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2. Literature review
2.1. Introduction to relevant scholarship
Since the 1970s, scholarship on first-century Christ-groups has moved beyond a primary focus on theological concerns to an examination of the social realities reflected in Paul’s letters. A significant milestone in this development was the publication of Wayne A. Meeks’ The first urban Christians: the social world of the Apostle Paul (1983), which demonstrated the value of situating Pauline Christ-groups within their broader social and historical context. Meeks’ work, employing an eclectic combination of historical, sociological, and anthropological approaches in the investigation of the composition, organisation, and social dynamics of early Christ-groups, is widely understood as having influenced a subsequent generation of scholars.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Ascough, 1998, p. 2; Kloppenborg, ix, 2019; Last, 2016, p. xi; Still and Horrell, 2009, p. 1 ] 

In more recent decades, scholars have increasingly sought to understand these early Christ-groups as social formations within the urban environments and culture of the first-century eastern Roman Empire. This shift has generated a diverse body of scholarship on communal organisation, identity formation, social boundaries, patronage relationships, household structures, and the means through which Christ-groups formed, maintained cohesion, and expanded. In these endeavours, scholars have employed models derived from the study of Greco-Roman voluntary associations, the application of Social Identity Theory, network analysis, and other socio-historical and social-scientific perspectives to shed light on the communal dynamics of first-century Christ-groups. However, little scholarship has examined early Christ-groups through the lens of subculture theory, integrating symbolic distinction, relational cohesion, liminal gathering spaces, and translocal networks of diffusion.
The following review surveys the academic works most relevant to the present study, particularly as precedents within New Testament scholarship for the heuristic application of socio-historical and social-scientific theories to the analysis of the early Christ movement. Beginning with the transition in scholarly focus associated with Meeks and subsequent work on Christ-groups as voluntary associations, it then considers the contributions of Social Identity Theory, social-scientific approaches within New Testament studies, and recent developments in subculture theory relevant to this study’s analysis. 
2.2. Greco-Roman voluntary associations and the Pauline ekklesia
	In modern scholarship, the superordinate term ‘voluntary association’ serves as an analytical category encompassing diverse, often overlapping forms of collective organisations and as a comparative model for studying such ancient social groups.[footnoteRef:2] In the Greco-Roman world, voluntary associations, or collegia, were self-organised groups whose members gathered around shared cultic, occupational, ethnic, social, or charitable interests. The study of Greco-Roman voluntary associations is included here because it has become a widely accepted comparative frameworks for insights into the social organisation and practices of early Christ-groups, while also providing a contextual basis for identifying features that may be considered subcultural. [2:  A variety of ancient terms can be encompassed within the modern academic category of voluntary associations, including the Greek terms koinon, synodos, thiasos, synagōgē, politeuma, and synergasia, and the Latin terms collegium and corpus. Some scholars prefer simply ‘associations’, or ‘unofficial associations’ as proposed by Last and Harland. (Kloppenborg, 2019, p. 18-19; Kloppenborg and Wilson, 1996; 17; Last and Harland, 2020, 9–10).] 

In The first urban Christians (1983), Meeks considered voluntary associations as one of several comparative models potentially analogous to the social formation of the Pauline Christ-groups. Meeks’ chapter on ‘The formation of the ekklesia’ was influential for subsequent scholars,[footnoteRef:3] serving as a point of both agreement and reinvestigation. Although Meeks determined voluntary associations as dissimilar to Paul’s ekklesia based on his understanding of differences in demographic diversity, common terminology, and translocal links,[footnoteRef:4] later evaluations of the evidence have centred associations as a point of comparison in contemporary scholarly efforts to understand the social structure of Pauline Christ-groups in their socio-historical contexts.  [3:  Meeks, 1983, pp. 74-110**]  [4:  Meeks, 1983, pp. 78-80**] 

