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From Herodotus to Heresy:
Scythians in Long Historical Perspective

Maia Kotrosits

1. Introduction

In the 370s CE, the Christian bishop Epiphanius of Salamis, Cyprus, spent three years
writing a three-volume treatise in Greek called the Panarion, a ‘medicine chest’ or ‘cure-
all.” This was intended, apparently, to describe a litany of groups which Epiphanius
understood to be ‘poisonous,’ like snake bites or wild beasts, to Christians. In this text,
Epiphanius lists and describes 80 such ‘sects,’ or ‘heresies,’ all of whose names and labels
range from the extremely mundane to the imagined or obscure. According to Epiphanius,
however, all heresies come from genealogical lines of descent from several arch-heresies.
These arch-heresies are organised temporally from the time of the biblical creation, and
they are, in order: Barbarism, Scythianism, Hellenism, Judaism, and Samaritanism.

The focus of this essay is to ask why Scythians appear in this list, what ‘Scythianism’
signifies in the context of Epiphanius’ text, and how this passage connects us to a longer-
running collective ethnographic imagination in antiquity. In fact, while Epiphanius’
descriptions of ‘Scythianism’ and various heretical others are far-fetched and seemingly
random, I will argue that Epiphanius actually offers us a conceptual key for understanding
the way Scythians functioned in the ancient imagination across time. In the course of the
chapter, however, I will also suggest that ‘Scythianism’ as an apparent oddity reveals
some of the limits for understanding heresiology primarily through a history of religion/
Christianity.

2. Epiphanius and heresy beyond Christianity

Epiphanius has received less attention than many of the so-called early church ‘fathers,’
in part because of his especially vitriolic tone. He was also not a particularly prolific
writer, aside from the breadth of the Panarion.' But a few studies in recent years have
moved Epiphanius closer to the centre of Late Antique historical considerations.? Chief
among these is Andrew Jacobs’ monograph, which he calls a ‘cultural biography.’
Jacobs notices that while modern scholars have found Epiphanius a bit hard to tolerate,
Epiphanius was certainly influential, compelling, and even famous (often infamous)
in his moment. Jacobs’ cultural biography then poses the question: What if we retell
Late Antique Christian literature through this now-marginalised figure, who obviously
crystallised some dimensions of Late Antique culture that seemed important or relevant
to his audiences? Compatibly, for the purposes of this chapter, we might consider how

This chapter was written with support of an Insight grant from the Social Science and Humanities Research
Council of Canada, ‘Ethnicity, Ethnographic Culture, and Diaspora in the Greco-Roman World.’
! Jacobs 2016, 263278 on Epiphanius as a writer and in the history of scholarship.

2 In addition to Jacobs, see especially Kim 2015 and Berzon 2016, discussed below.
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figures like Epiphanius, and the discourses they circulated, might give us a sense of the
ongoing utility and traction of apparently antiquarian ethic and racialised stereotypes
for a variety of socio-political projects and self-definition. He also offers us a case study
about the creative reworking of the inherited ideas about some of the best-known groups
of northerners in the Greek tradition.

Jacobs sees Epiphanius’ own emphatic interests as a needle’s eye into several
important facets of Late Antique culture. But Jacobs’ book closes on one particular aspect
of Epiphanius’ work: its dogged interest in the proliferation and management of otherness
and difference.’ Jacobs writes:

In sum, Epiphanius represents to us a late ancient Christian culture of display and performance
centered on difference: different modes of status and power, different forms of knowledge,
different types of Christians multiplying almost without end across a backdrop of anxiously
incomplete orthodoxy. Difference, for Epiphanius, is not a problem in but rather a feature
of his late ancient culture, a culture that differentiates but never excludes, that identifies the
‘other’— indeed, myriad others — and incorporates them into the fabric of an imperial Christian

world.*

Further, Jacobs notes that ‘Epiphanius’ Christianity hews rather closely to the political
style of the Roman Empire itself, which managed but never eradicated the difference
of its endless parade of “others”.”> The Panarion obviously figures large in Epiphanius’
project of elaborating, displaying, cultivating, and managing otherness. As a text that
spins wild tales about the origins of peoples as they relate to an equally wild imagination
of orthodox Christianity, multiplying and managing difference is its raison d’étre.

