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INTRODUCTION



If you’re searching for a nice book on reproductive rights, this one isn’t for you. Put it down before Ron DeSantis sees, seriously. From the use of crocodile-dung suppositories to obtain an abortion in antiquity to Donald Trump’s golden toilet, the imagery and themes present in the cultural history of pregnancy and political witch hunts reek of hypocrisy (and sometimes just reek), and this book isn’t afraid to go there.


Reproductive Rites will seek to astonish you by presenting the unvarnished truth behind the thousands of years of history that led us to our current climate when it comes to abortion, birth control, and reproductive justice, as well as revealing the witches and witch hunts along the way. Whether you’re uncovering reproductive trailblazers like Madame Restell, the “murderess” of Fifth Avenue in nineteenth-century New York, or contemporary activism through hexing anti-choice politicians, brace yourself for startling revelations.


We’ll begin by exploring the landscape of reproductive justice and health care before the time of Jesus Christ. This era for the ancients was marked by a yearly calendar aligned with the three cycles of the Nile. (Fitting, given a modern reader might have other trimesters on their mind.) As you delve into the abortion practices and intimate lives of the elite from antiquity, it’s easy to forget the era you’re reading about. The echoing of these dynamics is all too familiar, whether it involves a politician (be it a president or a pharaoh) wanting to bang their own daughter, a government promoting reproduction during times of war, or, as seen quite literally in the case of alleged hysterectomies in US Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) detention centers, a regime stripping away the health-care rights of those deemed inconvenient. If it feels as though little has evolved over the span of four thousand years, it’s because, in many aspects, it truly hasn’t.


Reproductive Rites is ripe with juicy legends, from the role of rape in the formation of Rome; to the historical burying (and ultimate #witchesofIG reclamation) of Lilith, Adam’s alleged first wife, cast out for wanting to get on top during sex; to the infamous QAnon-propelled rumor that Hillary Clinton was partying with Lady Gaga by drinking babies’ blood and eating pizza in a Washington, DC, party wilder than any I’ve ever been invited to.


During the COVID-19 pandemic, when the #witchesofIG hashtag might have included images of QAnon-believing, antivax wellness influencers, death enveloped the nation. Conservatives, commendably organized, capitalized on the prevalent fear, medical apprehension, and societal turmoil to push anti-abortion stances and other right-wing measures, including the criminalization of teaching children about trans-inclusive reproductive health care and outlawing drag queens in public. Looking on history, transitioning from ancient times to the Middle Ages, this 2020s scenario recalls events such as the animosity toward Asian people when merchant ships from Asia arrived in Sicily in October 1347 bearing deceased sailors and survivors riddled with pus-filled boils. Pandemics create ideal conditions for using collective crises as a pretense to reinforce social hierarchies, so it’s no surprise that the Black Death stands as a grim milestone in the narratives of both reproductive rights and witch hunts, which peaked in what historians commonly term the “Great Hunt” between 1550 and 1650.


Together, we’ll delve into some of these sensationalized witch hunts, like what happened in Salem in 1692, juxtaposing them against the authentic ones that had much greater human costs but are missing from the zeitgeist. Often, these genuine witch hunts are overlooked by the same contemporary witches who deny the influence of oppressive cultures on their own practices, the cultures that subjected Native peoples to brutality, enslaved Black people, and launched attacks on trans women far more lethal than the Salem trials. While the modern witchcraft movement may pride itself on inclusivity, those same white supremacist and colonialist influences continue to propel white women to the forefront while stifling the marginalized cultures the practice draws from.


Of all historical witch hunts, the Inquisition (the medieval Inquisition’s bloodiest dates spanned from the 1250s through the mid-fifteenth century) remains noteworthy for its genuine belief in witches, amplified by real violence and persecution. This period was not just marked by bloodshed but also distinguished by the way accusations and their consequences emerged as a source of entertainment, with periodicals of the era brimming with more gossip than present-day celebrity Instagram accounts like @deuxmoi. Here we’ll uncover the tale of Béatrice de Planisoles, a figure in the Fournier Register, an epic set of historical records kept by a cruel man named Jacques Fournier documenting the life of medieval peasants. Although Fournier originated as a peasant himself, his relentless witch-hunting propelled him to prominence, eventually earning him the title of Pope Benedict XII of Avignon in 1334. Incarcerated on charges of witchcraft, Béatrice’s actual transgression was her audacity to relish sex postmenopause (though the menstrual blood in her possession might have fascinated a New Orleans Voodoo enthusiast).


Amid the havoc wrought by the Black Death and the Inquisition, the Middle Ages saw witches being increasingly associated with the devil. If the devil proposed a financial incentive in exchange for one’s soul, especially when one was being evicted from their home due to escalating private land enclosures, who wouldn’t be tempted to negotiate? Once upon a time, science and the divine weren’t considered warring enemies. This era unfortunately severed the bond between magic and medicine, increasingly linking midwives to diabolical entities. It’s true; some families, in desperation and absence of reliable birth control or abortion, abandoned infants in forests, perhaps convincing themselves they had struck a pact with the devil and he would take the child, or maybe hallucinating due to the psychedelic of yesteryear: ergot fungi consumption. (And if you thought QAnon pioneered the idea that the elite engage in Satanic rituals using babies’ blood to achieve a radiance superior to Botox, think again.)


In the late sixteenth century, many Puritans—as depicted in the 2015 film The Witch (or VVitch), starring Anya Taylor-Joy and (spoiler alert) featuring a witch procuring baby’s blood in the New England woods—relocated to the New World seeking freedom from the Church of England, which was far too liberal for their tastes. Even as they made the journey in large numbers, others, like Sir Matthew Hale, remained. Hale is infamous for burning witches, disbelieving in rape within marriage, and enjoying a posthumous comeback four hundred years later when Supreme Court justice Samuel Alito cited his work in the 2022 Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization case that overturned the constitutional right to abortion in the United States.


As we reach the nineteenth century, I’ll introduce you to Madame Restell. Her story is a captivating rags-to-riches tale of a Manhattan immigrant, originally from an English town, enamored with the pagan god Pan, the same deity admired by the English occultist Aleister Crowley. As a midwife, she performed abortions and earned the notorious reputation of being hell’s representative on earth. Her shocking death is not the most surprising detail about her.


