If Paul does not challenge gender inequality, should he be perceived as the ‘father of misogyny’? Critically discuss this question with reference to relevant passages in the undisputed Pauline letters.
As someone who has been on the ‘sharp end’ of misogynistic interpretations of scripture for most of their life, based in no small part on the undisputed Pauline letters, and additionally, on those whose authorship is questioned, it would be very easy to wholeheartedly agree with the statement that Paul is indeed the ‘father of misogyny’. Paul’s canonical writings have had an enormous impact on shaping the Church, its power structures and on those who reject Christianity because of perceived patriarchal and sexist attitudes towards women. Several millennia after Paul wrote his letters, discrimination within the Church against women is alive and kicking, despite some advances being made,[footnoteRef:1] and Paul’s influence in this cannot be denied. This would however be a somewhat simplistic conclusion to arrive at as it tends to air-brush away the examples found in the undisputed letters, of women who worked with Paul, who were leaders in ministry, took active roles in the church gatherings and who were commended by Paul. Instead, there are several issues that must be taken into account before a conclusion is drawn as to Paul’s ‘guilty or not guilty’ verdict, and his level of culpability with regard to his beliefs, exhortations and instructions to the church in relation to women. [1:  For example Bishops in the Anglican communion who will not ordain women to the priesthood (see Guardian article by ‘Watch’ Chair Revd Martine Oborne re Bishop of Blackburn appointment, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2023/jan/14/female-clergy-church-of-england-ordination-bishop), 11 April 2023, and parishes and parishioners that can reject the authority of women priests, also majority of part-time non-stipendiary posts filled by women.] 

History and Context
Paul lived in the 1st century C.E. The society and communities of which he was a part, were on the whole, male dominated and patriarchal. For centuries before, despite some advances for women during the Hellenistic period[footnoteRef:2] such as higher born women being able to access some education and wealthy women having influence in local decision making, by the time of the Roman Empire, women were still very much subordinate to men.  Before marriage, they were under the control of the male head of their family unit, and then moved to be under the control of their husband. In law, only adultery by a woman was punishable.[footnoteRef:3] Philosophical thinkers contemporary with Paul such as Philo viewed women as seductive, inferior, ruled by passion as opposed to men who were ruled by reason. It was thought better for a man to keep away from women so as not to be influenced by physical contact with them, as man was spiritual, and matter was evil.[footnoteRef:4] The female sex was categorised in relation to the man – whether useful or dangerous to him.[footnoteRef:5]  [2:  Elisabeth M Tetlow, ‘Women and Ministry in the New Testament’, https://womenpriests.org/articles-books/tetlow1-the-status-of-women-in-greek-roman-and-jewish-society/, 22 April 2023.]  [3:  E.M. Tetlow, ‘Women and Ministry in the New Testament’, 22 April 2023.]  [4:  Tetlow, 22 April 2023.]  [5:  Dorothy I. Sly, ‘Women of Philo’s World’ in Philo’s Perception of Women (Brown Judaic Studies, 2020) pp. 179–214. JSTOR, https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctvzpv4w5.15,  22 April 2023. ] 

In addition to this mix of Greek and Roman influences, Paul is also born into a Jewish family, and claims he was ‘advanced in Judaism’ and ‘zealous for the traditions of my ancestors’ (Galatians 1:14-15). Going back to early Judaism and its basis on the Torah, women were again not seen as equal to men, they had very few rights in law and had to follow strict rules for example regarding menstruation and the idea of being ‘unclean’.[footnoteRef:6] The story of Eve from Genesis 2, that presents her as created later from Adam’s ribs as a ‘helper’ for him, and then in Chapter 3 as the reason for ‘the fall’ because of her actions, provided a basis for treating women as inferior. Jewish writers such as Ben Sira writing in Ecclesiasticus[footnoteRef:7] - popular from 300 BCE and for the next few hundred years, added to this belief that it was women who were the origin of sin. Women were unable to hold official positions for worship during the Second Temple period[footnoteRef:8] (516 BCE to 70CE), they had to remain separate and were generally excluded from the Inner Court at the Jerusalem Temple.[footnoteRef:9] Evidence has been found however, of some exceptions in the status of women, such as in the Jewish sect of Therapeutae near Alexandria[footnoteRef:10] that included women, devoting their life to prayer and study. [6:  Tal IIan, ‘Post Biblical and Rabbinic Women’, Jewish Women’s Archive, https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/post-biblical-and-rabbinic-women, 22 April 2023.]  [7:  ‘From a woman sin had its beginning, and because of her we all die’, Sirach 25:24, Encyclopaedia Britannica, ‘Ecclesiasticus’, https://www.britannica.com/topic/Ecclesiasticus#ref112869, 22 April 2023.]  [8:  Shelley Cohney, Jewish Virtual Library, ‘The Jewish Temples: The Second Temple’,  https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/the-second-temple, 22 April 2023.]  [9:  Tal IIan, ‘Post Biblical and Rabbinic Women’. ]  [10:  Britannica, ‘Therapeutae: Jewish Sect’, https://www.britannica.com/topic/Therapeutae, 22 April 2023.] 