Not just Epiphanius himself, but heresiological texts more generally, too,
have always been a bit off-putting for scholars, as they sought various frameworks for
making texts in this register more legible, less eccentric.® The consensus as it stands is
that heresiological discourse is about the construction of an always elusive orthodoxy, a
largely fantasised community with ephemeral (albeit stringently enforced) boundaries.’
Heresiology produces difference, of course, and (as Jacobs observes) regularly multiplies
it — strategies that are not new to heresiological texts.

In fact these strategies illustrate their profound debt to the literature and sensibilities
we typically house under ‘ethnography.’ Todd Berzon’s book Classifying Christians is the
most thorough treatment of what he calls the ‘discursive consonances’ of ethnography
in heresiology.® His argument is that ‘ancient ethnography, specifically Christian
ethnography, attests to a complex set of negotiations between attempts to understand the
surrounding world by inventorying its people, explaining their history and origins, and

3 Jacobs 2016, 263-278.
4 Jacobs 2016, 272.

3 Jacobs 2016, 273.

6 Cameron 2003.

7 Important contributions to this new understanding ancient heresiological discourses include le Boulluec 1985;
Lyman 1993; Burrus 1995; Elm & al. 2000; Clark 2014. For metacritical reflection on the normative distinctions
of orthodoxy/heresy as they live on in scholarly categories, see King 2003, 2011.

8 Berzon, like others, understands ethnography not as a set of literature or a genre, but rather more expansively

as an activity. Indeed, he describes an ‘ethnographic disposition.” See also Dench 2010; Skinner 2013; Lampinen
2019b; Harland 2026.
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by establishing a position within it.”* He tracks heresiologists characterising others’ ‘ways
of life’ — their rituals, wisdom/teachings, and practices around eating and sex.'’ He hopes
to demonstrate Christians ‘harnessed the vernacular of ethnography to advance theories
of human difference and the boundaries of human knowledge: how, in other words, Late
Antique writers depicted and organised the world and its peoples in distinctly Christian
terms and thus constructed the contours of Christianity itself.’!!

As necessary and attentive as Berzon’s study is, | wonder to what extent are the
terms of organisation ‘distinctly Christian’? Indeed, Berzon’s larger analysis, while
strong on many counts, relies foundationally on ‘religion’ as a category, one that runs in a
structural parallel to ethnicity. Christians, according to Berzon, ‘turned’ to ethnography,
they ‘harnessed the vernacular.”'? Their Christianness, in other words, seems to precede
an interest in ethnic and ethnographic thinking. As such, it suggests that Christians are
somehow outside of ethnicity.

But the fact that Epiphanius’ arch-heresies are specifically ethnic designations
is important. Scythians in particular can provide an opening for seeing Late Antique
heresiology not as a religious discourse that parallels or assimilates imperial discourses
as if from the outside, but one that is, from the start, part of an imperial phenomenon of
racialised population production, and a practice that is structured by the tensions and
vexations of the Later Roman Empire. With this, let us turn to the Panarion’s descriptions
of these arch-heresies.

3. Scythians in the Panarion

Epiphanius’ five arch-heresies, or ‘mother’ sects, have a somewhat successive relationship
to each other, though not precise. The order is as follows:

1) Barbarism: from biblical creation to the flood, a period characterised by a
universal kind of lawlessness as each person followed their own laws.

2) Scythianism: from after the flood to the building and destruction of the tower
of Babel. Those who built the tower of Babel became Scythians because of their
proximity to Scythia.

3) Hellenism: begins with the Egyptians, Babylonians, and Phrygians. A period
characterised by moving away from ‘barbarism,’ but also by idol worship and the
proliferation of gods, the invention of sorcery and magic. Later characterised by
sects (Stoics, Pythagoreans, Platonists, Epicureans, etc.)

