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Donatism: The Makings of a Schism
Diocletian’s persecutions sparked many schismatic movements throughout the empire. One

took the form of Donatism, which was particularly remarkable for its strength and perseverance. De-
spite repeated persecutions and the growing power of the Catholic Church, it remained a prominent es-
tablishment in North Africa from 3111 until the Arab invasions in the seventh century.2 Theological
disputes surrounding the treatment of lapsed parishioners in North Africa had been quietly raging
throughout the persecutions and two distinct Christian groups crystallized. The contested election of the
bishop of Carthage in 311 marked the official schism, dividing the population of North Africa between
the Donatist Church and the Catholic Churches. The intention of this paper is to examine the develop-
ment of the Donatist schism through the analysis of extant Donatist martyr stories while asking whether
the schism was the result of theological, political, or social development in North Africa.

American and English scholarship has tended to treat Donatism as an anti-Roman social
movement.3 This is in part due to W.H.C. Frend’s The Donatist Church (1950), which continues to be
the definitive publication for the study Donatism. Frend believed that Donatism was connected to the
later prominence of Islam in North Africa and was primarily concerned with investigating this connec-
tion.4 In Frend’s study, Donatism was a reaction of the poor, rural Berber population to Romanization
and the loss of their local identity.5 The emphasis on social and political history has led scholars to focus
on a violent periphery group called the Circumcellions,6 but newer scholarship has challenges their
prominence and role in the Donatist Church.7 Michael Gaddis and JamesAlexander emphasize the par-
allel structures; refuting the class struggle model by demonstrating that the churches had similar social
hierarchies and geographical distributions. Maureen Tilley claims that scholars have relied so heavily
on Catholic sources that most secondary scholarship is inexcusably biased.8 Catholic sources offer a
plethora of information and even preserve parts of lost Donatist writings.9 The bias in Optatus’ andAu-
gustine’s writings is obvious but without a more neutral account it is difficult to separate fact from fic-
tion. The Catholic sources also have an obvious bias towards the imperial administration since they
profited from this alliance. Using Catholic apologists to write a history of the Donatist movement is

1 Hereafter all dates C.E.
2 W. H. C Frend, The Donatist Church: a movement of protest in Roman North Africa (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1952), 2. The last
written evidence is a letter from Pope Gregory to Emperor Maurice advocating stricter punishments for Donatists dating to 596.
3 Hanns Brennecke, “Donatus.” In Brill’s New Pauly, ed. Hubert Cancik and Helmuth,Schneider, (Brill, 2008) http://www.brill
line.nl/subscriber/entry?entry=bnp_e323190 (11 April 2008).
4 Frend, 1.
5 James Alexander, “Donatism,” in The Early Christian World, ed., (London: Routledge, 2000), 954.
6 Brennecke.
7 Michael Gaddis, There is no crime for those who have Christ: religious violence in the Christian Roman Empire (Berkeley:
Unversity of California Press, 2005), 123.
8 Maureen A. Tilley, Donatist martyr stories: the Church in conflict in Roman North Africa. Translated by Maureen A. Tilley.
(Liverpool : Liverpool University Press, 1996), i.
9 August. Against Cresonius; August. Against the Parmeniani 1.18-33.
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counter-intuitive, but it is not the fortune of the ancient historian to be provided with unbiased, accu-
rate sources.

Not all Donatist writings are lost; a handful of martyr stories have survived intact. These
sources present obvious difficulties but they offer a new perspective on the Donatist movement. Mar-
tyr stories are a difficult genre to utilize in scholastic analyses: they are formulaic documents that were
created for inspirational, motivational, and instructional purposes.10 They do not focus on historical
details; most martyr stories cannot be authenticated. The dates of composition, authorship and sources
of information are usually unknown although there is evidence that court transactions were sometimes
used.11 Tilley has translated and complied the surviving documents in Donatist Martyr Stories: the
Church in Conflict in Roman North Africa (1996). By analyzing a selection of these documents one ex-
amines the evolution of schism from the perspective of the Donatist congregation who commemorate
the acts of its holy martyrs. The historical context, narrative and theological implications of The Donatist
Passion of Cyprian, The Acts of Saint Felix Bishop and Martyr The Acts of the Abitian Martyrs and The
Passion of Maximian and Isaac will be examined in order to deduce whether theological, political or
social factors drove the crystallization of the schism.

