This essay will compare selections from The Life of St. Mary of Egypt with contemporary examples of language regarding slut shaming from contemporary media and news for the purpose of considering how each of these types of literature and media portray the concern or lack thereof for female sexual autonomy. Contemporary examples of slut shaming and the policing of female sexual autonomy will include references to contemporary media such as poetry, music, news, and journalism from feminist journalist and author Laurie Penny. I will be working with the standard definition of slut shaming: ‘the action or fact of stigmatizing a woman for engaging in behaviour judged to be promiscuous or sexually provocative’,[footnoteRef:1] and using that definition to shape the analysis and comparisons between The Life of Saint Mary of Egypt and the contemporary sources. Concerning the policing and discussion surrounding female sexual autonomy, it is something that is still relevant and worthy of conversation today, in light of recent events; the election of self-confessed sexual abuser President Trump; the death of Playboy’s founder Hugh Hefner and subsequent burial beside Marilyn Monroe; the numerous rape and harassment allegations against esteemed Hollywood producer Harvey Weinstein. Women in the twenty first century are abused on screen and off screen, are hounded and shamed for appearing to be sexually ‘promiscuous’, or not sexual enough, and are shamed incessantly (and perhaps unwittingly) by friends, family, peers, and strangers in the workplace, at home, at school, and on social media respectively. This essay will examine how women in the fourth century were held to the same impossible standards, and how slut shaming has evolved and controlled women for as long as we are aware. [1:  Dictionary.com] 

The Life of Saint Mary of Egypt details the life of Mary, the patron saint of penitents. The fact that she is the patron saint of penitents tells us almost everything to set the tone of the text: she is the patron saint of repentance in the face of sin. It was written by Sophronius, the patriarch of Jerusalem, and its audience was likely to be almost exclusively men of the church. This presents some problematic foundations; this discussion of a woman’s sexual autonomy was written and received by men who lived and worked by an institution that had then (and has now) some very particular views on how people in general and women in particular should lead their lives. Therefore, one must be aware when reading such a text that there are preconceived rules and expectations for women in early Christian society which serve as the foundations upon which tales are told. On the other hand, a twenty first century audience must also consider the extent to which our understanding of these texts should be shaped by our own pre-existing rules, expectations, and morals. I believe it is important to apply twenty first century ideas and sociological theories to such texts, otherwise there is not much point to the study of history. History must be learnt from, and to properly learn from it I believe we must place these texts into a newer, modern context, but a balance must be struck – we must try not to judge the people we are reading about, and we should not approach the texts from a morally superior standpoint – it should just be something we keep in mind and compare and contrast where necessary.
For a text such as The Life of Saint Mary of Egypt, this did prove difficult: our knee jerk reaction tends to be subjective and emotional, and it is much easier to just be angry about the narrative surrounding Mary of Egypt. For instance, the narrative is steeped in shame both coming from Mary herself, and from Sophronius. She inflicts physical, mental, and spiritual anguish onto herself by banishing herself to the desert for her sins because she believed that being a sexually active woman was sinful enough to warrant having to live with absolutely zero human contact. There are specific language choices in the text that directly pertain to slut shaming, and maybe men do not have the authority in the narrative – upon meeting Mary she runs from the monk pursuing her, and sends him away – the authority lies firmly with Sophronius in that he has interpreted and written her story and is the one who is presenting it to the rest of the world.
Mary of Egypt tells Zosimas the story of her life: when she was twelve years old she ‘rejected [her] love’ for her parents, and is ‘ashamed to think about how [she] first destroyed [her] own virginity, and how [she] then threw [herself] entirely and insatiably into the lust of sexual intercourse’.[footnoteRef:2] This alone is enough to suggest a hefty amount of self-blame and to an extent, self-hatred – the very fact that she was ‘ashamed’ to think of her life suggests that the society in which she lived was intolerant to sexually autonomous women. Shame is a social construct, and so it could be argued that slut shaming is so ingrained into early Christian society that there is no real chance that it will not be heavily featured throughout the text. [2:  Soph. Mary of Egypt] 