4) Judaism: defined by circumcision from the time of Abraham, and by the law
given by God to Moses, named for Judah, the fourth son of Jacob.

5) Samaritanism: originated from Judaism, shares the law of Moses, but with some
differences of opinion with Jews/Judeans. Comprised of Assyrian immigrants to
Judea.

K Berzon 2016, 5.

19 01 the “northern angle’ in these mainstays of ethnographical writing, see the ‘Introduction’ to this volume,
pp. 19-30.

1 Berzon 2016, 6.
12 Berzon 2016, 6.
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In each of these sections we have an interest in both genealogy and geography —
place of origin and ancestors.'* This is in continuity with both biblical and ethnographic
traditions. While gods/God are of course discussed, it is rather within these more emphatic
concerns of ancestral and geographic origins. We also see the schematic abstraction of
peoples and places in time into an ‘-ism,’ a set of qualities that throughout the Panarion
then can be traced and tracked genealogically.

But let us look closely at the passage in this section on Scythianism:

(1) After the flood, since Noah’s ark had come to rest in the highlands of Ararat between
Armenia and Cardyaei on the mountain called Lubar, the first human settlement following the
flood was made there. And there the prophet Noah planted a vineyard and became the original
settler of the site. His children — there is no indication that he had more — had children and
children’s children down to a fifth generation, 659 years in all, omitting Shem [...]

(3) And there was nothing on earth, no sect, no opinion clashing with one another, but
only ‘men’ were spoken of, ‘of one speech and one language.” There were only ungodliness
and godliness, the natural law and the natural error of each individual’s will, not learned from
teaching or writings. There was no Judaism, no Hellenism, no other sect at all. But in a sense
there was a faith which is now native to God’s present day holy catholic church, a faith which
was in existence from the beginning and was revealed again later [...]

(8) In the fifth generation after the flood, now when humanity was multiplying from
Noah'’s three sons, through the succession of children’s children and their children a total of
72 founding fathers and chieftains had arisen in the world. And in going on and in advancing
from Mt. Lubar and the borders of Armenia, that is, from the land of Ararat, they arrived at the
plain of Shinar where, we suppose, they chose to settle. Shinar is now in Persia but anciently
it belonged to the Assyrians.

(10) Consulting together there they took counsel with each other to build a tower and a
city. Because they had migrated to Asia from the region next to Europe they were all called
Scythians in the parlance of the time.

(11) They laid the foundations of the tower and built Babylon. And God was not pleased
with their foolish work, for he confounded their languages and divided them from one to 72,
to correspond with the number of the men who were then alive. Thus they have been called
Meropes because of the divided speech. A blast of wind blew the tower over.

(12) And so they were divided right and left over the whole earth, some returning to the
place from which they had set out and some going east ahead of them, but others reached
Libya. Thus, if anyone wanted to determine the precise facts about these people he could find,
in the case of each country, how each received his allotment [...].'*

First, it is important to note that Epiphanius draws the first four of these arch-heresies
from a scriptural source, which is Colossians. Colossians is a late-first-century letter,
written in the name of the apostle Paul but not by him. The passage that drew Epiphanius’
attention is an adaptation of a formulation found in Paul’s letters, generally referred to as
the ‘baptismal formula.’ The baptismal formula, as found in Paul’s Letter to the Galatians,
reads: ‘For as many of you were baptised into Christ, you have put on Christ. There

13 Lampinen in this volume, esp. 80—108.
14 Epiph. Pan. 1.2.1-12. Translation Williams 2009, 16-18.
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is neither Judean nor Greek, enslaved nor free, male and female, all are one in Christ
Jesus.’"® The author of Colossians adapts this formula (emphasis mine):

Do not lie to one another, seeing that you have stripped off the old self with its practices and
have clothed yourselves with the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge according to
the image of its creator. [n that renewal there is no longer Greek and Judean, circumcised and

uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, enslaved and free, but Christ is all and in all! 16

What is curious about this adaptation by the author of Colossians is that it introduces
a series of what might be considered synonyms alongside the oppositions: the ancient
stereotyping of Scythians imagined them as both prototypical ‘barbarians’ and the
prototypically enslaved.'” But in any case, the point of the Colossians interpretation of
the formula remains essentially the same as the formula itself: all differences are unified
and/or erased, as least ritually, in baptism. It is all the stranger, then, that Epiphanius
adapts this Colossians passage in order to delineate essential differences that cannot be
overcome. Why?