In his missionary journeys Paul would have encountered worship of deities that would vary from region to region. The worship of Isis and Aphrodite for example was popular in Corinth.[footnoteRef:11] The Roman authorities approved of an increasing number of deities as gods/goddesses were seen to influence different aspects of life. Some women of means held positions of authority within the pagan religious cults, and if they converted to becoming a Christ-believer, they would likely expect to have this privilege again within the house churches.[footnoteRef:12] Female converts now part of the Christ-believers’ communities could previously have experienced worship that was freeing from the constraints of the social norms such as hair left loose when worshipping the goddess Isis.[footnoteRef:13]   [11:  W.F. Browning, Dictionary of the Bible (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), p. 77.]  [12:  Sandra Hack Polaski, A Feminist Introduction to Paul (St Louis Missouri: Chalice Press, 2005), pp. 37-42.]  [13:  James D.G. Dunn, 1 Corinthians (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2003), p. 72.] 

Paul is a man who inhabits a 1st century world and cannot help but be influenced by it. Discussing J.A. Clines’ Essay ‘Paul the Invisible Man’, Polaski[footnoteRef:14] highlights for example how Paul views manliness and strength. For example, 1 Corinthians 16:13 Paul is urging his hearers to stand firm in the faith. This is translated ‘be courageous; be strong’ in NRSV, but the Greek andrizesthe, is literally exhorting the hearers to ‘be manly’.[footnoteRef:15] Paul in his letters makes references to traditionally male behaviours such as doing battle – as in 2 Corinthians 10:3-6. He wishes that everyone could ‘remain unmarried as I am’ (I Corinthians 7:7) and therefore free from the distractions of the flesh. In his paper on the influence of monotheism on patriarchy and misogyny, Mohl bluntly states that ‘extreme misogyny in Christianity began with Paul’;[footnoteRef:16] that Paul preferred the company of men; that despite him being a rebel against societal conventions he could not countenance females in authority; and that the Corinthian correspondence reveal Paul’s preoccupation with ‘money, idols, sex and female freedom’.[footnoteRef:17] Even if one does not agree wholeheartedly with Mohl’s judgements, it is clear that Paul has some specifically male preoccupations as in his concerns over circumcision in the Galatian correspondence. The role of the Law and especially the mark of circumcision, as in Paul’s instruction to the Gentiles that – ‘if you let yourselves be circumcised, Christ will be of no benefit to you’ (5:2) – has no bearing on the lives of his female hearers. [14:  S. H. Polaski, A Feminist Introduction to Paul, pp.12 -13.]  [15:  Scripture 4 All, ‘Greek Interlinear Bible (NT)’, https://www.scripture4all.org/OnlineInterlinear/NTpdf/1co16.pdf, 24 April 2023.]  [16:  Allan S. Mohl, ‘Monotheism: Its Influence on Patriarchy and Misogyny’, The Journal of Psychohistory 43:1 (2015), p.11, 24 April 2023.]  [17:  A.S. Mohl, ‘Monotheism: Its Influence on Patriarchy and Misogyny’, p.11, 24 April 2023.] 

Use of language
Økland[footnoteRef:18] highlights how in ancient Greek, the way females were classified in relation to gender and sexuality is different to, for example modern English. Men were referred to as anthrōpos or anēr, but there was no equivalent for females. ‘Woman’ is given as the translation of gynē but cannot be interchanged for anthrōpos, unlike anēr. There was no separate word for ‘wife’ and so gynē was used, thus mixing gender and sexual place in society. When men and women were together, they were addressed in the male form, and this can be seen in the writings of Paul especially in the openings of his letters[footnoteRef:19] as in 1 Corinthians where he addresses his hearers as adelphoi, ‘brothers’. Thus women can become invisible in the text, or there can be ambiguity as to whether women are included when a plural address is used. Women can become unconsciously side-lined by Paul in some of his writing, as he follows the language conventions of his day.  [18: Jorunn Økland, 'Pauline Letters', in The Oxford Handbook of New Testament, Gender, and Sexuality, Oxford Handbooks, ed. By Benjamin H. Dunning, (online edn: Oxford Academic, 2019), https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190213398.013.14,  pp. 316-319, 26 April 2023.]  [19:  J. Økland, ‘Pauline Letters’, p.317.] 

