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Abstract
The First Letter to the Corinthians has provided a significant amount of material
for scholars interested in studying how gender functions within Pauline writings
and more generally in early Christianity. The body of work is rich and vast and
draws largely on feminist theory and method as both an approach and an
analytical lens. This paper argues that a careful application of gender-critical
analysis has arguably been mute in such studies, despite the vast amount of
feminist critique applied to these texts. Such muted scholarship has perpetuated
a dialogical framework that juxtaposes studies of femininity and masculinity and
has failed to take seriously the argumentative nature of rhetoric and explore
important issues such as gender construction and representation within 1
Corinthians.
Key words: gender-critical; masculinity; femininity; construction(s);
representation(s)
Introduction2
Since its incorporation into the field of sociology in the early 1970s the concept of gender
has become an important and hotly contested topic (Jackson and Scott 2002:1). The
emergence of feminism in the 1970s led to the questioning of the androcentric view of
the world which has existed in most cultures for as long as we can determine. It was
crucial to the feminist project to respond to the essentialist postulation that existing
gender differences between women and men are natural (Jackson and Scott 2002:1). The
concept of gender was redefined “to emphasize the social construction of masculinity
and femininity and the social ordering of the relations between women and men”
(Jackson and Scott 2002:1).3 Gender was viewed as a dynamic social construct and not
a direct derivative of biological sex, and more recently the intersectional character of
gender insofar as it is influenced by other factors such as race, class, age, religion, social
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relations, sexual preference, culture, and ethnicity, has also been noted (De Lauretis
1986:14; Schüssler Fiorenza 2007:159).4
Although this conception of gender correctly pointed to the socio-cultural
construction of gender, it still presupposed that sex was dependent on fixed and “natural”
anatomical and physiological characteristics (Jackson and Scott 2002:15).5 The
presumption supporting the sex/gender differentiation has progressively been
interrogated by feminist scholars such as Butler (1990; 2002) and sociologists, as can be
seen in the work of Jackson and Scott (2002). Current scholarship argues that the
differentiation between sex and gender did not go far enough and has led to the
investigation of both categories, sex and gender, as socio-cultural constructions (Jackson
and Scott 2002:15).6
Although this new wave of investigation facilitates a more accurate social assessment
of the distinction between women and men and confronts the logic of a natural binary
divide between males and females, it nevertheless presupposes a binary, androcentric
and heteronormative conceptualisation of sex and gender. As a construction created to
be binary, this conceptualisation of sex and gender threatens to banish to the periphery
or exclude all “other” sex and gender constructions, for example homosexuality,
bisexuality, intersexuality and transsexuality, as well as those who identify as
transgender and non-binary. Heteronormativity refers to the view that “institutionalized
heterosexuality constitutes the standard for legitimate and prescriptive arrangements”,
an assumption that has led many scholars to question mainstream epistemologies of
gender and sexuality and to call for a re-examination of such understandings (Ingraham
2002:79).7