The answer is likely the combination of sources that Epiphanius engages,
or at least with which he is familiar. It seems that Epiphanius is also drawing from a
tradition, as seen in the mid-fourth century BCE work of Ephorus of Cyme, and cited
in Strabo’s Geography, of the four-fold division of the earth into four ethnic groups, in
which Scythians represent the North.'® So in Epiphanius we see the conceptual blending
of something like the four-fold division of the earth, with the Colossians passage and
the primeval histories of Genesis (creation, flood, Babel, Abraham). He also borrows
from the tradition known to Pompeius Trogus, a first-century BCE universal historian
preserved principally through an Imperial-era Epitome by Justin, which saw Scythians
as the earliest civilisation and empire (they are imagined beating southern Egyptians in
this contest), explaining, at least in part, why Scythianism appears just after Barbarism."

But this conceptual blending creates a number of awkward situations. In the
passage above we see that after the flood, there came to be 72 ‘founding fathers and
chieftains’ in the world, then ‘going on and advancing from Mt. Lubar and the borders of
Armenia, that is, from the land of Ararat, they arrived at the plain of Shinar, where, we
suppose they chose to settle.’® In the following section Epiphanius details the building
of the first city, Babylon, and the tower of Babel. As in the Genesis rendition, God is
angered, and punishes them by making their speech incomprehensible to each other.
Then Epiphanius notes that ‘they were divided right and left over the whole earth, some
returning to the place from which they set out.’!

Epiphanius is not the first to make this connection between Scythians and Babel.
In his Against Celsus, the second century Christian writer Origen of Alexandria (who
Epiphanius classed as a heretic) uses the tower of Babel story to moralise about why various

15 Gal. 3:27-28.

16 Col. 3:8-11.

17 See also Goldenberg 1998.

18 Eph. BNJ 70 F 30a ap. Str. 1.2.28; see also above, p. 31 fn. 213.
19 Just. 2.1-3.

20 Epiph. Pan. 1.2.8.

2! Epiph. Pan. 1.2.12.
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peoples were scattered into their associated landscapes. Ethiopians and Scythians, whose
landscapes were understood as on the more extreme ends of hot and cold, were described
by Origen as having been led by angels to these ‘remote’ regions in correspondence with
their sinfulness (related to the building of Babel).”? However there may be more at work
in this association between Scythians and Babel/Babylon than the returns of moralising
geography and environmental determinism.

4. Babylon and Scythians: parables of sovereignty

Babel/Babylon itself was of course a potent symbol. In The Babylon Complex, Erin
Runions traces a long history of figurations of Babylon, from texts in the Israelite and
Judean traditions through to the imperial politics of the United States. Babylon is a
malleable discursive object, she argues, one that aids in the imagination and configuration
of empire. Because Babylon’s associated mythologies include not only its allure and
success as an empire but also (in the story of Babel) the temptation to have god-like
power, Babylon can figure both as an aspirational object of the imagination, and as a
cautionary tale of the dangers and excesses of empire.?

