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     Reviewed by:
 	 Peasant and Empire in Christian North Africa by Leslie Dossey
 
	 David L. Stone
 

 
 
 Peasant and Empire in Christian North Africa. By Leslie Dossey (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2010. xx plus 352 pp.).
 
   Leslie Dossey's book documents the integration of the rural population of North Africa into the society of the Roman empire in the fourth and fifth centuries. Apart from an introduction, historical overview, and conclusion, this study is structured in three main parts: consumption of material culture (chapters 2 and 3); community organization (chapters 4 and 5); and the Christian countryside (chapters 6 and 7).
 Dossey's study of consumption is the first serious attempt to address this issue in Roman Africa. Using the results of archaeological surface surveys, she argues that rural inhabitants were "non-consumers" in the early imperial period (defined here as first century BCE to third century C.E.). Due to an ideology of [End Page 1099] self-sufficiency and restrictions imposed by landlords, tenant farmers (coloni) did not obtain goods such as archaeologically-identifiable slipped pottery. In the late imperial period (fourth and fifth centuries C.E.), their behavior changed, and coloni began to accumulate slipped pottery, roof tiles, metal artifacts, glass, and other items. They constructed more durable homes and even built bathhouses. Many archaeologists have interpreted these changes as an expansion of rural settlement, but Dossey instead considers them to reflect shifts in consumer behavior.
 Second, Dossey studies rural communities. Around the beginning of the third century, the imperial government had allowed North African villages and estates to form self-governing communities. This led to the florescence of res publicae and castella (village republics) which may have possessed only the most basic civic arrangements, but which gave their residents "citizenship"—an important status under Roman law. Although the imperial government did not permit coloni to form urban communities in the fourth and fifth centuries, they found a way to fulfill their communal ambitions. As Christianity spread throughout North Africa, rural inhabitants chose religious leaders and became ecclesiae (bishoprics). Dossey argues, in opposition to earlier scholars, that the horizontal ties within bishoprics provided a measure of self-government by counteracting the hierarchical ties that bound coloni to their landlords.
 The importance of ecclesiae becomes clear in the third section of the book, in which Dossey looks at the communication between rural bishops and their audiences. Texts of sermons indicate that preachers transmitted novel ideas to peasants in the fourth and fifth centuries, introducing them to ideas about charity, freedom from debt and slavery, legal rights and moral values that undermined the long-standing system of patronage which repressed rural populations. She reinterprets Donatist and Catholic sermons, showing that both groups preached messages which provoked social unrest in the countryside. The surviving accounts of Catholic bishops (Augustine, Optatus) have biased interpretations of the Donatists as rabble-rousers, when in fact both groups were responsible for introducing ideas that caused peasants to revolt against their masters.
 Dossey has conducted a truly interdisciplinary and multi-scalar study, making use of the full range of texts and archaeological data, and considering peasants, landlords, slaves, bishops and all other occupants of the rural landscape. At a time when many scholars are balkanized in narrow specialties, it is refreshing to read the work of one who commands archaeology, Latin epigraphy, and early Christianity. The book should be commended as a model, for we must interweave the fragmentary threads we possess to maximize our knowledge of the ancient countryside. Her thesis—the desire of rural populations to participate in the same material culture, community structures, and intellectual currents as urban societies disrupted power structures in the countryside—is a powerful one, and explains well the revolutionary changes of the North African countryside in this period. One might object that some of the patterns had already begun in the second and third centuries: the distribution of African Red Slip Wares and African cookwares, the presence of the poor in third-century Martyr Acts, the spread of 'community' inscriptions attesting the lex Manciana or identifying civitates, all offer signs of an earlier chronology. But this criticism only shifts the trends earlier; it does not negate the implications. Perhaps...
 
 
 
 
 
			

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
      
      
        [image: pdf]
      

      

			
			
			
						
			
				
					collapse
				
				
					
					You are not currently authenticated.
									
					If you would like to authenticate using a different subscribed institution or have your own login and password to Project MUSE

					Authenticate
				

			

			
			
			
    	

    	
    	




	
		

		

		
		

		

		
    
    
	  Share


    
               
      
  		
  		
  		  

  		
    

		
    
		

		
			
			
		

    


	





    	
    	
    	
    	
    	



    	
    	
	
		
			Additional Information

		

				
							
			
				
					ISSN
				

				
					1527-1897
				

			

			
			
			
				
					Print ISSN
				

				
					0022-4529
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
            
			
			
			
				
					Pages
				

				
					pp. 1099-1101
				

			

									
			
			
				
					Launched on MUSE
				

				
					2013-06-11
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
				
					Open Access
				

				
					
					No
					
				

			

			
			
			
				
			
			
		

	

	
		
		

		

	






		
			
				
					
						Project MUSE Mission

						Project MUSE promotes the creation and dissemination of essential humanities and social science resources through collaboration with libraries, publishers, and scholars worldwide. Forged from a partnership between a university press and a library, Project MUSE is a trusted part of the academic and scholarly community it serves.

					

					
						[image: MUSE logo]
					

				

			

			
			
				
					
						
							
								About

									MUSE Story
	Publishers
	Discovery Partners
	Journal Subscribers
	Book Customers
	Conferences


							
							
								What's on Muse

									Open Access
	Journals
	Books
	The Complete Prose of T. S. Eliot
	MUSE in Focus


							
							

						

						
						  
								Resources

									News & Announcements
	Email Sign-Up
	Promotional Materials
	Presentations
	Get Alerts


							
							
								Information For

									Publishers
	Librarians
	Individuals
	Instructors


							
							

						

					

					
						
							
								Contact

									Contact Us
	Help


									
											[image: Facebook]
	[image: Linkedin]
	[image: Twitter]


									


							
							
								Policy & Terms

									Accessibility
	Privacy Policy
	Terms of Use


							
							

						

						
							
								2715 North Charles Street
Baltimore, Maryland, USA 21218

								+1 (410) 516-6989

								muse@jh.edu

								©2024 Project MUSE. Produced by Johns Hopkins University Press in collaboration with The Sheridan Libraries.

							

							
								Now and Always, 
The Trusted Content Your Research Requires

								
								
								[image: Project MUSE logo]
								
								[image: Project MUSE logo]

								Now and Always, The Trusted Content Your Research Requires

								Built on the Johns Hopkins University Campus

							

							

						

					

					

				

			

			
				Built on the Johns Hopkins University Campus
		
				©2024 Project MUSE. Produced by Johns Hopkins University Press in collaboration with The Sheridan Libraries.
			
			
		
		

		
		
		
		
		
			Back To Top
		

		
		
		
		  
		
		
		
			
				This website uses cookies to ensure you get the best experience on our website. Without cookies your experience may not be seamless.

				
				
				
				
				
				  Accept
				

				

			

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	