	Over the past several decades, scholars have extensively studied the inscriptional and papyrological evidence of a wide range of Greco-Roman voluntary associations across the eastern Mediterranean to gain insight into the social dimensions of associative life in ancient society. Building on several decades of scholarship, Voluntary associations in the Graeco-Roman world (1996), edited by John S. Kloppenborg and Stephen G. Wilson, marked an important milestone in the study of voluntary associations. A substantial body of scholarship has since emerged that is directly relevant to the study of Pauline Christ-groups. Significant contributions include Philip A. Harland’s Associations, synagogues, and congregations: claiming a place in ancient Mediterranean society (2003) and Dynamics of identity in the world of early Christians: associations, Judeans, and cultural minorities (2009), Richard Last’s The Pauline church and the Corinthian ekklesia: Greco-Roman associations in comparative context (2016), Richard S. Ascough’s Early Christ groups and Greco-Roman associations: organisational models and social practices (2022), and Kloppenborg’s Christ’s associations: connecting and belonging in the ancient city (2019). 
Collectively, these scholars use evidence from Greco-Roman associations as a heuristic for comparing early Christ-groups. Such comparisons are used to explore possible features and practices of the Christ-groups, while also establishing the boundaries of historical imagination through parallels with other forms of association and avoiding an overemphasis on the distinctiveness of early Christianity. This body of scholarship highlights points of comparison between various types of voluntary associations and the early Christ-groups, including organisation, membership, leadership structures, communal meals, and group identity within the urban environments of the Roman Empire. This comparative approach is both necessitated and complicated by the nature of the available evidence. The record of Greco-Roman associations is preserved primarily in inscriptions, which provide institutional and commemorative information. In contrast, the literary evidence of the Pauline epistles provides greater insight into the interpersonal, affective, and ideological dimensions of the Christ-groups. As a result, scholars continue to debate the extent to which associations provide an appropriate model for understanding Pauline Christ-groups with respect to fictive kinship, symbolic distinction, civic engagement, group profiles, meeting spaces, funding, and translocal relational networks.
For example, whereas Meeks asserted a distinctive social profile for the Pauline groups, in status inconsistency and use of fictive kinship language,[footnoteRef:5] Kloppenborg places the Pauline Christ-groups within the diversity of ancient associations, drawing attention to shared patterns of membership,[footnoteRef:6] social capital,[footnoteRef:7] communal meals,[footnoteRef:8] ethical regulation,[footnoteRef:9] and possible meeting spaces beyond the household.[footnoteRef:10] For example, Kloppenborg interprets Paul's collection for the Jerusalem Christ-group as drawing upon the practices and ideology of Greek epidoseis, whereby individuals and groups “performed membership” as part of their collective identity, while simultaneously “transgressing” its customary boundary through support for an extralocal, non-Greek group.[footnoteRef:11] Harland complicates claims of Pauline distinctiveness by demonstrating that fictive kinship language, including adelphoi (‘brothers’), was used by a variety of occupational and cultic associations throughout the eastern Mediterranean.[footnoteRef:12] At the same time, he acknowledges the difficulty of determining the symbolic meaning conveyed by such language from the primarily inscriptional evidence of the associations, which lacks the literary context of the Pauline letters. In his study of the Corinthian ekklesia, Last argues[footnoteRef:13] that its meeting practices, financial arrangements, and recruitment strategies may be better understood in relation to a range of associational models than solely in domestic or familial settings, as has sometimes been asserted in apologetic-influenced scholarship. [5:  Meeks, 1983, pp. 73, 87-88]  [6:  Kloppenborg, 2019, pp. 142-46]  [7:  Kloppenborg, 2019, pp, 91, 95, 208]  [8:  Kloppenborg, 2019, pp. 146-49]  [9:  Kloppenborg, 2019, pp. 153-54]  [10:  Kloppenborg, 2019, pp. 104-05, 123]  [11:  Kloppenborg, 2019, pp. 263-64]  [12:  Harland, 2009, pp. 63-66, 80]  [13:  Last, 2016, NEED PAGE REF’S **] 