In the early twentieth century, Crowley, the “most wicked man in the world,” took us back to Egypt after persuading a guard to let him spend a night in the King’s Chamber of the Great Pyramid with his new wife (the latest incarnation of the Scarlet Woman, his version of the Whore of Babylon). His infamous rituals involved “sacrificing” himself—code for bottoming—in the name of Pan, an ancient Greek god of sex, drugs, and rock and roll. Ozzy Osbourne howls about Crowley in metal songs, and many self-identified witches today have his books, such as The Book of the Law, on their shelves. The guy’s often credited with inventing sex magic. Crowley founded the religion Thelema, whose members included L. Ron Hubbard, the infamous founder of Scientology. Oh, did you think being obsessed with sex would make him supportive of reproductive rights? Nope. Crowley wrote against abortion. But he allegedly approved of spiritual eugenics, the belief that through selective (read: racist) breeding, one could create a superhuman, a man-god, a pharaoh, if you will. Yes, just like in Dune.


But, of course, eugenics wasn’t limited to those who invoked the left-handed path, which means a life dedicated to Satan. Until Hitler’s Final Solution, well, finally gave eugenics a bad rap, the most respected scientists in America believed that some (nondisabled attractive white) people should have as many babies as possible, while Black people were involuntarily given hysterectomies. Or castrated—they didn’t limit this evil to women. And even Margaret Sanger, the founder of the organization that would become Planned Parenthood, got in on the eugenics trend in the period after World War I (mainly because it offered an avenue to promote birth control after any early attempts at sex positivity failed).


Moving closer to the present day, we’ll have probably too much fun during the 1980s. We’ll delve into the Reagans’ decision to consult an astrologer to advise them on significant political choices, while at the same time they propagated an occult-inspired Satanic Panic, aiming to bolster anti-choice conservatism. Interestingly, these Hollywood elites—according to their daughter—didn’t even entirely subscribe to anti-choice beliefs themselves. In a twist of irony, the era’s actual Satanists (including the notorious Anton LaVey, the Church of Satan founder who upheld the theatrical Satanic tradition), like Crowley, actually wrote against abortion. Then there’s the McMartin preschool trial. Recognized as the costliest criminal trial in American history, it’s akin to a modern-day Salem Witch Trial in which children were manipulated into claiming that Satan (one actually said it was Chuck Norris), invoked by their *gasp* unmarried teacher and his older grandmother, raped them. This was instigated by adults desperately seeking to reinforce a potent political narrative. We’ll also delve into the Reagan administration’s handling—using the term loosely—of the AIDS crisis and the complex interplay between queer and reproductive rights.


Finally, you’ll encounter contemporary occultists like Dakota Bracciale, who organized the “Ritual to Hex Brett Kavanaugh,” and Jex Blackmore, a prominent figure on the left-handed path and abortion activist known for taking the abortion pill live on FOX. Also in the present day, it may surprise you to discover a burgeoning pro-life movement that isn’t solely composed of conservative Christians. This movement boasts its own #ACAB icons and represents an emerging anticapitalist, socially conscious, punk music–inspired stance against abortion.


Armed with this history, we must recognize that the original Roe decision establishing the constitutional right to abortion might not have been comprehensive enough. We should consider starting anew, drawing inspiration from the fervor of those conservatives who painstakingly reversed it. We need to build a foundation for abortion rights more solid than a single reversible court ruling. And as we seek to reestablish our rights, our approach should be underpinned by a genuine respect for human life, devoid of the pro-life movement’s violence, like the organized attacks on abortion clinics. Something good that Christianity, and all major religions, do is teach that one can find value even in rough times, and the grace of the end of Roe is that we have an opportunity to build something better.


If I’ve done my job well, this book, like the reproductive justice movement itself, will cater to all: those who have or plan to have children, are unsure, or are resolutely opposed; the agnostic, the devoted Satanist, the witch, or the Christian in search of a compelling history lesson; and people of all genders and sexes—because while cisgender men have caused harm, so have their wives, and we can’t make real progress if we exclude men from the discussions, or if witches continue egregiously branding coven meetings as moon circles and continue to ostracize trans women.


The overturning of Roe is a reality. The tide seems to be turning against the pro-choice movement, even if a majority of Americans still support abortion rights. And the far-flung oppressors you’ll meet in these pages didn’t just kill witches; they erased them from history and credited men with their achievements. It’s time to reverse that decision.


So can you handle the truth, witch?















A NOTE ON LANGUAGE



“Reproductive justice,” coined in 1994 by Black women including feminist activist Loretta Ross, reaches far beyond reproductive rights, weaving reproductive health with social justice. This concept underscores the intersection of reproductive rights and systemic inequalities. It addresses not only the legal right to abortion and birth control but also the rights to have children, parent in safe environments, and maintain overall health and well-being. This comprehensive viewpoint highlights the challenges that marginalized communities, especially women of color, face in accessing reproductive health care and securing those rights.


“Reproductive rights,” which gained prominence in the 1960s and 1970s through activists like Margaret Sanger and Betty Friedan as well as organizations such as Planned Parenthood, pertain to the freedoms and legal rights related to reproduction and reproductive health with an emphasis on abortion. These rights ensure individuals can make autonomous decisions about when to have kids, access birth control, and obtain safe, legal abortions. While reproductive justice provides a wider framework, reproductive rights focus on the legal and policy dimensions of reproductive health and autonomy. Its critics say it leaves people out (true) and doesn’t ask for enough (also true). At this point, it’s also just outdated as a term on its own.


Finally, “reproductive health care” refers to medical services, education, and information related to reproductive health. It includes prenatal and postnatal care, contraception, safe abortion services, testing and treatments for sexually transmitted infections (STIs), reproductive cancer screenings, fertility treatments, and sexual education.


This book champions reproductive justice, though it also employs other terms depending on the time frame and context. Reproductive Rites and its author intend to advance the narrative rather than rehash existing ones. The book is pro–trans rights and anti-TERF (trans-exclusionary radical feminist). Given the vast historical scope covered, there are instances where reproductive health is discussed in terms of “women” and “mothers,” which vary based on time and context.