4

Crenshaw (2011:25–42) first coined the term intersectionality within the context of critical legal studies and its
specific interrogation of the plight and exclusion of “black women”, whose “identity fixedness” as
simultaneously black and women disqualified them from legal remedies. Since then this expression has been
bolstered and may also be viewed as a critical analytical tool, a “thinking technology” (Lykke 2011:207–220)
that subverts any binary notion of domination and zooms in on the multiplicity and interdependence of social
factors that participate in creating and sustaining power relations that function as discourses in the creation of
normativities, identities and social relations (Crenshaw 2011:221–233; Yuval-Davis 2011:155–169, 159).
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Sex in this instance refers to the “biological aspects of a person such as the chromosomal, anatomical, hormonal,
and physiological” structures. “It is an ascribed status in that a person is assigned to one sex or the other at birth”
(Richardson 1981:5).
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The basis for this kind of investigation may be traced back to the case study of Agnes, a male-to-female
transsexual, conducted by Garfinkel (1967). In this study Garfinkel called biological sex into question as an
essentialist feature of human experience and treated one’s gender as an achievement or performance by the
individual. This performance, however, is also based upon a deciphering of that performance by others which
gives approval to one’s gender representation. According to West & Zimmerman (2002:43), the case of Agnes
demonstrates what culture has concealed, namely “the accomplishment of gender”. Also see Butler (1990:7)
and her discussion of gender as “performative”. For further discussion see Jackson & Scott (2002:16) and West
& Zimmerman (2002:43–47).
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Cf. Krondorfer (2010:4). Farley (2008:151–152) notes, “Cross-cultural anthropological studies have led some
scholars … to identify what they call a ‘third sex’ … Gender for a third sex is not one (man or woman), and not
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Gender shape shifting and its impact on 1 Corinthians
This heteronormative and binary assumption regarding sex and gender construction has
led many scholars to question mainstream epistemologies of gender and sexuality and to
call for a re-examination of such understandings.8 These shifts in modern gender
awareness and gender theory have significantly impacted and changed the face of New
Testament studies in general, and Pauline studies in particular, especially since the
advent of feminist criticism in the early 1970s (Wire 1990b: 220–223; Ehrensperger
2004:1).9 As women gradually sought leadership functions such as theologians, pastors,
and biblical scholars, the argument about the role of women in the Christian canon and
in the church proliferated in significance (Ackermann 1994; 1998; Dreyer 2002).
Certain passages in 1 Corinthians have frequently been isolated and employed in
arguments to support the exclusion of women from ecclesial and academic leadership.
In response feminist scholars have engaged critically with texts such as 1 Corinthians
11:2-16 and 1 Corinthians 14:34-35, seeking to centre women’s experiences, and to
discuss and reconstruct the role of women in early Christianity (Baumert 1996:174–182;
Crocker 2004:4, 148; Ehrensperger 2004:2). Generally the inquiry into these gender texts
has concentrated on either their content or their context (Penner and Vander Stichele
2005c:214; Conway 2008:8–11). The focus on interpreting the arguments Paul presents
has been crucial in the analysis of their content, and the assessment of these arguments
with regards to their possible effect on women, and in particular, their effect on the
relationship between women and men. Analysis of the context of these texts has in turn
focused on reconstructing the rhetorical situation in Corinth with an emphasis on
understanding Paul’s arguments (Penner and Vander Stichele 2005c:214).
When considering the biblical scholarship on 1 Corinthians, which ranges from
exegetical studies, to socio-historical studies, to feminist studies, and the plethora of
papers, monographs and books written on the various issues regarding women in 1
Corinthians, it soon becomes apparent that in one way or another, most of these studies
strived to reconstruct “historical women” and their roles in early Christianity (May 2004;
Mount 2005:313–340).10 Scholars have made numerous attempts to interpret the highly

always two (intersexed man and woman), but more often neither woman or man”. For further discussion of
other gendering possibilities see Farley (2008:152–156).
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For an interesting discussion that seeks to subvert many of the essentialist notions regarding gender identity,
see Cornwall, Harrison & Whitehead (2008:1–19).
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Among many others, also see Scroggs (1983); Hays (1986:184–215); Countryman (1988); D’Angelo
(1990:141–161); Martin (1995a:332–355) and Horsley (2000b:1–16) for further discussion.
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These studies are premised on a notion of the “material irreducibility of sex” and suggest a stable subject (Butler
1993:11). Contemporary gender critics, however, argue for the deconstruction of the term “woman” or “women”
(and in the same vein the polar opposite “man” or “men”) and suggest that there is no homogenous, stable
subject (Butler 2011:x). Any search for a stable subject such as “women”, therefore, is doomed to fail in the
light of this gender-critical theory. It should be noted, however, that the materiality of bodies should not be
disregarded in the light of this theorising and concern regarding the possible destabilising of the category of
women to the point that it runs the danger of silencing the plight of women and the unique challenges that they
face, is justified.
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contentious gendered texts of 1 Corinthians (Wire 1990b; Martin 2004).11 Most have
opted to focus on analysing either 1 Corinthians 11:2-16 or 1 Corinthians 14:34-35. To
date there is no scholarly agreement on these passages, and the field of New Testament
studies is littered with many different and often contradictory interpretations (Thiselton
2000:800–838, 1150–1162; Paige 2002:217–220). One thing remains apparent, though,
and that is that the discussion of gender in 1 Corinthians is still open for debate and
consideration.

A dialogical juxtaposing of gender discourse
The literature reviewed for this paper indicates that the discourse of gender studies on 1
Corinthians has been situated in a dialogical framework that juxtaposes studies of
femininity and masculinity. In fact, most of the work surveyed for this paper has in one
way or another focused on exegetical reconstructions dealing with feminist or womanist
studies that seek to reconstruct the role and importance of women in scripture
(Ehrensperger 2004:19–42, 95–120; Penner and Vander Stichele 2005c:214–215).12
This literature also emphasises the evaluation of Paul’s arguments; analyses of their
implications for women, and more specifically whether or not Paul’s arguments solicit a
hierarchical or an egalitarian view of the relationship between women and men (Penner
and Vander Stichele 2005c:214).
11

Also see Hooker (1963:410–416); Schüssler Fiorenza (1987:386–394; 2007:98–106); Walker (1989:75–88);
Grudem (1991:425–468); BeDuhn (1999:295–320) to mention a few of the attempts by biblical scholars to
interpret the gendered texts in 1 Corinthians.