The earliest martyr the Donatists claimed was the famous North African theologian Thasius
Caecilianus Cyprianus (Cyprian). Cyprian became an important figure before the schism and conse-
quently was commemorated by both the Catholic Church and Donatist Churches. There are three ex-
tant accounts of his martyrdom, The Life and Passion of Cyprian (Catholic), The Acts of Saint Cyprian
(Catholic) and The Donatist Passion of Cyprian. The Donatist work is anonymous and dated to 260-314
AD using internal references to the earlier Catholic accounts.12 Cyprian was martyred in 256/257 dur-
ing the reign of the emperor Valerian who continued the persecutions of Decius13 and Gallus.14 These
persecutions stopped in 260 when the Persians captured Valerian and his son Gallienus became sole
emperor.15

The story opens with Cyprian being spirited to the proconsul Galerius Maximus. Cyprian ap-
pears before the proconsul and is briefly interrogated. The proconsul asks if he represents “these peo-
ple with their impious attitude.”16 Cyprian confirms this allegation and Galerius declares that his
involvement with Christianity makes him an enemy of Roman religion, Roman deities and the people.
He is sentenced to death by the sword for being “perpetrator of the most wretched crime”.17 Cyprian is
then taken to a crowded field and executed along with many others.18 Roman religion and the Roman
state were inseparable and, consequently, Cyprian is charged with a political and theological crime. His

10 Tilley, xxii.
11 August. Against Cresconius. 3.70.80.
12 Tilley, 1.
13 In 249 he introduced the infamous libelli which had to be obtained by making a sacrifice to the Roman gods. Examples survive.
14 Eus. Hist. Eccl. 7. 11-12. This is not recorded by Zosimus or the Historae Augustae.
15 Valerian’s capture was a major blow to the Romans and caused instability throughout the empire. Gallienus mostly likely stopped
the persecutions in an effort to redirect resources towards fighting off pretenders.
16 Tilley, 4.
17 Ibid.
18 Ibid, 5.
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role in the Christian community negates the importance of the Roman gods and consequently his actions
threaten to corrupt the fabric of Roman society. Cyprian is publicly executed so that his death may be
an example to other enemies of the Roman people. The setting of his execution demonstrates that the
state does not yet comprehend the subtleties of Christianity since public executions only helped to ad-
vertise newly crowned martyrs.19 Cyprian’s story is an excellent starting point but Cyprian’s theologi-
cal contributions to Donatism need to be examined to understand why he became such a revered martyr.

Cyprian was an avid supporter of rebaptism for lapsed parishioners and former heretics, which
aligned the church in Africa with the puritan faction.20 The Donatists took this policy one step further,
refusing to readmit lapsed Christians but allowing Catholics to join to their church if rebaptized. Au-
gustine dedicates an entire work to refuting this practice, On Baptism, Against the Donatists. His first
object is to reclaim Cyprian and shame the Donatists for using his holy name to validate their ridicu-
lous practices.21 Augustine states that although Cyprian erred he advocated the practice of rebatpism for
the unity of the church unlike the Donatists.22 Cyprian’s stance of rebaptism made him a source of le-
gitimacy the Donatists could draw upon. Other prominent theologians at the time did not accept
Cyprian’s views but the existence of this debate demonstrates that during Valerian’s reign groups in
North Africa were forming divergent policies on the treatment of lapsed Christians.

