquely Christian phenomenon, but an extension of previous 

philosophical and cultural norms. Yet Christianity’s adaptation and codification of the pastorate 

was so complete that the concept is inextricably linked to the Christian faith. Given the possible 

avenues of organization and control, why did Christianity embrace the pastorate to the extent that 

it did? It was not so at the beginning of Christianity. For the first few centuries of the religion, 

Christianity might have been more accurately described as ‘Christianities’ rather than Christianity. 

The range and diversity of Christian sects during this time made an accurate definition of the 

movement and its doctrine nearly impossible to distill into universal commonalities.  

Foucault contends the Christian adaptation of the pastorate was a direct response to this 

early doctrinal diversity. He classifies numerous Christian groups as counterpastoral in nature, 

 
198 Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 145. 
199 Ibid., 147. 
200 Ibid., 177. 
201 Ibid., 192. 
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including those he labels as ‘Gnosticism’ and ‘mysticism.’202 Foucault even goes so far as to tie 

Christian asceticism, specifically anchorite praxis, to Gnosticism.203 To varying degrees, groups 

classified under these labels204 relied on an individual’s perception and interpretation, thereby 

limiting the centralized control characteristic of subsequent forms of institutionalized Christianity. 

According to Foucault, counterpastoral groups had certain traits in common, foremost of which 

was a personal relationship with God and a reliance on a personal ‘inner-illumination.’205  

Despite Foucault’s assumptions, it would be a mistake to assume that the notion of inner-

illumination was confined to the counterpastoral gnostic and mystical factions of Christianity. 

Inner-illumination has always held a place in Christian orthodoxy, and is even evident throughout 

the Gospels, most specifically the Gospel of John. In that text, when Jesus is speaking to his 

disciples, he indicates that they now “know” (ginōskousi) God.206 The disciples’s newly found 

inner-knowledge of God smacks of the inner-illumination Foucault assigns to traditions firmly 

outside of the Christian pastorate. Far from shunning such texts, pastoral Christianity continued to 

embrace the Gospels as foundational elements of the faith. But it is also true that groups that have 

retroactively been labeled ‘gnostic’ emphasized inner-illumination more heavily than their 

orthodox, or rather what would become orthodox, counterparts. This increased emphasis can be 

 
202 Ibid., 195–96. 
203 Ibid., 206. 
204 Even though Foucault labels these groups as ‘gnostic’ and ‘mystical,’ there are serious problems with these labels. 

No coherently organized group ever used these labels or had a standard unifying doctrine to unite under a single label. 

Instead, Gnosticism and Mysticism are modern terms used to describe various theological positions that were loosely 

associated. For a more in-depth analysis, see David Brakke, The Gnostics: Myth, Ritual, and Diversity in Early 

Christianity (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2012). 
205 Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 213. 
206 John 14:7; NA28, 351.  
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seen when we compare similar passages in the Gospel of John with the Gospel of Thomas.207 In a 

passage found in the Gospel of John, Jesus, when speaking to a Samaritan woman, references a 

type of inner-illumination: ‘Jesus said to her, “Everyone who drinks this water will be thirsty again, 

but those who drink the water I will give them will never be thirsty. The water that I will give will 

become in them a spring of water gushing up eternal life”’ (John 4:13–14 NRSV). A similar 

passage in the Gospel of Thomas takes the inner-illumination a step further by suggesting that 

hidden knowledge will be revealed to the recipient of the water: ‘Jesus said, “Whoever drinks from 

my mouth will become like me; I myself shall become that person, and the hidden things will be 

revealed to him.”’208 Both passages suggest the presence of a gnostic inner-illumination, but the 

passage in the Gospel of Thomas elevates the gnostic tones to another level. So, the interaction 

between gnostic and Christian inner-illumination is not nearly as black-and-white as Foucault 

proposes. Christianity continued to embrace inner-illumination (for example, the Gospel of John 

continued to be included in the orthodox canon) long after the period Foucault identifies as the 

transition to pastoral Christianity.  

The individual relationship with God is another trait common to Foucault’s definition of 

counterpastoral Christian culture.209 Like inner-illumination, this counterpastoral trait can be 

difficult to cleanly separate from orthodox Christianity. A personal relationship with God has 

always been a foundational element of Christianity. Examples of this personal interaction with 

 
207 The ‘gnostic’ label has often been applied to the Gospel of Thomas, but this classification likely overstates the 

content of the text. While it is true that numerous examples of gnostic elements appear in the text, it is also easy to 

point to many orthodox positions. It might be better to state that the Gospel of Thomas exhibits more gnostic elements 

than the other, canonical Gospels (and certainly more than the synoptic Gospels). 
208 Gos. Thom. 108:1–3, in Robert W. Funk et al., eds., The Five Gospels: The Search for the Authentic Words of 

Jesus (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1997), 529. 
209 Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 213. 
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God can be seen in the writings of various Christian authors. Macarius’s description of the soul’s 

interaction with God is one such example:  

When the soul cleaves to the Lord, and the Lord pities and loves it, coming to it and 
cleaving to it, and the intention from that time remains continually faithful to the grace of 
the Lord, they become one spirit, one composite thing, one intention, the soul and the Lord, 
and while the body belonging to it is prostrate upon the earth, the intention of the soul has 
its conversation wholly in the heavenly Jerusalem, mounting even to the third heaven, and 
cleaving to the Lord, and ministering to Him there.210  

 
The powerful imagery of the soul cleaving to God and God reciprocating with love and pity 

profoundly illustrates the type of personal relationship exhibited in early Christianity. It is easy to 

see how this individuality led to a wide diversity in theological interpretation. Without a specific 

and detailed framework of praxis and interpretation, the individual was left to interpret the meaning 

of the personal relationship with God. This example highlights the limitation of Foucault’s model 

of the counterpastoral practice of intimacy with God. The move away from gnostic and mystical 

forms of Christianity no doubt curtailed the emphasis on individual relationships with God, but it 

was never truly abandoned by pastoral Christianity. 

In addition to these problems with the framework of his counterpastoral model, Foucault’s 

contention that the formation of the pastorate was a direct response to the wide-ranging diversity 

found in Christianity has other interpretive problems. To his credit, Foucault recognized the 

dilemma associated with his construct of the pastorate and its relationship with counterpastoral 

efforts. The pastorate, he suggests, is a response to these elements, so labeling these as 

counterpastoral or ‘revolts of conduct’—even though they arose prior to the formulation of the 

Christian pastorate—is a misnomer. Labels aside, it is clear that Foucault points to the creation of 

the pastorate as a direct response to these ‘revolts of conduct’: 

 
210 Macarius, Fifty Spiritual Homilies, trans. A. J. Mason. (New York: Macmillan, 1921), 238. 



100 
 

We should note from the start the pastorate developed in reaction to, or at any rate with 
hostility towards and in confrontation and war with what we can hardly call a revolt of 
conduct, since a clear pastoral form of conduct did not yet exist. The pastorate was formed 
against a sort of intoxication of religious behavior, examples of which are found throughout 
the Middle East in the second, third, and fourth centuries, and to which Gnostic sects in 
particular bear striking and indisputable testimony.211  

 
Or, more simply, Foucault proposes that the Christian pastorate ‘developed against everything that, 

retrospectively, might be called disorder.’212 It is clear that Foucault emphasized the pastoral goals 

of order, obedience, and uniform praxis, but he also highlighted how early Christian leaders 

struggled with the growing segmentation of the faith. These leaders, he suggests, sought to rally 

around a common set of beliefs and practices. Foucault points to several councils in the fifth and 

sixth centuries that established limits on individual interpretation and practice (specifically, 

asceticism without the authority of a bishop or abbot).213 To further support his contention that 

early Christian leaders actively pushed for standardization and oversight, Foucault references the 

writings of John Cassian. Cassian, while quoting Abba Piamun, explains how those ascetics he 

calls ‘sarabaites’ shun cenobitic life and instead pursue their own brand of undisciplined 

Christianity.214 Because there was no superior to guide behavior and thought, this individualistic 

form of Christian praxis was ridiculed as ineffectual and even equated to the foolishness of the 

Ananias and Sapphira.215  

Foucault’s model of Christian praxis slowly shifting from inner-illumination and a personal 

interaction with God toward a standardization of accepted doctrine and practice makes logical 

 
211 Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 195. 
212 Ibid. 
213 Foucault refers to three councils: Vannes in 465, Agde in 506, and Orléans in 511. See Foucault, Security, Territory, 

Population, 222n44. 
214 John Cassian, Conferences 18.4–8, in The Conferences, trans. Boniface Ramsey, Ancient Christian Writers 57 

(New York: Newman Press, 1997), 640; SC 54, CPL 512 PL 49:1093b–110a. 
215 Ibid. See Acts 5:1–11. 
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sense on a number of levels, but his arguments begin to unravel when he depicts the relationship 

between pastoral and counterpastoral elements as separate and opposite theological positions. 

Instead of casting these theological positions as irreconcilable, it is probably more accurate to 

model the pastorate as a form of orthodoxy that was constantly shaped and refined by competing 

ideas, both Christian and non-Christian, as it emerged from a type of proto-orthodoxy to the widely 

accepted set of beliefs it became. The pastorate was a multifaceted growth of a specific movement 

generated by the distinct milieu of the late ancient Mediterranean philosophical and religious life. 

Indeed, the pastorate was never diametrically opposed to Gnosticism or asceticism. Gnostic and 

ascetic elements such as the emphasis on demonic forces and the importance and practical 

application of a mystical relationship to God cannot be separated from Foucault’s pastorate. David 

Brakke illustrates a prime example of gnostic contribution to orthodoxy when he points to the 

gnostic creation of a comprehensive belief narrative, starting from the creation of the world, to the 

formation and history of the Israelite nation, to the era of Jesus, and on through the end of time.216 

Far from being a gnostic concept rejected by the Christian pastorate, this narrative is still in use in 

modern Christianity. Gnosticism, then, was a fundamental building block of the Christian 

pastorate, not a separate and opposite group to the pastorate.  

Despite the limitations of Foucault’s theory of gnostic influence, he was correct in asserting 

that a standardization process was shaping all of Christianity in the third, fourth, and fifth centuries 

as the religion moved from a loosely coordinated regional movement toward a highly systematized 

religion. As this standardization emerged, the pastorate began to take on unique traits that made it 

distinct from its pre-Christian manifestations. First, the oversight and direction of individuals was 

taken to a new level. Greek pastoral efforts were limited in scope. Foucault calls this limited 

 
216 Brakke, Gnostics, 136–37.  
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direction a ‘circumstantial’ spiritual direction.217 In this model, influence was certainly evident, 

but it did not equate to a total control over an individual. And when control was present, it typically 

was a temporary student-teacher arrangement.218 But Foucault’s analysis ignores other examples 

of religious and philosophical movements⎯both preceding the Christian pastorate and 

contemporary with the Christian pastorate⎯that exhibited the type of pastoral control he attributes 

to the Christian pastorate. An example of this can be seen in Manichaeism. Practitioners of 

Manichaeism were subject to many of the same control mechanisms found in the Christian 

pastorate, including the ever-present observation of other members of the pastoral group: 

Power within the community was dispersed along a system of mutual observation in which 
higher hierarchical status placed its holder in greater visibility, and hence in greater 
subjectivity to the community’s power. Isolated dissuasions of critical assessment of the 
Elect within Manichaean literature do not supersede the fundamental requirement, in terms 
of a donor’s own salvation, to support only those Elect who conformed completely to the 
regimens. The Elect, too, had to be cautious about the source of their alms. This mutual 
scrutiny bound the community in a partnership the responsibilities of which could be 
flaunted [sic] by no one.219 

 
This involvement in group observation and discipline was not the short-lived oversight of 

Foucault’s Greek examples but a long-term engagement in a religious movement.  

The pastorate, it seems, was not as unique as Foucault indicates, but it certainly diverges 

from some previous philosophical and religious movements. In contrast to the circumstantial 

spiritual direction common in Greek culture, Christianity, Foucault proposes, embraced the total 

control of individuals—what he terms ‘pure obedience.’220 To support this contention, Foucault 

illustrates the extent of this control through the example of Christian monastic communities. Life 

 
217 Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 181. 
218 Ibid. 
219 Jason David BeDuhn, The Manichaean Body: In Discipline and Ritual (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 

2000), Kindle edition, ch. 7, “Ein Etwas Am Leibe.”  
220 Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 174. 
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for monks was extremely regulated, even to the extent of complete subordination.221 Obedience 

was prized above any other personal attribute in the monastic setting. Several sayings found in the 

Vitae Patrum illustrate this emphasis on obedience. In one saying, four monks visiting Abba 

Pambo learn of the prioritization of virtues: 

Four monks once came from Scetis to Pambo, wearing tunics of skin. Each described the 
goodness of one of the others, though not in his presence. One of them fasted much, one 
of them owned nothing, the third was a man of great charity, and they said of the fourth 
that he had lived in obedience to others for twenty-two years. Pambo answered, ‘The latter 
[sic] has greater virtue than the others. Each of you others has to use his own will to keep 
what he has promised, but he roots out his self-will and makes himself the servant of 
another’s will. People like that, if they persevere till death, are saints.’222 

 
The basis of Foucault’s interpretation of the pastorate is clearly evident in this text. Obedience is 

central, and there is a complete renunciation of the will. In another passage, Hyperichius suggests 

the monk’s raison d’être is obedience, comparing the obedience of a monk to that of Christ: ‘The 

monk’s service is obedience. He who has this shall have his prayers answered, and shall stand by 

the Crucified in confident faith. For that was how the Lord went to his cross, being made obedient 

even unto death.’223 Other sayings even prioritize obedience to your superior above the obedience 

to God: ‘If a man trusts someone else, and makes him his servant, he ought not to think about 

God’s commandments, but give himself completely to obey the will of his spiritual father. If he 

obeys him in everything he will not sin against God.’224 In his biography of Pachomius, Philip 

Rousseau summarizes the desert father’s vision of obedience, demonstrating Pachomius’s 

inclusion of scriptural obedience in addition to the obedience to your superior: ‘To live under rule, 

 
221 Ibid., 175. 
222 Benedicta Ward, The Desert Fathers: Sayings of the Early Christian Monks (London: Penguin, 2003), Kindle 

Edition, ch. 14, “Obedience.” See PL 73:949c. 
223 Ibid. See PL 73:950b. 
224 Ibid. See PL 73:950b. 
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then, was to acknowledge that a variety of influences governed your life, or rather, provided for 

your weaknesses and fostered your spiritual growth: the scriptures, the elders of your community, 

your immediate superiors.’225  

While it is difficult to fully accept Foucault’s assessment that the Christian pastorate was 

a wholly new invention, his argument that the Christian pastorate deviated significantly from the 

Greek pastorate is persuasive. The departure from the Greek model included additional 

surveillance and control mechanisms and a strong emphasis on obedience. The amplified role of 

the shepherd was pivotal to this transition, personifying the control indicative of the Christian 

pastorate. 

The role of the shepherd (whether that be bishop, paterfamilias, or other), Foucault 

contended, was to communicate expectations, observe and evaluate behavior, and oversee 

behavior modifications, with the ultimate goal of conforming the sheep to the model of ideal 

Christian behavior. The shepherd was not simply a Christian spiritual guide, dispatcher of 

discipline, and ultimate judge of appropriate thought and behavior—the relationship dynamic was 

not as one-sided as an initial analysis might indicate. The Christian shepherd also assumed the 

responsibility for the salvation of each member of the flock. The blame for the sheep that fell short 

of expectations (and therefore eternal salvation) was squarely on the shoulders of the pastor.226 

Foucault refers to this burden as the ‘exhaustive and instantaneous transfer.’227 He builds on this 

assertion by positing that the shepherd’s merit was lessened if his flock were well behaved.228 In 

 
225 Philip Rousseau, Pachomius: The Making of a Community in Fourth-Century Egypt (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 1999), 101. 
226 Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 170. 
227 Ibid. 
228 Ibid., 171. 
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an attempt to cement the two-way nature of the pastorate, Foucault goes out on a limb by asking, 

‘Is not the shepherd’s merit due, at least in part, to the sheep being recalcitrant, exposed to danger, 

and always about to fall? And the shepherd’s merit, which earns his salvation, will be precisely 

that he has constantly struggled against these dangers, brought back the stray sheep, and that he 

has to struggle against his own flock.’229 To support this contention, Foucault references Benedict: 

‘Saint Benedict says, “If his subordinates are unruly, then the pastor will be absolved.”’230 

However, digging a little deeper into Foucault’s use of this source introduces significant 

uncertainty. This statement attributed to Benedict is not in fact a direct quote, and it is not even a 

fairly accurate paraphrase. The section from The Rule of Saint Benedict which Foucault is pointing 

to does not suggest that a pastor needs to have a sinful element in his flock to earn salvation. 

Rather, Benedict is stating that while a pastor will be responsible for the salvation of his flock, if 

the pastor exerts every effort to save the sinful flock, then ultimately the pastor will earn salvation 

despite the final judgment of the flock.231 This is very different from Foucault’s conclusion that a 

shepherd’s merit depends on a recalcitrant flock. With his description of what he calls the 

exhaustive and instantaneous transfer, Foucault rightly paints the two-way portrait of Christian 

salvation by illustrating how Christian shepherds assume a degree of responsibility for the 

salvation of their flock. But his suggestion that a shepherd’s salvation depends on the sinful nature 

of his flock—what he terms the principle of alternative correspondence—not only falls short of 

his goal of fortifying his two-way pastorate; it diminishes the effectiveness of his argument. Even 

without resolving the validity of the two-way nature of the pastorate, it seems clear that this all-

 
229 Ibid., 171–72. 
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231 Benedict of Nursia, The Rule of Saint Benedict 2.8–10, in Benedict’s Rule: A Translation and Commentary, trans. 

Terrence G. Kardong (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1996), Kindle edition, ch. 2.8–10.  
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encompassing network of observation and control, the very foundation of Foucault’s 

governmentality, represents a significant departure from pre-Christian pastoral norms. Or, as 

Foucault states, ‘It is not salvation, the law, and the truth, but these new relationships of merits and 

faults, absolute obedience, and the production of hidden truths, which constitute, I think, what is 

essential and the originality and specificity of Christianity.’232  

Other scholars have highlighted how the departure from pre-Christian pastoral norms 

decidedly shifted the power landscape of Roman society. In his recent monograph, Chris de Wet 

illustrates how Chrysostom’s pastoralization efforts were central to his strategy to transform and 

improve the morality of the city.233 Chrysostom’s strategy can be seen as a discourse of power—

the pastoralization of the household in order to extend the power and influence of the church 

throughout the city. This extension of power was a common theme in ancient Christianity. Church 

leaders emphasized the importance of the paterfamilias, deploying Christian discourse and ritual 

in order to extend active influence over all members of the household—both family members and 

slaves. In The Manly Eunuch, Mathew Kuefler examines how the transition of the Roman Empire 

from a relatively stable, aristocratically driven society to a turbulent and insecure world, coupled 

with the increasing influence of Christianity, greatly impacted the power dynamic at all levels of 

society—including household authority structures. Many of the traditional familial power 

structures of Roman society were dulled by the emerging observation and control mechanisms 

inherent to the Christian pastorate. Kuefler eloquently summarizes the transition from traditional 

Roman familial-based hierarchy to the new Christian pastoral reality: ‘God played the father and 

paterfamilias, exercising his authority over Christ his son and the Christian Church as the bride of 

 
232 Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 183. 
233 De Wet, Preaching Bondage, 85. 
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Christ, she who was, in turn, mother to an extended household of angels, saints, martyrs, and living 

Christians.’234 Here, Kuefler describes a power structure very reminiscent of Foucault’s pastorate. 

But, almost as if anticipating the question of Christian clergy in this new hierarchy, Kuefler 

elaborates on the role of Christian bishops in the new dynamic: ‘But as brides of Christ, Christian 

bishops might also assume the role of mother to their local communities.’235 Indeed, the role of the 

Christian bishop quickly morphed from a local administrative effort to a central position in the 

Roman power structure. This dynamic can be seen from a relatively early period in Christian 

history. Cyprian, writing in the mid-fourth century, emphasize the central position of the bishop in 

the Christian hierarchy: 

Thence, through the changes of times and successions, the ordering of bishops and the plan 
of the Church flow onwards; so that the Church is founded upon the bishops, and every act 
of the Church is controlled by these same rulers. Since this, then, is founded on the divine 
law, I marvel that some, with daring temerity, have chosen to write to me as if they wrote 
in the name of the Church; when the Church is established in the bishop and the clergy, 
and all who stand fast in the faith. . . . Therefore it behooves them to be submissive and 
quiet and modest, as those who ought to appease God.236 

 
These brief examples tangibly illustrate the gravitational pull of the Christian pastorate—siphoning 

the power base of the traditionally accepted Roman societal norms toward the new locus of 

Christian authority.  

The newly minted influence seen in the examples of Chrysostom and Cyprian should not, 

however, be interpreted as unfettered power of Christian bishops. It can be easy to assume that the 

power/control dynamic of the pastorate as described by Cyprian and Foucault had individual 

 
234 Mathew Kuefler, The Manly Eunuch: Masculinity, Gender Ambiguity, and Christian Ideology in Late Antiquity 
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236 Cyprian, Ep. 26, in The Epistles of St. Cyprian: Letters 1–41, ed. D.P. Curtain, trans. G. A. Giles (Philadelphia: 

Delcassian Publishing, 2018), Kindle edition, epistle 26, “Cyprian to the Lapsed.” 
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domination and control as its aim. Creating docile bodies was no doubt an important element of 

the pastorate cycle, but not the primary emphasis. According to Foucault, the pastorate was 

benevolent in nature—its only raison d’être was to do good.237 This was a fundamental departure 

from traditional oversight and control models. Instead of the master/slave relationship typical of 

earlier shepherd/flock paradigms, the shepherd role was a duty more than an act of domination. 

Surveillance was the paramount theme:  

The shepherd is someone who keeps watch. He “keeps watch” in the sense, of course, of 
keeping an eye out for possible evils, but above all in the sense of vigilance with regard to 
any possible misfortune. He will keep watch over the flock and avoid the misfortune that 
may threaten the least of its members. He will see to it that things are best for each of the 
animals of his flock.238 

 
The surveillance of the shepherd was multifaceted. The shepherd watched to identify and correct 

questionable behavior, but surveillance was also used as a protective measure to ensure the well-

being of the flock (and each individual member). So, surveillance was a two-sided coin, but it did 

not stop there—the responsibilities of the shepherd were also multifaceted. The shepherd was 

responsible for the salvation of the flock, but also the salvation of each individual member. And, 

importantly, the shepherd’s responsibility for both was intact even when the actions of an 

individual member endangered the salvation of the entire flock. Foucault outlined this paradox of 

responsibility in several lectures and articles in the late 1970s. He conceived the problem he labels 

‘omnes et singulatim’ as one of focus and responsibility. The shepherd was responsible for each 

individual sheep and also the entire flock.239 Because the shepherd was responsible for the 

salvation of the flock, the shepherd also might have needed to sacrifice himself in order to fulfill 

the basic duty of the role. Or, it might have been necessary to forgo the needs of the flock in order 
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to ensure the salvation of a single individual. Needless to say, the dilemma of omnes et singulatim 

represents another departure from traditional societal norms. 

The ways in which pastoral Christianity treated territorial control are yet another significant 

shift from previous power assumptions. Territory had been the focal point of most pre- and post-

Christian power and control equations. The Christian pastorate as understood by Foucault 

suggestes a new paradigm of control—a paradigm based on control of the individual rather than 

domination of a defined territory.240 Foucault likely overstates the Christian pastorate’s 

deemphasis of this territorial power in favor of personal influence. After all, Christian bishops 

continued to prioritize territorial power long after the establishment of the Christian pastorate. For 

example, the territorial dispute between Basil of Caesarea and Anthimus of Tyana directly 

contradicts Foucault’s paradigm of individual rather than territorial control. In this matter, two 

bishops engaged in a prolonged and occasionally violent struggle over the control of the newly 

formed province in Cappadocia.241 The deposition of John Chrysostom is another example of 

power not necessarily conforming to ecclesiastical boundaries. In a treatise commonly attributed 

to Palladius, the author suggests that Theophilus, the Bishop of Alexandria, played a pivotal role 

in the events leading up to the synod that would ultimately determine Chrysostom’s fate.242  

These territorial struggles were not limited to ecclesiastical conflicts either. Bishops 

clashed with emperors and other secular authorities over the control of specific territories. The 
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242 Palladius, Dialogue on the Life of St. John Chrysostom, trans. and ed. Robert T. Meyer, ACW 45 (New York: 

Newman Press, 1985), 45–65. See De Vita S. Joannis Chrysostomi ex Dialogo historico Palladii, Helenopoleos 

episcopi. PG 47:5–32.  
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obvious example of this type of power struggle is Ambrose’s confrontation with Emperor 

Valentinian II in Milan over the control of a Milanese cathedral. Ambrose’s reply leaves no doubt 

as to his thoughts concerning imperial authority in relation to ecclesiastical authority:   

At length came the command, ‘Deliver up the Basilica’; I reply, ‘It is not lawful for us to 
deliver it up, nor for your Majesty to receive it. By no law can you violate the house of a 
private man, and do you think that the house of God may be taken away? It is asserted that 
all things are lawful to the Emperor, that all things are his. But do not burden your 
conscience with the thought that you have any right as Emperor over sacred things. Exalt 
not yourself, but if you would reign the longer, be subject to God.243 

 
To be sure, this bold stance by Ambrose needs to be taken with a grain of salt. His claim over a 

territory was limited to church property, making this conflict more about ecclesiastical authority 

over specific church assets than geographic territory. Also, Ambrose’s high-profile standoffs with 

emperors were more of an exception, not necessarily the rule. Clearly not every bishop ventured 

into the uncertain waters of challenging imperial authority. Even Ambrose himself showed 

significant signs of deference whenever he directly challenged the emperor(s). The quote above 

was taken from a letter to his sister, but in his correspondence to the emperor and his sermons, 

Ambrose exhibits a different tone.244 Even with this caveat in mind, Foucault would have been on 

much safer ground by suggesting the Christian pastorate was less concerned about territory than 

its secular parallel was, and more concerned about individual control. To assume that territorial 

 
243 Ambrose, Ep. 20, in Ambrose: The Letters of Saint Ambrose, Bishop of Milan. See PL 16:999c–1000a: ‘Mandatur 

denique: Trade basilicam. Respondeo: Nec mihi fas est tradere, nec tibi accipere, Imperator, expedit. Domum privati 
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Respondeo: Noli te gravare, Imperator, ut putes te in ea, quae divina sunt, imperiali aliquod jus habere. Noli te 

extollere, sed si vis diutius imperare, esto Deo subditus.’  
244 This deference is seen in multiple epistles to sitting emperors. Examples can be seen in letters to Emperors Gratian, 

Valentinian (I and II), and Theodosius. For examples, see Ambrose, The Letters of Saint Ambrose, letter 1 (Gratian), 

letter 10 (Gratian, Valentinian, and Theodosius), letter 11 (Gratian, Valentinian, and Theodosius), letter 12 

(Theodosius), letter 13 (Theodosius), letter 14 (Theodosius), letter 27 (Valentinian II), and letter 24 (Valentinian II). 
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concerns did not factor into pastoral power struggles is somewhat naïve. Instead of framing the 

pastorate as a movement that embraced authority over individuals and shed claims to territorial 

power, a more accurate position would be that the pastorate claimed authority over individuals and 

territory. 

In sum, the Christian pastorate, in Foucault’s view, was a mechanism of mutual subjection, 

unencumbered by the correlation to a static territory. The shepherd and the flock were both driven 

and bound by the pastorate, each controlling and being controlled. Foucault contends that the 

Christian pastorate operated largely outside the realm of political power.245 Here again, it is 

reasonable to challenge this assertion by Foucault, but he takes steps in that direction himself. He 

admits that ‘the intertwining of pastoral and political power will in fact be an historical reality 

throughout the West.’246 But immediately after this disclosure, Foucault pivots to his thesis: ‘The 

fundamental point is that despite these conjunctions, this intertwining, and these supports and 

relays, I think pastoral power, its form, type of functioning, and internal technology, remains 

absolutely specific and different from political power.’247 A full investigation of the interaction 

between the late-ancient Christian pastorate and the Roman imperial court would obviously fill 

volumes, and I tend to think that a significant degree of political power was exerted on and over 

the Christian pastorate. But I will concede that many aspects of pastoral oversight, particularly in 

the monastic setting, remained somewhat independent of state influence.   

Before I move to a discussion of Foucault’s definition of discipline, I want to outline what 

is arguably the most important interpretive uncertainty for the entire investigation. It is clear from 

the examples above that each member of the Christian clergy was, in some form, also a member 
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of the Christian pastorate—either a pastor/shepherd providing direction and oversight of his flock 

or a member of the flock itself (in the case of a Christian leader deferring to someone of higher 

rank). The interpretive difficulties arise when we explore the extent of the definition of pastor. For 

example, is God a part of Foucault’s pastorate? Is Christ? The first question is somewhat more 

clear-cut than the second, but nonetheless both pose challenges. Foucault is clear when he suggests 

that God could be defined as the pastor of the Hebrew people: ‘God was the pastor and the 

wanderings of the Jewish people were wanderings in search of pasture.’248 But in his definition of 

the Christian pastorate, Foucault moves God outside of the pastorate and suggests that God has 

been replaced by an institutionalized version of God—the ‘laws, rules, techniques, and procedures’ 

of the pastorate.249 Foucault later juxtaposes God’s role against that of the pastor: ‘In the end, 

neither the pastor’s nor his sheep’s certain and definitive salvation is guaranteed by this economy 

of merits and faults that the pastor constantly has to manage. In the end, the actual production of 

salvation eludes one’s grasp; it is entirely in God’s hands.’250 In this passage, Foucault is 

distinguishing between the role of the pastor and the role of God. This separation implies that God 

remains outside of Foucault’s Christian pastorate. 

Foucault’s description of Christ’s role in the pastorate is fundamentally inconsistent, so the 

placement of Christ inside (or outside) of the Christian pastorate is more problematic. In several 

places, Foucault seems to indicate that Christ is indeed part of the pastorate. First, Foucault directly 

states Christ’s status: ‘Christ, of course, is the pastor, and a pastor who sacrifices himself in order 

to bring back to God the flock that has lost its way.’251 Elsewhere, he illustrates Christ’s position 

 
248 Ibid., 151. 
249 Ibid., 152. 
250 Ibid., 173. 
251 Ibid., 152. 



113 
 

in the pastoral hierarchy: ‘The whole organization of the Church, from Christ to the abbots and 

bishops, presents itself as a pastoral organization.’252 When delineating between a sovereign and a 

pastor, Foucault states, ‘The Western sovereign is Caesar, not Christ; the Western pastor is not 

Caesar, but Christ.’253 These passages would seem to clearly indicate that it was Foucault’s intent 

to include Christ in his definition of the pastorate, but other elements of Foucault’s work suggest 

exactly the opposite. Starting with Foucault’s own definition of the pastorate, cracks begin to 

emerge in the argument that the pastorate includes Christ: ‘This [the pastorate] was the art by 

which some people were taught the government of others, and others were taught to let themselves 

be governed by certain people.’254 Unless your Christology is so low as to include a description of 

Christ as ‘some people,’ this definition seems to exclude Christ from the pastorate. Elsewhere, 

when Foucault discusses the importance of submission in the pastorate, he states: ‘The relationship 

of submission of one individual to another individual, correlating an individual who directs and an 

individual who is directed, is not only a condition of Christian obedience, it is its very principle.’255 

Again, this passage seems to assume that the individuals participating in the pastorate are human, 

not divine. When Foucault defines the four elements that characterize the Christian pastorate, his 

definitions all assume strictly human interaction.256 He does provide a small clue concerning these 

inconsistencies when he echoes Joachim of Fiore as he describes Christian eschatology in the 

language of the Trinity. He assumes three ages: the coming of the prophet (Abraham), the 

incarnation (Christ), and the return of the Holy Spirit: ‘The first sent a pastor, the second is 
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incarnated in person, and this is Christ. But when Christ returned to Heaven he entrusted his flock 

to pastors who were supposed to represent him.’257 This passage could potentially tie together his 

inconsistencies. In this scenario, Christ was a pastor while on earth, but after the death and 

resurrection of Jesus, Christ is no longer a member of the pastorate. This is a convenient theory 

that might explain the seemly irreconcilable statements of Foucault, but the truth of the matter is 

that Foucault simply did not see the contradiction or did not think it was relevant to his definition 

and use of the pastoral model. But for the purposes of this investigation, the distinction is critical—

the concept of obedience is a central interpretive dividing line for the analysis located in chapters 

4–7. Knowing that Foucault intended the outline of the pastorate to be the precursor to his 

definition of the type of governmentality that emerged in the sixteenth century,258 and knowing 

that his definition of governmentality has little to do with Christ as an active participant in 

individual power dynamics, for the purposes of this investigation I will assume that Foucault did 

not intend for Christ to belong to the internal workings of his pastorate. Instead, I will assume that 

Foucault’s definition of the Christian pastorate is limited to the examples of humans controlling 

humans (and humans capitulating to humans) that litter his work. 

This summary of Foucault’s use of concepts such as power, observation, and the Christian 

pastorate is not intended to be an exhaustive review of the concepts. Rather, it is intended to outline 

some of the key analytical components that will be deployed in this investigation, while at the 

same time suggesting some important limitations to these models. In the next section, we consider 

the concept of discipline—specifically, the ways in which self-observation has been utilized in 

Christian and pre-Christian communities and the intimate relationship between self-observation 
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and obedience. 

 

2 DISCIPLINE 

Closely related to the power and observation concepts outlined in the previous section is the role 

discipline plays in the power/observation model. Power exerted means little without corresponding 

discipline. Discipline can of course be a combination of manipulation and willful capitulation, but 

in this section we will be primarily concerned with Foucault’s definition of the concept of 

discipline. 

Discipline, according to Foucault, regulates everything—it allows nothing to escape.259 

This regulation permeated all levels of Christianity. The anchorite and the cenobite were both 

enveloped by discipline, albeit driven by fundamentally different sources. By Foucault’s 

definition, discipline is materially different from traditional legal formulations of regulation and 

control. In Foucault’s framework of discipline, that which is not explicitly allowed is forbidden. 

Under a traditional legal schema, the unstated and undefined is typically allowed.260 The 

differences between these two models are stark. In Foucault’s version, discipline dominates every 

facet of life, with each moment and every interaction being tightly controlled. This is in contrast 

to common systems of law, which are codifications of basic rules of conduct, not extensive 

attempts to regulate every action of every member of society. It is important to note here the ways 

in which Foucault’s concept of askēsis both parallels and runs counter to his notion of discipline. 

First, his concept of askēsis is similar to his definition of discipline in its reliance on obedience.261 

But, Foucault’s askēsis also differs from his notion of discipline in important ways, most notably 
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that his discipline does not abandon worldly things in the same manner as a Christian ascetic would 

be expected to shun them.262 The concept of askēsis will be discussed in detail later in this analysis, 

but for now it is enough to recognize that there are both commonalities and differences between 

Foucault’s definitions of discipline and his definition of askēsis. 

In a general sense, discipline is the creation of behavioral benchmarks used to categorize 

individuals. A model of satisfactory behavior is created, driving a list of acceptable and 

unacceptable activities. An individual’s conformity to the model dictates whether they are ‘normal’ 

or ‘abnormal.’263 In this way, discipline categorizes individuals—labeling them acceptable or 

unacceptable. There are, however, differences between individual and group discipline. As we 

shall see, the differences represent a key facet of divergence from Greek to Christian norms and 

from the desert ascetics to monastic Christianity.  

 
 
2.1 Self/Subject/Technologies of the Self 

The task of neatly defining and summarizing a concept as nebulous and expansive as the ‘self’ can 

be daunting. Even so, it will be useful for this investigation to pinpoint some general assumptions 

concerning the topic, both of Foucault and my own, in order to facilitate a discourse of the self. 

Central to this task is a brief discussion of Foucault’s ‘technologies of the self.’ Foucault’s 

technologies are those practices ‘which permit individuals to effect by their own means or with 

the help of others a certain number of operations on their own bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct, 

and way of being, so as to transform themselves in order to attain a certain state of happiness, 

purity, wisdom, perfection, or immortality.’264 The notion of active participation in determining 
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one’s own existence permeates this definition, but even when one is armed with this elaboration, 

the specific meaning remains somewhat elusive. Foucault categorized certain practices such as 

self-examination as being subcomponents of the technologies of the self, but he never offered a 

complete catalog of practices that are encompassed in the term. That said, the trajectory of 

Foucault’s analysis does offer us clues to vital subcategories of his theory; arguably the most 

important of these is ‘the care of the self.’ 

Foucault made an interesting and relevant observation when he noted the distinction 

between ancient adages ‘epimelesthai sautou’ (‘to take care of oneself’ or ‘to cultivate oneself’) 

and ‘gnōthi sauton’ (‘Know yourself!’).265 Our modern pop-culture exposure to ancient systems 

of thought often boils down complex theories and observations to convenient sound bites. Most of 

us have heard the sage advice of ‘Know thyself’ and casually imprint this upon our internal 

narrative of ancient wisdom. But how many of us have heard the advice ‘Take care of yourself’ in 

such a context? Even though the expression has lost much of its gravitas over time, epimelesthai 

sautou was a vital touchstone for ancient Greek and Roman society, particularly in an urban 

context.266 To take care of yourself was a primary concern for all, not just the upper echelons of 

philosophical praxis. And this was not simply a directive to take care of pressing physical and 

mental needs. It was that, but it also encompassed the techniques and expectations to fulfill the art 

of life—to be a noble and respected individual. 

Foucault implies our modern Western culture never fully embraced the concept of 

epimelesthai sautou: ‘We inherit the tradition of Christian morality which makes self-renunciation 

the condition for salvation. To know oneself was paradoxically the way to self-renunciation. . . . 
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“Know thyself” has obscured “Take care of yourself” because our morality, a morality of 

asceticism, insists that the self is that which one can reject.’267 The Delphic maxim gnōthi sauton 

was also widely used in antiquity, so this discussion is not intended to trivialize the historical 

significance of the phrase. Indeed, Plato often emphasized the importance of this axiom, and that 

accentuation is also seen in later Platonic systems. For example, in Alcibiades I, Plato’s Socrates 

states, ‘Listen to me and the Delphic motto, Know thyself.’268 However, Plato also commonly 

coupled the concept of gnōthi sauton with that of epimelesthai sautou. Soon after indicating the 

importance of gnōthi sauton to Alcibiades, Plato’s Socrates elaborates on the importance of 

epimelesthai sautou: ‘I am right, however, in saying that we need to take pains [to improve 

ourselves]—all men rather badly, but we two very badly indeed.’269 Elsewhere, Plato cements the 

relationship between the two concepts by suggesting that gnōthi sauton is a prerequisite for 

epimelesthai sautou: ‘If we have that knowledge [knowing ourselves], we are like to know what 

pains to take over ourselves; but if we have it not, we never can.’270 Foucault contends that later 

Stoic, Epicurean, and Cynic movements stressed the primacy of epimelesthai sautou over and 

above that of gnōthi sauton, and the tandem use of the concepts was largely discarded.271 By the 

time of the Pelagian controversy, epimelesthai sautou was seen in every corner of the Roman 

world.  

 
267 Ibid., 22. 
268 Plato, Alcibiades I 124a–b, in Plato: Alcabiades I and II; Hipparchus; The Lovers; Theages; Minos; Epinomis, 

trans. W. R. M. Lamb, LCL 201 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1927), 172–73: ‘peithomenos emoi te 

kai tō en Delphois grammati, gnōthi sauton.’ 
269 Ibid., 124d, 174–75: ‘legō mentoi alēthē, hoti epimeleias deometha, mallon men pantes anthrōpoi, atar nō ge kai 

mala sphodra.’ 
270 Ibid., 129a, 194–95: ‘gnontes men auto tach an gnoiēmen tēn epimeleian hēmōn autōn, agnoountes de ouk an pote.’ 
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But this is not the final word on the ranking of these concepts. Foucault suggests that gnōthi 

sauton, for the most part, has obscured the concept of epimelesthai sautou in Western society due 

to the influence of theoretical philosophy and its emphasis on the knowledge of the self.272 This 

may be true, and the perpetuation of the ‘Know thyself’ maxim in popular media has likely kept 

this phrase in the forefront of our Western psyche. But it is here that I diverge from Foucault’s 

thinking. Foucault indicates that modern Westerners prioritize gnōthi sauton over epimelesthai 

sautou because we are ‘more inclined to see taking care of ourselves as an immorality.’273 Granted, 

this thesis is penned some thirty-five years after the death of Foucault, and the fundamental cultural 

metrics and belief systems of Western society, if indeed there is such a uniform definition, have 

changed during that period in significant ways, but it is difficult to support the conclusion that our 

collective morality bars us from seriously contemplating the care of the self. The assumed morality 

barrier gives too much weight to the idea of a continued dominating Puritan ethic underlying 

Western society. I would argue that the principles of epimelesthai sautou are as present today as 

they were in the time of the rise of Christian asceticism, albeit for different reasons. The practice 

and focus of taking care of oneself is not rejected as immoral; it is just an assumed state of being 

in modern society. That said, I do agree that the fundamental tension, present in early Christianity, 

between the care of the self and the renunciation of the self is still evident today. In light of this 

paradox, I do understand Foucault’s emphasis on the barrier of morality⎯Christians are still 

expected to forgo certain pleasures, but Foucault’s position exhibits far too much black/white 

rationale and ignores the nuances of the modern care of the self.   
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Regardless of the modern interpretation, the task of taking care of oneself (and 

paradoxically, self-renunciation) was a frequent theme in pre-Christian philosophy, and it was also 

a foundational subject in Christian discourse. Many of the tools of the care of the self are common 

across generations, cultures, and belief systems. One of these tools was a vital aspect of both 

Christian life in antiquity and this investigation—the duty to observe. 

 

2.1.1 Self-Observation  

The use of self-observation was an indispensable element in ancient philosophical praxis. In nearly 

every philosophical tradition, observation of the self and knowledge of the self are tightly 

interwoven concepts. Gathering data is an essential first step in the art of knowing oneself. The 

investigation of the self begins with a review (observation) of the current state of one’s character. 

Whether the end-goal is Stoic ‘remembrance’ or Christian obedience, an assessment of current 

behavior is paramount. The role of observation/surveillance in this assessment is obvious—in 

order to assess behavior, one must first observe and catalog thoughts and actions. From this most 

basic starting point, the rationale for Stoic self-observation and that for Christian self-observation 

diverge significantly. 

 

2.1.2 Greco-Roman Self-Observation  

Like the pastorate, self-observation was not a uniquely Christian endeavor. Foucault goes to great 

lengths to illustrate the gradual formation of Christian self-observation by tracing important 

milestones of various philosophical traditions, starting with Plato. For example, in the text of 

Plato’s Alcibiades I mentioned above, Socrates, in a dialectic exchange with the young Alcibiades, 

explains how gnōthi sauton is related to self-observation: ‘And if the soul too, my dear Alcibiades, 
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is to know herself, she must surely look at a soul, and especially at that region of it in which occurs 

the virtue of a soul—wisdom, and at any other part of a soul which resembles this. . . . Then this 

part of her resembles God, and whoever looks at this, and comes to know all that is divine, will 

gain thereby the best knowledge of himself.’274 Plato implies that self-observation (observation of 

the soul) is a precursor to knowing oneself and that therefore observation is an essential practice.  

 Self-observation was a foundational element of Stoicism as well. The practice is clearly 

evident in many prominent Stoic authors. For example, when describing the fundamental 

characteristics of the rational soul, Marcus Aurelius suggests that the first characteristic is self-

observation.275 Foucault also uses Seneca to illustrate the Stoic adoption of self-observation as a 

tool of self-mastery. While he does not specifically cite a particular example from the text, 

Foucault does indicate that he is referencing the third book of Seneca’s De ira when drawing this 

conclusion.276 Most of the argument of De ira focuses on the ills of anger, but in one section where 

Seneca references the practices of Quintus Sextius to outline the proper use of self-observation. In 

the following passage, the detail Seneca deploys to describe self-observation highlights the 

importance of the practice: 

 

 

 

 
274 Plato, Alcibiades I 133b (Lamb, 210–13): ‘Ar oun, ō phile Alkibiadē, kai psuchē ei mellei gnōsesthai autēn, eis 

psuchēn autē blepteon, kai malist eis touton autēs ton topon, en hō engignetai hē pshuchēs aretē, sophia, kai eis allo 

hō touto tunchanei on . . . tō Theō ara tout eoiken autēs, kai eis touto blepōn kai pan to theion gnous, houtō kai heauton 

an gnoiē malista.’  
275 Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 11, 1, in Marcus Aurelius, ed. and trans. C. R. Haines, LCL 58 (Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press, 1916), 293.  
276 Foucault, Technologies of the Self, 33. 
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All our senses ought to be trained to endurance. They are naturally long-suffering, if only 
the mind desists from weakening them. This should be summoned to give an account of 
itself every day. Sextius had this habit, and when the day was over and he had retired to his 
nightly rest, he would put these questions to his soul: ‘What bad habit have you cured to-
day? What fault have you resisted? In what respect are you better?’ Anger will cease and 
become more controllable if it finds that it must appear before a judge every day. Can 
anything be more excellent than this practice of thoroughly sifting through the whole day? 
And how delightful the sleep that follows this self-examination—how tranquil it is, how 
deep and untroubled, when the soul has either praised or admonished itself, and when this 
secret examiner and critic of the self has given a report of its own character! I avail myself 
of this privilege, and every day I plead my cause before the bar of self. When the light has 
been removed from sight, and my wife, long aware of my habit, has become silent, I scan 
the whole of my day and retrace all my deeds and words. I conceal nothing from myself, I 
omit nothing. For why should I shrink from any of my mistakes, when I can commune thus 
with myself? ‘See that you never do that again; I will pardon you this time. In that dispute, 
you spoke too offensively; after this don’t have encounters with ignorant people; those who 
have never learned do not want to learn. You reproved that man more frankly than you 
ought, and consequently you have not so much mended him as offended him. In the future, 
consider not only the truth of what you say, but also whether the man to whom you are 
speaking can endure the truth, A good man accepts reproof gladly; the worse a man is the 
more bitterly he resents it.’277  

 

 
277 Seneca, De ira 3, 36, in Seneca, Moral Essays, Vol. 1, ed. Jeffrey Henderson, trans. John W. Basore, LCL 214 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1928), 338–41: ‘Omnes sensus perducendi sunt ad firmitatem; natura 

patientes sunt, si animus illos desit corrumpere, qui cotidie ad rationem reddendam vocandus est. Faciebat hoc 

Sextius, ut consummato die, cum se ad nocturam quietem recepisset, interrogaret animum suum: “Quod hodie malum 

tuum sanasti? Cui vitio obstitisti? Qua parte melior es?” Desinet ira et moderatior erit, quae sciet sibi cotidie ad 

iudicem esse veniendum. Quicquam ergo pulchrius hac consuetudine excutiendi totum diem? Qualis ille somnus post 

recognitionem sui sequitur, quam tranquillus, quam altus ac liber, cum aut laudatus est animus aut admonitus et 

speculator sui censorque secretus cognovit de moribus suis! Utor hac potestate et cotidie apud me causam dico. Cum 

sublatum e conspectu lumen est et conticuit uxor moris iam mei conscia, totum diem meum scrutor factaque ac dicta 

mea remetior; nihil mihi ipse abscondo, nihil transeo. Quare enim quicquam ex erroribus meis timeam, cum possim 

dicere: ‘Vide ne istud amplius facias, nunc tibi ignosco. In illa disputatione pugnacius locutus es; noli postea congredi 

cum imperitis; nolunt discere, qui numquam didicerunt. Illum liberius admonuisti quam debebas, itaque non 

emendasti, sed offendisti. De cetero vide, non tantum an verum sit quod dicis, sed an ille cui dicitur veri patiens sit. 

Admoneri bonus gaudet, pessimus quisque rectorem asperrime patitur.’ 
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Despite the usage of some juridical language, this example of Stoic self-examination does not go 

as far as the judgmental self-rebuke that we will see in Christianity. Seneca’s primary message 

focuses on a strong panoptic oversight and the associated administrative corrections rather than a 

judgmental ruling on personal character. As Foucault states, Seneca was ‘taking stock’ of his 

actions, not pronouncing judgment on his character—personal faults are simply ‘good intentions 

left undone.’278 Foucault emphasizes this Stoic prioritization of an administrative tone over a more 

judgmental approach when summarizing the daily self-examination: ‘It is a general attitude and 

also a precise act every day; you retire into the self to discover—but not to discover faults and 

deep feelings, only to remember rules of action, the main laws of behavior.’279 Epictetus’s own 

summary of the daily self-examination reveals the nuance of the Stoic approach and the limitations 

of Foucault’s model. Yes, the daily review was intended to discover those ‘good intentions left 

undone,’ but there is also an attitude of self-reproach for incorrect actions: ‘Allow not sleep to 

draw nigh to your languorous eyelids, ere you have reckoned up each several deed of the daytime: 

“Where went I wrong? Did what? And what to be done was left undone?” Starting from this point 

review, then, your acts, and thereafter remember: Censure yourself for the acts that are base, but 

rejoice in the goodly.’280 It is clear that Epictetus is suggesting a more judgmental approach than 

would be allowed by Foucault’s model. However, I do believe Foucault’s assertion concerning 

Stoicism’s administrative treatment of self-observation does have a basis in reality. Marcus 

Aurelius summarizes this attitude in a line from his Meditations: ‘Do not feel qualms or 

 
278 Foucault, Technologies of the Self, 33. 
279 Ibid., 34. 
280 Epictetus, Discourses 3.10.2–3, in “Discourses,” Books III–IV; Fragments; “Encheiridion,” ed. and trans. W. A. 

Oldfather, LCL 218 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1928), 72–73: ‘mēd hupnon malakoisin ep ommasi 

prosdexasthai, prin tōn hēmerinōn ergon logisasthai hekasta· “pē parebēn; ti d’erexa; ti moi deon ou tetelestai;” 

apxamenos d’apo toutou epexithi· kai metepeita deila men oun hrexas epiplēsseo, chrēsta de terpou.’ 
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despondency or discomfiture if thou dost not invariably succeed in acting from right principles.’281 

However, examples such as the quotation from Epictetus above point to the limitations of 

Foucault’s model in capturing the subtle nuances of Stoic self-observation. Overall, it might be 

better to say that the Stoic approach to self-observation leans toward a more administrative 

treatment of self-observation rather than drawing an artificial line between a Stoic administrative 

approach and a Christian judgmental expectation. But the important point to underscore, one 

emphasized by Foucault, is that by pursuing a practice of detached daily examination, a Stoic 

would become aware of the correct actions that were taken and the deficiencies that remained.  

The daily administrative assessment was not the only difference between pre-Christian and 

Christian self-observation in Foucault’s model. As outlined above, Stoic self-observation was 

mostly concerned with action (did I act in the expected manner today?). Self-mastery was a matter 

of correct behavior—the examination of one’s thoughts was secondary. But Foucault suggests that 

later Christian praxis would highlight an examination of thought as the basis of self-examination 

and move away from the Stoic, action-oriented approach.282 Foucault’s declaration that Christian 

self-observation was more concerned about thought will be examined in the next section, but a 

quick review of the quotes from Seneca and Epictetus above can underscore the emphasis on action 

in those texts. Whether it is Seneca’s internal review of actions (you spoke too aggressively, you 

admonished that fellow more candidly than you should, etc.), or the questions Epictetus asks 

himself (where did I go wrong?, what was left undone?, etc.), the Stoic self-observation tends to 

be more concerned about the actions of the day, not the appropriateness of one’s thoughts. There 

 
281 Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 5.9 (Haines, 109): ‘Mē sikchainein mēde apaudan mēde apoduspetein, ei mē 

katapuknoutai soi to apo dogmatōn orthōv hekasta prassein.’ 
282 Foucault, Technologies of the Self, 45. 
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are obviously exceptions, and correct thought was not ignored in the Stoic tradition, but these 

examples depict a clear emphasis of action over thought in common Stoic praxis. 

 

2.1.3 Christian Self-Observation  

As we shall see in the analysis below, it can be difficult to separate the Christian practices of self-

observation and personal confession, but we begin by looking at the rationale behind Christian 

self-observation and then transition into the explanation of how this relates to Christian confession. 

As mentioned previously, Foucault contends that the Christian pastorate’s version of self-

observation was mostly concerned with correct thought. To support this conclusion, Foucault 

points to several passages of John Cassian, all of which are analogies designed to emphasize the 

importance of observing one’s thought, and distinguishing between good and bad thoughts. The 

first Cassian analogy is that of the miller. Cassian compares the evaluation and cataloging of 

thought to the work a miller performs when evaluating which type of grain should be ground.283 

Foucault summarizes Cassian’s argument by saying, ‘Thoughts are like grains, and the 

consciousness is the mill store. It is our role as the miller to sort out amongst the grains those which 

are bad and those which can be admitted to the mill store to give the good flour and good bread of 

salvation.’284 Cassian’s own wording has much of the same emphasis on an individual’s power 

over their own thinking, but it also suggests that incorrect thoughts are a fact of life⎯it is how we 

treat them that matters most: 

 

 

 
283 Cassian, Conferences 1.18.1–2 (Ramsey, 57). See PL 49:507b. 
284 Foucault, Technologies of the Self, 46. 
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It is in the power of the one who supervises to decide whether to grind wheat or barley or 
darnel. Indeed, only that will be ground which has been accepted by the person entrusted 
with the responsibility for the work. In the same way the mind cannot be free from agitating 
thoughts during the trials of the present life… But whether these will be either refused or 
admitted into itself will be the result of its own zeal and diligence.285  

 
Foucault also points to Cassian’s use of the money changer analogy to highlight his assumptions.286 

As with the miller, the money changer diligently examines each coin to ensure its authentic quality. 

As Foucault implies, Cassian’s own words also suggest that we all need to examine the quality of 

our thoughts, but also the source of each thought: ‘We should, then, be continually aware of this 

three-fold distinction287 and with a wise discretion examine all the thoughts that emerge in our 

heart.’288 By using these examples from Cassian, Foucault is implying that the raison d’être of 

Christian self-observation was to monitor thoughts and to ultimately assign the thoughts into the 

categories of proper and improper.  

Foucault also suggests that the ways in which the information gleaned from self-

observation was utilized was a substantial separating factor between the Stoic and Christian 

approaches.289 For Stoics, the self-review and evaluation of behavior was a private endeavor. One 

would, typically at the end of the day, review one’s actions and encourage the self to ‘remember’ 

correct action. In the above examples from Seneca and Epictetus, the questions asked by each were 

 
285 Cassian, Conferences 1.18.1–2 (Ramsey, 57). See PL 49:507b–508a: ‘in ejus vero qui praeest situm est potestate, 

utrumnam triticum molat, an hordeum loliumve comminuat. Illud namque est proculdubio commolendum, quod 

ingestum ab illo fuerit cui operis illius cura commissa est. Ita igitur etiam mens per vitae praesentis incursus…vacua 

quidem cogitationum aestibus esse non poterit; quales vero vel admittere, vel parare sibi debeat, studii ac diligentiae 

suae providebit industria.’ 
286 Foucault, Technologies of the Self, 47. 
287 Cassian is suggesting that thoughts are coming from one of three sources: God, the devil, or ourselves. See 

Conferences 1.19.1 (Ramsey, 57), PL 49:508b. 
288 Cassian, Conferences 1.20.1 (Ramsey, 59). See PL 49:510b: ‘Hanc igitur oportet tripartitam rationem nos jugiter 

observare, et universas cogitationes quae emergent in corde nostro.’ 
289 Foucault, Technologies of the Self, 42.  
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aimed at the internal audience. Foucault contends the process was fundamentally different in 

pastoral Christianity. The results of your self-review were reported to your superior, illuminating 

thought and action to both student and master. Or, as Foucault asserted, ‘What was private for the 

Stoics was public for the Christians.’290 But this assumption is once again too simple a 

representation of a very nuanced practice in Christianity. For example, in the writings of Evagrius 

Ponticus, we see the same type of three-fold thought assumption we see in Cassian.291 Evagrius 

also, like Cassian, assumed the individual has a degree of control over thoughts—even going so 

far as to call the mind the ‘pilot’ in the thought process.292 Despite these similarities, it should be 

noted that Evagrius’s audience was mostly desert hermits. Therefore, he was not demanding that 

his audience embrace the type of public thought testimony outlined by Foucault. Quite the 

contrary, even his treatise focusing on the concept of thought was crafted as a guide for anchorites 

to look to as they wrestled with their solitary thoughts. Evagrius’s panoptic suggestions highlight 

the solitary reality of the desert—correct thought began by looking to the self for solutions: ‘Let 

us attend rather to ourselves so that, progressing in virtue, we may become disinclined towards 

 
290 Ibid. Many of Foucault’s assertions concerning the differences between Christian and Stoic self-observation are 

rooted in the black and white interpretation evident in this quote. Because of this, I use the term, ‘public’ to 

differentiate Christian confession from the private/internal conversations of Stoicism. I do recognize that not all of the 

Christian confession that will be addresed in this Thesis is ‘public’ in the sense that everyone in a community is aware 

of the communicated information (although this type of confession is also included). However, I wish to continue and 

examine the logic Foucault expressed in this quote, so I will continue to use the ‘public’ label in these instances.  
291 As mentioned in the notes above, Cassian assumed three sources of thought; from God, from the devil, or from 

ourselves. Evagrius’s model also assumes three sources of thought, but with a slightly different spin. Cassian’s God, 

devil, and the self are adapted to be angelic, demonic, and human. See Evagrius Ponticus, On Thoughts (De malignis 

cogitationibus), in Evagrius Ponticus, trans. A. M. Casiday, Early Church Fathers Series (New York: Routledge, 

2006), 95. 
292 Ibid., 92. 
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vice.’293 This is not to say that Evagrius thought that the self alone could deal with all issues of 

sin. The barren realities of the desert limited the avenues of support where anchorites could 

potentially turn, but Evagrius suggests that God is the only support necessary: ‘You cannot be 

victorious by yourself, since the fight against evil thoughts is too difficult for you alone. Therefore 

it is essential for us to invoke God and persevere in prayer, seeing that it is he alone who is able to 

calm our mind.’294  

As these examples suggest, the identification of thought was obviously a goal of Christian 

self-observation, but the public nature of those thoughts may not be as black and white as Foucault 

contends. Foucault’s framework of a dramatic split between a private Stoic process of thought 

evaluation and a public Christian treatment largely ignores the realities of the private thought-

evaluation practices found in Christian anchorites. The anchorite omission aside, Foucault did have 

a point—the treatment of thought in Christianity was significantly different from the thought 

management techniques of Stoicism. Stoicism did not presuppose a public communication of one’s 

self-evaluation, but the expectation of public confession was clearly evident from the very 

beginning of Christianity. An example of this expectation can be seen in the book of James, where 

the author assumes the expectation of confessing sin in public was commonplace: ‘Therefore 

confess your sins to one another, and pray for one another, so that you may be healed’ (Jas 5:16, 

NRSV). The public communication of sin is evident in this passage, but in this context, it is not 

entirely clear whether or not the author was referring to physical sin (action), or if the intent was 

to include sinful thoughts as well. Tertullian attempted to address this type of interpretive 

uncertainty when he distinguished between spiritual and corporeal sin: ‘The reason why sins are 

 
293 Ibid., 100. 
294 Evagrius Ponticus, De oratione, in Evagrius Ponticus, trans. A. M. Casiday, Early Church Fathers Series (New 

York: Routledge, 2006), 119.  
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called “spiritual” and “corporeal” is that every sin is either a thought or a deed. Thus a corporeal 

sin is one of deed, because a deed, like a body, can be seen and touched; a spiritual sin, however, 

is one of the soul, because, like a spirit, it can neither be seen nor held fast.’295 For Tertullian, sin 

was present in both action and thought. He also likely would have agreed with Foucault’s model 

of public communication of sinful thought. In his work on repentance, Tertullian describes 

confession as a public acknowledgment: ‘It requires that you habitually nourish prayer by fasting, 

that you sigh and weep and groan day and night to the Lord your God, that you prostrate yourself 

at the feet of the priests and kneel before the beloved of God,296 making all brethren commissioned 

ambassadors of your prayer for pardon.’297 Later, he goes on to emphasize the connection to Christ 

with this symbolic act: ‘When, therefore, you stretch forth your hands to the knees of your brethren, 

you are in touch with Christ and you win the favor of Christ by your supplications.’298 

Jerome also spoke of the need for public confession—even suggesting that absolution 

cannot come until sin is publically confessed: ‘If the serpent, the devil, secretly bites anyone, and, 

unobserved, infects that man with the venom of sin, and if the person who was struck stays quiet 

and does not repent, and refuses to confess his wound to a brother and a teacher, the brother and 

 
295 Tertullian, De paenitentia 3.8, in Tertullian: Treatises on Penance, ACW 28, trans. William P. Le Saint (New 

York: Newman Press, 1958), 18–19. ‘Exinde spiritalia et corporalia nominantur, quod delictum omne aut agitur aut 

cogitatur, ut corporale sit quod in facto est, quia factum ut corpus et uideri et contingi habet, spiritale uero quod in 

animo est, quia ut spiritus neque uidetur neque tenetur.’ La Pénitence, trans. Charles Munier, SC 316 (Paris: Les 

Éditions du Cerf, 1984), 152, 154. 
296 In his ACW 28 translation, Le Saint uses the alternate reading of ‘caris Dei’ rather than ‘aris Dei.’ See note 159, 

pg. 174. 
297 Tertullian, De paenitentia 3.8, in Tertullian: Treatises on Penance, ACW 28, 32. ‘[Mandat] plerumque uero 

ieiuniis preces alere, ingemiscere, lacrimari et mugire dies noctesque ad Dominum Deum tuum, presbyteris aduolui, 

aris Dei adgeniculari, omnibus fratribus legationem deprecationis suae iniungere.’ La Pénitence, 180. 
298 Ibid., 33. ‘Ergo cum te ad fratrum genua protendis, Christum contrectas, Christum exoras.’ La Pénitence, 182, 

184. 



130 
 

teacher, who have the tongue for curing him, will not easily be able to help him.’299 Or, in another 

analogy from Jerome, ‘If a sick man is embarrassed to confess a wound to his doctor, medicine 

does not heal what it is unaware of.’300 Basil narrows the parameters of public confession to 

communicating sinful thoughts and acts to a member of the church hierarchy: ‘It seems necessary 

that sins be confessed to those entrusted with the stewardship of the Mysteries of God. For thus 

also those who repented of old are found to have confessed their sins before the saints.’301 Irenaeus 

agreed with the act of public confession as well. When speaking about certain gnostic disciples, 

he insisted that public confession was their only true course of action to bring them back in 

alignment with God: ‘Some of them, indeed, make a public confession of their sins; but others of 

them are ashamed to do this, and in a tacit kind of way, despairing of [attaining to] the life of God, 

have, some of them, apostatized altogether; while others hesitate between two courses.’302 The 

trend of public confession, particularly to a religious authority, continued to formalize in the 

centuries after Tertullian, Irenaeus, and Jerome. Benedict, in his famous rules of conduct, includes 

public confession as one of his steps of humility: ‘The fifth step towards humility is to confess 

humbly to the abbot all the wicked thoughts that spring to mind and anything you have secretly 

 
299 Jerome, Commentary on Ecclesiastes (Commentarius in Ecclesiasten) 10.11, ACW 66, trans. and ed. by Richard 

J. Goodrich and David J. D. Miller (New York: Newman Press, 2012), 114. See PL 23:1096b: ‘Si quem serpens 

diabolus occulte momorderit, et nullo conscio, eum peccati veneno infecerit; si tacuerit qui percussus est, et non egerit 

poenitentiam, nec vulnus suum fratri et magistro voluerit confiteri, magister et frater, qui linguam habent ad 

curandum, facile ei prodesse non poterunt.’  
300 Ibid. See PL 23:1096b: ‘Si enim erubescat aegrotus, vulnus medico confiteri, quod ignorat medicina non curat.’ 
301 Basil of Caesarea, The Rule of St. Basil in Latin and English (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2013), Kindle 

edition, question 21, lines 4–5.  
302 Irenaeus, Adversus haereses 1.13.7 (ANF 1:336).  
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done wrong.’303 In each of these examples, the authors implied a type of careful oversight of one’s 

thoughts. This continual self-observation became the basis of the Christian practice of confession. 

Even if we accept the basic assumption that Christianity utilized this self-observation to 

fuel a growing expectation of a public confession, one cannot easily point to a single type of 

confession practiced throughout early Christianity. Instead, Christian confession was a pastoral 

practice that gradually morphed over time. This pastoral participation can be broken down into 

two categories—exomologēsis and exagoreusis. Foucault characterizes these concepts as the two 

main forms of disclosing the self or showing the truth about oneself.304 Exomologēsis was a 

symbolic effort designed to illustrate personal faults. Or, as Foucault stated, it was a ‘ritual of 

recognizing oneself as a sinner and a penitent.’305 To be clear, this was not a public (or private) 

verbalization of faults; it was a symbolic act and formal demonstration of penitence in order to 

return to the good graces of the church. Exomologēsis was made manifest in several ways, 

including fasting, limitations of clothing choices, and other prohibitions. Most of these prohibitions 

were for a set period of time, but others were somewhat permanent in nature.306 The practice of 

exomologēsis was an element of Christian confession from the very start of the tradition. The 

author of the Epistle of Barnabas suggests exomologēsis was the appropriate avenue to confess sin 

(exomologēsē epi hamartias sou).307 Another early Christian source, Tertullian, insisted that the 

 
303 Benedict of Nursia, The Rule of Saint Benedict 7.44, 24–25. 
304 Foucault, Technologies of the Self, 48. 
305 Ibid., 41. 
306 Ibid. 
307 Barnabas, Epistle of Barnabas 19.12, in The Apostolic Fathers, Volume II, ed. and trans. by Bart D. Ehrman, LCL 

25N (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003), 78. 
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external form of exomologēsis was necessary for salvation.308 He defined exomologēsis as a 

discipline that ‘leads a man to prostrate and humble himself. It prescribes a way of life which, even 

in the matter of food and clothing, appeals to pity. It bids him to lie in sackcloth and ashes, to cover 

his body with filthy rags, to plunge his soul into sorrow.’309 In this passage, the physical act of 

repentance mentioned by Foucault is clearly evident, but, as mentioned above, Tertullian also 

assumed the act of penance was a public exhibition. The public exposure of exomologēsis is a 

critical element of the practice. It was at the same time an act of wiping out sin and a public 

recognition of the sinner.310  

Conversely, exagoreusis is an ongoing process of submission, an ‘analytical and continual 

verbalization of thoughts carried on in the relation of complete obedience to someone else . . . 

modeled on the renunciation of one’s own will and of one’s self.’311 Exagoreusis comes from the 

Greek exagoreuō, which means to ‘tell out, make known or declare.’312 The personal exposure 

inherent to the definition mirrors that found in exomologēsis, but it is here where the similarities 

end. While exomologēsis might seem like an unending act of confession to the sinner during the 

process, there was always a distinct end point for the public exposure (and a reintroduction into 

the Christian flock). But there is no temporal end to the type of confession exhibited by the act of 

exagoreusis. Also, the physical act of exomologēsis assumed a very wide audience for the 

confession—everyone in the confessor’s Christian community would be aware of the situation. 

 
308 Tertullian, De paenitentia 9.2 (La Saint, 31–32). See La Pénitence, trans. Charles Munier, SC 316 (Paris: Éditions 

du Cerf, 1984), 180. 
309 Ibid., 9.3 (La Saint, 32). SC 316, 180: ‘exomologesis prosternendi et humilificandi hominis disciplina est, 

conuersationem iniungens misericordiae inlicem, de ipso quoque habitu atque uictu.’ 
310 Foucault, Technologies of the Self, 42. 
311 Ibid., 48. 
312 LSJ, s.v. exagoreusis.  
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Exagoreusis may have involved more than a single shepherd, but the practice was often one-on-

one, particularly in the monastic context. Finally, unlike the physical act of exomologēsis, 

exagoreusis was a verbal account of one’s thoughts and sins. Exagoreusis appears several times in 

the Septuagint, mostly in context of confessing sin. Num 5:7, for example, indicates that when 

people sin, they must confess what they have done (exagoreusei tēn hamartian hēn epoiēsen).313 

Lev 5:5 contains a similar usage, suggesting that when sin has been committed, a confession must 

follow (kai exagoreusei tēn hamartian peri hōn hēmartēken kat’autēs).314 Despite the lack of usage 

in the Gospels, exagoreusis increasingly represented the new norm in Christianity. In her book The 

Culture of Confession from Augustine to Foucault, Chloë Taylor echoes Foucault’s phrasing when 

she illustrated the significance of exagoreusis by calling it a ‘Christianized version of the ancient 

techniques of the self.’315 By the late fourth century, exagoreusis became a widespread practice—

Gregory of Nyssa went so far as to include ‘hē tōn hamartiōn exagoreusis’ as one of the 

foundational elements of the Christian church.316  

Foucault assumes that monastic exagoreusis was an established fact of life in cenobitic 

groups during and after the fourth century.317 But, as with the Evagrius example above, there were 

exceptions to this pattern. For example, Palladius recounts a story of Macarius in which two young 

travelers come to live in Macarius’s community. Macarius assumes, given the obvious signs of 

worldly comfort apparent in the young travelers, that their stay will be brief. Much to his surprise, 

 
313 LXX. See Septuaginta, ed. Alfred Rahlfs and Robert Hanhart, rev. ed. (Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 

2006), 221. 
314 LXX (Rahlfs and Hanhart, 163). 
315 Chloë Taylor, The Culture of Confession from Augustine to Foucault: A Genealogy of the ‘Confessing Animal’ 

(New York: Routledge, 2009), 20. 
316 Gregory of Nyssa, Kata Eunomiou 11, PG 45:880c–d. 
317 Foucault, Technologies of the Self, 44. 
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the young travelers not only stay, but they do not make an effort to confess their thoughts or really 

communicate much at all to Macarius or anyone else in the community. This is not to say the men 

were isolated anchorites—they were active participants in the larger community; they simply did 

not engage in the practice of exagoreusis. One might assume that this would mean that the young 

travelers were not progressing in the Christian life, but a visit by Macarius confirms just the 

opposite—that one of the men was actually perfect.318 The thought of a young Christian being able 

to achieve perfection without confession is at odds with Foucault’s form of exagoreusis. This 

example, along with the Evagrius example above, illustrates that exagoreusis was not necessarily 

universal throughout Christianity. Exagoreusis was indeed a widely accepted practice and, as 

Gregory of Nyssa indicated, potentially even a pillar of the faith, but it was not necessarily a 

prerequisite for salvation, nor was it a practice for every Christian. 

At their core, both exagoreusis and exomologēsis are related to individual confession, but 

a summary such as this is simplistic. Exomologēsis alone could not be considered a confession—

it was a symbolic act and a condition of status that implied confession, but it was not a verbal 

confession. Exagoreusis, on the other hand, was a verbalized expression and more closely 

describes our modern notion of confession. As Foucault noted, the two concepts are linked by the 

critical understanding that renunciation is an inevitable result of disclosure.319 This disclosure 

could be made manifest by martyrdom (a form of exomologēsis) or by obedience to a master (the 

definitive act of exagoreusis). The distinction between exagoreusis and exomologēsis allows us to 

better categorize and examine pastoral Christian disclosure and renunciation. Both practices 

should be considered elements of pastoral Christianity, but as the classification by Gregory of 

 
318 Palladius of Antioch, Apophthegmata Patrum, PG 65:273d–277b. 
319 Foucault, Technologies of the Self, 48. 
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Nyssa might indicate, exagoreusis became the more prominent avenue of penitent expression as 

Christianity became a dominant religion in the Roman world. 

Exagoreusis and exomologēsis are both closely linked to the practice of self-observation. 

In order to confess one’s sins, one has to first be aware that a sin has occurred. In many instances 

(for example, the biblical examples of exagoreusis mentioned above, or Gregory of Nyssa’s use 

of the term), the practice of self-observation was assumed to be a given. In other contexts, the 

watchful vigilance necessary to identify incorrect thought and behavior was specifically stated. An 

example of this panoptic vigilance is seen in Cassian’s miller and money changer analogies.320 In 

each example, Cassian emphasizes the importance of self-observation as it relates to behavioral 

evaluation and identification of sin. Foucault leverages these examples from Cassian while 

describing the vigilance necessary for ‘active spirituality’: 

For his part man must do no less than keep ceaseless watch over thoughts and bodily 
movements day and night.…Vigilance means exerting the sort of ‘discrimination’ that lies 
at the heart of the self-analysis developed in active spirituality. The work of the miller 
sorting out his grain, the centurion picking his troops, the money-changer who weighs coins 
before accepting or refusing them—this is how the monk must unceasingly treat his own 
thoughts, so to identify those that may bring temptation.…This is the endless task of 
analysis that one has to apply to oneself.321  

 
As we have seen, self-observation was both corrective and informative in nature. The internal gaze 

was a moment-by-moment behavioral audit, but it also generated the personal behavioral and 

thought archive that fueled Christian exagoreusis. The evidence suggests the practice of 

exagoreusis became a staple of Christianity. Similarly, self-observation, the panoptic oversight 

necessary for exagoreusis, gradually became a fundamental tool of the ‘techniques of the self’ 

 
320 See Cassian, Conferences 1.18–20 (Ramsey, 57–62), PL 49:510b. 
321 Michel Foucault, “The Battle for Chastity,” in Western Sexuality: Practice and Precept in Past and Present Times, 

ed. Philippe Ariès and André Béjin, trans. Anthony Forester (New York: Barnes and Noble Books, 1997), 23–25. See 

Cassian, Conferences 1.18–20 (Ramsey, 57–62), PL 49:507b–518a. 
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characteristic of Christian asceticism. As Christianity percolated to every corner of the Empire, so 

too did the practice and importance of this Christian form of self-observation and confession. 

 

2.2 Pastoral versus Ascetic Obedience  

Stoic and Christian self-observation techniques were, in their own ways, related to individual 

obedience. Stoic self-observation, while more concerned with proper action, utilized the concept 

gnōthi sauton with the end goal of self-mastery (obedience to the self and/or the ideal norm). 

Foucault’s Christian self-observation fueled the practices of exomologēsis and exagoreusis, which 

resulted in an obedience to a pastoral oversight. As suggested by the Evagrius example of anchorite 

independence, there were significant differences between pastoral and ascetic obedience practices. 