It should be evident that both the book and its author are pro-choice, often referring to those opposing these rights as “anti-choice” instead of “pro-life.” While writing, I noticed much of my early research was from liberal pro-choice sources. To ensure balanced journalism, I also explored works by the “pro-life” faction, which led to surprising discoveries like Joan Andrews, a.k.a. “Saint Joan,” an anti-abortion activist who allegedly once yanked out her fake eye to chuck at a prison guard who just kindly gave it back, in addition to winning over Mother Freaking Teresa. Such discoveries acted as a reminder that the pro-choice crowd is doing itself no favors by ignoring and underestimating the other side. There are moments when the term “pro-life” is used, depending on the time and context.


Covering four thousand years of history, I may not have used period-accurate terminology at all times, but I did my best based on available resources, and I hope for your understanding regarding any minute language mishaps. Throughout, I have endeavored to be as accurate, inclusive, and thorough as possible.














CHAPTER 1


ABORTION, ALLIGATOR DUNG, AND THE BEAUTIFULLY ADORNED ANCIENTS
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An arid wind scorches your face. It’s sometime around 1800 BCE, “before the Common Era.” It will be another two millennia until Jesus Christ is born, but when people reflect on this time in the distant future, his birth will be the marker. Not yet, though. Now, your yearly calendar is based on the three cycles of the Nile: Akhet (flooding season), Peret (growing season), and Shemu (harvest season).


You don’t care what trimester it is right now. You have others on your mind. What you want—what you need—is a steaming pile of crocodile dung. With green and brown hues similar to those of bird excretions, crocodile poop contains both feces and urine as they are discharged together, one and the same. You need the shit because someone is pregnant and can’t be.


It rarely rains in ancient Egypt. Water is life; the Nile is the life force and, therefore, holy. It’s also where crocodiles hang out. Much like the reproductive justice movement that will emerge nearly four thousand years from now, the Nile welcomes anyone interested in family planning—whether you’re there to have a baby, prevent pregnancy, or have an abortion. Today, you’re at the Nile to make a pessary—an old-fashioned word for a suppository and a term that will become crucial to our understanding of the modern battle for reproductive justice thanks to Hippocrates—that is thought to have the power to end pregnancy.


You’re not a pharaoh, a.k.a. the “god-king,” or one of their many wives or consorts. You’re a farmer, or perhaps in the military, and while your bloodline may one day fight for Ramses the Great, right now you cannot afford another child, which is why you’re on a hunt for the poop. When Rome eventually conquers Egypt in 30 BCE, laws will pass to encourage people to marry and have children—after all, they need soldiers. But we’re not at that part of the story yet.


Ancient Egyptians threw female fertility figures, delicious cakes, sacrificial animals, stunning jewelry, and other offerings into the Nile in rituals to encourage—or prevent—conception. One such necklace just tossed into the river may very well have been adorned with crocodile heads, which were commonly depicted on ancient Egyptian uterine amulets. From the crocodile-faced god Sobek to the mummified reptile bodies found in the tombs of the rich and famous, crocodiles were a big deal.


In this culture, abortion was another part of family planning, just one of the complexities of life. Which, of course, is all it ever should be. No one would try to ruin your life for using jewelry to prevent pregnancy. (In the modern world, by contrast, there will be witch hunts related to jewelry used in abortive rituals. In 2019, New Yorker Ursula Wing, a single mother, sold medical abortion kits online, which she shipped hidden inside the packaging of handmade jewelry to avoid getting caught. She was discovered anyway and indicted on one count of “conspiracy to defraud various US governmental agencies,” fined $10,000, and put on two years’ probation. More than $60,000 worth of sales were seized.)


Back in ancient Egypt, adornment is expected rather than punished, even if the jewelry relates to birth control. The gods are delightfully vain, in contrast to future deities who will frown upon looking pretty. If you’re a commoner, you likely have beads around your neck; higher classes get gold. Everyone wears makeup, regardless of gender or status. The gods love it, you love it, your partner thinks it’s hot, and the delight of black kohl around the eye is enjoyed by all. The gods would be offended if you showed up in the afterlife smelly and looking like a scrub. A far cry from warning you of the evils of vanity and a good-enough reason to keep ornamentation of all kinds trending.


Pharaoh Ramses II, also known as Ramses the Great, has an entire glam squad dedicated to his wigs, perfumes, and makeup. And that makeup gets its sparkle from ground rubies and emeralds, thank you, not polyester like many of the cosmetics peddled today. That gorgeous Ramses the Great is said to have fathered more than one hundred children. Easy for a guy who can wear semiprecious eye shadow.


Ancient Egypt was far from perfect. Obviously, it is not recommended or effective today to induce abortion using crocodile shit. But perhaps all genders wearing makeup was less scandalous during a time when everyone believed in magic—without being called a witch. We know that menstrual blood was treated as a source of strong magic, even if the biological understandings of menses hadn’t been wholly sorted out yet. Fertility was understood to be related to the moon’s phases, for example, and women’s periods were believed to be a defense mechanism against insect plagues. One account recommends sending women to the fields during their periods to strut through the crops because beetles and other pests would perish from the power of their magic.


In this ancient time, it’s normal, too, to worship Heka, a “cannibal pharaoh” who devoured other gods until he turned into one himself. Heka is also the god of medicine and is often depicted with at least one serpent. (The National Institutes of Health says that the snake figure we now see in modern medical symbols is associated with Asclepios, the ancient Greek god of medicine. But there was so much battling and merging of gods that Heka deserves some credit for starting the snake trend, too.) According to Heka, magic and medicine, far from foes, are one and the same. After graduating from god-eater to god, Heka took it a step further and became a word for a force contained in all gods, synonymous with all Egyptian magic. Such a fame whore.


This “Heka” is a pleasure-encouraging primordial energy that is here for summoning without judgment. According to Egyptologist Ogden Goelet: “Heka magic is many things, but, above all, it has a close association with speech and the power of the word. In the realm of Egyptian magic, actions did not necessarily speak louder than words—they were often one and the same thing. Thought, deed, image, and power are theoretically united in the concept of Heka.”


