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Abstract:

The Phenomenon of Concealment among Egyptian Nuns in the
Byzantine Era

Noha Awad Mahmoud Al-Agamy
Faculty of Education, Mansoura University, Egypt
noha79@mans.edu.eq

This study examines the phenomenon of nuns disguising themselves
as men in Byzantine Egypt as a means of challenging societal and
religious restrictions that limited their participation in stricter ascetic
communities. These restrictions often excluded women from sacred
spaces, such as deserts, which were considered exclusively for male
ascetics. In response, some women resorted to disguising themselves as
men or claiming to be eunuchs to gain access to monasteries or to live as
hermits in the desert, thereby overcoming the barriers imposed on them.
The research aims to analyze the relationship between religion and
gender and to explore how the cultural and social environment played a
decisive role in the emergence of this phenomenon. It also investigates
the social, religious, and psychological motivations that drove women to
disguise themselves, the challenges they faced, and the impact of this
behavior on reshaping cultural and religious concepts of identity.

The study reveals a significant aspect of women's struggle to achieve
spiritual self-fulfillment and religious equality during that historical
period. The research highlights women’s ability to overcome societal
restrictions by employing innovative strategies to express their desire for
spiritual equality and full integration into religious life. Despite the
official rejection of this phenomenon by the church, some clergy
approached these cases with wisdom, reflecting the tension between
traditional societal values and women’s pursuit of spiritual freedom and
equality.

Keywords: Monasticism, Women, Disguise, Lives of Saints, Byzantine
Egypt.
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