I highlight the differences between ascetic and pastoral practices here because I believe Foucault 

too readily dismissed the conceptual differences between ascetic and pastoral obedience and 

defined Christian obedience as somewhat monolithic in nature.322 A convenient way to start this 

analysis is to examine the practice of askēsis, both Foucault’s conception of the practice and the 

way it was framed by early Christian leaders. 

The concept of askēsis predates Christianity by many centuries, so it cannot be identified 

as a uniquely Christian practice. For example, Homer used the term in the Iliad to describe the 

work and discipline of a craftsman.323 Xenophon added a military flavor to the word—

 
322 While it is true that Foucault did illustrate significant differences between pastoral and ascetic obedience (see 

Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 205–8), he did so by framing asceticism as somehow outside the actual 

Christian praxis. 
323 Homer, Iliad 4.110–11, in Homer: Iliad, Books 1–12, trans. A. T. Murray, rev. by William F. Wyatt, LCL 170 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999), 172: ‘Kai ta men askēsas keraoxoos ērare tektōn pan d’eu leiēnas 

chruseēn epethēke korōnēn.’ 
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underscoring the exercise and discipline traits inherent to the term.324 Isocrates may have been the 

first to use the term in a religious context. In his work Busiris, he described how Busiris developed 

for the Egyptians ‘practices of piety’ (askēseis tēs hosiotētos)325 that they were expected to perform 

in order to escape retribution. These brief examples epitomize the wide application of the term, 

but also the commonalities apparent in each usage. Askēsis is an exercise involving discipline, 

most often suggesting an improvement of the self. In the military sense, the term highlights the 

dedication and training involved in becoming a fighting force. In a religious context, askēsis can 

be seen as a set of practices that is cultivated in order to produce spiritual and physical benefit. 

Pre-Christian and Christian notions of askēsis often differed markedly, but in some 

instances, the ascetic practices and corresponding doctrine of certain Christian groups had more in 

common with Stoic ideas than with their Christian counterparts. Flood highlights these 

commonalities when he describes and summarizes the ultimate goal of Christian asceticism in two 

points—withdrawal (anachōrēsis) and self-mastery (enkrateia).326 Self-mastery is an anathema to 

the Christian pastorate as Foucault understands it, but it was certainly an objective of Stoic praxis. 

Stoic asceticism emphasized the pursuit of truth above all else, or, as Foucault states, ‘The 

progressive consideration of self, or mastery of oneself.’327 Self-observation played a prominent 

role in Stoic askēsis. This daily practice was an important step in the Stoic’s goal of ‘remembering 

the truth.’ Actions were paramount. The daily review of behavior would expose correct and 

 
324 Xenophon, Cyropaedia, 1.6.41, in Xenophon V: Cyropaedia, Books 1–4, trans. by Walter Miller, LCL 51 

(Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 1914), 124: ‘Ēn tōn stratiōtōn eu men ta sōmata ēskēmena ē, eu de hai 

psuchai tethēgmenai, eu de hai polemikai technai memeletēmenai ōsin.’ 
325 Isocrates, Busiris, in Isocrates, Volume III, trans. La Rue Van Hook, LCL 373 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 1945), 116. 
326 Flood, The Ascetic Self, 145. 
327 Foucault, Technologies of the Self, 35.  
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incorrect actions, allowing the Stoic to identify corrections—to remember correct behavior. In this 

manner, the Stoic would be in a position to reconcile current actions with the model of ideal 

behavior. Yet this ascetic practice was not a ‘finding of the self’ and was not a constant review of 

internal thought. It was a continual comparison of actions performed against a known behavioral 

ideal. As we will see in the subsequent analysis, this Stoic emphasis on action has significant 

parallels to anchorite praxis. 

The primary factor differentiating Christian askēsis from Stoic askēsis is renunciation. 

Continual and progressive renunciation allowed Christians to access other levels of reality—to 

advance on the path toward salvation.328 But like the Stoic practice, Christian askēsis also 

emphasized action. The legendary physical feats of the early desert fathers epitomized this aim. 

Faith was exhibited through physical discipline and endurance. Dietary restrictions and sexual 

renunciation top the list of the physical expectations of early Christian ascetics. Even though 

dietary and sexual moderation were nearly universal in early Christianity, the extreme self-denial 

of many ascetics put them at odds against the wider Christian community. Christian leaders such 

as Augustine, Ambrose, and Chrysostom preached a message of moderation to their congregations 

and largely avoided the extreme levels of self-denial characteristic of desert ascetics. Chrysostom’s 

version of moderation was characteristic of church leaders of the period—he believed one should 

be satiated by a volume of food necessary to survive, but never so much as to impose a burden on 

the body.329 This is not to say that Christian leaders universally condemned the most extreme denial 

of the desert ascetics, but they did not pin the expectations of such practices on the laity either. 

The impressive self-control exhibited by famous ascetics was used as a tool to inspire Christians 

 
328 Ibid.  
329 John Chrysostom, Quod nemo laeditur nisi a se ipso 7.57–61 (SC 103.98–99). 
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to move toward moderation. As Veronika Grimm indicates, ‘The ideal [desert self-mortification 

heroics] continued to be held up, but more for inspiration than for emulation. The fabulous 

accounts of super-human privations willingly undergone by faraway heroes of the desert were to 

inspire Christians to live modestly and eat and drink in moderation.’330 A moderate ascetic would 

have all the tools necessary to engage in the spiritual warfare commonly referenced in the literature 

of the period. As Chris de Wet puts it, ‘The moderate ascetic was the real manly soldier of Christ, 

one able to battle the call of passions and engage head-on in spiritual warfare.’331 

This simple plan of dietary moderation, however, did not go far enough for many ascetics. 

The rationale for testing the boundaries of self-denial was multi-faceted, but one of the most 

significant facets was the attempt to reclaim what was lost in the garden of Eden. Extreme ascetic 

practices were seen as a way to halt the progression of sin and to participate in virtual garden of 

Eden today. Or, as Teresa Shaw states: 

The ascetic life becomes a method and means by which one participates in the reversal of 
the sin of Adam and Eve.…Rather than participate in the continual making and remaking 
of this world (by worldly pursuits and desires, worldly eating, and procreation), the ascetic 
man or woman participates in the paradise still to come—yet already being made present 
and manifest in his or her “angelic” body. Thus a new self, a new body, and a new society 
are constructed.332  

 
The rejection of the world, then, became a way to embrace the kingdom of God while still on earth.  

Ascetic self-denial came in many forms, but fasting and/or dietary restraint was extremely 

common. Fasting became a way to address two vices that were often paired together by early 

 
330 Veronika E. Grimm, From Feasting to Fasting, the Evolution of a Sin: Attitudes to Food in Late-Antiquity (London: 
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Chrysostom,’ in Revisioning John Chrysostom: New Approaches, New Perspectives, ed. Chris L. de Wet and Wendy 

Mayer (Leiden: Brill, 2019), 452. 
332 Teresa M. Shaw, The Burden of the Flesh: Fasting and Sexuality in Early Christianity (Minneapolis: Fortress, 
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Christian authors—gluttony and lust. The two concepts were combined in different ways by 

different authors, but it was common to assume that excessive dietary consumption would lead to 

an equally excessive libido. Chrysostom specifically linked appetite to desire.333 Tertullian went 

as far as to say that the vice of lust is so connected to gluttony that it is difficult to envision lust 

without the corresponding abuse of food: ‘Lust without voracity would certainly be considered a 

monstrous phenomenon; since these two are so united and concrete, that, had there been any 

possibility of disjoining them, the pudenda would not have been affixed to the belly itself rather 

than elsewhere.’334 Jerome provides us with even a more succinct connection between indulgence 

and lust: ‘Eating flesh, drinking wine, and having a full stomach is the seed-plot of lust.’ 335 

In some ways, the popularity and respect given to Manichaean ascetics fueled the rise of 

extreme Christian ascetic practices. The dietary and sexual restraint shown by the Manichaeans 

was widely admired, leading to a desire on the part of Christian ascetics to at least match this type 

of worldly renunciation.336  One-upmanship (even though pride was frowned upon) was a common 

result of the admiration and emulation practiced in the desert—if you can fast for a week, I can 

fast for two. Ultimately, ascetic extremes became a mechanism of power and respect. The extremes 

of the desert were regularly painted in a heroic light, giving ascetics a virtual moral high ground 

that could be leveraged in the shifting power structures in Roman society. The power of traditional 

civic leaders and their Christian counterparts were being challenged by desert hermits. Grimm 

summarizes the landscape and the ramifications of ascetic popularity: 
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Traditional authority was based on civic excellence, towards which most who wished were 
able to strive; this new authority, based on strict asceticism, aimed to impress by qualities 
that most found themselves impossible to follow. Renunciation of sexuality and 
excruciating self-mortification gave its professors ascendancy over their social superiors. 
The propaganda for celibacy became a tool with which the authority of men who were 
unwilling or unable to embrace it could be undermined.337 

 
But the desire for power and respect were not likely solely responsible for the ascetic practices of 

Christian anchorites. Similarly, not all fasting was driven by a desire to avoid the temptations of 

lust. Basil of Caesarea posited that gluttony was responsible for a wide range of evil thoughts and 

actions—even correlating dietary austerity with salvation: ‘The pleasures of the stomach brought 

death to Adam and upon the world. . . . If you master your stomach, you will inhabit paradise. If 

you do not, you will dwell in the wasteland of death.’338 Sexual thoughts were unquestionably a 

component of the evil described by Basil, but they were not the only element in this doctrinal 

position. The evils of gluttony were more universal in scope to Basil, making the avoidance of this 

particular sin paramount for all Christians.  

The rationale for many of the common ascetic practices was fairly diverse. The practice of 

sexual renunciation can be used to highlight this diversity. As the quote above from Shaw 

highlights, some Christian ascetics avoided sexual relations due to the vulgar stain of sexuality 

initiated by the fall. Others avoided sexual encounters because of eschatological beliefs (the world 

is ending, what’s the point of entering into sexual relations?), and still others viewed sexual activity 

as a distraction that would sap one’s strength, rendering one vulnerable to attack by dark forces. 

In general, however, a common rationale for these ascetic practices was the solidification of 

 
337 Ibid., 163. 
338 Basil of Caesarea, Asketika 7 (PG 31:639–42): ‘Autē ton Adam thanatō paredōche, kai tō kosmō sunteleian epēgage 
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apatheia, or what Foucault calls ‘the mastery he exercises over himself, his body, and his own 

sufferings.’339  

The emphasis on proper ascetic behavior (fasting, physical separation from women, etc.) 

does not mean that desert hermits devalued the importance of correct thought in the pursuit of 

correct action. The type of spiritual warfare desert ascetics waged against evil spirits demanded a 

multifaceted defense. No potential spiritual resource, whether action or thought, could be 

discarded. Numerous surviving accounts of desert ascetics in Egypt attest this practice, a prime 

example being Athanasius’s Vita Antonii. A central theme of this text is Anthony’s struggles with 

assorted demons (and the devil) and the various ways in which Anthony deflects the attacks. 

Prayer, fasting, and faith were the primary defense mechanisms,340 but other thoughts and actions 

such as humility, the giving of alms, silence, and even sleeplessness were incorporated as well.341 

Only the combination of thought and action provided Anthony with an effective defense, but it 

should be noted that the tools of spiritual warfare were something of a two-way street. Just as the 

physical practices and patterns of thought could be harnessed against their evil foes, ascetics could 

be rendered vulnerable through physical or mental weaknesses. Christian anachōrēsis in the fourth 

and fifth centuries was both a temporal and a doctrinal bridge between Stoic praxis and later 

Christian norms—linking action-first Stoicism to the thought-centric practices of later 

Christianity. This assumption will be expanded upon in the final chapter, but I want to highlight 

my fundamental interpretive disagreement with Foucault on this topic. Foucault assumed Christian 

ascetic practices were largely outside of the Christian pastorate,342 but I prefer to look at asceticism 

 
339 Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 206. 
340 Athanasius, Vita Antonii (NPNF2 4:23).  
341 Ibid. (NPNF2 4:30). 
342 Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 205–8. 
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as an important bridge between Stoic and pastoral thought and praxis. 

Foucault suggests that, beginning with the proliferation of cenobite communities in the 

fourth and fifth centuries, Christianity began to move away from an emphasis on physical action 

and gravitated toward prioritizing correct thought.343 But the transition was probably not as 

simplistic as Foucault suggests. While it is true that there were fundamental differences between 

the anachōrēsis practiced in the deserts of Egypt and Syria and the burgeoning Christian pastorate, 

Foucault goes too far when he suggests that not only was Christian asceticism incompatible with 

the pastorate, but the pastorate was actually formed in a direct response to this Egyptian and Syrian 

anachōrēsis.344 It would be more accurate to say that Christian monastic practices differed 

significantly from the practices of Christian anchorites and that Christian anachōrēsis continued 

to exist and evolve during the period of Christian cenobitic dominance. But I will agree here with 

Foucault that there were fundamental shifts in individual praxis between Christian anachōrēsis 

and Christian cenobitic communities.  

An essential component to this shift was the emphasis of obedience. The dominant theme 

in anchorite praxis was obedience to God above all else.345 This singular allegiance would be 

gradually replaced by an obedience to the community, or communal leader, in pastoral praxis.346 

 
343 Foucault, Technologies of the Self, 45. 
344 Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 205. 
345 This obedience to God can also be interpreted as obedience to self. The type of grueling physical and mental 

practices seen in the Egyptian desert during the third and fourth centuries suggests a degree of obedience to self-

directed behavioral policy. The ascetic would outline proper action and then execute the plan on a daily basis. In this 

way, the ascetic’s obedience can be considered obedience to self (following the plan) or obedience to God (the reason 

for the plan). 
346 Or, as Foucault suggests, ‘in this case we see the implementation of the fundamental principle that Christian 

obedience is not obedience to a law, a principle, or any rational element whatsoever, but subordination to someone 

because he is someone.’ Security, Territory, Population, 175. 
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This is where Foucault’s pastorate comes into full view. In previous anchorite practice, there was 

no shepherd347 and therefore no pastorate. With the proliferation of cenobitic Christianity, 

everything changed. The renunciation of the flesh was replaced by the renunciation of the will. 

The pastoral emphasis on humility prompted a new interpretation of the human will:  

Being humble is basically, and above all, knowing that any will of one’s own is a bad will. 
So if there is an end to obedience, it is a state of obedience defined by the definitive and 
complete renunciation of one’s own will. The aim of obedience is the mortification of one’s 
will; it is to act so that one’s will, as one’s own will, is dead, that is to say so that there is 
no other will but not to have any will.348  

 
Gone were the days of the individualistic Christian religion. In its place grew the organizational 

power structures of the Christian church. In sum, the Christian devotee no longer answered directly 

to God, but instead answered to the church.  

The Stoic-based self-examination was not entirely abandoned in the Christian pastorate, 

but a fundamental shift in practice drastically altered the meaning of self-examination. The goal 

of fortifying the self gradually morphed into an abandoning of the self. As Foucault states, ‘In 

classical antiquity examination of conscience was an instrument of mastery, here it will be an 

instrument of subordination.’349 Foucault goes even further in his evaluation of the differences 

between Christian asceticism and the new Christian pastorate: 

 

 

 

 
347 The notable exception here is the role of Christ as the shepherd for Christian ascetics. Also, many anchorite 

practitioners had mentors that could be construed as a shepherd. My point is that the isolated existence of anchorite 

Christians precluded, for the most part, regular oversight from a human ‘shepherd.’  
348 Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 178. 
349 Ibid., 182–83. 
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The conclusion is that Christianity is not an ascetic religion. Insofar as the pastorate 
characterizes its structures of power, Christianity is fundamentally anti-ascetic, and 
asceticism is rather a sort of tactical element, an element of reversal by which certain 
themes of Christian theology or religious experience are utilized against these structures of 
power. Asceticism is a sort of exasperated and reversed obedience that has become egoistic 
self-mastery. Let’s say that in asceticism there is a specific excess that denies access to an 
external power.350 

 
Foucault’s Christian technology of the self was a profoundly different expression of the self. The 

new Christian pastorate flipped the former ascetic narrative by redefining the role of the self. 

Christianity now embraced a complete sacrifice of the self—even, and most importantly, a 

sacrifice of the will. When combined with an exhaustive obedience to one’s master, the new 

pastoral ‘self’ represented a clean break with pre-Christian notions of spiritual direction. The Stoic 

shepherd prodding the student to examine the self and to remember the correct course of action 

morphed into the continual behavior loop found in Christian anachōrēsis: self-observation, then 

reporting the results to a master, then obedience, then more self-observation. Ultimately, the Stoic 

pattern of independent review and improvement was replaced by a complete submission of the self 

that is evident in Christian monastic institutions (and Foucault’s Christian pastorate). In Foucault’s 

pastorate, the new Christian convert, rather than being taught to drive through a complicated life, 

would simply hand the keys to the spiritual director.  

There are, however, several significant problems with Foucault’s pastoral model. First, 

Foucault’s simplistic view of ascetic practice turns ascetic obedience into a form of self-

renunciation that is devoid of self-fortification. The reality was somewhat more complex than 

Foucault’s model would suggest. For example, Richard Valantasis illustrates how ascetic 

obedience can actually be viewed as a mastery of the self. Repeated ascetic activities such as 
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silence, prayer, fasting, and manual labor are not, he suggests, indicative of a renunciation of the 

self. Instead, they should be seen as an avenue to create meaning and potentially a new subjectivity: 

‘These performances, therefore, include an element of intentionality; the behaviors intended more 

than mere repetition and imitation of behavior; the behaviors displace attention from themselves 

to a larger referential arena, and their purpose relates at once to an alternative culture and to the 

potential of a new subjectivity.’351 This ascetic process suggests an element of personal agency 

and self-fortification that is lacking in Foucault’s model.   

Personal agency is the root of the second significant architectural limitation of Foucault’s 

model. His model assumes the obedience and discipline outlined above are driven by the structure 

of the pastorate, effectively negating the role of individual agency in the process. Edward Said 

summarizes this criticism when he states, ‘Foucault seemed to have been confused between the 

power of institutions to subjugate individuals, and the fact that individual behaviour in society is 

frequently a matter of following rules and conventions.’352 Is obedience a function of the individual 

willingly participating in a process of societal function, or is the institution of the Christian 

pastorate driving obedience? The agency problem is not simply a matter of an individual 

consciously deciding to cede personal power⎯Foucault does not allow for individual 

contributions to the institutional construct, either. Peter Dews suggests that Foucault’s fundamental 

problem is that he ‘perceives clearly that institutions are not merely imposed constructs, yet has 

no apparatus for dealing with this fact, which entails that following a convention is not always 

 
351 Richard Valantasis, “A Theory of the Social Function of Asceticism,” in Asceticism, ed. Vincent L. Wimbush and 
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equivalent to submitting to power.’353 Despite these important structural limitations of Foucault’s 

construct of power, his concepts of power as they relate to the Christian pastorate are a useful 

interpretive tool and therefore should not be entirely abandoned. However, it is important to keep 

these limitations in mind as we progress to the interpretation stage of this investigation.   

 

2.3 The Obligatory and the Forbidden  

The concept of the obligatory and the forbidden is found throughout the writings of Pelagius. In 

fact, Pelagius’s usage of this twofold command of doing what is required and avoiding what is 

prohibited is so common in his texts accepted as authentic that the presence, or lack thereof, is a 

key component of analyzing disputed attributions to the heresiarch.354 Christian obedience cannot 

be purely defined by prohibitions. Even though the ‘thou shalt not’ mandate weighs heavy in 

modern Western culture, Christian obedience is a two-sided coin. The flip side of the obedience 

coin is the demand for all Christian adherents to fulfill expected actions. These two poles of 

obedience, the obligatory and the forbidden, serve as the basic framework of Christian obedience. 

It is not enough to avoid sin, nor is it sufficient to simply perform good deeds. It is the unity of the 

two that illuminates the Christian path. 

As previously mentioned, Foucault utilizes this framework to delineate between a system 

of law and a system of disciplinary regulation. ‘In the system of the law, what is undetermined is 

what is permitted; in the system of disciplinary regulation, what is determined is what one must 

do, and consequently everything else, being undetermined, is prohibited.’355 As we shall see in the 

 
353 Peter Dews, “The Nouvelle Philosophie and Foucault,” in Towards a Critique of Foucault: Foucault, Lacan and 
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354 See ‘Critical Evaluation of Primary Sources’ section in chapter 1. 
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forthcoming analysis, the rubric of the obligatory and the forbidden became the status quo in 

monastic Christianity.  

This brief summary of several concepts related to late-ancient discipline was intended to 

set the stage for the forthcoming analysis. Without a doubt, such a brief outline does not do justice 

to complex topics such as Foucault’s technologies of the self, Christian and pre-Christian self-

observation, and pastoral and ascetic obedience, but this introduction does sufficiently lay the 

groundwork to illustrate how these topics can be utilized in an analysis of late-ancient texts. Next, 

we will explore another critically important contextual element of the examination—the cultural 

norms and power structures of the Roman household at the time of the Pelagian controversy.  

 

3 ROMAN HOUSEHOLD POWER STRUCTURES  

“There is a paradox in the way women were viewed in ancient Mediterranean society: they 
were seen as both more virtuous and more dangerous than men.”356  

 
No investigation into the epistles of Pelagius would be complete without a basic understanding of 

the Sitz im Leben of the era. This critical insight allows us to view, to the best of our abilities, 

historical situations from which we are temporally, culturally, and linguistically detached. Because 

the primary recipients to Pelagius’s epistles were women, an understanding of the situational 

power dynamics of these recipients is a fundamental component of the aforementioned Sitz im 

Leben. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
356 Kate Cooper, Band of Angels: The Forgotten World of Early Christian Women (New York: Overlook, 2013), 34. 
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3.1 Guardianship and Legal Framework  

The primary recipients of Pelagius’s letters were Roman aristocratic women. Given the audience, 

a rudimentary understanding of traditional Roman family power structures is a prerequisite in order 

to fully appreciate the implications and limitations of Pelagius’s message. In comparison to women 

living within modern Western societal norms and family structures, late-ancient Roman women 

had very little power. Constraints on their power ranged from strict limits on their input in family 

decision-making to an inability (for the most part) to direct one’s own life or even make decisions 

regarding the use and expression of one’s own body.357 Granted, Roman women had significantly 

more power to express self-direction than did previous generations of ancient women,358 but this 

is simply a matter of perspective. Late-ancient Roman women, even of the aristocratic class, were 

constrained to a limited scope of behavior and power. 

The concept of the paterfamilias is paramount to the discussion of the power, roles, and 

limitations of women in the Roman family structure. Simply stated, the paterfamilias was the male 

in control of the household, exercising his patria potestas over the family structure. Typically, this 

was a father, but occasionally a grandfather or another male relative would hold the title. In a 

Roman context, this arrangement stems from the very beginnings of the Roman community and, 

in one form or another, has reverberated through the centuries of Western civilization.359 From a 

 
357 See Mary R. Lefkowitz and Maureen B. Fant, Women’s Life in Greece and Rome: A Source Book in Translation,  

3rd ed. (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2005), 98–102. 
358 Unlike many ancient women, Roman women had a significant degree of autonomy to manage the domestic sphere 

of the family. This power could of course be overruled by the paterfamilias, but such contravention was not 

commonplace. See Eve D’Ambra, Roman Women (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 46. See also the 

discussion of the constituo, in ibid., 133. 
359 Lefkowitz and Fant provide an excellent summary of the Roman patria potestas from the early Roman kings 

through the Republic, and into the imperial period. See Lefkowitz and Fant, Women’s Life in Greece and Rome, 94–

102. 
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practical standpoint, the role meant that women (wives, daughters, granddaughters, nieces, etc.) 

did not have much decision-making authority within the familia.360 

From the start of the Roman Republic, there were two forms of marriage—with manus and 

without manus. In the context of marriage, manus, the Latin word for ‘hand,’ defined which male 

had legal authority over the bride. With manus indicated that the groom now had legal authority, 

while without manus meant that this authority remained with the father of the bride. By the first 

century BCE, without manus became the norm throughout Roman territory.361 In terms of personal 

freedoms, the distinction meant little to the bride—power over her person remained in the hands 

of male relation.  

Matrons gained a degree of financial, personal, and legal autonomy only by outliving their 

fathers and/or husbands.362 Until such a time, women were under the control of a man by either 

the aforementioned patria potestas or manus classifications, or they were directed by a guardian 

(tutela).363 Guardianship was seen as a necessity because of the woman’s age, or because women 

could not, in the eyes of Roman men, fend for themselves financially, politically, or socially. Many 

surviving legal texts and works of literature testify to this societal view of female inferiority. The 

fabled Twelve Tables of Rome illustrate an early common rationale for guardianship—a rationale 

with an enduring legacy in the Roman world. Table Five states: ‘Women, even though they are of 

full age, because of their levity of mind shall be under guardianship.’364 Women were seen as far 

 
360 This is a term that encompasses the members of a household, but it seems to have occasionally been used to refer 

to the slaves of the household.  
361 D’Ambra, Roman Women, 46. 
362 Ibid., 13. 
363 Judith Evans Grubbs, Women and the Law in the Roman Empire: A Sourcebook on Marriage, Divorce, and 

Widowhood (London: Routledge, 2002), 20. 
364 Lefkowitz and Fant, Women’s Life in Greece and Rome, 95. 
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less grounded than men, resulting in a scattered and incompetent view of reality. The grounding 

that was necessary to lead a normal and productive existence had to be provided by a male 

counterpart. Whether this be a father, a husband, or a guardian, some male leadership was deemed 

essential to ‘complete’ the woman.365 Marriage was of course a foregone conclusion. It ‘completed 

the female, invested her with social presence, and saved her from her own innate incompetence.’366 

To be unwed during childbearing years, particularly for aristocratic women, was unusual and 

socially ostracizing.  

As the Roman Republic gave way to the Empire, societal expectations of women, including 

parameters of guardianship, began to be codified. The Lex Iulia, introduced by Augustus in 18 

BCE (commonly called the Julian Laws), attempted to shape moral behavior, primarily the 

behavior of women. These laws rewarded marriage and childbearing and penalized single and/or 

childless women. Marriage and reproduction suddenly became the target of state control as Rome 

determined these issues to be too important to be left to individual citizens.367 Adulterous behavior 

was also a target of the Julian Laws, but this provision was decidedly one-sided. Adultery was 

defined as unfaithfulness of a woman—men were exempt from expectations of fidelity. This state 

oversight of morality was a dramatic departure from traditional Roman norms. Kristina Milnor 

summarizes the sudden policy shift, which impacted all levels of Roman society: 

 

 

 

 
365 D’Ambra, Roman Women, 12. 
366 Ibid. 
367 Kristina Milnor, Gender, Domesticity, and the Age of Augustus: Inventing Private Life (Oxford: Oxford University 
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Before the institution of the leges Iuliae, the oversight of a woman’s moral health was the 
responsibility of the male head of her household, either her father or her husband, 
depending on the circumstances. For the first time under the adultery legislation, women 
were answerable to the state for their actions in the bedroom. This was a dramatic change 
in the way in which Roman law conceptualized both the role of state in enforcing morality 
and what might be termed the ‘subject’ of legislation.368 

 
But there was some thought that these adultery laws had more to do with political maneuvering 

than actual concern over a rising tide of rampant adultery. The accusation of adultery became a 

way to embarrass and disgrace a family rather than addressing specific situations of adulterous 

acts.369 These laws proved to be unpopular and were eventually altered by the lex Papia Poppaea 

in 9 CE.370 Brief as its term of effectiveness was, the lex Iulia illustrates the expectations of and 

pressures on Roman women during this period.371   

Although the Lex Papia Poppaea did curtail some of the unpopular elements of the Julian 

Laws, it also expanded and supported other aspects of the oversight and regulation of female 

conduct. For example, the restrictions of guardianship were lifted for women who had given birth 

to three males, and other important concessions were given for giving birth to three or more 

children of either sex. As harsh and intrusive as these laws may sound today, they were not as 

arbitrary as they seem. The statutes were specifically created to address a potentially catastrophic 

trend for Roman society. The extremely high mortality rates during this period meant the average 

Roman woman would need to exceed the number of births outlined in the legal codes in order for 

the Roman population to remain static.372 Tacitus, writing some one hundred years after the 

passage of the Lex Papia Poppaea, indicated that the law did not necessarily address the marriage 

 
368 Ibid., 150–51. 
369 Ibid., 153. 
370 Grubbs, Women and the Law, 84. 
371 Lefkowitz and Fant, Women’s Life in Greece and Rome, 102. 
372 Brown, Body and Society, 6.  
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and subsequent fertility problems. In fact, Tacitus claimed that it failed to make marriage and 

having children more popular and that ‘childlessness remained in vogue.’373 According to Tacitus, 

instead of helping the situation, all the law did was increase the number of Romans open to legal 

prosecution.374  

The ‘Augustan laws’ can be difficult to reconcile with traditional Roman norms. The heart 

of Roman morality oversight had always been the purview of the paterfamilias. The shift to a state-

legislated morality created a paradox of Roman behavioral norms. Milnor summarizes the paradox 

as follows: 

Augustus’ laws concerning adultery and the family must be understood to encompass a 
certain paradox, one born out of the attempt to construct private morality through the 
imposition of legislation. The ‘traditional’ family values which the law touts were never 
meant to be instantiated through legislation: to do so is to violate the very domestic integrity 
which the law seeks to protect.375  

 
Attitudes towards women in the Empire did begin to gradually shift. The practice of guardianship 

began to fade by the time Constantine rose to power, and by the middle of the fourth century 

women were legally freed of the shackles of guardianship at the age of twenty-five, regardless of 

their marital status or the number of children.376 While it is exceedingly difficult to precisely define 

the role Christianity played in this loosening of traditional Roman norms, it does seem as though 

a younger generation of Christians exhibited traits of independence from parental control. Some 

scholars have posited that this behavioral change was largely a result of the influence of Christian 

ascetic literature. Kate Cooper, in her work The Fall of the Roman Household, summarizes the 

 
373 Tacitus, Annals 3.25, in Tacitus, Histories: Books 4–5; Annals: Books 1–3, trans. Clifford H. Moore and John 

Jackson, LCL 249 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1931), 562–63: ‘Nec ideo coniugia et educationes 

liberum frequentabantur praevalida orbitate.’ 
374 Ibid. 
375 Milnor, Gender, Domesticity, and the Age of Augustus, 153–54. 
376 Cooper, Band of Angels, 251. 
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ascetic influence found in the burgeoning generational independence: ‘One of the reasons ascetic 

literature found an enthusiastic audience beyond the numerically small community of ascetic 

practitioners may have been its repeated stress on the moral independence of youth, who must 

always consider the possibility that their elders’ judgement was clouded by the old gods, the 

demons sent by Satan, or simply moral turpitude.’377 Or, in a more succinct summary, Cooper puts 

it more directly: ‘The rise of asceticism contributed greatly to the development of a literature which 

affirmed that children could—and should—defy their parents in matters of conscience.’378 

Established societal norms seem to rarely give way easily, however, so it is of no surprise that a 

backlash of sorts was aimed at this new Christian independence. Cooper even suggests that 

defenders of the traditional paterfamilias structure engaged with Christian clergy to define a new, 

paternalist form of Christianity: 

But Roman fathers did not take all of this lying down, and the clergy sometimes took their 
side.… In the fifth century a distinctively paternal—indeed, paternalist—vision of 
Christianity was emerging, a vision which tried to reconcile the imperatives of Christian 
ethics with an older ideal of senatorial dominus—or domina—as the guarantor of justice 
for his or her community of dependents.379  

 
Ultimately, it is difficult to say with any certainty if the waning of state-based morality 

enforcement was due to the rise of Christian (and ascetic Christian) influence in Roman society, 

or if the demise of these laws may be simply due to the difficulty of enforcing them, particularly 

the adultery codes. 

 The ongoing shift in attitudes towards women continued to be codified in Roman law. One 

example can also be seen in the constitutio issued by Diocletian and Maximian in 293 CE. For the 

first time, the right of a woman to control her marital choices was spelled out. Language such as 

 
377 Kate Cooper, The Fall of the Roman Household (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 29. 
378 Ibid. 
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‘those breaking off an engagement are not prohibited from marrying another,’380 or ‘one cannot be 

forced to marry nor reconcile a divided marriage—hence, the freedom to marry or divorce must 

not be coerced,’381 greatly expanded women’s role in marital negotiations.382 From our modern 

Western perspective, it is easy to assume this newfound freedom allowed Roman women to pursue 

love for love’s sake. Quite the contrary, marriage was still expected to be a contractual relationship, 

not one based on emotion. As one scholar put it, ‘To marry for love at Rome was to engage in a 

socially deviant form of behavior.’383 Doing so would threaten the long-established norms of 

patria potestas.384 Of course, passion and love could and did develop between spouses, but it 

simply was not the matrimonial raison d’être common in many parts of today’s world. 

Throughout the transition in guardianship and marital rules, the laws concerning the control 

of assets in a marriage remained relatively unchanged. Women, particularly women from wealthy 

and influential families, were expected to bring a dowry into the marriage. With the exception of 

small gifts exchanged between the spouses, the dowry remained legally separate from the assets 

of the husband and was controlled by the bride’s paterfamilias.  

 

 

 
380 Paul Kruger, ed., Codex Justinianus (Berlin: Weidmann, 1877), 5.1.1: ‘Alii desponsata renuntiare condicioni ac 

nubere alii non [prohibetur].’ 
381 Kruger, Codex Justinianus 5.4.14: ‘Neque ab initio matrimonium contrahere neque dissociatum reconciliare 

quisquam cogi potest. Unde intellegis liberam facultatem contrahendi atque distrahendi matrimonii transferri ad 

necessitatem non oportere.’ 
382 The translations are mine, but I credit Lefkowitz and Fant (Women’s Life in Greece and Rome, 111) for pointing 

out specific phrases such as these. 
383 Keith R. Bradley, Discovering the Roman Family: Studies in Roman Social History (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 1991), 127. 
384 Ibid., 128. 
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3.2 Literary Exposition 

The cultural norms of the Roman household and the ways in which Roman law regulated the roles 

of women in Roman society are instructive, but an examination of contemporary literature will 

further illuminate the context of Pelagius’s letters. Roman literary sources are littered with 

unflattering views of women. Whether through conscious efforts to promote male superiority or 

unconscious assumptions deeply ingrained into the Roman psyche, the portrayal of the inferior 

nature of women perpetuated the established patriarchal system. But before we look at examples 

of the portrayal of women in Roman literature, it should be noted that nearly every surviving 

Roman literary source was penned by a male author. This discrepancy is highlighted by Ian Plant 

in his anthology Women Writers of Ancient Greece and Rome. In his introduction, Plant illustrates 

how women authors make up only roughly 3 percent of the surviving literary corpus.385 Despite 

the inherent limitations of such a shallow and somewhat biased pool of authors, the catalog of 

Roman literature can nevertheless be a useful tool for illustrating the common cultural perceptions 

along the timeline of Roman history.  

Even though few literary efforts from Roman women have survived antiquity, we are still 

able to glean a considerable amount of information about Roman women from surviving texts. 

Male authors did not necessarily avoid the inclusion of women in their narratives, and in some 

cases, women were even depicted in a valuable or heroic light. For example, some of the earliest 

Roman foundational myths were based on women exhibiting behavior morally equal or even 

morally superior to that of their male counterparts (such as the tale of the abduction of the Sabine 

 
385 I. M. Plant, ed., Women Writers of Ancient Greece and Rome: An Anthology (Norman: University of Oklahoma 
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women). By and large, however, most of Roman literature characterized women as substantially 

inferior to Roman men.  

This literary denigration includes a variety of ways in which women are shown to be a 

somewhat deficient version of the ideal Roman male. Most commonly, women are portrayed as 

exhibiting morally deficient character traits and meager intellectual skills. This theme can be seen 

in many ways, but references to a lack of discipline are prevalent. The calm, collected conduct of 

a Roman male is contrasted with the uncontrolled and irrational behavior of women (often 

compared to the erratic behavior of animals).386 Indeed the notion of marriage was often put forth 

as a way to remedy this unruly behavior.387 By living with and being directed by a superior male, 

a woman could harness her emotions and physical expressions. Pregnancy could also help curb 

women’s erratic nature and redirect them toward the expected behavioral ideal.388 Even with the 

obvious dangers associated with childbirth in antiquity, Roman authors often promoted the state 

of pregnancy as the preferred and highly beneficial natural equilibrium desirable for any woman 

of childbearing age.389 Childbearing and marriage went hand in hand. Single women of 

childbearing age were frowned upon by society as somehow circumventing the laws of nature. The 

Roman poet Statius described a common cultural perception of an unmarried woman in her prime: 

‘Does she clasp you now, because alone in her widow’s bed she spends a youthfulness, so fair to 

see, in barren idleness? Yet it will come, marriage; come, with all its burning torches, as surely as 

all her gifts, both of mind and body, deserve it.’390 The term ‘barren idleness’ is hardly a phrase 
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applied in a modern context when discussing the future prospects of a young single woman, but 

the mobilization of this term in a Roman context gives hints to the ways in which Romans viewed 

unmarried women. These women were portrayed as a waste of perfectly viable resources for 

fortifying the ranks of the population and as a subversive element running counter to all things 

good and Roman. 

Another common concept exercised in Roman literature was the assumption that women 

were physically defective—something fundamentally inferior to the male model of human 

perfection.391 Women represented a ‘cold’ version of the superior ‘hot’ male,392 and unlike their 

balanced male counterparts, they were seen as having ‘excessive moisture.’393 They were failed 

males that were weaker in every way, never fully developing to the height of human potential.394 

Essentially, women were viewed as weak and inherently untrustworthy.  

As a general rule, women could not readily overcome the ‘weak’ label due to social 

standing and role limitations, but occasionally a woman could shed the ‘untrustworthy’ label. The 

ultimate compliment for a Roman woman would be for her to be described with male traits—as 

an honorary male, if you will.395 As we shall see, sexual abstinence was also a tangible equalizer 

in male/female social perception. Chastity was a way for a woman to prove her worth and 

participate in a practice that cut across gender boundaries. A passage from Acta Andreae illustrates 

both the prestige associated with Christian chastity and the use of the aforementioned ‘honorary 

male’ recognition. Speaking to Maximilla before his death, Andrew exhorts her to carry on in her 
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chaste behavior after he is gone and by so doing honor his role as a teacher: ‘Do not be overcome 

by the inferior. You whom I entreat as a man, assist me in my becoming perfect.’396 

As we can see from this very brief examination of the portrayal of women in contemporary 

literary sources, women tended to be looked at as a sort of second-class citizen in the eyes of 

Roman society. Of course, this is a generality and some Roman women, particularly of the 

aristocratic class, were outliers to the trend of gender subordination in contemporary literary 

exposition. Kate Cooper summarizes the reality of the gender/social-status balance when she 

argues that women in the upper echelons of Roman society, the senatorial matronae, ‘would not 

have seen themselves as without recourse to power, however much they felt their power was 

compromised by gender.’397 But even in these special instances, women faced an uphill battle for 

power, respect, and even basic rights under Roman law.  

 

3.3 Class Segregation  

In addition to the very real denigration of women in Roman society, class segregation also plays 

an important role in the investigation of the Pelagian epistles. Pelagius was not writing to just any 

women—he was in discourse with the upper echelons of Roman society. Many of the rules and 

expectations imposed on Roman women simply did not apply to aristocratic women (or were 

substantially different when applied to aristocratic women). So, a basic understanding of class 

segregation will help to further frame the epistles in the historical setting. 

As in any society, modern or ancient, clear societal strata were evident in the Roman world 

of late antiquity. The Roman societal structures included many nuances, but in general, society 
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was separated into citizens, noncitizens, and slaves. Citizens, even citizens of modest means, 

represented the highest tier of society. Any Roman citizen could expect a number of important 

privileges such as certain tax benefits, legal rights (both civil and criminal), and even material 

contributions such as food rations. Women were also granted citizenship, with the important caveat 

that they could not exercise many of the common rights of male citizens such as holding office or 

voting (see discussion on the role of the paterfamilias above).  

Nearly every wealthy individual in the Empire was a citizen, but a large majority of 

working-class freeborn Romans also held citizenship. These common citizens enjoyed many of 

the same benefits as their wealthy counterparts, but in practice they lived in a different social orbit. 

The working class tended to be far less educated than the senatorial/patrician caste or even the 

equestrian classes. Women in this broad social middle class were tightly controlled by their 

husbands or fathers. Unlike the widows in the aristocratic class, common widow citizens did not 

have the same opportunities to exert personal power upon the death of their husbands.398  

The general lack of personal power and the manifold societal limitations faced by Roman 

women in late antiquity may have increased the appeal of the type of ascetic lifestyle popular in 

late-ancient Christianity. As previously mentioned, this ascetic influence may have led to increased 

independence by a younger generation of Christian women. By following the Christian ascetic 

ideal, women could avoid the dangers of childbirth, circumvent potentially abusive relationships, 

and enjoy material support from their ascetic communities in their later years. But these certainly 

were not the only factors in the meteoric rise of Christian asceticism.  

Economic realities might have also played a part in the rise of female asceticism. Some 

scholars have argued the rapid growth of ascetic communities resulted from the widespread 
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famines of the third century (based on the assumption that middle- and lower-class individuals 

came together for common material support).399 Some parents did not have the resources to provide 

for a suitable dowry, or they may not have been able to find an acceptable suitor for their daughter. 

Roman girls (with the exception of slave girls) were not generally prepared for a trade as an 

apprentice, even in the middle or lower classes, so clearly defined vocational paths outside of 

marriage were never a serious option.400 Christian asceticism, then, was a potential alternative—

an alternative that could offer ‘a sense of structure and definition in a period of social 

uncertainty.’401  

But the economic realities of the late Empire do not tell the entire story. This was also a 

period of rapid social change. As indicated above, the options for girls throughout the social strata 

of the Roman world were always severely limited. But the traditionally valid path for Roman girls 

(marriage) gradually morphed into a binary decision with the rise of Christian asceticism and the 

associated elevated status of virginity. Cooper argues that Christian authors may have been aware 

that by calling on young women to embrace a life of chastity, they were both participating in social 

change and embracing elements of traditional Roman norms: 

The introduction of the figure of the virgin, the daughter who refused to pass from her 
initial role within one household to that of a wife in another, offered a new model of moral 
authenticity, one that classical society would have rejected as opening the way 
symbolically for other antisocial actions but one that, after a struggle, late Roman society 
accepted with enthusiasm. It may be argued that the Christian writers of antiquity 
introduced the ideal of the virgin precisely because of her paradoxical quality: as a 
rhetorical figure, she invoked the conservative values of the hearth while in fact 
legitimizing social change.402  

 

 
399 Cooper, Band of Angels, 233. 
400 Bradley, Discovering the Roman Family, 108. 
401 Kate Cooper, Virgin and the Bride, 83. 
402 Ibid., 146. 



162 
 

So, while very few options were available for middle- and lower-class women, there was, at least 

in the case of Christian women, more than the traditional and expected path of marriage. Some 

limited legal protections were also afforded to women citizens despite their social ranking. For the 

population of noncitizens and slaves in the Roman Empire, however, options and legal protections 

were even more limited. 

A notch below the poorest of Roman citizens and just above the vast populations of slaves 

in the Empire was the class of free noncitizens.403 The lowest rung of the societal ladder was of 

course the vast population of slaves. Generating an accurate estimate of the number of slaves in 

the Roman Empire at any given period is extremely problematic. It is not simply a matter of 

missing data, either. The number of slaves in any given area fluctuated over time, and the 

percentage of slaves found in the various regions of the Empire differed greatly as well. Kyle 

Harper illustrates the problems inherent in estimating the Roman slave population in Slavery in 

the Late Roman World. In order to arrive at a baseline estimate, Harper outlines the likelihood of 

slave ownership in various economic classes. However, his estimate of the Roman slave population 

constituting between 4.6 and 19.3 percent of the overall population of the Empire speaks to the 

problematic nature of securing an accurate estimate.404 Slaves were considered property and had 

no rights under Roman law. It is difficult to speak of Roman slaves as a uniform group, as their 

functions and status varied greatly from region to region and even from family to family. The slave 

who mined ore from Roman mines had very little in common with a highly educated Greek 

rhetorician slave. Harper categorizes Roman slave ownership through economic division: 
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Illustrious, Elite, Bourgeois, and Agricultural.405 There were certainly commonalities among these 

classifications, but there was never a single narrowly defined type of Roman slave. Female slaves 

were frequently domestic servants—often living in conditions (food, shelter, clothing, etc.) 

superior to those of male field servants or the aforementioned mining slaves.406 That said, domestic 

servants, both male and female, were often subject to the sexual whims (and other forms of mental 

and physical abuse) of the paterfamilias. Laws against violating virgins only applied to freeborn 

members of society, so even virgin slaves had little protection.407 Even in these cases, the laws 

may have been intended to protect the ability of the paterfamilias to determine who takes the 

virginity of a girl under his control rather than intended to protect the rights of women.408 In sum, 

it is difficult to generalize the conditions of Roman slaves. To be sure, there was always some form 

of personal debasement and humiliation, but the degrees of mental and physical abuse varied 

greatly. 

At the very top of the social strata were the patricii, or the patrician class.409 These were 

the wealthy Roman elite who formed the ruling class, dominating the political, economic, and 

military aspects of the Empire. It was from and through these select families (male members) that 

Roman consuls were chosen, key foreign posts were assigned, and major trade and agricultural 

policies were set. The majority of the letters examined in this project were written to women of 

this class. These women were of course subject to Roman notions of proper female roles and 
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responsibilities, but when compared to women of other classes, they held significant power. Once 

married, the Roman matronae, or matrons of the patrician class, would carry a dimension of social 

standing corresponding with the wealth and power of both their husbands and their fathers. 

Elite women were frequently given in marriage at a younger age than their peers further 

down on the social scale—as early as their early to mid-teens.410 In contrast, girls from other social 

strata were traditionally given in marriage during their mid to late teens.411 Morally and even 

socially, the highest classification of the matron was the univira, a term applied to women married 

only once.412 Even so, marrying more than once was common in Rome, particularly among the 

elite.413 Life expectancy for both men and women was uncertain compared with modern 

demographic assumptions, making the prospect of losing a spouse more than just a remote 

possibility. Where death did not intervene, divorce occasionally did. Given that nearly all 

marriages between preeminent Roman families had heavy political overtones, an elite widowed 

woman (and the wealth she commanded) was viewed as an important asset. Like any other 

meaningful asset, the widow, her family ties, and her wealth were pursued as a tactical resource. 

Widows who remained unmarried might be viewed as suspect and not contributing to communal 

advancement, not unlike the perceived wasted resource of a young Roman girl taking a vow of 

chastity.  

Once married, a matron could follow several avenues to amplify her power and prestige. 

Accompanying her husband to religious or political events was not only expected of leading 
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women; it was a way to interact with the community and gain important communal exposure and 

awareness.414 Facilitating local building projects was another way to amplify exposure. Granted, 

these projects were mostly initiated by husbands and fathers, but women also commissioned public 

projects and monuments, particularly commemorations of deceased husbands. These projects were 

an important tool for the elite to control the public opinion and the historical narrative of the family. 

However, female public expression could be taken only so far. Wealth and influence could indeed 

be deployed by established women of high standing to stretch the limits of personal power and 

freedom, but if these actions challenged accepted norms in an extreme way, a widow could be seen 

as a threat to societal values and the community at large, generating negative publicity or even 

political backlash.415 Walking this fine line was the task of the ambitious wealthy Roman widow. 

Educated women—the puellae doctae—represented another fine line traversed by many 

Roman elite. Women in the highest echelons of Roman society often received a substantial level 

of education, but this education was not necessarily intended for personal advancement. Rather, 

its aim was to make the woman a better partner to a potential husband.416 An educated woman 

brought significant value to a relationship—from superior domestic management to an enhanced 

public image. When seen in this light, an educated woman was a sought-after commodity, but 

marrying such a woman was not without serious drawbacks. Some considered an educated woman 

a troubling component to an otherwise peaceful marriage. A quote often attributed to Menander, a 

poet from the fourth century BCE, is telling: ‘A man who teaches a woman to write should 

recognize that he is providing poison to an asp.’ Seven hundred years later, schoolchildren were 
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still copying this quote as part of their curriculum, revealing just how ingrained this narrative was 

throughout the Empire.417   

 

3.4 The Christian View 

The earliest Christian documents attest to the ways in which the nascent movement had a 

marginally more tolerant view of women than their non-Christian counterparts. Paul outlines his 

interaction with and dependence on women in his epistles—making it clear that he not only made 

many social connections through his interaction with women during his travels but also that he 

relied upon them (at least to a degree) for material support. Indeed, the earliest Christians were 

likely more open to contributions from female adherents than the generations of Christians that 

followed. An example of this somewhat unique acceptance of nonstandard gender interaction is 

evident in Paul’s description of a woman as being ‘outstanding among the apostles.’418 In her 

article about the gender identification of IOYNIAN, the individual who was the object of Paul’s 

praise, Andrea Hartman illustrates the historical conflict surrounding the translation of the name 

and subsequent gender identification.419 Hartman’s arguments are compelling and I share her 

conclusions about the gender identity of IOYNIAN. But even if this gender identity was widely 

accepted in contemporary Christian circles, Paul’s lofty, inclusive description of a woman would 

be difficult to imagine in contemporary Roman institutions, or, for that matter, in later, post-

Constantinian Christianity. In Band of Angels, Kate Cooper puts forth the idea that Paul’s inclusive 
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stance toward women was accepted by the early church despite being at odds with traditional 

Roman norms of female authority and social inclusion. The church did so, Cooper argues, because 

they thought the world would soon end, making arguments concerning social status trivial at 

best.420 However, later Pastoral Epistles (pseudo-Pauline) such as 1 Timothy suggest that the 

Christian community’s acceptance of leadership by women may have waned once men realized 

that the end was not in fact near. Cooper points to a structural shift occurring as Christian 

communities gradually abandoned their first-generation eschatological leanings for a more 

traditional Roman approach to communal dynamics; the resulting recalibration left Christian 

women in a situation similar to that of their pagan counterparts.  

The shift described by Cooper can be seen in Christian literature of the period. One theory, 

posited by Bart Ehrman, assumes the patria potestas rhetoric found in 1 Tim 2421 might have been 

a reaction to texts that elevated the status and assumed power of women, such as The Acts of Paul 

and Thecla. Ehrman points out that it is difficult to reconcile the Paul portrayed in The Acts of 

Paul and Thecla and the authentic Pauline epistles with the ‘Paul’ that wrote 1 Timothy, suggesting 

that this epistle and other similar second-generation texts were written in Paul’s name to counteract 

the liberal views of women found in those earlier texts.422 While 1 and 2 Timothy423 exhibit many 

signs of paternalistic control, they are hardly the only pseudo-Pauline epistles to do so—Colossians 

and Ephesians424 both contain similar elements. Dale Martin points to Col 3:17–41 when 
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highlighting the dramatic difference between the gender-related messages found in ‘authentic’ 

Pauline and pseudo-Pauline texts: ‘Here in the name of Paul, the hierarchy of the ancient 

patriarchal household is reinforced in a way it never was in the authentic letters of Paul.’425 Indeed, 

the corpus of pseudo-Pauline works seems to ‘encourage the presence of the ancient family in the 

church and the structuring of the ancient church itself to resemble the hierarchical household and 

state.’426 All of these examples from pseudo-Pauline epistles go hand in hand with the paternalistic 

backlash against early Christians straying from the traditional male-dominated Roman norms 

highlighted in section 3.1.  

Despite the ambiguity towards women introduced by early Christian texts, it does seem to 

be the case that women, elite women in particular, may have been a key driving force behind the 

rapid growth of Christianity during the fourth century. Their small numbers belied their great 

impact on the church.427 Groups of aristocratic women (mostly widows) formed communities in 

Rome that helped to nurture and define the Christian movement in the capital city, resulting in a 

network of patronage that underwrote important theological and apologetic works.428 Peter Brown 

highlights how these aristocratic women often anchored the large groups of widows and virgins 

that formed in Rome during this important formative period in Christianity: ‘Well-to-do women, 

often rich widows or the unmarried sister of members of the clergy or of ascetics, were crucial for 

the formation of larger groupings. Such women could gather around them groups of fifty, seventy, 

up to a hundred virgins.’429 Both Jerome and Pelagius intermingled with one such powerful group 
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of Christian women in Rome, finding patronage and validation for their particular brands of 

theology. Because of the prominent role these women played in the life and writings of Pelagius, 

the next section will be devoted to further delineating the role these women played in Roman 

society and to exploring their significant impact on the growth and formalization of the Christian 

movement.  

 

3.5 Aristocratic Christian Women 

Fueled by the financial and political support of influential women, the network of patronage in 

Rome was no doubt a vital chapter in the history of Christianity. In large part, the contributions 

from wealthy, established Roman women were a relatively late phenomenon—achieving full 

bloom only in the years after the rise of Constantine. This golden age of female aristocratic support 

of Christianity corresponded with the lifetimes of Pelagius, Augustine, and Jerome. These women 

were not passive patrons doling out money to just any new rhetorician espousing ideas—they were 

true shapers of influence. Or, as Peter Brown puts it, ‘Aristocratic Latin women acted as arbiters 

of intellectual life to a degree unparalleled in the Greek East.’430 But it was not just the support of 

the leading theologians of the time that defined the influence of the female patrons—they were 

also a key driver in the adoption of Christianity in the senatorial class. Cooper elaborates on this 

assumption, positing that influential women lent their financial support and reputation in support 

of Christian clergy, while their sons and husbands wavered between two religious paths—some 

participating in traditional religious duties of the Roman pantheon, and others embracing 

Christianity.431 Gradually, the vast majority of the senatorial class adopted the new religion. The 
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influence of aristocratic women on the growth of Christianity and the adoption of the religion by 

the senatorial class is clear, but it is difficult to pinpoint the exact genesis of the conversion. Many 

scholars have argued that women were the first to adopt the faith and their husbands eventually 

followed suit. In The Making of a Christian Aristocracy, Michele Renee Salzman takes the 

contrary position that it was the men, particularly in the post-Constantine environment, that drove 

the conversion of the senatorial class to Christianity.432 After Constantine, the desire for continued 

advancement in the Roman political structure might have been the real motivating force fostering 

the acceptance of Christianity in the highest stratum of Roman society, not necessarily any 

philosophical alignment with the doctrines of the Christian faith. If so, the impact of gender roles 

may have been significantly diminished. No matter which gender played the lead role in the 

conversion of the senatorial class, it does seem likely that aristocratic women were among the first 

influential Romans to convert and were critically important to the development of Christianity.  

There are many examples of Roman aristocratic women being actively engaged in 

promoting of the Christian faith. This support might be direct financial contributions to the church, 

or financial and political/social support given to high-profile Christian teachers or leaders. Melania 

the Younger is a good example of this type of Christian benefactor. Melania was extremely wealthy 

and funded the construction and ongoing maintenance of new churches throughout the Empire.433 

Melania’s grandmother, Melania the Elder, is another example, albeit with a slightly different 

emphasis than her granddaughter. Melania the Elder supported existing ascetic communities in 

and near the holy land, and also established her own monastery in Jerusalem.434 Although not quite 
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the financial juggernaut that either Melania was, Marcella leveraged her aristocratic position in 

support of Christianity as well, and may have been the first Roman aristocratic woman to actually 

commit to an ascetic life of Christian faith.435 Marcella and the younger Paula mingled with other 

high-born Christian women in Rome in the late fourth century, and it is with this group that Jerome 

cemented his ties with this important patronage class.436  

As in the case of the Melanias, some families produced numerous Christian matriarchs. 

Demetrias’s family, the gens Anicia, is a prime example. The Anicii were an ancient and powerful 

Roman family with direct ties to the imperial office, and they were arguably the most prominent 

Christian family in Rome in the period surrounding the Pelagian controversy.437 Deeply rooted in 

Roman tradition, the Anicii were thoroughly pagan prior to the fourth century. Gibbon goes so far 

as to say, ‘From the reign of Diocletian to the final extinction of the Western Empire, that name 

(Anicii) shone with a lustre which was not eclipsed in the public estimation, by the majesty of the 

imperial purple.’438 One of the first members of the family to convert to the Christian faith, Faltonia 

Betitia Proba, marshaled her education and linguistic skill in a unique manner in an attempt to link 

the Roman literary tradition directly to Christianity. Familiarity with common literary staples was 

not simply a mark of education in the Roman world; it was part of the social and political currency 

of the time. So, when Proba authored an innovative cento that summarized the Old and New 

Testaments in Latin verse, it was not merely a quirky project satisfying her creative impulses; it 

was a bold statement to her aristocratic brethren. The entire work was a compilation of lines taken 
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from the poet Virgil. Composing this work took a great deal of skill to accurately communicate 

Virgil’s style and meter while still weaving the tale of the Christian faith.439 Any reader of this 

poetry would immediately understand the significant education and skill of the author. Given that 

Virgil was an essential foundation for any Roman education, Proba was, in a way, bridging the 

gulf between literate Roman classes and Christian norms—telling the story of Christianity in the 

linguistic currency of the highest echelons of the Roman state. The fact that this important work 

was penned by a woman just underscores the important role women played in the adoption of 

Christianity by the Roman elite.  

Proba’s link to a religion that increasingly emphasized the importance of chastity was a 

break from the traditional practices of her family. Even though subsequent generations of the 

family embraced Christianity, they did not necessarily adopt the increasingly popular chastity and 

ascetic lifestyle common with their peers. Many Roman aristocratic women embraced Christianity 

while also remaining loyal to the traditional procreative role of Roman women. The relevancy of 

the latter can be seen in the epitaph of Anicia Faltonia Proba, a relative of Faltonia Betitia Proba 

and the grandmother of Demetrias: ‘wife to a consul, the daughter of a consul, the mother of 

consuls’ and a woman ‘by whose fertile births the power of Rome grows strong.’440   

Influential women were also key supporters of the burgeoning Christian cult of virginity. 

Unlike Proba, Olympias came from a family of more humble origins. Her grandfather, Ablabius, 

was part of the large class of neoteric senators chosen for the recently constructed city of 

Constantinople.441 Many of these senators, Olympias’s grandfather included, were selected from 
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what was considered to be a ‘common’ class of citizens, not the traditional aristocratic network of 

senatorial families.442 During his time in the Senate, Olympias’s grandfather acquired extensive 

landholdings, laying the foundation of wealth and power that would be the basis of the influence 

that would be wielded by future generations of his progeny.443  

Like Marcella, Olympias married at a young age and lost her husband shortly thereafter.444 

The then emperor Theodosius had aims to marry Olympias to one of his relatives, but Olympias 

famously objected:  

If my King, the Lord Jesus Christ, wanted me to be joined with a man, he would not have 
taken away my first husband immediately. Since he knew that I was unsuited for the 
conjugal life and was not able to please a man, he freed him, Nebridius, from the bond and 
delivered me of this very burdensome yoke and servitude to a husband, having placed upon 
my mind the happy yoke of continence.445   

 
The fides that Roman women traditionally showed to their dead husbands was transformed into a 

new loyalty—a marriage bond with Christ.446 This rationale was to become a popular line of 

defense among wealthy Roman widows. As in the example above, an untimely death of a husband 

would be portrayed as a mistaken marriage—Christ was the intended husband all along. As the 

influence of the post-Constantinian church rapidly expanded, the pushback against this type of 

argument became increasingly muted.  

Later, after her continued abstinence had been established, Olympias eventually became 

an ordained deaconess of the church of Constantinople.447 Her emphasis on the power of the Virgin 
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and the strong link between Mary and other virgins led to her creation of a monastery next to the 

cathedral in Constantinople. There, Olympias hosted both virgins and widows, many from 

influential families.448 Her close ties to the church in Constantinople also led to a strong 

relationship with John Chrysostom, and much of her impressive financial contribution to the 

church happened under Chrysostom’s episcopate.449 Unfortunately for Olympias, the fall of 

Chrysostom and his eventual banishment toppled Olympias from her esteemed position as well. 

Most wealthy and influential Christian women during this era did not experience a drastic fall like 

that of Olympias. But, like Olympias, many were engaged in active support and political 

maneuvering with clergy members, occasionally at the highest levels. As Clark puts it when 

referencing Olympias, ‘Monied females could, even in an unliberated age, win a modicum of 

power.’450  

It should be noted that the participation of aristocratic women in the burgeoning religion 

created a potential conflict of interest. As the discussion above illustrated, the traditional Roman 

familial hierarchy was well established and laid the groundwork for the influence of the senatorial 

matronae. In this structure, women were expected to marry, and their only hope for upward social 

mobility was to marry a member of a higher social stratum. The rise of Christianity, particularly 

ascetic Christianity, gave women another avenue. By embracing the ascetic life, a woman of the 

lower classes might achieve a degree of social standing and respect previously unavailable to her. 

Or, as Kate Cooper puts it,  ‘Asceticism seems to have made available to both women and men a 

wild card in the game of social ranking, a claim to elevated moral hygiene which could advance 
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its bearer’s standing in the group.’451 This ability to leapfrog the social hierarchy gave Christian 

chaste widows and virgins a new degree of power and influence. Indeed, for the women of this 

elite class, ‘the success of the ascetic movement meant a disruption of inherited patterns for 

negotiating status.’452 In essence, Christian aristocratic Roman women were participating in a 

movement that threatened the foundation of their own influence. By embracing chastity, they had 

an avenue to protect their status in the Christian world, but it is interesting to see how the 

advancement of the agenda outlined by Cooper both elevated members of lower classes to a status 

on par with that of aristocratic women (at least in Christian circles), while simultaneously 

potentially diluting the societal influence of the latter.  

Despite this potential conflict, the examples presented in this section can help to illustrate 

(1) how influential Roman women were deeply immersed in the trajectory of the late ancient 

Christian church and (2) the ways in which direct relationships with such women could have 

dramatically increased the influence of Pelagius. High-profile patrons had a say in the theological 

debates of early Christianity, and church leaders ignored their input at their financial and political 

peril. Susanna Elm summarizes this ever-present influence of aristocratic women when describing 

their role in church politics: ‘They constituted an important resource that no bishop, so frequently 

enmeshed in doctrinal conflicts, could ignore, not least because donations from people like 

Olympias, Macrina, and many other widows besides transformed the churches, especially those in 

urban centres and the capital, into powerful economic enterprises.’453 It is in this milieu that we 

find the recipients of Pelagius’s letters, most of whom held a unique position among Roman 
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women—powerful women who had enough personal and financial resources to be able to largely 

navigate their own course through Roman society.  

 

4 THE BODY 

Now that we have a basic background of the types of individuals Pelagius primarily associated 

with, we now turn our attention to a review of the body—specifically, the ways in which 

contemporary Roman society approached the concept. A primary focus of the Pelagian epistles is 

the control and treatment of the body, so a brief discussion of the societal norms of the Roman 

body will help frame the context for many of the passages that will be analyzed in the following 

chapter.  

At first glance, the Roman conceptualization of the body (and subsequent gender roles) 

appears to be firmly dualistic. The ‘hot’ substance of the male countered the ‘cold’ traits of the 

female.454 Temperature as a differentiating attribute between the sexes was apparent in a variety 

of ancient literary works. Galen referenced the temperature disparity between the sexes many 

times. He assumed that it was better to trend hotter rather than cooler, so in that regard men were 

superior to women.455 Aristotle held that men were inherently hotter than women,456 but he also 

indicated that this assumption was not universally held. In fact, he points to a specific author who 

held a contrary view, and Aristotle even outlined the rationale for that opinion (that personal heat 

is carried in blood, and the abundance of blood in menstruating women proves that women are 
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hotter than men).457 Even when the ancient authors assumed the male was hotter, they did not 

necessarily believe the coolness inherent to the female form was without function. For instance, 

Galen explained how the wetter and cooler nature of women allowed them to provide nourishment 

to their unborn child.458 It was also the case that some women carried more heat than others—

occasionally, it was thought, some burned with enough desire that they would destroy a man’s 

seed.459 

Aside from the role of heat, the wet/dry continuum was another differentiating 

characteristic of the sexes (and not only applicable to the pregnancy situation referenced by Galen). 

Men were inherently ‘dry,’ while women contained significantly more moisture.460 There were of 

course subtleties present within these polar definitions. Men that showed effeminate traits were 

labeled as cooler and less dry than their masculine counterparts. To assert and continually maintain 

an appearance of masculinity, men would carefully circumvent activities that might cool and/or 

dry their bodies, making them less masculine.461  

Extremes were to be avoided in order to keep a balance between hot and cold and between 

wet and dry. For example, the frequency of sexual intercourse needed to be carefully regulated to 

avert a systematic depletion of internal heat (and therefore virility) in men.462 If one did engage in 

frequent sexual encounters, balance in other areas of one’s life needed to be closely controlled in 
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order to maintain a physical equilibrium.463 A man’s vitality was fundamentally linked to internal 

heat. Semen played a central role in heat maintenance, so much so that it was often linked to the 

very traits that defined Roman masculinity: ‘For it is the semen, when possessed of vitality, which 

makes us men, hot, well-braced in limbs, heavy, well-voiced, spirited, strong to think and act.’464 

Sex was not the only common activity Romans needed to monitor—engaging in public life had its 

consequences as well. It was thought that busy political lives without the corresponding 

recuperative periods would exhaust and dry out the body. As Rousselle frames it, ‘The doctors of 

the third and fourth centuries AD believed that a life of politics destroyed the balance between wet 

and dry in the body.’465 Losing balance contributed to the loss of personal traits imperative for 

success (for Roman men) or to the inability to procreate (both men and women).  

As mentioned above, the process of cooling and drying robbed a man of culturally accepted 

masculine traits. This process was sometimes thought to be a continuum—even to the point of 

suggesting that men and women have fundamentally the same physiology, but temperature and 

moisture conditions ultimately influenced the sex of an individual. This concept, commonly 

labeled the ‘one-sex’ theory, was most famously framed by Thomas Laqueur in Making Sex: Body 

and Gender from the Greeks to Freud. Laqueur relies heavily on the work of Galen to support his 

one-sex theory. Laqueur states, ‘Galen…demonstrated at length that women were essentially men 

in whom a lack of vital heat—of perfection—had resulted in the retention, inside, of structures that 
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in the male are visible without.’466 Laqueur argues that this concept of common sexual hardware 

was the prevalent view of gender in antiquity. But as Helen King points out in The One-Sex Body 

on Trial: The Classical and Early Modern Evidence, Laqueur might have taken his assumptions a 

bit too far. As King effectively argues, the one-sex theory coincided with a more familiar two-sex 

definition throughout antiquity.467 In her critique of Laqueur’s work, King highlights Laqueur’s 

selective use of Galen’s work to support the one-sex theory.468 King quotes several of Galen’s 

works to illustrate how Galen did indeed recognize the significant physical differences (other than 

temperature and moisture) between men and women.469 Instead of viewing Galen’s references to 

the one-sex theory as a fundamental element of his understanding of human anatomy, King 

suggests that Galen’s explanation of the theory was more of a thought experiment intended to 

illustrate commonalities and differences between the sexes.470 Patricia Simons agrees with this 

assessment, calling Galen’s use of the one-sex model ‘an introductory teaching device…more an 

aid to visualization and memorization than the summation of a complex theory of sexual 

oneness.’471 

The universality of the one-sex theory in antiquity has certainly been questioned, but the 

belief of the hot/cold and dry/moist gender definition seems to have been more widely accepted in 

antiquity, including late-ancient Christianity. Many Christian authors also linked increased internal 
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heat to increased desire. In his famous epistle to Eustochium, Jerome directly links internal heat to 

passion and consistently describes lust using heat and flame metaphors.472 Gregory of Nyssa struck 

a more moderate tone when discussing internal heat. In his treatise on virginity, Gregory speaks 

of the body’s four elements—heat, cold, wet, and dry.473 To Gregory, the balance of the four 

elements was essential not only to good physical health but to that of the soul.474 To that end, 

Christians sometimes embraced ascetic practices intended to generally balance their elements, or 

more commonly to specifically mitigate the internal heat that led to the bloom of passion. One of 

the most common ascetic practices intended to address excess heat (passion) was fasting. Basil of 

Ancyra, for example, promoted fasting as a means to curtail lust.475 Jerome shared this perspective, 

famously quoting Terence when he quipped, ‘Venus grows cold if Ceres be not there and Bacchus 

with her,’476 suggesting that food and wine are the common companions of lust.  

While there was some disagreement as to how extreme a fasting regimen should be, 

Christian authors tended to share the opinion that gluttonous living was harmful to one’s physical 

and spiritual health.477 Most commonly, gluttonous eating and drinking was linked to excessive 

bodily heat, which in turn resulted in increased passion. In general, desert ascetics tended to be 

more uniform in their opinions of how dietary practices impacted sexual interest, and their 

associated mitigation strategies to reduce internal heat/passion were often significantly more 
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Press, 1933), 64: ‘statim ut libido titillaverit sensum, ut blandum voluptatis incendium dulci nos calore perfuderit.’  
473 Gregory of Nyssa, De virginitate (NPNF2 5:22).  
474 Ibid. 
475 Basil of Ancyra, De vera virginitatis integritate 67 (PG 30:805b–808a).  
476 Jerome, Ep. 44.9, in Select Letters, trans. F. A. Wright, LCL 262 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 

1933), 246: ‘Sine Cerere et Libero friget Venus.’ 
477 The definition of gluttonous behavior, however, did vary substantially from author to author. Shaw illustrates the 

variance by outlining the definitions of Evagrius and Chrysostom. See Shaw, Burden of the Flesh, 143–44. 
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aggressive. A good example of this firm link can be seen in the work of Evagrius. Forgoing the 

balance preached by many other Christian authors, Evagrius assumed fasting was a necessary 

component of chastity and that gluttonous behavior led directly to debauchery.478 Pseudo-

Athanasius takes a similar stance, explaining how controlling one’s dietary practices equates to a 

firm control over internal lust.479 The ascetic emphasis on fasting often led to the characteristic 

physical atrophy of the body. In many instances, female ascetics were able to leverage this 

emaciation to obscure their gender from fellow ascetics. Teresa Shaw illustrates this unique 

subtrend by pointing to several hagiographical narratives from the fifth to the seventh centuries 

that tell of female ascetics obscuring their gender as they pursued the ascetic life—with some only 

to be identified as female after they had died.480 They of course dressed as men, but it was their 

extreme ascetic practice which led to their unique ‘maleness.’ This is an important point not 

because it allowed women to mingle with men in situations that were strictly prohibited, but 

because it emphasizes how the Christian desert minimized the importance of the body to a degree 

not seen in the wider Roman society. The body was a garment to be worn and, when necessary, 

mastered. 

It is not possible in such a brief summary to do justice to the diverse and substantial corpus 

of late-ancient literature referencing the body, but some basic signposts can aid us in capturing the 

essential elements that are relevant to this investigation. Clearly, the body was a topic of great 

interest to both Christians and non-Christians alike. There were substantial differences in the ways 

in which each looked at the body, but there were also elements of agreement. The importance of 

controlling one’s body was somewhat universal in late antiquity—balance was an essential 

 
478 Evagrius, De octo spiritibus malitiae, PG 79:1145a–b. 
479 Psuedo-Athanasius, Vita sanctae Syncleticae, PG 28:1505a. 
480 Shaw, Burden of the Flesh, 240–42. 
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component to a successful existence. For non-Christians, this balance commonly included a careful 

navigation of hot and cold and of wet and dry. Christians were also cognizant of balance, 

particularly an avoidance of internal heat. As we have seen, this internal heat led to an abundance 

of passion and other potentially sinful endeavors. With these commonalities and differences in 

mind, we now turn to look at virginity in Roman and Christian contexts. 

 

4.1 Roman Virginity 

The Pelagian controversy was a product of the Sitz im Leben inaugurated by the coupling of 

Christian and Roman norms. One vital aspect of this social milieu was the burgeoning popularity 

of sexual abstinence. Virgins did play a minor role in the fabric of Roman life, but the prominence 

of the virgin in Roman culture never rose to the height it reached in Christianity. For the most part, 

Roman religious practices emphasized the role of matrons and fertility over virginity. The Vestal 

Virgins and Diana Nemorensis (Diana of Nemi) were notable exceptions to this rule, the former 

being the most prominent.  

The Vestal Virgins was a group composed of six virgins, each serving a thirty-year term. 

The virgins were appointed at a very young age—typically six to ten years old.481 They were free 

to marry once their term was completed but were subject to execution if they did not remain a 

virgin while in office. The Vestals had privileges not enjoyed by other Roman women, even those 

of the senatorial class. They had special property ownership rights, had the right to make a will, 

and could act without consent of a guardian.482 But this is not to say that Vestals were drawn from 

all social classes. As Undheim points out, despite the scholarly debate surrounding the inclusion 

 
481 D’Ambra, Roman Women, 168.  
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of multiple social classes in the ranks of the Vestals, the evidence strongly suggests that the Vestals 

were only drawn from the Roman nobility.483 Even though Vestals were almost certainly from 

important Roman families, the privileges they enjoyed did differ from their non-Vestal peers. It 

should also be noted that the position was not simply ceremonial—preserving the virginity of the 

Vestals was a matter of state security. The risk of bad omens loomed large on society as a whole 

if the Vestals did not live up to the standards of the office. 

Diana Nemorensis, the Roman version of the Greek Artemis, has often been cast as the 

protector of young women due to her own status as a virgin.484 Despite the veneration of Diana by 

women, particularly of childbearing age, the veneration did not usually extend to imitation. 

Adoption of lifelong chastity was never widespread among Roman women prior to Christianity.485 

As we have seen, such a practice would likely have been met with legislative action. But that does 

not mean that lifelong chastity was altogether ignored in the Empire. The philosopher Hypatia of 

Alexandria, a contemporary to the Pelagian controversy, extolled the benefits of virginity.486 

Hypatia was a Platonist who had significant influence in the philosophical schools in Alexandria 

and the surrounding areas (her father and her husband were philosophers as well).487  Even though 

she was a vocal supporter of chastity and on many points was aligned with Christian thinking, she 

ultimately met her end at the hands of a Christian mob. 