The martyrdom of St. Felix marks the next step in the development of the Donatist movement.
The events take place during the first year of Diocletian and Maximian’s systematic and intense perse-
cutions.23 Frend asserts that the Christians and pagans in NorthAfrica had peaceably coexisted since Gal-
lienus’ reign and that the edicts took the community by surprise;24 this would explain the extreme
reactions NorthAfrica had to this persecution.A series of imperial edicts were issued in 303 that ordered
scriptures to be burned, churches to be leveled, and all Christian persons of importance to be degraded,
thrown in jail and forced to sacrifice.25 The story contains chronological markers which date Felix’s
martyrdom to the ides of July 303. The author and date of composition are unknown along with many
of the persons and locations mentioned. St. Felix’s martyrdom illustrates the first reactions to the per-
secution that would divide Christians in North Africa.

The work begins by describing Diocletian’s edict, which ordered local authorities throughout
the empire to confiscate Christian scriptures.26 Shortly after the edict is issued the curator Magnilianus
calls a meeting of local church officials. He demands they hand over their sacred documents but Bishop
Felix has already taken them away. Felix is taken to see the Magnilianus, he refuses to hand over his
books, saying it would be better for him to be burned than the scriptures because it is better to obey God
than any human authority.27 The curator declares that the emperor’s word must be obeyed but Felix

19 Gaddis, 110.
20 Frend, 126.
21 Aug. On Baptism, Against the Donatists. 1.1
22 Ibid., 1.18.
23 Tilley, 7.
24 Frend, 4.
25 Eus. Hist. Eccl. 2.4-5.
26 Tilley, 8.
27 Ibid., 10.
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counters, stating that the Lord’s word takes priority. Felix maintains his position and is sent to the pro-
consul and imprisoned.28 After a number of unsuccessful interrogations the proconsul orders him to be
executed by the sword.29

By comparing the above narrative to St. Cyprian’s account it is clear that tension was arising
between God’s authority and the emperor’s. Cyprian is executed because his activities threaten the fab-
ric of Roman society, but Felix’s refusal to hand over his scriptures is punished because he refuses to
preference the emperor’s command over God’s. In the third and fourth centuries the emperor became
an increasingly elevated figure; on coins Diocletian is depicted wearing a radiate crown symbolizing his
divinity30 and called Dominus Noster (Our Lord).31 The increasing divinity of the emperor blurred the
line between divine and secular authority and so Felix’s crime is both theological and political from the
state’s perspective. The Christians hierarchy, which places God above the emperor, is unambiguously
articulated by the martyr and his commitment to upholding God’s word brings about his execution.

The edict mentioned is not preserved but it is discussed in both Eusebius’32 and Lactanius’ ac-
counts.33 Christians who relinquished scriptures were deemed traditores34 by their rigorist counterparts.35
Donatists has a very ‘physical’ approach to religion; the scriptures were not texts but the actual word of
the Lord. Traditores were banned from Donatist congregations because this action polluted their bod-
ies and contact with them was considered undesirable. If a priest was guilty of this crime all his sacra-
ments were considered null because in his polluted state he could not properly ordain or baptize his
fellow Christians.36 Rebaptizing Catholics was necessary, in the Donatists’ eyes, because the Catholic
parishioners had never been properly baptized. Augustine argues against this ‘physicalist’ approach in
On Baptism and repeatedly states that the person performing the sacrament is unimportant because no
evil can desecrate God’s works.37 This difference in worldviews separated the churches and its appli-
cation to Catholic priests caused major controversies.

The Acts of the Abitian Martyrs was a favourite piece of literature among the Donatists be-
cause it demonized two prominent Catholic figures, Bishop Mensurius and his deacon Caecilian.38 It is
set shortly after The Acts of Saint Felix in 304 at the time when the subsequent edicts that included lev-
eling basilicas and prohibiting assemblies, as well as burning scriptures, had been issued.39 The author
is anonymous but its date of composition is estimated to be 311/312 because of the explicit demoniza-
tion of Mensurius and Caecilian.40 The persecutions continued to escalate after the initial edicts were