Paul’s views on women
Amongst the confusion and disagreement on how to interpret Paul’s view on women, Galatians 3:28 is often held up as the ultimate positive counter to any concerns about negative gender discrimination. At first glance it seems to suggest an equality of the sexes, alongside no more slavery and no distinction between Jew or Greek, rather all are equally valued as heirs of Abraham baptised into Christ. However, when looking at the broader context of Paul’s other writings, he doesn’t necessarily challenge the 1st century status quo. In 1 Corinthians 7, Paul extols the celibate life, free from distraction from the flesh enabling an individual to fully focus on ‘the affairs of the Lord’ (7:32), and he does so within the eschatological context of the ‘impending crisis’ (see 7:26 and 7:31), that is the trials and tribulations expected in the last days before the end of the world and judgement. Whatever unequal state his hearers find themselves in, whether enslaved, female, or uncircumcised, Paul does not contest this but rather reminds his hearers that this world is only temporary and will imminently be no more. He sees no purpose therefore in challenging the societal structures that disadvantage some, including women. In Galatians 3:29 however, Paul goes on to state that ‘you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to the promise’. The Greek translation of ‘heirs’ - sperma,[footnoteRef:20] is ‘seed’ and necessarily male. Traditionally women had no right of inheritance, but also, not all men had the right to inherit. Polaski[footnoteRef:21] draws attention to the fact that not all males were ‘sons’ and ‘heirs’, it depended on status and legalities. For example, a male child born to a female slave could not be a ’son’. For the excluded, women and non-sons, Paul offers hope because they are infact already adopted sons and heirs in Christ, with social status having been obviated. A little later in the Galatian letter (4:22-31), more ambiguity is added to Paul’s view of women in what might be seen as his unfortunate use of an allegorical interpretation of the Hagar and Sarah story (Genesis 16 -21). Paul seems to reinforce the differences between Sarah the free woman giving birth to a child born ‘through the promise’ (4:23), and Hagar who gives birth to Ishmael ‘according to the flesh’. He uses scripture to justify banishment of Hagar and her child (v 30), and to re-enforce the flesh versus spirit and slave versus free divisions. It seems that social inequalities are not only unchallenged here but underlined. [20: Scripture 4 All, ‘Greek Interlinear Bible (NT)’,  https://www.scripture4all.org/OnlineInterlinear/NTpdf/gal3.pdf, 29 April 2023.]  [21:  Polaski, Feminist Introduction to Paul, pp. 71-72.] 

Paul and the women he worked alongside
Romans 16 provides a helpful starting point to see how Paul viewed fellow women working within the Christ-believer movement. Paul begins the chapter by noticeably commending ‘our sister Phoebe’ (16:1) who he describes as a diakonos,[footnoteRef:22] (using the masculine rather than feminine form)[footnoteRef:23] that is a deacon/minister of the church. Phoebe is therefore given equal standing and authority to the male deacons and Paul instructs his hearers to welcome her in a way that is ‘fitting for the saints’(v2). He also highlights the fact that she has been helping him and others financially in her role as a benefactor. There then follows a long list of named individuals in Rome whom Paul wishes to greet. The first of these is the couple, Prisca and Aquila. Prisca is named first and held in equal status with her husband. Together they lead a church ‘in their house’ (16:5), and like Paul have found themselves in danger because of their ministry. Then in verse 7 Paul refers to ‘Andronicus and Junia, my fellow relatives’ who are ‘prominent among the apostles’. This places Junia[footnoteRef:24] in equal standing to Paul who is also ‘an apostle—sent neither by human commission nor from human authorities, but through Jesus Christ and God the Father’ (Galatians 1:1).  Schüssler Fiorenza[footnoteRef:25] makes the point that the only co-workers of Paul that are viewed as assistants to him, are in fact male. In addition, she notes the language Paul uses when he refers to his fellow co-workers, often saying that they ‘toil’ ekopiasen (Romans 16:7), as when here he greets Mary, and later Persis (v12). This is also how he refers to his own work as in 2 Corinthians 11:27 when providing a list of hardships he has suffered. Schüssler Fiorenza then points to 1 Thessalonians 5:12 and 1 Corinthians 16:16 where Paul urges his hearers to ‘be subject to’[footnoteRef:26] ‘everyone who works and toils with them’, so including his fellow female workers.  [22:  Scripture 4 All, https://www.scripture4all.org/OnlineInterlinear/NTpdf/rom16.pdf,  29 April 2023.]  [23:  Catrin H. Williams, Paul and Women, (University of Wales, Trinity St David, 2023), p.2.]  [24:  ‘Junia’ and the male version ‘Junias’ have both been used in translations, after Martin Luther used the male form, this gained popularity and was subsequently used by other translators,  M. Mowczko, ‘Junias and Junia in Early Commentaries of Romans 16:7’, Exploring The Biblical Theology of Christian Egalitarianism, https://margmowczko.com/junias-junia-julia-romans-167/,  4 May 2023.]  [25:  Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her: A Feminist Theological Reconstruction of Christian Origins (London: SCM Press, 1983) referring to Erastus, Mark, Timothy, Titus and Tychicus, p.169.]  [26:  Scripture 4 All, https://www.scripture4all.org/OnlineInterlinear/NTpdf/1co16.pdf, 30 April 2023.] 