 
483 Sissel Undheim, Borderline Virginities: Sacred and Secular Virgins in Late Antiquity (London: Routledge, 

2017), 41-2. 
484 D’Ambra, Roman Women, 177. 
485 Soranus, while explaining the health of virgins in his work Gynaecia, suggests this adult virginity is an unusual 

situation. See Soranus, Gynaecia 1.7.32, in Soranus’ Gynaecology, trans. Owsei Temkin (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 

University Press, 1991), 29. 
486 Socrates Scholasticus, Historia ecclesiastica (NPNF2 2:7.15). 
487 Lefkowitz and Fant, Women’s Life in Greece and Rome, 332. 
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The practice of lifelong chastity was seen in a positive light in the Roman world as long as 

it was performed on a small scale. The virginity of the Vestals or the power wielded by priestesses 

of Diana was tolerable and a part of the cultural norm. But widespread adoption of virginity was 

never an accepted component of Roman society. Sex and marital relations were the norm, and 

virginity was often seen as a short-term problem that would inevitably be ‘cured.’ The Roman 

paradigm of the hysterical women is a good example of this attitude. Some thought that practicing 

virgins (when of childbearing age) would become hysterical due to the buildup of blood in the 

system—resulting in visions, pains, and all manner of erratic behavior. The simple cure for this 

malady was to cohabit with a man as soon as possible. Pregnancy, it was assumed, was the natural 

state of women of childbearing age, and conforming to nature in this way would reset the 

equilibrium of any hysterical woman.488 As much as we might cringe at this suggestion today, the 

archetype of the hysterical woman survived antiquity—even through the nineteenth century. 

  

4.2 Christian Virginity 

Similar to the role of women in Christianity, the status of the Christian virgin also shifted 

dramatically from the first days of the movement to the end of the Western Empire. The 

apocalyptic message of early Christian authors placed little emphasis on marital relationships or 

the benefits of virginity. Rather, their messaged focused squarely on repentance and pleasing God. 

By the time Praxeis Paulou kai Theklas had been produced in the late second century,489 the 

religious significance of virginity was already an essential component of the Christian narrative. 

 
488 Ibid., 242.  
489 Tertullian, in his homily on baptism (De baptismo) mentions the work that is likely Praxeis Paulou kai Theklas. 

See De baptismo, ANF 3:17.  
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The author of Praxeis Paulou kai Theklas frames the discussion of virginity (and chastity during 

marriage) as a dialogue similar to the Beatitudes in Matthew: 

Blessed are those who have kept the flesh chaste, for they will be a temple of 
God.…Blessed are those who though having a wife, are as not having a wife, for they will 
inherit God.…Blessed are the bodies of the virgins, for they shall be well pleasing to God 
and they will not lose the rewards of their purity, because the word of the father shall be to 
them a work of salvation in the day of his son, and they shall have rest forever.490   

 
In this text, Paul is also portrayed as strongly opposed to marriage: ‘He [Paul] takes away wives 

from young men and virgins from husbands, saying, “There is no other resurrection for you, if you 

do not remain pure and do not stain the flesh but keep it pure.”’491 And, ‘Who is this man of 

deception [Paul] who is inside with you, deceiving the souls of young ones and defrauding virgins, 

in order that they might not become married but that they should remain as they are?’492 The author 

even goes so far as to suggest that Paul assumed matrimony was unlawful.493  

Paul and Thecla are clearly the main characters in the text, but Thecla’s mother was an 

important cog as well. She did not readily accept Paul’s message or her daughter’s choice to be a 

virgin, making it easy to categorize her as simply the antagonist of the story—a mere narrative 

tool. But the mother’s reaction (although taken to extremes to dramatize the story) is not so far 

removed from the actions a typical Roman family might take in this scenario. Paul’s close 

relationship to a young, unmarried girl would assuredly have been seen in an unseemly light. If 

Thecla’s mother were to have followed traditional cultural norms of the period, she probably would 

have made every effort to stop the relationship and marry her daughter to a suitable man. She does 

 
490 Jeremy W. Barrier, ed. and trans., The Acts of Paul and Thecla, WUNT 2, 270 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2009), 

78–82 (Praxeis Paulou kai Theklas 3.5).  
491 Barrier, Acts of Paul and Thecla, 99 (Praxeis Paulou kai Theklas 3.12).  
492 Ibid., 96–97 (Praxeis Paulou kai Theklas 3.11). 
493 Ibid., 110 (Praxeis Paulou kai Theklas 3.17). 
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in fact follow these steps, but the story breaks with norms when she asks the governor to condemn 

and kill her daughter.494 As tempting as it is to overlay our current cultural norms onto this story 

and see Thecla and her mother in a rigid ‘good versus evil’ model, contemporary Romans likely 

would not have seen it this way and probably would have had a degree of sympathy towards the 

mother. Even as Christianity began to shape the excepted behavioral norms of Roman society, 

many traditional Roman familial power structures remained intact. The notoriety and perceived 

holiness gained by embracing a life of chastity (Thecla is even portrayed as holy enough to baptize 

herself)495 challenged this Roman familial status quo, and its presence is a common theme 

throughout the narrative. In many ways, Thecla is held to be the hero and model for virginity, a 

model that would inspire many Christian women and would ultimately personify the rapid 

adoption of the practice in late antiquity. The rallying cry for women across the Empire, rich and 

poor, could be summarized by Cooper’s modern linguistic spin—‘What would Thecla do?’496 

A pamphlet penned at roughly the same time as the Pelagian controversy illustrates the 

importance of the Thecla narrative (and its emphasis on the merits of virginity) in late antiquity. 

The author contends that a young virgin, if confronted by parents who wish her to marry, should 

resist the wishes of her parents and embrace the path of Thecla.497 But the draw of Thecla is only 

a small piece to the large mosaic of sexual renunciation. The growth of Christianity in the Roman 

world witnessed a corresponding rise in celibacy for both sexes. Sexual renunciation became a 

notable trend in Roman society. An example from the city of Oxyrhynchus illustrates this dramatic 

trend. By the mid-fourth century, sexual renunciation had become so popular in the area that at 

 
494 Ibid., 118 (Praxeis Paulou kai Theklas 3.20). 
495 Ibid., 160–61 (Praxeis Paulou kai Theklas 4.9). 
496 Cooper, Band of Angels, 191. 
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one point there were ten thousand monks and twenty thousand virgins in the city—roughly a 

quarter of the city’s population.498   

Texts written by well-known church leaders also testify to the importance of the trend. 

Gregory of Nyssa’s Vita sanctae Macrinae is a prominent example. Macrina’s family held 

considerable wealth, making her an obvious target for matrimony. She initially followed the 

traditional and expected path and became engaged, but her fiancé died before the vows could be 

formalized. Macrina seized the opportunity and embraced the same fides rationale deployed by 

Olympias (but for Macrina, this was directed at her fiancé rather than a husband).499 Her wealth, 

coupled with the support of her mother, shielded Macrina from the ongoing external pressure to 

marry. Like Thecla, Macrina became a model of virginity, particularly for those of the highest 

classes of society. Her fame was not just a regional phenomenon. The notoriety of her brother 

Gregory ensured the audience for the biography extended to the far corners of the Empire.  

A widely read exchange between two prominent rhetoricians, Jerome and Jovinian, can 

help to further clarify the contemporary Christian dialogue on virginity at the time of the 

controversy. Specifically, in his treatise Adversus Jovinianum, Jerome outlined the promatrimony 

stance of Jovinian and proceeded to ruthlessly attack both Jovinian’s theological positions and his 

moral character. All the while, Jerome positioned continence as the supreme reflection of divinity 

in human praxis. The text was second only to the Bible in terms of the number of manuscripts 

found in medieval convents and monasteries—illustrating the popularity of the book as well as the 

central importance of the marriage/virginity debate from late antiquity through the medieval 

period.500   

 
498 Ibid., 225–26. 
499 Gregory of Nyssa, Vie de sainte Macrine, ed. P. Maraval, SC 178 (Paris: Cerf, 1971), 154–56. 
500 Ibid., 237. 
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It is unfortunate that Jovinian’s original treatise on marriage did not survive antiquity. 

However, Jerome quoted from the text extensively, so even after taking into account some of the 

liberties he may have applied when quoting Jovinian, we can still construct the basic outline of the 

latter’s message. Jerome quoted him as stating, ‘Once washed in Christ, virgins, widows, and 

married persons all receive the same merit, provided they do the same work.’501 Jovinian based his 

argument on quotations from both the Hebrew Bible and popular Christian writings such as the 

letters of Paul. He began by outlining the role of marriage in the biblical narrative—emphasizing 

that nearly every major holy figure in the Hebrew Bible was married, often to more than one 

spouse. But Jovinian was not necessarily critical of virgins or their life choices. His primary 

message was one of equality with other members of the church: ‘I do you no harm, virgin. Because 

of the present necessity, you have chosen purity—you have decided to sanctify your body and 

spirit. But do not be proud, you are a member of the same church as those who have married.’502 

Jerome answered Jovinian’s list of married biblical figures by explaining the circumstances 

of many of them, explaining away their marriages as simple metaphors or, when accepting the 

likelihood of an actual marriage, dismissing the person as somehow less than holy by statements 

such as, ‘It is one thing to focus on the law, but it is another to focus on the Gospel.’503 Jerome 

went on to mention prominent virgins from Roman and Greek literary traditions and other religions 

to illustrate the long and universal acceptance of the lofty status of the virgin ideal. Finally, Jerome 

 
501 Jerome, Ad. Jov. 1.3 (PL 23:214b): ‘Dicit, virgines, viduas, et maritatas, quae semel in Christo lotae sunt, si no 

discrepent caeteris operibus, ejusdem esse meriti.’ 
502 Ibid., 1.5 (PL 23:217c): ‘Non tibi facio, virgo, injuriam: elegisti pudicitiam propter praesentem necessitatem: 

placuit tibi, ut sis sancta corpore et spiritu: ne superbias: ejusdem Ecclesiae membrum es, cujus et nuptae sunt.’ 
503 Ibid., 1.24 (PL 23:243a): ‘Sed quod aliud sit in Lege versari, aliud in Evangelio.’ 
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summarized his stance with the bold statement, ‘Obviously, concerning the purity of the body of 

Christ, all sexual intercourse is unclean.’504   

One Christian source in particular, the seventh chapter of Paul’s first epistle to the 

Corinthians, is central not only to the exchange between Jovinian and Jerome but to general 

Christian discourse on virginity as well. Jerome even directly references the importance of the 

source when he states, ‘For the Corinthians asked many of these questions, and the doctor of the 

Gentiles and teacher of the Church fully responded. We believe that whatever he decides, this is 

the law of Christ speaking in him.’505 We have already seen Pelagius’s use of 1 Cor 7 in De 

virginitate and Expositiones. This passage was frequently used as a basis for discussions 

concerning virginity and the role of women in the Christian community, so the coincidence is not 

particularly revealing, but I nonetheless wanted to note the overlap in usage. Three points from 

this text are central. First, it is good not to marry. Marriage, of course, is not tantamount to a 

cardinal sin, but Paul put forth a thesis in 1 Cor 7 that would echo throughout subsequent centuries 

of Christian discourse—rejecting marriage for the sake of God is better than being married. 

Second, Paul indicated that women do not have authority over their own bodies. He also stated 

that men do not have authority over their bodies either, but the former position obviously became 

much more influential in Christian praxis and literature. Finally, and very much related to the first 

point, a virgin cares about the business of God, and a married woman cares about the business of 

her husband. As we shall see, Christian authors repeatedly used this as a proof text in their support 

of virginity.  

 
504 Ibid., 1.20 (PL 23:238b): ‘Videlicet quod ad munditias corporis Christi, omnis coitus immundus sit.’ 
505 Ibid., 1.6 (PL 23:218a): ‘Sciscitantibus enim super hac quaestione Corinthiis, plenissime respondit doctor gentium, 

et magister Ecclesiae. Quidquid autem statuerit, hoc Christi in eo loquentis legem putemus.’ 
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It can be tempting to identify the Jovinianist controversy as simply a theological 

disagreement between Jerome and Jovinian, but this straightforward classification does not 

accurately reflect the important theological undercurrents present in the debate. In many ways, 

Jerome’s attack on Jovinian was grounded in his obsession with ascetic practices.506 Jerome saw 

the ascetic practices as a way to draw closer to God, but Jovinian’s views were seen as an attempt 

to level the playing field of all Christians and their relationship with God. Clearly, Jerome could 

not accept a scenario where Jovinian’s positions became mainstream. As David Hunter asserts, 

‘Jerome had long been a vociferous and controversial advocate of ascetic renunciation, and his 

opposition to Jovinian was no doubt motivated by his sincere horror at the spread of Jovinian’s 

teaching.’507 Jerome utilized the rubric of ascetic behavior to measure the suitability of a man for 

a clerical position. He essentially boiled his opinion down to those who ‘were monks and clergy 

and those who were not.’508 But the potential to lessen the influence of Christian ascetic practice 

was not the only reason Jerome openly confronted Jovinian. At this time, Jerome’s reputation was 

tarnished, and a desirre to rehabilitate it may have been a key motivation fueling his actions.509 

Some scholars have suggested yet another rationale for Jerome entering the fray—revenge against 

Siricius, the bishop of Rome at the time of the controversy.510  

 
506 David G. Hunter, Marriage, Celibacy, and Heresy in Ancient Christianity: The Jovinianist Controversy (Oxford: 
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Siricius was the bishop of Rome when Jerome was expelled from the city. As such, he 

presided over Jerome’s trial.511 Siricius was also a critic of Jovinian’s positions, but for reasons 

that differed from those of Jerome. Siricius believed in a celibate priesthood, justifying his position 

by illustrating the biblical practices of on-duty Levitical priests: ‘Why were they [priests] 

commanded to live in the temple so far from their homes in their year of service? So that they 

would have no carnal relations with their wives, and in the brilliance of their pure conscience, offer 

a gift acceptable to God.’512 Peter Brown portrays Siricius’s demand of personal purity as a 

mechanism to elevate the priesthood in the hierarchy of Christian life, a view he held in common 

with Ambrose.513 Ambrose, while certainly opposed to Jovinian, did not use the precise 

justification deployed by Siricius. Siricius’s position was a calculated effort to promote the status 

of the clergy.514 Ambrose shared that goal, but unlike Siricius, Ambrose embraced the ascetic 

community as a legitimate training ground for potential priests.515 Ambrose also may have opposed 

Jovinian in order to protect one of his important levers of ecclesiastical influence—the 

consecration of virgins. Hunter points out that the practice of consecrating virgins gave bishops 

the de facto role of the traditional paterfamilias.516 In his work on the life of Ambrose, Neil 

McLynn suggests that Ambrose may have utilized this role to enhance his episcopal authority.517 

 
511 Ibid., 239. 
512 Siricius, Ep. 1.7.9 (PL 13:1138c): ‘cur etiam procul a suis domibus, anno vicis suae, in templo habitare jussi sunc 
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If so, this may have been a primary rationale for Ambrose joining Jerome and Siricius in their 

efforts against Jovinian. This basic outline of the underlying motivations of some of the 

participants in the Jovinianist controversy is meant to illustrate just how contentious the status of 

the female body remained even at the close of the fourth century. In the end, the primacy of 

celibacy emerged as the victor, despite the divergent reasons for elevating the practice. Hunter’s 

summary of the manifold interests jockeying for ecclesiastical high-ground in the West 

compellingly illustrates the chaotic struggle for sexual orthodoxy: 

The differences between Siricius, Ambrose, and Jerome, however, do not represent merely 
personal idiosyncrasies. Their respective postures also reflect the concerns of different 
interest groups within the Western Church: the Roman clergy, wealthy ascetic women, 
powerful bishops, and learned (but powerless) ascetic teachers. All had a stake in the 
differentiation and distribution of merits based on ascetic practice. It was, perhaps, the very 
instability of the ascetic project in the West—that is, the volatility produced by these 
competing interests—that led to Jovinian’s condemnation.…None of the aforementioned 
groups could afford to see Jovinian’s teaching succeed. All depended on the triumph of the 
notion that celibacy was superior to marriage.518 

 
At roughly the same time as the controversy, Jerome (and others) began to assert that Mary 

remained a virgin throughout her lifetime, foreshadowing the rise of the cult of Mary in the 

following generation.519 This assumption is in opposition to the Gospel narratives and early 

Christian beliefs, but the veracity of the supporters of the claim and the widespread acceptance of 

the concept testify to the ever-changing role of virginity in late antiquity. Jerome’s efforts to anchor 

the community of virgins to the biblical narrative were not limited to his assertions concerning 

Mary. He also incorporated Origen’s exegetical skill in support of his agenda. Jerome admired 

Origen’s talents as a scholar but was also forced to distance himself from outright praise of the 

influential theologian. Despite generations of veneration by Christians throughout the Roman 
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world, by the time of Jerome, many of Origen’s writings had been condemned as heretical, making 

open endorsement of Origen and his theories problematic.   

Undeterred by the risk, Jerome used a few of Origen’s exegetical interpretations as the 

basis of his doctrine. Most famously, Jerome applied Origen’s analysis of the Song of Songs as a 

method of recruitment. As we have seen, the pressure exerted upon young Roman women to marry 

was extreme, even more so in the elite classes. Jerome used the Song of Songs as a counterweight 

to this societal pressure. Origen saw the Song of Songs as an allegory—an expression of a soul’s 

love for God.520 Jerome took this analysis a step further by suggesting the text is really about a 

virgin bride of Christ—a model that should be followed by all virgins.521 As Cooper points out, an 

older man writing letters infused with sexual themes to preteen and early-teen girls was, as it is 

now, seen as inappropriate.522 Despite the risk of offending influential parents, Jerome maintained 

this strategy with great success, persuading numerous virgin ‘brides of Christ’ to follow the life of 

chastity. 

These examples are by no means meant to be exhaustive, but rather representative of the 

gradual transition of virginity from a small (yet important) pagan practice to a societal norm that 

all leaders, ecclesiastical and secular, had to account for in nearly any decision-making process. 

The trajectory of the praxis and theology of virginity is a central aspect of the Pelagian controversy. 

Without its burgeoning influence, the controversy might never have taken place. 
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4.3 Encratic Influences 

Virginity and marital chastity were not necessarily fringe practices during the time of the Pelagian 

controversy. A good example of these concepts being practiced in the diverse milieu of early fifth-

century Christianity can be seen in the Encratic movement. Asceticism and celibacy are concepts 

closely connected in late-ancient Christianity. Not every virgin could be considered an ascetic, but 

the vast majority of Christian ascetics shunned sexual activity. Christians in both the Latin West 

and Greek East embraced the trend of continence popularized by desert asceticism. Nowhere was 

this trend more evident than in Syrian Christianity, most notably the influence of various 

communities of Encratites. The label ‘Encratite’ was used to describe the pockets of Christian 

communities that practiced an extreme form of personal austerity. Even though the term was not 

used by the communities themselves,523 it nonetheless became the standard moniker for many 

ascetic communities, particularly in the East. The word Encratite is from the Greek enkrateia, 

meaning mastery over a person or a thing.524 The most common corresponding Latin term, 

continentia, became synonymous with sexual renunciation in the West.525 Unlike other Christian 

traditions, Encratite communities did not necessarily put a premium on lifelong virginity over and 

above those who embraced chastity later in life.526 Rather, the emphasis was placed upon 

postbaptismal continence.527   

Despite the lack of a centralized leadership structure, formalized beliefs, and accepted 

texts, Encratites were often assumed be a homogeneous group. Jerome, Irenaeus, Epiphanius, and 
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others all labeled Tatian as the founder of the Encratitic sect,528 suggesting that Encratites followed 

a uniform doctrine and praxis initiated by Tatian. Tatian’s influence is undeniable, but there simply 

is not clear evidence suggesting Tatian was more than an influential participant in a brand of Syriac 

Christianity that was often labeled as encratic by Western heresiologists.529 

Tatian, writing more than two centuries prior to the Pelagian controversy, promoted a strict 

continent lifestyle that ultimately led to his break from the orthodox movement. Even though he 

was a pupil of Justin, his views were never fully embraced by the Western church. In the East, 

however, his influence was still evident centuries after his death. His most famous work, the 

Diatessaron, was primarily a synthesis of the Gospels, but it also included other narrative elements. 

The work was a staple of Eastern Christianity for centuries until it was gradually replaced by the 

canonical Gospels in the late fourth and early fifth centuries.  

Tatian’s surviving works—his Oratio ad Graecos and the Diatessaron—do not necessarily 

promote an encratic theme and were not the main targets of contemporary rebuke. The works that 

drew sharp criticism from Jerome and others as being deeply encratic no longer exist. Foremost of 

these works, De perfectione (secundum doctrinam Salvatoris), outlined the extreme expectations 

of Encratite chastity.530 There was no accepted canon of Encratite texts, but several important 

works that were often utilized by Encratite communities. Most of these texts fall under the modern 

label of ‘early Christian Apocrypha.’ Chief among these are De miraculis beati Thomae apostoli 

(hereafter, Thomae) and Acta Andreae. Both depict the missionary travels of noted disciples, 

 
528 Irenaeus, Adversus haereses 1.28; Epiphanius, Panarion, 2.47, 1.3; Jerome in his introduction to his commentary 

on Titus (PL 26:556). 
529 Hunt, Christianity in the Second Century, 154–55. 
530 Clement of Alexandria, Stromateis 3.81.1 (ANF 2). See Clement of Alexandria,  Stromateis Books 1–3, trans. John 

Ferguson (Washington DC: Catholic University Press of America, 1991), 306. 
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illustrating various miraculous acts and pious behavior. Each text contains encratic concepts, but 

Thomae in particular emphasizes chastity and its role in the Christian life. In fact, the text directly 

assaults sexuality at several points: ‘If you abandon this sordid intercourse, you’ll become holy 

temples, pure, freed from afflictions and pains, both visible and hidden, and you’ll not take on the 

troubles of livelihood or children, the final result of which is destruction,’531 and, 

If you obey and keep your souls pure for God, you’ll have living children—no harm can 
touch them. You’ll also be carefree, living an undisturbed life, without grief or anxiety, 
waiting to welcome the imperishable, the true marriage. You’ll be members of the wedding 
party who go into that bridal chamber which is full of immortality and light.532 

 
The wedding motif present in this second passage is similar in many ways to the marriage metaphor 

Jerome would later adopt. Thomae (and other apocryphal texts) links sexual renunciation to a 

‘higher’ marriage. Rather than becoming a common bride, the Christian virgin becomes the 

virginal bride of Christ. One passage from Thomae perfectly captures this theme. A recent convert, 

though already married, renounces her carnal desires and embraces this holy matrimony: ‘I’ve 

come to despise this man, and this wedding celebration that fades before my very eyes, now that 

I’ve been united in another marriage. I’ve not had intercourse with a husband who passes away—

something that ends up in lewdness and bitterness of soul—because now I’ve been joined to a real 

husband.’533  

The concept of holiness conferred by chastity is also a central theme throughout Thomae. 

The term hagiōsunē is used more than a half dozen times in this context referring to chastity and 

 
531 Dennis R. MacDonald, trans., Acts of Thomas, ed. Julian V. Hills and Harold W. Attridge (Salem, OR: Polebridge, 

2010), 25.  
532 Ibid. 
533 Ibid., 26. 
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is implied at many more points in the narrative. Holy chastity is seen as the ultimate goal of any 

Christian. The ‘chief of all goods,’534 it is a gift directly from God: 

Holy chastity was revealed by God: it destroys sexual immorality, overturns the enemy and 
pleases God, for it is an unconquered athlete, having honor from God and esteemed by 
many. It is the ambassador of peace, proclaiming peace; if anyone acquires it, that person 
remains carefree, pleasing the Lord, expecting the time of redemption. It does nothing 
improper but affords life, rest, and joy to all who acquire it.535 

 
The link to the encratic ideal of self-denial is clear: ‘Holy chastity is the temple of Christ, and the 

person who dwells in it receives it as a habitation. Self-denial is the resting place of God.’536  

Acta Andreae also includes encratic elements, but not to the extent of Thomae. In it, 

marriage is not rejected out of hand, but the preference for chastity remains. Even though the text 

lacks the clear encratic narrative, other elements in Acta Andreae that make the work notable. First, 

it directly addresses the stain of human sexuality introduced by the actions of Adam and Eve. As 

previously mentioned, late-ancient Christian discourse commonly portrayed the actions of Adam 

and Eve as the source of the ‘stain’ of human sexuality. The author of Acta Andreae suggests that 

chastity is the healing balm that repairs the damage done by Eve. When comparing the heroine 

Maximilla to Eve, Andrew praises Maximilla’s chastity: ‘You have healed her [Eve’s] deficiency 

by not experiencing the same passions.’537 The second notable narrative element is a clear attempt 

to reconcile the traditional Roman emphasis on the continuation of male lineage and the 

burgeoning Christian ideal of virginity. The author argues, ‘What pride is there in external ancestry 

 
534 Ibid., 105. 
535 Ibid., 73. 
536 Ibid., 74. 
537 Dennis R. MacDonald, trans., The Acts of Andrew (Santa Rosa, CA: Polebridge, 2005), 93. 
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if the soul within you is held captive, sold to desires? And why do we wish the pleasure and 

childbearing (what marriage entails), when later we have to separate?’538  

The label ‘gnostic’ has commonly been applied to these and other encratic texts, primarily 

due to the presence of dualistic elements. But the evidence does not support such a conclusion. 

There never was a uniform Encratite movement, and the commonalities in the communities labeled 

as such cannot be neatly fit into a ‘gnostic’ category (which itself is an extremely nebulous 

moniker). While it is true that Encratites generally assigned little value to material objects (or even 

categorically rejected them as evil), the duality of matter and the double-deity model associated 

with traditional gnostic assumptions is not present in Encratite communities. 

Many of the basic encratic concepts of human sexuality were similar both to contemporary 

Greek and Roman cultural norms and to those of the contemporary orthodox Christian church. But 

it was the doctrinal departures from Greek, Roman, and Christian norms that distinguished encratic 

belief systems. For example, death and sex had always been linked in antiquity, regardless of 

religious system, but the Encratites provided a new spin on the traditional assumptions. In both 

Greek and Roman cultures, the sexual act was a way to ‘overcome’ death by propagating one’s 

lineage. Encratite communities also linked death and sex, but to the Encratites, the only way to 

overcome death was to cease procreation.539 A cessation of procreation equated to a corresponding 

termination of death’s influence over humanity. Granted, without continual procreation, humanity 

would cease to exist, but even this conclusion supports the ultimate encratic goal of unification 

 
538 Ibid., 105. 
539 Brown sums up the Encratite linkage of death and sexual activity by describing Encratite chastity as ‘the privileged 

instrument by which Christians could bring to an end the terrible necessity of the grave.’ See Brown, Body and Society, 

132. 
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with God. Death is conquered, humanity as we know it ceases to exist, and we become one with 

the Maker. 

Encratic belief systems also associated sexuality with the base instincts characteristic of 

wild animals.540 To give in to these urges was likened to the sins of Adam and Eve. Linking the 

fall to sexual morality was a common literary element in early Christianity, so the association 

between sin, death, and sexual practice was not new. Traditional Christian interpretations of sex 

and the fall started with the assumption that the fall injected the stain of sexuality into subsequent 

generations of humans. In this traditional framework, only the practice of sexual renunciation 

could overcome the stain of Adam and Eve. But for the Encratites, the ailments injected into 

humanity by the primal acts of Adam and Eve could be cured only by the suspension of all primal 

acts—sexual, dietary, and otherwise. 

The Encratite ‘movement’ itself did not play a central role in the Pelagian controversy, but 

the elements that defined the movement were a large part of the Sitz im Leben of the era. Nearly 

every participant in the controversy espoused the sexual and dietary restraint characteristic of 

encratic communities. Even though none of these participants expressly claimed allegiance to an 

Encratite community, the thread of encratic viewpoints woven throughout the surviving narratives 

elevates encratic praxis and belief systems to a central position in this investigation.  

 

5 CONCLUSION 

This brief overview of the Sitz im Leben of the historical period and the various interpretive 

elements pulled from the works of Michel Foucault serves as an analytical vanguard for the 

forthcoming investigation. We have reviewed the Stoic conceptions of the self and the adaptation 

 
540 Ibid., 93. 
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of these assumptions by ascetic and pastoral Christianities. Foucault’s comparative analysis of 

Christian asceticism and the Christian pastorate were also explored, as were some of his 

assumptions on power and agency. Finally, we surveyed the Sitz im Leben of late-ancient Roman 

aristocratic women—the class to which belonged the recipients of Pelagius’s letters. The role and 

status of women in the late Empire differed from previous Greek and Roman assumptions, but 

many commonalities remained. Roman aristocratic women had their own sociocultural niche. 

True, this status was not on par with their aristocratic male relatives, but it also differed greatly 

from other classes of Roman women. Together, this general overview of the contemporary socio-

cultural setting and the interpretive insights of Michel Foucault give us a particularly solid 

foundation for the forthcoming analysis. 

Now we will examine the letters of Pelagius. Where do they fit in the doctrinal spectrum 

of the ‘self’? Is Pelagius’s message firmly rooted in Stoic self-mastery, or does Pelagius embrace 

the pastoral abandonment of the self? Was he instead rooted in a middle ground not fully defined 

by either Stoic or pastoral assumptions? The answer to these questions will help to situate 

Pelagius’s theology of free will on the continuum of late-ancient Christian doctrine. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

THE LETTERS OF PELAGIUS: 

ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

 

 

Foucault’s pastoral framework is undoubtedly an interesting and useful lens through which modern 

voyeurs can view the Christian past. From an initial reading of Pelagius’s work, it is not clear 

precisely where Pelagius fits into Foucault’s pastoral paradigm. As we will see, elements of Greek 

and Roman philosophical traditions, particularly the Stoic tradition, echo throughout his works, 

but pastoral motifs are undeniably present as well. In order to better understand Pelagius’s relative 

location on the spectrum between the poles of Stoic praxis and Christian pastoral expectations we 

must dive deeper into the waters of Pelagius’s discourse.  

Foucault’s work underscores the fact that Stoics did have many things in common with the 

Christian pastorate, one of the most important of which is the practice of self-observation. Despite 

the common emphasis on the importance of continual panoptic oversight, the meaning and practice 

of self-observation diverged markedly between these philosophical camps. Analyzing the practice 

and meaning of self-observation in the Pelagian epistles in order to discern underlying 

philosophical influences is a task fraught with subjective assumptions and interpretive speculation. 

After all, self-observation was (and is) present in nearly every philosophical and religious doctrine. 

The key here is to note the emphasis and intended result of the examination. This information is 

not, of course, present in every passage where Pelagius mentions or implies self-examination, so 
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context is an important factor in interpretation. For these reasons, the task is uncertain at best, but 

highlighting references to self-observation in the letters of Pelagius and considering them in the 

context of Foucault’s pastoral framework can help us understand the underlying influences 

supporting his doctrinal positions. 

For the purposes of this investigation, I will limit my division of Stoic and pastoral self-

examination to six of Foucault’s key differentiating factors: the visibility of self-observation, fault 

categorization, two categories of the goals of self-observation (correct thought vs. correct action, 

and self-fortification vs. self-renunciation), self-observation frequency, and the obedience of self-

observation. Foucault himself did not group these six categories together in any of his works 

(lectures or written work). Rather, this list is my own compilation of factors I delineated from 

Foucault’s work, most notably Security, Territory, Population, The Hermeneutics of the Subject, 

and Technologies of the Self. These factors, while not exhaustive, aptly summarize the differences 

between Stoic and pastoral self-observation techniques as described by Foucault. The basic 

elements of these differentiating factors have been presented in the previous chapters, but a brief 

summary will help to frame the specific concepts prior to applying them to the texts of Pelagius. 

 

1 Visibility of Self-Observation 

The first of these delineating factors concerns the ‘visibility’ of observation. Foucault perfectly 

describes this crucial difference between Stoic and Christian pastoral panoptic review by 

commenting, ‘What was private for the Stoics was public for the Christians.’541 Were the results 

of self-observation communicated to others (members of the Christian pastorate), or were they 

kept private? This question is a fundamental interpretive tool for analyzing the specific type of 

 
541 Foucault, Technologies of the Self, 42. 
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self-examination enjoined by Pelagius, and a principal task of this thesis is to challenge Foucault’s 

categorization rubric. Directives to internalize the information gleaned from self-observation 

might indicate a Stoic influence. This internalization was a process where the Stoic would compare 

his or her thoughts and actions with the learned Stoic behavioral ideal, thus acting as a disciplining 

force on the self. By pursuing this Stoic form of observation and self-correction, one would avoid 

the need for any public disclosure of the results of self-observation. After all, the shortcomings 

identified by self-observation would have been, or were being, addressed.  

This closed loop of Stoic panoptic supervision and correction contrasts starkly with the 

responsibilities of a pastoral Christian. As in the Stoic version, the pastoral Christian model 

assumes the individual is obliged to conduct self-observation. In the case of the Christian, however, 

this self-observation is an attempt to catalog the status quo of his or her thoughts. The Stoic 

internalizes such information, but as Foucault outlines, it is the duty of the Christian to 

communicate the results of this internal review to the pastoral chain: 

Christianity requires another form of truth obligation different from faith. Each person has 
the duty to know who he is, that is, to try to know what is happening inside him, to 
acknowledge faults, to recognize temptations, to locate desires, and everyone is obliged to 
disclose these things either to God or to others in the community and hence to bear public 
or private witness against oneself. The truth obligations of faith and the self are linked 
together. This link permits a purification of the soul impossible without self-knowledge.542 

 
This shift in reporting not only directly alters the closed feedback loop inherent in Stoicism; it also 

modifies the disciplining function of the praxis. Verbalization of the information gleaned from 

self-observation (exagoreusis) revises the primary communication mechanism, marking another 

fundamental difference between the Stoic and Christian pastoral visibility of self-observation. The 

ramification of these differences in the context of interpretation is relatively straightforward. Any 

 
542 Ibid., 40. 
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directive from Pelagius to internalize the results of self-observation may suggest something of a 

Stoic influence, while instructing the recipient to share these observations might indicate a pastoral 

approach.  

 

2 Fault Categorization 

The second interpretive factor is the internal perception of personal faults identified in the practice 

of self-observation. Foucault believed that pastoral Christianity broke from traditional Stoicism in 

its interpretation of personal faults. Stoics, unlike the Christian pastorate, tended to perceive faults 

identified in the self-observation process in an administrative light.543 To Stoics, faults did not 

signify moral shortcomings; they were simply ‘good intentions left undone.’544 Recognizing a fault 

and deciding to address the underlying behavior stands in contrast to the pastoral method of 

identifying the fault as a sin (and thus recognizing yourself as a sinner). This highly judgmental 

and discipline-oriented approach to fault categorization characterizes Foucault’s definition of the 

Christian pastorate. 

Unfortunately, many of the passages referencing self-observation in the Pelagian epistles I 

will examine do not overtly indicate how one might classify the identified behavior. However, a 

significant portion of the applicable passages include quotes and/or references from Scripture, and 

the majority of these reference discipline or judgment, indicating a pastoral approach to fault 

categorization—though Pelagius often does not link the scriptural passage to his point, but simply 

lets the quote itself communicate his message. Because of his reliance on Scripture-based 

arguments, much of the analytic component of this category wrestles with the ways in which 

 
543 Ibid., 33. 
544 Ibid.  
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Pelagius deploys scriptural support to defend his position. Even though many of the relevant 

examples are confined to scriptural quotations, many other nonscriptural examples of 

administrative and judgmental approaches to fault categorization are littered throughout the 

epistles, making this category a fertile ground for the overall analysis. 

 

3 Goal of Self-Observation: Correct Action versus Correct Thought 

The third and fourth interpretive factors are concerned with the raison d’être of self-observation. 

The ultimate goal of Stoic self-observation was correct behavior, or in this context, correct action. 

This behavioral ideal is not necessarily easy to define and doing so is beyond the scope of this 

thesis, but the definition can include a variety of elements. For example, Seneca suggests that this 

ideal ‘spurns all evil, seeks the lofty and the deep, and enters the innermost secrets of nature.’545 

Marcus Aurelius insists that it includes ‘self-mastery [kratein heautou] and stability of purpose.’546 

Elsewhere, Aurelius mentions that it includes concepts such as justice, truth, temperance, and 

manliness.547 But maybe the best summary is found in Meditations, where Aurelius says that it is 

to ‘choose the better [helou to kreitton] and hold fast to it.’548 In whatever way it is defined, the 

behavioral ideal is utilized in a comparative process. The daily ritual of evaluating the activities of 

the day against the known Stoic ideal would ideally lead to the correction of wrong action. 

Ultimately, each day of correcting behavior would bring the Stoic a step closer to living (or 

 
545 Seneca, Naturales quaestiones, preface.7, in Natural Questions, Volume I, Books 1–3, trans. Thomas H. Corcoran, 

LCL 450 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1971), 6–7: ‘Tunc consummatum habet plenumque bonum 

sortis humanae cum calcato omni malo petit altum et in interiorem naturae sinum venit.’ 
546 Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 1.5, in Marcus Aurelius, 12–13: ‘To kratein heautou kai kata mēden periphoron 

einai.’ 
547 Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 3.6, in Marcus Aurelius, 54–55: ‘dikaiosunēs, alētheias, sōphrosunēs, andreias.’ 
548 Ibid.: ‘Helou to kreitton kai toutou antechou.’ 
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remembering) the ideal life. Even though this principle clearly emphasizes action, it should be 

noted that Stoicism was not simply prioritizing the physical over the spiritual. It is tempting to 

categorize action with the physical plane and thought with spiritual pursuits. Quite the contrary, 

Stoicism emphasized the body very little and elevated the spiritual pursuit as the primary goal.549 

One might say that correct action was embraced in order to elevate the spiritual life of the Stoic. 

Pastoral Christianity, conversely, had a different goal in mind. Rather than leveraging self-

observation to move toward correct action, the pastoral Christian’s intent was to use self-

observation to shape proper thought.550 This action-versus-thought dichotomy is a central theme 

in Foucault’s analysis of the Christian pastorate. As we shall see throughout this analysis, 

discipline is a fundamental aspect of self-observation. In the context of the goals of self-

observation, discipline is a common element to both the Stoic and pastoral approaches to panoptic 

oversight⎯the gaze is always corrective in intent. 

It should be noted that the delineation between thought and action is fraught with 

interpretive obstacles. In many cases, thought proceeds action—a thought is conceived and then 

acted upon. In these instances, a concept can be labeled both a thought and an action. Other 

problems arise when one defines the differences between thought and action. For example, the 

concept of personal choice presents multiple interpretive challenges. When I decide to select 

vanilla ice cream rather than chocolate ice cream, the important question arises: Is the “act” of 

choosing truly an action or a thought? Or, is the choice itself a thought, and is the physical 

manifestation of that decision (in this case, pointing towards the vanilla ice cream behind the 

counter) the transition to action? Despite the interpretive difficulties involved in delineating 

 
549 See discussion in chapter 2. 
550 Foucault, Technologies of the Self, 45. 
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thought from action, this category remains the most robust (in terms of available material) of all 

the categories, making it a critical aspect of the investigation. 

 

4 Goal of Self-Observation: Self-Fortification versus Self-Renunciation 

The fourth interpretive factor is closely related to the third, with the focus remaining the underlying 

goals of self-observation. For Stoics, self-observation was a means to fortify the self. As mentioned 

previously, a typical Stoic would carefully review the day’s activities to identify instances where 

their behavior fell short of the known ideal. By identifying improper behavior and, more 

importantly, by correcting such behavioral missteps, the Stoic would continually fortify the self. 

For pastoral Christians, the fundamental aim was something altogether different. The practice of 

reviewing one’s thoughts was not intended to fortify the self but render oneself subject to the 

discipline and oversight of another. It was the duty of the pastoral Christian to communicate his or 

her thoughts to a member of the pastorate. The continual panoptic review and subsequent candid 

disclosure of the self constitutes a central component of self-renunciation. Foucault summarized 

this trend eloquently: ‘In classical antiquity examination of conscience was an instrument of 

mastery, here it will be an instrument of subordination.’551 Pastoral Christians reaped the harvest 

of self-observation as fuel for self-renunciation. By exposing their faults and thoughts, they 

renounced themselves. Or, as Foucault elegantly stated, ‘Self-revelation is at the same time self-

destruction.’552 These claims by Foucault certainly have merit. But, as we shall see, Christianity 

was not as monolithic as Foucault infers, and various elements of Christianity, particularly the 

early ascetic communities, had a somewhat different view of self-renunciation. 

 
551 Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 182–83.  
552 Foucault, Technologies of the Self, 43. 
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5 Self-Observation Frequency  

The fifth interpretive factor is the frequency of the practice of self-observation. We have already 

seen how the Stoics integrated self-observation as a once-daily practice, typically at the end of the 

day.553 In contrast to this ancient daily Stoic practice, Foucault illustrated how the Christian 

pastorate morphed into a fundamentally different approach to self-observation. Rather than 

following a daily practice, Christians embraced a moment-by-moment examination of thought and 

behavior. Foucault describes this continual panoptic activity as an obligation, or a ‘permanent 

contemplation of God.’554 As with other observations of Foucault, there are notable exceptions to 

this rule. Foucault points out that John Chrysostom’s template for self-observation closely mimics 

that of Seneca in De ira and is therefore somewhat Stoic in nature.555 Even so, as the examples in 

chapter 2 illustrate, Chrysostom represents the exception, not the rule of Christian pastoral self-

observation frequency and interpretation.  

 

6 Obedience 

The sixth and final interpretive factor is that of obedience. To review, obedience was defined in 

one of two ways in Stoicism. The first classification of Stoic obedience is a limited submission to 

a temporary, hired master. The most obvious example of this relationship would be the student-

teacher relationship in the ancient Greek philosophical traditions. The second type of Stoic 

 
553 There are of course exceptions to this assumption. Stoics could and did practice self-observation at other times and 

even multiple times a day, but the presleep review was undoubtedly common. See chapter 2 for multiple examples of 

Stoic evening self-review. 
554 Foucault, Technologies of the Self, 45. 
555 Ibid., 44. 
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obedience was to the self, which can also be defined as an obedience to the truth (as policed by the 

individual).  

In Foucault’s Christian pastorate, obedience was to the shepherd (or to the pastorate itself). 

The new pastoral obedience was ‘not obedience to a law, a principle, or any rational element 

whatsoever, but subordination to someone because he is someone.’556 Pastoral obedience was 

never-ending because it had no defined end-goal. Obedience simply led to more obedience—a 

closed loop of subordination and discipline that came to define the Christian pastorate.557 However, 

obedience to the commands of God is not an element of Foucault’s definition of pastoral 

obedience. In fact, neither God nor Christ is an active participant in Foucault’s Christian pastorate. 

Instead, his model of the pastorate assumed that higher-ranking members of the pastorate would 

have various levers of control over lower-ranking members. The lower-ranking members would, 

in turn subject themselves to the discipline and oversight of the higer-ranking members. This chain 

of authority constituted the heart of the pastoral obedience.558 

The concept of obedience is a fundamental building block in the Pelagian epistles, and an 

analysis of the ways in which Pelagius framed his assumptions about obedience can potentially 

reveal clues as to Pelagius’s theological influences. When applied to the text of Pelagius, these 

interpretive concepts, most adeptly communicated by Foucault, can shed light upon theological 

positions of Pelagius that have been obscured by generations of unquestioned assumptions and 

opinions. With this framework in mind, I will now focus on the first of the Pelagian letters in this 

analysis, namely Ad Demetriadem. 

 

 
556 Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 175. 
557 Ibid., 177. 
558 See discussion on the participation of God and Christ in Foucault’s pastorate in chapter 2, section 1.4. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

THE LETTERS OF PELAGIUS: 

AD DEMETRIADEM 

 

 

 

The investigation begins with the longest epistle of the group, Ad Demetriadem. The epistle is also 

arguably the most well known of the epistles, largely due to the fame of the letter’s recipient and 

the fact that Jerome and Augustine also penned similar letters. The epistle is a uniquely rich source 

of passages directly related to this investigation, establishing it as a primary pillar for the analytical 

architecture of this project. 

 

1 Visibility of Self-Observation 

The analysis of Ad Demetriadem begins by exploring the ways in which Pelagius communicated 

the information gleaned from self-observation. Passages supporting an internalization of this 

information might suggest an underlying Stoic influence, while directives to communicate the 

personal information to others would indicate what Foucault portrayed as a uniquely pastoral 

approach. Both elements are present in Ad Demetriadem, but it should be noted that Foucault’s 

dichotomy does not always hold true. In several instances, passages exhibit both Stoic and pastoral 

traits. However, given the scope and depth of the evidence, internalization seems to be Pelagius’s 

primary advice to Demetrias.   
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1.1 Private Self-Observation (Stoic)  

The evidence directly related to the visibility of self-observation in Ad Demetriadem is 

considerably tilted toward Stoic internalization. Pelagius communicates this preference in several 

ways, but ultimately his message to Demetrias is one of panoptic vigilance and internalization of 

information to strive toward Christian salvation. The ‘closed-loop’ internalization outlined by 

Pelagius is nicely summarized in the following passage: 

Come now, let us approach the secret places of our soul [animae nostrae secreta], let 
everyone examine himself more attentively, let us ask [interrogemus] what opinion our 
own personal thoughts have of this matter, let our conscience itself deliver its judgement 
on the good of nature, let us be instructed by the inner teaching of the mind [instruamur 
domestico magisterio animi], and let us learn about each of the good qualities of the mind 
from no other source but the mind itself.559 

 
This passage perfectly summarizes the type of Stoic visibility of observation outlined by Foucault. 

In Pelagius’s form of self-examination, observational discipline is leveraged in to bring awareness 

of thoughts and actions to the self. The resulting information is privately held, never leaving the 

boundaries of the self. Pelagius’s ‘interrogemus’ of the ‘animae nostrae secreta’ closely resembles 

Seneca’s private ‘interrogaret animum suum.’560 Both authors assume a self-interrogation and use 

the same Latin word, interrogō, to describe the process, so the comparison to Stoic observation is 

relevant. The inner reflection implied by both authors is a fundamental element of numerous 

religious and philosophical traditions, so it is no surprise to find a directive to leverage 

contemplation for the purposes of self-examination in a late-ancient text. What is somewhat 

 
559 Rees, Letters, 39. See PL 30:19a: ‘Ad jam ad animae nostrae secreta veniamus: seipsum unusquisque attentius 

respiciat. Interrogemus quid de hoc sentiant propriae cogitationes. Ferat sententiam de naturae bono ipsa conscientia 

bona: instruamur domestico magisterio animi: et mentis bona non aliunde magis quaeque, quam ab ipsa mente 

discamus.’ 
560 Seneca, De ira 3.36, in Moral Essays, Volume I, trans. John W. Basore, LCL 214 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 1928), 338–40: ‘Faciebat hoc Sextius, ut consummate die, cum se ad nocturnam quietem recepisset, 

interrogaret animum suum: “Quod hodie malum tuum sanasti? Cui vitio obstitisti? Qua parte melior es?”’ 
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unique, at least from a Christian perspective, is that Pelagius is declaring that the self can be the 

source of good judgment, and even analogous to a sage instructor (what Pelagius refers to as a 

‘domestico magisterio’) illuminating the path to righteousness—a type of pedagogy of the self. He 

goes a step further than simply outlining the benefits of internal reflection. The source of 

instruction mentioned in this passage is the mind itself.  

Based on the categories outlined by Foucault, the private nature of self-observation and the 

corresponding plan of action detailed by Pelagius seem to fit more readily into the Stoic 

philosophical camp. The traditional pastoral Christian approach would reject the notion of this 

information remaining private, and would certainly object to the validation of the self as a source 

of wisdom and behavioral oversight. Also, the discipline necessary to continually monitor the self 

in Pelagius’s model stems from the self, which would not be the case in a purely pastoral approach. 

However, it is also true that Pelagius’s conception of the self as a source of wisdom somewhat 

conflicts with traditional Stoic of behavioral modification. For example, a strictly Stoic directive 

to observe the self would likely not assume the mind as a source of wisdom. Rather, a Stoic would 

have learned the behavioral archetype from his instructor. The Stoic would then measure his 

behavior, evaluated through self-observation, against this paradigm. In this way, the art of behavior 

as communicated by the instructor loomed as an ever-present standard. How well the individual 

could live up to this standard was a key indicator of progress on the Stoic path. But for the Stoic, 

wisdom was not to be found through self-observation, nor was it found within. It was found 

through the remembrance of what you have learned and through the corresponding execution of 

proper behavior. Even so, the quote from Pelagius does assume that the evaluation of the self is an 

entirely internal matter, and this fact aligns it more closely to what would be found in a 
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contemporary Stoic account of self-observation than to what would be found in a pastoral Christian 

one. 

Pelagius’s stance amounts to a validation of an individual’s inner wisdom. This, in turn, 

leads to a reliance on the self to identify and correct thoughts and behaviors. This panoptic theme 

is present throughout the text: 

There is, I maintain, a sort of natural sanctity in our minds which, presiding as it were in 
the mind’s citadel [arce animi praesidens], administers judgement equally on the evil and 
the good and, just as it favours honourable and upright actions, so too condemns wrong 
deeds and, on the evidence of conscience, distinguishes the one side from the other by a 
kind of inner law; nor, in fine, does it seek to deceive by any display of cleverness or of 
counterfeit brilliance in argument but either denounces or defends us by our thoughts 
themselves, surely the most reliable and incorruptible of witnesses.561  

 
Here again are found elements of Stoic thought. Pelagius’s self-critic is remarkably close to 

Seneca’s own version. In his treatise De ira, Seneca speaks of a panoptic self-examination 

(‘speculator sui’) and the soul as a secret critic (‘censorque secretus’) that both praises and 

admonishes the self.562 Even though such overt self-reliance has demonstrably more in common 

with Foucault’s definition of Stoic visibility of observation than with his Christian version, 

Pelagius remains flexible in his presentation of the origins of the inner critic. In the quote above, 

Pelagius assumes we all have an innate ability to distinguish between evil and good—a sort of 

 
561 Rees, Letters, 40. See PL 30:19b–c: ‘Est enim, inquam, in animis nostris naturalis quaedam (ut ita dixerim) 

sanctitas: quae par velut in arce animi praesidens, exercet mali bonique judicium: et ut honestis rectisque actibus 

favet: ita sinistra opera condemnat, atque ad conscientiae testimonium diversas partes domestica quadam lege 

dijudicat. Nec illo prorsus ingenio, aut fucato aliquot argumentorum colore decipit: ipsis nos cogitationibus 

fidelissimis et integerrimis sane testibus, aut arguit, aut defendit.’ 
562 Seneca, De ira 3.36, in Moral Essays, Volume I, 340: ‘Qualis ille somnus post recognitionem sui sequitur, quam 

tranquillus, quam altus ac liber, cum aut laudatus est animus aut admonitus et speculator sui censorque secretus 

cognovit de moribus suis!’  
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inner compass. In other passages, he assumes this compass is something that is acquired through 

the discipline of constant meditation:  

The habit of doing good must be exercised and strengthened by the practice of constant 
meditation [jugi meditatione]; only the best things must occupy the mind, and the practice 
of holy conduct must be implanted at a deeper level. Then indeed the mind climbs to the 
height of perfection and uses the advantage of long habit so as to acquire the ability to live 
well and, marveling at its own qualities, will come to suppose that what it has learned was 
actually born with it or, in some measure, within it.563  

 
The instruction captured in this passage is individual in nature and assumes one working with the 

self to better the self—a private endeavor. Pelagius does not go so far as to directly point to a Stoic 

behavioral archetype, but the concept he presents here makes similar assumptions. It is not hard to 

imagine that after years of contemplating the behavioral ideal, coupled with panoptic oversight 

and a continual comparison of one’s actual behavior to this standard, one might begin to internalize 

this behavioral ideal. Once internalized, there would exist a vibrant internal compass, negating the 

need for continual reference to the learned ideal. In a related passage, Pelagius continues the theme:  

Plant deep in your memory the things that must be kept in readiness for use and maintain 
them in good order by continually reflecting [jugi meditatione] upon them; turn over 
frequently in your mind those which still have to mature, so that this persistence in divine 
study and spiritual training may embellish your conduct as a virgin and your sensibility 
and bestow holiness and wisdom upon you.564  

 
Pelagius again uses the phrase ‘jugi meditatione’ as a way to describe the continual panoptic 

oversight of the self. As we have seen in previous examples, the emphasis is on a private feedback 

loop closely aligned with the Stoic practice of self-examination. A reliance on a version of the 

 
563 Rees, Letters, 50. See PL 30:28c: ‘Exercenda boni consuetudo, et jugi meditatione confirmanda est. Occupandum 

est optimis rebus ingenium: et sanctae conversationis usus altius inferendus est. Tunc vero ad perfectionis fastigium 

animus ascendit: et longae consuetudinis beneficio utitur ad bene vivendi facultatem. Et virtutes suas ipse etiam 

miratus secum, quodam modo in se putabit natum esse quod didicit.’ 
564 Rees, Letters, 61. See PL 30:37d: ‘Quae paranda sunt, memoriae penitus insere: eaque jugi meditatione conserva. 

Quae maturanda sunt, frequenter revolve, ut divinum hoc studium, et coelestis schola, et mores simul virginis ornent 

et sensum, tradantque tibi cum sapientia sanctitatem.’ 
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Stoic behavioral ideal might also be inferred in this passage as Pelagius assumes Demetrias 

understands the definitions and expectations that are associated with the status of ‘mature.’ 

Other passages also exhibit significant traces of Stoic thought. Passages such as these 

would be at home in any Stoic text of the period: ‘They show that what the law requires is written 

in their hearts, while their conscience also bears them witness [testimonium reddente eis 

conscientia eorum] and their conflicting thoughts accuse or perhaps excuse them.’565 Here, the 

disciplining action is driven by both the panoptic activity of the self and the reliance on a known 

behavioral ideal. Epictetus writes of a similar self-analysis loop where a primary responsibility of 

the self is to ‘censure yourself for the acts that are base, but rejoice in the goodly.’566 The self-

observation and self-critique parallels are obvious between the two passages, as is the reliance on 

a learned ideal (the law for Pelagius and the behavioral ideal for Stoics).  

Despite the subtle differences between Pelagius’s focus on the law and the Stoic usage of 

a known behavioral ideal, the examples above illustrate the commonalities of Pelagius’s panoptic 

oversight of the self with self-observation techniques found in Stoic literature. Both assume the 

practice of self-observation, the results of which are internalized. Because of this, these 

representative examples highlight the distinct Stoic flavor of Pelagius’s treatment of self-

observation found throughout Ad Demetriadem. 

 

1.2 Public Self-Observation (Pastoral) 

The examples illustrated above outline some of the Stoic elements of the visibility of observation 

running throughout the letter, but that does not necessarily rule out the presence of a pastoral 

 
565 Rees, Letters, 40 (see Rom 2:15); PL 30:19c: ‘Qui ostendunt opus legis scriptum in cordibus suis: testimonium 

reddente eis conscientia eorum, et inter se invicem accusantium cogitationum, aut etiam defendentium.’ 
566 Epictetus, Discources 3.10.2–3: ‘deila men oun hrexas epiplēsseo, chēsta de terpou.’ 
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influence as well. Such an influence, if present, would likely appear through mention of, or a 

directive to, relay the results of internal panoptic activity to a member of the pastorate. This 

communication could take the form of a suggestion to disclose thoughts and feelings to members 

of the pastorate.567 However, these pastoral communicative elements do not seem to be a 

significant part of Pelagius’s message in Ad Demetriadem. Only one passage directly implies a 

pastoral directive: ‘For if even those who by long habit of sinning have somehow buried the good 

of nature are able to be restored by repentance [poenitentiam] and, by changing their chosen way 

of life, to wipe out one habit by another and leave the ranks of the worst for those of the best.’568 

While communication with a pastor is not explicitly referenced, the mention of poenitentia does 

hint that observed thoughts and behaviors were shared with others—presumably a member of the 

pastorate. This evidence, however, is somewhat weak, and despite this inclusion, most of the text 

leans heavily toward an internalization of the information gleaned from self-observation, not an 

open communication with members of the pastorate. The one-sided nature of the available 

evidence points to a possible Stoic undercurrent to the epistle. 

 

2 Fault Categorization 

The second interpretive category is fault categorization. Ad Demetriadem shows evidence of both 

the Stoic administrative classification of personal faults and the more judgmental, pastoral 

approach. As I reviewed the text, I searched for specific examples of Pelagius describing faults—

both realized and potential. Of particular interest were the descriptors Pelagius utilized to make 

 
567 And it could also mean the type of structured reporting mechanisms outlined by Cassian. 
568 Rees, Letters, 54–55. See PL 30:31d: ‘Nam si etiam illi qui longo peccandi usu, bonum quodammodo obruere 

naturae, instaurari per poenitentiam possunt: et mutata voluntate vivendi, consuetudinem consuetudine exstinguere, 

ac optimi quique de pessimis fieri.’ 
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his point.569 Describing personal missteps as easily addressed minor hiccups on the road to a more 

perfect Christian existence might indicate a Stoic approach, while classifying mistakes as major 

sins that imperiled the Christian’s soul, typically outlining facets of discipline and punishment, 

would suggest a distinctly pastoral approach. When compiled and analyzed, the weight of this 

evidence seems to point to Pelagius preferring a judgmental (pastoral) philosophy of fault 

categorization. Even so, there are enough instances of Stoic fault categorization to keep the epistle 

from being labeled as adopting an entirely pastoral approach to fault categorization.   

 

2.1 Administrative Fault Categorization (Stoic)  

The totality of evidence for Stoic fault categorization in Ad Demetriadem is significantly smaller 

than the evidence for pastoral categorization. However, several examples of an administrative 

treatment of faults appear throughout the text. In one passage, Pelagius echoes the memorable 

mirror metaphor from Jas 1:23 as he frames the discussion of fault correction: ‘The divine text is 

put to best use if you hold it up to yourself like a mirror, so that your soul looks, as it were, at its 

own reflection in it and either corrects [corrigat] all the ugly blemishes or touches up the features 

which are attractive.’570 The use of the Latin ‘corrigo’ in the sentence sets the tone of this passage, 

aligning it more with the almost bureaucratic treatment of behavior found in Stoicism than with 

the more emotional and critical form found in pastoral Christianity. Pelagius is asking Demetrias 

to honestly evaluate her current situation—judgment is secondary at this juncture. Indeed, the 

 
569 I have broken out the descriptive Latin terms in the examples, below, but some of the most common terms include 

administrative descriptors such as corrigat and respuimus and judgmental and punishment-oriented words such as 

condemnatur/condemnat, accusantium, culpam, and damnandi. 
570 Rees, Letters, 61. See PL 30:37c: ‘Optime uteris lectione divina, si eam tibi adhibeas speculi vice, ut ibi velut ad 

imaginem suam anima respiciat, et vel foeda quaeque corrigat, vel pulchra plus ornet.’ 
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passage is similar to the way Seneca uses continual study to drive the habit of daily reflection 

(‘meditatione figendum’) with the intent of correcting behavior.571 For Seneca and Pelagius, 

intense study provides the basis of self-reflection, the result of which should be handled in an 

administrative manner. 

The amount of time one dwelled on an inappropriate thought was an important component 

of Pelagius’s fault-classification scheme. Pelagius conceded that all people have inappropriate 

thoughts that pass through their minds—it is simply part of the human condition. If one experiences 

such thoughts and instantly rejects them, Pelagius assigns these a Stoic classification. On the other 

hand, if one experiences an inappropriate thought and allows that thought to gain purchase in the 

mind, it is thrown into the more serious pastoral category. Therefore, inappropriate thoughts 

passing through the mind can be either Stoic or pastoral in nature; the ultimate classification is 

contingent on the actions and mental fortitude of the individual. The concept is seen clearly in the 

following passage: 

One has to make a distinction, however, between those of one’s thoughts which the will 
favours and embraces affectionately [and] those which are wont to flit past the mind like 
an insubstantial shadow and merely show a glimpse of themselves in passing. . . . In those 
[thoughts] which show themselves only fleetingly to the mind and reveal themselves as if 
in flight, there is no underlying sin at all and no sign of fight; but with those which the soul 
struggles against for some time and which the will resists, we can expect an even contest. 
Either we consent [consentimus] to them and are conquered or we reject [respuimus] them 
and conquer them and win a victory in battle.572  

 

 
571 Seneca, Epistle 16.1–2, in Epistles 1–65, ed. Jefferey Henderson, trans. Richard M. Gummere, LCL 75 (Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Press, 1917), 102: ‘Sed hoc, quod liquet, firmandum et altius cotidiana meditatione figendum 

est. . . . Perseverandum est et adsiduo studio robur addendum, donec bona mens sit quod bona voluntas est.’ 
572 Rees, Letters, 66. See PL 30:41c–d: ‘Distinguendum est autem inter istas cogitationes, quibus voluntas favet, quas 

cum dilectione amplectitur, et inter eas cogitationes, quae tenuis umbrae modo praetervolare mentem solent, seseque 

tantummodo, vel transeundo monstrare. . . . In iis autem, cum quibus aliquandiu anima luctatur, quibus resistit 

voluntas, aequale certamen est. Aut enim consentimus, et vincimur: aut respuimus et vincimus, et acquirimus de pugna 

victoriam.’ 
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To Pelagius, the impassive response to incorrect thoughts is not the result of a Stoic method of 

fault identification and correction, but rather an indication that humans, flawed as they are, 

occasionally have inappropriate thoughts enter their minds.573 But Pelagius quickly draws the line 

between the inescapable processes of the human mind and the actions (or lack thereof) that lead to 

sin: ‘Sin exists only in the thought which has given the mind’s consent to a suggestion, which 

flatters and fosters its own evil tendency and longs for it to erupt into action. This kind of thought, 

even if it is prevented from reaching any outcome and so fails to fulfil the wish that lies behind it, 

is nevertheless condemned [condemnatur] as a criminal act by the Lord.’574 Clearly, this passage 

rings with a judgmental tone with the inclusion of language indicating punishment. It also 

exemplifies Pelagius’s nuanced formulation of the treatment of impure thoughts. Further 

cementing the idea that thoughts, even when no physical action is taken, can be categorized and 

punished as sin, Pelagius continues: ‘Before God, to whom everything is known even before it is 

done, the complete wish to act is reckoned as equivalent to the actual deed.’575 So, even if a passing 

thought does not lead to sinful behavior, a dwelling on the thought is enough to tip the scales of 

pastoral condemnation. I believe this nuance is an important element of Pelagius’s treatment of 

personal faults. He is willing to embrace the pragmatism of Stoicism, but only to a point. This 

inappropriate-thought example can be seen as a philosophical bridge in Pelagius’s theological 

perspective. Does Pelagius treat inappropriate thoughts with a Stoic administrative direction, or 

 
573 Seneca called these ‘wandering thoughts’ or ‘vagis cogitationibus.’ See Seneca, Epistle 32.5, in Epistles 1–65, 

232–33. 
574 Rees, Letters, 66. See PL 30:41d: ‘In illa ergo tantummodo cogitatione peccatum est, quae suggestioni consensum 

mentis dedit: quae malum suum blande fovet: quae in factum gestit erumpere. Hujusmodi, cogitatio etiamsi ex aliquot 

impedita casu, non impleat voluntatem, nihilominus actione criminis condemnatur a Domino.’ 
575 Rees, Letters, 66. See PL 30:41d–42a: ‘Apud Deum, cui nota sunt omnia etiam antequam fiant, voluntas perfecta 

faciendi, reputatur pro opera facti.’ 
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with a pastoral judgment? The answer is, of course, both, illustrating the weakness of Foucault’s 

strict dichotomy of classification.  

 

2.2 Judgmental Fault Categorization (Pastoral) 

Despite the presence of these Stoic fault-categorization passages, the bulk of Pelagius’s 

consideration of personal faults in the text is more closely aligned with Foucault’s description of 

pastoral fault categorization. But even in these examples, it is easy to see how Pelagius often 

straddles the Stoic/Christian pastorate line of demarcation. For example, Pelagius repeatedly 

mentions avenues of condemnation, but his argument is often at least partially grounded in the 

Stoic administrative classification, riddled with the impassive language characteristic of Stoic self-

observation. The following passage, also used to highlight Pelagius’s inner-wisdom directive in 

the previous section, illustrates the elements of both Stoic and pastoral influences: 

There is, I maintain, a sort of natural sanctity in our minds which, presiding as it were in 
the mind’s citadel, administers judgement [exercet judicium] equally on the evil and the 
good and, just as it favours honourable and upright actions, so too condemns [condemnat] 
wrong deeds [sinistra opera condemnat] and, on the evidence of conscience, distinguishes 
the one side from the other by a kind of inner law; nor, in fine, does it seek to deceive by 
any display of cleverness or of counterfeit brilliance in argument but either denounces or 
defends us by our thoughts themselves, surely the most reliable and incorruptible of 
witnesses. . . . They show that what the law requires is written in their hearts, while their 
conscience also bears them witness and their conflicting thoughts accuse [accusantium] or 
perhaps excuse them.576  

 

 
576 Rees, Letters, 40. See PL 30:19b–c: ‘Est enim, inquam, in animis nostris naturalis quaedam (ut ita dixerim) 

sanctitas: quae par velut in arce animi praesidens, exercet mali bonique judicium: et ut honestis rectisque actibus 

favet: ita sinistra opera condemnat, atque ad conscientiae testimonium diversas partes domestica quadam lege 

dijudicat. Nec illo prorsus ingenio, aut fucato aliquot argumentorum colore decipit: ipsis nos cogitationibus 

fidelissimis et integerrimis sane testibus, aut arguit, aut defendit. . . . Qui ostendunt opus legis scriptum in cordibus 

suis: testimonium reddente eis conscientia eorum, et inter se invicem accusantium cogitationum, aut etiam 

defendentium.’ 



221 
 

As we have seen in the previous section, Seneca had similar ideas concerning the process of 

reviewing one’s thoughts and categorizing them appropriately.577 If the reference to the deeds 

deserving condemnation (‘condemnat’) and accusation (‘accusantium’) were removed from this 

quote from Pelagius, one might even argue that a passage such as this has more in common with 

Foucault’s Stoic framing than with his pastoral description. The presence of the cool, rational 

analysis of Stoic observation, combined with the judgmental tone of the pastorate, illustrates how 

Pelagius seamlessly integrates both methodologies.  

In other sections of the text, Pelagius exhibits a more firmly pastoral tone when speaking 

of personal faults. To Pelagius, faults and sins even manifest in physical ways: ‘Why is it, I ask 

you, that we either blush or fear at every sin we commit, displaying our guilt [culpam] for what 

we have done at one moment by the blush on our countenance, at another by its pallor, anxiously 

trying to avoid any witness even of our smallest offences and suffering pangs of conscience all the 

while?’578 By implying that the guilt associated with sinful thoughts leads to an observable 

physical response, Pelagius’s assertion leans heavily to the pastoral side of the continuum. After 

all, guilt and other such emotions would not play an integral role in Stoic self-observation or 

thought/behavior categorization. But here again, Foucault ridged administrative/judgmental 

framework exhibits serious limitations. Guilt is indeed likely more associated with Christianity 

than with Stoicism, but Christianity does not treat this emotion in a uniform fashion. For example, 

 
577 See Seneca, De ira 3.36, in Moral Essays, Volume I, 340. 
578 Rees, Letters, 39. See PL 30:19b: ‘Quid illud, obsecro, est, quod ad omne peccatum, aut erubescimus, aut timemus: 

et culpam facti, nunc rubore vultus, nunc pallore monstramus: ac trepidante animo, etiam in minimis delictis testem 

effugimus; conscientia remordemur?’ 
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Augustine suggests that the act of blushing is itself an act of repentance, and the sinner will be 

judged no further from that point.579 So, the presence of guilt is suggestive, but not conclusive. 

In other passages, Pelagius emphasizes, as he does throughout each of the epistles, that the 

Christian is responsible not only for avoiding sin but for performing Christian acts. One may avoid 

sinning by eschewing forbidden acts, but can still be condemned and punished for omitting good 

actions: ‘Do we then flatter ourselves on not being weighed down by evil fruit, when we are to be 

condemned [damnandi] for remaining unproductive of good?’580 Here, it is not the thought or 

action that is categorized, but a circumvention of expected holy conduct. The twofold command—

to avoid the forbidden and to perform good deeds—is a staple of Pelagius’s exhortation, but in 

every instance in which it is used, the twofold command is associated with a judgmental pastoral 

categorization: to fail to do good and to sin by doing forbidden acts are both met with the same 

response. The twofold command is found in many early Christian texts. Cyprian, for example, has 

a similar judgmental approach to unproductive Christians, incorporating the essence of Matt 3:10 

when he suggests that unproductive Christians, like unfruitful trees, are cut off and cast into the 

fire.581 This assumption that both sinful action and sinful omission are equally open to 

condemnation and punishment is firmly in the Christian definition of fault categorization. 

In sum, the fault classification found in Ad Demetriadem has traits of both the Stoic 

administrative and pastoral judgmental approach. In many instances, Pelagius even weaves 

elements from Stoic and pastoral concepts into a single passage. The weight of the evidence, 

 
579 Augustine, Sermon 32.8 (NPNF1 6:615). 1.6: ‘Christ spareth his shame who blushes for his sins.’ 
580 Rees, Letters, 52. See PL 30:29d: ‘Et blandimur nobis si malis fructibus non gravemur, qui damnandi sumus, si a 

bonis steriles manserimus?’ 
581 See Cyprian, De opere et eleemosynis 8, in La bienfaisance et les aumônes, ed. M. Poirier, SC 440 (Paris: Cerf, 

1999), 98: ‘Quia scit uera esse quae praedicta sunt uerbis Dei nec scripturam sanctam posse mentiri, arbores 

infructuosas, id est steriles homines, excidi et in ignem mitti, misericordes ad regnum uocari.’ 
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however, points to a more judgmental tone throughout the work. Because of this theme, the overall 

fault-categorization tone of Ad Demetriadem leans toward a pastoral classification. 

 

3 Goal of Self-Observation: Correct Action versus Correct Thought 

The sheer volume of material pertinent to the goals of self-observation found in Ad Demetriadem 

makes this category the most robust and potentially most significant for this analysis. The essence 

of Foucault’s demarcation between Stoic and pastoral Christian doctrine as it relates to self-

observation is the contrast between the Stoic emphasis on correct action and the pastoral mandate 

on correct thought. Both concepts are well represented in Ad Demetriadem, indicating the 

importance Pelagius placed on action and thought. 

 

3.1 Correct Action (Stoic) 

At a glance, it is tempting to assume Pelagius leaned heavily towards the pastoral Christian 

emphasis on correct thought. After all, there are significantly more references related to regulating 

thought than those expressing Stoic-leaning, action-oriented elements. But a careful examination 

of the context reveals that the Stoic emphasis on action, while a minority position, is nevertheless 

a vital component to Pelagius’s overall message. In some instances, Pelagius even elevates the 

importance of action to nothing less than critical status. 

 The references to action that are spread throughout Ad Demetriadem can initially seem 

disjointed and random, but upon a close review, several trends emerged as prominent points of 

emphasis. These trends support and tie together Pelagius’s elucidation of the importance of action 

in the Christian way of life. Chief among these are the critical nature of action (or the ruinous result 

of slothfulness), the importance of speech as action, the ramifications of habit in the quest for 
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salvation, and the nature of fasting and abstinence as an active, as opposed to a passive, form of 

the Christian way of life. 

Pelagius goes to great lengths to underscore the importance of action. One cannot be both 

lazy and holy; salvation is a process of physical and mental engagement. The language used by 

Pelagius illustrates the weight he assigned to action: ‘For nothing is worse in this vocation than 

idleness [otio], which not only does not make new gains but also wastes those already won. It is 

the way of the holy life to delight in progress and gain strength as it takes place; in idleness it 

becomes lethargic and fails altogether.’582 The individual lacking discipline, Pelagius suggests, has 

lost the race before it has even started. Elsewhere, Pelagius continues his mandate against laziness: 

‘But divine wisdom, heavenly riches, immortal honours we neglect in our indifference and sloth 

[pigra], and, as for spiritual riches, either we do not touch them at all or, if we get a slight taste of 

them, we at once suppose that we have had enough.’583 Stoics also tended to reject idleness. Seneca 

has a view on the subject that is similar to Pelagius’s: ‘Whoever applies the term “happiness” to 

slothful idleness [desidiosum otium] and the alternate indulgence in gluttony and lust, looks for a 

good sponsor for his evil course.’584 These passages illustrate Pelagius’s utter contempt for laziness 

while simultaneously illustrating the commonalities with Stoicism. It is clear that his expectations 

for Demetrias are rooted in diligent action—nothing good can come from slothful habits. From 

 
582 Rees, Letters, 67. See PL 30:42b: ‘Nihil enim in hoc proposito otio deterius est: quod non solummodo non acquirit 

nova: sed etiam parta consumit. Sanctae vitae ratio processu gaudet et crescit: cessatione torpescit, et deficit.’ 
583 Ibid., 49. See PL 30:27a: ‘Nos divinam sapientiam, coelestes divitias, immortales honores pigra quadam 

dissimulatione negligimus: et spirituales divitias, aut ne attingimus quidem, aut si leviter degustaverimus, continuo 

nos putamus esse satiatos.’ 
584 Seneca, De vita beata 13.2, in Moral Essays, Volume II, ed. Jefferey Henderson, trans. John W. Basore, LCL 254 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1932), 130–31: ‘Ille, quisquis desidiosum otium et gulae ac libidinis vices 

felicitatem vocat, bonum malae rei quaerit auctorem et.’ 
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these examples, it can be concluded that Pelagius’s emphasis on action and his aversion to laziness 

fit nicely with Foucault’s definition of Stoic action. 

Another category of action found in Ad Demetriadem is the relationship between speech 

and action. This attention to speech as it relates to action is not limited to the fact that speech is a 

form of action, or that speech is a link in the thought-speech-action chain. Those points of emphasis 

are indeed present, but another interesting element of speech is continually stressed. In several 

passages, Pelagius highlights the common sin of participating in the act of gossip. This sin, as 

articulated by Pelagius, includes more than active slandering and gossiping—the passive act of 

listening to such speech is also incorporated. As one might expect, Pelagius advocates for avoiding 

gossip and declares that a true Christian does not speak poorly of others. Exhortations such as, ‘Let 

us not find you, above all else, harming even by a word, so that you may apply yourself instead to 

helping everyone you can in every possible way,’585 or, ‘Let no word of disparagement [detractio] 

escape the virgin’s lips,’586 underline his objection to such slanderous activity. But Pelagius goes 

further in his attack on gossip by maintaining it is the responsibility of a Christian to have the self-

discipline necessary to reject the basis of such speech: ‘Refrain not only from disparagement 

[detrahas] yourself but even from any time believing another’s disparagement [detrahenti].’587 

Furthermore, Pelagius extends his rejection of gossip by suggesting that one should actively resist 

the speaker in such circumstances: ‘For the listener, who makes the detractor what he is, is the real 

accuser, and if he but avert his ears, tighten the muscles of his face and check the movement of his 

eyes by refusing to look, he can then prove the detractor guilty of slanderous talk [male 

 
585 Rees, Letters, 56–57. See PL 30:33d: ‘Hoc itaque tibi, vel in primis absit, ut nemini vel in verbo etiam noceas, ut 

in omnibus quibuscumque poteris, prodesse studeas.’ 
586 Rees, Letters, 57. See PL 30:33d: ‘Numquam detractio ex ore virginis procedat.’ 
587 Rees, Letters, 57. See PL 30:33d: ‘Non solum ipsa non detrahas, sed ne detrahenti quidem aliquando credas.’ 
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loquentem].’588 In Pelagius’s eyes, it is not enough to simply resist speaking ill of others—to 

actively resist gossip when it falls upon one’s ears is also a crucial component of Christian praxis. 