12

This is understandable in the light of the fact that in the past so much was presented from a male perspective
that left women completely out of the picture or simply replicated the views of the text. African-American
women discovered that their agenda was not adequately represented by feminist theology, and as a result they
developed womanist theology (Keane 1998:125). This phenomenon originated in North America among black
American women who “did not feature prominently in the white middle class feminist agenda” (Keane
1998:131). For further discussion and for more insight about the origins of womanist theology see Walker
(1983:xi-xii); Plaskow (1989:179–186); Baker-Fletcher (1995:183–196); Grant (1995:1); and Martin (1995:5–
24). For a brief explication of African women’s theology and hermeneutics see Phiri (1997:16; 2000:145–160);
Ackermann (1998:349–357); Landman (1998:137–140); Oduyoye (1998:359–370); Dube and Kanyoro (2004).
Owing to the intercultural and multivocal nature of feminist biblical discourses which take into account the
plurality of women’s experiences, there has been a proliferation of various strands of feminist theologies and
hermeneutics in the past 30 years or so. However, my aim in this paper is not to give a history of the advent of
feminist biblical inquiry, but rather to offer a literature review of gender studies on 1 Corinthians. For a helpful
guide to the breadth of feminist biblical scholarship and a discussion that highlights the current changes and
different strands of biblical feminisms that have developed in the last 30 years, see Isasi-Díaz (1994:88–104);
Schüssler Fiorenza (2001:135–164, 183–186); Deifelt (2003:237–248); Dube (2003:54–72); Horsley
(2003:297–317); Matthews, Kittredge and Johnson-DeBaufre (2003:1–14); Ehrensperger (2004:19–42, 95–
120); Tamez (2006); Hunt (2007:79–92). Two strands of current biblical feminism deserve to be noted due to
their impact upon feminist theology, namely, postcolonial feminism and ecofeminism. For further discussion of
postcolonial feminism, see Donaldson (1996); Dube (2000); Donaldson and Pui-lan (2002); Sugirtharajah
(2003:133–140); Dube and Kanyoro (2004); Pui-lan (2005); Schüssler Fiorenza (2007:113–129); Marchal
(2008:15–36). For further discussion of ecofeminism, see Gebara (2003:249–268); Ruether (2005:91–129) and
Tucker (2007:129–138).

http://scriptura.journals.ac.za
Muted Scholarship in 1 Corinthians: A Gender-Critical Enquiry

5

Økland (2004:3) rightly states that in much feminist and “malestream” scholarship
on Paul, and in particular on 1 Corinthians, the focus has been on Paul’s view of women
or what she terms the “quest for ‘Paul’s view of women’”.13 Økland (2004:3) further
mentions that such an emphasis on women studies “will probably never succeed if we
expect to find a unified view of women in his [Paul’s] phallogocentric texts”.14 In fact,
Butler (1993: ix) shows that bodies move across boundaries and move boundaries,
creating malleable “performative” subjects. This notion of an unstable, boundary-deviant
subject contests the notion suggested by many early feminist scholars by their persistent
pursuit of a stable, historical and somewhat pristine womanliness in their quest for the
historical woman as if a homogenous construction of womanliness could be uncovered.15
Studies that deal with issues of gender in 1 Corinthians may generally be classified
in five main categories. These studies are often not presented as gender studies owing to
the fact that gender-critical studies were only recently incorporated into New Testament
biblical studies (Vander Stichele and Penner 2005a:287–310; Vander Stichele and
Penner 2005b:1–30). Moore (2001:12–13) notes that,
Gender studies should not be confused with feminist studies. Gender studies does
encompass feminist theory and criticism, and women’s studies generally, but it also
encompasses men’s studies or, as it is less commonly (but more aptly) termed,
masculinity studies …. The (unisex) umbrella term “gender studies” also offers
shelter to lesbian and gay studies, and its obstreperous offshoot, queer theory–or so
it is often assumed.16
Most studies that deal with gender issues in 1 Corinthians approach the discourse from
a feminist-reconstructive perspective. In these instances only the particularities
suggested by the text itself are treated as objects of analysis, with no real interest in what
also lies between the lines.17 It would seem that often the fixed category “woman” has

13

Schüssler Fiorenza (2000:42) adopted the expression “malestream” from feminist theorists as a descriptive term,
“since most of our cultural and religious texts, traditions, and institutions have been and are still determined by
elite (white) men”. Also see Schüssler Fiorenza (1984a; 1985). For other contemporary scholars who also use
this neologism, see Horsley (2000b:7–9); Hewitt (2003:454) and Ehrensperger (2004:2).