Another selling point for Heka: Under this power, you can spill the tea. No coded messages to your friends, no secret exchanges necessary. Abortion and birth control are as much a part of daily life as bread with Heka magic. You can just invite your friends over to hold a ritual for finding the ingredients, following the recipe, and keeping everyone who doesn’t want a baby unimpregnated. No secrets, no shame.


And about that recipe: you’re using crocodile dung for birth control because that’s what Prescription Number 21, “Recipe Not to Become Pregnant,” from the Kahun Papyrus—Egypt’s oldest medical text and perhaps the earliest mention of birth control on record, written sometime circa 1825 BCE—calls for. Prescription Number 21 is likely linked to Sobek, among the oldest deities name-dropped in the Pyramid Texts. The origin of the name Sobek, Sbk, means “to impregnate” in ancient Egyptian. As a result, in addition to potentially inspiring contraceptives, Sobek was a god of fertility and is sometimes credited with creating the Nile (casual).


Sobek was famously revered by the first female pharaoh, Sobekneferu, whose name means “beauty of Sobek.” Sobekneferu reigned from 1806 to 1802 BCE (remember, we count time backward in BCE) and may have been married to her brother. Unfortunately, records of her are scarce, but if that’s true, try not to kink shame. The arrangement likely wasn’t her decision, and incest was the norm back then for the ruling class. The famed King Tutankhamen, a.k.a. Tut, was born of a marriage likely between siblings (although more recent research suggests they were cousins)—a tradition that continued much longer than using crocodile dung to prevent pregnancy.


Birth control recipes are found globally in every era, including in ancient Vedic texts, Chinese works, and Indigenous cultures. But in this book, we’re mostly following the Christians who will one day lead us to Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization—the overturning of Roe v. Wade. We began our journey here because records of reproductive care in ancient Egypt before the Roman takeover contain some crucial gems that are at least worth discussing, even if you can’t turn them into eye shadow.


The second significant mention of birth control in ancient Egypt comes from the Ebers Papyrus, written between 1550 and 1500 BCE. The Ebers Papyrus discusses a pessary containing acacia fruit, dates, and honey. While it’s not been studied on humans, there is some modern animal evidence that acacia could prevent pregnancy. One study suggests that rats fed Acacia koa twice a day over a five-day period had fewer litters, reduced by up to 88 to 100 percent. And when they ate the A. koa seeds, they ceased getting pregnant altogether.


The Ebers Papyrus also covers depression. After meticulously reviewing more than fifty years of research, in 2022, the American Psychological Association reported that while having an abortion is not linked to mental health struggles, “restricting access to safe, legal abortions can cause harm.” Those denied abortions, traditionally poorer and Black communities, have worse physical and psychological health, not to mention economic outcomes, compared to those who can easily access such care. Cheers to the Egyptians for finding a link first, even if theirs were more romanticized: The Ebers manuscript poetically relates mental health conditions to dysfunctions in the heart, which is “the center of the blood supply with vessels attached for every member of the body.” Speaking of both the literal and what we now know as the metaphorical heart, the Ebers Papyrus contains quotations such as “When his heart is afflicted and has tasted sadness, behold his heart is closed in and darkness is in his body because of anger which is eating up his heart.”


And, in antiquity, hearts indeed tasted sadness, made all the more complicated by that royal tradition of incest I mentioned, an example of enforced family planning that caused all sorts of problems for 1 percenters. Typically, pharaohs had many wives, but one was usually more in charge than the others. This honor goes to the queen consort, or “king’s great wife.” When the pharaoh was succeeded by one of his children, the new pharaoh’s mother became the “king’s mother.” Ideally, the queen consort was a relative from the royal family, like a sister or a half sister. Occasionally, marriages occurred between fathers and their own daughters. While we can’t be fully certain of the figures, most research suggests that only one of these resulted in a child: a daughter from Ramses the Great and his daughter Bintanath. (Remember, this guy had at least one hundred kids.) Whether it’s as the result of a slight, simply a loss of records, or both, their child’s name is lost to history. Ramses the Great’s first wife who wasn’t his daughter, Nefertari, was his true love and the coveted “great” wife. She was honored with all of the statues.


Remember, pharaohs were not just kings; they were god-kings. But as mythological gods tended to be better at listening than their royal earthly counterparts, especially to those who were of a lower class, folks tended to call upon gods and their magic to help them obtain an abortion.
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The goddess Isis is one of the rare deities clearly tied to abortion. Isis, often invoked in healing rituals, is believed to help one enter the afterlife. She appears in a prayer from the Roman poet Ovid (43 BCE–17 CE) who called upon Isis to heal his lover, Corinna, after she had an abortion. Ovid was a member of the Roman knightly class, meaning he was in between the commoners and members of the Senate (or senatus, which, by the way, literally means a “gathering of old men”). His writing was inspired by the sensual pleasure-seeking society of the time, and, just like so many poets to come after him, his muse was love.


According to an inscription on the Temple of Philae—which, if it wasn’t already beautiful enough, is on a goddamn island surrounded by the waters of the Nile—Isis is said to “love the joy of fresh myrrh,” according to Sam Wise in Sacred Choice: Paganism, Witchcraft, and Reproductive Justice. Myrrh is also one of three items famously gifted to Jesus by three wise men. It got its name from the Greek myth, in which a beautiful Myrrha, a mortal, was tricked into having sex with her father and got pregnant, just like Bintanath. But as Myrrha’s legend tells it, she, too, also asked the gods for help, so they hid her soul in a plant. She gives birth while in her tree form, and the sap becomes her tragic tears. In addition to this sap being desired in perfumery (perhaps Ramses the Great had a stash), it was also recognized in the ancient world as an abortive drug.