Marcus Aurelius held a comparable stance on slander, emphasizing that one should turn a ‘deaf 

ear to slander.’589 Even so, the Stoic treatment of gossip and slander is not precisely aligned with 

that of Pelagius. For example, Seneca mocks the fear of gossip, when he writes, ‘What is more 

foolish than a man afraid of words?’590 Of course, Seneca is not suggesting that it is proper for a 

Stoic to gossip or slander, but he does not have the same aversion to hearing gossip as that 

exhibited by Pelagius, nor does he suggest that one should develop self-discipline in order to 

continually rebuff those practitioners of the vice. 

Finally, Pelagius summarizes his views on speech when he suggests that an economy of 

speech is the best strategy, and when one does need to speak, one should always frame one’s words 

in gentleness and dignity: ‘And let a virgin’s speech be discreet, unassuming and infrequent and 

esteemed not so much for its eloquence as for its modesty.’591 Pelagius goes on to emphasize and 

expand that thought:  

 

 

 

 
588 Rees, Letters, 57. See PL 30:34a: ‘Accusator est enim auditor, qui facit detractorem, sui si avertat aures, et vultum 

contrahat, ac oculos abnuendo contineat, male loquentem etiam tacens arguit, ut discat non libenter dicere, quod 

didicerit non libenter audiri.’ 
589 Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 1.5, in Marcus Aurelius, 4–5: ‘to dusprosdekton diabolēs.’ 
590 Seneca, Ep. 91.19, in Epistles 66–92, ed. Jefferey Henderson, trans. Richard M. Gummere, LCL 76 (Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Press, 1920), 444–45: ‘Quid autem stultius homine verba metuente?’   
591 Rees, Letters, 57. See PL 30:34b: ‘Sit autem sermo virginis prudens, modestus et rarus, nec tam eloquentia 

pretiosus quam pudore.’ 
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Let your utterance be always gentle and calm; let it be adorned by sweetness mingled with 
dignity, by wisdom mixed with modesty; let it be firm and balanced, most acceptable as 
being appropriate to itself, and let there be due proportion of silence and talk. Nor should 
the virgin’s mouth speak at all when it were better to have been silent; she should speak 
with great caution as one who must avoid not only evil speech but also speech which is 
superfluous.592  

 
The discipline of modest and discreet speech fits well within the Stoic view of correct action. 

Words should be rationed appropriately. For example, as Seneca recounts the various acts of folly 

pursued by the youthful and unwise, he includes the mistake of being ‘too indiscreet in speech.’593 

Clearly, Pelagius had much to say about how speech relates to Christian action. For the most part, 

his central themes mesh well with Stoic concepts of correct action, but this again is an area where 

Foucault’s artificial demarcations fail to correctly identify the reality of early Christian belief 

systems. The passages above outline elements of correct speech (action) found in Ad Demetriadem, 

and there are certainly comparable Stoic passages that convey a similar message. However, this is 

not to say that Christian authors were not concerned about gossip, slander, and indiscreet speech; 

they very much were concerned about these matters. Therefore, the artificial demarcation of a 

Christian emphasis on correct thought and a Stoic insistence on correct action fails to capture the 

nuance of Stoic and early Christian literature. 

That said, Foucault’s rubric can be a useful tool to illustrate the emphasis placed on the 

broad theme of a text. Action is emphasized throughout Ad Demetriadem, and a substantial portion 

of Pelagius’s action-oriented posture was framed in the context of habit. To Pelagius, habit was 

neither intrinsically good nor evil. Nevertheless, it is clear that he viewed habit as a topical focal 

 
592 Rees, Letters, 57–58. See PL 30:b–c: ‘Mite ac placidum semper eloquium tuum. Ornet mixta cum gravitate suavitas, 

cum pudore sapientia. Sit certa atque librata, suique opportunitate gratissima, silentii verbique ratio. Nec umquam 

omnino virginis os loquatur, ut tacuisse melius sit. Cum ingenti cautione debet loqui, cui non solum malus, sed etiam 

otiosus sermo vitandus est.’ 
593 Seneca, De ira 5.25, in Moral Essays, Volume I, 316–17: ‘sermone parum modesta.’ 
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point for all Christians—good habits were to be cultivated and sustained, while bad habits should 

be targeted for destruction. Because habit can be cultivated through discipline, Pelagius argued 

that virtues should be continually practiced in order to build and strengthen habit. But the other 

side of the habit coin was equally true—habit nourishes vice, so one needs to be careful with the 

cultivation of any habit: ‘At the very commencement the end has to be kept in mind: try even now 

to be the kind of person you want to be when you reach the last day. Habit [consuetudo] is what 

nourishes both vices and virtues, and it is strongest in those with whom it has grown bit by bit 

from the start of their lives.’594 The inclusion of a behavioral ideal in the first sentence of this 

passage fits well within Stoic doctrine, but the accentuation of habit as an action also rings true to 

Stoic teaching. Epictetus, when describing how Socrates successfully pursued correct action, 

prioritized the role of the habit of testing the self daily.595 Seneca confirmed the Stoic connection 

between correct action and habit when he penned, ‘Hold fast to it [correct impulse] and establish 

it firmly, in order that what is now impulse may become a habit of the mind [habitus animi].’596  

Ultimately, Pelagius viewed discipline and discretion as the foundational ingredients of 

habit: ‘The ordering of the perfect life is a formidable matter, formidable, I say, and dependent for 

its success on a considerable degree of effort and study, and it calls for consummate wisdom to 

know what is the end which one is pursuing and how to pursue it and, by showing discretion in 

 
594 Rees, Letters, 50. See PL 30:28a: ‘Finis in ipso exordio cogitandus est. Qualis ad illum ultimum diem pervenire 

cupis, talis nunc jam esse conare. Consuetudo est, quae aut vita, aut virtutues alit, quaeque in his plurimum valet, 

cum quibus ab ineunte aetate simul creverit.’ 
595 Epictetus, Discourses 2.1.32, in Discourses, Books I–II, trans. W. A. Oldfather, LCL 131 (Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press, 1925), 217. 
596 Seneca, Ep. 16.6, in Epistles 1–65, 106–7: ‘Contine illum et constitue, ut habitus animi fiat, quod est impetus.’ 
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every act, to do nothing which is likely to make one regret having done it.’597 Discipline and 

discretion open the eyes of Christians, illuminating the proper path of conduct: ‘For if even those 

who by long habit of sinning have somehow buried the good of nature are able to be restored by 

repentance and, by changing their chosen way of life, to wipe out one habit by another 

[consuetudinem consuetudine exstinguere] and leave the ranks of the worst for those of the best.’598 

Here, a diligent application of panoptic oversight ignites the process that runs parallel to the 

common Stoic formulation of ideal behavior. One observes one’s actions and recalibrates 

behavioral expectations in order to maintain the proper course of life. In this manner, the 

identification of habit and the subsequent corrective steps in behavior provide a general summary 

of Stoic thought imbedded in Pelagius’s writing.  

Additional Stoic parallels appear in Ad Demetriadem. Fasting and other practices of 

abstinence were common throughout antiquity, so Pelagius’s adaptation of the topic comes as no 

surprise. One could certainly argue, of course, that fasting and abstinence are forms of inaction 

rather than specific actions. However, in this text, Pelagius speaks of fasting as a continual 

discipline over one’s body, indicating a clear form of action on the part of the believer. While 

speaking of fasting and abstinence, Pelagius narrows the topic by calling out two vices in 

particular—gluttony and lust: ‘Of all the vices there are two which deceive men most with their 

 
597 Rees, Letters, 62. See PL 30:38a: ‘Magna est, magna, inquam, et quae grandi studio constat, perfectae vitae ratio, 

consummataeque sapientiae est, scire quid quo insequaris modo, et ad omnem actum praeferendo consillium: nihil 

facere quod fecisse poeniteat.’ 
598 Rees, Letters, 54–55. See PL 30:31d: ‘Nam si etiam illi qui longo peccandi usu, bonum quodammodo obruere 

naturae, instaurari per poenitentiam possunt: et mutate voluntate vivendi, consuetudinem consuetudine exstinguere, 

ac optimi quique de pessimis fieri.’ 
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own special pleasure, namely gluttony [gula] and lust [libido].’599 Encouraging the discipline over 

the body necessary for fasting and abstinence is a trait Pelagius held in common with Stoicism. 

An example of this can be seen in De beneficiis, where Seneca labels those practicing gluttony and 

lust (‘ventri ac libidini’) as the ‘most miserable of mortals [miserrimosque mortalium].’600 The 

lack of discipline over one’s body quickly leads to emotional and physical despair. Clearly, the 

actions related to conquering these vices are the acts related to self-control. In this vein, Pelagius 

is calling for discipline and moderation in all things, the center of which is fasting and sexual 

abstinence:  

Moderation [modus] is best in everything and due sense of proportion is praiseworthy in 
all circumstances; the body has to be controlled [regendum], not broken. Therefore, let 
holiness be sought in moderation [moderata], and fastings, which so weaken the body, be 
practised in uncomplicated ways and with all humility of mind, lest they inflate the spirit 
and lest a matter calling for humility create pride instead and vices be born of virtue.601  

 
The ‘moderata’ described by Pelagius is neither a wholly Stoic nor Christian trait. Chrysostom 

preached moderation in many areas of Christian life, preferring the middle ground to the extreme 

positions taken by other Christian authors. When outlining Chrysostom’s theological moderation 

(sōphrosunē), de Wet labels Chrysostom’s avoidance of the extremes as the ‘golden mean.’602 But 

moderation is also essential to Stoicism. Seneca underscores the importance of moderation by 

 
599 Rees, Letters, 55. See PL 30:32a: ‘Duo namquo sunt ex omnibus vitia, quae maxime homines decipiunt sui 

voluptate, gula scilicet ac libido.’ 
600 Seneca, De benficiis 7.2, in Moral Essays, Volume III, ed. Jefferey Henderson, trans. John W. Basore, LCL 310 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1935), 459–61: ‘Hac regula vitae opera distribuat; ad hanc legem et 

agat cuncta et exigat miserrimosque mortalium iudicet, in quantiscumque opibus refulgebunt, ventri ac libidini deditos 

quorumque animus inerti otio torpet.’ 
601 Rees, Letters, 59. See PL 30:36a–b: ‘Optimus est in omni re modus, et laudabilis ubique mensura. Corpus non 

frangendum, sed regendum est. Sint ergo moderata sancta, et simplicia in omni mentis humilitate jejunia, quae ita 

attenuent corpus, ne animun elevent, ne res humilitatis gignat superbiam, et vitia de virtute nascantur.’ 
602 De Wet, “Priestly Body,” 14. 
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saying that ‘virtue itself resides in moderation [modus].’603 So, while there can be little doubt that 

moderation was a tenet of Christianity, particularly urban Christianity, it was also a function of 

Stoicism. Despite the shared emphasis with Christianity, these examples do illustrate the ways in 

which Pelagius’s stance on gluttony, lust, and moderation in general easily harmonizes with Stoic 

positions on these subjects.  

Before we move on to the correct-thought component of Pelagius’s self-observation model, 

I believe it is important to emphasize that, in many instances, the link between self-observation 

and action in Pelagius’s arguments is implied. When speaking of the importance of correct action, 

he does not always specifically say that self-observation will lead an individual to be conscious of 

their current course of action. Obviously, to do so would make the argument laborious, but it is an 

important point to make. The Stoic and pastoral models presented by Foucault link self-

observation to action and thought. I believe the link can be assumed in Pelagius’s writing as well. 

The danger here is one of interpretation. A previously used example from the text can illustrate 

the point: ‘At the very commencement the end has to be kept in mind: try even now to be the kind 

of person you want to be when you reach the last day.’604 This can be interpreted in two ways. 

First, self-observation can be understood as being implied—one needs to have a disciplined 

awareness of one’s current action(s) in order to discern where one stands in relation to accepted 

behavioral norms. Or, stated another way, an individual can formulate an action plan only after 

engaging in panoptic oversight. But the passage can also be interpreted as a call to act in a holy 

manner from this day forth. In this interpretation, the focus is on acting, not observing or thinking. 

Here, it does not matter where one stands in relation to the behavioral norm. What matters is the 

 
603 Seneca, De vita beata 132–33: ‘quia (virtute) in ipsa est modus.’ 
604 Rees, Letters, 50. See PL 30:28a: ‘Finis in ipso exordio cogitandus est. Qualis ad illum ultimum diem pervenire 

cupis, talis nunc jam esse conare.’ 
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future actions and how those relate to the norm. Analyzing the text in this fashion can be something 

of a philosophical rabbit hole, but it is an important point to make. The important item to note is 

that, in many instances, Pelagius’s suggestion of self-observation is implied, not stated.  

Another important element in the interpretation of the thought/action model presented by 

Pelagius is the relationship between thought and action—specifically the common overlap between 

thought and action. Of course, an analysis such as this would be much easier if there were a clean 

break between thought and action in the narrative. This is not the case, however, as Pelagius 

repeatedly links thought to action by speaking of the former as the precursor to the latter. This 

action-thought bridge can be seen in quotes such as, ‘She who is holy in body and spirit does no 

wrong with her members or her mind,’605 or, ‘The best incentive for the mind consists in teaching 

it that it is possible to do anything which one really wants to do.’606 The ever-present emphasis on 

correct speech also finds its way into the gray area between action and thought: ‘And who can be 

holier than the man who holds fast to the virtue of true innocence, never promising one thing in 

his heart and falsely declaring another with his lips?’607 These passages illustrate some of the 

difficulties of classifying Pelagius’s directives when the lines between thought and action are 

blurred. Fortunately, the vast majority of his directives fall at least somewhat neatly into either an 

action or thought grouping. 

 

 

 

 
605 Rees, Letters, 49. See PL 30:27c: ‘Quae corpore et spiritu sancta est, nec in membris, nec in mente delinquit.’ 
606 Rees, Letters, 37. See PL 30:16d: ‘Optima enim animi incitamenta sunt, cum docetur aliquis posse quod cupiat.’ 
607 Rees, Letters, 54. See PL 30:31b: ‘Quis autem sanctior potest esse, quam qui, verae simplicitatis virtutem tenens, 

numquam aliud corde promittit, aluid ore vultuque mentitur.’ 
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3.2 Correct Thought (Pastoral) 

In addition to the Stoic action-oriented directives and the passages that link action and thought, 

Pelagius also includes many passages focusing solely on thought. When attempting to group 

passages related to thought in Ad Demetriadem, it is useful to ask, ‘What is it that Pelagius asked 

Demetrias to think?’ When I used this rubric to examine Ad Demetriadem, many commonalities 

emerged. Most notably, Pelagius asked Demetrias to observe her thoughts and to recast her internal 

narrative as one focusing on moral perfection. Despite the predominance of this category of moral 

perfection, other important themes are present as well—the most prevalent of these being the 

avoidance of vices (which begin in thought).   

By measure of the frequency of occurrences, the category of moral perfection is the most 

significant theme of the text. However, Pelagius does not necessarily communicate this theme in 

isolation from other topics. A theme we have already seen, the significance of the amount of time 

one dwells on any particular thought, is also an essential element of the moral perfection outlined 

by Pelagius. As illustrated in the section on fault categorization, Pelagius spent an ample portion 

of his argument on the topic of how quickly thoughts enter (and then exit) the mind. He believed 

evil thoughts were unavoidable, but that a devout Christian will avoid lingering on such thoughts. 

These thoughts should be merely transitory, never setting up permanent residence in the mind of 

a true Christian. In addition to the quotes on this theme that have already been presented, a few 

additional passages further underline Pelagius’s emphasis on this critical assumption: ‘One has to 

make a distinction, however, between those of one’s thoughts which the will favours and embraces 

affectionately [and] those which are wont to flit past the mind [praetervolare mentem solent] like 
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an insubstantial shadow and merely show a glimpse of themselves in passing.’608 Again, Pelagius 

explains that no guilt or punishment should be associated with having these thoughts. Guilt is 

reserved for those people who fuel these thoughts by giving them active attention: 

In those [thoughts] which show themselves only fleetingly to the mind and reveal 
themselves as if in flight, there is no underlying sin at all and no sign of fight; but with 
those which the soul struggles against for some time and which the will resists, we can 
expect an even contest. Either we consent to them and are conquered or we reject them and 
conquer them and win a victory in battle.609  

 
Jerome had a similar view of the differences between transitory thought and thought dwelled upon. 

Sinful thoughts, if nourished and allowed to linger, will lead to sinful behavior: ‘Do not let your 

mind offer a lodging to disturbing [variis perturbationibus] thoughts [mens], for if they once find 

a home in your breast they will become your masters and lead you on into fatal sin.’610  Discipline, 

therefore, is an important component of success for both authors. Our minds are subject to a 

constant barrage of thought and observation, and only those who diligently apply discipline to 

reject evil thoughts will avoid sin. Similarly, it is easy to see why Pelagius emphasized self-

observation so strongly. If dwelling on evil or improper thoughts leads to our ultimate destruction, 

we must give priority to panoptic oversight of our thought process. Panoptic control is at the heart 

of Pelagius’s mandate for constant observation. Like Bentham’s panopticon, Pelagius’s version 

 
608 Rees, Letters, 66. See PL 30:41c: ‘Distinguendum est autem inter istas cogitationes, quibus voluntas favet, quas 

cum dilectione amplectitur, et inter eas cogitationes, quae tenuis umbrae modo praetervolare mentem solent, seseque 

tantummodo, vel transeundo monstrare.’ 
609 Rees, Letters, 66. See PL 30:41c–d: ‘In illis quidem quae se leviter menti ostendunt, et quasi fugiendo demonstrant 

se, nec peccatum omnino, nec pugna est. In iis autem, cum quibus aliquandiu anima luctatur, quibus resistit voluntas, 

aequale certamen est. Aut enim consentimus, et vincimur: aut respuimus et vincimus, et acquirimus de pugna 

victoriam.’   
610 Jerome, Epistle 26.6, in Select Letters, 416–17: ‘Nec vacet mens tua variis perturbationibus, quae, si pectori 

insederint, dominabuntur tui et te deducent ad delictum maximum.’   
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also assumes the presence of an all-seeing eye. In Pelagius’s panopticon, however, the all-seeing 

eye is the mind itself—vetting each thought as it rolls past:  

There is, I maintain, a sort of natural sanctity [naturalis sanctitas] in our minds which, 
presiding as it were in the mind’s citadel [arce animi], administers judgement equally on 
the evil and the good and, just as it favours honourable and upright actions, so too 
condemns wrong deeds and, on the evidence of conscience, distinguishes the one side from 
the other by a kind of inner law [domestica quadam lege]; nor, in fine, does it seek to 
deceive by any display of cleverness or of counterfeit brilliance in argument but either 
denounces or defends us by our thoughts themselves, surely the most reliable and 
incorruptible of witnesses.611 

 
This passage is reminiscent of Cassian’s miller analogy:  

It is in the power of the one who supervises to decide whether to grind wheat or barley or 
darnel. Indeed, only that will be ground which has been accepted by the person entrusted 
with the responsibility for the work. In the same way the mind cannot be free from agitating 
thoughts during the trials of the present life. . . . But whether these will be either refused or 
admitted into itself will be the result of its own zeal and diligence.612  
 

In both examples, the importance of thought is emphasized, and it is up to the individual to 

distinguish between good and evil thoughts. In this manner, Pelagius’s panopticon scours for traces 

of improper thought, and this may be its chief activity. However, this is not its only function. 

Identifying and cultivating good and pure thoughts is also a central function: ‘It is perfectly safe, 

however, for the mind to become accustomed to differentiating between one thought and another—

always subject, of course, to careful and watchful control—and, at the first stirring of the mind, 

 
611 Rees, Letters, 40. See PL 30:19c: ‘Est enim, inquam, in animis nostris naturalis quaedam (ut ita dixerim) sanctitas: 

quae par velut in arce animi praesidens, exercet mali bonique judicium: et ut honestis rectisque actibus favet: ita 

sinistra opera condemnat, atque ad conscientiae testimonium diversas partes domestica quadam lege dijudicat. Nec 

illo prorsus ingenio, aut fucato aliquot argumentorum colore decipit: ipsis nos cogitationibus fidelissimis et 

integerrimis sane testibus, aut arguit, aut defendit.’ 
612 Cassian, Conferences 1.18.1–2. See PL 49:507b–508a: ‘in ejus vero qui praeest situm est potestate, utrumnam 

triticum molat, an hordeum loliumve comminuat. Illud namque est proculdubio commolendum, quod ingestum ab illo 

fuerit cui operis illius cura commissa est. Ita igitur etiam mens per vitae praesentis incursus . . . quales vero vel 

admittere, vel parare sibi debeat, studii ac diligentiae suae providebit industria.’ 
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either to approving or disapproving of what it is thinking, so that it either nourishes good thoughts 

or immediately destroys bad ones.’613 Both the act of guarding against improper thought and that 

of cultivating good thoughts require the discipline associated with diligent self-observation. In this 

way, Pelagius’s panopticon is ceaseless. 

Despite the cultivation of good thoughts as an aspect of panoptic oversight, Pelagius makes 

it clear that the review and instant rejection of impure thoughts is the priority of self-observation. 

As we have seen, Pelagius believed these thoughts were an inevitable part of human existence. It 

is here where Pelagius would agree with Augustine in their famous struggle. Augustine, like 

Pelagius, believed no amount of conditioning (physical or mental) could keep improper thoughts 

at bay.614 But while Augustine turned to grace as the escape from the constant barrage of evil 

thoughts, Pelagius turned to free will. It was the duty of the Christian, Pelagius explained, to 

recognize the evil and purge the mind of any cooperation or tacit approval of such thoughts:  

All your care and attention [omnis intentio] must be concentrated on keeping watch, and it 
is particularly necessary for you to guard against sin in the place where it usually begins, 
to resist temptation at once the very first time it appears and thus to eliminate the evil before 
it can grow and spread. When something has to be feared from its smallest beginnings and 
is the more easily overcome the more speedily it is resisted, one must not wait for it to 
grow; that’s why divine scripture exclaims: ‘Keep your heart with all vigilance; for from it 
flow the springs of life.’615 

 
 

613 Rees, Letters, 65. See PL 30:41a: ‘Est autem tutissimum atque perfectum, ut assuescat animus sollicitia semper 

pervigilique custodia discernere cogitationes suas: et ad primum animi motum vel probare, vel reprobare, quod 

cogitate: ut vel bonas cogitationes alat, vel statim exstinguat malas.’ 
614 Augustine, De civitate dei contra paganos 19.4, in Augustine, City of God, Volume VI: Books 18.36–20, trans. 

William Chase Green, LCL 416 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1960), 128–29: ‘nonne tota vigilantia 

sua bona discernit a malis, ut in illis appetendis istisque vitandis nullus error obrepat?’ 
615 Rees, Letters, 65–66 (see Prov 4:23); PL 30:41b–c: ‘Omnis ergo sollicitudo tua, omnis intentio debet esse in 

custodia. Ibi te maxime oportet observare peccatum, ubi nasci solet: statimque ad primam tentationis repugnare 

faciem: et malum antequam crescat, exstinguere. Nec enim exspectandum est augmentum ejus rei, quae timeri debet 

a parvo: et quae tanto facilius vincitur, quanto ei citius repugnatur. Ideo clamat Scriptura divina: Omni custodia 

serva cor tuum: ex eo enim exitus vitae.’ 
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The motif of vigilance over thought is found in other Christian authors as well. Cassian captures 

the urgency of the directive in a way very similar to Pelagius’s version: ‘All these places of our 

heart, therefore, must be constantly scrutinized [jugiter perscrutandi] and the prints of whatever 

enters them must be investigated in the most careful way, least perchance some spiritual beast, a 

lion or a dragon, pass through and secretly leave its dangerous traces.’616  

Whether it is Cassian’s constant scrutiny (‘jugiter perscrutandi’) or Pelagius’s focused 

intention (‘omnis intentio’), vigilance of thought is a primary task for Christians. Secondary to this 

fundamental task are the identification and categorical assignment of the thoughts themselves. The 

thoughts will be identified as either appropriate or inappropriate. Once they are identified, it is up 

to the free will of the individual to act. But how exactly can one make sure to correctly identify 

thoughts? After all, a thought that is evil to one person is good or indifferent to another. Pelagius 

implies that each of us has an innate ability to identify wrong from right, vices from virtues. But 

before an individual can properly discern between good and evil, one needs to acquire knowledge. 

One begins the process begins by gaining knowledge. Pelagius calls this acquisition of knowledge 

the beginning of obedience.617 Having gained knowledge, the Christian has an ongoing duty to 

actively consider each passing thought: ‘Every deed and every word, whichever it may be, is laid 

out for inspection in advance and its future is decided by thoughtful consideration [cogitationum 

consilio discernitur].’618 Again, the combination of panoptic oversight and continual discipline 

drives the process. Pelagius assumes that after this careful inspection, we all have the ability to 

 
616 Cassian, Conferences 1.22.1. See PL 49:519c–520a: ‘Omnes igitur cordis nostri recessus jugiter perscrutandi sunt, 

et ascendentium in eos vestigia indagatione sagacissima retractanda, ne qua forte intellectualis ibidem bestia, vel leo 

vel draco pertransiens, perniciosa vestigia latentur impresserit.’ 
617 PL 30:24b: ‘Initium obedientiae est quid praecipiatur, velle cognoscere: et pars est obsequii didicisse quid facias.’   
618 Rees, Letters, 65. See PL 30:41a: ‘Nam sive ille actus, sive sermo sit, ut proferatur, ante disponitur, et cogitationum 

consilio discernitur quod futurum est.’ 
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make the correct distinction: ‘So, distinguishing between these two by using your reason to the 

best of your ability, observe [animadverte] what you are offering and what you owe.’619 In short, 

every Christian needs to first learn to distinguish the appropriate from the inappropriate. Having 

established this framework of knowledge, they must then embrace the ongoing role of panoptic 

oversight. Pelagius’s rationale for vigilant self-observation is clear. One watches in order to 

identify the nature of thoughts. Why is this the case? Because by doing so, and by selecting 

appropriate thoughts and rejecting inappropriate thoughts, one can ensure eternal salvation. For 

this reason, much of the responsibility for Pelagius’s form of Christian salvation falls upon the 

individual.  

While the observation of thought and subsequent categorization of the thought constitute a 

central component of Pelagius’s message, his message is also fueled by the related emphasis on 

moral perfection. Pelagius believed that moral perfection, or at least the attempt at moral 

perfection, paved the way for eternal salvation. The achievement of moral perfection was a 

function of deliberate mental attention to behavior and attitude. In essence, one could steer one’s 

life through the choppy waters of the sinful world and safely reach the placid shores of salvation 

by directing one’s attention to that end. This, of course, is directly related to the observation model 

previously discussed, but the emphasis here is on directing thoughts, rather than simply observing. 

Pelagius’s own words suitably summarize the sequence of moral perfection: ‘Now, therefore, 

direct your mind’s attention to complete moral perfection [omnem morum perfectionem mentis 

aciem intende] and prepare yourself to lead a heavenly life for a heavenly reward.’620 The use of 

 
619 Rees, Letters, 47. See PL 30:25c: ‘Haec igitur optima ratione distinguens, animadverte quid offeras, animadverte 

quid debeas.’  
620 Rees, Letters, 54. See PL 30:31d: ‘Nunc ergo ad omnem morum perfectionem mentis aciem intende, et ad celeste 

praemium coelestem vitam para.’ 
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the Latin ‘aciem’ with ‘mentis’ indicates the battle-ready mindset Pelagius insists upon. Augustine 

uses the same linguistic formulation (‘aciem mentis’) when describing a particularly urgent 

focusing of the mind.621 Keeping evil at bay and cultivating a mental focus on holy themes are 

central components to the practice.  

The foundation of Pelagius’s view of moral perfection was his assertion of individual 

responsibility to resist evil thoughts. As we have seen, Pelagius did not assign blame for thoughts 

passing through one’s mind, but he did believe that we all have the choice to either dwell on such 

thoughts or let them pass. This is the key element of his command to shun evil. To that end, 

Pelagius spent significant effort convincing Demetrias of the importance of vigilance and prudent 

action once she had identified improper thoughts. An example of this can be seen in the following 

reminder of the importance of vigilance: ‘Therefore, let there be no room in your mind for any 

vice at any time: let there be no sign of pride, arrogance or haughtiness in you.’622 Jerome shares 

this view of personal responsibility for the supervision of thought when he says, ‘He is praised and 

accounted blessed, who, when [lustful] thoughts begin to rise, gives them no quarter, but dashes 

them straightway against the rock.’623 Pelagius also weaves the reward of eternal salvation 

throughout the argument: ‘Exert this same virtue of yours, this same sensibility, in what remains 

to be done and now, with that same strength of mind which enabled you to drive away the 

occasions of vice which presented themselves, reject the vices themselves; let your virginity be 

embellished with moral purity, let your perfect approach to life be followed by perfection in life 

 
621 Augustine, Confessions 7.5, in Confessions, Volume I: Books 1–8, trans. Carolyn J.-B. Hammond, LCL 26 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2014), 300–301: ‘itaque aciem mentis de profundo educere conatus.’ 
622 Rees, Letters, 58. See PL 30:35a–b: ‘Nullus ergo umquam in mente tua ullius sit vitii locus. Nihil in te superbum, 

nihil arrogans, nihil denique fastidiosum.’ 
623 Jerome, Epistle 22.6, in Select Letters, 66–67: ‘ille laudatur, ille praedicatur beatus, qui, statim ut coeperit 

cogitare, interfecit cogitatus et elidit eos ad petram.’ 
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itself.’624 For the most part, Pelagius avoids a discipline-and-punishment pattern and instead 

embraces the reward-based justifications like the ones apparent in these examples. 

In many ways, Pelagius’s fundamental strategy for promoting virtue and shunning vice is 

to keep one’s mind so full of holy thoughts that evil notions simply do not have sufficient room to 

gain purchase in the mind: ‘You ought, I say, to meditate on holy scriptures without ceasing and 

fill your mind with them, to deprive evil thoughts of room to settle in by packing your soul with 

divine feelings [divinis animum sensibus occupare] and to show how much you love God by your 

love of his law.’625 By way of such proactive lingering on holy thoughts, the holiness of one’s 

mind can be brought to the same level as the already-holy virgin body: ‘By always considering the 

things which are of God [semper cogitando quae Dei sunt], [you] wish to show yourself a virgin 

of the apostles, you who await the Lord’s coming as holy in spirit as you are in body.’626 Other 

Christians commonly used this strategy of filling the mind with godly things to keep sin far from 

the mind. For example, Augustine, when commenting on improper thoughts, counsels, ‘Fix your 

mind upon God [deum adtende], turn your thoughts to Christ [Christum considera].’627 

Pelagius notes the enormous effort required to be so vigilant with one’s thought process. 

In several passages, he offsets this overwhelming duty with the reminder of the gravity of the 

 
624 Rees, Letters, 48. See PL 30:26b: ‘Hanc mihi tu virtutem: hunc animum etiam in reliquis affer: eaque vi mentis, 

qua vitiorum occasiones depulisti, vitia nunc ipsa respue. Ornetur morum sanctitate virginitas, et perfectum gradum 

vitae perfectio subsequatur.’ 
625 Rees, Letters, 66. See PL 30:42a: ‘Qua de re debes (saepe enim repeto quod fieri semper volo) sanctas Scripturas 

sine intermissione meditari, hisque tuam replere mentem: et malis cogitationibus locum auferens, divinis animum 

sensibus occupare: quantumque Deum diligas, ex dilectione legis ejus ostendere.’ 
626 Rees, Letters, 47. See PL 30:26a: ‘Semper cogitando quae Dei sunt, apostolicam te exhibere vis virginem, quae 

tam spiritu santa quam corpore, Domini praestolaris adventum.’ 
627 Augustine, Ep. 220.8, in Select Letters, trans. James Houston Baxter, LCL 239 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 1928), 429–30: ‘Tu deum adtende, tu Christum considera.’ 
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assignment. True, the task at hand is daunting and ever-present, but the rewards are no less than 

eternal life:  

Let this then be your constant care and concern; let these be the thoughts that revolve 
continually in the virgin’s heart [haec jugiter virginis corde volvantur]; to them let your 
efforts be directed throughout the day, on them lay down your head to rest at night, for 
them let your soul awake again in the morning. No labour ought to seem too difficult, no 
time too long to wait, when the prize at stake is nothing less than everlasting glory [gloria 
aeternitatis].628 

 
The reward for the assiduous effort and constant diligence of thought is indeed something grand—

everlasting glory. Pelagius painstakingly weaves references to this ‘celeste praemium’ throughout 

his argument, but he recognizes that illustrating the potential rewards of his path is not enough. 

The moment-to-moment, day-to-day discipline required to execute his doctrinal directives requires 

more than just the carrot-and-stick approach. To that end, Pelagius does suggest avenues of 

assistance for the performance of such an immense duty. The ‘spiritual spurs’629 Pelagius 

advocates are a mixture of memorized spiritual texts, contemplative time, and of course prayer. 

He suggests that having a reservoir of spiritual assets to call upon at any time is a critical 

component to spiritual success:  

Plant deep in your memory the things that must be kept in readiness for use and maintain 
them in good order by continually reflecting [jugi meditatione conserva] upon them; turn 
over frequently [frequenter revolve] in your mind those which still have to mature, so that 
this persistence in divine study and spiritual training may embellish your conduct as a 
virgin and your sensibility and bestow holiness and wisdom upon you.630  

 
628 Rees, Letters, 70. See PL 30:44d–45a: ‘Haec sit igitur cura tua semper, hoc studium: haec jugiter virginis corde 

volvantur. In his totius diei versetur labor. In his nocturnus somnus reponatur. In haec anima rursus evigilet. Etenim 

nullus labor durus: nullum tempus longum videri debet, quo gloria aeternitatis acquiritur.’ 
629 Rees, Letters, 67. See PL 30:42a–b: ‘Excitandus est enim spiritualibus stimulis semper animus, et majori quotidie 

ardore renovandus. Orationis instantia, illuminatio lectionis, sollicitudo vigilarum, et diurna, et nocturna ejus 

incitamenta sunt.’ 
630 Rees, Letters, 61. See PL 30:37d: ‘Quae paranda sunt, memoriae penitus insere: eaque jugi meditatione conserva. 

Quae maturanda sunt, frequenter revolve, ut divinum hoc studium, et coelestis schola, et mores simul virginis ornent 

et sensum, tradantque tibi cum sapientia sanctitatem.’ 
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In sum, Pelagius preaches that Demetrias must prepare herself for the difficulties that she will 

undoubtedly experience. 

But the message is not simply about spiritual preparedness. Pelagius recognizes that the 

world is not as black and white as it sometimes appears. Many thoughts do neatly fall into 

categories of vice or virtue, but in some instances the distinction is not so clear. Pelagius addressed 

this ambiguity when he stated: ‘Let it be a task for your highest knowledge and understanding to 

distinguish between vices and virtues [vitia, virtutesque distinguere] which, though always 

contrary to each other, yet are linked in some cases by such resemblance that they can scarcely be 

distinguished at all.’631 Despite the sometimes seemingly indecipherable differences between 

virtues and vices, Pelagius does not give Demetrias a pass due to the complexity of the task. The 

goal of the holy life is to be so immersed in the ways of God that what is only a minor categorical 

difference to most becomes an obvious decision for the Christian.  

These examples illustrate (a) the attention Pelagius dedicated to the concept of correct 

thought and (b) the ways in which panoptic oversight and discipline aid in the effort. For Pelagius, 

one of the defining characteristics of humans is their ability to overcome life situations with the 

power of thought—the time-honored ‘mind over matter’ motif to which we have all been exposed. 

He summarizes this position by referencing the biblical patriarch Joseph. Pelagius paints Joseph 

as a prime example of correct thought in the face of unrelenting physical and emotional pressure. 

Despite being kidnapped and sold into slavery by his brothers, and despite being thrown in jail for 

a crime he did not commit, Joseph refused to succumb to negative thought. Or, as Pelagius 

 
631 Rees, Letters, 58. See PL 30:34c: ‘Summa tibi Scientia sit, notitia summa, vitia, virtutesque distinguere, quae 

quamquam semper contraria sibi sint, aliqua tamen ex eis tanta junguntur similitudine, ut discerni omnino vix 

possint.’ 
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summarized, ‘By his example [he] taught slaves and free men alike that it is not a man’s personal 

situation that tells against him when he sins but his mental attitude.’632  

This section represents the heart of Ad Demetriadem. The interplay between correct action 

and correct thought in the context of the goals of self-observation blurs Foucault’s dividing line 

between Stoic and pastoral praxis. The distribution and emphasis of Pelagius’s correct-action and 

correct-thought directives do not definitively point to a pastoral or Stoic leaning. Rather, it seems 

clear that Pelagius drew heavily from both doctrinal camps to form and disseminate his message. 

 

4 Goal of Self-Observation: Self-Fortification versus Self-Renunciation 

The many references to correct action and correct thought combine to make the thought/action 

theme the primary goal of Pelagius’s panoptic endeavors. But another, more subtle goal remains 

evident in Pelagius’s narrative—the distinction between self-fortification and self-renunciation as 

a goal of self-observation. This secondary goal of self-observation is Foucault’s fourth interpretive 

categorization of pastoral Christianity. Foucault described how pastoral Christianity diverged from 

earlier Christian and Stoic doctrine by elevating self-renunciation as a critical goal of self-

observation. Foucault contends that in earlier traditions, particularly Stoicism, one examined one’s 

thoughts and actions in order to compare the results with the intended ideal. The resulting 

corrective actions continued to build up the individual, a process he labeled as self-fortification. 

According to Foucault, the rise of pastoral Christianity brought with it the normalization of self-

 
632 Rees, Letters, 41. See PL 30:20d: ‘Docuitque exemplo suo, et servos et liberos in peccando, non conditionem 

cuiquam obesse, sed mentem.’ 
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renunciation.633 In Ad Demetriadem, both strains are evident, but the evidence is decidedly tilted 

toward the Stoic self-fortification assumption. 

 

4.1 Self-Fortification (Stoic) 

The notion of self-fortification is found throughout Pelagius’s writing. The underlying assumption 

that within each of us is contained a vast reservior of untapped potential is a theme that constantly 

bubbles under the surface of his arguments. For Pelagius, self-fortification begins with a 

recognition of one’s strengths: ‘Let us then lay down as the first basis for a holy and spiritual life: 

the virgin must recognize her own strengths [vires suas virgo agnoscat], which she will be able to 

employ to the full only when she has learned that she possesses them.’634 This summarizes 

Pelagius’s foundation of free will—one must first comprehend that the ability to act is available 

before the self can contemplate taking action. This act of self-confidence is also fundamental to 

Stoic self-fortification. Seneca suggests as much when he speaks of the role self-confidence plays 

in the fashioning of a happy life: ‘The sum and substance of the happy life is unalloyed freedom 

from care . . . the secret of such freedom is unshaken confidence.’635 But Pelagius is clear that no 

one can give this ability to a person; the realization of the power must come within: ‘No one except 

you yourself will be able to endow you with spiritual riches, and it is for these that you are rightly 

to be praised, for these that you are deservedly set above others, and they are things which cannot 

 
633 As is the case with many of Foucault’s arguments, his assumptions surrounding self-renunciation in Christianity 

are painted with too broad a brush. As we will see in later examples, self-renunciation was not always the norm in 

Christianity, particularly in some ascetic circles. 
634 Rees, Letters, 37. See PL 30:16d: ‘Haec igitur prima sanctae ac spiritualis vitae fundamenta jaciantur, ut vires 

suas virgo agnoscat: quas demum bene exercere poterit, cum eas se habere didicerit.’ 
635 Seneca, Epistle 44.7, in Epistles 1–65, 290–91: ‘Nam cum summa vitae beatae sit solida securitas et eius inconcussa 

fiducia.’ 
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be within you unless they come from you [quae nisi ex te, et in te esse non possunt].’636 Clearly, 

Pelagius’s message is one of self-reliance, and one that would comfortably fit within any Stoic 

treatise of the period. Marcus Aurelius, when outlining the important lessons he learned from his 

father, listed constant self-reliance (‘autarkes’) as one of the key aspects of a successful life.637 So, 

Pelagius’s self-fortification begins with a recognition of the power of the self. Once this capacity 

is recognized, other elements of self-fortification, such as self-reliance, can be layered upon that 

foundation.  

Confidence is central to these efforts. Pelagius’s message of self-confidence would be an 

easy and comfortable fit with the modern self-help movement: ‘But your special task now is to 

consider how much you have to excel in magnanimity [aestimare animo praestare] as one who 

has undertaken to do more than others are even obliged to do, prompted by your desire for a greater 

reward.’638 Pelagius plays on Demetrias’s lineage to prod her self-confidence and compel her to 

greater heights: ‘Remember [memineris] your noble birth insofar as it leads you to compete with 

your family’s distinction by your holy conduct, progress to greater nobility by adding spiritual 

virtue to noble birth, and pride yourself more [magisque illa glorieris] on the kind of nobility 

which makes men sons of God and co-heirs with Christ.’639 In these passages, Pelagius is 

reminding Demetrias to remember (memineris) who she really is in order to instill the confidence 

 
636 Rees, Letters, 48. See PL 30:26d: ‘Spirituales vero divitias nullus tibi, praeter te, conferre poterit. In his ergo jure 

laudanda es: in his merito caeteris praeferenda es: quae nisi ex te, et in te esse non possunt.’ 
637 Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 1.16, in Marcus Aurelius, 14–15: ‘autarkes en panti.’ 
638 Rees, Letters, 49. See PL 30:27c: ‘Jam tuum est aestimare quantum animo praestare debeas: quae majoris praemii 

desiderio, plus facere proposuisti, quam vel alias facere necesse est.’ 
639 Rees, Letters, 60. See PL 30:36c–d: ‘Nobilitatis ad hoc tantum memineris, ut cum claritate generis, morum 

sanctitate contendas: et cum nobilitate corporis; animi virtute nobilior proficias: magisque illa nobilitate glorieris, 

quam filios Dei et cohaeredes Christi facit.’ 
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necessary to meet the expectations of an excellent life. This concept is fundamentally Stoic in 

nature. Epictetus uses the same mechanism when he writes, ‘We must remember [memnēsthai] 

who we are, and what is our designation, and we must endeavor to direct our actions, in the 

performance of our duties, to meet the possibilities of our social relations.’640 

After recognizing that one can act, and after establishing confidence in one’s abilities, one 

must study and contemplate of divine Scriptures. To be clear, Pelagius is not simply arguing that 

an education will fortify the self. He is emphasizing the interplay between the discipline of learning 

and constant reflection:  

Plant deep in your memory [memoriae penitus insere] the things that must be kept in 
readiness for use and maintain them in good order by continually reflecting upon them; 
turn over frequently in your mind those which still have to mature, so that this persistence 
in divine study and spiritual training may embellish [ornet] your conduct [mores] as a 
virgin and your sensibility and bestow holiness and wisdom upon you.641  

 
Here, Pelagius is insinuating that constant reflection will enhance (‘ornet’) one’s behavior 

(‘mores’); thus, meditation on the good invariably leads to self-fortification. This is an active, not 

a passive process, and it is one shared with Stoicism. For example, Seneca suggests that the fruit 

of self-fortification that is born by constant meditation on correct instruction (‘praeceptorum 

salutarium adsidua meditatio actusque rerum boni’) is indicative of a peaceful mind (‘pacem 

animo’).642 Pelagius assumes that the more reflection and meditation are pursued, the more the 

process builds its own momentum: ‘The more he drinks from that source [divine Wisdom] the 

 
640 Epictetus, Discourses 4.12.17, in “Discourses,” Books III–IV, 426–27: ‘epi toutois de memnēsthai, tines semen kai 

hēmiv onoma, kai pros tas dunameis tōn scheseōn peirasthai ta kathēkonta apeuthunein.’ 
641 Rees, Letters, 61. See PL 30:37d: ‘Quae paranda sunt, memoriae penitus insere: eaque jugi meditatione conserva. 

Quae maturanda sunt, frequenter revolve, ut divinum hoc studium, et coelestis schola, et mores simul virginis ornent 

et sensum, tradantque tibi cum sapientia sanctitatem.’   
642 Seneca, De ira 3.41, in Moral Essays, Volume I, 348: ‘Pacem demus animo, quam dabit praeceptorum salutarium 

adsidua meditatio actusque rerum boni.’ 
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greater will be each man’s capacity and eagerness for more.’643 With this quote, Pelagius adopts a 

hunger-and-thirst metaphor, which he utilizes in other contexts. The metaphor appears multiple 

times in quotes related to self-fortification, and its use is somewhat telling. Eating and drinking 

are themselves acts of internalization, and referencing these acts, even in metaphor, can be seen as 

internalized acts of self-fortification. The link between the metaphor and self-fortification is even 

more apparent in the following passage: ‘In that place of solitude you ought above all else to be 

feeding your soul [animam pascere] on divine utterances [divinis eloquiis] and filling [satiare] it 

with as much of this richer nutriment as may be able to satisfy it for the whole day.’644  

These examples epitomize the ways in which Pelagius combined Christian language and 

Stoic concepts into a uniquely Pelagian message of a Christianized self-fortification. In Pelagius’s 

exhortations to Demetrias to engage in Stoic practices such as remembering a behavioral constant 

and regularly meditating on this touchstone, we can clearly see the underlying current of self-

fortification in Ad Demetriadem.  

 

4.2 Self-Renunciation (Pastoral)  

The concept of self-renunciation is present in several passages in Ad Demetriadem, but the 

evidence is often at odds with Foucault’s definition of pastoral self-renunciation. For example, in 

an interesting twist, Pelagius’s model of self-renunciation is initiated by an act of the will. The 

will, according to Foucault’s definition of the Christian pastorate, is subject to the direction of 

others in the pastoral chain. This subjugation renders any decisions regarding the direction of one’s 

life distinctly unpastoral, even if the intent is self-renunciation. Pelagius veers from Foucault’s 

 
643 Rees, Letters, 49. See PL 30:27b: ‘Tanto unusquisque capacior, tanto avidior erit, quanto inde plus hauserit.’ 
644 Rees, Letters, 61. See PL 30:37b–c: ‘Nihil enim in hoc secreto magis agere debes, quam animam divinis eloquiis 

pascere. Et quantum ei per totam sufficere possit diem, hoc eam veluti cibo pinguiore satiare.’  
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rigid interpretation when he comments on Demetrias’s decision to become a bride of Christ, ‘one 

who cut off with the sword of faith, that is, her own free will, the very flower of life still only just 

beginning, and, by crucifying her flesh [crucifigens carnem suam] with Christ, dedicated it as a 

living and holy sacrifice to God and for love of virginity renounced the prospect of providing 

posterity for a very noble stock.’645 Even so, the passage clearly represents a renunciation of the 

self as a holy sacrifice to God, indicating a strong form of self-renunciation. It is here that the 

concept of the body comes into play. The self-renunciation described by both Pelagius and 

Foucault assumes a denial of the flesh (‘carnem’) as the body itself becomes the focal point of the 

renunciation. Denying the flesh for the sake of God is a common motif in Christianity. Jerome 

suggests that prior to joining the bridegroom’s (Christ’s) embrace, a ‘despising of the flesh’ (‘carne 

contempta’) is necessary.646 The language, while somewhat similar, does highlight some of the 

theological differences between Jerome and Pelagius. Pelagius is congratulating Demetrias for 

making a bold decision, a decision that is in no way necessary for salvation. Jerome’s use of ‘carne 

contempta’ wonderfully illustrates his emphasis on the evils of flesh and the corresponding 

necessity of continence. Despite these differences, the similarities remain. Embracing chastity for 

the sake of the kingdom was a common form of Christian self-renunciation. The fact that this is 

the only passage in Ad Demetriadem that highlights the practice of self-renunciation does not 

lessen the strong pastoral renunciation message communicated by this passage.  

While elements of self-fortification and self-renunciation are both found in Ad 

Demetriadem, the weight of the evidence tips the scales dramatically towards the doctrine of self-

 
645 Rees, Letters, 36. See PL 30:15d: ‘Quae florem adhuc ipsum ineuntis aetatis, quodam fidei gladio, id est, voluntate 

succiderit? Et crucifigens cum Christo carnem suam, vivam, sanctamque hostiam sacraverit Deo, ac nobilissimi 

sanguinis posteritatem, virginitatis amore contempserit?’ 
646 Jerome, Epistle 22.1, in Select Letters, 54–55: ‘carne contempta sponsi iungaris amplexibus.’ 
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fortification. Pelagius’s plea for Demetrias to build herself up through daily prayer and scriptural 

readings is central to his overall message. Demetrias has the ability to guide her own holy ship 

through the sea of iniquity that is the world, but she must constantly fortify herself for the journey. 

In this context, there is very little room for the pastoral self-renunciation—Pelagius’s version of 

salvation is simply too reliant upon the power of the self. 

 

5 Self-Observation Frequency 

Self-observation is a fundamental aspect of both pre-Christian Stoic and pastoral Christian 

doctrines. The frequency of observation, however, is markedly different in the two traditions. One 

of the defining elements of Stoicism is the daily review of one’s thoughts and actions. Seneca’s 

ritual is a wonderful example of this practice: ‘I scan the whole of my day and retrace all my deeds 

and words. I conceal nothing from myself, I omit nothing.’647 This once-a-day recalibration gave 

the Stoic a mechanism to identify incorrect behaviors and institute the changes necessary to realign 

with the understood behavioral ideal. The pastoral Christian concept of self-observation diverged 

substantially from the Stoic model. In the pastoral Christian model defined by Foucault, Christians 

were expected to constantly observe and correct behaviors. Unlike the daily Stoic daily practice, 

the pastoral approach was a full-time endeavor.   

 

5.1 Daily Self-Observation (Stoic)  

Only two passages in Ad Demetriadem even remotely indicate a Stoic-leaning emphasis on a daily 

panoptic practice, and they appear in the same general area of the text. The first passage can even 

 
647 Seneca, De ira 3.36, in Moral Essays, Volume I, 340–41: ‘totum diem meum scrutor factaque ac dicta mea remetior; 

nihil mihi ipse abscondo, nihil transeo.’ 
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be interpreted as pastoral observation: ‘The mind must be renewed by fresh growth in virtue every 

day.’648 Here, Pelagius does not specifically recommend a daily review of one’s thoughts and 

behaviors, only that one must progress in virtue daily. The passage could of course be interpreted 

as meaning that at a specific time each day, the mind should be renewed. However, that is reading 

a lot into this passage, and the safer course of action would be simply to note the passage and 

refrain from assigning a Stoic or pastoral label. The second quote contains similar ambiguity: 

‘Forget all that is past and think that you are starting afresh each day.’649 In this second quote, 

Pelagius suggests a very un-Stoic-like behavior of forgetting the past daily. The Stoic ideal 

assumes that one embraces the past and uses it as a corrective instrument. Seneca stresses this point 

when he says that ‘memory must constantly be renewed.’650 For a Stoic, forgetting the past almost 

ensures that one will revisit past mistakes. So, even in these two passages, the link to Stoic daily 

self-observation is weak at best. 

 

5.2 Constant Self-Observation (Pastoral) 

In Ad Demetriadem, the material related to self-observation frequency is heavily tilted towards a 

pastoral self-observation directive. For Pelagius, advancement in the spiritual life requires more 

than a periodic check-in to evaluate one’s progress. The type of focus necessary to ensure salvation 

is a full-time occupation, and Pelagius goes to great lengths to get this message across. To that 

end, he advocates the discipline of unceasing mental diligence. Salvation is no accident; it is the 

culmination of constant attention to every detail of one’s existence. For Pelagius, attention was a 

moment-to-moment practice. Diligence in observation was more critical than the nature of the 

 
648 Rees, Letters, 67. See PL 30:42b: ‘Quotidianis ac recentibus virtutum incrementis mens instauranda est.’ 
649 Rees, Letters, 67. See PL 30:42d: ‘Obliviscere omne praeteritum: et quotidie inchoare te puta.’ 
650 Seneca, De benficiis 2.24, in Moral Essays, Volume III, 98: ‘memoria nobis meritorum haereat.’ 
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topic observed (action or thought). In this manner, Pelagius’s self-observation is much closer to 

the type of observation Foucault identified in the Christian pastorate than in traditional Stoicism. 

The prime rationale for Pelagius’s unwavering attention to self-observation is to guard against the 

trickery of the devil: ‘You need to employ a great deal of vigilance [vigilantia] and attention, and 

the richer you have begun to be before God the more watchfully you must guard against the 

enemy.’651 The constant vigilance emphasized by Pelagius is a common Christian assumption. 

Augustine stresses what should be known to all Christians when he asks, ‘Does she not devote all 

her vigilance [vigilantia] to the discrimination of good and evil, so that in pursuing the one and 

shunning the other no error may creep in?’652 As with other elements of his doctrine, Pelagius 

leverages scriptural passages in support of his message: ‘You must look out for ambushes [from 

the devil] with great care, so that, like Paul, you may not be ignorant of his designs.’653 Pelagius’s 

vocabulary in these passages suggests that self-observation is an urgent and unceasing practice. 

Even though Pelagius portrays a devil that actively and unceasingly attacks each Christian, 

his doctrine leaves little room for accepting the role of the victim. Quite the contrary, Pelagius 

expects that the Christian can and should deflect all sin. Constant self-observation is his key 

mechanism of defense:  

 

 

 

 
651 Rees, Letters, 63. See PL 30:39b: ‘Grandi tibi opus est vigilantia, grandique cura: et tanto sollicitus cavendus est 

inimicus, quanto apud Deum ditior esse coepisti.’ 
652 Augustine, De civitate dei 19.4, in City of God, Volume VI, 128–29: ‘nonne tota vigilantia sua bona discernit a 

malis, ut in illis appetendis istisque vitandis nullus error obrepat?’ 
653 Rees, Letters, 64 (see 2 Cor 2:11); PL 30:39c: ‘Cujus tu insidias sollicite debes providere, ut quae cum Paulo non 

ignores astutias ejus.’   
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All your care and attention [omnis sollicitudo, omnis intentio] must be concentrated on 
keeping watch [maxime oportet observare], and it is particularly necessary for you to guard 
against sin in the place where it usually begins, to resist temptation at once the very first 
time it appears and thus to eliminate the evil before it can grow and spread. When 
something has to be feared from its smallest beginnings and is the more easily overcome 
the more speedily it is resisted, one must not wait for it to grow; that’s why divine scripture 
exclaims: ‘Keep your heart with all vigilance; for from it flow the springs of life.’654 

 
Guarding the mind is a common practice in many traditions, but the emphasis on guarding the 

mind against sin is particularly prevalent in Christianity. A good example of this emphasis can be 

seen in a letter Basil of Caesarea wrote to Firminus. In this letter, Basil states, ‘We exhort you 

never to plan things which call for shame, and if any such thing has entered your mind, to expel it 

from your thoughts and regain the mastery over yourself.’655 The watchfulness of thought is 

inherent in this passage, as is the personal responsibility to reject sinful thoughts. This directive is 

a constant demand on one’s attention, not a once-a-day responsibility. 

Closely related to the concept of self-observation is Pelagius’s directive to use meditation 

as a means to bolster one’s consistency in holy conduct. Pelagius’s meditation is often framed as 

an awareness of the self, making it very similar to his version of self-observation. In other contexts, 

meditation is a way to fill the void of the mind—keeping it from being occupied by evil or negative 

thoughts: 

 

 

 
654 Rees, Letters, 65–66 (see Prov 4:23); PL 30:41b: ‘Omnis ergo sollicitudo tua, omnis intentio debet esse in custodia. 

Ibi te maxime oportet observare peccatum, ubi nasci solet: statimque ad primam tentationis repugnare faciem: et 

malum antequam crescat, exstinguere. Nec enim exspectandum est augmentum ejus rei, quae timeri debet a parvo: et 

quae tanto facilius vincitur, quanto ei citius repugnatur. Ideo clamat Scriptura divina: Omni custodia serva cor tuum: 

ex eo enim exitus vitae.’ 
655 Basil, Ep. 116, in Letters, Volume II, 234–35: ‘hēmeis se parakaloumen mēte bouleuesthai aischunēs axia, kai ti 

hupedrame sou tov noun, apelasanta touto tēs dianoias seautou genesthai palin.’  
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The habit of doing good must be exercised and strengthened by the practice of constant 
meditation [jugi meditatione]; only the best things must occupy the mind, and the practice 
of holy conduct must be implanted at a deeper level. Then indeed the mind climbs to the 
height of perfection and uses the advantage of long habit so as to acquire the ability to live 
well and, marveling at its own qualities, will come to suppose that what it has learned was 
actually born with it or, in some measure, within it.656  

 
Jerome had a similar take on the importance of constant meditation, or as he put it, ‘indefessa 

meditatio.’657  

Scriptural study and contemplation of the divine are other important ways to fill the void 

of thought with appropriate material. Pelagius labels this study and contemplation as a form of 

meditation. But this type of meditation is not simply an occasional practice; it is a continual 

exercise that nurtures spiritual growth: ‘It is fitting that not a single hour is devoid of spiritual 

growth, since you must “meditate on the law of the Lord day and night” [in lege Domini die ac 

nocte meditandum sit].’658 Whether Pelagius’s form of meditation is an offshoot of self-

observation or merely a related subtopic, it is clear that his intent for the frequency of the practice 

is better aligned with the pastoral assumption of constant activity. 

Pelagius does delve into other avenues of praxis which are intended to occupy one’s mind. 

Again, the goal in these efforts is to constantly keep the mind working with positive and holy 

material with the aim of blocking the devil’s access, the assumption being that an idle mind is 

fertile ground for evil intent, so idleness is to be avoided at all costs. An example of this can be 

 
656 Rees, Letters, 50. See PL 30:28c: ‘Exercenda boni consuetudo, et jugi meditatione confirmanda est. Occupandum 

est optimis rebus ingenium: et sanctae conversationis usus altius inferendus est. Tunc vero ad perfectionis fastigium 

animus ascendit: et longae consuetudinis beneficio utitur ad bene vivendi facultatem. Et virtutues suas ipse etiam 

miratus secum, quodam modo in se putabit natum esse quod didicit.’ 
657 Jerome, Epistle 60.1, in Select Letters, 288–89: ‘Unde legis Christi indefessa meditatio, nisi ex desiderio eius, qui 

legem dedit?’ 
658 Rees, Letters, 61. See Ps 1:2; PL 30:37a–b: ‘Et nullam prorsus horam a spirituali profectu vacuam esse conveniat, 

cum tibi in lege Domini die ac nocte meditandum sit.’ 
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seen in Pelagius’s treatment of sexual abstinence. He emphasized that the choice of perpetual 

chastity brings with it an added burden of responsibility. If a married woman, with all of her added 

anxieties and responsibilities, is held accountable for the content of her thoughts, the virgin will 

be held to an even higher standard: ‘And if the married woman . . . turns her attention too 

infrequently to consideration of the will of God, yet is unable to excuse herself for sinning, what 

shall the virgin do, who has been released from all the impediments of this world and, free from 

other responsibilities, has entered a school, as it were, of chastity?’659 As with portions of 

Pelagius’s suggestions for meditation, these efforts to cultivate a high quality of thought are outside 

the bounds of self-observation and are discussed here only with regard to their overlap with the 

practices of self-observation. The important consideration here is that the continual practice of 

self-observation acts as a policing mechanism for thoughts. The thoughts themselves are not self-

observation, but the panoptic oversight used to identify the quality of thoughts certainly is: ‘It is 

perfectly safe, however, for the mind to become accustomed to differentiating between one thought 

and another—always subject, of course, to careful and watchful control [pervigilique custodia]—

and, at the first stirring of the mind, either to approving or disapproving of what it is thinking, so 

that it either nourishes good thoughts or immediately destroys bad ones.’660 This passage is 

reminiscent of Cassian’s ‘constant scrutiny’ (‘jugiter perscrutandi’) discussed earlier in this 

 
659 Rees, Letters, 49–50. See PL 30:27d: ‘Et si nupta . . . rarius ad voluntatem Dei respicit: tamen de peccatis excusare 

se non potest: quid faciet virgo, quae soluta ab omnibus hujus mundi impedimentis, ac libera, scholam quamdam 

castitatis ingressa est?’ 
660 Rees, Letters, 65. See PL 30:41a: ‘Est autem tutissimum atque perfectum, ut assuescat animus sollicitia semper 

pervigilique custodia discernere cogitationes suas: et ad primum animi motum vel probare, vel reprobare, quod 

cogitat: ut vel bonas cogitationes alat, vel statim exstinguat malas.’ 
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section.661 In both instances, the authors assume one can and should be continually disciplined in 

the observation of thought, and that one can control which thoughts will be embraced and which 

will be discarded.  

These examples illustrate Pelagius’s emphasis on constant self-observation. The strong 

bias towards pastoral self-observation as defined by Foucault is clear. However, many of the 

examples of constant observation also include references to meditation and the diligent review of 

individual thoughts. The frequency of these practices is certainly better aligned with the pastoral 

model, but care should be taken when attempting to label these practices themselves as a pure form 

of self-observation.  

 

6 AD DEMETRIADEM SUMMARY 

Reading Ad Demetriadem through a Foucauldian lens did not overwhelmingly point to either a 

dominant Stoic or a pastoral undercurrent. Each tradition substantially influenced certain sections 

of the epistle. Stoic concepts were prevalent in the sections on the visibility of self-observation 

and the goal of self-observation (self-fortification vs. self-renunciation), while pastoral concepts 

dominated the section on self-observation frequency. But, as a whole, neither tradition was clearly 

the underlying driver of Pelagius’s thought. As we shall see in the final conclusions, some of this 

lack of clarity can be assigned to the inherent weaknesses of Foucault’s pastoral model, but a large 

portion of the discrepancy is due to Pelagius’s fluid theological positions.  

 

 
661 Cassian, Conferences 1.22.1. See PL 49:519c–520a: ‘Omnes igitur cordis nostri recessus jugiter perscrutandi sunt, 

et ascendentium in eos vestigia indagatione sagacissima retractanda, ne qua forte intellectualis ibidem bestia, vel leo 

vel draco pertransiens, perniciosa vestigia latentur impresserit.’ 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

THE LETTERS OF PELAGIUS: 

AD CELANTIAM 

 

 

The next epistle, Ad Celantiam, is second only to Ad Demetriadem in both length and importance 

to this investigation. Ad Celantiam is the only epistle in the group that includes significant 

examples of each of Foucault’s interpretive categories. This fact, coupled with the volume of 

relevant examples, makes it a unique source for mining potential connections with Stoic and 

pastoral traditions. 

 

1 Visibility of Self-Observation  

The volume of relevant passages related to the visibility of self-observation present in Ad 

Celantiam points to a heavy emphasis on private self-observation. This internalization of panoptic 

information is communicated in a variety of ways, and the emphasis Pelagius places differs from 

passage to passage, but the trend in clear. This evidence, when combined with a complete absence 

of references confirming a public pastoral message interpretation, suggests a strong Stoic 

undercurrent to the epistle.  

 

1.1 Private Self-Observation (Stoic)  

An example of the Stoic flavor coursing throughout Ad Celantiam can be illustrated by the 

following passage:  
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Let your home be the object of your concern in such a way that you can still allot a period 
of respite to your soul. Choose a convenient place, a little removed from the noise of the 
household, to which you can betake yourself as if to a harbour out of a great storm of care 
and there, in the peace of inner seclusion [secreti tranquillitate], calm the turbulent waves 
of thoughts outside. . . . Nor do we say this with the purpose of detaching you from your 
family; rather our intention is that in that place you may learn [discas] and meditate 
[mediteris] as to what kind of person you ought to show yourself to your own kin.662 

 
Here, Pelagius ties physical isolation and inner tranquility. Note that there are no outside elements 

contributing to this inner peace; it is a private affair. The practice of physical seclusion in one’s 

home is not necessarily a Stoic concept. In fact, Seneca remarks, ‘The place where one lives, 

however, can contribute little towards tranquility.’663 But in the next breath, Seneca confirms 

Pelagius’s assumption that inner peace is found from within: ‘It is the mind which must make 

everything agreeable to itself.’664 It is the second half of the passage from Ad Celantiam that carries 

the distinct Stoic flavor. The purpose of the privacy, above and beyond inner peace, is to review 

one’s thoughts and actions and determine if they align with the benchmark behavioral expectations 

of the Christian life. Pelagius does not suggest any outside interaction other than a revelation of 

the progress made by the private reflection. 

In other passages, Pelagius elevates the twofold command to highlight the private, internal 

dialogue with the self that is central to his behavioral framework: ‘Allow this thought [twofold 

command] to suggest itself to your mind again, namely, that it is not enough for a Christian to 

 
662 Rees, Letters, 140. See PL 22:1216: ‘Ita habeto sollicitudinem domus, ut aliquam tamen vacationem animae 

tribuas. Eligatur tibi opportunus, et aliquantum a familiae strepitu remotus locus, in quem tu velut in portum, quasi 

ex multa tempestate curarum te recipias, et excitatos foris cogitationum fluctus, secreti tranquillitate componas. . . . 

Nec hoc ideo dicimus, quo te retrahamus a tuis: imo id agimus, ut ibi discas, ibique mediteris, qualem tuis praebere 

te debeas.’ 
663 Seneca, Epistle 55.8, in Epistles 1–65, 370–71: ‘Sed non multum ad tranquillitatem locus confert.’ 
664 Ibid.: ‘animus est, qui sibi commendet omnia.’ 
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fulfil one function of righteousness when he is enjoined to fulfil both.’665 Pelagius is encouraging 

Celantia to remind herself of the actions necessary to follow the path of righteousness. This is 

inherently an internal dialogue, keeping the process of observation, evaluation, and correction 

contained within the self. The twofold command is also found in Stoic texts. Epictetus, while 

outlining the usefulness of his private, daily behavioral review, tells us that he commonly asks 

himself questions such as, ‘Where went I wrong,’ and ‘What to be done was left undone?’666 Other 

passages combine the aspect of self-observation and the behavioral ideal to further add to the Stoic 

slant: ‘With every act, therefore, with every word, even with every thought let this sentence667 be 

re-examined, since, like a mirror ready and always to hand, it reveals the nature of your will and 

also either exposes the wrong in the case of an unrighteous deed or shows cause for rejoicing in 

the case of the righteous one.’668 The mirror analogy fits well within the Stoic internalization 

characteristic of Foucault’s definition. The information gleaned from the mirror is internalized and 

is the catalyst for behavioral change without the need of outside agency.  

In some instances, Pelagius combines Stoic principles and elements that are distinctly non-

Stoic. For example, in the following passage, Pelagius combines self-observation and the 

behavioral ideal characteristic of Stoicism with a distinctly non-Stoic external element: ‘We must 

apply to our lives a degree of watchfulness sufficient to ensure that evil minds can find no occasion 

 
665 Rees, Letters, 131. See PL 22:1208: ‘Illud tibi rursum occurrat: non sufficere Christiano, si partem unam justitiae 

impleat, cui utraque praecipitur.’ 
666 Epictetus, Discourses 3.10, in “Discourses,” Books III–IV, 72–73: ‘Pē parabēn?,’ ‘Ti moi deon ou tetelestai?’ 
667 Pelagius is referring to a previous sentence that advances the importance of the golden rule as outlined in Matt 7:12 

(NRSV): ‘In everything do to others as you would have them do to you; for this is the law and the prophets.’  
668 Rees, Letters, 135. See PL 22:1211: ‘Ad omnem igitur actum, ad omne verbum, ad omnem etiam cogitatum, haec 

sententia retractetur: quae tibi quasi speculum quoddam paratum, et ad manum semper positum, qualitatem tuae 

voluntatis ostendat, ac etiam vel de injusto opere redarguat, vel de justo laetificet.’ 
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for disparagement and that we send out no spark to kindle unfavourable reports affecting our good 

name.’669 The first section of this passage links well with Stoic internalization, and even echoes 

Seneca’s primacy of watching the self—the ‘inspicere debebimus primum nosmet’ he suggests 

prior to turning one’s attention elsewhere.670 However, the final section suggests an emphasis on 

the approval of others, which certainly is not a goal emphasized by Stoicism. In a similar example, 

Pelagius opens with a very Stoic demand to Christians—‘Take heed to yourselves [attendite 

vobis]’—but then he immediately pivots to a distinctly non-Stoic framing of the consequences of 

inaction: ‘. . . lest perchance your hearts be weighed down with dissipation and drunkenness and 

cares of this life, and that day will come upon you suddenly like a snare; for it will come upon all 

who dwell upon the face of the whole earth.’671 Clearly, the Stoic internalization and self-

observation elements are included in this passage, but so is a Christian judgmental illustration of 

the punishment waiting for those who do not live up to the behavioral ideal.  

Passages such as these exemplify the way in which Pelagius commonly mixes Stoic and 

non-Stoic principles in order to deliver his message to the reader. These two examples both exhibit 

non-Stoic elements, but both also lean toward a private visibility of self-observation, making them 

pertinent to this section. Taken as a whole, the evidence is often contradictory, but the Stoic flavor 

of the visibility of self-observation is clearly woven throughout the text.  

 
669 Rees, Letters, 140. See PL 22:1215: ‘Saltem hanc adhibeamus vitae nostrae diligentiam, ne malae mentes 

occasionem inveniant detrahendi. Ne ex nobis scintilla procedat, per quam adversus nos sinistrae famae flamma 

confletur.’ 
670 Seneca, De tranquillitate animi 6.1, in Moral Essays, Volume II, 234: ‘Inspicere autem debebimus primum nosmet 

ipsos.’ 
671 Rees, Letters, 140 (see Luke 21:34–35); PL 22:1219: ‘Attendite vobis, ne forte graventur corda vestra in crapula, 

et ebrietate, et curis hujus vitae: ne forte superveniat in vos repentina dies illa, tanquam laqueus enim superveniet in 

omnes, qui sedent super faciem omnis terrae.’ 
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1.2 Public Self-Observation (Pastoral) 

Ad Celantiam contains no direct references to the pastoral public visibility of self-observation 

outlined by Foucault. This could simply be a result of the intended purpose of the epistle. Like Ad 

Demetriadem, Ad Celantiam was meant as a behavioral guide for a young Roman woman. Both 

texts included Stoic elements of the visibility of self-observation, but Pelagius was notably silent 

on the pastoral front in both epistles. Even so, his rationale for eschewing pastoral elements in 

favor of Stoic advice is not clear. Given the absence of evidence, no weight can be assigned to the 

pastoral visibility of self-observation for this epistle. 

In summary, the evidence concerning the visibility of self-observation found in Ad 

Celantiam is heavily tilted toward the Stoic position. This evidence includes many examples of 

Stoic internalization, modifying behavior, and measuring against (and striving toward) a 

behavioral ideal. However, much of this Stoic evidence for private self-observation is sprinkled 

with nonobservation concepts that are distinctly pastoral, making a firm conclusion difficult to 

achieve. But the totality of the evidence suggests a strong Stoic influence for the visibility of self-

observation in Ad Celantiam. 

 

2 Fault Categorization 

The evidence for Stoic and pastoral fault categorization found in Ad Celantiam is decidedly more 

balanced than the evidence found in the other epistles. Many passages illustrate obvious Stoic 

administrative elements, but several exhibit traces of judgmental pastoral components as well. In 

isolation, these passages could be used to make a case for either a primary Stoic or pastoral 

underlying influence. However, when the epistle is examined as a whole, it is difficult to arrive at 

a definitive conclusion concerning Pelagius’s interpretation of fault categorization. 
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2.1 Administrative Fault Categorization (Stoic)  

The material in support of a Stoic influence in Ad Celantiam is readily available, but it is also 

somewhat unique. Most of this evidence concerns potential sin instead of realized sin. Therefore, 

the examples are not directly tied to the behavioral review and subsequent conduct modification 

outlined by Foucault in his formulation of Stoic fault categorization. The emphasis on potential 

sin over realized sin in the context of fault categorization does not negate the fact that an 

administrative tone is apparent, so the examples are certainly relevant. The important aspect here 

is that the specific fault-categorization examples exhibit Stoic elements, but the faults themselves 

do not necessary exhibit the same influence. The following passage is emblematic of the type of 

preventive message that pervades the epistle: 

Let your mind then be attentive and watchful [intentus ac vigilans] and always armed 
against sins; let your speech be in all matters modest and chaste and of the kind that makes 
it clear that it is prompted by the need to speak rather than the wish to do so; let your 
modesty adorn your common sense and, as has always been a special characteristic of 
women, let your sense of shame surpass all the other virtues that are in you. Consider well 
and long in advance what has to be said and, while still silent, take care in advance that 
there will be nothing for you to have to regret when you have said it; let your thought weigh 
your words and let the balance of your mind regulate the functioning [officium] of your 
tongue.672  

 
In this passage, Pelagius is setting the boundaries of acceptable behavior. The emphasis here is on 

a careful watchfulness in order to avoid improper behavior. Because his advice outlines ways to 

avoid faults in the first place, it can be seen as preventive. Since Foucault focused on faults already 

committed, not necessarily on proactive efforts to avoid faults in the first place, this type of 

 
672 Rees, Letters, 137. See PL 22:1213: ‘Sit igitur intentus ac vigilans, et adversus peccata semper armatus animus 

tuus. Sermo in omnibus moderatus et parcus, et qui necessitatem magis loquendi indicet, quam voluntatem. Ornet 

prudentiam verecundia, quodque praecipuum in feminis semper fuit, cunctas in te virtutes pudor superet. Diu ante 

considera, quid loquendum sit, et adhuc tacens provide, ne quid dixisse poeniteat. Verba tua ponderet cogitatio, et 

linguae officium animi libra dispenset.’ 
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material cannot be considered on par with the examples of fault categorization advanced by 

Foucault. However, much can be gleaned from this proactive treatment of potential sin. Most 

significantly, this passage lacks the judgmental tone characteristic of the pastoral fault 

categorization. Instead, Pelagius has adopted a more administrative tone in his proactive 

guidance—a tone more aligned with a Stoic fault categorization. In the above passage, Pelagius 

uses the Latin officium to describe the ‘function’ of the tongue as it relates to mindfulness. The 

word, and its corresponding meaning, is not the type of vocabulary one would expect in a pastoral 

judgmental fault categorization.  