14

My emphasis. This assertion by Økland (2004:3) coheres with current scholarship which maintains that gender
categories are not homogeneous (Jackson and Scott 2002b:21; Cornwall, et al. 2008:14).

15

Scholars like Butler (1993:4) call into question the notion of sex as an a priori and not also a cultural construction
such as gender. It should be mentioned, however, “the category of women does not become useless through
deconstruction, but becomes one whose uses are no longer reified as ‘referents,’ and which stand a chance of
being opened up, indeed, of coming to signify in ways that none of us can predict in advance. Surely, it must be
possible both to use the term, to use it tactically even as one is, as it were, used and positioned by it, and also to
subject the term to a critique which interrogates the exclusionary operations and differential power-relations
that construct and delimit feminist invocations of ‘women’” (Butler 1993:5). To deconstruct the term “women”
is not, therefore, to do away with the term as useful, according to Butler (1993:5).

16

For further discussion of queer theory and queer theologies see Goss (2009:137–145); Schneider (2009:63–76).

17

Addressing what lies between the lines is outside the scope of this article. This article contributes on two primary
levels: the first being a helpful review of scholarship on the exploration of the theme of gender in 1 Corinthians
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obscured further investigations of engendered relations of power. These studies may be
categorised in the following manner. First, some scholars have opted to interpret the
gendered passages of 1 Corinthians as non-Pauline interpolations (Weiss 1977:342).18
Such studies often maintain that the texts embody an understanding of women
incongruous with Paul’s own views concerning women (Murphy-O’Connor 1976:615–
621; Fee 1987:697–705).19
Second, studies on gender in 1 Corinthians have often been devoted to particular
topics that deal with gender issues. The topics that are usually investigated are head
coverings (Engberg-Pedersen 1991:679–689; Thiselton 2000:800–828; Martin 2004:75–
84),20 the silencing of women (Baumert 1996:195–198; Arichea 2004:460–469), and
women prophesying (Wire 1990b:1, 63–67, 181–192; Arichea 2004:465). All three are
related to the issue of women’s subordination to men and arise from the study of 1
Corinthians 11:2-16 and 14:34-35.21 This type of investigation usually takes the form of
exegetical analysis of certain gendered texts within the discourse of 1 Corinthians 11 and
14. In recent years the field of New Testament studies has been bombarded with many

the second being a fusing of gender-critical theory and hermeneutics. Concerning the latter, in terms of what
such a fusion might look like and how it could be applied to the Corinthian text, see Jodamus (2016; 2017).
18

For further discussion also see Barrett (1968:330, 332–333) who mentions other scholars who follow this path
of investigation. Cf. Conzelmann (1975:246); Fee (1987:705); Thiselton (2000:1150).

19

For further discussion also see Murphy-O’Connor (1988:265–274); Wire (1990b:149–152, 229–232);
Witherington (1995:288); Arichea (2004:460–462); Crocker (2004:153, 157–162); Crossan (2004:70–123);
Økland (2004:149–151) and Mount (2005:313–340).

20

For further discussion also see Hooker (1963:410–416); Murphy-O’Connor (1988:265–274); Thompson
(1988:99–115); Wire (1990b:220–223); Grudem (1991:425–468); Jervis (1993:231–246); Martin (1995b:229–
249); Witherington (1995:232–240); Baumert (1996:182–194); BeDuhn (1999:297–308); Winter (2003:77–
96); Crocker (2004:153); Loader (2004:99–104); Merkle (2006:527–548) and Lakay (2010:6–36). In his
analysis Murphy-O’Connor (1988:265–274; 1980:483) offers an exegesis of 1 Cor. 11:2-16. His investigation
differs from other similar exegetical analyses in that it takes into account both women and men as opposed to
focusing solely on women in the passage with men merely being dismissed as “a background in contrast with
which woman’s situation and obligation can be more sharply described” (Murphy-O’Connor 1988:266).
Murphy-O’Connor (1980) argues that the problem in Corinth that Paul addresses in 1 Cor. 11:2-16 involves
both men and women and the issue of how they dressed their hair. His interpretation purports that “head” should
be interpreted as “source” in 1 Cor. 11:3 and maintains that the issue of men’s hair/dress was just as much a
problem as that of women in the church. Also see Thiselton (2000:805) who follows Murphy-O’Connor (1980)
in asserting that Paul addresses not only the way women dressed, but also the way men dressed.