Other plant remedies revered by the ancients for reproductive health with divine connections include the tart pomegranate. The use of pomegranate invokes the story of Persephone’s misadventure into the underworld and the barren winter Demeter cast over the earth in protest. Because of the association with coming back to life, the pomegranate is often used in fertility work, in addition to being an aphrodisiac. Persephone, whom people worshipped back to 1400 BCE, was abducted to the underworld by Hades while she was picking narcissus flowers with her nymph friends. Her mother, Demeter, the ancient Greek goddess of the harvest, reached out for help to Hecate (yes, like Heka), the goddess of magic, to try to get her daughter back. Persephone is finally able to leave, but only after Hades forces her to eat pomegranate seeds. These might make a tasty treat, but as a result of eating the fruit, Persephone has to spend a third of every year in the underworld with her new husband. Taking on his legacy, Persephone will go on to be known as the Greek goddess of the underworld.


Her worried mother, Demeter, a goddess of fertility and agriculture, is associated with the chaste tree. This is an herbal form of birth control that could regulate hormones and was used in ancient Greece to induce menstruation. It likely got its name from the word we know as “chastity.”


Aside from a few limited animal studies, we don’t know if any of these methods worked or what the side effects might have been, and at any rate, there are much better current options. However, there is one ancient herb that absolutely no pregnant person today could test out if they tried: the now-extinct silphium. Silphium is an unidentified plant, probably of the fennel family, with heart-shaped leaves. Ancient Greeks and Romans likely used it as a contraceptive, but we know very little because it no longer exists. The most exciting possible explanation is that people loved and used silphium so much, it went extinct from overharvesting for abortions. However, it could also have been due to environmental changes or a combination of the two. In addition to its abortive and contraceptive properties, silphium was used in classical antiquity as everything from a seasoning for food to an aphrodisiac and medicine.


According to mythology, silphium was associated with the ancient Greek god Apollo. Apollo was a handsome deity with a fresh-shaved face, carrying a bow and quiver of arrows, connected to queer men due to his own love of sex with guys. From ancient times, he was called upon for gay unions. Today he is often invoked by modern witchy queer couples who wish to end a pregnancy. Apollo is the god of music, dance, prophecy, healing and diseases, and poetry. It’s said that Apollo invented string music in addition to archery. These gods are such overachievers.


About a hundred years after Rome successfully expands its empire, doctors will agree with Apollo and suggest the use of silphium for contraceptives. Soranus of Ephesus (101–200 CE) was a Greek physician who made a name for himself in both pediatrics and midwifery. In addition to noting that oral contraceptives worked better than pessaries, Soranus suggested a chickpea-size amount of silphium, with water, once a month, both as birth control and to terminate an existing pregnancy. He is most famous for writing On Midwifery and the Diseases of Women, which influenced medical opinion about women’s health, including pregnancy, and child care for nearly fifteen hundred years. His works also include what’s considered the oldest biography of Hippocrates.
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Hippocrates (460–375 BCE) was an ancient Greek physician regarded as the father of medicine, known for his common sense and logic. In particular, we know him for his ethical standards, professed in the Hippocratic oath, which doctors still refer to today. There is a lot of debate over whether the original text of the Hippocratic oath prohibits doctors from performing an abortion. It translates to: “I will not give to a woman a pessary in order to induce an abortion.” While there are many mentions of pessary in writings from antiquity, most birth control was taken orally in ancient times, so this advice would make sense—Hippocrates advising prescribing the most effective version of birth control. There is also evidence that he didn’t want to prescribe pessaries because they could have caused vaginal ulcers. Maybe the guy just didn’t want people shoving crocodile shit into their vaginas. However, the oath was changed in a later translation, probably during the Roman Empire, to prohibit giving a woman an abortion by any method, which is the translation American conservative lawmakers still hold on to.


Despite biased translations of his oath, we know that Hippocrates at least advised the use of birth control. According to Sam Wise in Sacred Choice: Paganism, Witchcraft, and Reproductive Justice, Hippocrates’s go-to birth control method was the beloved pomegranate. And in Hippocrates’s medical treatise Nature of the Child, he wrote of a dancing girl thought to be six days pregnant. She was told to get rid of the fetus by jumping up and down so high that her heels touched her butt, like a flapper rebelliously dancing in a short dress during Prohibition in the 1920s.


While it’s tempting to turn Hippocrates into a pro-choice icon, wrongly translated for millennia and leveraged for control by conservative powers that be, the real question is: Why are we still looking to this guy for abortion laws and medical care? He was influenced by a Pythagorean theory stating that nature consists of four elements: water, earth, wind, and fire—“elements” that are a common thread in pagan practices even today, such as astrology, which, while wonderfully witchy, does not align with modern science. If you’re looking to use horoscopes to decide how to deal with a pregnancy, any sane astrologer will agree that such questions are above their pay grade. Hippocratic texts also states that “When a woman has intercourse, if she is not going to conceive, then it is her practice to expel the sperm produced by both partners whenever she wishes to do so.” Anyone up to write an updated oath?
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The Hippocratic oath will be used for thousands of years to strip away the rights of women, and considering that the mythology around Rome’s beginnings—the origin story of the birthplace of colonialism—is rooted in rape, misogyny, and population control, this should come as no surprise.


Around the time Hippocrates was alive, the legend of the founding of Rome starring the twin brothers Romulus and Remus took hold, permeating society so thoroughly that you might already know at least some of it—likely the “family-friendly” version featuring a pair of babies who narrowly escaped death by court-ordered drowning. While the story of Rome’s founding events is often viewed as mythology, recently archaeologists discovered remains from the eighth century BCE of a cave, what could be boundary walls, and a palace that looked like the Rome of myth, showing how blurry the line is between history and legend. And this is a juicy legend.


Romulus and Remus are the sons of Rhea Silvia, who, according to folklore, was raped by Mars, the god of fucking and fighting. Rhea wasn’t supposed to have kids. To ensure she had no heirs, she was ordered by her uncle, Amulius, to become one of the Vestal Virgins. Vestal Virgins were the state cult of Vesta, the goddess of the hearth. Vestal Virgins were expected to kill themselves if they broke their chastity vow. And before you judge the ancients for placing such high stakes on virginity, know that if you’re American, you paid taxes to “A Silver Ring Thing,” a purity-ball organization, throughout George W. Bush’s presidency and under Obama until 2010.