The proactive guidance indicative of this passage is woven throughout Ad Celantiam. 

Pelagius begins by emphasizing how important it is to discipline one’s tongue: ‘But let your tongue 

know nothing of how to lie and to swear an oath, and let there be such love of the truth in you that 

you consider everything you say to have been said on oath.’673 Even though this passage 

incorporates emotional issues such as lying and swearing of oaths, the administrative tone carries 

throughout. Pelagius is not berating Celantia or suggesting dire punishment should she lie or swear 

an oath. Instead, he is coolly emphasizing the correct path of truth. Celantia should not and cannot 

bend on such matters simply because to do so would either be the easy path or somehow benefit 

her personally. Similarly, Stoicism emphasizes the importance of disciplined adherence to one’s 

path despite external pressures. In Stoic thought, staying true to one’s self and the principles that 

guide Stoic life is paramount. Like Pelagius, a Stoic would have communicated these essential life 

guidelines in a calm, adminstrative tone. The commonalities in behavioral emphasis and 

administrative tone can be seen in the writings of Seneca. The following passage from De 

 
673 Rees, Letters, 137. See PL 22:1213: ‘Mentiri vero atque jurare, lingua tua prorsus ignoret, tantusque in te sit veri 

amor, ut quidquid dixeris, juratum putes.’  
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constantia sapientis is a great example: ‘Do not war against your own good; keep alive this hope in 

your breasts until you arrive at truth.’674  

Pelagius then suggests that the administrative evaluation is not only appropriate for actions 

but also equally applicable to our thoughts: ‘Therefore in every deed and every word let your mind 

be kept quiet [quieta] and calm [placida], and let the presence of God always come to your 

thoughts; let your soul be humble and gentle and aroused only against vices; never let it be exalted 

with pride or twisted by greed or carried away by anger.’675 This passage exemplifies the calm 

(‘placida’) and quiet (‘quieta’) consideration of thought, not the judgmental warnings 

characteristic of Christian fault categorization. In a similar passage, Pelagius strongly encourages 

constant self-observation as a method of intervention: ‘We must apply to our lives a degree of 

watchfulness sufficient to ensure that evil minds can find no occasion for disparagement and that 

we send out no spark to kindle unfavourable reports affecting our good name.’676 But even here, 

where he warns against the possibility of evil forces gaining purchase in our minds, he avoids the 

type of judgmental language characteristic of pastoral influence. Instead of warnings of 

punishment, the administrative tone carries throughout.  

Pelagius summarizes his potential-sin directive by quoting two passages from Psalms: 

‘Therefore see that you order the rest of your life without offence, so that you can sing with the 

prophet: I walked with integrity of heart within my house. And again: I will go to the altar of God, 

 
674 Seneca, De constantia sapientis 19.4, in Moral Essays, Volume I, 104–5: ‘Ne repugnate vestro bono et hanc spem, 

dum ad verum pervenistis, alite in animis.’  
675 Rees, Letters, 137. See PL 22:1213: ‘In omni igitur actu atque verbo, quieta mens et placida servetur: semperque 

cogitationi tuae Dei praesentia occurrat: sit humilis animus, ac mitis, et adversus sola vitia erectus.’ 
676 Rees, Letters, 140. See PL 22:1215: ‘Saltem hanc adhibeamus vitae nostrae diligentiam, ne malae mentes 

occasionem inveniant detrahendi. Ne ex nobis scintilla procedat, per quam adversus nos sinistrae famae flamma 

confletur.’ 
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to God of my exceeding joy, for it is not enough only to have begun, but to have finished is true 

righteousness.’677 Once again, Pelagius avoids the negative, punishment-based, pastoral fault 

categorization in favor of calm reasoning emphasizing the expected rewards of traveling the 

correct path.  

These examples demonstrate the narrowly focused Stoic fault-categorization influences 

found in Ad Celantiam. To be sure, the evidence for Stoic underpinnings is limited to advice 

concerning potential sin. However, the administrative flavor of Pelagius’s advice in this regard is 

an important consideration. As we shall see, there is considerable evidence pointing to a pastoral 

influence of fault categorization, but the volume and tone of these administrative elements of fault 

categorization cannot be overlooked. 

 

2.2 Judgmental Fault Categorization (Pastoral) 

Pelagius’s use of pastoral fault categorization language in Ad Celantiam is fairly robust. He 

incorporates several different themes to communicate his message, but two stand out from the rest. 

These two themes, the ‘day of judgement’ and punishment, are distinct not only due to the number 

of references but also to the impact they convey to the reader. These themes, when combined with 

the other references to judgmental fault categorization, potentially point to an underlying pastoral 

influence in Ad Celantiam.  

The judgmental theme in Ad Celantiam begins with references to the day of judgment. 

Pelagius utilizes this vivid pastoral allusion several times in Ad Celantiam. He opens his broad 

 
677 Rees, Letters, 144 (see Ps 101:2, 43:4); PL 22:1219–20: ‘Idcirco age, ut ordines reliquum tempus vitae tuae sine 

offensa, ut possis secure canere cum Propheta: Perambulam in innocentia cordis mei, in medio domus meae. Et 

iterum: Introibo ad altare Dei, ad Deum, qui laetificat juventutem meam. Quia inchoasse non sufficit; sed perfecisse 

justitia est.’ 
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judgment narrative by emphasizing the consequence of sin, using the touchstone of scriptural 

support to convey his message: 

The same Lord says also to those at his left hand: Depart from me, you cursed [maledicti], 
into the eternal fire [ignem aeternum] which my Father has prepared for the devil and his 
angels: I know you not, workers of iniquity; there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth 
[fletus et stridor dentium]. Assuredly they will beat their breasts, they will mourn, they who 
so involve themselvs in the cares of the present life that they forget the future one, they 
whom the Lord’s coming will find smothered in a sleep of ignorance and buried beneath 
the waves of false security.678 

 
The vocabulary deployed by Pelagius makes the judgmental theme obvious. Those not following 

the right path will be condemned to the ‘ignem aeternum’, where there will be ‘fletus et stridor 

dentium.’ The use of the pending doom of eternal suffering that awaits sinners was common in 

early Christianity. In fact, Augustine even uses this same biblical passage to illustrate a similar 

point.679 But eternal hell fire is not the only day-of-judgement imagery Pelagius utilizes in Ad 

Celantiam. Occasionally the reference to the awaiting condemnation is couched in more subtle 

terms: ‘Take heed to yourselves [attendite vobis], lest perchance your hearts be weighed down 

with dissipation and drunkenness and cares of this life, and that day will come upon you suddenly 

like a snare; for it will come upon all who dwell upon the face of the whole earth.’680 Unlike the 

previous passage, this one, with its use of ‘attendite vobis,’ gives a nod towards the type of 

 
678 Rees, Letters, 143–44 (see Matt 25:41; Luke 13:27–28); PL 22:1219: ‘Dicit enim idem Dominus iis, qui ad 

sinistram ejus erunt: Discedite a me maledicti in ignem aeternum, quem praeparavit Pater meus diabolo, et angelis 

ejus nescio vos, operarii iniquitatis. Erit ibi fletus et stridor dentium. Illi utique omnes plangent, illi lugebunt, qui ita 

curis se vitae praesentis involvunt, ut obliviscantur futuram; quos somno quodam ignorantiae, et malae securitatis 

oppressos fluctibus.’ 
679 Augustine, De civitate Dei 21.23, in City of God, Volume VII: Books 21–22, trans. William M. Green, LCL 417 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1972), 110–11: ‘Discedite a me, maledicti, in ignem aeternmum qui 

paratus est diabolo et angelis eius.’ 
680 Rees, Letters, 144 (see Luke 21:34–35); PL 22:1219: ‘Attendite vobis, ne forte graventur corda vestra in crapula, 

et ebrietate, et curis hujus vitae: ne forte superveniat in vos repentina dies illa, tanquam laqueus enim superveniet in 

omnes, qui sedent super faciem omnis terrae.’ 
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discipline necessary to avoid the judgment described later in the passage, framing damnation as an 

avoidable consequence. But as the description of the day suggests, ‘the day of judgment’ would 

certainly fall within the Christian fault categorization group. Reference to this day was a commonly 

used technique in early Christian texts,681 but it was not the only judgmental reference to the 

afterlife they utilized. Pelagius uses ‘tribunal of Christ’ to similar effect:  

We, however, who confess with unconditional faith that every man must appear before the 
tribunal of Christ [tribunal Christi], so that each one may receive good or evil, according 
to what he has done in the body, we ought to be far removed from vices: And those who 
belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires. And let not 
those who confess themselves disciples of the truth follow in the footsteps of the erring 
crowd.682  

 
Again, discipline is injected into a primarily judgmental passage. If one maintains discipline, the 

damnation can be avoided. If not, one will be disciplined through everlasting judgment. Other 

Christian authors utilize similar imagery to convey the same message. Basil even uses the same 

‘tribunal of Christ’ backdrop in a letter to Genethlius.683 In both cases, the judgmental aspect of 

the message is clear—Christians will be judged for their actions.  

The mention of ‘the footsteps of the erring crowd’ also foreshadows the important narrative 

theme of the broad and narrow gate found throughout the epistle. The biblical passage, pulled from 

 
681 For example, see Tertullian, Apologeticus 23.14; Tertullian, De spectaculis 30; Augustine, Epistle 214.1; 

Augustine, De civitate Dei 20.18. 
682 Rees, Letters, 132. Emphasis by Rees (see 1 Cor 5:10; Gal 5:24); PL 22:1208: ‘Nos vero qui purissima confitemur 

fide, omnem hominem manifestandum esse ante tribunal Christi, ut recipiat unusquisque propria corporis sui, prout 

gessit; sive bonum, sive malum procul esse debemus a vitiis, dicente Apostolo: Qui enim Christi sunt, carnem suam 

crucifixerunt cum vitiis et concupiscentiis. Nec turbam sequantur errantem, qui se veritatis discipulos confitentur.’ 
683 Basil, Epistle 224, in Letters, Volume III: Letters 186–248, trans. Roy J. Deferrari, LCL 243 (Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press, 1930), 313: ‘bēmatos tou Christou.’ 
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the Gospel of Matthew,684 is as follows: ‘Enter through the narrow gate; for the gate is wide and 

the road is easy that leads to destruction, and there are many who take it. For the gate is narrow 

and the road is hard that leads to life, and there are few who find it’ (Matt 7:13–14, NRSV). 

Pelagius references this passage several times, but the aim of each instance is similar: ‘The Saviour 

shows in the Gospel that there are indeed two ways to conduct oneself and separate roads in life 

leading in different directions: “How wide,” he says, “is the way that leads to death, and those who 

enter by it are many,” and again, “How narrow is the gate [arcta via et angusta est] that leads to 

life, and those that find it are few.”685 He goes on to describe the life awaiting those who find the 

narrow path: ‘If we discover with a few the narrow way [angustum] and the path which has, as it 

were, been cleared of obstructions, we move in the direction of life; but if, on the other hand, we 

follow the route taken by the many, according to the Lord’s judgement we go to our death.’686 

Augustine also utilizes this symbolic biblical reference (‘angustias’),687 but the use of the ‘narrow 

gate’ is not the critical aspect of the passage. Rather, the inference that destruction awaits those 

who do not meet the behavioral standards represented by the narrow gate is the significant facet of 

the quote. 

 
684 The “narrow door” is again referenced in Luke 13:24, but from the usage and vocabulary, it is fairly clear that 

Pelagius is referring to the passage in Matthew. Also, for the sake of simplicity, I use ‘narrow gate,’ ‘narrow path,’ 

and ‘narrow way’ interchangeably. 
685 Rees, Letters, 132 (see Matt 7:13–14); PL 22:1208: ‘Quam, inquit, spatiosa via, quae ducit ad mortem, et multi 

sunt qui intrant per eam. Et rursum: Quam arcta via et angusta est, quae ducit ad vitam, et pauci sunt qui inveniunt 

eam.’ 
686 Rees, Letters, 132–33. See PL 22:1209: ‘Si cum paucis angustum iter et subtilem quamdam semitam invenimus, 

ad vitam tendimus. Si vero multorum comitamur viam, secundum Domini sententiam, imus ad mortem.’ 
687 Augustine, Confessiones 8.1, in Confessions, Volume I, 354–55: ‘et placebat via ipse salvator, et ire per eius 

angustias adhuc pigebat.’ 
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Finally, Pelagius summarizes his argument by illustrating the stark contrasts between the 

two choices. But here, Pelagius avoids the harsh, judgmental language and instead adopts a matter-

of-fact tone that more closely resembles a Stoic administrative approach: 

If then we are possessed by hatred and envy, if we give way to greed and avarice, if we 
prefer the rewards of the present to those of the future, we walk along the broad way 
[spatiosam viam]; for we have the multitude as our companions in seeking these rewards 
and we are surrounded on all sides by columns of people like ourselves. If we wish to 
satisfy our lust for anger to the full, if we wish to avenge insult, if we return curse for curse, 
if we keep a hostile mind against our enemy, we are borne along step by step with the 
majority. If we are either flattered ourselves or gladly listen to a flatterer, if we do not 
devote our attention to the truth and fear more to offend other men’s minds than not to 
speak our own, we are likewise of the way of the many and have as many comrades as 
there are strangers to truth. But, on the contrary, if we become strangers to all these vices, 
if we display a mind that is pure and free and treads all desire underfoot, and if we aim to 
be rich in virtue alone, then we press forward along the narrow way. For that way of life, 
which is the one you have chosen, belongs to few, and it is very rare and difficult to find 
suitable companions for the journey. Indeed, there are many who pretend that they are 
going by this way but by a variety of wrong turnings return to the way of the crowd, and it 
is for that reason that we have to fear that those whom we believe to be our leaders along 
the right way may turn out to be our companions in error instead.688 

 
The discipline/punishment balance echoes throughout this passage. Pelagius’s message is one of 

damnation and destruction, but it is also one of hope. The individual plays the key role in the 

determination. If one exhibits a high degree of self-discipline, the narrow gate to salvation awaits. 

If not, the individual is disciplined through the punishment of eternal destruction. Even though the 

 
688 Rees, Letters, 133. See PL 22:1209: ‘Si ergo odio atque invidia possidemur, si cupiditati et avaritiae cedimus, si 

praesentia commoda futuris praeferimus: per spatiosam viam incedimus. Habemus enim ad haec comitum 

multitudinem, et late similium stipamur agminibus. Si iracundiam libidinemque explere volumus, si injuriam 

vindicamus, si maledicenti remaledicimus, et adversum inimicum inimico animo sumus, aeque cum pluribus ferimur. 

Si vel adulamur ipsi, vel adulantem libenter audimus, si verum dicere gratia impedimur, et magis offendere animos 

hominum timemus, quam non ex animo loqui; de multorum item via sumus. Tot nostri sunt socii, quot extranei veritatis. 

At e contrario, si ab his omnibus vitiis sumus extranei, si purum ac liberum animum praestamus, et omni cupiditate 

calcata, solis studemus divites esse virtutibus: per angustam viam nitimur. Conversatio enim ista paucorum est. Estque 

perrarum atque difficile, idoneos hujus itineris comites reperire. Quin etiam multi hac ire se simulant, et per diversa 

errorum diverticula, ad viam multitudinis revertuntur. Ideoque timendum est, ne quos duces recti hujus itineris habere 

nos credimus: eos comites habeamus erroris.’ 
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subject of the ‘broad way’ carries with it distinctive judgmental baggage, the overall tone of the 

passage is fairly administrative. If one were not aware of the biblical passage and its reference to 

a decidedly pastoral road to destruction, it would be easy to classify this as an example of Stoic 

fault categorization. However, an argument that is framed so as to suggest that one behavioral path 

will lead to death and destruction certainly should be classified as pastoral fault categorization. So, 

despite the missing judgmental overtones, the implied destruction awaiting those at the end of the 

broad road keeps this passage on the pastoral side of the ledger. 

Pelagius employed still other biblical passages to communicate the gravity of inappropriate 

behavior in the Christian faith. For example, in the following passage, Pelagius quotes Psalms to 

admonish slander and communicate the fate that awaits those who engage in the practice: ‘Him 

who slanders his neighbors secretly, I will destroy [persequar].’689 This passage, of course, 

references Ps 101:5. Augustine uses the same verse to highlight the justification of heavenly 

retribution.690 And elsewhere, Pelagius uses direct and simple language to make his point 

concerning the judgment awaiting poor decisions: ‘Do not love disparagement, lest you be utterly 

destroyed [eradiceris].’691 This passage, a quote from the Septuagint Proverbs, was used by 

Cyprian in a similar fashion.692 Another example of judgment can be seen in a passage where 

Pelagius deploys the standard of the golden rule as a rubric of Christ’s judgment: ‘For the kinds 

and categories of righteousness are infinite, and it is most difficult not only to take them down 

with the pen but also to grasp them in the thought; but he embraces all of them in one brief sentence 

 
689 Rees, Letters, 136 (see Ps 101:5); PL 22:1212: ‘Detrahentem secreto proximo suo hunc persequar.’ 
690 Augustine, Ep. 93.8 (NPNF1 1:2). 
691 Rees, Letters, 135–36 (see Prov 20:13 [LXX]); PL 22:1212: ‘Noli diligere detrahere, ne eradiceris.’ 
692 Cyprian, Treatise 12.3.107, in Three Books of Testimonies against the Jews (ANF 5:555). 
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and either acquits or condemns [damnat] the hidden consciences of men by the secret judgement 

of the mind.’693  

Each of these examples adds to the mosaic of pastoral fault categorization found in Ad 

Celantiam. While the instances of Stoic fault categorization, particularly those related to potential 

sin, cannot be ignored, the judgmental, pastoral tone is also evident throughout the epistle. Overall, 

the volume and breadth of the pastoral evidence outweighs the solitary layer of the Stoic evidence. 

 

3 Goal of Self-Observation: Correct Action versus Correct Thought 

Like the other epistles, Ad Celantiam contains a plethora of passages directly related to the goals 

of panoptic oversight, from both correct-action and correct-thought standpoints. Once again, no 

single category dominated the evaluation, although there is more material related to the correct-

thought/pastoral connection than to the Stoic-leaning, correct-action classification. Even though 

the evidence is somewhat mixed, the weight of the evidence points to a distinctly pastoral flavor 

of correct thought. 

 

3.1 Correct Action (Stoic) 

Several of the arguments and scriptural-support passages used in other Pelagian epistles are 

rehashed in Ad Celantiam. The ‘adherence to the commandments’ theme is once again present and 

is fairly dominant throughout the epistle. The strong warnings against disparagement and slander 

also dot the epistle, and these two themes represent the supporting architecture of Pelagius’s 

correct-action arguments in Ad Celantiam. The epistle also contains a few other, less prominent 

 
693 Rees, Letters, 135. Emphasis by Rees. See PL 22:1211: ‘Infinitae namque sunt species, partesque justitiae: quas 

non modo stylo persequi, sed cogitatione etiam capere difficillimum est. Quas omnes una ac brevi sententia 

comprehendit, et latentem hominum conscientiam, secreto animi judicio, aut absolvit, aut damnat.’ 
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correct-action topics that help buttress his argument. These include concepts such as the living out 

the ‘golden rule’ and actively imitating the divine. Other reminders to ensure correct action such 

as maintaining proper physical appearance and personal control are mentioned as well, but these 

are ornamental rather than the cohesive, multipronged arguments characteristic of the other 

correct-action topics. 

One of the most frequent themes of correct action found in the epistles of Pelagius, the 

demand to leverage panoptic oversight to ensure adherence to God’s commandments, is the central 

correct-action argument of Ad Celantiam. Pelagius emphasizes the importance of adhering to the 

commandments in several different ways, from basic statements outlining the rationale for doing 

so to specific parameters of meeting the expectations associated with the commandments. He 

begins by suggesting that following God requires only one thing—to follow the commandments: 

‘To live for him means nothing else than to keep his commandments [praecepta servare].’694 

Given the extensive behavioral expectations Pelagius spells out in Ad Celantiam, this statement 

might be simplistic in the context of Pelagius’s overall theological position, but the fact that he 

chose to frame his correct-action argument in this fashion speaks to the prominent position 

adherence to the commandments enjoys in Pelagius’s worldview. In the framework of leveraging 

self-observation to police personal action, the impact of a statement such as this is clear. The 

priority is squarely on active obedience to God’s commandments, and any actions running counter 

to this expectation should be immediately rejected. 

Pelagius further explains the intent and ramifications of adhering to the commandments by 

capturing the essence of the works/faith relationship famously portrayed in the Epistle of James.695 

 
694 Rees, Letters, 130. See PL 22:1206: ‘Vivere autem illi non est aliud, quam ejus praecepta servare.’ 
695 Jas 2:14–26. 
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He accomplishes this in two ways. First, he establishes the general expectation of righteous works, 

supplemented by the faith the reader already embraces: ‘We do not merit a reward of such 

magnitude solely by confessing God [Dei confessione], unless works of faith and righteousness 

are added [fidei et justitiae opera conjuncta sint].’696 This passage is a clear example of a 

prioritization of actions (confessing God and works of faith) over the thought-centric pastoral 

approach. Good works are the expected norm, and it is the duty of every Christian to ensure they 

are performing these essential tasks. Pelagius then incorporates scriptural justification in order to 

bolster and clarify his position: ‘For it is not the hearers of the law who are righteous before God, 

but the doers of the law [factores legis] who will be justified.’697 This reference to Rom 2:13 not 

only lends the authority of scriptural support; it clarifies the types of actions that are expected of 

every Christian—to follow the commands outlined by God through Scripture.  

Pelagius fuses elements of the golden rule into the argument to further enhance his correct-

action framework. He begins by quoting the scriptural passage from Matt 7:12 that is often used 

to define the golden rule: ‘Whatever you wish that men would do to you, do so to them also.’698 In 

another passage, he seems to echo the golden rule without specifically quoting the passage from 

Matthew:  

 

 

 

 
696 Rees, Letters, 129. See PL 22:1205: ‘Nos non sola Dei confessione tanti praemii magnitudinem promereri, nisi 

fidei et justitiae opera conjuncta sint.’ 
697 Rees, Letters, 134 (see Rom 2:13); PL 22:1211: ‘Non enim auditores legis justi sunt apud Deum, sed factores legis 

justificabuntur.’ 
698 Rees, Letters, 135 (see Matt 7:12); PL 22:1211: ‘Omnia quaecumque vultis ut faciant vobis homines, haec et vos 

facite illis.’ 
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He [Christ] wants love between us to be joined and fastened together by mutual acts of 
kindness [mutua beneficia caritatem], and all men to be united to one another by reciprocal 
love, so that, while each one provides for the other what all want provided for themselves, 
total righteousness, as in this commandment of God, may be the common benefit of 
mankind [communis sit utilitas hominum].699  

 
The prioritization of kindness and reciprocity as actions central to correct living is also found in 

Stoicism. The similarities between the passage from Pelagius and the following passage from 

Seneca illustrate the common themes: ‘For human life is founded on kindness and concord, and is 

bound into an alliance for common help [foedus auxiliumque], not by terror, but by mutual love.’700 

The parallels in emphasis are clear. Both authors underscore the importance of concord and mutually 

beneficial action. For Seneca, these actions constitute the foundation of human life. For Pelagius, 

they represent the will of Christ.  

In addition to the call to embrace the golden rule, Pelagius also pleads with the reader to 

avoid vices in general: ‘We ought to be far removed from vices. . . . Let not those who confess 

themselves disciples of the truth follow in the footsteps of the erring crowd.’701 This passage 

echoes the same ‘narrow path’ argument Pelagius deployed in De divina lege, and it suggests the 

behavioral standard is external and negative—the correct action is to not do something others are 

doing. But a reference to avoiding vices is hardly convincing evidence that this passage has a Stoic 

flavor. Avoiding vices is indeed a Stoic position. Epictetus reminds us that ‘virtues and everything 

 
699 Rees, Letters, 135. See PL 22:1211: ‘Conjungi vult inter nos, atque connecti, per mutua beneficia caritatem. 

Omnesque homines vicario inter se amore copulari, ut id unoquoque praestante alteri, quod sibi ab omnibus praestari 

velit: tota justitia, et praeceptum hoc Dei, communis sit utilitas hominum.’ 
700 Seneca, De ira 1.5, in Moral Essays, Volume 1, 118–19: ‘Beneficiis enim humana vita constat et concordia, nec 

terrore sed mutuo amore in foedus auxiliumque commune constringitur.’ 
701 Rees, Letters, 132. See PL 22:1208: ‘Procul esse debemus a vitiis . . . nec turbam sequantur errantem, qui se 

veritatis discipulos confitentur.’ 
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that shares in them are good, while vices and everything that shares in vice are evil.’702 But 

avoiding vices is also a common theme in Christianity. The important emphasis here is that 

Pelagius is elevating action (avoiding vices) over correct thought. 

The narrow-path theme is carried over to the next correct-action subtopic, active imitation 

of the divine. In the following passage, Pelagius ties together the narrow-path motif found in 

Matthew with the call to imitate Christ presented in 1 Cor 11:1: ‘God’s chosen vessel cries out to 

us and, as if calling us together to this narrow way, says: Be imitators of me [imitatores mei estote], 

as I am of Christ.’703 Pelagius is substituting the external behavioral ideal with a tangible role 

model. Stoics also believed, to a point, in the imitation of previous Stoic voices. Seneca, when his 

actions were questioned, responded by saying, ‘What more do you expect of me than that I should 

imitate [similem] my leaders?’704 Imitation is clearly an action, and it is an action that relies very 

little on individual thought. In another passage, Pelagius references another scriptural passage in 

his call to imitate Christ: ‘He who says he abides in Christ ought to walk in the same way in which 

he walked.’705 He further elaborates upon who and what should be imitated by quoting another 

scriptural passage: ‘If it is dangerous to imitate [imitari] those about whom you have reservations 

as to whether they should be imitated, surely it is safest to imitate [imitari] him, and follow in the 

 
702 Epictetus, Discources 2.19.13, in Discourses, Books I–II, 354–55: ‘Agatha men oun hai aretai kai ta metechonta 

autōn, kaka de kakiai kai ta metechonta kakias.’ 
703 Rees, Letters, 133 (see 1 Cor 11:1); PL 22:1209: ‘Clamat vas electionis Paulus, nosque quasi ad angustum hoc iter 

convocans, dicit: Imitatores mei estote, sicut et ego Christi.’ 
704 Seneca, De otio 1.5, in Moral Essays, Volume II, 182–83: ‘Numquid vis amplius, quam ut me similem ducibus meis 

praestem?’ 
705 Rees, Letters, 133 (see 1 John 2:6); PL 22:1210: ‘Qui dicit se in Christo manere, debet sicut ille ambulavit, et ipse 

ambulare.’ 
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footsteps of him who said: I am the way, the truth and the life.’706 These passages demanding an 

imitation of Christ illustrates Pelagius’s gold standard of behavior. The common Pelagian practice 

of leveraging panoptic oversight to compare an individual’s current behavior against a known ideal 

is assumed. The known ideal in this case is the highest standard possible for Christians—an ideal 

that is likely unachievable. 

The topic of slander and disparagement also plays a significant correct-action role in Ad 

Celantiam. Pelagius utilized several discursive styles to communicate the importance of avoiding 

this common sin. At times, he incorporated scriptural passages to emphasize the basic underlying 

gravity of the prohibition: ‘What man is there who desires life and covets many days, that he may 

enjoy good? Keep your tongue from evil [prohibe linguam tuam a malo] and your lips from 

speaking deceit [et labia tua ne loquantur dolum]. Depart from evil and do good [declina a malo, 

et fac bonum].’707 Keeping with the scriptural theme, Pelagius adds defensive support from 

noncanonical708 sources that would have been familiar to the reader: ‘Be not in agreement, says 

the scripture, with those who disparage your neighbor, and you will not take a sin upon yourself 

on his account; and elsewhere: Fence in your ears with thorns and do not listen to an evil tongue.’709 

 
706 Rees, Letters, 133 (see John 14:6); PL 22:1210: ‘Si periculosum est imitari illos, de quibus dubitas an imitandi 

sint: hunc certe imitari tutissimum est, atque ejus vestigia sequi, qui dixit: Ego sum via, veritas, et vita.’ 
707 Rees, Letters, 130 (see Ps 34:12–14); PL 22:1206: ‘Quis est homo qui vult vitam, et cupit videre dies bonos? 

Prohibe linguam tuam a malo, et labia tua ne loquantur dolum. Declina a malo, et fac bonum.’ 
708 The canonical status of Sirach depends on the tradition. Many Christian traditions hold the text as canonical, and 

others do not. So, labeling this as ‘noncanonical’ is problematic, but less so than labeling it canonical. The Book of 

Sirach and other OT apocryphal texts were commonly utilized by Christian authors. A good example of this usage can 

be seen in Chris de Wet’s ‘John Chrysostom's use of the Book of Sirach in his homilies on the New Testament,’ Studia 

Historiae Ecclesiasticae 36.2 (2010): 1–10. 
709 Rees, Letters, 136. The first quote is of unknown origin; the second likely references Sir 28:24; See PL 22:1212: 

‘Noli, inquit Scriptura, consentaneus esse cum derogantibus adversus proximum tuum, et non accipies super illum 

peccatum. Et alibi: Sepi aures tuas spinis, et noli audire linguam nequam.’ 
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Pelagius goes as far as to say disparagement is a vice to be shunned above all others: ‘This vice 

[disparagement] is surely one which above all ought to be destroyed [extingui] and utterly banished 

[prorsus excludi] by those who wish to establish themselves in the holy life.’710 Clearly, Pelagius 

has classified slander as one of the vilest actions a person can engage in, but this classification is 

not unique to Pelagius or Christianity. Epictetus suggests that those who engage in such activity 

are ‘malicious’ [‘kakoēthēs’] and ‘even more rascally and degraded’ than a fox.711  

In another passage, Pelagius insinuates that turning one’s focus inward will help Christians 

avoid the sin of disparagement: ‘Never at any time run someone else down [detrahas] simply 

because you wish to gain credit for yourself by your disparagement of others [aliorum 

vituperatione], but learn rather to embellish your own life than to revile another’s [alienam 

carpere].’712 Gossip, slander, and disparagement were probably common enough in almost any 

culture or time period, so Pelagius’s admonishment to avoid this vice is not unexpected. But 

Pelagius goes a step beyond his peers in attempting to banish this sin from Christian life. He 

maintained that a true Christian would not even entertain the slander of another, much less actively 

participate in it: ‘But you must avoid this evil in such a way that you not only do not indulge in 

disparagement yourself but do not at any time even believe another who is engaged in it or bestow 

authority on a detractor by giving him your agreement and thus by your assent feeding his vice.’713 

 
710 Rees, Letters, 136. See PL 22:1212: ‘Est sane tale hoc vitium, quod vel in primis extingui debeat, et ab eis qui se 

sancte instituere volunt, prorsus excludi.’ 
711 Epictetus, Discourses 1.3, in Discourses, Books I–II, 26–27: ‘ti gar estin allo loidoros kai kakoēthēs anthrōpos ē 

alōpēx ē ti allo atuchesteron kai tapeinoteron.’ 
712 Rees, Letters, 135. See PL 22:1211: ‘Nulli unquam omnino detrahas, nec aliorum vituperatione te laudabilem 

videri velis: magisque vitam tuam ornare disce, quam alienam carpere.’ 
713 Rees, Letters, 136. See PL 22:1212: ‘Tu vero hoc malum ita effuge, ut non modo ipsa non detrahas, sed ne alii 

quidem detrahenti, aliquando credas. Nec obtrectatoribus auctoritatem de consensu tribuas: ne eorum vitium nutrias, 

annuendo.’ 
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Here, Pelagius is warning against participation in any type of slanderous behavior, even in a 

passive sense. Any association with a slanderous person will bring a stain to your own life. Seneca 

had a very similar view of associating with those who disparage others, insisting that such an 

association ‘rubs off some of his rust upon us, even though we be spotless and sincere.’714 In both 

the Pelagius and Seneca examples, the correct action is not only to avoid slandering others but also 

to avoid participating in the hearing of slander leveled at others. 

Finally, Pelagius lays much of the responsibility for avoiding being slandered on the 

individual. He suggests that one can avoid being the target of disparagement and slander by 

regulating one’s actions: ‘Blessed is he who has ordered [disposuit] his life in such a holy and 

serious way that nothing evil can be even imagined about him, as long as the greatness of his merits 

fights against the wantonness of his detractors and no one has dared even to invent what no one 

else is likely to think credible.’715 By laying upon the Christian the responsibility to lead and 

outwardly portray a sinless life, in addition to the prohibition of entertaining the disparagement of 

another, Pelagius turns the salvific task of avoiding slander into a holistic fight against societal 

norms. His concept of correct action concerning slander and disparagement goes well beyond 

actively avoiding speaking harshly of another and extends into how we lead our lives daily, and 

even what company we keep. What is notably absent in Pelagius’s admonishment against slander 

is a corresponding outline of the punishment awaiting those who fail to avoid slander. The benefits 

 
714 Seneca, Epistle 7.7, in Epistles 1–65, 32–33: ‘malignus comes quamvis candido et simplici rubiginem suam 

adfricuit.’ 
715 Rees, Letters, 139. See PL 22:1215: ‘Beatus est qui tam sancte, tamque graviter disposuit vitam suam, ut de eo 

sinistri aliquid ne fingi quidem possit: dum adversus obtrectatorum libidinem pugnat meriti magnitudo nec fingere 

quisquam ausus est, quod a nullo putat esse credendum.’ 
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of avoiding all forms of slander are apparent, but the ‘stick’ in the carrot/stick approach is curiously 

absent from his argument. 

Pelagius also addresses several other correct-action elements in the epistle. These include 

topics such as personal control, obedience, and personal appearance. While these isolated topics 

do not amount to the status of epistle themes or central narratives, they nonetheless illustrate the 

type of correct action Pelagius asks his reader to continually observe and correct. An example of 

this control can be seen in the following passage: ‘Control and cherish [rege et confove] your 

household in such a way that you wish to be seen to be a mother of your family rather than a 

mistress and win their respect by kindness rather than strictness.’716 The demand to control the 

household and the call to cherish it are elements of what can be described as Pelagius’s correct-

action protocol. The same emphasis on the importance of controlling and cherishing the household 

can be seen in Stoicism as well. Epictetus alludes to this emphasis when he describes the chaos 

that emanates from the lack of such action: ‘It is impossible for a city or a household to remain 

even a very short time without someone to govern [dioikountos] and care [epimelomenou] for it.’717 

Unlike Pelagius, Epictetus did not relate his household regulation to a corresponding public option, 

but the emphasis on the importance of the control and care of the household remains.  

Personal appearance is another minor correct action topic in Ad Celantiam. An example of 

this can be seen in the following passage, where Pelagius outlines the necessity to tightly monitor 

and regulate one’s appearance: ‘Let not yours be an outward adorning with braiding of hair, 

decoration of gold or wearing of robes . . . and on this subject the vessel of election also says: Also 

 
716 Rees, Letters, 140. See PL 22:1216: ‘Familiam tuam ita rege et confove, ut te matrem magis tuorum, quam 

dominam videri velis, a quibus benignitate potius, quam severitate exige reverentiam.’ 
717 Epictetus, Discourses 2.14, in Discourses, Books I–II, 306–7: ‘kai pōs hoion te polin men ē oikon mē dunasthai 

diameneiv mēd’ oligoston chronon dicha tou dioikountos kai epimelomenou.’ 
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that women should adorn themselves modestly and sensibly in seemly apparel, not with braided 

hair or gold or costly attire but by good deeds, as befits women who profess chastity.’718 By again 

incorporating scriptural support, Pelagius calls for Celantia to exhibit correct action in both dress 

and behavior. Seneca links the actions of modest dress and proper behavior in a similar fashion:  

Let us learn to rely upon our limbs and to conform our dress and mode of life, not to the 
new fashions, but to the customs our ancestors approved; let us learn to increase our self-
control [discamus continentiam augere], to restrain luxury [luxuriam coercere], to 
moderate ambition [gloriam temperare], to soften anger [iracundiam lenire], to view 
poverty with unprejudiced eyes, to cultivate frugality, even if many shall be ashamed.719  
 

This is not to say that modesty in dress and behavior was not encouraged in Christianity; it certainly 

was. The point is that Pelagius, in many passages throughout Ad Celantiam, focused heavily on 

action and how this proper action related to the Christian life and ultimately individual salvation. 

The bulk of Pelagius’s correct-action argument found in Ad Celantiam centers upon either 

adhering to the commandments or imitating Christ. To Pelagius, self-observation and the 

associated behavioral modifications lie at the heart of Christianity. Without correct action, it is 

impossible to achieve salvation. Therefore, the focus of every Christian should concentrate on 

realizing proper conduct, observing and recording one’s conduct in relation to this standard, and 

correcting actions deemed outside the framework of acceptable behavior. This formula fits well 

within Foucault’s Stoic concept of correct action. Granted, there are important differences, such 

 
718 Rees, Letters, 141 (see 1 Tim 2:9–10); PL 22:1216–17: ‘Quarum sit non extrinsecus capillatura, aut circumdatio 

auri, aut vestimentorum cultus. . . . De quo et vas electionis ait: Similiter autem et mulieres in habitu ornato, cum 

verecundia et sobrietate: ornantes se non in tortis crinibus, aut auro, aut margaritis, vel veste pretiosa, sed quod decet 

mulieres, promittentes castitatem per opera bona.’ 
719 Seneca, De tranquillitate animi 9.2, in Moral Essays, Volume II, 244–45: ‘discamus membris nostris inniti, cultum 

victumque non ad nova exempla componere, sed ut maiorum mores suadent; discamus continentiam augere, luxuriam 

coercere, gloriam temperare, iracundiam lenire, paupertatem aequis oculis aspicere, frugalitatem colere, etiam si 

multos pudebit.’ 
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as when one should observe oneself and how to interpret the results, but the very fabric of 

Pelagius’s theology hinges on this basic Stoic formula. 

 

3.2 Correct Thought (Pastoral)  

The text of Ad Celantiam is rich with passages referencing concepts of correct thought. Much of 

this material is simply Pelagius’s recasting several of the arguments we have already seen. In this 

epistle, Pelagius encourages Celantia to pay careful attention to her thoughts, particularly how they 

relate to concepts such as adhering to the commandments, moral perfection, and humility. Pelagius 

also cautions that we should mainly fix our thoughts on our eternal goals. In regard to the overall 

group of correct-thought topics presented in Ad Celantiam, none of the categories themselves 

betrays a specific Stoic or pastoral theme. However, the ways in which Pelagius emphasizes these 

arguments and the contexts he utilizes to present his case can indeed shed additional light on the 

Stoic/pastoral panoptic investigation.  

As we have seen in the previous section, adhering to God’s commandments is a central 

message throughout Ad Celantiam. The activity required to successfully follow the commands 

assumes a degree of action, but thought is also a component of Pelagius’s obedience formula. 

Specifically, Pelagius demands that Celantia put thinking about God’s law at the center of her life. 

He does this by first asking her to continually ponder the expectations of God: ‘At all times we 

must turn over in our minds [revolvenda] that judgement [sententia] of the Lord: If you would 

enter life, keep the commandments.’720 Pelagius again quotes a passage from Scripture, this time 

to emphasize the importance of correct thought. The correct action associated with the adherence 

 
720 Rees, Letters, 129 (see Matt 19:17); PL 22:1206: ‘Unde saepe, imo semper illa nobis Domini revolvenda sententia: 

Si vis ad vitam venire, serva mandata.’ 
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to the commands is assumed, and the real message of the passage is to communicate the importance 

of continually keeping the commands at the forefront of one’s mind. Elsewhere, Pelagius again 

emphasizes the importance of Scripture, this time without quoting or referencing a specific 

passage:  

So let the divine scriptures be always in your hands and perpetually turned over in your 
mind [jugiter mente volvantur]. Nor should you suppose that it is enough to hold God’s 
commandments in your memory, while forgetting them in your works; but become 
thoroughly acquainted with them, so that you may do what you have learned must be 
done.721  

 
Again, Pelagius highlights the need to constantly ponder scripture, but in this passage he also 

bridges the thought-action gap by addressing both demands in the same context. As we will 

continue to see through the subsequent examples, this prioritization of correct thought is more than 

an isolated suggestion; it is a foundational element of Pelagius’s thinking.  

For Pelagius, the pool of scriptural resources is the well of life. Therefore, Christians should 

constantly draw life-giving support from the well in order to stay true to the correct path: ‘To be 

always recognizing [semper cognoscere] all these witnesses and to be turning them over within 

yourself [secumque revolvere] is a tremendous help in upholding righteousness.’722 The 

commonalities with the previous examples are obvious, but this passage would also fit comfortably 

within the broader praxis of early Christianity. Meditating on the scriptures was a common appeal 

from Christian authors, and these messages were often linked to putting these contemplative efforts 

into action. Jerome, when praising the holiness of Marcella, commented that she often spoke of 

 
721 Rees, Letters, 134. See PL 22:1210–11: ‘Sint ergo divinae Scripturae semper in manibus tuis, et jugiter mente 

volvantur. Nec sufficere tibi putes mandata Dei memoria tenere, et operibus oblivisci. Sed ideo illa cognosce, ut facias 

quicquid faciendum didiceris.’ 
722 Rees, Letters, 134. See PL 22:1211: ‘Quae omnia semper cognoscere, secumque revolvere, ingens ad 

conservandam justitiam beneficium est.’ 
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the perfect Christian as being one that focused on the law of God. He explains that she was ever 

singing, ‘His delight is in the law of the Lord; and in his law he doth meditate [meditabitur] day 

and night.’723 But he immediately clarifies that ‘meditation [meditationem] in the law meant for 

her not a mere reperusal of the Scriptures, as the Jewish Pharisees think, but a carrying it out in 

action.’724 The parallels to Pelagius’s positions are clear. An essential element of Christian correct 

thought is meditating on the scriptures, but this practice is only impactful if the contemplation 

manifests in day-to-day action. Elsewhere, Pelagius notes how constantly considering God’s 

commands can ensure that the essence of the written law is always in the forefront of the mind: 

‘You must cultivate spiritually [spiritualiter excolenda] the memory of the divine commandments 

and should not so much recall God’s precepts frequently as ponder them always [semper 

cogitanda].’725 Calls to ponder, consider, cultivate, meditate on, and recognize holy thoughts dot 

the epistle, underscoring the importance Pelagius placed on continually embracing correct thought. 

But Pelagius’s intent goes deeper than just a call for correct thought. By continually reminding 

Celantia to how she needs to think, he is setting up a panoptic expectation for her everyday life. 

Celantia must continually monitor her thoughts to ensure that she is following Pelagius’s 

guidelines. Thus, correct thought is contextualized against the backdrop of disciplined panoptic 

oversight. 

Pelagius continues his correct-thought outline by summarizing the importance of the 

commands⎯a reminder to Celantia about where she should focus her thoughts. Specifically, he 

outlines two basic steps that prepare the Christian for a journey along the path of correct thought. 

 
723 Jerome, Ep. 127.4, in Select Letters, 446–47: ‘in lege domini voluntas eius et in lege eius meditabitur die ac nocte.’ 
724 Ibid.: ‘meditationem legis non replicando, quae scripta sunt, ut Iudaeorum aestimant Pharisaei, sed in opera.’ 
725 Rees, Letters, 134. See PL 22:1210: ‘divinorum mandatorum memoria spiritualiter excolenda est. Cui non tam 

frequenter recordanda sunt praecepta Domini, quam semper cogitanda.’ 
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First, he emphasizes the importance of vigilance against sinful thoughts: ‘Let your mind then be 

attentive and watchful [intentus ac vigilans] and always armed against sins.’726 Next, he 

underscores the importance of focusing on the divine will: ‘There is nothing which we ought to be 

wishing for more, nothing at all that we ought to be more concerned to do, than what we know to 

be his will.’727 With these basic elements in place, Pelagius goes on to illustrate the troubles 

awaiting those who neglect these behavioral guardrails and the joys awaiting those who embrace 

them. Pelagius communicates these divergent paths by again deploying the broad-and-narrow-path 

imagery from the Gospels. He begins by outlining the broad road awaiting those who are not 

vigilant with their thought and lose focus on the will of God: ‘If then we are possessed by hatred 

and envy, if we give way to greed and avarice, if we prefer the rewards of the present to those of 

the future, we walk along the broad way.’728 If we disregard the call for continual panoptic 

oversight and allow evil thoughts to find a home in the mind, punishment awaits. But the narrow 

way to eternal life is available to those who are vigilant in thought: ‘If we become strangers to all 

of these vices, if we display a mind that is pure and free [purum ac liberum animum] and treads 

all desire underfoot, and if we aim to be rich in virtue [divites esse virtutibus] alone, then we press 

forward along the narrow way.’729  

 
726 Rees, Letters, 137. See PL 22:1213: ‘Sit igitur intentus ac vigilans, et adversus peccata semper armatus animus 

tuus.’ 
727 Rees, Letters, 130. See PL 22:1206: ‘Nihil magis velle, nihil omnino debemus agere, quam quod illum velle 

cognoscimus.’ 
728 Rees, Letters, 133. See PL 22:1209: ‘Si ergo odio atque invidia possidemur, si cupiditati et avaritiae cedimus, si 

praesentia commoda futuris praeferimus: per spatiosam viam incedimus.’ 
729 Rees, Letters, 133. See PL 22:1209: ‘Si ab his omnibus vitiis sumus extranei, si purum ac liberum animum 

praestamus, et omni cupiditate calcata, solis studemus divites esse virtutibus: per angustam viam nitimur.’ 
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Moral perfection is the next topic of correct-thought activity found in Ad Celantiam. Moral 

perfection as the goal of self-observation has been more prominent in other epistles, but it does 

appear in Ad Celantiam as well. Pelagius is adamant that Celantia probe her thoughts, searching 

for evidence of integrity and purity. If it is there, she is to cultivate that line of thought. If it is 

missing, she needs to reorder her thought life so as to put these moral-perfection elements first 

every day. To that end, he calls on Celantia to actively police her thoughts, focusing first on the 

presence of any corrupt thinking. If found, these thoughts must be dispatched with all haste: ‘And 

so let the Christian soul drive away from itself [se propellat anima] all malice, hatred and envy, 

which are the greatest or even the sole seeds of harm; let it guard its innocence not by hand or 

tongue only but also in its heart; let it fear to do harm not by deed only but in wish also.’730 Pelagius 

assumes that unvirtuous thoughts will arise in any mind, but it is up to the individual to 

immediately reject these loathsome intruders. This rejection is absolutely necessary in order to 

maintain holy innocence. Jerome also recognizes the reality of unvirtuous thought, and he shares 

Pelagius’s insistence that such thinking has no home in the Christian mind:  

When for a moment the inner man [interior homo] shows signs of wavering between vice 
and virtue, say: ‘Why art thou cast down, O my soul, and why art thou disquieted within 
me? Hope thou in God, for I shall yet praise Him who is the health of my countenance and 
my God.’ I would not have you allow any such thoughts to rise [nolo sinas cogitationem 
crescere]. Let nothing disorderly, nothing that is of Babylon find shelter in your breast.731  

 
Jerome’s ‘interior homo’ expressed panoptic oversight of the self assumed in Pelagius’s writing. 

All salvation starts here⎯there is no eternal life without diligent self-observation.  

 
730 Rees, Letters, 131. See PL 22:1207: ‘Itaque malitiam, odium atque invidiam, quae vel maxima, vel sola semina 

sunt nocendi, Christiana a se propellat anima: neque manu tantum, aut lingua, sed corde quoque custodiat 

innocentiam: nec opere modo, sed voto etiam nocere formidet.’ 
731 Jerome, Ep. 22.6, in Select Letters, 64–66: ‘Cum paululum interior homo inter vitia et virtutes coeperit fluctuare, 

dicito: “Quare tristis es, anima mea, et quare conturbas me? Spera in domino, quoniam confitebor illi, salutare vultus 

mei in Deus mei.” Nolo sinas cogitationem crescere; nihil in te Babylonium, nihil confusionis adolescat.’ 
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These purity-related passages underscore Pelagius’s clear expectations concerning the type 

of thoughts that are appropriate in a proper Christian life. These expectations assume a degree of 

panoptic oversight of the self, and Pelagius offers clues on how to achieve such diligent control. 

For Pelagius, panoptic control over one’s thoughts and the subsequent ordering of thought 

processes can only be achieved through a calm mind, reinforced with humility: 

Therefore in every deed and every word let your mind be kept quiet and calm [quieta mens 
et placida servetur], and let the presence of God always come to your thoughts [semperque 
cogitationi tuae Dei praesentia occurrat]; let your soul be humble and gentle and aroused 
only against vices; never let it be exalted with pride or twisted by greed or carried away by 
anger.732  

 
The contemplation of the divine is cultivated by a quiet and calm mind. Augustine’s expression of 

holy contemplation is similar: 

Who could contemplate with perfectly tranquil and pure mind [serenissima et sincerissima 
mente] this whole [Christ as logos], which I have attempted to express without expressing 
it and by expressing it not to express, and from that contemplation draw blessedness, and 
lose and forget self in that object of contemplation, and press forward to that which, once 
seen, makes man hold himself as nothing—which means to be clothed with immortality 
and to lay hold upon that eternal salvation . . .733  

 
The number of passages in which Pelagius highlights the benefits of a calm mind point to the 

substantial weight he assigns to this element of correct thought. He even outlines how Celantia’s 

domestic arrangements should be structured to promote a tranquil environment: 

 

 

 
732 Rees, Letters, 137. See PL 22:1213: ‘In omni igitur actu atque verbo, quieta mens et placida servetur: semperque 

cogitationi tuae Dei praesentia occurrat: sit humilis animus, ac mitis, et adversus sola vitia erectus. Nunquam illum 

aut superbia extollat, aut avarita inflectat, aut ira praecipitet.’ 
733 Augustine, Epistle 232.5, in Select Letters, 472–73: ‘Quis autem hoc totum, quod non dicendo dicere conatus sum 

et dicendo non dicere, quis hoc possit serenissima et sincerissima mente contueri eoque contuitu beatitudinem ducere, 

atque in id quod intuetur, deficiens quodam modo se oblivisci et pergere in illud, cuius visione sibi vilis est, quod est 

inmortalitate indui et obtinere aeternam salutem.’ 
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Let your home be the object of your concern in such a way that you can still allot a period 
of respite to your soul. Choose a convenient place, a little removed from the noise of the 
household, to which you can betake yourself as if to a harbour out of a great storm of cares 
and there, in the peace of inner seclusion [secreti tranquillitate], calm the turbulent waves 
of thoughts outside.734  

 
The physical environment is important, but the act of meditation itself is even more critical to 

success in Pelagius’s construct of Christianity. We have already seen multiple examples of 

Pelagius calling Celantia to ponder, consider, or otherwise turn over in her mind the elements of 

proper Christian theology—his formulation of correct thought. In those passages, Pelagius outlines 

the benefits of engaging in such thought activity, but he also includes some general rationale on 

why meditation is necessary: ‘Learn and meditate [discas ibique mediteris] as to what kind of 

person you ought to show yourself to your own kin.’735 Or, more to the point: ‘The greatest aid to 

righteousness is to stock your mind [implere animum] with divine utterances and always to be 

pondering [semper meditar] in your heart what you want to put into practice.’736 In a way, Pelagius 

is suggesting that meditation should begin with the ultimate goal in mind. These instructions for 

meditation, when combined with the emphasis on the benefits of a calm and peaceful mind, read 

like a primer intended to address multiple nuances of the meditation process. The fact that Pelagius 

takes this great care to address these fundamentals further underscores the urgent priority he 

assigns to the parameters of correct thought.  

The final subtopic of correct thought found in Ad Celantiam is that of humility. The 

importance of humility in one’s thinking was certainly recognized in early Christianity. Jerome, 

 
734 Rees, Letters, 140. See PL 22:1216: ‘Ita habeto sollicitudinem domus, ut aliquam tamen vacationem animae 

tribuas. Eligatur tibi opportunus, et aliquantum a familiae strepitu remotus locus, in quem tu velut in portum, quasi 

ex multa tempestate curarum te recipias, et excitatos foris cogitationum fluctus, secreti tranquillitate componas.’ 
735 Rees, Letters, 140. See PL 22:1216: ‘discas ibique mediteris, qualem tuis praebere te debeas.’ 
736 Rees, Letters, 134. See PL 22:1210: ‘Maximum enim ad justitiam auxilium, est implere divinis eloquiis animum, et 

quod opere exequi cupias, semper corde meditari.’ 
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when describing the tangible advantages of joining a monastic body, outlines the benefits one 

should expect: ‘From one of them you may learn humility [humilitatem], from another patience; 

this one will teach you silence, that one meekness [mansuetudinem].’737 Pelagius assigns a similar 

importance to the practice of humble thought. To start, Pelagius frames the importance of the virtue 

to Celantia: ‘Regard nothing as more excellent, nothing more desirable than humility [humilitate]; 

for this is the chief preserver and, as it were, warder of all virtues, and there is nothing that can 

make us so pleasing to men and to God as to be high in the merit list of life and lowest in humility 

[humilitate].’738 He then reminds her that humility is not simply a formal gesture that is expected 

of all Christians, but a state of being that exists in one’s heart: ‘Truly you must follow that humility 

[humilitatem], not the kind that is displayed and simulated by bodily gesture or by subduing the 

utterance of one’s words but that which is expressed in the natural disposition of one’s heart [puro 

affectu cordis exprimitur].’739 Similar calls to humility and purity of heart can be seen in other 

contemporary Christian sources, suggesting that humility as a function of correct thought was 

common in early Christianity. For example, Basil’s summary of what it means to live the life of 

the Gospel includes the important components of humility of mind (‘phronēma tapeinon’) and 

purity of thought (‘ennoias katharotēta’).740  

 
737 Jerome, Epistle 125.15, in Select Letters, 422–23: ‘ut ab alio discas humilitatem, ab alio patientiam, hic te 

silentium, ille doceat mansuetudinem.’ 
738 Rees, Letters, 138. See PL 22:1213–14: ‘Nihil habeas humilitate praestantius, nihilque amabilius. Haec est enim 

praecipua conservatrix, et quasi custos quaedam virtutum omnium: nihilque est quod nos ita et hominibus gratos et 

Deo faciat, quam si vitae merito magni, humilitate infimi simus.’ 
739 Rees, Letters, 138. See PL 22:1214: ‘Verum tu eam humilitatem sequere: non quae ostenditur, atque simulatur 

gestu corporis, aut fracta voce verborum, sed quae puro affectu cordis exprimitur.’ 
740 Basil, Epistle 43, in Letters, Volume I: Letters 1–58, trans. Roy J. Deferrari, LCL 190 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 1926), 264–65: ‘phronēma tapeinon, ennoias katharotēta.’ 
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In order to stress the importance of humility, Pelagius incorporates the concept into a 

practice that was well known to contemporary Christians—abstinence. He argues that physical 

abstinence is worthless without the corresponding humbleness of the mind. Pelagius highlights 

this claim with two different cases of physical abstinence. First, he indicates that fasting and 

refraining from alcohol are only worthwhile endeavors if they are accompanied by true humility. 

He begins with a general reminder of the relationship between action and pride: ‘Take care not to 

think yourself to be holy now if you begin to fast and abstain.’741 He then elaborates on specific 

examples to illustrate his argument:  

But what does it profit a man that his body be reduced by abstinence, if his spirit be swollen 
with pride [superbia]? What praise shall we win for our pallor through fasting, if we are 
green with envy [invidia]? What virtue is there in not drinking wine, if we are drunk with 
anger and hate? When the spirit is starved of vices, that, I say, is the time when abstinence 
is glorious.742  

 
Humility washes away the stain of pride, envy, anger, and hate. Without humility, the stain of sin 

remains, despite the practice of abstinence. This synergistic and dependent relationship between 

humility and abstinence is found in other early Christian sources. An example of this can be seen 

in Clement’s retelling of the story of Esther. When highlighting the success of Esther in rescuing 

Jews from annihilation, Clement suggests that it was the combination of both fasting and humility 

that paved the way to her triumph.743 Both Clement and Pelagius recognize the benefits of fasting 

 
741 Rees, Letters, 138. See PL 22:1214: ‘Cave ne si jejunare aut abstinere coeperis, te putes jam esse sanctam.’ 
742 Rees, Letters, 139. See PL 22:1214–15: ‘Quid autem prodest tenuari abstinentia corpus, si animus intumescat 

superbia? Quam laudem merebimur de pallore jejunii, si invidia lividi simus? Quid virtutis habet vinum non bibere, 

et ira atque odio inebriari? Tunc, inquam, praeclara est abstinentia, tunc pulchra atque magnifica castigatio corporis, 

cum est animus jejunus a vitiis.’ 
743 Clement, First Letter of Clement to the Corinthians 55.6, in The Apostolic Fathers, Volume I: I Clement; II 

Clement; Ignatius; Polycarp; Didache, ed. and trans. Bart D. Ehrman, LCL 24 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 

Press, 2003), 132: ‘dia gar tēs nēsteias kai tēs tapeinōseōs autēs ēxiōsen ton pantepoptēn despotēn, theon tōn aiōnōn 

hos idōn to tapeinon tēs psuchēs autēs erusato ton laon, hōn charin ekinduneusen.’ 
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and other forms of abstinence, but they also share the belief that self-restraint is hollow without 

the accompanying correct-thought practice of humility.  

Pelagius utilizes several other passages to summarize his point that humility is a central 

component to Christian salvation. These summary points include a reminder that despite the 

societal norms that may suggest otherwise, one’s station in life is meaningless in the eyes of God: 

‘Never set yourself in front of someone else by reason of nobility of birth or think anyone who is 

more obscure and born in a lowlier station to be your inferior.’744 The prompt to embrace humility 

is clear in this passage, and the message is reinforced when Pelagius reminds Celantia that, in the 

end, we all share a common salvation: ‘Even if we forget that we are all descended from one man, 

at least we ought always to remember [semper meminisse] that it is through one that we are all 

reborn.’745 In sum, Pelagius goes to great lengths to communicate the importance of correct 

thought in the context of humility. For him, it is not enough to simply affirm that humility is 

important for Christian salvation. Instead, he elaborates in great detail how Celantia should instill 

humility in her mind, while emphasizing the importance of rigorous panoptic oversight to ensure 

a constant state of humility. 

These examples represent only a portion of the large number of relevant correct-thought 

passages found in Ad Celantiam. The volume of material testifies to the high status to which 

Pelagius elevated thought processes and their corresponding impact on eternal salvation. It is 

tempting to suggest that Ad Celantiam has distinct pastoral underpinnings given Pelagius’s clear 

emphasis on correct thought. But simply counting the number of passages does not tell the entire 

 
744 Rees, Letters, 138. See PL 22:1214: ‘Nulli te unquam de generis nobilitate praeponas, neque obscuriores quasque 

et humiliore loco natas, te inferiores putes.’ 
745 Rees, Letters, 138. See PL 22:1214: ‘Nam et si obliviscimur, quia ex uno omnes generati sumus: saltem id semper 

meminisse debemus, quia per unum omnes regeneramur.’ 
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story. Many of the correct-thought directives found in the narrative were precursors to correct 

action; other passages omit references to sharing the information gleaned from correct thought 

with members of the pastoral chain, making these references fall outside of the pastoral parameters 

outlined by Foucault. It is, however, safe to say that Pelagius deemed correct thought and the 

panoptic oversight necessary disciplines, the practice of which is a primary duty of all Christians.  

Ad Celantiam contains an intriguing mix of Stoic correct-action advice and directives to 

embrace the pastoral correct-thought strategy. Even though Stoic elements are clearly present, and 

many of the existing pastoral passages transitioned into action (Stoic) elements, the strong 

emphasis on correct thought present throughout the epistle pushes Ad Celantiam toward a pastoral 

classification. 

 

4 Goal of Self-Observation: Self-Fortification versus Self-Renunciation 

The Stoic and pastoral mix of self-observation narratives discussed in the previous section carry 

over to this analysis of self-fortification and self-renunciation. There is strong evidence in Ad 

Celantiam for both goals of self-observation, so it is difficult to draw conclusions concerning the 

theological underpinnings of the epistle. Much information, however, can be gleaned from 

analyzing the specific examples of self-fortification and self-renunciation found in Ad Celantiam, 

adding substantial value to the investigation as a whole. 

 

4.1 Self-Fortification (Stoic)  

Several examples of Stoic self-fortification appear in Ad Celantiam, but the passages supporting 

this interpretation are somewhat limited in scope. Instead of the broad range of self-fortification 

elements found in other epistles, Ad Celantiam is narrowly focused on the type of fortification that 
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is a by-product of building personal righteousness. In essence, pursuing righteousness is a form of 

self-fortification. This argument develops in several ways. From the start of the epistle, Pelagius 

establishes the expectation of actively building righteousness as a central aspect of the Christian 

life: ‘And so, building [aedificanti] as you are a spiritual home not on shallow sand but on solid 

rock, see to it first and foremost that you lay down foundations of blameless integrity on which 

you may be able the more easily to erect a high roof of righteousness.’746 The self-fortification 

outlined here by Pelagius, blameless integrity (‘innocentiae’), is both simple and vague. Pelagius 

later clarifies some of the benefits associated with this fortification, and also elaborates on how 

such a foundation of integrity can be developed. For example, early in the epistle, he suggests that 

constantly funneling holy thoughts through one’s mind is the most effective method of building 

righteousness: ‘The greatest aid to righteousness is to stock you[r] mind with divine utterances 

[implere divinis eloquiis animum] and always to be pondering in your heart what you want to put 

into practice.’747 In a similar vein, Pelagius encourages Celantia to embrace the Scriptures and the 

messages found within: ‘To be always recognizing all these witnesses and to be turning them over 

within yourself is a tremendous help in upholding righteousness.’748 In many ways, this type of 

self-fortification is linked to the correct thought outlined in the previous section. Constantly 

meditating on holy thoughts is a function of fortifying the self. Such fortification, according to 

Pelagius, will help establish the degree of righteousness necessary for entry into eternal life.  

 
746 Rees, Letters, 131. See PL 22:1207: ‘Aedificanti itaque tibi spiritualem domum non super levitatem arenae, sed 

super soliditatem petrae, innocentiae in primis fundamentum ponatur, super quod facilius possis arduum culmen 

justitiae erigere.’ 
747 Rees, Letters, 134. See PL 22:1210: ‘Maximum enim ad justitiam auxilium, est implere divinis eloquiis animum, et 

quod opere exequi cupias, semper corde meditari.’ 
748 Rees, Letters, 134. See PL 22:1211: ‘Quae omnia semper cognoscere, secumque revolvere, ingens ad 

conservandam justitiam beneficium est.’ 
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Another strategy Pelagius employs to fortify the self is to avoid participating in slanderous 

activities. In the following quote, he specifically references the benefits of this strategy, but the 

interesting element to the passage is the vocabulary Pelagius uses to make his point: ‘Great is the 

mental peace and great the moral seriousness that come from not lightly hearkening to anything 

evil said about anyone, and blessed is he who has so armed [armavit] himself against this vice that 

no one dares to criticize another in his presence!’749 Pelagius chooses the word ‘armavit,’ a form 

of the Latin armō (to arm or equip),750 to describe the self-fortification he has in mind. He is asking 

Celantia to arm herself—or, to borrow from Foucault, to ‘fortify’ herself. The message here points 

to the necessity of fortifying one’s self in order to keep evil at arm’s length from the inner self. 

The act of arming or fortifying oneself is common with Stoic authors. For example, Seneca uses a 

form of armō in a similar fashion when he writes about the importance of equipping one’s self in 

order to keep the stench of society away from the self: ‘If a man lets this sink deep into his heart, 

and, when he looks upon the evils of others, of which there is a huge supply every day, remembers 

that they are free to come to him also, he will arm [armabit] himself against them long before they 

attack him. It is too late to equip the soul to endure dangers after the dangers have arisen.’751  

The example above is short on details concerning exactly how Celantia should arm herself 

against these dangers, but in a later passage he suggests that withdrawing from society, at least 

 
749 Rees, Letters, 136. See PL 22:1212: ‘Magna quies animi, magnaque est morum gravitas, non temere de quoquam 

sinistri aliquid audire. Beatusque est qui ita se contra hoc vitium armavit, ut apud eum detrahere nemo audeat.’ 
750 John C. Traupman, The Bantam New College Latin & English Dictionary, 3rd ed. (Philadelphia: Bantam Dell, 

2007), 68.  
751 Seneca, De tranquillitate animi 11.9, in Moral Essays, Volume II, 258–59: ‘Hoc si quis in medullas demiserit et 

omnia aliena mala, quorum ingens cotidie copia est, sic aspexerit, tamquam liberum illis et ad se iter sit, multo ante 

se armabit quam petatur; sero animus ad periculorum patientiam post pericula instruitur.’  
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temporarily, is an effective method of self-fortification. These periods of seclusion and rest, he 

explains, will help to dampen the destructive influence of the outside world:  

Let your home be the object of your concern in such a way that you can still allot a period 
of respite to your soul. Choose a convenient place, a little removed from the noise of the 
household, to which you can betake yourself as if to a harbour out of a great storm of cares 
and there, in the peace of inner seclusion, calm the turbulent waves of thoughts outside. 
There let your study of the divine readings be so constant, your alternations in prayers so 
frequent, your meditation on the future world so steadfast and deliberate, that you have no 
trouble in making up for all the employments of your remaining time by this spell of 
freedom from them. Nor do we say this with the purpose of detaching you from your 
family; rather our intention is that in that place you may learn and meditate as to what kind 
of person you ought to show yourself to your own kin.752  

 
This period of reflection and meditation is not simply a way to periodically recharge one’s 

batteries; it is also a method of comparing one’s current situation with a behavioral ideal. This 

passage, more than all the others found in Ad Celantiam, exemplifies the subtle Stoic undercurrent 

present in the text. Each of these examples assumes an undercurrent of individual awareness. This 

panoptic oversight of the self is a necessary precursor to the self-fortification described by 

Pelagius. Without it, one would not have a suitable baseline necessary to determine how much 

fortification is required. Despite the presence of these elements, the evidence for a Stoic treatment 

of self-fortification is somewhat limited in Ad Celantiam. Pelagius likely believed that the pursuit 

of righteousness is a form of self-fortification, but the lack of diversity in the self-fortification 

topics indicates an emphasis on increasing righteousness, not necessarily on the constant self-

fortification characteristic of Stoicism. 

 
752 Rees, Letters, 140. See PL 22:1216: ‘Ita habeto sollicitudinem domus, ut aliquam tamen vacationem animae 

tribuas. Eligatur tibi opportunus, et aliquantum a familiae strepitu remotus locus, in quem tu velut in portum, quasi 

ex multa tempestate curarum te recipias, et excitatos foris cogitationum fluctus, secreti tranquillitate componas. 

Tantum ibi sit divinae lectionis studium, tam crebrae orationum vices, tam firma et pressa de futuris cogitatio, ut 

omnes reliqui temporis occupationes facile hac vocatione compenses. Nec hoc ideo dicimus, quo te retrahamus a tuis: 

imo id agimus, ut ibi discas, ibique mediteris, qualem tuis praebere te debeas.’ 
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4.2 Self-Renunciation (Pastoral) 

Self-renunciation is a common theme in Ad Celantiam. However, most of the passages related to 

self-renunciation are specifically concerned with the renunciation of the flesh rather than the all-

inclusive self-renunciation outlined by Foucault. Most importantly, the text hardly mentions 

renunciation of the will. Renunciation of the flesh was a common element of numerous traditions, 

both Christian and non-Christian alike (and it is present in Foucault’s pastoral model as well). 

These factors suggest that while self-renunciation is certainly present in Ad Celantiam, it is not 

necessarily the type of self-renunciation that might suggest a pastoral influence. 

Pelagius begins his exposition of renunciation in Ad Celantiam with a reminder of Christ’s 

sacrifice. This sacrifice, he suggests, should compel each Christian to offer their own sacrifice—a 

sacrifice of the self: ‘This is the lesson which the prophets and apostles teach, this is what is 

demanded of us by both the voice and blood of Christ, who for that reason died for all, that those 

who live might live no longer for themselves [non sibi vivant] but for him who died for them.’753 

Pelagius’s recommendation to renounce the flesh is presented in several ways. First, he reminds 

Celantia that Christians, by accepting the salvation stemming from Christ’s crucifixion, also need 

to crucify their passions of the flesh: ‘And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the 

flesh [carnem suam crucifixerunt] with its passions and desires.’754 The narrative tool of 

highlighting Christ’s sacrifice followed by an appeal to the flesh and other worldly desires was 

commonplace in early Christianity. An example of this can be seen one of Augustine’s epistles: 

 
753 Rees, Letters, 129–30 (see 2 Cor 5:15); PL 22:1206: ‘Hoc Prophetae, hoc Apostoli docent: hoc a nobis, et vox 

Christi et sanguis efflagitat: qui ideo pro omnibus mortuus est, ut qui vivunt, jam non sibi vivant, sed ei, qui pro illis 

mortuus est.’ 
754 Rees, Letters, 132 (see Gal 5:24); PL 22:1208: ‘Qui enim Christi sunt, carnem suam crucifixerunt cum vitiis et 

concupiscentiis.’ 
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‘He [Christ] was degraded and crucified here below, so that He might teach us rather to despise 

[contemnere] than to desire the good things of this world.’755 This passage suggests that there is 

nothing unique about Pelagius’s framing of Christ’s sacrifice and the subsequent call for personal 

renunciation, but it does illustrate how Pelagius’s form of self-renunciation in Ad Celantiam, while 

not perfectly representing Foucault’s version, does mesh well with contemporary Christian calls 

for self-renunciation. 

After establishing the expectations for self-renunciation, Pelagius transitions from the 

general to the specific by delving into Celantia’s own experience. Knowing that Celantia has taken 

the additional step of taking a vow of chastity, Pelagius offers his encouragement for this decision 

and explains what it might mean for her life:756 ‘It is the mark of a great soul and an indication of 

perfect virtue suddenly to renounce [renuntiare] a pleasure already experienced, to shun [fugere] 

the well-known allurements of the flesh and to quench with fervour the flames of a time of life still 

hot with passion.’757 Pelagius does not speak of renunciation in absolute terms. Instead, he is 

describing the characteristics of a ‘magni animi’ and ‘perfectae virtutis,’ not necessarily the traits 

of common or even good Christians. For Pelagius, the path of self-renunciation and the associated 

benefits is a difficult, gradual climb that requires all the resources a person can muster. Other 

Christians did not necessarily share this view. For example, Clement’s version of renunciation is 

much less nuanced, declaring in absolute terms the proper path forward: ‘We must renounce this 

 
755 Augustine, Ep. 210.3, in Select Letters, 416–17: ‘qui propterea hic exhonoratus atque crucifixus est, ut doceret nos 

bona saeculi huius magis contemnere quam diligere.’ 
756 Pelagius’s praise of the vow of chastity is countered by his reprimand to Celantia because she entered into this 

decision without consulting her husband. Ultimately, Pelagius supports the vow only if her husband freely agrees. 
757 Rees, Letters, 141. See PL 22:1217: ‘Magni hoc animi signum, et perfectae virtutis indicium est, renuntiare subito 

expertae voluptati, fugere notas carnis illecebras, et calentis adhuc aetatis flammas fidei amore restinguere.’ 
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world to obtain that one.’758 This is not to suggest that Christianity has at any time collectively 

adopted a uniform definition of self-renunciation, but it is important to note that Pelagius’s version 

has both commonalities with and differences from the stances taken by other Christian authors. 

Although a type of self-renunciation is present in Ad Celantiam, it falls well short of 

Foucault’s model of pastoral renunciation. Most significantly, Pelagius never assumes Celantia 

will cede discipline and oversight to another individual. Foucault’s pastoral self-renunciation 

assumes both, and they constitute the meaningful core of his renunciation model. Renunciation of 

the flesh without the corresponding renunciation of personal control, while not representative of 

pastoral Christianity, was a trait of other forms of Christianity, particularly Christian desert 

ascetics. This topic will be examined in subsequent chapters, but for the purpose of this section, 

the self-renunciation present in Ad Celantiam is an imperfect fit with Foucault’s pastoral 

assumptions. 

The text of Ad Celantiam includes examples of both self-fortification and self-renunciation. 

However, neither element amounts to a central pillar of the epistle’s argument, making both 

ancillary components to Pelagius’s message to Celantia. Even so, the evidence presented here can 

be combined with that of the other epistles to help complete the interpretive portrait of Pelagius’s 

influences. 

 

5 Self-Observation Frequency 

The muddled Stoic/pastoral picture of the previous section does not carry over into the analysis of 

the frequency of self-observation. Pelagius’s advice to Celantia in this regard is relatively clear—

 
758 Clement, Second Letter of Clement to the Corinthians 6.5, in Apostolic Fathers, Volume I, 172–73: ‘dei de hēmas 

toutō apotaxamenous ekeinō chrasthai.’ 
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the continual panoptic inquiry inherent to Foucault’s Christian pastorate is the expected norm. 

Despite this obvious pastoral expectation, Pelagius does sprinkle in passages that incorporate 

elements of Stoic daily self-observation, so one must consider all the relevant material holistically 

before drawing any strong conclusions. 

 

5.1 Daily Self-Observation (Stoic)  

The first passage exhibiting a potential Stoic representation of self-observation frequency is a 

passage analyzed in a previous section. In this passage, Pelagius is suggesting that Celantia should 

carve out a specific time during the day and retreat to a pre-identified place to reflect and meditate:  

Let your home be the object of your concern in such a way that you can still allot a period 
of respite to your soul. Choose a convenient place, a little removed from the noise of the 
household, to which you can betake yourself as if to a harbour out of a great storm of cares 
and there, in the peace of inner seclusion, calm the turbulent waves of thoughts outside. 
There let your study of divine readings be so constant, your alternations in prayers so 
frequent, your meditation on the future world so steadfast and deliberate, that you have no 
trouble in making up for all the employments of your remaining time by this spell of 
freedom from them.759  

 
Several elements of Foucault’s Stoic self-observation frequency model are apparent in this 

passage. Pelagius is asking Celantia to identify and block off a specific period of each day, aligning 

the frequency expectation to that of the daily Stoic self-review. The passage also includes the 

internal focus, or the ‘turning to the self,’ characteristic of Stoicism. However, the parallel to the 

Stoic self-observation is not perfect. In the passage above, Pelagius does not necessarily suggest 

 
759 Rees, Letters, 140. See PL 22:1216: ‘Ita habeto sollicitudinem domus, ut aliquam tamen vacationem animae 

tribuas. Eligatur tibi opportunus, et aliquantum a familiae strepitu remotus locus, in quem tu velut in portum, quasi 

ex multa tempestate curarum te recipias, et excitatos foris cogitationum fluctus, secreti tranquillitate componas. 