Israelite and Judean literature thus presents very mixed images of Babylon. In
some of the prophetic texts (Jeremiah, Isaiah, and Ezekiel) Babylon, which destroyed the
temple in Jerusalem, represents both an agent of God and an imperial entity due for its
own destruction.”*

For the later Josephus, however, the story of Babel is a story of ‘proper modes of
governance.’” Josephus tells the story in his Antiquities of the Judeans.* In Josephus’
version, after the flood, God wants the people dispersed, both to avoid ‘seditions’ or
rebellions, and to cultivate the earth. But instead they follow Nimrod, who Josephus
casts as a tyrant, and they build the tower of Babel to protect them from another flood.
As Runions outlines, Josephus’ version is a cautionary tale about rebellion, suggesting
that coming together in collective self-rule is a sign of Aybris, a denial of the benefits
and ‘good of the diaspora.’?” This is, as Runions, notes, a direct commentary on the
Roman-Judean war of the late first century, which Josephus blames on the Judeans (or at
least what he describes as bandit-like sub-groups of the Judeans). It is also, per Runions,
a reading that reveals a suspicion of Judean sovereignty specifically, and democracy
generally.?

That is, for Josephus, Babel was about the conundrums attending the poles of
landed sovereignty and diaspora in the context of empire. Importantly, Runions’ book
connects Babel not just with these conundrums of sovereignty and diaspora, but also
the regulation of sexuality, especially through the projection of sexual excesses and
monstrous perversity. The depiction of Babylon as a ‘whore,’ for instance, in the Book

22 Origen C. Cels. 5.30. See Den Dulk 2020, 189.
23 See Runions 2014; Scheil 2016; Seymour 2014
24 Runions 2014, ‘Introduction’, especially 15.

2 Runions 2014, 47.

26 Joseph. AJ 1.109-121.

27 Runions 2014, 47.

28 Runions 2014, 47-50.
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of Revelation, one on whom divine sexualised revenge is visited, demonstrates well how
Babylon becomes a forcefield for fantasies of desire and sexualised violence.”

Perhaps the reason, then, that Epiphanius (and Origen) associate Scythians
with Babel is because the story of Babel offers narrative coherence for similarly polar
representations of Scythians. So, for example, the most consistent associations with
Scythians are with nomadism. A sixth-century BCE fragment of Pindar identifies
Scythians as living in houses on wagons, for instance.’® Herodotus’s Histories takes up
this theme of landless wandering extensively.’! But we also find other references. Ephorus
of Cyme, for instance, comments on Anacharsis as the most pious of nomad Scythians,
and Aeschines, an Athenian ambassador to Philip II, slanders a rival as descended from
‘nomad Scythians.’* This association persists over time. Lucian of Samosata’s imagined
dialogue between Solon and Anacharsis has Anacharsis describe himself as a nomad,
for instance.** Nomadism suggests much more than simply a particular mode of living,
it suggests an ‘undeveloped’ culture: Strabo and Herodotus both theorise those most
‘barbaric’ practices as linked to nomadic lifestyles.** Unterritorial nomadism suggests, in
other words, chaotic groundlessness.

But alongside these associations of Scythians with nomadism, are apparently
opposing associations of Scythians with territorial rule, conquest, and expansion.
Herodotus claims the Scythians conquered and ruled Asia for 28 years.*> Pompeius
Trogus writes about three separate times the Scythians dominated Asia unchallenged.
Then, after a long period dominating it, the Scythians only left because their wives, in
a move reminiscent of Aristophanes’ Lysistrata, threatened to sleep with non-Scythian
local men, thus diffusing the Scythian people.* Still, in this scenario the Scythians
as an imperial power collected tribute from Asia for 1500 years. As Trogus suggests,
Scythians are also periodically described as the most ancient people of all, as the original
conquerors and precedents of empire, as I briefly mentioned earlier. Trogus records this
as a dispute between the Egyptians to the far south and the Scythians to the far north
on who is the most ancient, also describing the Parthians as first exiles from Scythia,
who then conquered the east. Trogus also notes, however, that the Scythian army mostly
consisted of slaves. Indeed, even as Scythians were almost universally cast as strong
soldiers, they were identified with the subjection of enslavement in Classical Athens, and
this association proved something that even later authors could refer to.’” This was not
simply a discursive phenomenon. As Philip A. Harland has shown, as many as one-third
of enslaved people in Attica (in the classical era) were people from the Pontic diaspora,
which is what gave flight to the association of Scythians with enslavement.*

29 Runions 2014, e.g. 162; on Babylon in the Revelation, see also Seymour 2014, 102—119.
30 pind. F 105b (Machler) ap. Schol. in Ar. Av. 941-943.