28 Ibid.
29 Tilley, 11.
30 Ibid., 69.
31 RIC 647. A radiate or diadem combined with D N is unusual but they are common in isolation. It seems that these explicit state-
ments of power were too controversial to be paired often.
32 Eus. Hist. Eccl. 8.2.4-5.
33 Lactant. De morts. pers. 12.13, 15.
34 From the Latin tradere meaning “to hand over.”
35 Tilley, ix.
36 Frend, 19.
37 August. On Baptism. 4.12.
38 Tilley, 26.
39 Ibid., 28.
40 Tilley, 25.
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issued as the emperors ensured their orders were reinforced; officials were ordered to diligently round
up people of every age and rank and make them sacrifice.41 The divide between the churches began to
crystallize as the number of martyrs and apostates increased. Optatus records that during this persecu-
tion every temple was bursting with Christians performing sacrilegious acts.42

The introduction explicitly states that this work was written to commemorate the sacrifices of
the martyrs and to serve as an example for others. These stories were recorded, using public records, to
enable faithful Christians to hold fast to the true catholic43 Church.44. A congregation is found celebrat-
ing mass by magistrates who take them the city’s forum and put them in chains. They were marched to
Carthage and brought before the proconsul who interrogates them under torture. 45 The faithful Chris-
tians praise God while their limbs are being stretched on the rack and metal claws gouge their sides. The
proconsul challenges their actions saying they have defied the law of the emperor and each martyr re-
sponds saying that God’s law is supreme. The work goes on condone separating the holy from the un-
holy, declaring that the true ‘Catholic’ church is the Church of the Martyrs.46 The martyrs are thrown in
prison and their brethren try to bring them food and water, but Mensurius stations Caecilian outside the
doors. He whips the altruistic Christians, ensuring they cannot help the prisoners. From the bowels of
the prison the cries of the martyrs are heard, forbidding the faithful to mix with polluted traitors. The
narrator finishes by detailing the devil’s master-plan to defeat Christianity by using the unholy to form
a false church through which he can persecute true Christians.47

The Christians are punished for a specific act banned by the emperor’s treaty; assembly. The
same tension arises in Felix’s story between the authority of the emperors and the authority of God.
The martyrs refused to follow the emperor’s commands committing a crime against the state. However,
this time the secular authority is not a representative of the state but the mouthpiece of the devil. The
concept that the devil is working through the secular authorities and the traditores to squash the true
Catholic Church is prevalent throughout the work. It is not any longer the Lord’s word against the em-
peror’s, but the soldiers of God against the forces of Satan. This escalation in language shows the rift
between the Donatists and the state widening. The emperor is no longer an authority subordinate to
God; he is the agent of the devil. The tone and language are far more hostile and militant than in previ-
ous stories. The martyrs are the “soldiers of God” who are fighting in a “holy war” against the devil.48
The attitudes of the martyrs are far more enthusiastic than in previous accounts. They yearn for mar-
tyrdom, singing hymns as they are marched to Carthage in the chains “they so longed for.”49 The pro-
consul’s choice of private torture over public execution may have been a reaction to the prominence of
martyrdom.

41 Lactant. De morts. Pers. 9.
42 Optatus. Against the Donatists. 3.8.
43 The term Catholic refers to the “universal” church, it is not a name in this context.
44 Tilley, 47.
45 Ibid., 30.
46 Tilley, 44.
47 Ibid., 28.
48 Tilley, 27-28.
49 Ibid., 30.
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The episode involving Mensurius and Caecilian is directly related to the official schism in
311/312. While Caecilian’s actions are portrayed as cruel, they may actually have been a practical ma-
neuver. Eusebius records that anyone who brought food to an incarcerated person would suffer the same
fate.50 If this law was in practice in North Africa, Caecillian could be seen as preventing the suffering
his fellow Christians. The final section of this work is preceded by a discussion of the cries of the mar-
tyrs, instructing the audience to separate themselves from the impious. The conclusion advocates for a
schism, it claims that the church cannot be separated into parts but the devil has devised “a council of
the shipwrecked” with which to trick the innocent.51 The story carries an explicit message - there is
only one true church; this church is made of pure, pious Christians who would rather perish than trans-
gress God’s law. The demonization the of secular authorities and other Christian groups shows that the
Donatists are beginning to break away from both entities.