She goes on to describe to him that she ‘tempted’ men into ‘licentiousness, not for payment … [she] simply contrived this so that [she] could seduce many more men, thus turning my lust into a free gift … [she] had an insatiable passion and uncontrollable lust to wallow in filth’,[footnoteRef:3] and it is interesting that most of the slut shaming in this text does come from Mary herself. This opens up the discussion that if women are going to be freely talking about themselves in such a way, then it can only be assumed that they are so aware of societal expectations that they will shame themselves into submission. This also presents a theme that runs throughout Mary’s story – that she is the one ‘tempting’ men with her sinful ways, and thus she is the only one taking any blame. This narrative is one that runs through even today’s narratives of rape and even consensual sexual intercourse; women are asked what they were wearing when they were raped, how much alcohol they had consumed, had they greenlighted it in any way? And rape, by definition, is an attack – and yet the major thing people are concerned with seems to be whether the victim had tempted the attacker in any way, rather than laying the blame with the accused. [3:  Soph. Mary of Egypt] 

The text details Mary’s passage to Jerusalem, where she offers sex to pay for safe passage. She claims that the men recognised her ‘penchant for shamelessness’, took her to the boat they were travelling on, and then she describes ‘the acts into which [she] forced those wretched men against their will … no kind of licentiousness that [she] did not teach those miserable men’.[footnoteRef:4] Obviously, we cannot make assumptions about whether or not she had intercourse with those men ‘against their will’, but the tone of the rest of the text suggests that perhaps that was not really the case. In the whole piece, not once is any kind of shame or blame prescribed to anybody else but Mary. When she arrived in Jerusalem, she ‘corrupted many other men, both citizens and foreigners, whom [she] picked up for this purpose’, and she ‘[wandered around] hunting after the souls of young men’,[footnoteRef:5] and I am tempted to suggest that it may have been written this way to demonstrate the weight of Mary’s transformation from sin to repentance. However, it is problematic if this is the case, because of the deep rooted shame and demonization that is present throughout, and the normalisation of such beliefs and policing.  [4:  Soph. Mary of Egypt]  [5:  Soph. Mary of Egypt] 

To mark the beginning of Mary’s epic repentance, she talks to a statue of the Virgin Mary, ‘the ever virginal, the chaste, Thou Who art pure and undefiled in body and soul’.[footnoteRef:6] This suggests that Mary of Egypt believes herself to be ‘defiled’ and ‘impure’, which again tells us a lot about the way society viewed women who were not sacred virgins. She tells the Virgin Mary that ‘it is right that I, the prodigal woman, should be hated and abhorred by Thou Who art pure’.[footnoteRef:7] The idea that it is ‘right’ for anybody to be ‘hated and abhorred’ is abhorrent in itself, much less for simply having the audacity to have sexual intercourse. This whole passage seems very much to compare the Virgin Mary to Mary of Egypt – the consecrated holy virgin, and the slut. It ends with Mary of Egypt banishing herself to the desert so that she can do some soul searching and stop corrupting innocent men with her devilish ways, and thus presents a very clear social hierarchy, a hierarchy so vast that they do not seem to be even on the same scale as each other. The message is clear: have sexual intercourse outside of marriage and become impure and defiled, and the only way to fix yourself and repent for your sins is to inflict isolation and suffering upon yourself, or be like perfect and pure and undefiled by sex like the Virgin Mary, and congratulations, you have it made. [6:  Soph. Mary of Egypt]  [7:  Soph. Mary of Egypt] 

The first time Zosimas sees Mary in the desert, he thinks that she is a ‘demonic phantom’,[footnoteRef:8] and the tone is instantly set. He then sees that she is a naked woman, and he immediately became ‘inspired with pleasure and, filled with a joy at that incredible sight, began to run in the direction that this creature he saw was heading’.[footnoteRef:9] This is particularly harrowing; her very existence ‘inspires’ pleasure in even the most holy of men, and she is pursued instantly. By this point, he had already realised that she is a woman, and yet she is still described as a ‘creature’. This also seems to parallel with the Harvey Weinstein allegations, even though Zosimas’ attraction to Mary was apparently not sexual, the instant ‘pleasure’ he felt at the sight of Mary and the subsequent pursual feels predatory. Weinstein has been accused of seeing women he worked with and around, and pursuing them, harassing and assaulting them. It seems to be a sense of entitlement that men are working with – even though Mary ran from Zosimas, he followed. Even though Weinstein’s victims asked him to move from the doorway, he would not.[footnoteRef:10] [8:  Soph. Mary of Egypt]  [9:  Soph. Mary of Egypt]  [10:  The Guardian, The Weinstein Allegations] 