21

Even under these broad topical headings scholars differ tremendously in interpretation. An example of this can
be found in the interpretation of 1 Cor. 11:2-16 and whether or not Paul is addressing married women or women
in general. Cf. Hayter (1987); BeDuhn (1999:295–320); Paige (2002:217–242) and Winter (2003:77–96).
Scholars are divided on the topic of head covering in 1 Cor. 11 as to what is referred to when Paul states that
women should cover their heads. Some scholars postulate that the women’s hair itself was the covering and,
therefore, women should not wear their hair loose during worship gatherings (Baumert 1996:183, 186; Cosgrove
2005:675–692). Other scholars maintain that Paul is referring to a veil of some kind that women should wear
(Witherington 1995:233; Arichea 2004:462–464). Also see Martin (2004) who argues that a woman’s unbound
hair was synonymous with her genitalia according to ancient conceptions of physiognomy.
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such studies, dealing with the same texts investigated from different methodological
vantage points, or using the same methodology with diverse and often contradictory
results (Engberg-Pedersen 1991:679; Cosgrove 2005:675–692).
Third, studies on gender in 1 Corinthians have often focused on the study of women
in early Christianity and in antiquity more broadly. Such studies deal primarily with
reconstructing by means of ancient sources the role and status of women in the period of
early Christianity, focusing on issues such as women leadership in early Christianity and
more broadly on their leadership in general in antiquity (Kraemer and D’Angelo 1999;
Osiek and Madigan 2005; Osiek, MacDonald and Tulloch 2006).22
Fourth, another less prominent view for understanding the gender passages of 1
Corinthians has been to suggest that the passages contain the opinions of the Corinthian
Christians themselves, and not Paul’s views. According to this hypothesis, Paul mentions
the opinions of the Corinthian Christians in the gendered passages of 1 Corinthians, not
because he agrees with them, but rather because he wants to refute them (Walker
1975:94–110; Trompf 1980:196–215).23
Fifth, a handful of scholars have analysed 1 Corinthians with an emphasis on the
“male issue” (Oster 1988:481–505), or rather, with an emphasis on investigating men in
1 Corinthians (Murphy-O’Connor 1980:483; 1988:265–274).24 Only very recently have
some New Testament studies on 1 Corinthians emerged with a keen interest in the issue
of masculinity(ies) in 1 Corinthians using gender-critical approaches (Moore 1996;
Anderson, Moore and Kim 2003:36–37; Mayordomo 2008:99–115).25

Grappling with gender construction(s) and representation(s) in 1 Corinthians
As noted above, many scholars have undertaken exegetical studies of certain problematic
gender texts in 1 Corinthians. This has given rise to copious amounts of scholarly work
in the form of journal articles and books emphasising the subject of “women”. With the
22

For a discussion of women in early Christianity, also see Brooten (1982); Witheringon (1992); Torjesen (1993);
Kloppenborg (1996); MacDonald (1996); Osiek and Balch (2003); Taylor (2003); Winter (2003) and Crocker
(2004).

23

For further discussion see Odell-Scott (1983:90–93; 1991:179–183); Walker (1983:101–112) and Paige
(2002:219).

24

Oster (1988:481–505) in his work emphasises the “male issue” in 1 Cor. 11:3-16.