Mensurious is deemed a traditor in the story,52 and his transgressions made his sacraments,
including Caecilian’s ordination, void. In 311, after Mensurius’ death, Caecilian was immediately pro-
claimed Bishop of Carthage, but because he was ordained by a traditor he was seen as an unfit candi-
date.53 A separate group proclaimed Majorinus the Bishop of Carthage54 and two groups began to
congregate around either candidate. The modern scholar Alexander cites personal rivalry and ecclesi-
astical ambition as the initial causes of the schism. These elements are apparent in the debate over Cae-
cilian’s election and whether it followed the proper protocol.55 In 312 a synod of seventy bishops was
held in Carthage; Caecilian was deposed and Majorinus’ position was confirmed.56 The two parties
wished to resolve the issue and asked Constantine to intervene. The emperor arranged for a panel of bish-
ops to arbitrate and they ultimately sided with Caecilian.57 The Donatists repealed the decision and Con-
stantine called a synod at Arles in 314, which further confirmed Caecilian’s position.58 The Donatists
refused to accept this decision and consequently two churches formed in North Africa; the schism was
official. Constantine tried to enforce unity in 321 but a counter movement, lead by Majorinus’ succes-
sor Donatus, ensured grudging tolerance.59

The Passion of Maximian and Isaac is the final document that will be analyzed. It records
events from the second Donatist persecution from 346-348 after the death of Caecillian. The story is at-
tributed to Bishop Macrobius and its composition is believed predate the end of the persecutions in

50 Eus. Hist. Eccl. 10.8.11 Eusebius attributes this law to Licinius whose reign (308-324) post-dates this incident and the end of the
persecutions in North Africa (305). It is listed as one of the laws that Constantine later retracts. Socrates in his Ecclesiatical Histo-
ries records that Licinius continued to persecute Christians in the regions he was responsible for (Socrates. Hist. Eccl.1.3) and Eu-
sebius also demonizes him in HE but his name appears on the Edict of Milan in 313. Attributing these laws and persecutions to him
may have been more for the glorification of Constantine than historicity.
51 Tilley, 47-48.
52 Ibid., 45.
53 Frend, 18.
54 Alexander, 953.
55 Ibid., 962.
56 Brennecke.
57 Eus. Hist. Eccl. 10.5.18.
58 Brennecke.
59 Alexander, 952.
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348.60 After Caecilian’s death Donatus advocated that the emperor Constans recognize the Donatist
church as the true Catholic Church in North Africa. Constans became emperor after his father’s death
in 337 along with his two brothers. The emperor responded by launching a state sponsored effort to
eliminate the Donatists.61 Two imperial notaries, Marcian and Paul, were sent to Africa in 347 to mend
the schism by persecuting Donatists and giving out alms.62 Africa was one of his assigned territories,
but he and Constantine II fought over the notoriously rich area of Carthage.63 This political tension may
have been what motivated Constans to stamp out the schism in North Africa; if the Donatists allied
themselves with his brother controlling the territory would have been impossible.

The introduction depicts an enemy awaiting the chance to strike but realizing that during his
remission the ‘true’ church had only grown stronger.64 The soldiers of God were now ready to face an-
other persecution, this time fighting not against Roman emperors or gods but ‘unity’, despite the threats
of torture or perpetual banishment.65 Maximian enters the town square and tears the newly posted im-
perial edict apart. He is immediately seized, taken to the proconsul, and tortured.66 He is thrown into
prison to await his fate while Isaac is brought into the building with a group of Donatists. Isaac begins
to shout, “Come, traitors, recover your insane ‘unity’.”67 He is then violently tortured and thrown into
prison where he falls into a deep, dream-ridden sleep.68 In his dream he fights the assistants of the em-
peror in a long, but eventually victorious, battle. The emperor urges him to follow the ‘sacrilegious’
order or he will torture Isaac and pluck out his eyes. Isaac responds by assaulting the emperor and emp-
tying the own ruler’s eye socket.69 Isaac dies that night and the next day the faithful go to collect his body
but the proconsul has arranged for all bodies in the prison, dead or alive, to be thrown into the sea.70 Isaac
and his fellow prisoners are drowned, but the sea washes their weighted bodies onto the shore. The
story ends by urgently compelling its audience to follow these examples, assuring them that the ranks
of the martyrs await them.