When Zosimas catches up with Mary, she covers herself up and asks him: ‘why did you wish to see a woman who is deprived of every virtue?’[footnoteRef:11] It seems that self-isolation does not get rid of self-hatred and self-blame, and the concept of slut-shaming. She tells him that she is ‘ashamed … to describe for you my shameful actions … how could I possibly boast, since I had become the instrument of the devil? … you will avoid me, as one avoids a snake’.[footnoteRef:12] The comparison to a snake here is interesting in the concept of Original Sin, that she might still tempt him into sin as the snake tempted Eve. It brings us back to the concept of Mary being so sinful that she tempts holy and innocent people against their will. [11:  Soph. Mary of Egypt]  [12:  Soph. Mary of Egypt] 

Laurie Penny writes that today, girls are growing up ‘in a world that hates women’s bodies’, and that developing sexuality is a ‘loaded weapon [that] your parents, peers, and teachers line up to make sure you never learn how to use’.[footnoteRef:13] This kind of idea of how women and girls are raised and what they are taught to believe about themselves is not too different from what has been discussed from The Life of Saint Mary of Egypt. We are taught to police ourselves, to ‘perform sexy but don’t actually have sex … play with power, as long as you never claim it … enact desire, as long as you don’t act on it’.[footnoteRef:14] Mary was aware that her nakedness in the desert was somehow inappropriate: ‘I cannot turn toward you and be seen by you face to face, for as you see I am a woman and I am naked, and I am ashamed to have my body uncovered … throw me the garment that you are wearing, so that with it I may cover my feminine weakness’.[footnoteRef:15] The notion of ‘feminine weakness’ is something that will not die: we are weak if we have intercourse, we are weak if we abstain, we are weak if we are raped. One only has to spend five minutes in a comments section on Facebook and the conversation will inevitably have strayed to female sexual autonomy, and the yards of judgement and misplaced opinions that go with it. [13:  Penny, New Statesmen]  [14:  Penny, New Statesmen]  [15:  Soph. Mary of Egypt] 

Penny writes that ‘being young, beautiful, and vulnerable is still the best thing that a woman can possibly be’,[footnoteRef:16] as Lana Del Rey sings ‘will you still love me when I’m no longer young and beautiful?’,[footnoteRef:17] as social media rips women apart for not being young enough, for being too beautiful, as Mary of Egypt cries ‘wretched woman that I am … I assumed that this was happening because of my womanly weakness … miserable woman that I am’,[footnoteRef:18] as Hillary Clinton tears Monica Lewinsky down, as women blame themselves and each other for wearing short skirts and skimpy tops, for daring to go out at night, for having a drink. ‘Society does not care about young women’,[footnoteRef:19] Laurie says, and it’s true. In the wake of Trump, and Hefner, and all the previous Weinsteins and the future Weinsteins, it is true. [16:  Penny, New Statesmen]  [17:  Del Rey, Young and Beautiful]  [18:  Soph. Mary of Egypt]  [19:  Penny, New Statesmen] 

There is concern for female sexual autonomy, and there always has been. But the concern is only for the policing and the control of it. Mary of Egypt dealt with the male gaze; she has been projected to us today through the lens of hundreds of years of male translators, and women have always been held to impossible standards that impacted then and impacts now on physical wellbeing and safety, and mental health as well. The Life of Saint Mary of Egypt assists our understanding of our own society, and the way we think and speak publicly about women’s sexual lives because through it we can see what has or has not changed. And things absolutely have not changed enough.
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