Amulius was not happy about the birth of these twin babies with the formidable god of war as their father. So he went to drown them both in the Tiber River. In antiquity, abortion happened all the time—but so did infanticide. Christian Greeks and Romans even went so far as to judge other religions like Judaism that did not include the practice. They thought infanticide was rational, as you couldn’t tell the sex of the child until it was born. Indeed, throughout history, killing female babies seemed morally preferable to electing to have an abortion that could eliminate the possibility of a male heir. But Amulius was trying to do just the opposite: to get rid of a pair of heirs. It didn’t work. Rather than drown, the twins just floated down the river in a trough until they arrived at a site known as the Ficus ruminalis, which would become Rome.


Mars, expecting his kids’ divine arrival, had a wolf and a woodpecker waiting for them. He’s a god, after all; he can convince a few animals to act as wet nurses. This odd couple fed Romulus and Remus, who were often depicted suckling at the wolf’s teats, and raised them until the herdsman Faustulus found and adopted the twins. They were naughty but effective teenagers, sort of like frat boys, if we want to call a spade a spade.


By young adulthood, having won over locals with their charisma and now aware of their assumed birthright to leadership, it was time to assume power and establish a city, but the twins had to find a way to share. Rather than talk about it, or seek the advice of others, they opted for augury, a form of ancient divination involving reading bird patterns, to decide. But they couldn’t agree on what the birds meant. So, naturally, Romulus killed his brother and took over, creating his city, Rome.


At the time of Rome’s founding, Romulus invited anyone and everyone to move there. Party’s over here! With those pesky family members gone, he needed people to fill his city. As a result, a lot of men with criminal histories came to Rome, which also meant the population was seriously skewed male. After Romulus tried and failed to get women to move to Rome consensually, he came up with a scheme to kidnap a bunch of them from the Sabines, a central area of the Apennine Mountains. He lured them in with what seemed like a thoughtful party invitation: a festival to honor their god, Neptune. (Today, when the planet Neptune comes up in your horoscope, it’s associated with dreams, intuition, and psychic power. Neptune is the god of the sea, and water is always associated with emotion.) The party was bullshit, and regardless of the invocation of wise Neptune, the poor lasses didn’t know what they were in for (again, not unlike going to a frat party).


During what would become known as Neptunalia, the Sabine women were abducted, while their guy friends were killed or forced to retreat. What was billed as a thoughtful festival for a sea god came to be known as “The Rape of the Sabine Women.” The story goes that Romulus ordered the women to stay in town after the event for the sake of the “common children,” writes Eric Brown in Ancient History: A Concise Overview of Ancient Egypt, Ancient Greece, and Ancient Rome, acknowledging that some women got pregnant during their rape—which meant that their future children would be property of the Roman military. It’s also been speculated that “The Rape of the Sabine Women” is an entirely made-up legend. You see, the Romans had a bit of consensual-nonconsensual roleplay in their nuptials, where the future husband pretended to kidnap his “virginal” bride-to-be from her mother. The legend of a mass capture of nonconsenting women for the purpose of breeding a state army is not exactly rom-com material to modern ears, but it could have been compelling at the time.


Despite the Sabine women’s bloody arrival under the guise of a sea-themed party and forced motherhood, all evidence does suggest that Romans practiced birth control. From looking at records, historians now know that ancient times of economic growth positively correlated with population decline. Christian historians will sometimes purport that this is just because people stopped having sex, but as John M. Riddle writes in Eve’s Herbs: A History of Contraception and Abortion in the West, “Those who have studied the classical literature of the ancient Greeks and Romans know that sexual restraint was not a quality about which the ancients could boast or lament.”


The sex life of Romans makes the sex-positive poly-dens of modern-day Brooklyn seem like nunneries. There were epic orgies and legal sex work. Gay sex, especially between men, was so normal that there was no word to differentiate it from straight sex. Putting Park Avenue dominatrix dungeons to shame, some ancient Roman eunuchs even self-castrated as part of their role in the fertility cult for the goddess Cybele.


At the risk of killing anyone’s sensual view of the ancients, remember that decadence was reserved for the wealthy, not unlike a bougie Eyes Wide Shut–inspired sex party today. Enslaved folks made up 10 to 15 percent of the Roman Empire; for enslaved people, avoiding unwanted pregnancies was more important than for upper-class citizens. In addition to herbs and pessaries, women were advised to drink something cold before sex. Afterward, the trick suggested was to hold their breath, pull away, and squat and sneeze while wiping the vulva to avoid getting pregnant. This practice hints at an understanding of what we call the pull-out method.


Having a healthy supply of legal sex workers seems way less fun when you realize that, for many of ancient Rome’s scorta, or lower-class “women who earn,” their profession was not a choice, nor were they paid. Not only were wealthy Romans allowed to enslave people, but such folks were also considered private property in Roman law and could also be abused by their owners or sold off for sex in what we’d now consider sex trafficking—regardless of age or gender. It was only a matter of time before there would be a revolt, which is exactly what happened during the Servile Wars of ancient Rome. And the first one, which took place in modern Sicily, was led by an enslaved man with supernatural powers named Eunus.
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Eunus was an enslaved Roman originally from Syria. He was an oracle who received divine visions from the goddess Atargatis, a Syrian fertility goddess, who is, quite awesomely, often depicted as a mermaid. At the time of the Servile Wars, the Romans were seriously exploiting enslaved people. That’s a redundant sentence because of course all enslavement is exploitative to a horrific degree, but even within that framework, the Romans really did some damage. Thousands of enslaved people were worked or starved to death. So, in 135 BCE, a group of them decided to revolt against Damophilus, the landowner who enslaved them and thus their sworn enemy. Thousands turned to the mermaid-blessed Eunus as their leader, stormed into the city of Enna, and captured, tortured, and killed Damophilus. While his daughter was allowed to flee, his complicit wife was also killed. The revolt’s success spread across the Sicilian territories, and as the formerly enslaved forces prevailed, they minted coins printed with a portrait of Eunus, who was eventually crowned King Antiochus of Syria. It is believed that between ten and seventy thousand—and by some accounts as many as two hundred thousand—joined the fight. They burned bridges, battled, and brandished weapons, taking quite a bit of territory, but ultimately the revolt ended around 132 BCE in favor of the Romans. Many revolutionaries were tortured and then thrown off a cliff. Twenty thousand prisoners were crucified.