25

Cf. Conway (2008:8–11); and Marchal (2014:93–113). A gender-critical approach takes seriously the
argumentative nature of rhetoric and focuses on issues such as gender construction and identity within a text
(Økland 2004:1–5; Penner and Vander Stichele 2005c:217–219; Vander Stichele and Penner 2009:4–7, 25).
Most New Testament studies on masculinity have focused on masculinity in the gospels, as may be seen in the
bibliography on New Testament masculinity studies provided by Anderson, Moore and Kim (2003:23–42). Cf.
Martin (2006); and Krondorfer (2009a:184–186). For a discussion which is focused on uncovering the
masculinity of Paul in 1 Corinthian see Clines (2003:181–192). Similarly, for a discussion of Paul’s masculinity
with regards to 2 Corinthians, see Harrill (2001:189–213); and Larson (2004:85–97). Also see the study by Kahl
(2000:37–49) which focuses on masculinity in Gal. 3:28. Across the humanities and social sciences, the writings
on masculinity(ies) are already enormous; for a bibliography on ancient and contemporary masculinities, see,
among many others, Gilmore (1990); Boyd (2009:51–55); Boyarin (2009:79–95) and Krondorfer (2009b:421–
436; 2010).
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advent of the women’s liberation movement and its impact on theology in the early
1970’s, and the emergence of feminist interpretations in biblical studies, even more work
began to emerge with a primary focus on re-constructing women’s identities in scripture
and the role of women in the ancient world (Daly 1968; Ruether 1974).26 The dominant
hermeneutical framework posited under the feminist wave of scholarship was a
“hermeneutics of suspicion” (Schüssler Fiorenza 1984a; Gebara 2003:250).27 One of the
pioneering scholars supporting this tradition of feminist hermeneutics, is Schüssler
Fiorenza (2000),28 who combines historical criticism with a rhetorical hermeneutics of
suspicion in her approach to biblical studies.29 This method of interpretation is applied
to biblical texts in an effort to reveal the concealed and muted history of women in
patriarchal and “kyriarchal” texts (Schüssler Fiorenza 1984a; 1984b). Feminist scholars
have, therefore, refined the dominant theological matters from a feminist vantage point
in order to progress to a theology that will buttress the liberation of women (Ehrensperger
2004:21).
Although the above-mentioned studies are highly informative and were much needed,
it seems that reconstructive hermeneutics has become the dominant framework for
investigation of gender in 1 Corinthians. Such studies focused primarily on women and
women related issues and failed to consider that discourse itself is gendered in the light
of the ancient Mediterranean concepts of gender (Økland 2004; Conway 2008). These
studies have, therefore, failed to investigate how gender is constructed by the discourse
itself. In fact, currently, most research pertaining to gender and 1 Corinthians focuses
primarily on the study of women. Schüssler Fiorenza (2001:5) observes,
Malestream historical criticism, so also ideology criticism as well as postcolonial
and cultural biblical criticism have for the most part not made wo/men subjects of
interpretation, connected intellectuals, or historical agents central to their
theoretical frameworks. Neither have they sufficiently recognized the importance
of gender analysis for biblical studies or developed an ethics of interpretation that
always takes wo/men’s experience into account when analyzing social location and
the operations of power within discourse.
Indeed, postcolonial and cultural criticism is rightly judged by Schussler-Fiorenza for its
lack of attention to wo/men – but I argue that a focus on women as a stable category, as
is the case in much of feminist discourse, is equally unhelpful. Apart from ignoring the
intersectional operations of power such as race and class on the unstable category of
women, it also largely ignores those who are positioned as women socially and
politically (slaves, poor men, gay men etc.). The nomenclature wo/men, coined by
26

Also see Daly (1973). For further discussion that gives a brief history of the emergence of feminist biblical
inquiry and contemporary advances in this field, see Castelli (1994:73–98); Segovia (2003b:1–32) among
others.

27

For further discussion of this hermeneutical framework see Schüssler Fiorenza (2001:175–177).

28

Cf. Robbins (2002c:112).

29

For a careful articulation of the methodology used by Schüssler Fiorenza and a brief discussion of her
scholarship, see Schüssler Fiorenza (1985:55–63); Matthews, Kittredge and Johnson-DeBaufre (2003:1–14).
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Schussler Fiorenza, calls for recognition of the nuance, but is, I argue, largely ignored in
feminist scholarship. Recognising the importance of gender analysis that takes gender as
a serious analytic category for biblical studies (Boyd 2009:53; Krondorfer 2009:xii),
would have enriched the studies reviewed in the purview of this paper, which have
largely not focused on the construction(s) and representation(s) of male and female
gender identity(ies) in 1 Corinthians. These types of analyses presuppose gender
construction(s) and representation(s) or rather, gendered issues, but instead of grappling
with these phenomena in particular, they analyse the results or symptoms of Paul’s
gender construction(s) and not his actual construction(s) and representation(s) of gender.
The discussion of 1 Corinthians along such investigative lines of inquiry has obscured
the perspective of the discourse of 1 Corinthians as persuasive rhetoric that constructs
and enforces certain gendered identities.
As mentioned earlier, within the framework of New Testament studies, the study of
gender is relatively new in comparison to other fields of study such as Classical Studies
(Pomeroy 1975; Moore and Anderson 1998:249–251).30 In the last 25 years Classical
Studies scholars focused considerable attention on the construction(s) of gender in
ancient Greek and Roman antiquity (Gleason 1990:389–416; Winkler 1990b). This type
of research has led to key questions concerning the conceptualisation of femininity(ies)
and masculinity(ies) during this period (Halperin 1990:135–170; Satlow 1994:1–25).
Despite the research in Classic Studies concerned with femininities and masculinities,
these have not emerged in New Testament scholarship. New Testament scholars have
been rather tardy in their application of gender-critical studies to the analysis of biblical
texts (Glancy 1994:34–50; 2004:99–135; Larson 2004:85–97). Besides applying
classical gender-critical knowledge to investigate socio-cultural aspects that inform their
analyses of ancient Mediterranean culture, not many New Testament scholars have
applied gender theory and gender-critical analysis to their investigations of biblical texts
(Moore 2001; Clines 2003:181–192).31 And only a handful of New Testament scholars
have used gender theory and gender-critical approaches to investigate 1 Corinthians
(Økland 2004:6–38, 168–223; Penner and Vander Stichele 2005c:214–237; Lakey
2010:97–135, 136–179).32

