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Being Christian in Vandal Africa: The Politics of Orthodoxy in the Post-Imperial West. By 
Robin Whelan. Berkeley:  University of California Press, 2018. xiv, 301 pp. $95.00. 
 

This monograph consists of introduction, two main parts, epilogue, bibliography and index. 

Introduction and epilogue contain summaries. The introduction presents the theme and positions 

Whelan’s arguments in scholarship. The North African Vandal state, 429-534, has been perceived 

as failed and disruptive politically, culturally, socially and economically; further, the Vandals 

persecuted the Catholics and tried to impose their Arian heresy. In contrast, recent studies 

emphasize continuity and a vibrant political, cultural, social, economic life and presents the 

ecclesiastical conflict as politically motivated. Whelan builds on the recent understanding of the 

Vandal realm as successful and in continuity with Roman Africa but challenges the subsuming of 

ecclesiastical strife in politics. 

Part I examines the relationship between the two ecclesiastical factions as a classic doctrinal 

dispute. Whelan shows that the modes of debate, the texts, the positions, the arguments and 

argumentative strategies of the two parties correspond to late Roman patterns. Whelan analyzes 

how the two ecclesiastical parties presented themselves and each other—both claiming orthodoxy 

and deriding their rivals as heretics. Whelan designates these parties Nicene and Homoians. 

To some degree, the debate was marked, Whelan argues, by parity and similarity. Firstly, 

the two parties debated through traditional anti-heretical texts, in public dialogues and 

historiography. Secondly, the two parties used similar arguments, discussing biblical proof-texts, 

claiming apostolic authority, using patristic authors, arguing from history, from councils and creeds. 

Most primary sources survive from the prevailing Nicene faction, but by careful analysis, Whelan is 

able to glean the Homoian positions, which is reflected in how the Nicene protagonists projected 

them. 

To some degree, there were also differences. The Homoians claimed royal patronage and 

argued, drawing on earlier anti-heretical legislation, that pious rulers were justified in punishing 
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heretics. Conversely, the Nicene clerics tempered the tribulations of political opposition by 

portraying their church as persecuted and the victims as martyrs. Another potential difference 

discussed, but dismissed, by Whelan is the numerical size of the two parties. Whelan argues 

convincingly that Homoians were serious opponents in theological debate. Whelan is less 

convincing, however, when he conflates near parity in debate with some comparability in the size of 

the two parties. Arguably, the Nicene clerics were moved to debate not so much by the numbers of 

Homoians, but by the theological challenge of the Homoian position, the status of the Homoian 

clerics, their competence in debate and the royal favour and sanctions they solicited.  

Part 2 examines the relationship between debates and society. Whelan looks to “normalize 

Vandal Africa and its ecclesiastical conflict” (p. 221); and argues, “that the kingdom’s two 

Christian orthodoxies were key elements in its transformed but recognizable late Roman world, not 

catalyst for disastrous or disruptive change” (p. 5). 

Whelan argues that Christianity permeated society and that recent studies on Vandal rule are 

wrong in seeing ecclesiastical affairs as an extension of politics. Chapter 5 argues aptly that the 

relationship between Vandal kings and Nicene and Homoian Christians was more complex than 

previous scholarship and the harsh dialogue discussed in part 1 suggests. Nicene church property 

was confiscated, thousands of Nicene Christians were exiled, tortured, and corporally punished; but 

Whelan shows that there were other modes of contact between the authorities and Nicene Christians 

and often a mutual interest in some level of understanding. Traditionally scholars have linked ethnic 

Vandal and religious Arian identity on one hand, and ethnic African-Roman and religious Catholic 

identity on the other. Chapter 6 dismantles these links and argues that identities were multiple and 

situational. Overall, this is convincing and in line with recent scholarship. But what might Whelan 

have found if he had seen Vandal and Roman identities as cultural or juridical rather than ethnic? In 
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chapter 7, Whelan discusses how both Nicene and Homoian elite Christians constructed their own 

status, displayed piety, and served Vandal kings. 

The Epilogue is impressive. Whelan sums up his conclusions and compares the Nicene-

Homoian conflict in the Vandal kingdom with the conflicts in other western successor states. He 

concludes that the conflict was more pronounced in the Vandal state, but that the patterns are 

comparable—“differences of degree,” not of kind (p. 248). In all the successor states, he finds 

episodes of strife and violence intermingled with accommodation and shared piety and culture. 

Whelan’s study is thematically organized. This works well, but can make it harder to 

perceive interrelated diachronic developments. Arguably, some relative changes are missed. 

Whelan’s work is consistently of high quality and a welcome addition to the literature.             

 
Jakob Engberg 
Aarhus University 
Denmark 
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