As for Eunus, he was captured and died in prison of disease while awaiting punishment, avoiding a death as bloody as his comrades. In all, the revolt lasted from 135 until 132 BCE. Importantly, it was the first of three pivotal uprisings against the Roman Republic by enslaved people. Karl Marx’s beloved Spartacus famously led the final campaign. While the records are too hazy to determine the extent of social and political change caused by these wars, historians believe that the end of the Servile Wars does coincide with the Romans adopting “better” attitudes toward slavery, as in enslaving fewer people. However, the practice of slavery continued the world over, and mapping its history is crucial to understanding the path to today’s reproductive justice efforts.
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In antiquity, speaking out against slavery could get you killed, and, as society moved away from worshipping Heka, so could witchcraft. The “filthy sorceress” Theoris of Lemnos (that’s a direct quote from her trial) was tried and executed around 323 BCE for practicing incantations and distributing “illegal drugs,” language that sounds like it came from the witch hunt that was the US War on Drugs some two thousand years later. Considering she was also accused of “committing many misdeeds and teaching the slaves to deceive,” we can safely assume she was a badass at minimum.


Theoris was a folk healer who worked in Athens and was openly a witch. Keep in mind that the term “witch” changes with each chapter in history. The Instagram-famous witches of the current era with their rose-quartz face rollers are very different from the witches put to death for their practice in eras past. Words and their meanings have power, whether you call yourself a witch or not.


Theoris is described as a pharmakis, a term that translates to “a provider of drugs and potions” and could also mean a witch or sorceress. For this, she was executed—ironically, along with her children, as there’s a chance that some of her “crimes” included aiding women in procuring miscarriages. The drugs she used may have been ancient herbal abortive remedies such as sage, juniper, and figs. In Athens at the time, it wasn’t illegal to use magic. And in ancient Athens, while abortion wasn’t legally banned, the decision wasn’t in the woman’s hands but rather depended on the father of the unborn child. The mother needed permission, highlighting a lack of personal sovereignty over her body. But killing someone with potions was a crime—one that would later be carried out against Socrates.
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Socrates (470–399 BCE), a Greek philosopher from Athens, is one of history’s biggest influencers—he’s credited with founding pretty much all of Western philosophy. But he never actually wrote anything (honestly, much like many influencers today). However, plenty of people have written about him. This includes honorable texts by Plato, and far too many by others giving the guy a hard time about his appearance. We think Instagram delivers mean comments, but the fact is, humans have always had, and likely will always have, the capacity to be total dicks. We’re going to be good people and look at what he did for reproductive justice and women. In Charmides, Plato, quoting Socrates (remember, people wrote about him, but he didn’t write himself), says that charms and incantations work for the soul, while drugs heal the body. So he was down with a little woo-woo, but totally weird, and continuously bullied for his looks. So much so that he’s frequently described as looking more like a satyr (which is a friendly nature demon type with ears and the tail of a horse—as well as a constant, massive erection, so I guess hung like a horse as well; props, Socrates) than a man. Allegedly, he had wide-set eyes, popping out of his head, that moved erratically, helping him keep watch in all directions like a crab. He let his hair grow, walked around barefoot, and, like any other hippie, didn’t bathe much. Allegedly, he was immune to the effects of alcohol—the guy couldn’t get drunk. Despite having access to political power in Athens, he opted for a life of poverty. Such a philosophy carries far past Plato and finds its way into contemporary Christian guidance within sects that value the simple, unselfish, and, frankly, less sexy life.


Socrates was known for his ability to drag anyone who made fun of him, always outwitting his critics. Perhaps it was that Big-Dick Energy. But beyond being odorous and scathing, Socrates’s biggest eccentricity was what has been historically described by the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy as his “higher opinion” of women. It likely helped that his mother, Phaenarete, was a midwife. We know very little about her, unfortunately, and we know even less about her midwife activities. But Plato wrote that “midwives, by means of drugs and incantations… cause abortions at an early stage if they think them desirable.” Socrates often described himself as a kind of midwife for ideas, or a midwife for the soul.


Despite gaining a reputation for logic, the man famous for stating that the unexamined life is not worth living experienced an X-Files moment of his own that would lead to his downfall. By his own accounts, Socrates experienced a daimonion, or internal voice, a sort of literal inner demon. This made him sound not only weird to those around him but perhaps also supernatural, or, even more dangerous, semidivine. His strange behavior, known now to be well-documented neurological symptoms, caused speculation about his potential divinity at the time. At least one modern retrospective study of the historical Socrates suggests he may have had temporal lobe epilepsy. When Socrates was seventy, he went to trial on a charge of impiety. His punishment was death by forced suicide. The method was poisoning, likely by the toxic plant hemlock.


Not long after the death of the father of Western philosophy came the Hellenistic period of ancient Greek history (323–31 BCE), which began with the death of Alexander the Great, a glamorous man known for his love of fragrance and vast colonization campaign. It was during this time that the Septuagint was written, which is the earliest known Greek translation of the Hebrew Old Testament, penned in its original language of Hebrew. This translation features Lilith, the much-ignored (by Christians) and much-embraced (by witches) disobedient first wife of Adam. Lilith became far more famous in the Jewish mysticism of the Middle Ages, described in the Zohar Leviticus (crucial literature of Kabbalah) as “a hot fiery female who first cohabited with man.” Legend states that Lilith was banished from the Garden of Eden for not obeying her husband. (The real tea is that she wanted to get on top during sex with Adam, which emasculated the poor guy.)


The Hellenistic period ended with the rise of austere Augustus in Rome in 31 BCE. But you should know that Augustus didn’t always go by this name.
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Cleopatra VII Philopator (70/69–30 BCE), known posthumously simply as Cleopatra, is an icon of wealth, beauty, the power of female sexuality, and witchcraft. She was the final active ruler of Egypt. Roman propaganda painted her as a power-obsessed witch who used her infamous sexuality to her advantage. And you know what? They weren’t wrong. While Cleopatra’s story ended in tragic death, just like that of Theoris of Lemnos, her legacy as a witch is much more alluring and offers an insight into the sex lives of the ancient rich and famous.