Tantum ibi sit divinae lectionis studium, tam crebrae orationum vices, tam firma et pressa de futuris cogitatio, ut 

omnes reliqui temporis occupationes facile hac vocatione compenses. Nec hoc ideo dicimus, quo te retrahamus a tuis: 

imo id agimus, ut ibi discas, ibique mediteris, qualem tuis praebere te debeas.’ 
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Celantia should take this time specifically for self-observation. Self-observation might be implied, 

particularly with the mention of calming the turbulent waves of thought and possibly even the 

reference to meditating on the future. But other aspects of this passage are not elements of self-

observation. The study of divine readings, for example, and the expectation of prayer are not 

obvious references to self-observation. Nonetheless, the existence of the Stoic assumption of 

deliberate and periodic self-observation makes the passage compelling. 

In a similar vein, another passage in Ad Celantiam also flirts with the outline of Stoic self-

observation frequency introduced by Foucault: ‘Blessed are those who so wait and watch for that 

day that they prepare themselves for it daily, who do not flatter themselves on their past 

righteousness.’760 The combination of waiting, watching, and daily preparation echoes the type of 

deliberate, periodic observation characteristic of Stoicism. Even so, the ambiguous nature of the 

passage injects doubt into the Stoic classification. For example, waiting and watching does not 

necessarily indicate an internal-observation focus. Also, the mention of daily observation may not 

equate to a single, well-defined period when self-observation is performed. The reference to daily 

preparation (‘quotidie praeparent’) may point to an isolated time each day when Celantia should 

prepare for the coming of Christ, but it could just as easily be interpreted as ‘throughout the day.’  

Despite these potentially Stoic-centric passages, the text of Ad Celantiam is largely lacking 

in other mentions of Stoic self-observation frequency, making a firm Stoic classification based on 

this category difficult to defend. What can be said is that a few passages in the text potentially 

incorporate elements of daily Stoic self-observation, but the lack of clarity in the available 

evidence makes it challenging to label the passages as firmly Stoic in nature.  

 
760 Rees, Letters, 144. See PL 22:1219: ‘Beati sunt, qui ita exspectant, ita illum speculantur diem, ut se ad eum quotidie 

praeparent, qui non de praeterita sibi justitia blandientes.’ 
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5.2 Constant Self-Observation (Pastoral) 

As in the other epistles in this analysis, passages relevant to pastoral self-observation frequency 

found in Ad Celantiam significantly outnumber those referencing a daily Stoic self-observation. 

Several of these pastoral self-observation passages deal with Pelagius’s demands for vigilance, 

which he communicates in several ways.  

First, Pelagius links self-observation with the act of keeping sin at bay: ‘Let your mind then 

be attentive and watchful [intentus ac vigilans] and always armed [semper armatus] against 

sins.’761 As Pelagius describes the correct state of mind being ‘intentus ac vigilans’ and ‘semper 

armatus,’ it is difficult to interpret his message as anything but one demanding constant self-

observation. Pelagius carries the message of panoptic vigilance further, urging Celantia to engage 

in the practice to escape the pitfalls of slander and disparagement: ‘We must apply to our lives a 

degree of watchfulness [diligentiam] sufficient to ensure that evil minds can find no occasion for 

disparagement and that we send out no spark to kindle unfavourable reports affecting our good 

name.’762 In this passage, there are no overt references to continual observation, but the context of 

the passage seems to indicate an ongoing effort to cultivate awareness. Pelagius then extrapolates 

on this theme by further linking the mandate to be watchful with the need to maintain a clear 

conscience: ‘While we are watchful and careful [diligenter atque sollicite] to take every precaution 

in order to protect our reputation and in all our acts give precedence to our fear of God, they still 

go on raving against us, let us find consolation in our conscience, which is at its safest and most 

 
761 Rees, Letters, 137. See PL 22:1213: ‘Sit igitur intentus ac vigilans, et adversus peccata semper armatus animus 

tuus.’ 
762 Rees, Letters, 140. See PL 22:1215: ‘Saltem hanc adhibeamus vitae nostrae diligentiam, ne malae mentes 

occasionem inveniant detrahendi. Ne ex nobis scintilla procedat, per quam adversus nos sinistrae famae flamma 

confletur.’ 
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secure when it has given us not even the occasion to feel badly about ourselves.’763 These calls to 

vigilant self-observation to avoid sin are a common motif in contemporary Christian sources. 

Maybe no Christian author summarizes the theme of watchfulness in devotion to God as clearly 

and concisely as Basil: ‘We should serve God and be mindful of ourselves [heautōn epimelesthai] 

with all strictness [pasan akribeian].’764 The passage, like several of the examples from Pelagius, 

clearly assumes panoptic oversight of the self, and context suggests continual effort to that end. 

Pelagius’s emphasis on constant monitoring of every word and thought is also applied as 

an interpretive tool to investigate the fundamental nature of one’s actions: ‘With every act, 

therefore, with every word, even with every thought let this sentence [golden rule] be reexamined, 

since, like a mirror ready and always to hand, it reveals the nature of your will and also either 

exposes the wrong in the case of an unrighteous deed or shows cause for rejoicing in the case of 

the righteous one.’765 This passage is one of the most obvious references to Pelagius’s demand for 

panoptic review of the self in all of his epistles. The use of the mirror (‘speculum’) metaphor 

underscores the subject of all of the demanded vigilance, and the language used by Pelagius 

emphasizes the consistent manner in which Celantia is to utilize the panoptic tool. Pelagius 

removes room for diverse interpretation when he tells Celantia that it is with every ‘actum,’ 

‘verbum,’ and ‘cogitatum’ that she is to embrace this practice of self-observation. The clarity of 

 
763 Rees, Letters, 140. See PL 22:1215–16: ‘Nobis diligenter atque sollicite omnia ad honestatem providentibus, 

cunctisque actibus nostris timorem Dei praeferentibus, illi nihilominus insaniunt: consoletur nos conscientia nostra, 

quae tunc maxime tuta est, tunc optime secura est, cum ne occasionem quidem male de se sentiendi dedit.’ 
764 Basil, Ep. 26, in Letters, Volume I, 156–57: ‘Theō douleuein kai heautōn epimelesthai kata pasan akribeian.’ 
765 Rees, Letters, 135. See PL 22:1211: ‘Ad omnem igitur actum, ad omne verbum, ad omnem etiam cogitatum, haec 

sententia retractetur: quae tibi quasi speculum quoddam paratum, et ad manum semper positum, qualitatem tuae 

voluntatis ostendat, ac etiam vel de injusto opere redarguat, vel de justo laetificet.’ 
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the message is striking—constant observation of the self is a foundational element to Pelagius’s 

Christianity. 

Many of the passages analyzed in previous sections also underscore Pelagius’s embrace of 

diligent panoptic oversight. One example can be seen in a passage where Pelagius links the act of 

panoptic oversight to a serene state of mind and the continual presence of God: ‘Therefore in every 

deed and every word let your mind be kept quiet and calm, and let the presence of God always 

come to your thoughts; let your soul be humble and gentle and aroused only against vices; never 

let it be exalted with pride or twisted by greed or carried away by anger.’766 Pelagius’s suggestion 

that reflections about God should be an ever-present function of the thought process (‘semperque 

cogitationi tuae Dei praesentia occurrat’) indicates the temporal component of his mandate—the 

panoptic oversight of the internal thought process is to be a continual process, not an occasional 

occurrence.  

Similarly, Pelagius recruits the context of slander and disparagement to characterize the 

perpetual nature of self-observation: ‘But you must avoid this evil in such a way that you not only 

do not indulge in disparagement yourself but do not at any time even believe another [ne alii 

quidem detrahenti, aliquando credas] who is engaged in it or bestow authority on a detractor by 

giving him your agreement and thus by your assent feeding his vice.’767 In this passage, Pelagius 

calls for Celantia to utilize constant self-observation in order to avoid disparagement. The direct 

reference to self-observation is missing, but a considerable degree of self-observation would be 

 
766 Rees, Letters, 137. See PL 22:1213: ‘In omni igitur actu atque verbo, quieta mens et placida servetur: semperque 

cogitationi tuae Dei praesentia occurrat: sit humilis animus, ac mitis, et adversus sola vitia erectus.’ 
767 Rees, Letters, 136. See PL 22:1212: ‘Tu vero hoc malum ita effuge, ut non modo ipsa non detrahas, sed ne alii 

quidem detrahenti, aliquando credas. Nec obtrectatoribus auctoritatem de consensu tribuas: ne eorum vitium nutrias, 

annuendo.’ 
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necessary in order to meet the requirements described by Pelagius, therefore the observation is 

implied.  

Other examples of implied constant self-observation appear throughout the text of Ad 

Celantiam, but their form is very similar to that of the ones already outlined, so their inclusion 

here is superfluous. The combined evidence paints a portrait of perpetual vigilance. This continual 

self-observation is not simply a combination of deeds or thoughts, or even those things the church 

deems important. Rather, it is an unceasing focus on every thought, every action, every intent that 

crosses Celantia’s path towards salvation. The nonstop fixation on the self places the text of Ad 

Celantiam squarely in the pastoral camp of constant self-observation.  

 

6 Obedience 

The text of Ad Celantiam includes several references to self-obedience. Pelagius frames the subject 

in several ways, but the volume and relevance of the self-obedience passages is substantial. This 

evidence, when combined with the dearth of passages related to pastoral obedience, make Ad 

Celantiam the only epistle from the group firmly assigned a Stoic classification in this category.  

 

6.1 Obedience to the Self (Stoic) 

Foucault’s sketch of Stoic obedience assumes individual obedience to a behavioral ideal. In this 

Stoic version of his model, obedience would ultimately be policed by the self, creating a scenario 

where the individual is obedient both to an ideal and also the self. Most of the evidence related to 

a Stoic interpretation of obedience in Ad Celantiam tracks a similar formulation of knowing how 

to behave and embracing the responsibility to ensure the self acts appropriately.  
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Pelagius’s ‘self’ is represented in a variety of ways in the text. For example, in several 

passages, Pelagius describes the importance of obeying one’s conscience. He first illustrates how 

a panoptic awareness of the self and a determined obedience to the self (to her conscience) will 

keep Celantia on the correct path:  

The way of virtue has been made rough and unpleasant for us by earlier over-indulgence 
in the habit of vice; but if this is given another direction, it will find the smooth paths of 
righteousness. Let us then make this the plan of our life, let us learn from the evidence of 
our conscience [conscientia teste discamus] which is the way along which we should walk 
in preference to all others.768  

 
Pelagius again references the conscience when discussing the inevitable criticism that will be 

leveled against Celantia. In this passage, the behavioral control of the conscience is not as overt as 

in the preceding passage, but the implied authority is clear. The previous actions Pelagius describes 

are assumed to be directed by Celantia’s conscience: 

While we are watchful and careful to take every precaution in order to protect our 
reputation and in all our acts give precedence to our fear of God, they [our detractors] still 
go on raving against us, let us find consolation in our conscience [consoletur nos 
conscientia nostra], which is at its safest and most secure when it has given us not even the 
occasion to feel badly about ourselves.769  

 
Both examples point to obedience to a behavioral ideal, but also to an obedience to the self.770 As 

we have seen in previous examples, obedience to the self is a concept seen in a variety of Stoic 

authors. Many of these Stoic examples include references to intentional panoptic oversight of the 

 
768 Rees, Letters, 132 (see Prov 2:20); PL 22:1209: ‘Asperam enim nobis, et insuavem virtutum viam, nimia facit 

vitiorum consuetudo, quae si in partem alteram transferatur, invenietur, sicut Scriptura dicit, semita justitiae laevis. 

Ponamus ergo jam rationem vitae nostrae, et per quam potissimum gradiamur viam, conscientia teste discamus.’ (It 

should be noted that Rees does not translate the phrase, ‘sicut Scriptura dicit’ which is present in the Latin text). 
769 Rees, Letters, 140. See PL 22:1215–16: ‘Nobis diligenter atque sollicite omnia ad honestatem providentibus, 

cunctisque actibus nostris timorem Dei praeferentibus, illi nihilominus insaniunt: consoletur nos conscientia nostra, 

quae tunc maxime tuta est, tunc optime secura est, cum ne occasionem quidem male de se sentiendi dedit.’ 
770 I interpret an obedience to one’s conscience to be equivalent to an obedience to the self. 
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self, followed by a subsequent obedience to the mind’s direction. The panoptic activity is initiated 

by the self with the self as its target. The resulting knowledge gained by such activity is then 

compared to the behavioral ideal. The mind then initiates a decision to either realign the self with 

the behavioral ideal, or to continue on the existing path if the ideal is already being followed. This 

cycle of oversight, review, and decision making can be seen in the examples from Pelagius above, 

but also in many Stoic sources as well. For example, Marcus Aurelius established a position very 

similar Pelagius’s, but he communicates his strategy more concisely: ‘The properties of the 

Rational Soul are these: it sees itself, dissects itself, moulds itself to its own will.’771 In the 

examples from Pelagius and this one from Aurelius, the conscience (the ‘logikēs psyhēs’ 

referenced by Aurelius or the ‘conscientia’ described by Pelagius) is established as the dominant 

control element, suggesting a strong obedience to the self. 

When Pelagius is instructing Celantia on how to best control her words, he makes it clear 

that it is the self she needs to turn to for direction: ‘Let your thought weigh your words and let the 

balance of your mind [animi libra] regulate the functioning of your tongue.’772 Clearly, Pelagius 

is not suggesting that Celantia should turn to a member of the pastorate for direction, but rather 

she should turn inward, to her mind and her thoughts, to find the proper path. In this passage, 

Pelagius shifts from the use of ‘conscientia’ to a form of animus, but his underlying message is 

similar. He is highlighting the importance of compos animi or being in control of one’s self. He 

deploys similar language when he suggests that only Celantia can drive away the thoughts and 

feelings that corrupt her soul: ‘And so let the Christian soul drive away from itself [itaque . . . 

Christiana a se propellat anima] all malice, hatred and envy, which are the greatest or even the 

 
771 Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 11.1, in Marcus Aurelius, 293–94: ‘Ta idia tēs logikēs psuchēs: heautēn hora, 

heautēn diarthroi, heautēn hopoian an boulētai poiei.’ 
772 Rees, Letters, 137. See PL 22:1213: ‘Verba tua ponderet cogitatio, et linguae officium animi libra dispenset.’ 
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sole seeds of harm; let it guard its innocence not by hand or tongue only but also in its heart; let it 

fear to do harm not by deed only but in wish also.’773 Rees translates Pelagius’s ‘anima’ as ‘soul,’ 

but it could also be translated as ‘let the Christian mind drive away from itself.’ Either way, 

Pelagius’s intent is clear—Celantia is responsible to police her own thoughts and action. In the 

final example of this section, Pelagius continues to communicate the obedience-to-the-self 

message. The accompanying panoptic engagement is present as well, but in this passage his 

language shifts to a more generalized expression of observation, and obedience to the self is 

assumed rather than specifically mentioned: ‘We must apply to our lives a degree of watchfulness 

[adhibeamus vitae nostrae diligentiam] sufficient to ensure that evil minds can find no occasion 

for disparagement and that we send out no spark to kindle unfavourable reports affecting our good 

name.’774 The panoptic activity is emphasized, but the reference to ensuring that others cannot 

criticize her actions carries with it an assumption that Celantia can in fact ensure her own proper 

behavior, implying a degree of self-obedience. 

In these passages, Pelagius carefully crafts the expectation that Celantia can and should 

control her thoughts and actions. This obedience to the self is expressed in several ways, but the 

commonalities include the conscience/soul as the recipient of obedience and an assumption that 

constant panoptic review of the self is a necessary element in a successful Christian life. Also, 

Pelagius incorporates references to what could be described as a behavioral ideal. His message 

takes for granted that Celantia already knows the basics of proper thought and action (behavioral 

 
773 Rees, Letters, 131. See PL 22:1207: ‘Itaque malitiam, odium atque invidiam, quae vel maxima, vel sola semina 

sunt nocendi, Christiana a se propellat anima: neque manu tantum, aut lingua, sed corde quoque custodiat 

innocentiam: nec opere modo, sed voto etiam nocere formidet.’ 
774 Rees, Letters, 140. See PL 22:1215: ‘Saltem hanc adhibeamus vitae nostrae diligentiam, ne malae mentes 

occasionem inveniant detrahendi. Ne ex nobis scintilla procedat, per quam adversus nos sinistrae famae flamma 

confletur.’ 
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ideal), and the obedience and associated panoptic engagement referenced in the text are ways for 

her to achieve this ideal. These elements coalesce into a clear thematic arch of obedience to the 

self, giving Ad Celantiam a distinct Stoic character. 

 

6.2 Obedience to the Pastorate (Pastoral) 

As we have seen in many of the examples above, Pelagius’s emphasis on obedience to self and/or 

a behavioral ideal is found throughout the text of Ad Celantiam, but his call to be obedient to the 

commands of God/Christ is prominent as well. These forms of obedience share several 

commonalities, but in order to address Foucault’s rigid obedience classification, we must draw a 

line must between these foci of obedience. In Foucault’s Stoic examples, a student learns the 

behavioral ideal from a teacher, and the student directs his or her life in an attempt to meet this 

lofty expectation. This does not mean that the student owes ongoing obedience to the teacher; the 

obedience is instead centered on the ideal. These same assumptions can also be applied to 

Christianity. A Christian who embraces the commands of God as a behavioral ideal is not 

necessarily obedient to the person who taught them the commands. Foucault’s demarcation is 

crossed when the obedience is to a member of the pastorate.775  

The examples illustrating Pelagius’s call for obedience to Christ can help to illustrate the 

position of Ad Celantiam on the Stoic/pastoral obedience spectrum. As mentioned previously, 

Christ is not, at least for the purposes of this investigation, considered a member of the Christian 

pastorate. The examples found in the text certainly demand an obedience to the commands of 

 
775 Foucault is mostly silent in regard to Christ’s status as a member of the Christian pastorate. For the purposes of 

this thesis, I have assumed that Christ is not a member of the pastorate. See discussion on the role of Christ in the 

pastorate, chapter 2, section 1.4. 
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Christ, and even Christ himself. They do not, however, include other members of the pastorate. 

The following passage exemplifies this structure:  

But to live for him means nothing else than to keep his commandments [ejus praecepta 
servare], which he entrusted to us to keep as a sure pledge of his love. If you love me, he 
said, keep my commandments,776 and again: He who has my commandments and keeps 
them, he it is who loves me; and again: If a man loves me, he will keep my word, and my 
Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our home with him. He who does 
not love me does not keep my words.777  

 
In a similar passage, Pelagius affirms the importance of obedience to Christ:  

For the true Lord and master of all is the same one who commands us to please him and 
also teaches us how we may be able to do so. And so let him instruct you, let him teach you 
himself who, when the young man in the gospel asked him what he should do to merit 
eternal life, straightway set forth his divine commands, showing us that we must do the 
will of him from whom we also hope to receive rewards.778  

 
Elsewhere, allegiance to the commandments is augmented with the will of Christ: ‘If we truly love 

Christ, if we remember that we have been redeemed by his blood, there is nothing which we ought 

to be wishing for more, nothing at all that we ought to be more concerned to do, than what we 

know to be his will.’779 These passages all exhibit strong obedience-related themes. Notably, none 

of them directly reference a reliance on, or obedience to, the self. These traits help to distance the 

 
776 See John 14:15. 
777 Rees, Letters, 130 (see John 14:21–24); PL 22:1206: ‘Vivere autem illi non est aliud, quam ejus praecepta servare, 

quae nobis ille quasi certum quoddam dilectionis suae pignus, servanda mandavit. Si diligitis, inquit, me, mandata 

mea servate Et, qui habet mandata mea, et servat ea, ille est qui diligit me. Ac rursus: Si quis diligit me, sermonem 

meum servabit, et Pater meus diliget eum, et ad eum veniemus, et mansionem apud eum faciemus. Qui non diligit me, 

sermones meos non servat.’ 
778 Rees, Letters, 128–29. Emphasis by Rees. See PL 22:1205: ‘Idem est enim verus omnium Dominus ac magister, 

qui nos placere sibi jubet, et docet quomodo placere ei possimus. Ipse itaque te informet, ipse te doceat, qui 

interroganti in Evangelio adolescenti, quid faceret, ut mereretur vitam aeternam, divina continuo mandata proponit 

ostendens nobis ejus voluntatem esse faciendam, a quo speramus et praemia.’ 
779 Rees, Letters, 130. See PL 22:1206: ‘Nos si vere Christum diligimus: si ejus nos redemptos sanguine recordamur, 

nihil magis velle, nihil omnino debemus agere, quam quod illum velle cognoscimus.’ 
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text from being classified as a prime example of Foucault’s definition of Stoic obedience to the 

self, but they do not amount to enough evidence to warrant classifying the text as pastoral, either. 

Instead, these can be seen as a step towards the nebulous interpretive middle-ground that 

Foucault’s models so rigidly avoid. I present these examples here to show how certain passages in 

the text exhibit traits of pastoral observation without actually being classified as pastoral. 

While these passages do not warrant a pastoral classification, others clearly do. In the 

following passage, Pelagius emphasizes Celantia’s obedience to her husband, making the pastoral 

categorization clear: ‘You may yet come to prefer to possess moral resources and may be able, by 

holding firmly to your place in marriage, not only to please your husband [conjugi placere] but 

also him who allowed marriage itself.’780 Here, Pelagius is suggesting that Celantia owes 

obedience to both her husband and God, the former of which pushes the passage into a pastoral 

classification. He also includes several passages that are strictly related to obedience to her 

husband: ‘First and foremost, see that your husband’s authority is upheld [servetur viro auctoritas 

sua] and that the entire household learns from your example the degree of respect due to him.’781 

And, later: ‘But you, as if forgetful of your marriage contract and of this agreement and law, vowed 

your chastity to the Lord without consulting your husband [absque consensu viri].’782 Obedience 

to a husband was a common assumption in early Christianity, and an example from a letter written 

by Augustine can illustrate a typical position held by an early Christian leader. In a letter to a wife 

named Ecdicia, Augustine suggests to her that she should ultimately defer to and obey her husband 

 
780 Rees, Letters, 128. See PL 22:1205: ‘Illecebras morum magis diligas supellectilem atque ut possis in conjugio 

constituta, non solum conjugi placere, sed etiam ei qui ipsum indulsit conjugium.’ 
781 Rees, Letters, 140. See PL 22:1216: ‘Servetur in primis viro auctoritas sua, totaque a te discat domus, quantum 

illi honoris debeat.’ 
782 Rees, Letters, 141. See PL 22:1217: ‘Sed illud quoque simul didici, quod me non mediocriter angit ac stimulat, te 

videlicet tantum hoc bonum, absque consensu et pacto viri servare coepisse.’ 
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in all family decisions. And, if she had any valid opinions on the proper course of action she 

‘should have suggested it to [her] husband with deference and with obedience submitted 

[sequereris oboedienter] to his authority [auctoritatem] as that of [her] head.’783 While it is true 

that these examples do not include the quintessential obedience to clergy members who constitute 

the core of Foucault’s pastorate, obedience to a spouse, particularly in the context of Christian 

marriage, can be seen as representative of Foucault’s definition of pastoral obedience. These 

examples illustrate the ways in which the broader epistle fits within Foucault’s pastoral obedience 

model. Some passages, while not actually pastoral, exhibit pastoral traits. A select few, however, 

do fit well within Foucault’s model and therefore should be labeled as pastoral. 

Ultimately, the obedience theme found in Ad Celantiam is heavily skewed towards a Stoic 

classification. The volume of material related to Stoic obedience is significant, and it overshadows 

what meager pastoral obedience does exist. That said, many passages exhibit both Stoic and 

pastoral traits, so the overall message of the text is more balanced than the examples might suggest. 

However, Pelagius’s emphasis on Celantia’s strict obedience to her ‘conscientia’ (or her ‘animus’) 

makes the Stoic influence undeniable.  

 

7 AD CELANTIAM  SUMMARY 

The overall tone of Ad Celantiam is as balanced as that of any of the Pelagian epistles in this 

analysis. The visibility of self-observation in Ad Celantiam was notably Stoic, as was the 

obedience category. These classifications were offset by the pastoral fault categorization and self-

observation frequency categories. The remaining sections of Pelagius’s argument showed 

 
783 Augustine, Epistle 262.8, in Select Letters, 512–13: ‘suggereres viro reverenter eiusdemque auctoritatem tamquam 

tui capitis sequereris oboedienter.’ 
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substantial balance between pastoral and Stoic indicators, so it would be difficult to draw 

significant conclusions about Pelagius’s theological influences in Ad Celantiam as a whole by 

analyzing the text as a stand-alone argument concerning self-observation. The volume of relevant 

passages, however, does provide ample material for the overall classification of the epistles as a 

whole, making the text of Ad Celantiam an important contribution to the final analysis. 
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CHAPTER 6 

 

THE LETTERS OF PELAGIUS: 

DE VIRGINITATE 

 

 

 

Unlike the first two epistles, the third epistle of the group, De virginitate, was not penned to a 

specific individual. Rather, it is a treatise outlining the behavior Pelagius expects from Christian 

virgins. Despite the wide audience and generalized examples of acceptable behavior, there are 

many excellent examples of both Stoic and pastoral undercurrents present in the epistle, making it 

a superb resource for this investigation. 

 

1 Visibility of Self-Observation 

Unlike other epistles, De virginitate contains almost no direct instruction on how the reader should 

handle the information gleaned from self-observation. Pelagius does not insist that this information 

is to be communicated to a member of the pastoral chain, neither does he mandate that thoughts 

and observations should be kept private—he simply does not emphasize the issue. Despite the lack 

of emphasis on the visibility of self-observation, there are several passages that can provide a 

glimpse of Pelagius’s treatment of the subject, making the category’s inclusion in this analysis 

relevant.  
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1.1 Private (Stoic)  

No passages in De virginitate directly instruct the reader to keep the results of self-observation 

private, but several quotes speak of keeping to oneself in general. To suggest that these passages 

support a Stoic interpretation of self-observation would be conjectural, but it is fair to say that 

Pelagius did believe that silence is often the best practice. There are of course different reasons for 

maintaining silence. Even among Christians contemporary to Pelagius, myriad rationales 

undergirded the practice of silence. The type of silence promoted by Pelagius was not rooted in a 

mystical practice. It shared commonalities with the moral and pastoral silence that, as Diarmaid 

MacCulloch suggests, tended to dominate in the early monastic communities in the West.784 

Pelagius communicates this preference for silence in several ways. First, he emphasizes that words 

can cause significant damage, so the consequences of speaking out should be weighed accordingly: 

‘A word spoken is like a stone thrown, and, therefore, it should be pondered [cogitandus] over 

long before it is uttered.’785 Second, Pelagius frames his stance by asserting that silence should be 

the de facto operating principle in the life of a virgin, transgressed only when it could be considered 

a sin to keep silence: ‘Place the bridle of the law on your mouth [ori tuo frenum Legis impone], so 

that, if perchance you have to speak, you do so only when it is a sin to keep silent.’786 These quotes 

highlight Pelagius’s breviloquent approach to verbal communication—an approach also common 

in Stoicism. An example of this emphasis on brevity can be seen in the writings of Epictetus when 

 
784 Diarmaid MacCulloch, Silence: A Christian History (New York: Penguin, 2013), 92. 
785 Rees, Letters, 85. See PL 18:88a: ‘Lapis emissus est sermo prolatus; quapropter diu antequam proferatur 

cogitandus est.’ 
786 Rees, Letters, 85. See PL 18:88a: ‘et ori tuo frenum Legis impone; ut tunc, si forte loquaris, quando tacere 

peccatum sit.’ 
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he notes that Stoics should ‘be silent for the most part, or else make only the most necessary 

remarks, and express these in few words.’787 

Silence, then, is clearly a meaningful practice for Pelagius, but he does not extend this 

practice into the realm of the visibility of self-observation. In De virginitate, Pelagius promoted 

the use of silence as a mechanism to avoid sin, not as a precursor to the internalization of self-

observed information. Intriguing as it might be to posit that his emphasis on silence indicates a 

Stoic interpretation of self-observation, the context of simply does not support this conclusion.  

 

1.2 Public (Pastoral) 

The public aspect of the visibility of self-observation in De virginitate is largely limited to divine 

recipients. Because God and Christ are not members of Foucault’s pastorate, the examples of a 

public pastoral visibility of self-observation are somewhat limited. However, even after the divine 

recipients are removed from the equation, several passages remain that may suggest public 

visibility. For example, Pelagius implies that a virgin’s behavior in public is a form of outward 

testimony:  

Show [exhibeas] yourself to be holy in all respects in their company [other virgins] that all 
who come into contact with your life by hearing of it or by witnessing it may feel the full 
force of your holiness and realize that so much grace is being passed from your conduct to 
them that, through their very longing to follow your example, they too may become worthy 
to be a sacrifice devoted to God.788  

 

 
787 Epictetus, Encheiridion 33.2, in “Discourses,” Books III–IV, 516–17: ‘kai siōpē to polu estō ē laleisthō ta anankaia 

kai di oligōn.’ 
788 Rees, Letters, 87. See PL 18:90b: ‘et caeterae, cum quibus te ita in omnibus exhibeas, ut quisquis vitam tuam aut 

auditu contigerit aut visu, sanctificationis vim sentiat, et in tantum sibi intelligat gratiam ex tua conversatione 

transfundi, ut dum te imitari concupiscit, Dei sacrificio et ipse sit dignus.’ 
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But even quotes such as this that indicate a public expression are not perfect fits with Foucault’s 

pastorate. The passage above reflects Pelagius’s insistence that virgins become role models for 

other Christians. There is no indication that the ‘exibeas’ mentioned by Pelagius includes any sort 

of personal information, much less information gleaned from a frank internal review of thoughts 

and behaviors. This passage is useful in another regard, however, as it further emphasizes the status 

that the gaze, both divine and public, holds in Pelagius’s message. Despite this elevated status, 

there is no credible evidence suggesting either a Stoic or pastoral visibility of self-observation 

anywhere in the text of De virginitate. 

 

2 Fault Categorization 

The text of De virginitate includes examples of both the Stoic administrative treatment of faults 

discovered through self-observation and the more judgmental treatment of personal faults 

indicative of Foucault’s pastoral model. But on the whole, the weight of the fault categorization 

evidence present in De virginitate is tilted toward a judgmental treatment, suggesting the epistle 

trends pastoral in this category.  

 

2.1 Administrative (Stoic) 

De virginitate contains only a handful of passages that might suggest an administrative treatment 

of fault categorization. The forms of administrative fault categorization present in the epistle 

include both potential and realized sin, with the majority of the relevant examples skewing to the 

potential-sin classification. In these passages, Pelagius focuses on a strategy of avoiding sin 

altogether. As with other epistles, Pelagius links a loquacious lifestyle with a sinful nature, and he 

asks his reader to consider a more restrained approach. Instructions such as, ‘You will more easily 
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avoid [effugies] perjury, if you do not swear an oath at all,’789 and, ‘Avoid [evita] words of 

controversy and causes of animosity; shun also occasions for disagreement and dispute,’790 dot the 

epistle. Examples such as these illustrate Pelagius’s concern with sinful behavior, but they do so 

in a somewhat administrative tone. In a similar vein, Pelagius counsels a selective ear, but supports 

the demand with reason rather than fear: ‘You are not permitted [non licet tibi] to give a patient 

hearing to slander directed against another, since you certainly do not want others to do that when 

such slander is directed against you.’791 This calm and reasoned approach to dealing with sinful 

behavior such as slander is certainly seen in Stoic literature as well. For example, Marcus Aurelius, 

while outlining the elements of proper conduct that he has learned throughout the years, 

emphasizes that one should ‘turn a deaf ear to slander’ rather than give way to the societal norms 

of gossip and slander.792 In both examples, the authors adopt rational explainations to support their 

suggestions, avoiding the more judgmental and fear-based motivations found in many Christian 

texts. Pelagius ventures into an administrative treatment of more garden-variety sins too: ‘Avoid 

[fuge] the varieties of flesh and wine which are on offer as being stimulants to passion and 

incitements to lust, and if by chance you do take a small quantity of wine, do so only when 

stomach-ache or excessive bodily infirmity compel you to do so.’793 The mention of the potential 

 
789 Rees, Letters, 80. See PL 18:83c: ‘quia tunc perjurium facilius effugies, si in toto non jures.’ 
790 Rees, Letters, 85. See PL 18:87d: ‘Contentionum verba, et animositatis causas evita; discordiarum quoque et litium 

occasiones subterfuge.’ 
791 Rees, Letters, 86. See PL 18:88b: ‘Non licet tibi alterius vituperationem patienter audire; quia nec ab aliis optas 

recipi tuam.’ 
792 Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 1.5, in Marcus Aurelius, 4–5: ‘to dusprosdekton diabolēs.’ 
793 Rees, Letters, 86. See PL 18:88c: ‘Carnis et vini species quasi caloris fomenta et libidinis incitamenta fuge, et tunc, 

si forte, vino exiguo utere, cum stomachi dolor et nimia corporis compellat infirmitas.’ 
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of ‘libidinis incitamenta’ in this passage does shade this example closer to a pastoral flavor, but 

the lack of judgmental language keeps this on the Stoic side of the ledger.  

These passages exemplify the matter-of-fact tone Pelagius often utilizes in the epistle. Sin 

is a reality that each individual must address, and Pelagius analyzes this reality from a seat of 

reason and logic. From this evidence, it is tempting to assume Pelagius is writing from a distinctly 

Stoic point of view. However, other, more judgmental passages also appear in De virginitate, 

greatly complicating the overall classification of the category. 

 

2.2 Judgmental (Pastoral)  

Despite the presence of these administrative examples of fault categorization, there are many more 

examples that exhibit pastoral fault categorization concepts in De virginitate, making the epistle 

as a whole tilt heavily towards the pastoral classification. These numerous examples of judgmental 

pronouncements include sweeping generalities about sin and judgment, as well as specific 

examples of behavior that will lead to condemnation. Pelagius’s language is often dire as he 

continually warns the reader, in not-so-subtle terms, about the dangers of ignoring the commands 

of God: ‘The Lord threatens [comminatur] that those who have not done all that is good shall be 

condemned [reos] to everlasting fire [aeterni ignis].’794 This passage rings with the discipline and 

punishment characteristic of Foucault’s pastorate. Christians lacking the discipline necessary to 

walk the narrow path are subject to everlasting punishment. In a similar passage, Pelagius conveys 

the identical message by again suggesting the certainty of punishment awaiting sinners: ‘They are 

also condemned [rei] to the eternal fire for not having done the things which are commanded.’795 

 
794 Rees, Letters, 76. See PL 18:80c–d: ‘quod comminatur Dominus aeterni ignis reos fore, qui quamvis mali nihil 

gesserint, non fecerint omne quod bonum est.’ 
795 Rees, Letters, 76. See PL 18:80d: ‘cum etiam rei sunt qui non fecerunt quae jubentur.’ 
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In another example, Pelagius again references condemnation and eternal suffering, and adds the 

word ‘punishment’ (‘suppliciis’) to further link the potential of eternal suffering to the actions of 

the individual: ‘For they are condemned [condemnantur] not for having done evil but for not 

having done good, and that is why they are also given up to the punishments of eternal hell 

[aeternae gehennae suppliciis addicuntur].’796 The use of ‘aeterni ignis’ and ‘aeternae gehennae’ 

in tandem with versions of reus and condemnāre underscores the similar discipline and punishment 

themes shared by Pelagius’s and Foucault’s pastoral framework. Other Christian authors also 

shared these themes. In these instances, the frightening imagery of eternal punishment is deployed 

in order to shape the behavior of other Christians. An example can be seen in an epistle written by 

Augustine in which uses very similar language (‘ignem cum diabolo aeternum’) when describing 

the punishment that awaits sinners in hell.797  

At several points in De virginitate, Pelagius incorporates references to Scripture to bolster 

his argument. In these examples, he consistently underscores the importance of a disciplined 

approach to doing what is commanded and the punishment awaiting those who lack such 

discipline: ‘If you are willing to sin after receiving such lessons, after the law, after the prophets, 

after the gospels, I do not know how pardon can possibly be given to you.’798 Life without the 

possibility of a divine pardon is a significantly judgmental interpretation of the ramifications 

associated with continual sinning. Elsewhere, he again emphasizes the punishment one should 

expect if these calls to discipline are ignored: ‘Did God sentence a man [Adam] to death [morte] 

 
796 Rees, Letters, 76. See PL 18:80d: ‘non enim quia malum fecissent; sed quia bonum non fecerant condemnantur et 

aeternae gehennae suppliciis addicuntur.’ 
797 Augustine, Ep. 210.1, in Select Letters, 368: ‘quibus in mala voluntate usque in finem perseverantibus ignem cum 

diabolo aeternum minatur.’ 
798 Rees, Letters, 77. See PL 18:81c: ‘tibi vero post tanta documenta, post legem, post Prophetas, post Evangelia, post 

Apostolos, si delinquere volueris: quomodo indulgere possit ignoro.’ 
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because of fruit from a tree? No, not because of fruit from a tree but because of rejection of a 

commandment [mandati contemptum].’799 Pelagius is highlighting the Christian belief that a 

disregard for the commandments of God is punishable by certain death. This is a core concept of 

Christianity and is seen in writings of many Christian authors. For example, Augustine suggests a 

similar fate to disobedience, albeit more directly: ‘If you break [transgressi] the commandment, 

you surely will die [morte moriemini].’800 

Pelagius also goes to great lengths to make it clear that judgment awaits those transgressing 

just a portion of the law, no matter how minor: ‘Whoever keeps the whole law but fails in one 

point has become guilty of all of it [omnium reus].’801 James 2:10, though not specifically 

referenced, comes to mind: ‘For whoever keeps the whole law but fails in one point has become 

accountable for all of it.’802 In both passages, judgment and subsequent punishment are applied for 

only minor transgressions, illustrating the wide range of pastoral fault categorization. But Pelagius 

additionally emphasizes that avoiding sin is only part of the salvation equation. In order to inherit 

eternal life, one must also diligently apply oneself to good works (the works of God). Any 

lackadaisical effort will be condemned: ‘Cursed [maledictus] is he who does the work of the Lord 

with slackness.’803  

 
799 Rees, Letters, 77. See PL 18:81a: ‘Propter arboris fructum Deus hominem morte mulctavit? Non propter arboris 

fructum, sed propter mandati contemptum.’ 
800 Augustine, De civitate Dei 13.4, in City of God, Volume IV: Books 12–15, trans. Philip Levine, LCL 414 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1966), 146–47: ‘Si mandatum trangressi fueritis, morte moriemini.’ 
801 Rees, Letters, 76 (see Jas 2:10); PL 18:81a: ‘Qui universam legem servaverit, offendat autem in uno, factus est 

omnium reus.’  
802 Jas 2:10 (NRSV). 
803 Rees, Letters, 87 (see Jer 48:10); PL 18:89a: ‘Maledictus homo qui facit opus Domini negligenter.’ 
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These examples illustrate how Pelagius’s fault categorization is heavily directed towards 

the judgmental, pastoral Christian model outlined by Foucault. The impact of these themes is clear. 

The threat of punishment is used as a way to instill discipline in each Christian, thereby proactively 

manipulating the behavior of Christians. There are of course important examples of a more 

reserved, Stoic treatment of faults, but as a whole, De virginitate has more in common with the 

elements of Foucault’s pastorate. 

 

3 Goal of Self-Observation: Correct Action versus Correct Thought 

Like all of the other epistles examined in this thesis, De virginitate devotes a significant amount 

of material to the correct-action- and correct-thought-related goals of self-observation. By picking 

out key examples throughout the text, one could easily paint Pelagius’s goal of self-observation as 

either Stoic or pastoral. But taken as a unified text, the epistle reveals a relatively even distribution 

of correct-action and correct-thought narrative elements throughout, greatly complicating the 

categorization of the work as a whole. 

 

3.1 Correct Action (Stoic)  

Numerous examples of Pelagius’s correct-action guidance appear throughout De virginitate. Most 

can be grouped into one of six general categories: the concepts of chastity, dietary abstinence, 

correct speech, slander, adherence to the commands of God, and restraint in dress. The examples 

below are representative of the correct-action passages found in the text, and they highlight the 

ever-present emphasis on continual action found in nearly all of Pelagius’s works.  

One of the primary correct-action themes found in De virginitate is the emphasis on sexual 

abstinence. The eternal dangers of lust are woven throughout epistle, and Pelagius offers several 
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pieces of advice to help the reader combat the pull of desire. The most important of these desire-

defeating strategies is to focus on the eternal reward awaiting those who successfully navigate 

these ever-present impulses: ‘Great indeed is the labour of chastity [pudicitiae labor] but greater 

the reward, for the restraint demanded is temporal but the reward gained is eternal.’804 Pelagius’s 

call for a disciplined control of sexuality can be seen as an elevation of the body as a mechanism 

of control. Instead of the punishment-based control we have seen in previous examples, the 

rewards of adhering to Pelagius’s direction are emphasized. In another chastity-related passage, 

Pelagius couples the path of chastity with the familiar call to follow the commandments: ‘Those, 

then, who guard their chastity [pudicitiam] and purity and hope for reward from God’s justice on 

account of it must, above all else, keep the precepts of the commandments, in order that the labour 

of a glorious chastity [castitatis] and abstinence [continentiae] may not be brought to naught.’805 

The rewards of chastity are once again recognized, but it is in conjunction with a warning that 

failing to follow the commands of God will negate all the positive work of chastity. 

Pelagius’s emphasis on chaste behavior as a correct action is shared with several prominent 

Stoic authors. For example, Seneca lists chastity (‘pudicitia’) among the blessings that one can 

live without, but doing so makes death preferable to life.806 However, the commonalities between 

Pelagius and Stoic authors do not necessarily illustrate a Stoic influence. After all, many Christian 

authors made similar calls for chastity. In fact, Augustine suggests that the praise of chastity is 

 
804 Rees, Letters, 73. See PL 18:77d: ‘Magnus quidem est pudicitiae labor, sed majus praemium: temporalis custodia, 

sed remuneratio aeterna.’ 
805 Rees, Letters, 74. See PL 18:79a: ‘Ante ergo omnia pudicitiam integritatemque servantibus et ejus remunerationem 

a Dei aequitate sperantibus mandatorum sunt custodienda praecepta, ne gloriosae castitatis et continentiae labor in 

irritum deducatur.’ 
806 Seneca, De beneficiis 4.12, in Moral Essays, Volume III, 34–37: ‘Proxima ab his sunt, sine quibus possumus quidem 

vivere, sed ut mors potior sit, tamquam libertas et pudicitia et mens bona.’ 
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universal: ‘For so great is the force of probity and chastity that all or nearly all humanity is moved 

by the praise of these virtues.’807 Despite the common emphasis in Stoic and Christian sources, 

Pelagius’s message of chastity in De virginitate is heavily action-oriented, suggesting a fit with 

Foucault’s Stoic correct-action model. 

The word ‘continentiae,’ used by Pelagius in the example above, is referring to abstinence 

from sex, but in the second half of De virginitate, Pelagius turns his focus to abstinence from 

another vice—gluttony. The heart of Pelagius’s message concerning gluttony is to once again 

accentuate spiritual rewards over the superficial satisfaction of self-indulgence. Yes, we all need 

food, but deprioritizing the attention to food is the goal: ‘Give your love rather to the banquet 

provided by the reading of God’s word [divinae magis lectionis convivium dilige] and look for 

your satisfaction in spiritual feasts and the kinds of foods that will refresh your spirit rather than 

your body.’808 Pelagius is suggesting a binary choice. One has to choose to emphasize either 

spiritual feasts or material feasts. This concept of competing interests, gluttony and abstinence, 

was not revolutionized by Pelagius. Both Christian and non-Christian sources linked mental and 

spiritual darkness to gluttonous behavior. Or, as Chris de Wet summarizes when highlighting John 

Chrysostom’s treatment of dietary overindulgence, gluttony ‘becomes a practice that allows 

demons to corrupt one’s sensory perception. There is then a double and interconnected clouding 

of the mind⎯the mind is clouded both by the fumes of the food rising from the stomach, and by 

the demons.’809 The stomach, then, is a battleground for the mind and soul. Each individual must 

 
807 Augustine, De civitate Dei 2.26, in City of God, Volume I: Books 1–3, trans. George E. McCracken, LCL 411 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1957), 250–51: ‘Tanta enim vis est probitatis et castitatis, ut omnis vel 

paene omnis eius laude moveatur humana natura.’ 
808 Rees, Letters, 86. See PL 18:88c: ‘Divinae magis lectionis convivium dilige, et spiritalibus te saturari dapibus 

concupisce; et illos potius quaere cibos, quibus anima magis quam corpus reficiatur.’ 
809 De Wet, “Preacher’s Diet,” 439–40. 
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make their own choice to side either with abstinence and moderation or with excess and the 

physical, mental, and spiritual ruin that accompanies it. 

In other passages, Pelagius incorporates the message without the salvation-dependent 

binary choice depicted in the previous passage. For example, Pelagius take a far more subtle 

approach when he simply states that one should ‘take pleasure in fasts rather than feasts.’810 These 

examples illustrate how Pelagius includes both chastity and temperance in his formulation of 

Christian correct action. The same behavioral assumptions can be found in Stoic literature as well. 

For example, Seneca includes both of these concepts when outlining a list of virtues: ‘Do you, 

pray, tell me what return one has from justice, from innocence, from greatness of soul, from 

chastity [pudicitia], from temperance [temperantia]; if you seek for anything besides the virtues 

themselves, it is not the virtues themselves that you seek.’811 But again, the importance of the Stoic 

use of these concepts is tempered somewhat by the widespread use of chastity and temperance in 

early Christianity. The inclusion here is relevant, however. Seneca’s adaptation of correct action 

is not only similar to Pelagius’s; it incorporates and emphasizes similar concepts to highlight 

virtuous behavior.  

Correct speech is another correct-action theme found in De virginitate.812 Pelagius begins 

his correct-speech formula by presenting the mandate to speak only when necessary. When one is 

compelled to speak, it should only be on the proper occasion and it certainly must be modest: ‘In 

your person let there be . . . a speech that is always modest [sermo semper modestus] and uttered 

 
810 Rees, Letters, 86. See PL 18:88c: ‘In jejuniis magis quam in epulis delectare.’ 
811 Seneca, De beneficiis 4.12, in Moral Essays, Volume III, 228–31: ‘Dic tu mihi, quid reddat iustitia, quid innocentia, 

quid magnitudo animi, quid pudicitia, quid temperantia; si quicquam praeter ipsas, ipsas non petis.’ 
812 Pelagius incorporates the skill of listening under the category of proper speech. He viewed the practice of speaking 

and listening as a two-way street—making it very difficult to separate one from the other. 
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only at the proper time.’813 Pelagius also assumes that on those rare occasions when a virgin does 

speak, only holy utterances should result: ‘Precious to God is the tongue which knows how to put 

words together only on divine matters, and holy is the mouth from which heavenly utterances come 

forth on all occasions [coelestia semper eloquia proferuntur].’814 Pelagius specifically addresses 

what is to be avoided as well—controversial speech is not allowed: ‘Avoid [evita] words of 

controversy [contentionum verba] and causes of animosity; shun also occasions for disagreement 

and dispute.’815 In addition to controversial speech, any speech that might be classified as sinful 

or that leaves the speaker open to reprimand is to be avoided at all times: ‘Take care not to say 

anything which lays you open to reprimand.’816 Here, Pelagius takes a step toward suggesting that 

a form of punishment may be awaiting those who disregard this correct-speech directive. Careful 

attention to discourse and the associated ramifications of hasty speech is a topic found in Stoic 

literature. Specifically, excessive speech, or what Seneca called the ‘wagging of the tongue,’ is 

seen as a stain on one’s character.817 But once again we have a problem with a significant overlap 

of Christian and Stoic correct-action praxis, for modest speech was also a common function of 

early Christianity. A simple example of this Christian emphasis can be seen in one of Jerome’s 

epistles, where he states: ‘Let it therefore be your duty to keep your tongue chaste as well as your 

eyes.’818 

 
813 Rees, Letters, 84. See PL 18:86c: ‘Ita te exhibe . . . et sermo semper modestus et suo in tempore proferendus.’ 
814 Rees, Letters, 86. See PL 18:88a: ‘Pretiosa Deo lingua est, quae non sine divinis rebus novit verba construere; et 

sanctum os, unde coelestia semper eloquia proferuntur.’ 
815 Rees, Letters, 85. See PL 18:87d: ‘Contentionum verba, et animositatis causas evita; discordiarum quoque et litium 

occasiones subterfuge.’ 
816 Rees, Letters, 85. See PL 18:88a: ‘cave ne quid quod in reprehensionem veniat dicas.’ 
817 Seneca, De vita beata 27.6, in Moral Essays, Volume II, 178: ‘agitare linguam vacet.’ 
818 Jerome, Ep. 52.15, in Select Letters, 224–25: ‘Officii ergo tui sit non solum oculos castos servare, sed et linguam.’ 
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Slander might be considered a topic coming under the heading of correct speech, but in 

Pelagius’s view, slander is not limited to actively slandering others; rather, his prohibition 

incorporates a prohibition of even listening to slanderous speech of others. Therefore, the correct-

action dictate to avoid engaging in slanderous activity is worthy of its own category of correct 

action in De virginitate. Pelagius begins outlining his view on slander by condemning all forms of 

disparagement, insisting that one should never engage in the practice: ‘Keep your tongue from 

slander [linguam a maliloquio cohibe] and place the bridle of the law on your mouth, so that, if 

perchance you have to speak, you do so only when it is a sin to keep silent.’819 Here again we see 

a mechanism of control aimed at the body. Panoptic oversight of the self regulates and ultimately 

controls actions, in this case slander. Pelagius also makes it clear that listening to slander is just as 

distasteful as initiating slander: ‘You are not permitted to give a patient hearing to slander 

[vituperationem] directed against another.’820 And elsewhere, Pelagius provides even greater detail 

on appropriate and inappropriate use of one’s auditory faculty: ‘Listen only to utterances which 

are holy and true, that they [ears] may never admit into them obscene or shameful or worldly words 

or listen to anyone disparaging another [aliquem de altero audiant derogantem].’821 In these 

passages, Pelagius is defining a negative action⎯one should actively avoid listening to the slander 

perpetrated by others. This prohibition is common in Stoic literature as well. Marcus Aurelius, 

when listing the most important things he learned from his tutor, places this negative action in a 

prominent position: ‘Not to shirk toil, and to have few wants, and to do my own work, and mind 

 
819 Rees, Letters, 85. See PL 18:87d–88a: ‘Linguam a maliloquio cohibe, et ori tuo frenum Legis impone; ut tunc, si 

forte loquaris, quando tacere peccatum sit.’ 
820 Rees, Letters, 86. See PL 18:88b: ‘Non licet tibi alterius vituperationem patienter audire.’ 
821 Rees, Letters, 80. See PL 18:83d: ‘ut non nisi sermonibus sanctis et veris auditum praebeant; ut nunquam obscena, 

aut turpia, aut saecularia verba suscipiant, aut aliquem de altero audiant derogantem.’ 
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my own concerns; and to turn a deaf ear to slander.’822 Seneca goes a step further by suggesting 

that listening to slanderous speech can tarnish an otherwise spotless character. He states that giving 

a slanderous person an audience ‘rubs off some of his rust upon us, even though we be spotless 

and sincere.’823  

Following the commands of God is also a central correct-action theme in De virginitate. 

Pelagius begins his emphasis on obeying the commands by suggesting that doing so holds the key 

to eternal life: ‘Eternal life cannot be merited save by complete observance of the divine 

commandments [per omnem divinorum praeceptorum custodiam].’824 And elsewhere: ‘No one has 

that life [eternal life], unless he has kept all the commandments of the law [cuncta legis mandata 

servaverit].’825 In these passages, Pelagius is avoiding the punishment-based arguments found 

elsewhere in his epistles, but the stress on individual discipline remains. As part of his philosophy 

of obedience to the commands, Pelagius again incorporates the twofold obedience of doing what 

is commanded and avoiding what is forbidden. Achieving one but failing at the other constitutes a 

complete failure to follow the path to salvation. This twofold command is the foundational 

principle of Pelagius’s correct-action expectation: ‘If you depart from evil but fail to do good, you 

transgress the law, which is fulfilled not simply by abominating evil deeds but also by performing 

good works [bonorum operum perfectione completur].’826 The attention to the twofold command 

 
822 Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 1.5, in Marcus Aurelius, 4–5: ‘kai to phereponon kai oligodees, kai to autourgikon 

kai apolupragon kai to dusprosdekton diabolēs.’ 
823 Seneca, Ep. 7.7, in Epistles 1–65, 32–33: ‘malignus comes quamvis candido et simplici rubiginem suam adfricuit.’ 
824 Rees, Letters, 74. See PL 18:78d: ‘Aeternam vero vitam non nisi per omnem divinorum praeceptorum custodiam 

promereri posse Scriptura testatur.’ 
825 Rees, Letters, 74. See PL 18:78d–79a: ‘Vitam ergo non habet nisi qui cuncta legis mandata servaverit.’ 
826 Rees, Letters, 75. See PL 18:80a: ‘Si a malo recesseris et non feceris bonum, transgressor es Legis; quae non 

tantum in malorum actuum abominatione, sed et in bonorum operum perfectione completur.’ 
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comes not only from Pelagius’s clear and emphatic language but also from repetition. In the 

following passage, Pelagius explains the necessity of this dual-emphasis discipline in the context 

of righteousness: ‘Righteousness then is, quite simply, not to sin, and not to sin is to keep the 

commandments of the law. Keeping these commandments is ensured in two ways, by doing 

nothing which is forbidden [ut nihil eorum quae prohibentur facias] and by striving to fulfil 

everything which is commanded [et cuncta quae jubentur implere contendas].’827 For emphasis, 

he then follows with an illustration of the punishment awaiting those who ignore this mandate: 

‘For they are condemned not for having done evil but for not having done good, not for committing 

forbidden acts but for not being willing to fulfil the commandments [praecepta erant implere 

noluere], and that is why they are also given up to the punishments of eternal hell.’828 The emphasis 

on the twofold command suggests that it may be the most important correct-action goal of 

Pelagius’s expectation of self-observation. 

The final correct-action category found in De virginitate is the expectation of modest dress 

and appearance. Interestingly enough, Pelagius ties modesty of appearance to a holiness in body, 

going so far as to suggest that the reader should adopt a somewhat contrarian existence in order to 

ensure the holiness of the body. Roman society, particularly the highest echelons of society, carries 

with it expectations of personal appearance. Livy explains how all-encompassing these 

expectations can be to the Roman elite when he writes:  

 

 
827 Rees, Letters, 75. See PL 18:79d–80a: ‘Justitia ergo non est aliud quam non peccare. Non peccare autem, est legis 

praecepta servare. Praeceptorum autem observatio duplici genere custoditur: ut nihil eorum quae prohibentur facias, 

et cuncta quae jubentur implere contendas.’ 
828 Rees, Letters, 76. See PL 18:80d: ‘non enim quia malum fecissent; sed quia bonum non fecerant condemnantur et 

aeternae gehennae suppliciis addicuntur: nec quia quae prohibita sunt admisissent; sed quia quae praecepta erant 

implere noluere.’ 
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Elegance, grooming, a fine appearance—these are women’s insignia. These are their pride 
and joy. This is what your ancestors called ‘woman’s embellishment.’ In time of mourning 
what do they put aside but their purple and gold? What do they take up again when the 
mourning is finished? In periods of public thanksgiving and supplication what do they add 
if not more elegant finery?829  

 
In this example, dress is used as the embodiment of power and position. Without the dress 

and corresponding embodiment, one would be seen as just another common individual with limited 

resources and power. Pelagius also believed in using dress as a mechanism of embodiment, but he 

does so in a way directly contrary to the Livy example. Advice to live contrary to the typical 

Roman way of life was nothing new to Christian audiences. From the very beginning of the 

tradition, Christian authors opined that living outside the societal norm was the very essence of 

Christianity. Dress and personal appearance were no exceptions from this norm. Basil, in a letter 

addressed to Gregory, simply and concisely summarizes the common Christian view: ‘As for dress, 

its sole object is to be a covering for the flesh adequate for winter and summer.’830 This passage 

suggests that the status associated with the dress of the Roman elite is meaningless in a Christian 

context, but Basil stops short of indicating a specific embodiment resulting from the choice of 

dress. In De virginitate, Pelagius, like Basil, embraces and encourages modesty in appearance, but 

his modest dress is also the embodiment of the inner-cleanliness characteristic of Christian virgins: 

‘Women should adorn themselves modestly and sensibly [verecundia et sobrietate] in seemly 

apparel, not with braided hair or gold or pearls or costly attire but by good behaviour as befits 

 
829 Livy, Ab urbe condita 34.7.9–10, in History of Rome, Volume IX: Books 31–34, ed. and trans. J. C. Yardley, LCL 

295 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2017), 450–51: ‘munditiae et ornatus et cultus, haec feminarum 

insignia sunt, his gaudent et gloriantur, hunc mundum muliebrem appellarunt maiores vestri. quid aliud in luctu quam 

purpuram atque aurum deponunt? quid cum eluxerunt sumunt? quid in gratulationibus supplicationibusque nisi 

excellentiorem ornatum adiciunt?’ 
830 Basil of Caesarea, Ep. 2, in Letters, Volume I, 20–21: ‘skopos esthētos heis, kalumma einai sarkos pros cheimōna 

kai thpos autarkes.’ 
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women who profess chastity.’831 Pelagius’s version of modest dress is a mechanism to display true 

holiness. In a way, the intentional utilization of dress to embody and communicate personal power 

is a common trait shared by Pelagius and the Roman elite. But the physical manifestation of the 

embodiment inherent to both views is diametrically opposed.  

Pelagius’s concern with appearance extends past simple fashion and incorporates common 

beauty practices. As with his contrarian embodiment of dress, Pelagius links a lack of traditional 

Roman practice with a holy existence: ‘Cleanse your head of all defilements [munda ab omni 

inquinamento caput], since it is shameful for that which now shines with the brilliance of its 

heavenly adornment, having been sanctified with holy unction, to be soiled by paint or powder of 

saffron or any other pigment whatsoever.’832 But he also once again utilizes the rejection of Roman 

norms to embody the purity of holy chastity: ‘Cleanse your eyes [munda oculos], withdrawing 

their gaze from all lust but never averting them from the sight of the poor and keeping them clean 

and free from all paints in the purity in which they were made by God.’833 Here, Pelagius adopts 

both panoptic and anoptic strategies for Christian virgins. The lack of traditional Roman beauty 

augmentation does not suggest, as it would in a Roman context, a lack of status. Instead, the 

Christian virgin, by the act of avoiding such practices, is embodying purity of life in the expression 

of common appearance. This appearance is open to the panoptic engagement of society, and the 

embodiment of the act is only communicated through this active visibility. But there is an anoptic 

 
831 Rees, Letters, 83 (see 1 Tim 2:9–10); PL 18:85d: ‘Mulieres similiter in habitu ornato cum verecundia et sobrietate 

ornantes se, non intortis crinibus, aut auro, aut margaritis, aut veste pretiosa; sed quod decet mulieres promittentes 

castitatem per bonam conversationem.’ 
832 Rees, Letters, 79. See PL 18:83a: ‘Munda ab omni inquinamento caput: quia crimen est illud post chrismatis 

sanctificationem, aut croci, aut alterius cujuslibet pigmenti fuco vel pulvere sordidari.’ 
833 Rees, Letters, 80. See PL 18:83b: ‘Munda oculos, dum eos ab omni concupiscentia retrahis, et ab intuitu pauperum 

nunquam avertis, et ab omnibus fucis liberos ea quae a Deo facti sunt sinceritate custodias.’ 
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element here as well. Pelagius is asking virgins to divert their gaze from lust and direct it towards 

the poor. In this way, Pelagius is assuming the virgin will both practice anopticism and 

simultaneously offer the self to public panoptic inspection. 

In these passages, Pelagius is not only casting aside the extravagant physical adornments 

commonly embraced by the Roman elite; he is also suggesting that something else be 

exalted⎯proper Christian behavior. The tandem of rejecting commonly accepted cultural excesses 

in lieu of correct action is a fairly common motif in Stoicism. An example of this can be seen in 

Seneca’s De tranquillitate animi: ‘Let us learn to rely upon our limbs and to conform our dress 

and mode of life, not to the new fashions, but to the customs our ancestors approved; let us learn 

to increase our self-control, to restrain luxury.’834 Here, Seneca is rejecting the overindulgence 

indicative of the Roman elite in favor of previously accepted ‘fashions’ such as self-control. 

Similar to the examples from Pelagius, the active avoidance of accepted norms is used as a 

mechanism of embodiment; in this example it is the embodiment of self-control. 

These examples are representative of the correct-action message found in De virginitate, 

and several basic conclusions can be drawn from the available evidence. First, Pelagius’s 

insistence that individuals have the ability to choose correct action is prevalent. Second, the central 

theme of Pelagius’s correct-action argument in De virginitate primarily concerns personal purity 

and following the commandments. Nearly all of the exhortations to act correctly found in the text 

can be at least partially traced back to these two elements. The passages related to correct action 

in the epistle exhibit common elements with Stoic praxis, and most fit well within Foucault’s 

outline of the Stoic emphasis on correct action. In Pelagius’s brand of Christianity, self-observation 

 
834 Seneca, De tranquillitate animi 9.9, in Moral Essays, Volume II, 244–45: ‘discamus membris nostris inniti, cultum 

victumque non ad nova exempla componere, sed ut maiorum mores suadent; discamus continentiam augere.’ 
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is used as a mechanism to ensure correct action. Because this correct action is a prerequisite to 

salvation, not just an expectation, Pelagius’s call for correct action can be seen as a central aspect 

of his theology. However, considering Pelagius’s correct-action argument in isolation does not tell 

the full story. The multifaceted Stoic/pastoral collage only begins to come into focus when we 

compare his correct-action directives with his instructions concerning correct thought.  

 

3.2 Correct Thought (Pastoral)  

The core of Pelagius’s correct-thought model in De virginitate utilizes many of the familiar topics 

and arguments found in his other epistles. The concept of moral perfection again takes center stage 

and constitutes the primary impetus for the reader to think properly. For Pelagius, thinking 

properly is a direct result of observation, so his panoptic assumptions play a key role in his moral-

perfection message. In De virginitate, Pelagius adds other elements such as anger and humility to 

the primary theme of moral perfection, making the content and structure of this category very 

similar to that found in his other works. 

 Pelagius’s elevation of self-observation is a key component of his construct of proper 

Christian thought. Observation—or, more specifically for this section, thinking about what one is 

thinking about—is the logical glue of De virginitate. In several passages, Pelagius underscores the 

importance of constant mental vigilance: ‘Recognize your status [agnosce statum tuum], recognize 

your position [agnosce locum], recognize your intention [agnosce propositum].’835 The repetitive 

reminder to recognize elements of the psyche highlights his emphasis on personal observation and 

the discipline necessary to maintain the panoptic engagement. Elsewhere, Pelagius uses 

recognition as a contemplative tool: ‘Recognize that your members were shaped by God the maker 

 
835 Rees, Letters, 82. See PL 18:85a–b: ‘Agnosce statum tuum, agnosce locum, agnosce propositum.’ 
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[agnosce tibi a Deo artifice] not for vice but for virtue.’836 So observation is to be used as a 

reminder of where you come from, who you are, and what you are trying to do. In this manner, 

Pelagius leverages the elements of self-observation to drive foundational benchmarks for correct 

thought. The recognition preached by Pelagius is an important aspect of Christian theology and is 

seen in the works of other Christian authors. Typically, this situational awareness is used as a 

lynchpin of proper Christian thought. Basil explains it by saying, ‘The judgment of the mind has 

been given us for the apprehension of the truth. And our God is truth itself. Therefore it is the first 

concern of the mind to recognize [epiginōskein] our God, but to recognize [epiginōskein] Him in 

such a way as the infinitely great can be known by the very small.’837 Both ‘agnosce’ and 

‘epiginōskein’ communicate similar acts of awareness, and represent an assumed prerequisite for 

salvation. In these examples, this awareness of one’s status is a fundamental element of correct 

thinking⎯the root of the Christian life blossoming into eternal life. 

Similarly, to communicate the parameters of the holy life, Pelagius asks the reader to 

consider various topics. The act of considering somewhat blurs the line between self-observation 

and simple correct thought. The nuance depends on the topic of consideration. For example, a 

directive to consider one’s behavior implies a degree of self-observation, but a request to consider 

the sacrifice of Christ would not be self-observation. Pelagius capitalizes on the nuance by bridging 

self-observation and correct thought through the act of consideration. He initiates the bridge by 

asking the reader to consider the significance of virginity in the context of the Christian faith: ‘We 

must bear in mind [illud cogitetur] that God, our Lord and Saviour, when he thought fit to take 

 
836 Rees, Letters, 81. See PL 18:84a: ‘Agnosce tibi a Deo artifice non ad vitia, sed ad virtutem membra formata.’ 
837 Basil, Ep. 233, in Letters, Volume III, 368–69: ‘Dedotai hēmin to tou nou kritēpion eis tēn tēs alētheias sunesin. 

Esti hē autoalētheia ho Theos humōn. Hōste proēgoumenon estin tō nō ton Theon hēmōn epiginōskein, epiginōskein 

de houtōs hōs dunaton gnōrizesthail ton apeiromegethē hupo tou mikrotatou.’  
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manhood upon himself for the sake of the salvation of the human race, chose no other womb than 

that of a virgin.’838 Next, Pelagius calls the reader to focus on a holistic consideration of the choice 

of sexual abstinence:  

We must pay closer attention in advance [attentius ergo providendum est] to the possibility 
that virginity may need some things without which it may not by any means have sufficient 
strength to bear fruit, and that the great labour invested in it will profit it nothing, even 
while it is vainly believed to be of profit to it, simply because it is without the aids which 
are necessary for its success.839  

 
Finally, Pelagius combines consideration and self-observation to underscore his point: ‘We ought 

to reflect [attentius considerare debemus et animadvertere] whether they are joined to the divine 

company and run to and fro over all the floors of heaven through the merit of their chastity alone, 

or whether there are other attributes whose assistance virginity requires in order to attain the glory 

of a state so blessed.’840 These examples illustrate Pelagius’s constant call to observe, recognize, 

consider, or ponder certain aspects of human existence, thereby initiating a level of control over 

the self. In many ways, his theological construct pivots on this demand for observation. His 

insistence on constant vigilance opens the door for other elements of his theology, most notably 

his doctrine of free will. After all, one must first be aware of what one is doing and thinking before 

one can consciously choose to follow a specific path. 

 
838 Rees, Letters, 73. See PL 18:78a: ‘illud cogitetur, quod Dominus et salvator noster Deus, cum propter humani 

generis salutem hominem dignaretur assumere, non alium quam virginalem elegerit uterum.’ 
839 Rees, Letters, 74. See PL 18:78c–d: ‘Attentius ergo providendum est, ne forte et virginitati alia sint necessaria, 

sine quibus nequaquam fructum afferre sufficiat: et tantus nihil proderit labor, dum vane prodesse creditur quod 

absque rebus necessariis possidetur.’ 
840 Rees, Letters, 81. See PL 18:84c–d: ‘attentius considerare debemus et animadvertere, si solius integritatis 

pudicitiae merito ipsi divino comitatui copulentur, et per omnia coelorum tabulata discurrant: an et alia sint, quibus 

adjuncta virginitas tantae beatitudinis gloriam consequatur.’ 
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Pelagius then moves the argument from observation and consideration to intention. The 

intention Pelagius speaks of is the underlying resolve to travel the Christian path: ‘Maintain the 

intention [serva propositum tibi] which is destined to bring you a great reward.’841 Here, Pelagius 

ties this intent to salvation itself, highlighting the immediacy of its use. In another passage, he 

suggests that the critically important intent is an ongoing concern: ‘Maintain to the end [ad finem 

usque conserva] that resolve to be a virgin which you have now taken, because it is the part of 

virtue not only to begin but to complete a good work.’842 The discipline associated with constant 

observation, then, is a foundational element in the Christian life. These examples illustrate the 

importance Pelagius placed on the steps leading to correct thought. Self-observation, 

consideration, and intent all set the stage for the expectation of correct thought woven throughout 

Pelagius’s work.  

As in his other works, Pelagius emphasizes throughout De virginitate the importance of 

overseeing and ultimately mastering one’s thoughts. To Pelagius, this cognitive-gatekeeper role is 

an essential element to salvation, and every person is obligated to take responsibility for the 

thoughts they dwell upon. But in De virginitate, Pelagius expands the role of the gatekeeper 

function to include the responsibility for actively shaping the thought process, rather than simply 

accepting or rejecting thoughts as they arise. He does not suggest this is a simple task. To the 

contrary, he illustrates the taxing nature of directing one’s thoughts while at the same time 

underscoring the ramifications of successfully executing the task: 

 

 

 
841 Rees, Letters, 82. See PL 18:85a: ‘serva propositum tibi magno praemio destinatum.’ 
842 Rees, Letters, 87. See PL 18:89a–b: ‘Coeptum virginitatis propositum ad finem usque conserva; quia non inchoasse 

tantum, sed perfecisse virtutis est.’ 
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It is a great thing, imperishable and almost beyond the reach of bodily nature to lay luxury 
to rest and to extinguish by strength of mind [animi virtute restinguere] the flame of 
concupiscence that is kindled by the torches of adolescence, to shut out by spiritual effort 
the forces of natural delight [spiritali conatu vim genuinae oblectationis excludere], to live 
contrary to the custom of the human race, to despise the comforts provided by marital 
partners, to reject the pleasure of having children and to reckon as nothing the possible 
advantages of our present life, when compared with the hope of a future state of 
blessedness.843  

 
This correct-thought stratagem removes passivity and gives impetus to the self as the director of 

its symphony of thought. The goal is to stop evil thoughts from taking hold, but also to actively 

nurture holy thoughts and to ensure their survival, allowing for their ultimate fulfillment. In this 

passage, Pelagius is expressing his correct-thought model in the context of the justification and 

maintenance of chastity. The concept of maintaining the correct mindset in an effort to live a life 

of chastity is somewhat common in contemporary Christian sources. For example, in one of his 

epistles, Jerome explains the relationship between the mind and the ongoing labor of chastity:  

Let your mind and body both strain towards the Lord [corpus pariter animusque tendatur 
ad dominum], overcome wrath by patience; love the knowledge of the Scriptures and you 
will not love the sins of the flesh. Do not let your mind offer a lodging to disturbing 
thoughts [nec vacet mens tua variis perturbationibus], for if they once find a home in your 
breast they will become your masters and lead you on into fatal sin.844 

 
Here, as in the Pelagius example, the responsibility to govern the generation and subsequent 

acceptance or rejection of thought is placed squarely on the self.  

 
843 Rees, Letters, 72–73. Emphasis by Wagner. See PL 18:77c: ‘Grande est et immortale, et pene ultra naturam 

corpoream, sopire luxuriam et concupiscentiae flammam adolescentiae facibus accensam animi virtute restinguere, 

et spiritali conatu vim genuinae oblectationis excludere, vivere contra humani generis morem, despicere solatia 

conjugum, dulcedinem contemnere liberorum, et quaecunque praesentis vitae esse commoda possunt, pro nihilo spe 

futurae beatitudinis computare.’ 
844 Jerome, Ep. 125.11, in Select Letters, 416–17: ‘Corpus pariter animusque tendatur ad dominum. Iram vince 

patientia; ama scientiam scripturarum et carnis vitia non amabis. Nec vacet mens tua variis perturbationibus, quae, 

si pectori insederint, dominabuntur tui et te deducent ad delictum maximum.’ 
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The previous passage is just one example of how Pelagius spends considerable effort 

recognizing the difficulty of taming desire and shutting out external cues of sexuality. He implies 

that such responsibility is counter to human nature and that to be constantly surrounded by 

examples of marriage and children compounds the difficulty. Pelagius admits that the behavioral 

expectation heaped upon virgins is very different from those assumed for other Christians, but he 

adds to the weight of this behavioral expectation additional expectations of proper thought as well: 

‘For if, according to the apostle’s teaching: “The servant of the Lord must not be quarrelsome,” 

how much more does this apply to the handmaid of God, whose mind ought to be more moderate 

[animus debet esse modestior] as her sex is more modest?’845 Clearly, the virgin way of life 

portrayed by Pelagius is taxing, much more so than the typical Christian’s life. But throughout the 

argument, he tries to buttress these fears and hesitations by communicating the end goals and 

expected benefits (eternal salvation) of choosing this path. 

Many of Pelagius’s directives to master thought are applicable to all walks of life, not just 

the intended Christian virgin audience. An example of this general advice can be seen in his call 

to guard against evil thoughts: ‘Admit into your breast [intra pectus admittas] neither the evil of 

anger nor that of jealousy nor that of envy, to avoid the crime of greed, to beware of the evil of all 

pride and boasting.’846 Elsewhere, Pelagius extends the demand of thought mastery to extreme 

limits by making it clear that contemplating a sinful act is the same as performing the sinful act: 

‘Nor should you say, “I have indeed thought of it but I have not carried it out [cogitavi quidem, 

 
845 Rees, Letters, 85 (see 2 Tim 2:24); PL 18:87d: ‘Nam si juxta Apostoli doctrinam: Servum Domini litigare non 

oportet; quanto magis Dei ancillam? cujus quo verecundior est sexus, animus debet esse modestior.’ 
846 Rees, Letters, 77. See PL 18:81b: ‘ut nec iracundiae, nec zeli, nec livoris malum intra pectus admittas, ut crimen 

avaritiae fugias, ut omnis superbiae.’ 
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sed non perfeci],” because it is a sin even to desire what it is a sin to do.’847 The rationale for such 

constant thought vigilance is linked to an awareness that each of us is under constant observation 

by God: ‘Believe [crede] that God watches all your deeds and thoughts and beware lest you do or 

think anything that is unworthy to meet his divine gaze.’848 The panoptic gaze, therefore, is leveled 

by both the self and God. 