31 Hdt. 4.6-7 identifies several subgroups that make up the so-called ‘Scythians’.

32 Aeschin. De fals. leg. 2.78.

33 Lucian Anach., passim.

3% See Str. 7.3.9. Shaw 1982, esp. 29.

35 Hdt. 1.106.1.

36 1n Just. 2.1-3. See also Hdt. 4.1-3. For more on Scythian rule of Asia, see Ivantchik 1999a.

37 See for example Plin. HN 4.80-83. On Pontic and especially Scythian slaves in Athens, see Tsetskhladze
2008; also Bébler 2005; Braund 2011b.

38 Harland 2020.
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In other words, as underdeveloped ‘barbarians’ who were synonymous with
ambiguous mobility butalso enslavement, Scythians represented the ‘other’ of certain forms
of extreme political power and sovereignty at the very same time as they were idealised by
some for their antiquity, their dominance, and their success in conquest.** Epiphanius and
Origen reflect this discourse. But the uniting of these divergent reputations in Christian
thought (through an association of Babel) offers us a possibility for understanding why
there were such mixed and paradoxical representations of Scythians across time: like
Babel, Scythians too perhaps worked in the popular imagination to mediate and warn
against the extremes of empire/sovereignty and landlessness/subjection.

We might then consider Epiphanius, too, pondering on Roman governance
and imperialism with the help of Babel and Scythians, though much more subtly than
Josephus. Through the ambivalent association of Scythians with both the vast and
successful Babylonian empire, as well as with diasporic or nomadic statelessness,
Epiphanius implicitly argues that empire and statelessness are vexed and problematic
conditions. In fact, Epiphanius refers to diaspora, sovereignty, and law/order in each of
these arch-heresies, one way or another. Barbarism is characterised as a lack of leadership
and common laws. Hellenism is characterised by more order and civilisation, but more
fracture. Judaism is distinguished by the law of Moses, and Epiphanius refers to King
David. Samaritanism was occasioned by the Babylonian exile. These references and their
concomitant worries form the subtext of the Panarion with its delineation of heretical
persons and groups and their various forms of deviant knowledge or practice. In other
words, proper knowledge or teaching and proper social organisation go hand in hand.

But these questions of social order/disorder, social fracture and imperialism,
lay the foundation for the Panarion, and — what is more — are reflected formally
in Epiphanius’ work. Both the Panarion and Epiphanius’ earlier (and overlapping)
Ancoratus titrate carefully between fragmentation and unified whole, as Andrew Jacobs
has shown.*”’ Epiphanius, according to Jacobs, reflects a larger Roman literary aesthetics
of antiquarianism that prizes a kaleidoscopic effect, and works through the display of
bits and pieces of text which are assembled into a totalising whole.*' It was an aesthetics
that matched the tensions of the late Roman empire, with its increasingly consolidated
bureaucracy and authoritative structures, and increasingly fragmented territory: the
economic pressures and territorial changes of the extended moment meant that the
number of provinces had vastly increased, and legislation, military support, and taxation
became more centralised.*

5. Heresiology and population production

It is this resonance between the Panarion’s form and content and the larger aesthetics
and social tensions of the late Roman world, not to mention the Panarion’s profoundly