Isaac and Maximian are Donatists martyrs who die in defense of their faith while flouting the
authority of both the state and Catholic Church. The theological divide is being ‘mended’ by secular au-
thorities demonstrating just how intertwined the Catholic Church and Roman state had become. Their
superficial crimes are obvious; Maximian tears the edict apart and Isaac mocks the edict’s command,
however the proconsul does not actually level any accusations at the martyrs, in fact the story is almost
completely void of the characteristic, formulaic dialogue. Their crimes are not punished because they
corrupt the fabric of society or refute the emperor’s word but because they threaten the ‘unity’. This was

60 Tilley, 61.
61 Alexander, 952.
62 Ibid.
63 Zos. 2.6.
64 Tilley, 64.
65 Ibid., 65.
66 Ibid., 67.
67 Ibid.
68 Ibid., 68.
69 Ibid., 69.
70 Ibid, 71.
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a political and theological crime because of the joint interest of the persecuting bodies, but to the Do-
natists it was a theological affront. This persecution was particularly beneficial to the Catholic Church
as it allowed them to take control of worship spaces and aggressively compete for members.71 Con-
doning the use of force against fellow Christians may seem unusual butAugustine argues that is it often
necessary to take painful measures to cure a wound.72 The use of torture as simply punishment is un-
usual as it demonstrates that these measures were not taken to persuade Donatists to denounce their
faith. The actual tactics of persecution have changed and it appears that ‘mending’ the schism does not
mean joining the churches but eliminating the radical one. However, the authorities are hesitant fuel the
‘Church the Martyrs’ as neither martyr is publicly executed and both die away from the public eye. The
proconsul even takes steps to ensure that their bodes cannot be used for veneration by throwing them
in the ocean. The ending urging the audience to sacrifice themselves for God is almost alarming. The
other accounts are explicit that the martyrs should act as examples but the urgency and zeal of this story
is unusual, it may have been composed to motivate Donatists to rise up against their persecutors and
show the authorities that they were the one true church. This story demonstrates how far the schism has
evolved since Diocletian’s persecutions, becoming a completely separate religious group so distinct
that the authorities are able to seek them out for punishment.

Donatist martyr stories show the development of this theological movement from its first
inklings during Valerian’s reign to its fight against the Catholic Church and State under Constans. They
depict Donatism as a movement that developed from early theological debates and grew as two groups
developed conflicting theological standards and worldviews. Contrary to modern scholarship, there is
no evidence of economic inequality or a divide between town and country. The persecutors are demo-
nized for being rich, urban Romans who seek to persecute the lowly Berber farmers. There is, in fact,
no racial, economic or territorial discrimination between any of the characters. The opponents of the
Donatist are instead the forces of evil, the state and later the Catholic Church. The political aspects of
the movement arose because of the difficulty in reconciling the authority of God, the church and the
state. The Lord’s supremacy over the emperor is articulated during Diocletian’s persecutions but by the
time of Constans this does not seem to be the greater issue. The schism itself becomes the major con-
cern after Constantine declares the authority of God supreme. These stories suggest that Donatism was
a religious schism that separated the population of NorthAfrica along theological and political lines and
did focus on social, economic or ethnic issues.

The use of alternative and difficult sources to reexamine scholarly debates is essential to bet-
ter understanding ancient history. History is written by the winners but luckily sometimes the works of
their opponents’ surface. These documents, with their contrasting view points and evidence, need to be
incorporated into the existing narrative to provide a fuller picture of a past we can only hope to glimpse.

Amber Irwin

71 Gaddis, 119.
72 August. On Baptism, Against the Donatists. 1.7.
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