Conclusion
Although previous studies on the gendered texts of 1 Corinthians have been located in a
dialogical framework that juxtaposes the study of femininity and masculinity, most of
the scholarly attention of this type of research has concentrated on “femininity”, meaning
works directed towards feminist or womanist studies. Some New Testament biblical
scholars recently demonstrated the benefits of shifting the focus of analysis from
arguments and analyses based largely, if not solely, on reconstruction of socio-historical
30

Pomeroy (1975) was one of the first classical scholars to do work on women in antiquity. Moore and Anderson
(1998:249) note that “[h]er work was the first full-length study of this generation to take the question of women
in antiquity seriously”.

31

Also see Stowers (1994:42–82); Martin (1995a:332–355); Dube (2003:54–72); Vander Stichele (2005b; 2005a);
Marchal (2008; 2014:93–113); Thurman (2007:185–230); DeBaufre and Nasrallah (2011:161–174).

32

Cf. Ivarsson (2007:163–184); Bird (2011:177, 180, 181); Marchal (2014:93–113).
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circumstances, to gender-critical approaches that take the argumentative nature of
rhetoric seriously and explore issues such as gender construction(s) and identity(ies)
(Moore 1996; Kittredge 2000:103–109).33 The latter approach places emphasis on the
discourse itself and seeks to understand the discourse as argument aimed at persuasion
as opposed to placing emphasis on the subjects of the rhetorical argument such as veiling,
women who speak in tongues or prophecy, and women in general, as has been the norm
in Biblical Studies for far too long. From this rhetorical vantage point Paul is identified
as a rhetorician engaged in the art of persuasion as opposed to one writing authoritatively
as a messenger of God. The latter view of Paul runs the risk of seeing Paul’s words as
authoritative without taking into account that the discourse is a rhetorical construction,
and that Paul is engaged in the ancient art of rhetorical persuasion. Former historicalcritical interpretations of Paul’s arguments in 1 Corinthians have relied on reconstructive
socio-historical approaches that ultimately shield “Paul’s rhetorical strategy by resisting
the ‘decoding’ of terms, concepts, and strategic modes of argumentation he uses”
(Penner and Vander Stichele 2005c:217).34 In these types of approaches the emphasis is
on understanding “Paul’s arguments from a decidedly historical perspective” (Vander
Stichele and Penner 2005a:288).
The shift in approach to a gender-critical approach has also resulted in a shift in focus
from the historical issues at stake in the analysis of texts to enquiry into more important
issues of gender construction(s) and identity(ies), which are central to “ancient rhetorical
theories of proper comportment and oratorical display” (Penner and Vander Stichele
2005c:219).35 Økland (2004:1) in her analysis of 1 Corinthians 11-14 demonstrates that
Paul’s exhortations regarding women’s ritual roles and ritual clothing in 1 Corinthians
11-14 structure and gender the Christian gathering as a specific type of space, a
“sanctuary space”, constructed through ritual. Therefore, the central point of Paul’s
rhetoric in 1 Corinthians 11-14 is not women’s veiling or covering, but rather the
production and maintenance of a gendered order of the ritual space in the community
(Økland 2004:1).36 Such a gender-critical engagement of the text allows for a far more

33

Also see Økland (2004) and Conway (2008). Økland (2004:31–35) makes use of what she terms a “ritual
approach” to investigating 1 Cor. 11-14 which she argues allows her to focus more clearly on the ancient
discourse of gender and ritual and how ritual constructs gendered spaces. The “ritual approach” as posited by
Økland (2004:35) allows her to glean gendered nuances from the contemporaneous Corinthian texts, and in
particular, archaeological texts. This in turn allows for a comparison of “utterances concerning women in the
texts of Corinthian cults, rituals and sanctuaries including the ekklesia, and thus finding traces of a discourse on
‘women’ and ritual space where cultic models of the female are related to the space the ritual takes place within”.