Having introduced the concepts of self-observation, intent, and the importance of mastering 

one’s thoughts, Pelagius turns his attention to the heart of the message, the insistence on holy 

thoughts and moral perfection. Throughout the text, the reader is tasked to first observe and 

evaluate their thoughts, but then also strive to direct their thoughts towards virtuous aims. In other 

words, the formula of shunning evil and embracing virtue (as it relates to thought) is a primary 

responsibility in Pelagius’s salvific model. Pelagius communicates the true extent of this doctrine 

when he outlines the state of the soul when correct thought is truly embraced:  

Let nothing unseemly, nothing shameful be seen in it [the soul] [nihil in ea dedecorum, 
nihil foedum appareat]; let it shine with the gold of righteousness and gleam with the jewels 
of holiness and glitter with the most precious pearl of chastity. . . . Let not the virgin seek 
the elegance due to ceruse or any other paint but let her rather possess the radiance of 
innocence and simplicity, the rosy colour of modesty and the purple glow of bashfulness 
and decency. Let her be washed with the nitre of heavenly teaching and cleansed with 
spiritual lotions; let no stain of evil or wickedness be left on her; and, that she may never 
give off the offensive odour of sin, let her be protected by the most agreeable of all 
ointments, namely, wisdom and knowledge.849  

 

 
847 Rees, Letters, 81. See PL 18:84c: ‘Nec dicas, cogitavi quidem, sed non perfeci: quia etiam concupiscere nefas est.’ 
848 Rees, Letters, 86–87. See PL 18:88d: ‘Omnium operum et cogitationum tuarum speculatorem Deum crede, et cave 

ne quidquam quod divinis oculis indignum sit.’ 
849 Rees, Letters, 83. See PL 18:86a–b: ‘Nihil in ea dedecorum, nihil foedum appareat. Resplendeat auro justitiae, 

gemmis refulgeat sanctitatis, ac pretiosissimo pudicitiae . . . et non decorem cerussae aut alterius pigmenti quaerat, 

sed innocentiae ac simplicitatis candorem habeat. Roseum verecundiae colorem et purpureum ruboris pudorisque 

possideat. Coelesti abluatur nitro doctrinae, et lamentis spiritualibus emundetur. Nulla in ea malitiae, nulla diaboli 

macula relinquatur; et ne quando male redoleat odore peccati, unguento suavissimae sapientiae et scientiae 

perfundatur.’ 
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The insistence that no sinful thoughts should be seen in a holy life topples the panoptic theme 

exhibited in the majority of the epistle in favor of an anoptic assumption. Purity should be 

witnessed by others and by God, but impurity should not exist, thereby rendering it impossible to 

see.  

In many ways, Pelagius’s calls for a continual awareness of the self in relation to the divine 

and the ceaseless perseverance in the correct-thought mindset are reflected in the appeal for purity 

of the soul and mind. He is suggesting that it is correct thinking, not correct outward actions or 

appearances, that ultimately govern one’s alignment with the divine. Rejecting physical and 

outward actions and sacrifices in favor of internal correctness is found in other Christian works as 

well, particularly in apologetic works. For example, Minucius Felix outlines a very similar inward-

centered approach to spiritual alignment with God when he poses the questions, ‘Is not the mind a 

better place of dedication? our inmost heart of consecration? Shall I offer to God victims and 

sacrifices which he has furnished for my use, and so reject his bounties? That were ingratitude, 

seeing that the acceptable sacrifice is a good spirit and a pure mind and a conscience without guile 

[pura mens et sincera sententia].’850 The commonalities with Pelagius’s message are clear. Indeed, 

the final phrase of this passage, pura mens et sincera sententia, is an apt summary of Pelagius’s 

correct-thought construct. 

Shunning vice is a common directive in Pelagius’s epistles, and the concept is present in 

De virginitate as well. It is true that each epistle has specific nuances related to shunning vice, but 

 
850 Minucius Felix, Octavius 32.2–3, in Tertullian: “Apology,” “De spectaculis”; Minucius Felix: “Octavius,” ed. 

Jefferey Henderson, trans. T. R. Glover and Gerald H. Rendall, LCL 250 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 

1931), 412–13: ‘Nonne melius in nostra dedicandus est mente? in nostro intimo consecrandus est pectore? Hostias et 

victimas deo offeram, quas in usum mei protulit, ut reiciam ei suum munus? Ingratum est, cum sit litabilis hostia 

bonus animus et pura mens et sincera sententia.’ 
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these differences have more to do with the identification of specific vices, not the treatment of the 

vices. One vice in particular, the vice of flattery, gossip, and disparagement (I group these together 

as one category), appears in a significant number of passages throughout the epistle. This dovetails 

closely with the correct-action mandate for correct speech found in De virginitate, but this section 

focuses on the mental response of flattery, gossip, and disparagement rather than the physical act. 

Pelagius begins his commentary on these sinful thoughts with an exhortation to avoid flattery, 

either directed at you or at others. In this context, the duty of the Christian is to go beyond the 

simple observation and recognition of flattery. Instead, Pelagius is referring to the active 

engagement of the Christian mind to resist and banish such thoughts. Like receiving a sweet 

morsel, accepting flattery is very attractive to most people, but Pelagius insists that an 

acquiescence to flattery impedes the Christian path to perfection: ‘But you, who are a virgin of 

Christ and not of the world, must avoid and shun all the glory that is attached to this present life 

[omnem praesentis vitae gloriam fuge], in order that you may attain that glory which is promised 

in the world to come.’851 In many ways, Pelagius’s demands to avoid flattery can be summarized 

as a directive to deploy constant panoptic effort in order to maintain humbleness in thought. 

Humility in the face of praise, warranted or unwarranted, is a difficult task. Despite the difficulties 

inherent with maintaining a humble mind, Pelagius goes to great lengths to emphasize the 

importance of this frame of mind. His treatment of chastity is a good example. The act of chastity, 

while laudable, should not itself generate self-praise: ‘I beseech you not to flatter yourself [neque 

tibi blandiaris] on chastity alone nor to put your trust in the purity of one member.’852 And 

 
851 Rees, Letters, 85. See PL 18:87d: ‘Tu autem quaecunque Christi, non saeculi virgo es, omnem praesentis vitae 

gloriam fuge, ut eam quae in futuro promittitur consequaris.’ 
852 Rees, Letters, 79. See PL 18:83a: ‘Unde quaeso te, virgo, neque in sola tibi pudicitia blandiaris, ne in unius membri 

integritate confidas.’ 
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elsewhere, making the same point, he asks, ‘Do you flatter yourself [tibi blandiris] on the 

privileged state of virginity?’853 Finally, Pelagius references the framework of the twofold 

command to underscore the importance of humility: ‘I do not want you to flatter yourself [nolo 

enim tibi in hoc blandiaris] on not having done some things simply because there are things you 

have done.’854 These examples illustrate the weight Pelagius placed upon shunning flattery and 

upon the implied adoption of humble thought. It is clear that he did not believe flattery was a minor 

issue in society. To him it was a pervasive bleeding of societal virtue and could only be combated 

with an active oversight and control of one’s thinking. In this, Pelagius agreed with the common 

Christian stance on flattery. Basil points to this long-held belief when he writes, ‘Remember the 

saints of old, that no one of them who indulged himself or yielded to flattery was thought worthy 

of the crown of patient endurance, but that they all, having through great afflictions been tried by 

fire, proved their metal.’855 Indeed, the humble heart inherent in these passages is a central facet 

of Christianity. Augustine summarizes this view when he quotes Jas 4:6: ‘God resists the proud 

but gives grace to the humble.’856 

The topic of shunning anger also appears prominently in De virginitate. In this correct-

thought context, Pelagius tries hard to communicate that anger must not only be identified but also 

actively resisted. In several passages, he directs the reader to overcome anger: ‘Conquer anger 

 
853 Rees, Letters, 77. See PL 18:81c: ‘An tibi de virginitatis praerogativa blandiris?’ 
854 Rees, Letters, 76. Emphasis by Rees. See PL 18:80d–81a: ‘Nolo enim tibi in hoc blandiaris, si aliqua non feceris, 

quia aliqua feceris.’ 
855 Basil, Ep. 139, in Letters, Volume II, 328–29: ‘mnēsthēte tōn palai hagiōn, hoti oudeis truphōn oude kolakeuomenos 

tōn stephanōn tēs hupomonēs ēxiōthē, alla pantes, dia megalōn thlipseōn purōthentes, to dokimion epedeixanto.’ 
856 Augustine, De civitate Dei 1 (preface), in City of God, Volume I, 10–11: ‘Deus superbis resistit, humilibus autem 

dat gratiam.’ 
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[iracundiam vince], check all feelings of animosity [animositatem cohibe].’857 The rationale for 

this refusal to admit anger, he explains, is related to the mind’s interaction with God, again pointing 

to the panoptic oversight of God: ‘The mind which desires to be the dwelling-place of God [quae 

Dei habitaculum esse desiderat] should be quite tranquil [satis tranquillam] and peaceful 

[quietam] and far removed from anger’s furious rages.’858 Many Christian authors have warned 

against the dangers inherent to giving anger entry to one’s mind. Augustine, for example, agrees 

with Pelagius that resisting anger is a critical function of the Christian life: ‘For it is beyond 

comparison a more beneficial thing not to open the shrine of our heart [non aperire penetrale 

cordis] at the knock of even justified anger [irae etiam iuste] than to yield it entrance.’859 Both 

authors treat anger in the context of correct thought in a similar fashion. However, Stoic authors860 

also warn against allowing anger to settle in one’s mind, so this is not necessarily a correct-thought 

element that one can call distinctly Christian.  

The rejection of flattery and anger is clearly a core component of Pelagius’s model of 

shunning vice, but it is interesting to note that he commonly tethers his message of diverting 

flattery, anger, and other unwanted thoughts and emotions to the anchor of modesty. A good 

example appears in the following passage, where Pelagius ties the rejection of contentious 

behavior to moderation and modesty: ‘For if, according to the apostle’s teaching: “The servant of 

the Lord must not be quarrelsome,” how much more does this apply to the handmaid of God, 

whose mind ought to be more moderate [animus debet esse modestior] as her sex is more 

 
857 Rees, Letters, 86. See PL 18:88c: ‘Iracundiam vince; animositatem cohibe.’ 
858 Rees, Letters, 86. See PL 18:88d: ‘Satis tranquillam et quietam convenit esse mentem, et ab omni perturbatione 

furoris alienam, quae Dei habitaculum esse desiderat.’ 
859 Augustine, Ep. 38.2, in Select Letters, 106–7: ‘nam incomparabiliter salubrius est irae etiam iuste pulsanti non 

aperire penetrale cordis quam admittere non facile recessuram et perventuram.’ 
860 Seneca even wrote an entire treatise on the subject, De ira. 
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modest?’861 Pelagius is arguing that quarrels should be avoided, and he makes the point by 

suggesting that modesty should prioritized. This correct-thought formulation is seen in other 

Christian sources as well. Basil makes a nearly identical argument when he suggests that it is 

appropriate to ‘be quiet of demeanour, not hasty in speech, nor contentious, quarrelsome, 

vainglorious, nor given to interpreting texts; but be a man of trust, of few words, and always more 

ready to learn than to teach.’862 The audience differs somewhat, as Pelagius is addressing a virgin 

whereas Basil is addressing his pupil, but the similar messages are evident.  

Pelagius’s correct-thought message is not simply a summary of embracing virtue and 

avoiding vice. Granted, these categories are broad enough to allow for the classification of many 

passages, but Pelagius also pursues a nuanced approach to correct thought. One such element is 

the strategic use of anxiety to propel the Christian life forward.863 Pelagius starts by suggesting 

that chastity and anxiety (at least a certain type of anxiety) go hand in hand: ‘The unmarried woman 

 
861 Rees, Letters, 85 (see 2 Tim 2:24); PL 18:87d: ‘Nam si juxta Apostoli doctrinam: Servum Domini litigare non 

oportet; quanto magis Dei ancillam? cujus quo verecundior est sexus, animus debet esse modestior.’ 
862 Basil, Ep. 42, in Letters, Volume I, 248–49: ‘Epeita de kai hēsuchios eso, mē propetēs en logo, mē epistikos, mē 

philoneikos, mē kenodoxos, mē exēgētikos, alla philopistos, mē en logo polus, hetoimos de isthi aei, mē pros 

didaskalian, alla pros mathēsin.’ 
863 It should be noted here that I have reservations about Rees’s translation of anxiety-related passages that follow. In 

most of these passages, Rees translates the Latin ‘cogitant’ as ‘anxious.’ However, cogitant is the present indicative 

active of cogitare, which is typically translated as ‘considering,’ ‘reflecting,’ or ‘pondering’ (Traupman, Bantam New 

College Latin & English Dictionary, 102). If Pelagius meant to convey anxiety, he likely would have used a form of 

anxius instead of cogitare. The translations do alter somewhat the overall message of Pelagius. For example, is the 

umarried woman anxious about the affairs of the world, or does she ponder the affairs of the world? Are the truly holy 

virgins the ones that are anxious about the affairs of the Lord day and night, or simply the ones that consider the affairs 

of the Lord day and night? To be sure, Rees’s translation injects a sense of urgency into the meaning, but I am far 

from certain that this was Pelagius’s intent. The word ‘anxiety’ implies uncertainty, and this may stray from Pelagius’s 

intent of constant thought. To be sure, the epistle as a whole has a significant tone of urgency throughout, and so I 

have left the translation intact. However, I do believe the translation is questionable and it is appropriate to point out 

the possible interpretive ramifications of both translations. 
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is anxious about the affairs of the Lord [innupta cogitat quae Domini sunt], how to please God, 

how to be holy in body and spirit.’864 This passage is a paraphrase of a sentence in 1 Cor 7, which 

reads: ‘And the unmarried woman and the virgin are anxious about the affairs of the Lord, so that 

they may be holy in body and spirit; but the married woman is anxious about the affairs of the 

world, how to please her husband’ (1 Cor 7:34 NRSV). Several other passages are also at least 

partially rooted in this scriptural reference. For example, Pelagius indicates that the 

aforementioned state of anxiety for virgins is a perpetual state: ‘These are the Lord’s affairs which 

virgins who are holy and true in the apostolic sense think about and are anxious about day and 

night without intermission [die noctuque sine ullo temporis intervallo meditantur et cogitant].’865 

Also, the type of anxiety Pelagius is referring to is very specific—it is not a general life anxiety: 

‘The unmarried woman pleases God, because she is not anxious [nulla cura] about the affairs of 

this world.’866 Rather, this anxiety is the urgency associated doing the will of God:  

The kingdom of heaven is the Lord’s; the resurrection of the dead is the Lord’s; immortality 
is the Lord’s; incorruption is the Lord’s; the splendour of the sun which is promised to the 
saints is the Lord’s. . . . Those who are anxious [cogitant] about these things and about the 
works by which they may be able to attain them by merit are the ones who are anxious 
[cogitant] about the Lord’s affairs.867  

 

 
864 Rees, Letters, 78 (see 1 Cor 7:34); PL 18:82b: ‘Innupta cogitat quae Domini sunt, quomodo placeat Deo, ut sit 

sancta corpore et spiritu.’ 
865 Rees, Letters, 78. See PL 18:82b: ‘Ista sunt Domini, quae sanctae et verae, et apostolicae virgines die noctuque 

sine ullo temporis intervallo meditantur et cogitant.’ 
866 Rees, Letters, 78. See PL 18:82b: ‘innuptam vero Deo, eo quod nulla cura illi sit saeculi.’ 
867 Rees, Letters, 78–79. See PL 18:82b–c: ‘Domini est regnum coelorum; Domini est resurrectio mortuorum; Domini 

immortalitas; incorruptio Domini est; splendor solis qui sanctis promittitur Domini est. . . . Haec cogitant, et quibus 

possint operibus promereri quae Domini sunt cogitant.’ 
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Building a correct-thought argument around 1 Cor 7:34 is not a theological mechanism unique to 

Pelagius. For example, Jerome quotes this scriptural passage when describing the responsibilities 

of the Christian virgin:  

He that is unmarried careth for the things that belong to the Lord, how he may please the 
Lord: but he that is married careth for the things of the world, how he may please his wife. 
There is a difference also between a wife and a virgin. The unmarried woman cares for the 
things of the Lord [quae non est nupta, cogitat, quae sunt domini], that she may be holy 
both in body and spirit; but she that is married cares for the things of the world, how she 
may please her husband.868 

 
Even though Pelagius’s use of 1 Cor 7:34 as a correct-thought anchor was not breaking new 

theological ground, his overarching message remains somewhat unique. His brand of Christianity 

is not the comforting embrace of assurance and hope, but a perpetual balancing act on the high 

wire of self-control and belief. Assuredness, if it exists at all in Pelagius’s world, grows when one 

executes all of God’s commands. This execution encompasses the wide definition of avoiding what 

is forbidden and fulfilling what is required, both in action and in thought. Pelagius’s directive of 

anxiety, then, is his way of pointing to the path of unceasing observation and self-auditing.  

Given the evidence found throughout De virginitate, the pressing interpretive question is 

whether or not Pelagius’s emphasis on correct thought suggests pastoral underpinnings to his 

doctrine. Unlike the Stoic tradition, Pelagius maintained the supremacy of correct thought as a 

primary responsibility. The cultivation of correct thought fits well within Foucault’s pastoral 

framework, but other elements of Pelagius’s instruction deviate significantly from the pastoral 

standard. The most notable divergence from the pastoral model is the chain of communication. In 

 
868 Jerome, Ep. 22.21, in Select Letters, 100–101: ‘Qui sine uxore est, sollicitus est ea, quae domini sunt, quomodo 

placeat Deo, qui autem cum uxore est, sollicitus est, quae sunt huius mundi, quomodo placeat uxori. Divisa est mulier 

et virgo: quae non est nupta, cogitat, quae sunt domini, ut sit sancta corpore et spiritu; nam quae nupta est, cogitat, 

quae sunt mundi, quomodo placeat viro.’ 
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Pelagius’s framework, the individual is not only responsible for monitoring the unceasing flow of 

thought for signs of both holy (to be cultivated) and evil (to be shunned) thinking, but is also 

responsible for shaping thought itself. In short, Pelagius put all of the responsibility of thought, 

good or bad, on the individual. This framework represents a significant divergence from Foucault’s 

pastoral model. But this is not the only obvious difference between Pelagius’s correct-thought 

construct and that of Foucault. In Foucault’s model, the individual is responsible for 

communicating the results of thought observation to a higher link in the pastoral chain. Pelagius 

instructs his readers to use this information to guide their own thoughts and therefore their path to 

righteousness. Therefore, despite the common emphasis on correct thought and the related efforts 

of self-observation, Pelagius’s self-observation/identification/self-reporting loop is very different 

from Foucault’s pastoral self-observation/identification/confession model.  

 

4 Goal of Self-Observation: Self-Fortification versus Self-Renunciation 

Self-observation, whether on the Stoic or the pastoral model, was not simply utilized to determine 

one’s adherence to correct-action or correct-thought objectives. Instead, both models outlined by 

Foucault also included doctrinally defining destinations of their observational journeys. For Stoics, 

self-observation was a means to continually fortify the self by leveraging the results of self-

observation to make behavioral corrections. Pastoral Christians, on the other hand, deployed 

observation as a spotlight—searching for any remaining vestiges of the will that had yet to be 

renounced. In De virginitate, the evidence is decidedly pastoral in nature. While there is a solid 

example of Stoic self-fortification in the text, the majority of the relevant passages point to a clear 

trend of pastoral self-renunciation. 
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4.1 Self-Fortification (Stoic) 

The theme of Stoic self-fortification as a goal of self-observation is almost completely absent in 

De virginitate. However, at least one passage implies the importance of self-fortification: ‘Reckon 

as wasted all the time in which you have failed to note an improvement in yourself [te 

meliorem].’869 This call for constant self-fortification is of course fairly common in Stoic literature. 

In fact, Seneca uses the same language, ‘te meliorem,’ when he praises a recipient of a letter for 

his strides in becoming a better man.870 The importance of this practice is underscored when 

Seneca does not simply ask the recipient to continue to follow this practice but begs him to do so: 

‘I do not merely exhort you to keep at it; I actually beg [rogo] you to do so.’871 

While this passage is clearly a good example of Stoic self-fortification, the fact that this is 

the only such passage in the epistle speaks to the lower thematic status Pelagius assigned the topic 

in this work. A lone example does not make a trend, so despite the easy classification of the 

passage, Stoic self-fortification simply cannot be considered a significant interpretive category in 

De virginitate. And, as we shall see, this small step toward self-fortification is overshadowed by 

Pelagius’s exuberant calls for self-renunciation. 

 

4.2 Self-Renunciation (Pastoral)  

The concept of self-renunciation is evidenced in several passages in De virginitate, but not 

necessarily the type of pastoral self-renunciation outlined by Foucault. Throughout the text, 

Pelagius walks the fine line between individual responsibility and an outright rejection of the 

world. In Pelagius’s theological framework, the individual is always responsible for their own 

 
869 Rees, Letters, 87. See PL 18:89a: ‘Omne tempus in quo te non meliorem senseris, hoc te aestima perdidisse.’ 
870 Seneca, Ep. 5.1, in Epistles 1–65, 20: ‘ut te meliorem cotidie facias.’ 
871 Ibid., 20–21: ‘nec tantum hortor, ut perseveres, sed etiam rogo.’ 
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thoughts and actions, making it difficult to assign any form of renunciation to these personal 

elements. However, Pelagius also actively encouraged rejection of the material world. In the 

examples that follow, Pelagius’s view of the world is brought into sharp focus through his choice 

of words.  

One phrase in particular, ‘mundi contemptus,’ appears several times in different variations, 

each reinforcing Pelagius’s disdain for worldly pursuits. He begins his ‘mundi contemptus’ 

message by explaining that virgins are better equipped than married women to embrace the ‘mundi 

contemptus’ necessary for salvation: ‘Those who are not held fast in the bonds of matrimony can 

more easily reject the world [mundus contemni].’872 He then contextualizes his rationale for his 

renunciation of the world: ‘Rejection of the world [mundi contemptus] is demanded so that 

righteousness may be maintained, something which is difficult to fulfil for those who are involved 

in activities connected with worldly goods and mundane pleasures.’873 Rejection of the world is 

not enough, however, and Pelagius emphasizes the point by asking a question: ‘Why reject the 

things of the world [res mundi contemnas], if you do not maintain righteousness, for the sake of 

which it befits you to possess chastity and rejection of the world [mundi contemptum]?’874 

Pelagius’s vocabulary and intent are clear⎯rejection of the world is a fundamental component of 

his salvific model. But this renunciation, while powerfully stated, falls short of meeting the 

parameters of Foucault’s definition of pastoral self-renunciation. After all, one can reject the 

material world without renouncing the self. Christian literature is littered with examples of 

 
872 Rees, Letters, 75. See PL 18:79c: ‘quia ab illis mundus contemni levius potest, qui matrimonii nexibus non 

tenentur.’ 
873 Rees, Letters, 75. See PL 18:79c: ‘Mundi vero contemptus exposcitur, ut justitia conservetur; quam implere difficile 

possunt, qui saecularium bonorum et mundanarum voluptatum negotiis implicantur!’ 
874 Rees, Letters, 75. See PL 18:79d: ‘cur res mundi contemnas, si justitiam, propter quam pudicitiam et mundi 

contemptum habere te convenit, non custodias?’ 
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exhortations to reject the world and its material allurements. Tertullian expresses the importance 

of such rejection by elevating the practice to rapturous heights: ‘What greater pleasure is there than 

disdain for pleasure, than contempt for the whole world [saeculi totius contemptus]?’875 So, 

rejection of the world is indeed a pastoral concept, but in order to rise to the level of pastoral self-

renunciation, it would need to be accompanied by a corresponding rejection of the self.  

The ‘mundi contemptus’ message was not the only way in which Pelagius communicated 

his view of the material world. In other passages, he conveys a similar message without the direct 

language inherent to the ‘mundi contemptus’ message. For example, by echoing the sentiment of 

1 Cor 7:34, he continues his framing of chastity and worldly responsibility, this time emphasizing 

how the role of a virgin differs markedly from that of those who choose to marry: ‘The unmarried 

woman pleases God, because she is not anxious about the affairs of this world [nulla cura illi sit 

saeculi].’876 The rejection of the world in previous passages is replaced with a call to avoid being 

anxious about the world. This softer message also implies a type of worldly rejection, but again 

does not rise to the self-renunciation outlined by Foucault. In another passage, Pelagius again shifts 

his language, but this time in a more forceful tone:  

It is a great thing, imperishable and almost beyond the reach of bodily nature to lay luxury 
to rest and to extinguish [restinguere] by strength of mind the flame of concupiscence that 
is kindled by the torches of adolescence, to shut out [excludere] by spiritual effort the forces 
of natural delight, to live contrary to the custom of the human race, to despise [despicere] 
the comforts provided by marital partners, to reject [contemnere] the pleasure of having 
children and to reckon as nothing the possible advantages of our present life, when 
compared with the hope of a future state of blessedness.877  

 
875 Tertullian, De spectaculis 29, in Tertullian: “Apology,” “De spectaculis”; Minucius Felix: “Octavius,” ed. 

Jefferey Henderson, trans. T. R. Glover and Gerald H. Rendall, LCL 250 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 

1931), 294–95: ‘Quae maior voluptas quam fastidium ipsius voluptatis, quam saeculi totius contemptus?’ 
876 Rees, Letters, 78. See PL 18:82b: ‘innuptam vero Deo, eo quod nulla cura illi sit saeculi.’ 
877 Rees, Letters, 72–73. See PL 18:77c: ‘Grande est et immortale, et pene ultra naturam corpoream, sopire luxuriam 

et concupiscentiae flammam adolescentiae facibus accensam animi virtute restinguere, et spiritali conatu vim 

genuinae oblectationis excludere, vivere contra humani generis morem, despicere solatia conjugum, dulcedinem 
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The use of words such as ‘restinguere,’ ‘excludere,’ ‘despicere,’ and ‘contemnere’ again 

highlights Pelagius’s insistence that virgins reject worldly endeavors. But even in his more 

generalized statements about renunciation, Pelagius avoids any reference to the renunciation of the 

self. In the following example, the reader is advised to flee from worldly glory and its associated 

trappings. Notably, however, nowhere does he mention forgoing decision-making or other 

elements assumed under Foucault’s definition of self-renunciation: ‘But you, who are a virgin of 

Christ and not of the world, must avoid and shun [fuge] all the glory that is attached to this present 

life, in order that you may attain that glory which is promised in the world to come.’878  

I have included these numerous examples of renunciation, particularly worldly 

renunciation, to illustrate a point. The theme of renunciation found in De virginitate is 

unmistakable, but as we have seen through these examples, Pelagius’s formulation falls short of 

exemplifying Foucault’s version of pastoral self-renunciation. Given the lack of strong examples 

of Foucauldian pastoral self-renunciation, it would be easy to omit this analysis or quickly pass 

over it with a brief summary. However, the importance of the topic to the overall epistle makes a 

surface-level summary somewhat imprudent. Also, the examples highlighted in this section 

underscore Pelagius’s nuanced view of concepts Foucault paints as fundamentally black and 

white⎯self-renunciation was often incomplete. That said, the text is devoid of self-renunciation 

as it relates to Foucault’s model of pastoral identity. In this regard, the evidence does not support 

a conclusion of pastoral influence. 

 
contemnere liberorum, et quaecunque praesentis vitae esse commoda possunt, pro nihilo spe futurae beatitudinis 

computare.’ 
878 Rees, Letters, 85. See PL 18:87d: ‘Tu autem quaecunque Christi, non saeculi virgo es, omnem praesentis vitae 

gloriam fuge, ut eam quae in futuro promittitur consequaris.’ 
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5 DE VIRGINITATE SUMMARY 

As in the other epistles, there was evidence pointing to both Stoic and pastoral influences 

throughout the text. On the whole, the pastoral evidence was more numerous, but many of the 

pastoral examples were imperfect fits with Foucault’s definition of pastoral Christianity. The 

misalignment between Foucault’s model and the pastoral elements seen in De virginitate is best 

illustrated by the evidence in the correct-thought category. There were numerous examples of 

correct thought, but none perfectly aligned with Foucault’s model. The examples found in the self-

renunciation category are similar. They exhibit certain elements of Foucault’s pastoral model, most 

notably a renunciation of the world, but lack the specific self-renunciation critical to Foucault’s 

definition. The lack of a dominant theme woven throughout each category makes the task of 

labeling the epistle as Stoic or pastoral somewhat shaky. But based on the available evidence, it is 

easier to ascribe a very slight pastoral tilt to the epistle.  
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CHAPTER 7 

 

THE LETTERS OF PELAGIUS: 

DE DIVINA LEGE 

 

 

 

The final epistle in the corpus, De divina lege, is a relatively short epistle with the primary purpose 

of instructing newly baptized Christians in the requirements of God’s law. As one might expect 

given the topic of the epistle—the divine law—the text has many excellent examples of both Stoic 

and pastoral passages. 

 

1 Fault Categorization 

The text of De divina lege is fertile ground for examples of fault categorization. As with the other 

examined epistles, Pelagius emphasizes behaviors to avoid and those to actively pursue. Both 

elements of this twofold requirement are linked to fault requirements—a Christian is at fault for 

not performing actions that are expected of them as well for participating in those which are 

forbidden. There are examples of both Stoic and pastoral fault categorizations found in De divina 

lege, but, as in the other examined epistles, the pastoral fault categorization dominates. 

 

1.1 Administrative (Stoic)  

The title of the epistle might suggest an administrative or juridical tone throughout the work, which 

would likely indicate a fault categorization more closely aligned with Foucault’s Stoic 
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classification. However, the tone of the message is significantly more pastoral than the title might 

suggest. Also, the few examples of Stoic fault categorization found in De divina lege are 

complicated by surrounding pastoral elements in the text. A good example of this is as follows: 

‘All of us ought to pay attention to the things which are forbidden and to fulfil the things which 

are commanded with the same diligence.’879 Taken out of context, this seems to be a fairly 

straightforward example of an administrative (Stoic) recommendation. By itself, the suggestion to 

recognize and avoid shunned endeavors and to be aware of and engage in holy activities without 

mention of the ramifications of omitting either is entirely administrative. However, context is 

critical to fully understanding Pelagius’s message. In context, the meaning shifts dramatically 

towards a pastoral tone: 

If Christ suffered for a few, it would be just that only those few should keep Christ’s 
commandments; but if all of us who believe receive the sacrament of his passion through 
baptism without any discrimination, if all of us equally renounce the devil and the world, 
if the punishment of hell [gehennae poena] is promised to all of us who do not live in 
righteousness, then all of us ought to pay attention to the things which are forbidden and to 
fulfil the things which are commanded with the same diligence.880  

 
The addition of the phrase ‘punishment in hell’ (‘gehennae poena’) dramatically shifts the tone of 

the message from fairly administrative to decidedly judgmental. This is just one example among 

several passages that might be considered administrative but are overwhelmed by the surrounding 

pastoral/judgmental tone. 

However, in at least one instance Pelagius uses a sober, administrative tone without the 

presence of a complicating pastoral attachment. In the following passage, he calmly advocates for 

 
879 Rees, Letters, 99. See PL 30:113a: ‘omnes debemus eadem diligentia et cavere prohibita, et explere praecepta.’ 
880 Rees, Letters, 98–99. See PL 30:113a: ‘Si pro paucis passus est Christus, justum est, ut pauci mandata Christi 

custodiant. Si autem indiscrete omnes qui credimus, sacramentum in baptismo passionis accipimus: si omnes 

aequaliter renuntiamus diabolo et mundo: si omnibus haud recte viventibus gehennae poena promittitur: omnes 

debemus eadem diligentia et cavere prohibita, et explere praecepta.’ 
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the correct path without augmenting the request with warnings of punishment and judgment: ‘We 

must get to know in advance what has been ordered or what is forbidden, so that we may observe 

both with knowledge.’881 But this administrative treatment is the exception in De divina lege, not 

the rule. The following section will highlight Pelagius’s judgmental tone, which is evident 

throughout the epistle.  

 

1.2 Judgmental (Pastoral) 

The scant and uneven evidence concerning a Stoic interpretation of fault categorization in De 

divina lege is countered by a compelling number of passages pointing to a pastoral influence of 

fault categorization. Most of the existing pastoral evidence can separated into three broad themes: 

judgment/tribunal language, punishment, and knowledge/wisdom as it relates to fault 

categorization.  

The first category, judgment/tribunal language, is the most rich and compelling of the 

pastoral themes found in De divina lege, and it aligns well with Foucault’s judgmental description 

of the pastoral archetype. This category encompasses both individual judgment and the Christian 

‘day of judgment’ motifs. Of these, the individual-judgment passages are both more numerous and 

a better fit within Foucault’s fault-categorization model. Pelagius frames his individual-judgment 

blueprint by establishing the parameters of judgment. First, Pelagius explains that divine judgment 

differs from human expectations:  

 

 

 
881 Rees, Letters, 94. See PL 30:108d: ‘oportere prius nosse quid jussum sit, quidve prohibitum, ut scientes utrumque 

servemus.’ 
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Do you see how greatly divine judgement [divina sententia] differs from human sentiments 
because of our ignorance, so that sometimes to us, ignorant as we are of the way in which 
the heavenly judge [coelestis judicis] dispenses judgement, acts seem to be unjust which 
are proved to have been done justly and rightly enough in the light of knowledge of the 
reasons which prompted them?882  

 
Terms such as ‘divina sententia’ and ‘coelestis judicis’ highlight the judgmental tone of the 

passage. Pelagius’s argument incorporates the pastoral threat of punishment as a mechanism of 

control rather than using a reasoned approach, which is typical of Foucault’s Stoic administrative 

classification. Pelagius reinforces the pastoral portrait by alluding to the Gospel story of Lazarus 

and the rich man: ‘while former objects of contempt are chosen and hitherto expensive 

possessions become worthless, is that very life which is pictured as a transformation after death, 

when the pauper Lazarus is now received into his rest and the rich man full of pomp and show in 

this life, is said to be tormented in his punishment [vexari fertur in poenis].’883 Again, the threat 

of punishment is utilized as a mechanism of behavioral control, indicating a pastoral tone of fault 

categorization.  

Christian literature is littered with similar examples of the threat of punishment being 

leveraged to manipulate behavior. Clement of Alexandria provides a suitable example of this trend 

when he pens, ‘For by being niggardly and by pretending to test who will deserve the benefit and 

who will not, you may possibly neglect some who are beloved of God, the penalty for which is 

 
882 Rees, Letters, 96. See PL 30:110b–c: ‘Vides quantum ab humanis sensibus per nostram imperitiam discrepat divina 

sententia, ut nobis interdum coelestis judicis dispensationem nescientibus, injusta videantur, quae per causarum 

scientiam juste satis et recte facta probantur?’ 
883 Rees, Letters, 101. See PL 30:114c: ‘dum despecta eliguntur, et pretiosa vilescunt, vitae illius quae post mortem 

permutatio figuratur: ubi jam et Lazarus pauper recipitur in requiem, et dives in hac vita pomposus vexari fertur in 

poenis.’ 
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eternal punishment by fire [kolasis empyros aiōnios].’884 The threat of punishment in this example, 

as in the examples from Pelagius, is clear. Pelagius further accentuates the judgment theme by 

illustrating the differences between obedience to human masters and obedience to the divine 

master: ‘How guilty [criminosi] those ought to be judged [debeant judicari] who, though they 

know that Christ’s blood was given as the price of their salvation, offer their service rather to 

another who has provided nothing.’885  

Not all of Pelagius’s references to judgment assume a negative outcome. All Christians 

will be judged, but many will be found to be holy—even those who formerly led sinful lives: ‘The 

new man [will be] rewarded for his obedience with salvation as great as the perdition [perditionis] 

that once befell him through disobedience.’886 Despite the balanced reward/punishment theme of 

the passage, the emphasis on the perdition awaiting the sinful Christian is a powerful pastoral 

theme, a theme used by other Christians of the era. For example, in a similar context, Augustine 

also describes the perdition (‘perditionem’) awaiting those choosing the wrong path, and much of 

the language is closely aligned to Pelagius’s stance.887 Each of these examples of individual 

judgment includes an overt threat of punishment that will be leveled against sinners. Even when 

 
884 Clement of Alexandria, The Rich Man’s Salvation (Tis ho sōizomenos plousios) 33, in “The Exhortation to the 

Greeks”; “The Rich Man’s Salvation”; “To the Newly Baptized,” trans. G. W. Butterworth, LCL 92 (Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Press, 1919), 340–41: ‘ek men gar tou pheidesthai kai prospoieisthai dokimazeiv tous 

eulogōs ē mē teuxomenous endechetai se kai theophilōv amelēsai tivōv, hou to epitimiov kolasis empyros aiōnios.’ 
885 Rees, Letters, 98. See PL 30:112b: ‘vel quam criminosi debeant judicari, qui cum sciant pro pretio suae salutis 

Christi sanguinem datum, alteri qui nihil praestitit, magis praebeant servitutem.’ 
886 Rees, Letters, 90. See PL 30:105d: ‘novo homini per obedientiam praestaretur salutis, quantum veteri per 

inobedientiam perditionis acciderat.’ 
887 Augustine, De civitate Dei 1.10, in City of God, Volume I, 48–49: ‘Nam qui volunt divites fieri, incidunt in 

temptationem et laqueum et desideria multa stulta et noxia, quae mergunt homines in interitum et perditionem.’ 
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the argument incorporates the benefits associated with following the correct path, a corresponding 

judgmental threat of punishment is present as well. 

Closely related to the individual-judgment theme is the day-of-judgment topic, found 

throughout the epistle. As with the threat-and-control mechanism associated with the individual 

judgment arguments, Pelagius utilizes apocalyptic language to reinforce the behavioral 

expectations of the reader. The fear and insecurity fueled by the mention of this calamitous event 

are used to emphasize the importance of past sin (behavior already self-observed) and to motivate 

the individual to block future sinful acts. The many references in De divina lege to the day of 

judgment make it a central theme of the epistle. Pelagius goes well beyond simple insinuation and 

passive symbolism to bring the topic to the fore. In the following passage, he describes the day in 

the context of the tribunal of Christ: ‘I am fearful enough lest in that day of retribution 

[retributionis die] on which each and every man is repaid according to his deeds before the tribunal 

of Christ [tribunal Christi].’888 As mentioned previously, other Christian authors adopted a similar 

tribunal-of-Christ motif when describing the day of judgment,889 so the threat of punishment 

implied by the language is not unique to Pelagius. Even so, the underlying threat is clear: our deeds 

warrant either reward or retribution.  

Pelagius also incorporates quotes from Scripture and a vivid portrayal of the day of 

judgment in order to communicate the gravity of the concept: 

 

 

 

 
888 Rees, Letters, 98. See PL 30:112c: ‘satis timeo ne forte in illa retributionis die, qua ante tribunal Christi unicuique 

secundum sua facta reddendum est.’ 
889 Basil, Ep. 224.5, in Letters, Volume III, 313: ‘bēmatos tou Christou.’ 
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When the time is fulfilled which Jeremiah predicts in mournful mood, saying: I looked 
upon the earth, and lo! there were no lights. I saw the mountains, and lo! they were 
trembling, and all the hills were in confusion. I looked, and lo! there was no man to be 
seen, and all the birds in the sky were afraid. I saw, and lo! Carmel was deserted, and all 
the cities were alight with fire from the face of the Lord and from the angry face of his 
indignation; and all things were destroyed [interierunt universa].890  

 
And, in another passage:  

What then shall we unhappy creatures do when the heavens are overturned and the Lord 
arrives all afire in the company of all the power of his angels, when the stars fall down 
from on high and the sun is changed to darkness and the moon to blood, when the 
mountains melt like wax, the earth is ablaze and rivers dry up and seas are drained and, 
contrary to nature, fire produces dryness on the waters with all their moisture expended by 
divine influence, when sinners call to the mountains, ‘Fall upon us’ and to the hills, ‘Cover 
us’?891 

 
In these passages, Pelagius compiles images from several scriptural verses in order to paint a 

mosaic of fear, judgment, and destruction. Nearly every sentence in these two passages pulses with 

pastoral judgment and the associated threat of punishment. Pelagius repeatedly links past sins to 

the day of judgment and appeals to the reader to immediately recognize the consequences of 

continuing in the path of sin and how this course relates to salvation. In this way, he is laying the 

foundations of a behavioral-control mechanism. Fear of punishment can be a powerful motivating 

 
890 Rees, Letters, 100. This does not seem to be a direct quote from Jeremiah, but a compilation of phrases and themes 

found in the text; See PL 30:113d: ‘quando illud implebitur tempus, quod lugubri Jeremias praedicit affectu, dicens: 

Respexi in terram: et ecce non erant luminaria. Vidi montes, et ecce erant luminaria. Vidi montes, et ecce erant 

trementes, et universi colles turbati. Intendi aciem, et ecce non erat homo, et omnes volucres coeli pavebant. Vidi, et 

ecce Carmelus desertus, et omnes civitates succensae igni a facie Domini, et a facie irae indignationis ejus: et 

interierunt universa.’ (It should be noted that Rees does not translate the phrase, ‘Vidi montes, et ecce erant luminaria’ 

which is present in the Latin text). 
891 Rees, Letters, 99–100 (see Luke 23:30; Hos 10:8); See PL 30:113c: ‘Quid faciemus in illa die miseri: quando 

revoluto coelo cum angelicis virtutibus, igneus Dominus totus adveniet: quando cadentibus desuper stellis, sol in 

tenebras, et in sanguinem luna mutabitur: quando montes sicut cera liquescent: quando terra ardebit, et arescent 

flumina, et maria siccabuntur, et contra rerum naturam, consumpto divinitus humore, ariditatem in aquis ignis 

operabitur: quando peccatores dicent montibus: Cadite super nos: et collibus, tegite nos?’ 
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influence, and Pelagius presses his argument in powerful language: ‘And the apostles, fit persons 

to foresee this terrible day [horrendum diem] which is to come upon the ungodly and the sinners, 

were humble men, arousing the dead from their sleep; we especially are the ones they awaken, for 

we daily kill ourselves by sinning and disregarding our lamentably weak nature.’892  

He also incorporates a sense of urgency to fuel constant panoptic review and, if necessary, 

immediate corrective action: ‘But let not the day of vengeance and retribution [vindicatae dies et 

retributionis] find us idle, that day which is proved to be imminent and near-at-hand both by the 

ruins that clash together on all sides and by the witness of the scriptures.’893 Pelagius’s use of the 

words ‘vindicatae’ and ‘retributionis’ paints a vivid portrait of the day of judgment, a portrait that 

shines with pastoral radiance. The vocabulary, particularly ‘retributionis,’ not only fits in 

Foucault’s pastoral model; it also aligns with the Christian judgmental nomenclature of the day. 

For example, in his work De civitate Dei, Augustine uses ‘retribution’ (‘retributionem’) to describe 

the day of judgment (‘die iudicii’).894 Like Pelagius’s threats, Augustine’s are implied, and they 

constitute a powerful motivation for internal review.  

Pelagius’s theme of eternal punishment is not always linked to the die iudicii. A substantial 

portion of the references to punishment address the brazenness of the reader. In essence, Pelagius 

is attempting to illustrate the unstable foundation of the reader’s assumptions: ‘After so many 

 
892 Rees, Letters, 100. See PL 30:114a: ‘Et apostoli, qui hunc horrendum diem impiis et peccatoribus praevidere 

meruerunt, humiles erant, mortuos suscitantes: et nos supra omnes erigimur, qui peccando quotidie nosmetipsos 

occidimus, non respicientes in nobis flebilem infirmamque naturam.’ 
893 Rees, Letters, 102. See PL 30:115b: ‘Non nos inertes vindictae dies et retributionis inveniat, qui imminens ac 

vicinus esse, et saeculi ruinis undique concurrentibus, et Scripturarum contestatione probatur.’ 
894 Augustine, De civitate Dei 17.4, in City of God, Volume V: Books 16–18.35, trans. Eva M. Sanford and William 

M. Green, LCL 415 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1965), 244–45: ‘propter retributionem, quae in die 

iudicii futura est.’ 
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proofs and so many deaths I ask you whence comes this feeling of immunity from punishment for 

our sin which grows within us.’895 He then reinforces his argument by illustrating how holy people 

have been punished for sins society might deem trivial: ‘What is this spirit of presumption which 

produces such audacity in our minds that, though we see holy men being punished [punitos] for 

even trivial faults, we come to believe that we ourselves, sinning daily as we do in matters more 

numerous and of much greater importance than they, yet will be subject to only a moderate degree 

of damnation in eternity [aeternos damnatione]?’896 Pelagius poses a question with an obvious 

answer—of course eternal damnation awaits the sinner. One has only to review the Hebrew Bible 

to note that linking sinful behavior to eternal damnation predates Christianity,897 but the link was 

also a commonly deployed argument in early Christian texts. Augustine often spoke of the 

punishment of damnation, suggesting that the death of damnation is a just reward for disobedience 

(‘inobedientes autem mors plecteret damnatione iustissima’),898 but the Christian usage of this 

imagery can be traced back to the earliest Christian documents. In her work, Educating Early 

Christians through the Rhetoric of Hell: "Weeping and Gnashing of Teeth" as Paideia in Matthew 

and the Early Church, Megan Henning describes the widespread usage of the concept of eternal 

 
895 Rees, Letters, 95. See PL 30:110a: ‘Rogo post tot documenta, et tot mortes, unde in nobis crescit impunitas 

delinquendi?’ 
896 Rees, Letters, 95. See PL 30:110a: ‘Quis hic praesumptionis spiritus, qui tantam in animo nostro operatur 

audaciam, ut cum sanctos homines de levibus etiam culpis videamus esse punitos, et nos quotidie in majoribus et 

pluribus delinquentes, aeternos in media damnatione fore credamus.’ 
897 Henning’s work on the rhetoric of hell illustrates common usage of the imagery of eternal suffering in Jewish, 

Greek, and Latin literature. See Meghan Henning, Educating Early Christians through the Rhetoric of Hell: "Weeping 

and Gnashing of Teeth" as Paideia in Matthew and the Early Church, WUNT 382 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2014), 

14-82. 
898 Augustine, De civitate Dei 13.1, in City of God, Volume IV, 134. 
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damnation in New Testament and Christian apocryphal texts, and the critical pedagogical role this 

imagery played in early Christianity.899 

Given that De divina lege is such a short epistle, the detail in which Pelagius describes the 

punishment awaiting sinful Christians is remarkable. For example, Pelagius suggests that there is 

not simply one type or grade of punishment awaiting sinners, but rather a tiered system of justice 

is to be expected:  

There are certain grades of glory among the righteous in heaven, as there are also grades 
of punishment [poenae] among the sinners. And as there will be different forms of torture 
for the man who calls his brother a fool and the one who merely calls him silly, so too in 
the kingdom of heaven there will be a different grade of glory awaiting the apostle Paul, 
who was made all things to all men so that he might save others, and the layman who has 
with difficulty been able to edify himself.900  

 
In this passage, Pelagius does touch on the rewards the righteous might expect, but he does so in 

the context of punishment, further illustrating the pastoral tone of the epistle. But it should also be 

noted that Pelagius’s hierarchy of punishment is not reserved only for transgressors of the law. 

Individuals who do not proactively worship and honor God are subject to similar judgment: ‘It 

remains for them to honour with their obedience the God whom they have taken into their hearts, 

to worship him with works, to confess him always in speech and in thought, so that when he 

arrives, they may not be punished [puniantur] along with the stiff-necked and contemptuous but 

be crowned along with the saints and those who fear God.’901 Closely related to this proactive 

 
899 Henning, Educating Early Christians, 108-222. 
900 Rees, Letters, 99. See PL 30:113b: ‘Sed sunt quidam gradus gloriae inter justos in coelo: sicut et inter peccatores 

gradus poenae: Sed sicut alia eum, qui fratrem fatuum dixerit, alia eum qui racha, tormenta cruciabunt: ita et in 

regno, alia Paulum apostolum, qui ut alios salvos faceret, omnia omnibus factus est: alia eum, qui se vix aedificare 

potuit, laicum gloria manebit.’ 
901 Rees, Letters, 102. See PL 30:115c: ‘Superest, ut acceptum in corde Deum honorent obsequiis, operibus colant, 

sermone semper et cogitatione fateantur: ut in adventu ejus, non cum contumacibus et contemptoribus puniantur, sed 

cum sanctis et Deum timentibus coronentur.’ 
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participation in holy behavior is Pelagius’s twofold command—his common mandate to perform 

what is demanded and to avoid what is forbidden:  

But if all of us who believe receive the sacrament of his passion through baptism without 
any discrimination, if all of us equally renounce the devil and the world, if the punishment 
of hell [gehennae poena] is promised to all of us who do not live in righteousness, then all 
of us ought to pay attention to the things which are forbidden and to fulfil the things which 
are commanded with the same diligence.902  

 
For Pelagius, ‘poena’ (or in the Greek, timōria)903 was not only reserved for the obvious and 

terrible sinners that anyone could quickly identify. Instead, the assembly of those slated for 

punishment includes those who, while never participating in sinful behavior, have nonetheless 

transgressed the law by not performing expected actions and/or not worshiping God properly. 

Punishment, therefore, is a central theme in Pelagius’s overall message. As with the themes of 

judgment and the day of judgment, the incorporation of the punishment motif adds significantly to 

the pastoral tone of the epistle. 

Knowledge as an indicator of judgment is the final element of the pastoral fault 

categorization found in De divina lege. In isolation from other elements, Pelagius’s conception of 

knowledge itself is not particularly Stoic or pastoral. However, his treatment of knowledge in De 

divina lege has a distinct pastoral ring. A good example of this pastoral slant is the way in which 

Pelagius associates human wisdom with folly and death: ‘Human wisdom, which is censured as 

folly, is described by the apostle, inspired by the Holy Spirit, as the gate of death [janua mortis] 

 
902 Rees, Letters, 99. See PL 30:113a: ‘Si autem indiscrete omnes qui credimus, sacramentum in baptismo passionis 

accipimus: si omnes aequaliter renuntiamus diabolo et mundo: si omnibus haud recte viventibus gehennae poena 

promittitur: omnes debemus eadem diligentia et cavere prohibita, et explere praecepta.’ 
903 The Greek word ‘timōria’ was often used in early Christian literature to describe the afterlife awaiting willful 

sinners. A good example of this can be seen in Eusebius’s Ekklēsiastikē Historia 5.1. See Ecclesiastical History, 

Volume I: Books 1–5, trans. Kirsopp Lake, LCL 153 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1926), 418: ‘timōrias 

tēn aiōnion en geennē.’ 
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and is shown to be the stuff of which everlasting death [aeterni interitus] is made.’904 Equating 

human wisdom to ‘janua mortis’ and suggesting this path leads to ‘aeterni interitus’ reflects the 

clear pastoral interpretation of fault categorization evident throughout De divina lege.  

Throughout the epistle, Pelagius attacks the foundations of the moral security exhibited by 

the majority of Christians by laying bare the fallacy of their assumptions. He does this primarily 

by vividly describing, over and over, the eternal punishment awaiting sinners. This strategy reflects 

a decidedly pastoral approach to fault categorization. The arguments Pelagius deploys in De divina 

lege are not based on a calm and objective Stoic reflection and subsequent behavioral correction, 

but on apocalyptic imagery designed to evoke an emotional response. This emotional response 

was a way for Pelagius to leverage a perpetual fear of punishment in order to funnel behavior and 

decision making through a narrow pastoral pool of accepted protocols. Taken as a whole, 

Pelagius’s strategy illustrates how the fault categorization exhibited in De divina lege carries with 

it a distinctly pastoral tone. 

 

2 Goal of Self-Observation: Correct Action versus Correct Thought 

The panoptic imperative of Christian praxis manifests in many different ways. As we have seen, 

the goals of self-observation differ greatly between Stoic and pastoral aims, but nonetheless the 

practice of self-observation is crucial to both philosophies. The broad emphasis is apparent in De 

divina lege, where panopticism is encouraged for both Stoic correct-action and pastoral correct-

thought purposes.  

 

 
904 Rees, Letters, 93. See Ps 9:13; PL 30:108a: ‘sapientia humana quae stultitia reprehenditur, et ab Apostolo Spiritu 

sancto definitur, janua mortis, et materia aeterni interitus approbatur.’ 
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2.1 Correct Action (Stoic)  

Pelagius’s treatment of correct action in De divina lege is much more narrowly focused than in the 

other epistles. The directive to follow the commandments of God dominates the pool of action-

oriented passages in the text, and the relevant topics found in the other epistles (the importance of 

action over sloth, speech as action, the ramifications of habit, etc.) are almost completely absent 

in De divina lege. Instead, the epistle reads like a summary reminder that adherence to the 

commandments is the central responsibility of Christian life. In addition to the strong emphasis on 

the commandments, Pelagius intermingles directives to obtain the wisdom necessary to lead the 

aforementioned Christian life. But even in this ostensibly unique category, there are persistent 

bonds tying the knowledge/wisdom-related passages back to the central correct-action theme of 

the epistle—following God’s law.  

It can be of little surprise that we find the central tenet of Pelagianism (adherence to the 

commandments) dominating the text of an epistle attributed to Pelagius. What is surprising is the 

constant and forceful way the message is communicated. De divina lege is not an especially long 

epistle, but the number of passages related to following God’s law substantially eclipses those 

found in even the longest epistles attributed to Pelagius. Pelagius communicates this ideology in 

several ways. As with just about every one of his doctrinal positions, he incorporates examples 

from Scripture to accentuate his message: 

Those who have been redeemed by Christ’s passion through his dutifulness to his Father 
have been redeemed to this end that, by keeping the laws of their Redeemer [redemptoris 
jura servantes], they may prepare [praeparent] themselves for the life laid up for them in 
heaven, and there they may in no way be said to arrive redeemed, unless they follow the 
commands [jubentur obsequii] laid upon those who seek to obey, as it is written: If you 
would enter life, keep the commandments.905 

 
905 Rees, Letters, 94 (see Matt 19:17); PL 30:108d–109a: ‘Qui paterna pietate Christi passione redempti sunt, et qui 

ad hoc redempti sunt, ut redemptoris jura servantes ad vitam se in coelo repositam praeparent: ad quam redempti 
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Pelagius uses this final phrase, a passage from Matt 19:17, to bolster his argument that Christians 

can in no way be redeemed unless they adhere to the commandments. The primacy of the law is 

preached throughout the argument, with Pelagius even suggesting that obedience to the law is the 

starting point in the Christian walk to salvation: ‘The beginning of the right way is to carry out the 

commandments [facere jussa].’906 In these passages, Pelagius is framing the importance of 

obedience to eternal goals. What is implied in these passages is a call for behavioral discipline to 

ensure correct action. 

Pelagius does not imply that marshalling and deploying this discipline is a simple task. In 

several passages, he compares and contrasts the Hebraic sacrificial tradition to the sacrifices 

expected of those following the law. For example, in the following passage, Pelagius equates 

adherence to the commands with the sacrifice expected under Hebraic law: ‘It is a wholesome 

sacrifice to pay attention to commands and to depart from all iniquity [discedere ab omni 

iniquitate].’907 This is not a punishment; it is a sacrifice of personal discipline. It is a discipline 

that monitors and controls the self. Pelagius continues the sacrificial comparison by suggesting 

that maintaining the law enhances other sacrificial aspects of the Christian life: ‘Whoever 

maintains the law [conservat legem] multiplies his offering.’908 He even goes so far as to suggest 

that obedience to the commandments is more important than any traditional sacrifice: ‘Obedience 

 
licet nullo modo pervenire dicantur, nisi ea quae jubentur obsequii competentibus exsequantur, sicut scriptum est: Si 

vis ad vitam ingredi, serva praecepta.’ 
906 Rees, Letters, 94. See PL 30:109c: ‘Initium bonae viae facere jussa.’ 
907 Rees, Letters, 94. See PL 30:109c: ‘Sacrificium salutare est, attendere mandatis, et discedere ab omni iniquitate.’ 
908 Rees, Letters, 94. See PL 30:109c: ‘Qui conservat legem, multiplicat oblationem.’ 
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to the commandments [obtemperantia mandatorum] is more valuable than any offering and 

sacrifice.’909  

Even though large sections of the epistle focus on adherence to the commandments, 

Pelagius makes it clear that following the commands is not sufficient to inherit eternal life—one 

must also avoid what is prohibited in order to satisfy the minimum qualifications for salvation: 

‘We ought not to flatter ourselves on carrying out commandments [factis jussorum] if we sin by 

infringing prohibitions [prohibitorum transgressionem].’910 This is of course the twofold 

command that is central to Pelagius’s doctrine. Initially, Pelagius separates the two elements 

constituting the twofold command, suggesting that ignoring prohibitions carries a greater weight 

of sin: ‘Sin exists not in one class of commandments only but in both: the man who disregards 

orders [imperata neglexerit] indeed sins but the man who does not observe prohibitions [interdicta 

non servat] sins more.’911 But later, Pelagius states that the two sides of the twofold coin carry 

equal weight: ‘All of us ought to pay attention to the things which are forbidden and to fulfil the 

things which are commanded [explere praecepta] with the same diligence.’912 Regardless of the 

emphasis, it is clear that one of the central themes of Pelagius’s doctrine is the responsibility to do 

what is commanded and to avoid what is prohibited. Anyone falling short of this correct-action 

expectation is in jeopardy of damnation.  

These passages exemplify the heavy emphasis on obedience found in De divina lege, 

making obedience arguably the most essential correct action in Pelagius’s theological model. We 

 
909 Rees, Letters, 94. See PL 30:109b: ‘Omni oblatione et hostia pretiosior obtemperantia mandatorum.’ 
910 Rees, Letters, 94. See PL 30:109c: ‘Non nobis blandiri debemus in factis jussorum, si in prohibitorum 

transgressionem peccemus.’ 
911 Rees, Letters, 94. See PL 30:109b: ‘Et peccatum non in uno tantum mandatorum genere, sed in utroque consistit. 

Peccat quidem ille qui imperata neglexerit, sed plus peccat qui interdicta non servat.’ 
912 Rees, Letters, 99. See PL 30:113a: ‘omnes debemus eadem diligentia et cavere prohibita, et explere praecepta.’ 
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have seen numerous examples of Stoic correct-action appeals in this analysis, but very few have 

dealt directly with this type of obedience to God. Although the God outlined in Stoic sources 

differs somewhat from the Christian interpretation, those sources do contain parallels to Pelagius’s 

formulation of divine obedience. An example of this can be seen in the following passage from 

Seneca: ‘I have trained myself not merely to obey God [pareo deo], but to agree with His 

decisions.’913 Here, Seneca is admitting that he is obedient to God in both thought and action, and 

on the surface this passage seems nearly identical to something one might find in a work authored 

by Pelagius. However, Seneca’s obedience to God differs in important ways from Pelagius’s 

version. Whereas Pelagius is assuming an obedience to a set of rules outlined in scriptural sources, 

Seneca is obedient to what one might call the ‘will of God.’ That is, Seneca is obedient to, and 

accepts the reality of, all that unfolds around him, whether good or bad. Even so, the important 

point to consider is that both Seneca and Pelagius consider obedience to God a critical aspect of 

their formulation of correct action.  

The other major category of correct action found in De divina lege is the expectation to 

acquire knowledge or wisdom. Many of these knowledge-centric passages are related to God’s 

law, so the category is not entirely unique. But even in those passages that reference God’s law, 

distinct action is involved—the action of learning and absorbing the commandments. The 

importance Pelagius placed on learning the commands is made evident by the number of passages 

that include this expectation. It is of course intuitive that one must understand a command in order 

to execute it, but nevertheless, Pelagius makes it clear that time spent learning what is expected is 

extraordinarily valuable: ‘For it is God’s word, not mine, which will prove that without knowledge 

 
913 Seneca, Ep. 96.2, in Epistles 93–124, ed. Jefferey Henderson, trans. Richard M. Gummere, LCL 77 (Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Press, 1925), 104–5: ‘sic formatus sum: non pareo deo, sed adsentior.’ 
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of divine law and discipline [sine divinae legis et disciplinae coelestis scientia] it is difficult for 

anyone to be able to be saved.’914 Pelagius then asserts that the study of and engagement with the 

law is the necessary precursor to becoming a ‘doer’ of the law:  

But while we dally longer in our encouragement to wisdom, lest perchance someone may 
suppose that we prefer a teacher of the law to a doer [factori] of it contrary to the apostle’s 
advice, we shall reply in the order laid down by him that we must get to know in advance 
what has been ordered [oportere prius nosse quid jussum sit] or what forbidden, so that we 
may observe both with knowledge.915  

 
I do not necessarily believe this was intended as a slight towards the teachers of the law (clergy 

and other church officials), but in another passage, Pelagius makes it clear that the primary avenue 

of learning to follow God’s commands is the Gospels themselves, not instruction from members 

of the pastorate: ‘I ask you that for the completion of your instruction you give a more careful 

reading to the Lord’s word, that is, the Gospel, from which you may receive a fuller knowledge of 

that light in which you have come to believe, so that you may be able to know in all matters what 

you are to do [possis in omnibus nosse quid facturus sis].’916 These passages illustrate the 

importance Pelagius placed on learning and following the commandments. To Pelagius, these 

actions were fundamental to Christian praxis, making the discipline necessary to perform these 

actions an integral component of salvation. The elevated status of acquiring knowledge and 

wisdom is also an element of Stoic correct action. Epictetus outlines the emphasis of wisdom over 

 
914 Rees, Letters, 92. See PL 30:108c–d: ‘Nam sine divinae legis et disciplinae coelestis scientia, difficile esse 

quemquam posse salvari, non meus, sed divinus sermo probabit.’ 
915 Rees, Letters, 93–94. See PL 30:108d: ‘Sed dum in exhortatione sapientiae diutius immoramur: ne qui forte 

existimet nos contra Apostolum, doctorem legis praeferre factori, suo ordine respondebimus, oportere prius nosse 

quid jussum sit, quidve prohibitum, ut scientes utrumque servemus.’ 
916 Rees, Letters, 92. See PL 30:107c: ‘rogo ut ad institutionis plenitudinem, verbum Domini, hoc est, Evangelium 

diligentius legas: ex quo scientiam ampliorem ejus quam credidisti lucis excipias, ut possis in omnibus nosse quid 

facturus sis.’ 
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all material items and suggests seeking such wisdom is seeking goodness itself: ‘What, then, is the 

true nature of God? Flesh? Far from it! Land? Far from it! Fame? Far from it! It is intelligence 

[nous], knowledge [epistēmē], right reason [logos orthos]. Here, therefore, and only here, shall 

you seek the true nature of the good.’917 Seneca even goes so far as to link knowledge and salvation 

in a way that would fit well within most Christian literature of the era: ‘The knowledge of sin 

[notitia peccati] is the beginning of salvation [salutis].’918 The Stoic correct-action intent of 

actively learning and encouraging a knowledge base is similar to that found in Pelagius’s writing. 

It is true that the nature of the wisdom itself differs, as does the application of such wisdom, but 

the action of learning is relevant to all three authors. 

The sum of these examples illustrates the Stoic action-oriented message found throughout 

De divina lege. As in the other epistles, one the most important aspects of Pelagius’s continual 

panoptic oversight of the self is to ensure that the actions necessary for salvation are being carried 

out. There are commonalities between Pelagius’s correct-action directives to obey the commands 

of God and to actively engage in acquiring relevant knowledge, on the one hand, and the Stoic 

equivalents of obeying God and acquiring wisdom, on the other. It is difficult to say with any 

certainty that Pelagius’s use of these correct-action directives is grounded in an underlying Stoic 

influence, but it is safe to say that parallels exist. Yet, as we shall see in the next section, the text 

also contains a significant amount of pastoral, thought-centric material as well. 

 

 

 

 
917 Epictetus, Discourses 2.8, in Discourses, Books I–II, 252–53: ‘Tis oun ousia theou; sarx; mē genoito. Agros; mē 

genoito. Phēmē; mē genoito. Nous, epistēmē, logos orthos. Entautha toinun haplōs zētei ousian tou agathou.’ 
918 Seneca, Ep. 28, in Epistles 1–65, 202–3: ‘Initium est salutis notitia peccati.’ 
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2.2 Correct Thought (Pastoral)  

While the action-oriented, Stoic influence is clearly evident in De divina lege, there are also a 

significant number of pastoral passages, emphasizing concepts related to pastoral correct thought. 

Throughout the text of De divina lege, Pelagius reminds the reader that thoughts and decisions 

originate from the self. Therefore, concepts such as personal choice/decision making, diligent 

mental awareness, and purity of thought all become important responsibilities for each individual. 

The execution of these elements in the context of Christian salvation is an essential aspect of what 

can be called Pelagius’s cognitive-gatekeeper role. Pelagius communicates the importance of these 

correct-thought activities in various ways, but he begins by recognizing a critical initial 

domino⎯personal choice. 

Personal choice—or, more specifically, the individual’s decision to travel the path to 

salvation—is not only a central pillar in Pelagius’s theological architecture; it represents one of 

the most prominent features of De divina lege. The concept is used is several ways in the epistle. 

First, Pelagius assumes that we are responsible for and capable of making a choice: ‘Let each one 

of us state his own choice [velit].’919 He then insists that obedience is a matter of choice: ‘It is also 

clear that obedience results from a decision of the mind [ex animi consilio].’920 Conversely, 

Pelagius also makes it clear that the decision not to follow the correct path is also a choice: ‘But if 

a man is led by consideration of the purpose he has adopted once and for all and wishes [velit] to 

be guided by his own judgement rather than God’s and, disregarding the divine law, puts his own 

plans before those of God, let him fear the voice of the prophet, calling out: “Woe to those who 

 
919 Rees, Letters, 97. See PL 30:111b: ‘Dicat unusquisque quod velit.’ 
920 Rees, Letters, 90. See PL 30:106a: ‘probabile est, manifestum est obedientiam ex animi consilio.’ 
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despise the law of the Lord!”’921 Unlike the previous examples, this passage includes the threat of 

punishment that accompanies an incorrect choice.  

Pelagius is careful not to suggest that salvation hinges on individual choice alone. God, he 

insists, also has a prominent role in the salvific process. God initiates the process with a calling, 

and the individual completes the circle by choosing to accept the calling: ‘We deduce that the call 

which we have received enjoys a standing in proportion to the dignity of the one who calls us but 

also rests on the consent of our own will [nostrae voluntatis stare consensus].’922 Choice—or, 

specifically, choosing to serve God and do good—is a well-discussed mental activity in ancient 

Christian sources. Christian authors tackle the concept in different ways, but most frame decision 

making as one of the first active steps in the Christian life—if not the very first. Some authors take 

the choice for granted and are incredulous that others do not make a similar decision. Clement 

communicates this type of astonished reaction: 

You have, my fellow-men, the divine promise of grace; you have heard, on the other hand, 
the threat of punishment. Through these the Lord saves, training man by fear and grace. 
Why do we hesitate? Why do we not shun the punishment? Why do we not accept the gift? 
Why do we not choose the better things, that is, God instead of the evil one, and prefer 
wisdom to idolatry and take life in exchange for death?923   
 

 
921 Rees, Letters, 93. See Amos 2:4; PL 30:108b–c: ‘Caeterum si quis usurpatae semel intentionis ducatur intuitu: et 

sua se magis, quam Dei velit gubernari sententia, divinaque lege postposita, propria consilia Dei consiliis anteponat, 

hanc prophetae clamantis timeat vocem: Vae despicientibus legem Domini.’ 
922 Rees, Letters, 90. See PL 30:106a: ‘Qua ratione colligimus vocationem nostram juxta vocantis dignationem, etiam 

nostrae voluntatis stare consensus.’ 
923 Clement of Alexandria, Exhortation to the Greeks (protreiptkos pros Hellēnas) 10, in “The Exhortation to the 

Greeks”; “The Rich Man’s Salvation”; “To the Newly Baptized,” 206–7: ‘Echete, ō anthrōpoi, tēn theian tēs charitos 

epangelian, akēkoate kai tēn allēn tēs kolaseōs apeilēn, di’ hōn ho kurios sōzei, phobō kai chariti paidagōgōn ton 

anthrōpon. Ti mellomen? Ti ouk ekklinomen tēn kolasin? Ti ou katadechometha tēn dōrean? Ti de ouch hairoumetha 

ta beltiona, Theon anti tou ponērou, kai sophian eidōlolatreias prokrinomen kai zōēn antikatallassometha thavatou.’ 
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The correct thought of choosing to serve God is obvious to Clement, but it is nevertheless a choice 

that needs to be made. Once the choice has been made, however, other correct-thought elements 

need to be addressed if one is to progress in the Christian life. 

The concept of mental awareness, present in other epistles, is also a component of the 

correct-thought collage imbedded in De divina lege. Pelagius offers several ways in which the 

reader might complete the difficult task ahead, one of which is to actively cultivate holy thoughts: 

‘While we have time, let us sow in the spirit, so that we may gather in the harvest in spiritual deeds. 

And let us pay no attention [nec attendamus] to the chaff, which the winnowing-fan of Christ will 

straightway separate from the wheat, until the coming of the one who is to come.’924 Here, Pelagius 

combines a directive to be aware of the mental ‘chaff’ with the cognitive-gatekeeper role of 

separating holy and unholy thoughts. The process begins with an observation and subsequent 

awareness. It is only then that a decision can be made.  

Pelagius’s assumption that each individual controls his or her thoughts carries over to the 

realm of anxiety as well. Some anxiety is agreeable, but other types should be left to others:  

We ought to have anxiety [sollicitudinem] and care [curam] only about those things which 
we can take with us; let the gentiles go around seeking the things of the earth, since those 
which are in heaven are not due to them; let them covet the things of the present, who put 
no trust in those of the future; but let the divinity of Christ be the riches and inheritance of 
Christians, for they ought not to be vexed [aegre ferre] on the grounds that they have less 
from others, when they have received the Creator of everything.925  

 

 
924 Rees, Letters, 102. See PL 30:115a: ‘Dum tempus habemus, seminemus in spiritu, ut messem in spiritualibus 

colligamus. Nec attendamus ad paleas: quas ventilabrum Christi continuo separabit a tritico, donec qui venturus est 

veniat.’  
925 Rees, Letters, 102. See PL 30:115b–c: ‘De his tantum sollicitudinem habere debemus et curam, quae nobiscum 

transferre possumus. Ambiant terrena gentiles, quibus coelestia non debentur. Concupiscant praesentia, qui futura 

non credunt. Christianis divitiae et haereditas, sit divinitas Christi. Nec enim debent aegre ferre, quasi minus a 

caeteris habeant, qui auctorem omnium perceperunt.’ 



371 
 

The gatekeeper role of filtering the holy from the unholy is the constant duty of every Christian, 

and it requires a high level of discipline to achieve. At each step, from choosing to be obedient to 

choosing what we will and will not be anxious about, our thoughts are our own responsibility.  

As we have seen, one of the main emphases found in De divina lege is that of following 

God’s commands. In the previous action-oriented analysis of Stoic influences, we reviewed 

Pelagius’s focus on the actions of learning and following the commandments. Even though 

following the commandments was a central component to Pelagius’s action expectations, it is also 

a fundamental building block to the thought-centric pastoral analysis. An example of Pelagius’s 

retooling of obedience to encompass thought-related elements can be seen in his call to constantly 

contemplate the commandments: ‘Blessed is the man who meditates [meditatur] on the law of the 

Lord day and night [die noctuque], whose mind knows only how to examine again and again 

[retractare] the utterances of God’s word. The further [remotior] he is from earthly thoughts 

[terrena cogitatione] the closer he is to God and heaven.’926 Here, Pelagius is referencing Ps 1:2 

in order to make his point. The inclusion of the phrase ‘die noctuque’ makes his intent clear⎯this 

effort is to be deliberate and constant. Jerome quotes the same scriptural passage to describe the 

nature of Marcella’s unceasing focus on the commands of God.927 In both instances, the meaning 

and emphasis are identical: correct thought requires the discipline of consistent focus. 

In a similar contemplative vein, Pelagius asks the reader to consider the source of God’s 

commandments: ‘A man must attend [intendendum] not only to the nature of a command but to 

 
926 Rees, Letters, 93 (see Ps 1:2); PL 30:108c: ‘Beatus vir qui in lege Domini die noctuque meditatur: cujus animus 

aliud nescit, quam sermonis Dei eloquia retractare. Quanto a terrena cogitatione remotior est, tanto Deo vicinior et 

coelo est.’ 
927 Jerome, Epistle 127.4, in Select Letters, 446–47: ‘in lege domini voluntas eius et in lege eius meditabitur die ac 

nocte. 
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the greatness of the one who gives it.’928 These passages do not carry the same direct demand for 

acquiring wisdom and knowledge that is seen in other epistles, but the underlying assumptions of 

awareness (who is giving the commands) and dependence on the commands of God are clear. 

Pelagius’s calls for awareness are also augmented with warnings against improper thinking. In the 

following passage, Pelagius is warning against a false confidence in personal purity:  

What is this spirit of presumption [praesumptionis spiritus] which produces such audacity 
in our minds that [animo nostro operatur audaciam], though we see holy men being 
punished for even trivial faults, we come to believe that we ourselves, sinning daily as we 
do in matters more numerous and of much greater importance than they, yet will be subject 
to only a moderate degree of damnation in eternity?929  

 
The presumption mentioned by Pelagius can only be countered with a vigilant awareness and 

continual evaluation of the self. Or, simply stated, Pelagius is calling for diligent panoptic review 

from the cognitive gatekeeper. The active deflection of salvific arrogance was a common correct-

thought strategy of Christian leaders as well. Clement, when writing to newly baptized Christians, 

lists this dangerous mindset that can easily slip into one’s consciousness: ‘Guard also against the 

signs of arrogance, a haughty bearing, a lofty head, a dainty and high-treading footstep.’930 

Salvation is not something one can take for granted, and no Christian should consider themselves 

above reproach. 