It seems then that Paul does here affirm the leadership roles of his fellow women workers within the Christ-believers movement and he holds them as working in partnership with himself.
The issues of 1 Corinthians
In 1 Corinthians Paul is addressing a community of Christ-believers previously established by him who are now encountering some challenges and discord (1:11,12). It reflects a clash between the social and cultural expectations and influences of the day, with Paul’s exhortation to be ‘imitators of me, as I am of Christ’ (10:31). This conflict manifested itself in day to day living and in gatherings for worship. The verses of 1 Corinthians 11:2-16 are well known for being ‘challenging’ with much disagreement down the centuries as to how Paul’s words should be interpreted.[footnoteRef:27] Peppiatt in her book ‘Women and Worship at Corinth’ quotes Bloomburg that it is ‘probably the most complex, controversial and opaque’[footnoteRef:28] of any similar length texts in the NT. [27:  Lucy Peppiatt, Women and Worship at Corinth: Paul’s Rhetorical Arguments in 1 Corinthians (Cambridge: James Clarke & Co., 2017), pp.21-23.]  [28:  L. Peppiatt, Women and Worship at Corinth, p.22.] 

The main issues are that of headship, hierarchy, and head coverings. In verse 3 Paul sets out the Christ, man, wife hierarchical order with the husband as ’the head of the wife’ (or head of the woman),[footnoteRef:29] and God head over all. There seems to be no dispute that the woman is subordinate to the man. However, there is some ambiguity as to whether ‘head’ kephalē [footnoteRef:30] in this case means one who is ‘in charge’, or whether its meaning leans more towards ‘source’.[footnoteRef:31] The suggestion has been made that that Christ’s authority is exercised not through being in charge, but by giving himself sacrificially in love[footnoteRef:32] as the Servant King. Thus, the idea of mutual self-giving between man and woman is suggested. Although this makes these verses a little more palatable, there is still a hierarchical structure in place (fitting with the Genesis 2 creation account as mentioned previously and referred to by Paul here in verses 8 and 9). Verses 4 and 5 provide the Corinthian hearers with instruction on how they should prophesy, or rather how they should not prophesy. Here there is no dispute that women are expected to prophesy in the church gatherings. For the woman, covering the head is given as the instruction to avoid disgrace. For the man, a covered head is equally a disgrace. How to interpret covered or ‘unveiled’(NRSV) is unclear. Is Paul saying that women who are prophesying should wear the veil as expected in Jewish custom? Is the Roman culture of shame and honour foremost in Paul’s mind - if a woman prophesies without a head covering, he says that she should ‘cut off her hair’ (v6). Or, is Paul referring to the practise of women in cultic worship having their hair loose or dishevelled, and so his instruction to female Christ-followers to have their hair bound up in public worship may be to avoid any confusion with worship of other deities. Loose hair could also be associated with being a prostitute or adulteress.[footnoteRef:33] Some interpreters conclude that Paul’s main concern is that public worship should be conducted with propriety in accordance with social expectations.[footnoteRef:34] In the Roman Empire, women were not generally visible in positions of public leadership, the modal woman would be in the domestic setting, organising the household, and be modest in her actions and attire – with some sort of hood or veil worn by a married woman when out and about in public spaces.[footnoteRef:35] Corinthian churches gathering for public worship in private homes with women taking an active role, would inevitably invite a variety of interpretations as to how ‘free’ the women could in fact be. Enjoying their newly free status of adopted heirs in Christ could result in women bringing shame on the male head of the family, and ultimately shame on God.  [29:  Ambiguity as discussed earlier in ‘Use of Language’.]  [30:  Greek Interlinear, https://www.scripture4all.org/OnlineInterlinear/NTpdf/1co11.pdf, 30 April 2023.]  [31:  James D.G. Dunn, 1 Corinthians (London: T & T International, 2003), p.71.]  [32:  C.S.Cowles, ‘An Analysis of Paul’s Position on Women in Ministry’ (1990), Wesleyan Holiness Women in Ministry, https://www.whwomenclergy.org/an-analysis-of-paul-s-position-on-women-in-ministry, 30 April 2023, p.8.]  [33:  L. Peppiatt, p.44.]  [34:  L. Peppiatt, pp. 25-26.]  [35:  L. Peppiatt, p.27.] 