34

See for example Wire (1990b); Martin (1995b) and Winter (2003).

35

I am aware of the need to be cautious of this distinction because many of the gender-critical approaches that are
used in the analysis of biblical material depart from a historical critical perspective. The difference, however, is
that the type of historiography is different – it no longer simply and only enquires as to “what” or “whether
something” has happened, but investigates the socio-historical relations of power, specifically as they pertain
to gender, that underlie the text.

36

Her understanding of 1 Cor. 11-14 is based on an investigation of an assortment of material texts, while the
discourse of sanctuary space is grounded on notions of ancient Mediterranean gender discourse. This highlights
how space in antiquity was gendered, primarily as it was related to formulations of the order of the cosmos
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comprehensive forum for dialogue by concentrating on the “interrelationship of the
discursive identities of male and female ‘players’ created in and through Pauline
argumentation” (Vander Stichele and Penner 2005:291). Shapiro (2003:517), who also
implements a gender sensitive approach, or what she terms “reading for gender”, in her
investigation of Jewish philosophical texts, notes that “reading for gender does not mean
either reading for women or as a woman”. She states,
To read for metaphors of “woman”, “body”, “gender relations” or “sexuality” is not
to read for some actual woman or women that the text, somehow, represents. Nor
does reading for gender mean reading as an “essentialized” woman reader who, as
a woman, can (supposedly) locate the “feminine” stratum of the text. Rather, it is
to read for constructions and performances of gender in these texts with an interest
in the intellectual and cultural labor these tropes enact. (Shapiro 2003:518)
Similarly, my interest is in an examination of how gender is constructed and represented
through the argumentative discourse of the text and also how Paul constructs his
gendered identity in the text. Penner and Vader Stichele (2005c:219) too display the
value in moving beyond “mirror readings” of Pauline literature to examining the text as
argument by focusing on the argumentative strategies employed by Paul to persuade his
audience.37 Contemporary biblical scholars also demonstrate the fact that the ancient
Mediterranean civilisation was constructed and orchestrated on a cosmic gender
structure that was viewed as natural and was integrated into all areas of life so that gender
strictly demarcated all aspects of life in ancient Mediterranean society (Stegemann and
Stegemann 1999:361; Økland 2004:1). Dube (2003:60) observes,
It is a feminist tradition in biblical studies to focus on passages that feature women,
as attested by our current women/feminist commentaries. No doubt the method has
furthered the feminist struggle by highlighting women as both victims and agents
of liberation in the text, but the approach seems to imply that passages that do not
feature women characters are less important to the feminist search for justice. The
approach seems to neglect the fact that gender constructions pervade all social
spheres of life.

(Økland 2004:2). Although Økland (2004:1) mentions that she is cautious not to reproduce the misleading
notion “that only women are gender”, she still, however, focuses most of her attention in her analysis primarily
on women in particular. See, for example, Økland (2004:69), where she comments on how gender in the ancient
Mediterranean world was constructed through ritual space, but her analysis focuses solely on female gender
construction instead. Because she does not focus on men and women in the text, it seems that she primarily
produces work on women and not gender in 1 Corinthians.
37

Lyons (1985) coined this term and it is also used by Vorster (1994:127–145) in the context of the letter to the
Romans, more specifically in the deployment of the category “rhetorical situation”. According to Penner and
Vander Stichele (2005c:217) “mirror readings” should be understood as “the technique of reading from what is
explicitly argued to that which is allegedly being responded to in the text, attempting to draw out the unknown
by reversing the logic of the stated argument”. Cf. Wire (1990b:12–38); Penner and Lopez (2012:33–50).
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Because Paul was structured by and functioned within the larger discourses of the ancient
Mediterranean sex and gender system(s), one cannot comprehend the gendered rhetoric
of 1 Corinthians without recourse to its interconnections with ancient gender discourse
in general. Furthermore, because of the nature of gender in the ancient world, when Paul
engages in persuasion through the discourse of 1 Corinthians, gender construction(s) and
representation(s) are precisely what is at stake. One cannot, therefore, comprehend the
rhetoric of 1 Corinthians without understanding the gendered nature of the discourse.38
Doing so would simply amplify an already muted gender critical scholarship and would
perpetuate the juxtaposing of femininity and masculinity as has been normative in studies
related to 1 Corinthians in particular and New Testament biblical studies in general.
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