 
928 Rees, Letters, 95. See PL 30:110a–b: ‘homini non solum intendendum est, quale sit quod jubetur, sed quantus sit 

ille qui jubet.’ 
929 Rees, Letters, 95. See PL 30:110a: ‘Quis hic praesumptionis spiritus, qui tantam in animo nostro operatur 

audaciam, ut cum sanctos homines de levibus etiam culpis videamus esse punitos, et nos quotidie in majoribus et 

pluribus delinquentes, aeternos in media damnatione fore credamus.’ 
930 Clement of Alexandria, To the Newly Baptized (hupomonen e pros tous neosti bebaptismenous), in “The 

Exhortation to the Greeks”; “The Rich Man’s Salvation”; “To the Newly Baptized,” 372–73: ‘Phulattou de kai tēs 

huperēphavias ta sumbola, schema hupsauchenoun kai kephalēn exērmenēn kai bēma podōn habron kai meteōron.’ 
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These quotes illustrate the role that correct thought plays in Pelagius’s demand to follow 

God’s commands. Given the elevated weight he has assigned to obedience to the commands, it 

almost seems superfluous to address Christians who neglect or despise God’s law. Nevertheless, 

Pelagius forms a narrative around such omissions to ensure his message is accurately received: 

‘Let us consider [consideremus] how great will be the fall of one who thoughtlessly despises the 

commandments, when such a downfall is said to occur in the event of their neglect by one who 

normally obeys them, or what condemnation we believe the irreligious will receive, when the 

devout man receives such a reproof.’931 Pelagius is using his commonly deployed call for 

awareness to highlight potential pitfalls on the Christian path to mental purity, while 

simultaneously incorporating the threat of damnation to add weight to his point. This threat 

underscores Pelagius’s message that following the commandments cannot be consider a part-time 

endeavor. Purity and subsequent salvation require constant mental alignment with the commands 

of God.  

In De divina lege, Pelagius’s treatment of the commandments in the context of correct 

thought can be summarized in two quotes. First, he marshals the familiar twofold command to 

emphasize that all Christians need to constantly focus on God’s commands:  

If all of us who believe receive the sacrament of his passion through baptism without any 
discrimination, if all of us equally renounce the devil and the world, if the punishment of 
hell is promised to all of us who do not live in righteousness, then all of us ought to pay 
attention [diligentia] to the things which are forbidden and to fulfil the things which are 
commanded with the same diligence.932  

 

 
931 Rees, Letters, 96. See PL 30:110d: ‘Consideremus quantus casus sit temere contemnentis, cum tanta ruina esse 

dicitur in negligentia obsequentis: vel quam damnationem excepturos credimus esse indevotos, cum tantam 

exprobrationem devotus exceperit?’ 
932 Rees, Letters, 99. See PL 30:113a: ‘Si autem indiscrete omnes qui credimus, sacramentum in baptismo passionis 

accipimus: si omnes aequaliter renuntiamus diabolo et mundo: si omnibus haud recte viventibus gehennae poena 

promittitur: omnes debemus eadem diligentia et cavere prohibita, et explere praecepta.’ 
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In this passage, the threat of punishment is a central focus and is a clear reminder of why diligent 

attention is a primary task of every Christian. The perpetual attention to correct thought is common 

in ancient Christian literature. However, the promotion of this concept did not always carry with 

it the same corresponding threat to emphasize the point. Often, Christian authors chose instead to 

emphasize the glory obtained by those who embrace the discipline of perpetual attention. For 

example, Basil uses a very different approach while emphasizing the importance of diligent 

attention: ‘Become a faithful guardian of the treasure, keeping guard with all diligence over the 

royal deposit, in order that having preserved the seal inviolate you may stand before the Lord 

resplendent in the brightness of the saints, having brought no stain or wrinkle upon the pure 

garment of incorruptibility, but in all your members preserving holiness.’933 While the justification 

for embracing correct thought differs markedly between the two authors, both affirm the critical 

importance of a ceaseless attention to correct thought. Because only those diligent in thought will 

ultimately abide by the commandments and inherent eternal life, Pelagius warns the reader against 

the forgetfulness that creeps in when things are going well. It is when God shows his kindness to 

us that we should be on guard against the arrogance engendered by answered prayer: 

But when the Lord, either moved by the utterances of the saints or as an act of kindness to 
his own creature or through the doctor’s skill, restores his health in his abundant mercy, 
forgetfulness [oblivione] soon follows and everything changes to its opposite: fear is turned 
into arrogance, gratitude into contempt, and as if we have never experienced any trouble at 
all or are unable to be recalled to such a state again, we rebel, we become puffed up 
[efferimur] and we neglect the period of life given us for repentance nor do we wash away 
our old sins with tears of regret but instead pile up sins unrepentant.934  

 
933 Basil, Ep. 292, in Letters, Volume IV: Letters 249–368, trans. Roy J. Deferrari and M. R. P. McGuire, LCL 270 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1934), 198–99: ‘Kai piston phulaka genesthai tou thēsaurou, pasē 

epimeleia tērounta tēs basilikēs parakatathēkēs tēn phulakēn, hina asulon tēn sphragida diasōsamenos parastēs tō 

Kuriō eklampōn en tē lamprotēti tōn hagiōn, mēdena spilon ē hrutida embalōn tō katharō tēs aphtharsias endumati, 

all’ en pasi tois melesi ton hagiasmon diasōzōn.’ 
934 Rees, Letters, 101. See PL 30:114c–d: ‘Et cum sic Dominus, aut sanctorum motus oraculis, aut creaturae suae 

beneficio, aut medici arte conferta misericordia restituat sanitatem, cito succedente oblivione, in contrarium omnia 
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Pelagius is reminding the reader how easy it is to forget how much God has done and to slide into 

the former state of sinfulness. To Pelagius, the struggle against forgetfulness is waged in the 

battlefield of the mind, and it is only through unceasing effort that one can avoid the inevitable 

degradation into sin. Augustine deploys a similar strategy to fight the same battle. Christians must 

diligently serve and recognize the Lord; otherwise, ‘as time unrolls its scroll, a thankless 

forgetfulness [may] creep in [temporum ingrata subrepat oblivio].’935 In this regard, Augustine 

and Pelagius share a common doctrinal foundation⎯correct thought is not simply something to 

strive for; it is a prerequisite for salvation. 

These passages related to following the commands of God illustrate the elevated role 

played by correct thought in Pelagius’s theological construct. Diligently adhering to the 

commandments is not a simple task of physically following a list of rules. While there is certainly 

an action component to Pelagius’s model of purity, the mental aspect takes center stage. The purity 

resulting from following the commandments is fueled by a constant awareness of right and wrong 

and by an ever-present evaluation and recognition of where the self stands on the right/wrong 

continuum.  

The prioritization of situational awareness inherent in Pelagius’s obedience directives 

carries over into a more generalized context as well. In the following examples, Pelagius 

communicates a series of rhetorical questions and statements, all of which assume two things. 

First, those on the path to destruction lack the discipline necessary for continual correct thought 

 
permutantur. Timor in insolentiam, gratia vertitur in contemptum: et quasi nihil umquam incommodi senserimus, aut 

qui revocari rursus ad talia nequeamus, rebellamus, efferimur, et concessum ad poenitentiam vitae spatium 

negligimus, nec poenitendo pristina lacrymis peccata diluimus, sed peccata non poenitendo cumulamus.’ 
935 Augustine, De civitate Dei 10.3, in City of God, Volume III: Books 8–11, trans. David S. Wiesen, LCL 413 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1968), 260–61: ‘ne volumine temporum ingrata subrepat oblivio.’ 
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and are generally unaware of their precarious direction. And second, Christians on the path to 

salvation are ceaselessly attentive, keeping them from backsliding into sinful behavior and ultimate 

damnation. For example, in one passage, Pelagius makes a sweeping statement about the general 

lack of awareness in society: ‘No one gives a thought [nemo considerat] to the shortness of our 

time here or the circumstances of our nature, no one considers or re-examines [nemo retrectat] the 

fact that all things are vanity and are brought to a close by an appointed end.’936 Pelagius is 

illustrating the common mental mistakes made by the vast majority of people, but he is also 

prodding the reader to avoid this well-trodden path to destruction. His previous cries for awareness 

and recognition make the solution obvious to the reader⎯diligent mental awareness is absolutely 

necessary.  

He continues the rhetorical presentation with several references to misplaced loyalty to 

earthly objects and endeavors. He begins by making a simple statement challenging the wisdom 

of coveting worldly objects: ‘We so covet [concupiscimus] the things of the world, we so love 

them, that it is as if there were something which we brought with us into this world or were able 

to take away with us on departure.’937 Again, the assumed solution is a diligent awareness. One 

who constantly monitors their own thoughts will be keenly aware of an improper focus on worldly 

items and will immediately reestablish their focus on holy and correct thoughts. Elsewhere, 

Pelagius takes a more generalized approach to worldly concerns: ‘I ask you with what sense of 

decency will a man hope for reward in heaven for his obedience and toil, when all his anxiety 

 
936 Rees, Letters, 100–101. See PL 30:114b: ‘Nemo ad brevitatem temporis, nemo ad naturae respicit conditionem, 

nemo considerat, nemo retrectat vana esse omnia, quae aliquo fine clauduntur.’ 
937 Rees, Letters, 100. See PL 30:114b: ‘nos sic mundana concupiscimus, sic amamus, quasi aliquid nascentes 

intulerimus in saeculum, aut recedentes de saeculo nobiscum auferre possimus.’ 
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[sollicitudo] has been centered on earth.’938 The overall message is one of mindful consideration 

of where you are and where you intend to go. The cognitive gatekeeper must be in charge. To that 

end, Pelagius deploys a common adage to encourage a focus upon the goal of salvation: ‘The glory 

of the future life must be compared to the disadvantages of the present one.’939 Even here, in a 

passage exchanged like common currency in Christian circles, lies an assumption of awareness 

and recognition. 

Overall, the correct-thought focus of De divina lege is driven by a constant awareness of 

the commands of God. This diligent recognition is augmented by other correct-thought elements 

such as purity of mind and an interesting presentation of the personal choice of self-control. But 

the message of the epistle is clear⎯the responsibility for the generation of correct thought, the 

mental categorization of thoughts, and the ultimate focus of one’s thinking is squarely on each 

individual. Pelagius’s Christianity is not an exercise of mindless correct action, but a constant 

mental engagement designed to keep the individual on the path of righteousness. 

Pelagius’s presentation of correct-action and correct-thought motifs is one of the most 

compelling traits of De divina lege. Despite the theological gulf between, on the one hand, 

Foucault’s Stoic self-observation and the associated correct-action emphasis, and, on the other 

hand, his definition of the thought-centric pastoral self-observation, Pelagius manages to erect 

significant elements of both philosophical categories in a single epistle. Whether emphasizing 

panoptic oversight of correctly following and actively learning God’s commands or highlighting 

every Christian’s ability to control their own thoughts, Pelagius forcefully advocated for a dualistic 

 
938 Rees, Letters, 98. See PL 30:112b: ‘Rogo quo pudore obsequii, aut laboris sui mercedem, sperabit in coelo, cujus 

fuerit sollicitudo omnis in terra?’ 
939 Rees, Letters, 96. See PL 30:111a: ‘Futurae vitae gloria praesentis vitae incommodis comparatur.’ 
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approach to life management. Christians must simultaneously be aware of their actions and their 

thoughts—negligence in either area quickly put one on the broad path to destruction.  

 

3 Goal of Self-Observation: Self-Fortification versus Self-Renunciation 

The balanced weight of evidence in the previous section stands in contrast to the one-sided content 

of the self-fortification and self-renunciation analysis of De divina lege. The available evidence is 

dramatically tilted to a pastoral practice of self-renunciation, but even so, some elements of De 

divina lege are more at home in the Stoic goal of self-fortification, and that evidence plays an 

important role in the overall analysis of the epistle. 

 

3.1 Self-Fortification (Stoic)  

As indicated, the evidence pointing to a Stoic-based message of self-fortification in De divina lege 

is extremely limited. Most passages that could be interpreted as utilizing self-observation to fortify 

the self are centered upon the theme of righteousness. Since increasing one’s righteousness can be 

considered fortifying the self, one can safely state that this epistle does indeed contain examples 

of what Foucault might refer to as Stoic elements of self-fortification. However, these passages 

lack the direct language of self-fortification that is found in the other epistles, so the overall 

evidence for Stoic self-observation is marginal at best. An example of this indirect treatment of 

self-fortification can be seen in Pelagius’s comments concerning baptism. The benefits of baptism 

(fortification) result from a decision of the mind:  
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We deduce that the call which we have received enjoys a standing in proportion to the 
dignity of the one who calls us but also rests upon the consent of our own will, so that the 
washing received by the believer’s body may turn out for the greater benefit of his soul 
[animae magis beneficio consequatur] and bring the purification [purgationem] which 
consists in water and word to the essence of both body and soul through the service 
rendered by the mind.940  

 
The self-fortification outlined in this passage is the purification of the soul resulting from baptism. 

It is the result of a conscious decision of the individual, a decision leading to a physical act of the 

body (being washed/baptized) that ultimately benefits the soul. The benefit to soul certainly can 

be classified as fortification of the self, and therefore this passage does meet the basic requirements 

of Foucault’s categorization.  

Elsewhere, Pelagius incorporates a familiar agricultural metaphor to support his call to 

spiritual fortification: ‘While we have time, let us sow in the spirit, so that we may gather in the 

harvest in spiritual deeds.’941 In this example, to ‘sow in the spirit’ references the type of proper 

Christian conduct that Pelagius outlines earlier in the epistle. He is suggesting that acting in this 

manner will enable Christians to merit eternal life. Is this proper conduct a means of self-

fortification? Maybe, but the inclusion of this passage here highlights the often vague and indirect 

references to Stoic self-fortification found in the epistle. 

As we have seen, Pelagius’s continual calls to obey the commandments dot the epistle, but 

it should be noted that only a handful of these passages are couched in language that might imply 

self-fortification. An example of this limited expression can be seen in the following passage, 

where Pelagius calls for obeying the law but also suggests that doing so would better prepare 

 
940 Rees, Letters, 90. See PL 30:106a: ‘colligimus vocationem nostram juxta vocantis dignationem, etiam nostrae 

voluntatis stare consensu: ita ut lavacrum quod corpus credentis acceperit, animae magis beneficio consequatur, et 

utriusque substantiae purgationem, quae in aqua constat et verbo, merito mentis debeat afferre.’ 
941 Rees, Letters, 102 (see Gal 6:7–9); PL 30:115a: ‘Dum tempus habemus, seminemus in spiritu, ut messem in 

spiritualibus colligamus.’ 
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(fortify) the individual for eternal salvation: ‘By keeping the laws of their Redeemer, they may 

prepare [praeparent] themselves for the life laid up for them in heaven.’942 By suggesting that the 

actions of the individual will aid them in finding eternal life, Pelagius is positing a self-fortification 

similar to Foucault’s definition. The concept of self-fortification is often more apparent in Stoic 

literature than it is in this passage from Pelagius. For example, Marcus Aurelius’s boldness in 

declaring individual responsibility in education is direct and forceful: ‘Haste then to the 

consummation [of various recommended works] and, casting away all empty hopes, if thou carest 

aught for thy welfare, come to thine own rescue, while it is allowed thee.’943 In this passage, 

Marcus Aurelius overtly expresses the importance of self-fortification, suggesting that it is up to 

the individual to rescue themselves from ignorance. Even though Pelagius’s version is more subtle, 

the components of Foucault’s Stoic self-fortification are nonetheless present. 

While these examples illustrate a type of self-fortification, they are not precisely equivalent 

to Foucault’s version. The self-fortification outlined in De divina lege is primarily anchored to 

eternal salvation. One improves one’s self in order to inherit the kingdom of God. This can be 

considered a type of self-fortification, and it even shows traces of an attempt to conform one’s 

behavior to a known behavioral ideal, the touchstone characteristic of Stoic self-observation and 

subsequent conformity. But Pelagius’s fortification does not share all of the defining elements of 

the Stoic version. Stoics alter their behavior in order to experience a better life today. This 

continual behavioral change is at the heart of Foucault’s concept of self-fortification. However, 

the self-fortification Pelagius preaches is not so much about improving one’s position in this life, 

but rather it is a minimum barrier to entry into eternal salvation. Pelagius did not intend that his 

 
942 Rees, Letters, 94. See PL 30:109a: ‘ut redemptoris jura servantes ad vitam se in coelo repositam praeparent.’ 
943 Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 3.14, in Marcus Aurelius, 63: ‘speude oun eis telos, kai tas kenas elpidas apheis 

sautō boēthei ei ti soi melei seautou, heōs exestin.’ 
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form of self-fortification would necessarily improve one’s life on earth, and, in many cases, it 

would likely be detrimental to one’s day-to-day existence. This contrasts starkly with the goals of 

Stoic self-fortification. For Stoics, self-observation fueled incremental changes that pushed an 

individual closer to the ideal life trajectory. This is not to say that Pelagius’s formulation of self-

fortification found in De divina lege is without merit, but I mention it here to clarify that the 

examples outlined above should be taken with an interpretive grain of salt. Overall, it is fair to say 

that there is evidence of Stoic self-fortification in De divina lege, but that evidence is neither 

voluminous nor entirely representative of Foucault’s model of Stoic self-fortification. 

 

3.2 Self-Renunciation (Pastoral)  

Pastoral renunciation is an essential component to Pelagius’s message in De divina lege. As with 

the other epistles, the individual will plays a central role in self-renunciation expectations, but 

several other important renunciation subtopics emerge from the text. Themes such as renouncing 

earthly positions, forfeiting personal judgment, and a general directive to emulate Christ’s example 

of renunciation are all elements of Pelagius’s broader self-renunciation message. Several of the 

passages related to self-renunciation assume a denial of the material world. As we have seen in De 

virginitate, renunciation of the world does not necessarily mean that Pelagius’s self-renunciation 

message fully aligns to the pastoral definition outlined by Foucault. However, the passages 

communicating Pelagius’s general rejection of worldly affairs help to provide context to the ones 

that truly align with Foucault’s pastoral self-renunciation, so their inclusion in this analysis is 

warranted. 

Pelagius frames the rejection of the material world by shifting the emphasis away from the 

commonly perceived glories of the world towards the expectations of eternal rewards:  



382 
 

The glory of the future life must be compared to the disadvantages of the present one. The 
banners of the cross are sources of delight for Christians; the trophies of our life are borne 
not in ceremonial parades but in times of affliction; in our army brave men know how to 
bear abuse, not military fatigues; future blessedness is promised to poverty, not nobility 
[paupertati, non nobilitati, futurorum beatitudo promittitur].944  

 
Here, Pelagius is recognizing the difficulties many Christians have encountered and will encounter 

but avoids the punishment-filled rationale for rejecting material concerns. Instead, he constructs 

his foundational argument of worldly renunciation by elevating the appeal of eternal life while 

simultaneously diminishing the glory of the present life. He recognizes that renouncing the 

material world is a significant step, one that is difficult to fully achieve. Pelagius incorporates 

scriptural support to illustrate that despite knowing better, Christians often embrace material 

possessions: ‘And although the scripture says: Do not love the world [nolite diligere mundum] or 

the things of the world, we so covet the things of the world [nos sic mundana concupiscimus], we 

so love them, that it is as if there were something which we brought with us into this world or were 

able to take away with us on departure.’945 The denial of the material world is an ever-present topic 

in early Christian literature. Possessions and other emotional attachments anchor Christians in the 

material realm when the focus should plainly be on the heavenly. Augustine uses a metaphor to 

illustrate the point: ‘Let us then relax our anxiety for transitory things and seek goods that are 

abiding and sure. Let us soar above our earthly possessions [supervolemus terrenis opibus nostris], 

 
944 Rees, Letters, 96. Emphasis by Rees. See PL 30:111a: ‘Futurae vitae gloria praesentis vitae incommodis 

comparatur. Christianis vexilla crucis sunt deliciae: trophaea nostrae vitae non pompis, sed miseriis reportantur. In 

nostra classe viri fortes opprobria sciunt portare, non munera. Paupertati, non nobilitati, futurorum beatitudo 

promittitur.’ (It should be noted that Rees’ translation of the word, ‘munera’ as ‘military fatigues’ instead of a more 

traditional ‘rewards’ or ‘gifts’ is highly unusual). 
945 Rees, Letters, 100 (see 1 John 2:15); PL 30:114b: ‘Et cum Scriptura dicat: Nolite diligere mundum, neque ea quae 

in mundo sunt: nos sic mundana concupiscimus, sic amamus, quasi aliquid nascentes intulerimus in saeculum, aut 

recedentes de saeculo nobiscum auferre possimus.’ 
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for even when honey is abundant, the bee has not its wings for nothing: for if it stick in the honey, 

it dies.’946 Even though Pelagius does not attempt to portray the active denial of worldly influences 

as anything other than challenging, he nonetheless is steadfast in his position that each individual 

has a choice to either embrace the world or embrace God⎯there are no half-measures in Pelagius’s 

view. He communicates this dichotomy in language that is brief but powerful: ‘Whoever wishes 

to be a friend of this world [amicus mundi] will be made an enemy of God [inimicus Dei].’947 

These passages exemplify the animosity toward, and renunciation of, the material world that are 

seen in each epistle. But the renunciation reflected in these passages is not precisely equivalent to 

Foucault’s version of pastoral self-renunciation. The missing element is the emphasis on an active 

renunciation of the elements that constitute the self⎯judgement, decision making, and personal 

identification. 

In the remainder of the epistle, Pelagius gradually shifts his language to arrive at a 

crescendo of unqualified renunciation of individual judgment. He begins this transition by using 

the sacrifice of Christ as an example of self-renunciation: ‘Christ loved the Church and gave 

himself up for her [et tradidit semetipsum pro ea], that he might sanctify her, cleansing her by the 

washing of water with the word of life, that he might present her to himself glorious and without 

blemish.’948 He then takes another step in the direction of Foucauldian self-renunciation when he 

uses a biblical figure, Hezekiah, as another, more personal example of self-renunciation: 

 

 
946 Augustine, Ep. 16, 1, in Select Letters, 16–17: ‘Laxatis ergo curis mutabilium rerum bona stabilia et certa 

quaeramus, supervolemus terrenis opibus nostris. Nam et in mellis copia non frustra pennas habet apicula; necat 

enim haerentem.’ 
947 Rees, Letters, 97. See Jas 4:4; PL 30:111b: ‘Qui voluerit amicus fieri hujus mundi, inimicus Dei constituetur.’ 
948 Rees, Letters, 90 (see Eph 5:25–27); PL 30:106a: ‘Sic Christus dilexit Ecclesiam, et tradidit semetipsum pro ea, ut 

eam sanctificaret, mundans lavacro aquae in verbo vitae, ut exhiberet eam sibi gloriosam et immaculatam.’ 
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Let us seek the example of Hezekiah as being requisite and suited to this case; for to him 
on his deathbed fifteen years are added to his former life through his own lamentations and 
the prophet’s prayers, and then, having received the grace of such a gift, in humility and 
holiness, he devoted the period of life granted to him not to sins, not to pleasures, not to 
delights but to the Lord alone.949  

 
Pelagius is suggesting that Hezekiah, once healed, renounced his self-interest and pursued only 

endeavors linked to God. This type of renunciation would align well with Foucault’s version, but 

ultimately it is a poor choice of biblical support. The biblical narrative of Hezekiah’s sickness 

appears in several passages in the Bible, but nowhere does it include the dramatic shift to holy 

pursuits that Pelagius implies.950 However, there are passages that do support a renunciation of 

individual judgment. For example, in the following passage, Pelagius indicates that Christians 

should not trust their own judgment: ‘Therefore let us by no means entrust ourselves at random to 

our own judgement [nos nostro judicio].’951 In other passages, Pelagius leverages scriptural 

support to underscore his message: ‘But if a man is led by consideration of the purpose he has 

adopted once and for all and wishes to be guided by his own judgement rather than God’s [sua se 

magis quam Dei velit gubernari sententia] and, disregarding the divine law, puts his own plans 

before those of God, let him fear the voice of the prophet, calling out: “Woe to those who despise 

the law of the Lord!”’952 Here, Pelagius is linking individual judgment with a transgression of the 

‘law of the Lord.’ When put in the context of Pelagius’s insistence that Christians continually 

 
949 Rees, Letters, 101. See PL 30:114d: ‘Ezechiae regis aptum huic causae quaeramus exemplum: cui morituro anni 

quindecim ad superiorem vitam propriis fletibus, et prophetae precibus augentur. Quique accepta tanti muneris 

gratia, non peccatis, non voluptatibus, non deliciis, sed soli Domino indultum vitae spatium, humilis et sanctus 

exhibuit.’ 
950 See 2 Kgs 20; Isa 38; 2 Chr 32. 
951 Rees, Letters, 92. See PL 30:108a: ‘Nullo igitur modo passim nos nostro judicio committamus.’ 
952 Rees, Letters, 93 (see Amos 2:4); PL 30:108b–c: ‘Caeterum si quis usurpatae semel intentionis ducatur intuitu: et 

sua se magis, quam Dei velit gubernari sententia, divinaque lege postposita, propria consilia Dei consiliis anteponat, 

hanc prophetae clamantis timeat vocem: Vae despicientibus legem Domini.’ 
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follow the law, his negative view on individual judgment becomes exceptionally clear. These 

intriguing passages point to Pelagius’s theological flexibility on certain concepts. As we have seen 

in other epistles, Pelagius often emphasizes the importance of relying on self-judgment as a 

cornerstone of living a proper Christian life. But in De divina lege, this judgment is put into 

question and even equated to a transgression of the law. However, this is not to say that the 

passages critical of self-judgment universally carry a pastoral tone. In these examples, Pelagius is 

advocating a suspension of individual judgment in deference to the directives of God. God and 

Christ are not members of Foucault’s pastorate, so these examples do not necessarily represent a 

perfect fit with pastoral self-renunciation.953  

Other examples focus less on the concept of individual judgment and more on the concept 

of ownership of the self. A good example of this can be seen in the following passage where 

Pelagius makes it clear that judgment does not belong to the self: ‘You are not your own [non estis 

vestri], says the apostle, for you were bought with a great price.’954 Moreover, it is the duty of 

Christians to actively deny themselves. Christians cannot, according to Pelagius, be on the fence 

about their faith. Renunciation is a visible manifestation of walking the narrow path. Pelagius 

reminds the reader that Christ does not want a wavering soul—self-denial is a necessity: ‘Christ 

does not love a lukewarm disciple: He who would be my disciple, he says, let him deny himself 

[abneget semetipsum sibi] and take up his cross and follow me.’955 Denial of the self is indeed 

 
953 If Pelagius were calling for a reliance on the directives of a church leader or other member of the pastoral chain, 

these passages would be prime examples of Foucault’s pastoral model and might suggest a substantial Christian 

influence.  
954 Rees, Letters, 97 (see 1 Cor 6:19–20); PL 30:112a: ‘Non estis vestri, dicit Apostolus: empti enim estis pretio 

magno.’ 
955 Rees, Letters, 96 (see Matt 16:24); PL 30:110d: ‘Tepidum discipulum non amat Christus. Qui vult meus discipulus 

esse, ait, abneget semetipsum sibi, et tollat crucem suam et sequatur me.’ 
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characteristic of the pastoral self-renunciation outlined by Foucault, and it better represents 

pastoral self-renunciation than simple worldly rejection or even a questioning of one’s judgment. 

The all-or-nothing stance of these passages exemplifies the self-denial seen in Christian sources 

contemporary to Pelagius. Jerome, for example, strikes a similar note to Pelagius, albeit in more 

concise language: ‘Spare nothing [nulli parcas], provided that you spare your soul.’956 Like 

Pelagius, Jerome is suggesting that eternal salvation requires active self-denial. Or, as Foucault 

may have suggested, pastoral self-renunciation. But even these examples of self-renunciation are 

imperfect fits with Foucault’s model. They point to God or Christ as the rationale for self-

renunciation, not members of the pastoral chain. Even so, the act of self-renunciation illustrated in 

De divina lege has significantly more in common with pastoral self-renunciation than with Stoic 

self-fortification.  

The evidence for pastoral self-renunciation in De divina lege, while somewhat sparse when 

compared to the evidence in the other epistles, is significantly more robust than the evidence for 

Stoic self-fortification. Pelagius’s self-renunciation message often includes elements such as a 

renunciation of the material world and a prohibition of relying on one’s own judgment. These are, 

in their own ways, forms of self-renunciation, but they do not rise to the level of fully pastoral self-

renunciation. One might say that self-renunciation is a central theme in the epistle, but pastoral 

self-renunciation is only tangential. Given the available evidence, the overall 

fortification/renunciation continuum found in De divina lege exhibits a slight pastoral lean.  

 

 

 

 
956 Jerome, Ep. 75.7, in Select Letters, 408–9: ‘Nulli parcas, ut soli parcas animae.’ 
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4 Obedience  

De divina lege is a rich source of obedience-related material, but much of the evidence lacks firm 

anchors in either Stoic or pastoral definitions of obedience. However, given the large number of 

references to obedience in the epistle, it can be helpful to review how Pelagius applied his 

obedience assumptions and why most passages cannot be assigned a Stoic or pastoral label. As we 

shall see, the main factor in the classification difficulties is related to Pelagius’s emphasis on 

obedience to God/Christ. This specific obedience, in lieu of other important secondary obedience 

demands, is outside of Foucault’s obedience model and may suggest influences other than Stoic 

or pastoral elements.  

 

4.1 Obedience to the Self (Stoic) 

Only a few passages in De divina lege relate specifically to an obedience to the self. Only one of 

these passages exemplifies the type of obedience to the self characteristic of Foucault’s Stoic 

model. It reads, ‘I ask you that for the completion of your instruction you give a more careful 

reading to the Lord’s word, that is, the Gospel, from which you may receive a fuller knowledge of 

that light in which you have come to believe, so that you may be able to know in all matters what 

you are to do [ut possis in omnibus nosse quid facturus sis].’957 Pelagius begins this passage with 

a reference to the reader’s instruction, suggesting a master/student relationship present between 

him and the reader. A student’s obedience to a master is typical in both ancient Greek philosophical 

traditions and early Christian practice, but more importantly it is a characteristic of Foucault’s 

definition of Stoic obedience. The critically important element of this passage is found at the very 

 
957 Rees, Letters, 92. See PL 30:107c: ‘rogo ut ad institutionis plenitudinem, verbum Domini, hoc est, Evangelium 

diligentius legas: ex quo scientiam ampliorem ejus quam credidisti lucis excipias, ut possis in omnibus nosse quid 

facturus sis.’ 



388 
 

end, when Pelagius suggests that the reader has personal agency. This agency, or an obedience to 

the self, is a foundational element of Foucault’s Stoic obedience model. Also critical to that model 

is the Stoic behavioral ideal. The Stoic is obedient to the self, but the actions of the Stoic are guided 

by a behavioral ideal. These assumptions can be seen in various Stoic works, and a passage from 

Marcus Aurelius can illustrate this point: ‘Haste then to the consummation [of various 

recommended works] and, casting away all empty hopes, if thou carest aught for thy welfare, come 

to thine own rescue, while it is allowed thee.’958 Marcus Aurelius, like Pelagius, is giving direction, 

but the context does not suggest an ongoing obedience that would be typical of Foucault’s pastoral 

obedience. In each of these passages personal agency plays a key role. With the aid of a behavioral 

touchstone, the reader will, in all matters, know what to do. Such action is tantamount to an 

obedience to the self.  

While this combination of a learned behavioral ideal and a corresponding obedience to the 

self represents a strong example of Stoic obedience, it is the only such passage found in the epistle. 

Also, other passages found in De divina lege contain material that stands in direct conflict to the 

Stoic notion of obedience to the self. For example, in a passage that was also used in the previous 

self-renunciation section, Pelagius specifically warns the reader against listening to their inner 

direction: ‘Therefore let us by no means entrust ourselves at random to our own judgement [nos 

nostro judicio].’959 It is clear from this directive that Pelagius outright rejects the reliability of 

obedience to the self. In another passage, also seen in the self-renunciation section, Pelagius 

communicates a similar message: ‘But if a man is led by consideration of the purpose he has 

adopted once and for all and wishes to be guided by his own judgement rather than God’s [sua se 

 
958 Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 3.14, in Marcus Aurelius, 62–63: ‘speude oun eis telos, kai tas kenas elpidas apheis 

sautō boēthei ei ti soi melei seautou, heōs exestin.’ 
959 Rees, Letters, 92. See PL 30:108a: ‘Nullo igitur modo passim nos nostro judicio committamus.’ 
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magis quam Dei velit gubernari sententia], let him fear the voice of the prophet calling out: “Woe 

to those who despise the law of the Lord!”’960 Here again Pelagius questions the reliability of one’s 

own judgment, all but negating an obedience to the self. However, in both of these passages, 

Pelagius is assuming the reader has strayed from the behavioral ideal outlined in the first example. 

Taken as a whole, the three passages communicate a behavioral model which celebrates obedience 

to the self as long as the actions taken are aligned with the precepts of the known behavioral ideal. 

Any personal agency outside of the behavioral ideal is in conflict with God and therefore deemed 

unreliable. Pelagius specifically addresses the dangers of this sort of behavioral improvisation: ‘It 

is thoughtless enough to imagine that the law imposed by our own will [nostrae voluntatis] can 

suffice.’961 Clearly, Pelagius is drawing a line between acceptable obedience to the self and 

unacceptable acts of personal agency. 

The message of personal agency in De divina lege is clear. Obedience to the self is 

appropriate if and only if the subsequent actions generated by this obedience fall within the 

parameter of the behavioral ideal. Any obedience to the self that is not within these parameters is 

to be rejected. At first glance, this stance seems rather rigid, but it does in many ways conform to 

Foucault’s model of Stoic obedience to the self. When the actions of a Stoic differ from those 

suggested by the behavioral ideal, that Stoic is no longer on the correct path. The difference 

between the Stoic model and the one presented by Pelagius in De divina lege is the underlying 

treatment of personal agency. The existence of personal agency is a foundational assumption in 

 
960 Rees, Letters, 93 (see Amos 2:4); PL 30:108b–c: ‘Caeterum si quis usurpatae semel intentionis ducatur intuitu: et 

sua se magis, quam Dei velit gubernari sententia, divinaque lege postposita, propria consilia Dei consiliis anteponat, 

hanc prophetae clamantis timeat vocem: Vae despicientibus legem Domini.’ 
961 Rees, Letters, 94. See PL 30:108d: ‘Temerarium satis est, si nostrae voluntatis legem nobis putemus posse 

sufficere.’ 
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Stoicism, but it is actively shunned in Foucault’s pastoral model. As we have seen in these epistles, 

Pelagius’s treatment of the subject in inconsistent and is representative of the gray area occupying 

the space between Foucault’s stark black-and-white definitions. 

 

4.2 Obedience to the Pastorate (Pastoral)  

Much of the material related to obedience in De divina lege does not easily conform with the 

pastoral definition of obedience. Obedience is certainly an important theme found throughout the 

text, but Pelagius’s examples of proper obedience represent an imperfect match with Foucault’s 

definition of pastoral obedience. An example of this divergence can be seen in Pelagius’s directive 

to obey God’s commands, a common obedience-related theme in the epistle. In the following 

passage, Pelagius links obedience not only to the commands themselves but also to the one giving 

the command: ‘By keeping the laws of their Redeemer, they may prepare themselves for the life 

laid up for them in heaven, and there they may in no way be said to arrive redeemed, unless they 

follow the commands [jubentur obsequii] laid upon those who seek to obey.’962 Without a doubt, 

the passage emphasizes obedience, but it is problematic to assign this type of obedience to the 

pastoral chain. The clear declaration of obedience to a nonpastoral figure (Redeemer/Christ) 

situates the corresponding required obedience to the law outside of the pastoral model. Completely 

absent from this example is a reference to obedience to a member of the pastoral chain. Other 

Christian authors contemporary to Pelagius were much more explicit in their endorsement of the 

pastoral obedience inherent to Foucault’s model. For example, Jerome urges: ‘Be obedient 

[subiectus] to your bishop, and respect him as your spiritual father.’963 A similar stance can be 

 
962 Rees, Letters, 94. See PL 30:109a: ‘ut redemptoris jura servantes ad vitam se in coelo repositam praeparent: ad 

quam redempti licet nullo modo pervenire dicantur, nisi ea quae jubentur obsequii competentibus exsequantur.’ 
963 Jerome, Ep. 52.7, in Select Letters, 208–9: ‘Esto subiectus pontifici tuo et quasi animae parentem suspice.’ 
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seen in Augustine. While giving advice to a member of a convent, Augustine suggests: ‘Let her 

[the convent member] do at the command of the superior [iubente praeposita] what needs to be 

done.’964 When Augustine’s statement is compared to Pelagius’s presentation of proper Christian 

obedience, the differences are obvious. 

Pelagius also mentions the types of obedience that lead Christians astray: ‘While others are 

serving God faithfully and without ceasing [Deo fideliter et sine cessatione servientibus] in 

innocence, compassion, chastity, fasting, we choose for ourselves adulterers whom we want to 

serve.’965 But even here, the implied corrective obedience stops short of meeting a pastoral 

definition. It can be assumed that the ‘adulterers’ mentioned by Pelagius are probably not members 

of the pastorate, and it is equally probable that he is not referring to an obedience to the self. Maybe 

a better interpretation of this message is to see it as a warning to be aware of exactly whom you 

serve. In another obedience-themed passage, Pelagius goes on to suggest that obedience to worldly 

elements presupposes disobedience to the divine: ‘If, in fact, I am a lover of money, of glory, of 

pride, of ambition or pomp and ceremony, while I apply all the enthusiasm of my will to them, I 

am unable to serve the Lord [Domino servire non possum], because it is written that no man can 

serve two masters.’966 But this passage falls short of a pastoral definition as well. The dichotomy 

of behavioral masters presented by Pelagius includes neither the self (Stoic) nor a member of the 

Christian pastorate (pastoral), negating the usefulness of the passage for this analysis.  

 
964 Augustine, Ep. 210.3, in Select Letters, 396–97: ‘iubente praeposita faciat quod faciendum.’ 
965 Rees, Letters, 97. Emphasis by Rees. See PL 30:112a: ‘aliis innocentia, misericordia, castitate, jejunio, Deo 

fideliter et sine cessatione servientibus: nos nobis adulteros, quibus servire volumus, eligimus.’ 
966 Rees, Letters, 97 (see Matt 6.24); PL 30:112a: ‘si amator pecuniae sum, si gloriae, si superbiae, si ambitionis aut 

pompae: dum illi omne studium meae voluntatis impendo, Domino servire non possum, quia duobus dominis neminem 

servire posse.’ 
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While there is a substantial amount of obedience-based evidence in De divina lege, nearly 

all of it focuses on obedience to God and/or Christ. This narrow emphasis is neither Stoic nor 

pastoral. Ultimately, the strong emphasis on the individual’s obedience directly to God is more 

closely aligned with Foucault’s definition of the counterpastoral Christian ascetic belief system.967 

Therefore, even though the epistle does not fit well within Foucault’s strict interpretive construct, 

the material does provide useful clues about the overall structure of Pelagius’s obedience doctrine. 

  

5 DE DIVINA LEGE SUMMARY 

Overall, the pastoral elements woven throughout De divina lege are numerous and outstrip the 

references to Stoic concepts. Aside from the correct-action emphasis of self-observation, the text 

is nearly barren of significant references to the philosophical elements outlined by Foucault that 

might suggest a Stoic influence. The mostly one-sided nature of De divina lege makes it unique in 

the grouping of Pelagian epistles.  

 

6 EPISTLE SUMMARY  

Any casual reading of Pelagius’s epistles brings to light his obvious emphasis on self-observation. 

The concept of a panoptic control of the self certainly did not stem from Pelagius or Christianity, 

but his use of the concept can tell us a great deal about the theological underpinnings of his 

message. Panoptic activity and its role in defining the break between Stoicism and pastoral 

Christianity was an important element of Foucault’s analysis of the late-ancient transition between 

 
967 This alignment will be explored in detail in the final chapter. Ultimately, it is a critical interpretive element that 

will help provide context to Pelagius’s theology. However, the focus of these epistle chapters is outlining Pelagius’s 

panoptic directives in the context of Foucault’s pastoral and Stoic definitions of self-observation, making the topic 

somewhat outside the chapter’s parameters. 
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Stoicism and early Christianity. Using the work of Michel Foucault as a basic template, these 

chapters summarize the differences between the Stoic panopticism and the pastoral Christian 

panopticism expressed in Pelagius’s epistles. The evidence makes it clear that the genesis of 

Pelagius’s message did not sprout from Stoicism or pastoral Christianity alone. The ways in which 

Pelagius incorporated elements of Stoic and pastoral traits point to a deft integration of the two 

philosophical markers of the late ancient Roman world, and possibly point to an emphasis on a 

third influence that was neither fully Stoic nor pastoral. This assumption is at the heart of the eighth 

and final chapter. 
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CHAPTER 8 

 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

 

 

My primary goal in this investigation was to deploy Foucault’s Stoic/pastoral model in an attempt 

to better understand the underlying theological influences associated with Pelagius’s doctrine. As 

the evidence presented in the preceding chapters indicates, the specific influences on Pelagius’s 

doctrine are somewhat contradictory. Depending on the topic and the audience, the words of 

Pelagius could be utilized to suggest a deep Stoic influence permeating his theological constructs, 

or one could assume that Pelagius had embraced the quickly emerging Christian pastoral model of 

behavior and salvation. The breakdown below highlights the key Stoic and pastoral characteristics 

of the Pelagian epistles, followed by an analysis of the components of Pelagius’s epistles that do 

not fit well with either Foucault’s Stoic or pastoral model. Finally, I will outline my interpretive 

conclusions concerning how Pelagius’s message should be placed on Foucault’s Stoic-pastoral 

continuum.  

 
1 STOIC INFLUENCES 

I begin the summary by looking at the evidence of a Stoic influence presented in four epistles. The 

epistles exhibited Stoic examples in every interpretive category, but when the epistles are seen as 

a whole, several strains stand out as significant. The Stoic internalization characteristic of the 

‘visibility of self-observation’ category is the first important element pointing to a Stoic influence. 

In both Ad Demetriadem and in Ad Celantiam, Pelagius suggests that Demetrias and Celantia 
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should internalize the information gathered from the practice of self-observation rather than share 

that information with a member of the Christian pastorate. The evidence in De virginitate does not 

point to either a Stoic or a pastoral classification, so this epistle can be considered somewhat 

neutral in this particular category. The dearth of relevant examples in De divina lege sidelines this 

epistle from adding meaningful contributions to this category. Taken as a whole, the evidence 

suggests that Pelagius preferred an internalization of self-observation information, implying an 

overall Stoic flavor to this interpretive category. 

The category encompassing correct action and correct thought also exhibited many relevant 

Stoic examples. In fact, each epistle included examples of the type of correct action Foucault 

outlined in his Stoic model. However, this evidence was offset by the equally compelling correct-

thought evidence found in each epistle. Even though this category represents the most voluminous 

set of relevant passages, the evidence was somewhat balanced between correct-action and correct-

thought examples, making a final judgment concerning a distinct underlying Stoic or pastoral 

influence problematic.  

The category outlining self-fortification versus self-renunciation (the first of the ‘goal of 

self-observation’ categories) also exhibited Stoic traits. Of the four epistles, Ad Demetriadem was 

the only one that could be classified as having a distinctly Stoic self-fortification theme. In this 

epistle, Pelagius consistently suggested behaviors and thought processes that Demetrias could use 

to fortify herself on her new journey as a Christian virgin. While not specifically mentioned, the 

theme of epimelesthai sautou echoed throughout the epistle. Pelagius’s emphasis that Demetrias 

must play close attention to strengthening certain aspects of her life dovetails well with the Stoic 

concept of epimelesthai sautou. The epistle showed much less evidence of the type of self-

renunciation characteristic of the Christian pastorate, so overall, the passages related to self-
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fortification and self-renunciation found in Ad Demetriadem exhibited a strong Stoic flavor. But 

the Stoic influence in this particular category does not carry over to all four epistles. De divina 

lege, for example, exhibits a firmly pastoral stance of self-renunciation. The evidence found in 

both De virginitate and Ad Celantiam is mostly pastoral, but the relevant examples do share the 

same comfortable fit with Foucault’s pastoral definition as those found in De divina lege. Even so, 

the Stoic influence apparent in Ad Demetriadem cannot be discounted due to the evidence 

exhibited in other epistles. 

The fourth interpretive category that showed significant signs of a Stoic influence was the 

category of obedience. Relevant passages pertaining to obedience were rare in both Ad 

Demetriadem and in De virginitate, making these epistles immaterial for this category. The few 

examples found in De divina lege actually contain language that directly contradicts a Stoic 

obedience assumption, but the overall evidence is limited. However, the multiple examples of 

Stoic obedience found in Ad Celantiam are compelling. These examples include multiple 

references to an obedience to the self and obedience to a master, both indicative of Foucault’s 

definition of Stoic obedience. Obedience, at the least pastoral and Stoic obedience outlined by 

Foucault, was not a central theme in the epistles. But where present, the evidence points to a clear 

expression of Stoic obedience.  

Other examples of Stoic influence in the epistles are found outside the interpretive 

categories deployed in this thesis. For example, the format and topic of the epistles themselves 

also exhibit a slight Stoic lean. In Foucault’s Stoic model, the student would proactively engage a 

teacher in order to learn and improve the self. This model was both driven by the student and finite 

in time. Conversely, the pastoral student/teacher relationship began when one was converted to 

Christianity (or, in many cases, when one was simply born into the faith) and was in place 
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throughout the individual’s life. It is clear from the context of the opening and closing sections of 

the epistles that Pelagius was responding to a request for information, not exhibiting his duty as a 

member of the Christian pastorate. Knowing this, one might find it easy to think that the letters 

themselves were Stoic in origin, but this classification is not so simple. It is true that this student-

request/master-response formula is representative of Stoicism, but it was also widely practiced in 

Christianity. Many of the letters that survived antiquity were in response to a particular request—

even some of the epistles found in the New Testament. But, Pelagius’s own representations in the 

epistles do suggest a Stoic lean. For example, Pelagius did not portray himself as being the 

shepherd of a particular flock in any of the epistles. In Foucault’s model of pastoral Christianity, 

the shepherd had authority over his flock and ultimately was responsible for their salvation. This 

authority and responsibility are absent in Foucault’s definition of Stoicism. Pelagius himself does 

not claim ongoing authority over any of the epistle recipients, nor does he claim responsibility 

over their individual salvation. 

These summaries indicate that although the evidence is not sufficient to suggest that 

Pelagius was drawing from a distinctly Stoic background, there is significant evidence of Stoic 

influence—enough to illustrate that the Christian pastoral strains evident in Pelagius’s work never 

completely pushed out the underlying Stoic influence dotting his theology. A summary of the 

pastoral influences present in the epistles, combined with this Stoic evidence, will help to complete 

the picture of the doctrinal underpinnings of Pelagius’s message.  

 

2 PASTORAL INFLUENCES 

All the Pelagian epistles analyzed also exhibited traits of a pastoral influence. The evidence 

pointing to a pastoral influence is less than overwhelming, and therefore no firm conclusions about 
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an absolute pastoral tone can be drawn. However, evidence of pastoral influence is more significant 

than that of the Stoic influence; moreover, several of the interpretive categories did show strong 

pastoral leanings, and a few were dominated by pastoral themes. 

The interpretive classification of fault categorization found in the Pelagian corpus was 

dominated by the type of judgmental tone characteristic of Foucault’s pastorate. All four epistles 

showed a strong bias to judgmental themes over and above the administrative elements found in 

Stoicism, and none of the epistles included enough references to Stoic administrative traits to put 

any individual epistle classification into question. This agreement makes the fault categorization 

element the most one-sided topic in the investigation. 

The category of self-observation frequency, while not as one-sided as that of fault 

categorization, showed significant elements of pastoral influence. This is not to say that evidence 

for a Stoic influence was missing from the epistles, but the Stoic examples never amounted to a 

majority opinion in any of the texts. Two epistles in particular, Ad Demetriadem and Ad Celantiam, 

showed significant evidence of the constant self-observation characteristic of Foucault’s pastoral 

model. The evidence supporting a pastoral categorization of self-observation frequency in De 

divina lege was more substantial than that of a Stoic classification, but it was nonetheless weak. 

The remaining epistle, De virginitate, contains evidence similar to that of De divina lege—more 

evidence for a pastoral label than for a Stoic classification, but overall weak and subsequently not 

convincing. In sum, when the four epistles are analyzed as a group, the global theme of self-

observation frequency is decidedly pastoral.  

The summary of Stoic correct-action evidence above illustrates the voluminous and 

balanced evidence found in the epistles relevant to the correct-action and correct-thought category. 

Pelagius significantly diverges from Foucault’s dualistic action/thought matrix by strongly 
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emphasizing the importance of both thought and action in the Christian life. While the numerous 

examples of pastoral correct thought found in the epistles may point to an underlying pastoral 

influence, it should be noted that the existence of an equally convincing amount of Stoic evidence 

present in the epistles makes this assignment somewhat problematic. 

As mentioned previously, Ad Demetriadem exhibits significant elements of Stoic self-

fortification, but both De virginitate and De divina lege focus instead on pastoral self-renunciation. 

In these epistles, Pelagius directs the reader to forfeit personal judgment and to abandon worldly 

possessions and endeavors. These are also elements of Foucault’s pastoral renunciation and are 

therefore somewhat pastoral in nature. However, even the examples presented in these epistles 

lack the essential element of a full renunciation of the will—a key characteristic of his pastoral 

model. There is also evidence pointing to a pastoral lean in Ad Demetriadem. The concept of self-

renunciation appears in the context of Pelagius’s exhortation that Demetras renounce ownership 

over her sexuality. This is a form of self-renunciation, but this evidence is overwhelmed by the 

Stoic self-fortification examples present in the epistle and pales in comparison to the pastoral 

evidence found in De virginitate and De divina lege. As a whole, the category is somewhat split 

between Stoic and pastoral evidence. It should be noted, however, that the evidence pointing to a 

pastoral self-renunciation, while present in the epistles and more voluminous than the evidence for 

Stoic self-fortification, falls short of perfectly matching Foucault’s definition of pastoral self-

renunciation. 

The examples above illustrate the significant degree to which pastoral characteristics are 

present in the Pelagian epistles. But, as the evidence clearly demonstrates, the pastoral tilt to these 

epistles is not complete, and it is difficult to even confidently assume that the pastoral flavor of the 
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epistles outstrips the Stoic influence. Next, I will highlight the elements of the interpretive 

categories that do not fit neatly into either Stoic or pastoral definitions. 

  

3 NON-STOIC AND NON-PASTORAL INFLUENCES 

When I first sketched the outline of this thesis, I did not anticipate that this category would be 

necessary, or that if it was necessary, it would be significant. But as I went deeper into the analysis 

of the epistles, it became clear not only that this section would be substantial but also that it could 

ultimately be one of the most important to the overall investigation. Many of the passages relevant 

to the six interpretive categories I utilized for this analysis simply did not fit easily into Foucault’s 

definitions of Stoic or pastoral patterns. 

The most problematic interpretive category was that of obedience. It was not that Pelagius 

ignored the topic of obedience. Quite the contrary, it was one of the most important themes in the 

Pelagian corpus. The problem was one of fit. Foucault’s Stoic obedience assumes individual 

obedience to the self or to a known Stoic behavioral ideal, or a temporary obedience to a master 

(in a student/master relationship). On the other side of the coin, Foucault’s pastoral obedience 

assumed unquestioned and total obedience to one’s pastoral superior. While it is true that the 

examples of obedience exhibiting elements characteristic of Foucault’s model were strongly tilted 

toward the Stoic definition, as a whole Pelagius’s obedience doctrine does not fit neatly into 

Foucault’s dualistic view. Instead, Pelagius’s obedience emphasis was overwhelmingly focused 

on an unyielding obedience to God. God’s exclusion from Foucault’s pastorate was outlined 

previously, so I will avoid rehashing the topic here, but this assumption leaves arguably the most 

important theme to Pelagius’s epistles outside of Foucault’s interpretive rubric. The relevance of 
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Pelagius’s doctrine of obedience will be addressed below, but here it is enough to say that 

Foucault’s rigid model was not particularly useful in analyzing this important epistle theme. 

The interpretive category of correct action versus correct thought was also problematic, but 

for vastly different reasons. Rather than emphasizing action over thought (Foucault’s Stoic model) 

or thought over action (Foucault’s pastoral model), Pelagius elevated both thought and action to 

absolute necessities for Christian salvation. Each of the epistles showed strong evidence supporting 

both correct action and correct thought. When analyzed as a corpus, the four epistles showed a 

strong balance of correct-action and correct-thought elements, greatly diminishing the ability to 

assign a Stoic or pastoral label to the group.  

It is also important to note the lack of applicable exagoreusis in Pelagius’s epistles. As we 

have seen, exagoreusis is a form of confession, and based on Foucault’s model of the pastorate, 

one would expect to see this activity directed toward a member of the pastorate. There are certainly 

examples of what could be classified as exagoreusis in the Pelagian epistles, but the exagoreusis 

found in Pelagius’s work is not directed at a member of the pastorate; it is only directed to God. 

This shift in the object of exagoreusis from a human member of the pastorate to a divine recipient 

may even disqualify these passages as exemplifying exagoreusis. This is similar to the problem of 

obedience outlined above—the insertion of God into the equation derails the pastoral formula. 

These elements obviously do not fit well within Foucault’s definition of either pre-

Christian Stoic or Christian pastoral power dynamics. In addition to this interpretive difficulty, the 

evidence that does fit well within Foucault’s model is decidedly mixed, exhibiting both strong 

Stoic and strong pastoral traits. It is clear from this analysis that Foucault’s attempts to classify the 

factors differentiating Stoic and pastoral Christianity are far too rigid to capture the nuanced reality 

of late-Christian works. Despite the interpretive inflexibility inherent to Foucault’s model, some 
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of the elements he utilized to justify the model can be used to add significant interpretive color to 

his black-and-white model. Ultimately, these extrapastoral elements do indeed help to shed 

additional light upon the underlying influences of Pelagius, and, when combined with information 

gleaned from Foucault’s rigid panoptic model, these elements coalesce to display a vivid portrait 

of Pelagian doctrine.  

One of Foucault’s key assumptions about the Christian pastorate is that it was formed as a 

direct response to what he termed the prevailing ‘disorder’ in the Eastern and Western Churches.968 

Specifically, Foucault mentions that one of the primary reasons for the formation of the pastorate 

was as a response to the ‘excesses on monachism, of Egyptian and Syrian anachōrēsis.’969 

Foucault points out Gnosticism as a prime example of the chaos that lead to the formation of the 

pastorate,970 but in general, the disorder and excesses Foucault speaks of are a combination of five 

elements he labels as pastoral counterconduct: asceticism, communities, mysticism, the use of 

scripture, and eschatological beliefs. Foucault suggests that the chaos initiated by these five 

elements not only led to the formation of the pastorate but also has continually challenged the 

power structures of the pastorate throughout the history of Christianity.971 Four of these 

elements—asceticism, mysticism, scripture, and eschatological beliefs—share significant 

doctrinal traits with the theology found in Pelagius’s epistles. An examination of these 

commonalities can help to further illustrate Pelagius’s teaching on the Foucauldian pastoral 

continuum.  

 
968 Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 196. 
969 Ibid., 205. 
970 Ibid., 195. 
971 Ibid., 204. 
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The first category of Foucault’s pastoral counterconduct is asceticism. The asceticism 

Foucault speaks of is primarily the anachōrēsis of the Egyptian and Syrian deserts in the third and 

fourth centuries, not the cenobitic communities that share the common ascetic label. Foucault 

attacked asceticism for several reasons, mostly already summarized in chapter 2, but one element 

in particular stands out—obedience. In Foucault’s definition of asceticism, the ascetic owes no 

obedience to the pastorate or any person. Instead, ascetic obedience is a mastery of the self driven 

by an obedience to the self.972 Self-mastery (enkrateia) and obedience to the self negate the need 

for external panoptic oversight. Foucault’s asceticism does include panoptic oversight, but it 

diverges significantly from the oversight found in his pastoral model. He describes asceticism as 

‘an exercise of self on self; it is a sort of close combat of the individual with himself in which the 

authority, presence, and gaze of someone else is, if not impossible, at least unnecessary.’973 The 

panoptic focus is squarely on the self in this definition, making the use of external panoptic focus 

irrelevant.  

Foucault summarizes his brand of asceticism by labeling it ‘a sort of exasperated and 

reversed obedience that has become egoistic self-mastery.’974 The attribution of individuality and 

self-mastery in Foucault’s definition of asceticism is not without basis. Other scholars approach 

the definition similarly. For example, Gavin Flood’s description of the two primary goals of 

asceticism, withdrawal (anachōrēsis) and self-mastery (enkrateia),975 is very similar to Foucault’s 

emphasis. Of course, some forms of Christian asceticism do not include self-mastery, so 

suggesting these elements are foundational to all Christian asceticism is far too broad a statement. 

 
972 Ibid., 206. 
973 Ibid., 205. 
974 Ibid., 207–8. 
975 Flood, Ascetic Self, 145. 
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However, the multiple examples from the epistles that include directives to withdraw from worldly 

duties and, more commonly, to master one’s thoughts and behaviors attest to the alignment 

between Foucault’s asceticism and Pelagius’s doctrine. 

As we have explored throughout this investigation, observation is directly related to 

control. As the external gaze is shifted to an internal gaze, so too do power and control shift from 

external sources to internal. Foucault calls this ascetic focus an ‘excess that denies access to an 

external power.’976 By definition, Foucault’s pastorate strictly limited ‘everything incompatible 

with the organization of power.’977 Therefore, the internal locus of power associated with 

asceticism equates to a fundamental disconnect with pastoral Christianity. Self-mastery, self-

observation, and personal agency are central to Pelagius’s message. This behavioral construct pulls 

the locus of individual power internally, making Pelagius’s doctrine, at least by Foucault’s 

definition, distinctly counter to pastoral norms. In terms of the asceticism defined by Foucault, 

Pelagius’s theology has more in common with early Christian anachōrēsis than with the Christian 

pastorate.  

Closely related to Foucault’s description of asceticism was that of mysticism. Again, the 

problem is one of obedience. Foucault describes mysticism as a ‘privileged status of an experience 

that by definition escapes pastoral power.’978 He contrasts the Christian pastorate with mysticism 

by emphasizing the fundamental difference between the two approaches to the faith: ‘The pastorate 

was the channel between the faithful and God. In mysticism, there is an immediate communication 

that may take the form of a dialogue between God and the soul.’979 In this form of mysticism, 

 
976 Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 208. 
977 Ibid., 205. 
978 Ibid., 212. 
979 Ibid., 213. 
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obedience did not travel the structured avenue indicative of the pastorate. Instead, obedience was 

a direct interaction between the individual and God. The differing panoptic assumptions play a key 

role in defining the differences between the pastorate and mysticism. Foucault indicates that 

mysticism ‘has a completely different game of visibility. The soul is not offered to the other for 

examination, through a system of confessions. In mysticism the soul sees itself. It sees itself in 

God and it sees God in itself.’980 Here again, observation drives control. In this scenario, the 

pastorate and its panoptic control mechanisms are jettisoned in favor of a direct relationship 

between the individual and God. Control is shifted from the pastorate and dispersed between the 

individual and God.  

Foucault’s concept of mysticism imagines the world as a struggle between competing 

forces. Light and dark, loss and return, and absence and return are several of the competing forces 

he specifically mentions.981 This dualistic approach fits well with Pelagius’s world view. The 

examples from the epistles highlight his obsessive attention to right and wrong. In Pelagius’s 

doctrine, one is either on the narrow path to salvation or on the broad road to eternal destruction. 

Pelagius does acknowledge that individuals have the ability to alter their thoughts and behaviors 

in order to shift paths, but an individual’s trajectory is binary⎯every soul actively travels one of 

the two paths. This is not to say that Foucault’s model of mysticism perfectly aligns with the 

teachings of Pelagius. Foucault’s mysticism adopts an experiential approach to faith; the authority 

of Scripture is diminished in favor of direct guidance from the divine. Pelagius’s embrace of 

scriptural authority diverges significantly from the mystic approach, making the fit between 

Pelagius’s doctrine and Foucault’s mysticism less than perfect. However, the commonalities 

 
980 Ibid., 212. 
981 Ibid. 
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remain, and these shared approaches highlight the pastoral counterconduct evidence pulsing 

throughout Pelagius’s epistles.  

The next relevant category of pastoral counterconduct is what Foucault called the ‘problem 

of Scripture.’982 Scriptural authority certainly exists in Foucault’s pastorate, but only when wielded 

by the pastor. Foucault summarized the role of Scripture when he wrote, ‘It is not that the privileges 

of Scripture did not exist in the system of pastoral power, but it is quite clear that it was as if 

Scripture was relegated to the background of the essential presence, teaching, intervention, and 

speech of the pastor himself.’983 Foucault’s description of pastoral counterconduct focuses 

primarily on the emergence of the trend in the Middle Ages, but it certainly is relevant to this 

investigation. Foucault contends that Scripture, as a counterconduct element, short-circuits the 

pastorate because ‘the Scripture is a text that speaks for itself and has no need of the pastoral 

relay.’984 Pelagius would no doubt agree with this assumption, as his continual focus on scriptural 

authority is evident throughout each epistle. The following passage exemplifies this emphasis: 

‘You ought, I say, to meditate on holy scriptures without ceasing and fill your mind with them, to 

deprive evil thoughts of room to settle in by packing your soul with divine feelings and to show 

how much you love God by your love of his law.’985 Foucault’s summation of scriptural 

counterconduct meshes well with Pelagius’s position: ‘Reading is a spiritual act that puts the 

faithful in the presence of God’s word and which consequently finds its law and guarantee in this 

 
982 Ibid., 213. 
983 Ibid. 
984 Ibid. 
985 Rees, Letters, 66. See PL 30:42a: ‘Qua de re debes (saepe enim repeto quod fieri semper volo) sanctas Scripturas 

sine intermissione meditari, hisque tuam replere mentem: et malis cogitationibus locum auferens, divinis animum 

sensibus occupare: quantumque Deum diligas, ex dilectione legis ejus ostendere.’ 
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inner illumination.’986 Because scriptural authority was the foundation of Pelagius’s theology, this 

link to a pastoral counterconduct element is a critical factor in the overall analysis.  

The final element of relevant pastoral counterconduct is that of eschatological beliefs. 

Foucault suggests that the foundational claim of this belief system is that ‘the times are fulfilled 

or in the process of being fulfilled.’987 This description of eschatology might be better classified 

as ‘imminent eschatology’ rather than general eschatology. Eschatology, derived from the Greek 

word eschatos (last), does not necessarily carry with it an active meaning. Pelagius did not preach 

the imminent coming of the end; his eschatology assumed the end of individual life, not the entire 

world. So, in this way his position is fundamentally different than Foucault’s definition. However, 

there are significant commonalities between Foucault’s definition of eschatological beliefs and 

Pelagius’s doctrine, primarily the identification of what Foucault calls the ‘true shepherd.’ As part 

of Foucault’s eschatology construct, God is the true shepherd, making human shepherds 

irrelevant.988 The examples presented in this investigation highlight Pelagius’s insistence that God 

is the focus of all Christian thought and action, and they illustrate the commonalities to Foucault’s 

eschatological shepherd. The assumption of God as the true shepherd is where mysticism and 

elements of eschatological counterconduct converge. In both instances, the individual has direct 

access to God without the necessity of a pastoral intermediary. This direct access is at the heart of 

Pelagius’s theology, aligning it with both counterconduct definitions.  

The inclusion of the ‘problem of Scripture’ category, combined with the devaluation of 

scriptural authority inherent in mysticism, illustrates the nebulous nature of Foucault’s 

counterconduct grouping. To be fair, Foucault never intended to utilize his counterconduct 

 
986 Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 213. 
987 Ibid., 214. 
988 Ibid. 
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summary to identify a single group of Christians operating in opposition to the established 

pastorate. Rather, the description of these elements was meant to highlight the ways in which 

Christian groups have lived in tension with the pastorate and, occasionally, directly confronted and 

destabilized the pastorate. Even though by definition these elements are outside of the pastorate, 

Foucault acknowledges that these counterconduct elements are not necessarily external to 

Christianity, calling them ‘border-elements’ of Christianity.989  

Ultimately, Pelagius’s doctrine is neither Stoic nor pastoral Christian. Instead, it inhabits 

the border regions of Foucault’s model of pastoral Christianity. This assumption can be confirmed 

by reviewing the locus of control in Pelagius’s theology. Control is a central function of Foucault’s 

analysis, and his definitions of pastoral and nonpastoral elements flow from the identification of a 

locus of power. In a broad sense, if Christians have forfeited their power, they are likely situated 

within the pastorate. If the locus of power is within the individual Christian and only relinquished 

to the God/Christ figure, then that person is likely nonpastoral. By this rubric, Pelagius’s doctrine, 

while exhibiting traits of the pastoral inclusion, is fundamentally nonpastoral. Other rubrics also 

confirm this assumption. For example, the aforementioned elements of ascetic self-obedience, 

mystical traits, the reliance on scriptural authority, and the eschatological belief in the ‘true 

shepherd’ exhibited in Pelagius’s epistles do not seem to easily fall into the categories of 

Foucault’s Stoic or pastoral behavior. Rather, they are better aligned with the movements that 

Foucault contends led to the formation of the Christian pastorate. These elements of ‘disorder’ and 

‘excesses’ are fundamental to Pelagius’s message, and any analysis of the potential underlying 

influences found in these epistles would be incomplete without outlining their importance to his 

message. Whether labeled as ‘ascetic,’ ‘mystic,’ or ‘anachōrēsis,’ the fit with this investigation is 

 
989 Ibid., 214–15. 
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clear. The Egyptian and Syrian desert ascetics can be seen as a type of temporal and doctrinal 

bridge between Foucault’s Stoicism and his Christian pastorate. Temporal because the height of 

the Christian anachōrēsis corresponds with the period between the dominance of Stoic thought in 

the early Roman Imperial age and the later consolidation of power in Foucault’s pastorate; and 

doctrinal because the practices and belief systems of anachōrēsis were neither Stoic nor pastoral 

in nature, but inclusive of elements of both traditions. 

It should be noted that the positioning of Pelagius’s doctrine outside of the parameters of 

Foucault’s pastorate is largely a function of the inherent limitations of his model. Foucault’s 

primary objective in outlining the Christian pastorate is to describe how Christianity has 

traditionally exerted control over individuals. In other words, it is an attempt to illustrate how one 

person or group of people have power over another person or group of people. This narrow focus 

severely limits the applicability of the model, particularly in a theology such as we find in Pelagius. 

Pelagius’s Christianity is not fundamentally about the power one person holds over another. 

Christians do not cede power to others, but to God. Foucault’s narrow focus on interpersonal power 

dynamics leads to a rejection of a divine presence in the pastorate. Christopher Mayes highlights 

this pastoral rejection of the divine when he summarizes the underlying interpretive mistake 

Foucault made while fashioning the pastorate. Mayes suggest that Foucault, when highlighting the 

historical role of the shepherd, focused too much on the Hebraic shepherd without fully 

considering the role of the Christian shepherd.990 The Hebraic shepherd personified by David 

points to a pastorate that precludes divine participation. Foucault’s error is omitting the ‘good 

shepherd’ motif of the Gospels. By incorporating Christ as the good shepherd in the overall 

analysis, it would be significantly more difficult to exclude God/Christ from pastoral participation. 

 
990 Christopher Mayes, “The Violence of Care: An Analysis of Foucault’s Pastor,” JCRT 11.1 (2010): 119. 
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In this manner, Foucault’s insistence on interpersonal power in his modeling fundamentally alters 

his view of Christianity and is a primary consideration in situating Pelagius’s doctrine on the 

pastoral/Stoic continuum. 

 

4 CONCLUSIONS 

Pelagius was a product of his age. He was writing to a specific class of persons at a specific moment 

in history. Therefore, the letters he wrote need to be understood in the context of that particular 

Sitz im Leben. During this period, Christianity was asserting its influence on Roman society. The 

Roman state itself was under siege on multiple military and economic fronts, providing an 

undercurrent of anxiety that permeated most of the Empire. Peter Brown described the crisis as 

‘an atmosphere tinged with a sense of public peril.’991 During this period, Christianity was already 

established as a religious and philosophical norm of Roman society, but Stoicism and other 

philosophical concepts still held considerable sway. Virginity and marital chastity, formerly a 

rarity in Roman society, were now accepted avenues for women to pursue. This was a unique 

period of time when power balances were in flux. This transitional power structure was apparent 

in a global context, but it could also be seen on a personal level. For example, by taking a vow of 

chastity, a Roman woman contemporary to Pelagius could wield a degree of power that was simply 

unavailable to previous generations of Roman women. This was particularly true for members of 

the lower echelons of Roman society. By devoting one’s life to the church, one could achieve a 

degree of respect where very little was afforded previously. The aforementioned flux was not 

simply a matter of power becoming available to new classes of individuals; it was apparent that 

 
991 Peter Brown, Through the Eye of a Needle: Wealth, the Fall of Rome, and the Making of Christianity in the West, 

350–550 AD (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012), 291. 
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previous centers of power could also lose ground in the zero-sum power dynamic of the period. 

The Roman state was ceding some power elements to the church,992 and as we have seen in the 

examples of self-renunciation in the pastoral context, power was being ceded at an individual level 

as well. It is only by considering the content of these letters in this multifaceted context of societal 

change and uncertainty that can we begin to understand the message they contain. 

Certainly, many of these societal realities played a part in the formation of these epistles, 

and they likely colored Pelagius’s concepts of proper Christian behavior. As we have seen in 

chapter 2, a man outside of a family offering life advice might have been resisted, if not met with 

open hostility. Pelagius was not the paterfamilias of any of the letter recipients, but he also lived 

in a specific era when that fact did not necessarily play a significant role in the acceptance of his 

message. Christianity brought with it new expectations and new cultural nuances. In this new era, 

advice was often sought from Christian luminaries outside of the recipient’s family units. In sum, 

these epistles were penned during an era of great uncertainty. Previous norms were being 

questioned, and new religious assumptions were being embraced. It was this context that allowed 

Pelagius and others to write letters that bypassed the normal familial power structure while 

simultaneously ignoring previous cultural expectations concerning sex.993  

Against this backdrop, the difficulty of pinpointing underlying theological influences 

sixteen hundred years removed from the situation should be obvious. However, with the aid of the 

analytical lens of Michel Foucault’s model of the Christian pastorate, we can draw some basic 

 
992 An example of this fluid power dynamic can be seen in the interaction between Ambrose and Emperor Valentinian 

II. See Ambrose, Ep. 20, in Letters of Saint Ambrose (PL 16:999c–1000a). 
993 An example of this can be seen in several of the epistles of Augustine, Jerome, and Pelagius found in this thesis. 

In many of these epistles, grown men, in many cases men who have never actually met the recipient of the letter, are 

giving sexual advice to teenagers. In the age of imperial patresfamilias, this would not have been the norm. 
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conclusions. Pelagius was not writing his epistles from a firmly Stoic or a firmly pastoral point of 

view. While it is doubtful there were many ideologically ‘pure’ authors that adhered completely 

to either one of Foucault’s interpretive classifications, the evidence presented in this thesis 

suggests Pelagius certainly was not one of them. If the ideological poles of both Stoicism and 

pastoral Christianity are abandoned, the search narrows to the middle of Foucault’s continuum. 

From this middle-ground we can see many similarities between Pelagius’s message and the 

elements of Foucault’s pastoral counterconduct construct that ultimately, according to Foucault, 

led to the formation of the Christian pastorate. These commonalities highlight the conclusion that 

Pelagius’s doctrine, while exhibiting elements of both Stoic and pastoral praxis, is ultimately more 

closely aligned with the Christian anchorite praxis and theology that was common in the third and 

fourth centuries in the Egyptian and Syrian deserts.  

I arrived at this interpretive conclusion with a significant caveat—how would this analysis 

have changed if I would have assumed that God was part of Foucault’s pastorate? Clearly, the shift 

toward the pastoral pole on the continuum would have taken place, and ultimately my conclusion 

might have been that Pelagius’s doctrine was relatively firmly rooted in the thought and praxis 

defined by Foucault’s pastorate. But considering Foucault’s overall governmentality theory, I 

believe my assumption that God was not a member of Foucault’s pastorate is on firm ground. I say 

this because, if Foucault would have included God in his pastorate, his logical step from the 

Christian pastorate to modern governmentality would have become a giant leap. In both of his 

Christian pastorate and governmentality models, the central power dynamic revolves around the 

assumption that humans control other humans. This assumption is the commonality that bridges 

the two theories, and if God were to be included in the definition of the pastorate, the common link 

would vanish.   
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5 SUMMARY 

While very little is known about the historical Pelagius, but a continued systematic evaluation of 

his work and the historical context of his theological formulation will continue to advance our 

understanding of this controversial figure. The application of Foucault’s Christian pastoral 

construct to the letters of Pelagius has shed new light on the possible influences of Pelagius and 

represents another layer in the ever-growing foundation of Pelagian scholarship that exists today.  

              I am confident that this thesis will lead to new avenues of inquiry that will ultimately add 

to existing Pelagian scholarship, but a few potential future avenues of inquiries seem clear. First, 

this thesis examined Pelagius’s theological construct through the Stoic and Christian pastoral lens 

provided by Foucault. This methodology was a useful starting point in the task of placing 

Pelagius’s thought on the Stoic-Christian philosophical continuum. However, this thesis and the 

resulting analysis point to the commonalities with Christian ascetic thought and praxis. Therefore, 

a future avenue of scholarly inquiry into the commonalities between Pelagius’s theology and that 

of the Christian ascetics of the fourth and fifth centuries may be extremely fruitful. 

             Another potential line of inquiry would be an investigation of Pelagius’s Christology and 

how it fits within his theological construct. This thesis outlined several of the problematic elements 

of Foucault’s usage of God and Christ, and how these contradictory usages vastly complicate the 

interpretation of Foucault’s pastoral message. Foucault’s ambiguous use of God/Christ in his 

writings could be another avenue of future scholarly research, but in terms of future Pelagian 

avenues of research, a better understanding of Pelagius’s Christology would not only add nuance 

to the placement of Pelagius’s theology on the Stoic-Christian philosophical continuum, it would 

also aid in the analysis of Pelagian thought in the context of his interaction with Augustine. 
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             Ultimately, new avenues of inquiry such as these will not only add to the body of scholarly 

knowledge already accumulated in the field of Pelagian studies, they will continually push scholars 

to reexamine previous assumptions. Together, the continual advancement of knowledge and the 

corresponding critical look at previous assumptions will bring the intellectual portrait of Pelagius 

into ever-increasing focus. I am confident that this thesis represents a significant step forward in 

Pelagian studies and will provide future scholars a foundation for new and important lines of 

inquiry. 
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