39 See Motta 1999.
49 Jacobs 2016, 132-175.
41 Jacobs 2016, 136-140.

42 See for instance, Whitby 2016. Whitby notes the place of ecclesial figures, fundraising, and property concerns
as part of the bureaucratic character of Late Antiquity, but he still abides by a secular/religious distinction,
which is curious, particularly since in many cases he is referring to imperial structures post-Constantine.
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ethnographic orientation, that press us to ask: how do the consensus assumptions of
scholarship about heresiological texts — that they comprise a freestanding genre interested
primarily in producing Christian identity and coherence — overdetermine the socio-
cultural work that such texts do?* Indeed genre is not ever a self-evident category, least
of all for ancient texts. As John Marincola has argued for ancient historiography, ancient
writers were simply not straightforwardly or categorically imitating the works their
predecessors as models, but rather borrowing from these works as flexible forms for their
own innovative composition.* This is easily demonstrated in so-called heresiological
texts by the wealth of their source allusions — Epiphanius is reading not simply Irenaeus’s
Against Heresies, for example, but taxonomic medical texts, and Hebrew bible stories,
as well as reflecting ethnographic traditions. All of this contributes to the total composite
effect of the Panarion.

Likewise, Michal Beth Dinkler’s discussion of genre in the gospels is instructive.
Dinkler argues that the lines between ancient generic categories were ‘murkier’ than
in modernity, and ancient writers also generally engaged in ‘a wider range of creative
compositional strategies.”® Further, Dinkler notes that in scholarship, classifications
of texts by genre can essentialise and constrain textual meanings.® In this way, genre
classification acts as a hermeneutical framework for scholars, that installs a certain textual
teleology.”’ So reading the Panarion primarily in a descent framework following from
Justin’s Dialogue with Trypho and Irenacus’ Against Heresies is an interpretive move that
will immediately distinguish it in a trajectory of invention, and simultaneously place it in
a history of Christians and Christianity first — a history of religion.

The placement of heresiological discourse in a history of religion also depends
heavily on the suffix -ismos and what it ostensibly implies about the objects of description.
Christianismos is understood to be an entity that derives its substance from religious
teaching (doctrine) and specifically theological concerns, and the heretical counterpart
isms that appear (in Epiphanius and elsewhere) thus are imagined to be the results of
processes of religious differentiation.*® Judaism of course provides the alibi for this
logic, since Judaism survives now as a religious tradition. But Scythianism, Hellenism,
Barbarism, and Samaritanism, as more obviously ethnic in their roots, and suggest another
reading.

For one, the abstraction of -ismos was a common way to discuss the generalised
practices of a people into ways of life and to describe the process of adopting the ancestral
ways of others. But the move of abstraction itself into something more metaphysical
is a shared feature of the overlapping Greek medical and ethnographic traditions,
as I have argued elsewhere. It is a combined tradition in which racialisation becomes
pathologisation.® In particular, these pathologising and racialising interests merge in

3 My disagreement with its overall understanding of the Panarion regarding heresiology as genre (which
is a scholarly consensus position) notwithstanding, Kim 2016 offers an excellent description of the textual
phenomena and allusions of the Panarion.

# Marincola 1999, especially 320-321.
4 Dinkler 2020, 84.
40 Dinkler 2020, 85, 96.

4T Dinkler argues instead for understanding how genre
circumstantially contingent.

48 See Boyarin 2006, as well as Berzon 2016, 59.
49 Kotrosits 2023.

3

works as a mode of communication,” one that is
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physiognomy, the common ancient practice of reading the body to produce metadescription
at the level of individual and/or population. In Greek and Roman history, physiognomy
was especially interested in the production of character traits, ones which were ethnically/
racially coded, and in environmental determinism.*® In this pathologizing context, the
text as a medicine chest, or ‘cure-all,” takes on additional meaning.’' The Panarion is
profoundly indebted to racialising/pathologising logics at a fundamental level, sorting
and sussing out non-normative populations for their genealogical relationship to empires
and/or lawlessness, subjection, and dispersion.

Thus in a teleological history of religion, ‘Scythianism’ might seem like a peculiar
choice for an arch-heresy. Or the fact that heresiology, as a regulation of ‘religious’
normativity, makes its way into the Theodosian Code, too, may seem, not unreasonably,
to be a function primarily of the heightened authority of particular Christian bishops.*
Apart from this narrative, though, we might ask instead if heresiology made its way into
the Theodosian code because heresiology was, from the get-go, already funded by more
broad-scale questions of territory and socio-political order. That is, what if we place the
Panarion more centrally in a long history of ethnographic anxieties? ‘Scythianism’ in
the Panarion then is not so much a textual oddity, or some consequence of Epiphanius’
quirky textual sources. Rather it is a meaning-laden symptom of the social concerns
that haunt the heresiological enterprise from the first: sovereignty, social order, and the
management of boundaries and pathologisation of foreignness.