In chapter 14, Paul continues his instructions on worship including how to incorporate the gifts of tongues and prophesy (14:26-33). He then appears to directly contradict himself (1 Corinthians 11:5) stating that ‘women should be silent in the churches’(v34) because they ‘should be subordinate’. Again, a variety of explanations have been offered to make sense of this dissonance. Perhaps the women who were being silenced were ‘chattering’[footnoteRef:36] and so causing a distraction during worship. Schüssler Fiorenza suggests[footnoteRef:37] that Paul here could just be addressing wives rather than all women. Rather than disrupting worship with their chatter, they ought to wait until they can discuss with/ask their husbands privately. She views the instructions as being for a particular situation, rather than a general rule.[footnoteRef:38] Paul holds those that remain unmarried in high esteem and so perhaps his bias adds to the weight of prohibition here. Dunn suggests that the difficulties of interpreting these verses in relation to those in chapter 11 has led to commentators suggesting they are in fact a later addition.[footnoteRef:39] Polaski[footnoteRef:40] highlights some of the textual theories, including that in some manuscripts these verses are found to have been moved to the chapter’s end, and that in others, extra margin notes have been added indicating that the scribe knew of an alternative order elsewhere. Some scholars have concluded that these verses are a later addition as the passage flows better without them,[footnoteRef:41] and because of the way ‘the law’ (v34) is referred to, which is seen as out of character for Paul.[footnoteRef:42] [36:  Catrin H. Williams, Paul and Women, p.7.]  [37:  E. Schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her, pp.230-231.]  [38:  Schüssler Fiorenza, p. 233.]  [39:  J. D.G.Dunn, 1 Corinthians, p. 74.]  [40:  Polaski, p.57.]  [41:  M. D. Coogan, The New Oxford Annotated Bible with Apocrypha: New Revised Standard Version (United Kingdom: OUP USA., 2010), p. 2055.]  [42: Williams, Paul and Women, p.7.] 

In conclusion, perhaps it would be best to see Paul as the ‘accidental father of misogyny’. He wrote as a man in a patriarchal 1st century world and held beliefs and opinions that were inevitably shaped by his context. Despite his Damascus Road revelation with the risen Christ, he was still a ‘work in progress’ and his views on women, and a woman’s place reflect that. Reading the texts attributed to Paul seems best done with a degree of wariness, through a ‘hermeneutic of suspicion’.[footnoteRef:43] Those who followed closely in Paul’s footsteps, who added to or altered the texts, and who wrote in Paul’s name[footnoteRef:44] (as in 1 Timothy 2:9-15) in an attempt to keep women in their subordinate place, who interpreted Paul’s geographical letters as a rule book for all time, who refused to engage with puzzling scripture because it was seen as literal words of God, to those in positions of power and privilege within the Church who have and continue to refuse to accept the role of women in authority, all must bear some responsibility in perpetuating the gender inequality that still persists today. [43:  Christopher Bryan, ‘The Hermeneutic of Suspicion’, in Listening to the Bible (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), p. 24, ’when we suspect texts are not telling us the whole truth’.]  [44:  David Horrell, An Introduction to the Study of Paul, (New York: Continuum, 2000), pp. 106-107.] 
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