Taken together, these studies demonstrate the value Greco-Roman voluntary associations provide for thinking about the organisation and social practices of Pauline Christ-groups within the urban environment of the Roman Empire. However, we should also consider that most cultic and occupational associations operated within dominant Greco-Roman culture, rather than at the margins. Although the Pauline Christ-groups can be situated within the academic category of ancient associations, their construction of identity, symbolic boundaries, and patterns of belonging suggest that additional analytical categories may help explain aspects of their social formation that are not fully addressed by association comparanda alone.
2.3. Social Identity Theory in Pauline studies
Social Identity Theory (SIT) was developed by Henri Tajfel and John Turner in the 1970s and 1980s within the field of social psychology.[footnoteRef:14] It explores the relationship between group behaviour and individual psychology. In this context, a ‘group’ may refer to a wide range of social categories, including race, nationality, ethnicity, religion, occupation, and gender. According to Tajfel, social identity consists of cognitive, evaluative, and emotional components. Individuals first perceive themselves as belonging to a particular social category. They then attach value and significance to that membership, often through comparison with other groups. Membership may also be accompanied by emotional attachments and dispositions towards both ingroup and outgroup members. Turner later expanded the theory through the development of Self-Categorisation Theory, which argues that social identity is not merely one aspect of an individual's self-concept but also the mechanism through which collective behaviour becomes possible. By categorising themselves and others into social groups, individuals come to perceive themselves less as unique persons and more as members of a shared social category.[footnoteRef:15] [14:  PARAGRAPH NEEDS REFERENCES **]  [15:  Esler, 22-23, “An Outline of Social Identity Theory” in T&T Clark Handbook of Social Identity in the NT **] 

Some social historians, including those who study the social world of the New Testament, have found Social Identity Theory to be a useful framework for the interpretation of historical evidence. However, its application presents challenges, including the use of concepts developed in one historical context to interpret another, differences in the construction of individual and group identity across cultures and time periods, and the limited nature of the available evidence.[footnoteRef:16] Nevertheless, when applied with an awareness of these limitations, Social Identity Theory has emerged in recent decades as a valuable heuristic tool for understanding group dynamics in ancient sources and providing a vocabulary for analysing aspects of social psychology and group behaviour. [16:  Clarke and Tucker, 43-45, “Social History and Social Theory in the Study of Social Identity” in T&T Clark Handbook of Social Identity in the NT **] 

In The first urban Christians (1983), Meeks advocated the study of the social world of the first-century Christ-groups, including attention to questions of group formation and boundary maintenance.[footnoteRef:17] Although his approach was primarily socio-historical, his “eclectic” application of social science and sociological theory employed concepts and language associated with SIT.[footnoteRef:18] Since the publication of Meeks’ work, studies explicitly employing SIT have gained momentum within New Testament scholarship. Recent examples relevant to the present study include the T&T Clark Social Identity Commentary on the New Testament, edited by J. Brian Tucker and Aaron Kuecker (2020), which contains a chapter on Philemon by Ryan Heinsch. Heinsch interprets Paul as an entrepreneur of identity who seeks to reprioritise and transform the existing social identities of Philemon and Onesimus on the basis of their shared superordinate identity in Christ.[footnoteRef:19] Another example is Emma Louise Parker's The Importance of Outsiders to Pauline Communities: Opinion, Reputation, and Mission (2024), which employs SIT to argue that outsiders played a vital role in the formation and maintenance of Pauline Christ-groups, shaping their ethics, self-understanding, and mission. [17:  Meeks, 1983, 104-07 **]  [18:  Meeks, 1983, 6**; Parker, 2024, 11]  [19:  Tucker & Kuecker, 2020, 477-85] 

ABOVE SECTION NEEDS MORE WORK
Social Identity Theory offers important insights into how groups construct, maintain, and negotiate collective identities, but it is not primarily concerned with the cultural location of a group within society. For this reason, SIT is complementary to approaches such as subculture theory, which focus more directly on how groups position themselves within the broader social structures. Together, these approaches provide a useful framework for examining the internal dynamics of Pauline Christ-groups and their relationship to the wider Greco-Roman world.