6. Conclusions

First, we might consider taking Epiphanius’ association of Babel/Babylon with Scythians
and read it backwards for the way Scythian associations with both a primeval empire and
enslavement/diaspora work out anxieties for earlier authors about political sovereignty
and its undersides. Any population that is made to be synonymous with enslavement or
mobility is going to of course be a figure which plagues the ancient imagination, as the
ground of possibility and the potential annihilation of what is imagined as freedom and
sovereignty.? Like Babylon, ‘Scythians’ function as a cultural sign to mediate between
the two opposite but linked extremes of empire and subjection, or statelessness. The
power of both sets of imagery relied on a culturally recognisable, broadly disseminated
pool of images about the kinds of foreignness and insufficiency that ‘the East’ and ‘the
North’, respectively, typified.

Second, and more broadly, while many scholars might be familiar with the
critiques of ‘religion’ as an analytical category for the ancient world, the most often cited
critiques of the category are typically ones that speak to the historical inaccuracy and

30 Johnson & Stavru 2019, 1-7. ‘Racialising’ is my language. See again, Lampinen 2019b. On environmental
determinism’s place and function in physiognomy, see also Goldman 2016.

31 Thus 1 agree broadly with Richard Flower that Epiphanius’ medical interests are substantial and not
incidental. See Flower 2018, demonstrating parallels particularly between Epiphanius and Galen and Nicander
of Colophon, and argues that Epiphanius rhetorically styles himself as a ‘master physician’ facing off against
heretics as ‘quack doctors.’

52 See Flower 2013, 172194,

33 As Hartman 1997 argues of modernity.
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potential anachronism of religion for the language of antiquity.** Less often, even rarely
substantively engaged, is the work of David Chidester in Savage Systems and Tomoko
Masuzawa in The Invention of World Religions who have offered a modern colonial
genealogy for not just the study of religion but the category of religion itself. That is, both
thinkers have shown in stunning and unequivocal detail how ‘religion,’ as we know it, and
comparative religions as a field, were drawn up as part of large-scale efforts at colonial
knowledge production to facilitate and rationalise in different ways European Christian
dominance. One significant effect of the making of ‘religion,” also noted by Jeremy
Schott (albeit differently) in his history of the production of religion in Late Antiquity,
is the simultaneous entrenching and erasure of racial and ethnic markers. ‘Religion’ in
other words, is always a racially or ethnically marked category, even as what got counted
as a ‘world religion’ (as Masuzawa notes) is a kind of supranational or transnational,
‘universal’ reach that was the aspiration and self-identity of Christianity.>

‘Religion’ then emerged as a strategy to both further entrench racialised population-
making and erase that very work. This underlines the importance then of observing
and marking where population production and normative and racialised social order
might be at work. It is exactly the puzzling or seemingly anomalous textual moments
— like ‘Scythianism’ as a heresy, built on the foundations of a vigorous Greco-Roman
tradition of imagining the typically Scythian forms of belief and behaviour — that give us
opportunities to do this, to see what the category of ‘religion’ typically obscures. In this
case, Epiphanius is less of an innovator in a genre, someone solely interested in doctrine
and producing religious identity, and more of a Late-Roman reflection on the precarity
of social order itself, showing us in the meantime how ‘Christian,” even when itself
expressed as its own form of peoplehood, was regularly invoked to mediate, reframe,
smooth over, and restructure other kinds of belonging.

% See for instance Nongbri 2013; Barton & Boyarin 2016.
33 See primarily Masuzawa 2005. See also Chidester 1996 and Schott 2008.
36 See Masuzawa 2005, chapter 4.
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