The Battle of Actium (31 BCE) was a bloody naval battle that went down off the western coast of Greece and a pivotal moment in Rome’s takeover. After the assassination of the Roman dictator Julius Caesar in 44 BCE, Rome erupted into civil war. Three of the most powerful and well-connected belligerents created a coalition called the Second Triumvirate to end the chaos and cultivate peace. This band included Octavian, who was Caesar’s great-nephew and chosen heir (and he firmly asserted himself as such); Roman statesman Lepidus; and Mark Antony, an authoritative military general who called himself the new Dionysus. He even dressed like Dionysus, the Greek god of wine, parties, and ritual madness, when marching in military campaigns. They divided the empire in three ways. If you’re not familiar with Lepidus, don’t worry about it. Few people are. In Shakespeare’s depiction of Lepidus in the tragedy Julius Caesar, Antony describes him as “a slight, unmeritable man, meant to be sent on errands.”


For some background, the iconic Queen Cleopatra, the ruler of Egypt beginning in 51 BCE, and Julius Caesar used to be a thing. With the support and riches of multiple kingdoms, not to mention enslaved people, they had a son. Cleopatra named him Caesarion, which means “little Caesar.” As future foes would correctly assume, Caesarion was born to rule and redeem his father.


Antony was given an area known as the eastern provinces in Asia Minor (modern-day Turkey). Once there, he summoned Queen Cleopatra (the 1-percenter antiquity version of sliding into someone’s DMs), only to accuse her of aiding his enemies. Then, in a brilliant and baller move, Cleopatra batted her original cat eyes, likely paired with blue or green eye shadow, and seduced Antony, just as she had Caesar before him. Miss Cleo knew she was a bad bitch and had a thing for powerful men. She was undeniably hot, apparently mostly for her allure rather than for perfectly symmetric features. The biographer Plutarch writes in his 75 CE text, Life of Antony, “Her actual beauty… was not so remarkable that none could be compared with her, or that no one could see her without being struck by it, but the contact of her presence… was irresistible.… The character that attended all she said or did was something bewitching.”


She rolled up to Antony on an opulent river barge, dressed as the Egyptian goddess Isis (other accounts say Venus, which was basically the Roman version of the goddess of love). Cleopatra often made a point to connect herself with Isis throughout her reign. The holy roleplay worked on the man who himself enjoyed dressing as a god, and he fell for her. So Antony returned with her to Alexandria, where they spent the winter engulfed in a passionate affair. However, Antony still had politics and business to attend to. Despite his love and lust for Cleopatra, in 40 BCE, Antony returned to Rome and married his rival Octavian’s sister, Octavia, to try to cool his heated relationship with Octavian; back in the day, banging someone’s sister was the way to peace and power.


The triumvirate’s downward spiral continued, demonstrating their attempt at shared power would soon erupt more violently than the events that led to its formation. Antony needed help, so he went back to Cleopatra, who, by the way, had had his twins while he was gone. So, in 37 BCE, Antony separated from Octavia and arranged for Cleopatra to join him in Syria. They married, which broke a major law: Romans could not marry non-Romans.


Antony went on to carry out several ill-fated military campaigns. There were many wars, deaths, and orgasms for the royals, but despite the power couple of Antony and Cleopatra’s best efforts, on September 2, 31 BCE, their fleets had a showdown at Actium in Greece. Cleopatra thought “fuck this,” left the battle, and headed back to Egypt with sixty of her ships. Antony followed his woman. The abandoned remaining soldiers surrendered to Octavian, who ultimately won and took power. On January 16, 27 BCE, the Senate granted Octavian the title of Augustus, which derives from the Latin word augere (meaning to increase) and principles (the first in order). In addition to a name change, it was a title of authoritative religious power.


Then the infamous tragedy unfolded.


Cleopatra hid from the world in a gorgeous mausoleum. Antony was told she was dead, so he stabbed himself using his sword. A messenger arrived saying that this was not true, that his queen lived, but he was too wounded and died from his self-inflicted injuries after saying Cleopatra should make a peace deal with Octavian.


So, naturally, Cleopatra tried to seduce Octavian.


It didn’t work. Strict Octavian did say he would let Cleopatra live—on the condition that she accepted him as her ruler. Rather than fall under his power, Cleopatra chose to die by suicide through the fatal bite of the asp, a poisonous Egyptian serpent that represented divine royalty, also associated with Sobek, thus completing another life-and-death circle.


If we wanted to be petty, we could trace Octavian and Cleopatra’s beef back to Julius Caesar. You see, Caesar actually adopted Octavian, who was once a student of his. However, if we are to believe Antony and the rumors of the time, the two men were also sleeping together. Cleopatra and Octavian may have once pined for the same man. Sleeping with your adopted son? Totally cool. Marrying a non-Roman? Death.


And as for Little Caesar? Octavian had Caesarion executed. Octavian then ruled under the name Augustus, whom some call the most successful Roman emperor due to a rise in abundance during his reign, not to mention a massive expansion of the Roman Empire. (If we judged modern rulers by the same standards, Ronald Reagan might be considered America’s “most successful” president given his hypocritical morality laws.)


Augustus enacted a series of stringent social laws that mandated marriage for citizens, regulated marital unions across class lines, and imposed severe penalties for infidelity. Adulterers faced exile, with each party isolated on separate islands. Men held the right to execute unfaithful wives, while women caught in adultery had to be divorced by their husbands. Additionally, fathers could opt for the execution of their daughters caught in the act. This extended to Augustus himself, who had to sentence his own daughter to exile for her extramarital affairs, sparing her from the capital punishment allowed under his laws.


While these rules were extreme, to say the least, Augustus didn’t bother adding a ban on abortion. Abortion was not technically illegal in ancient Rome at the time, but the state strongly disapproved of it. In the first several centuries of Christianity’s existence, teachings weren’t unified enough, or widespread enough, to enact social change on abortion or birth control. Christianity addressed family planning for the first time at the Synod of Elvira, a convention of Christian leaders who gathered to agree on official doctrine in 305 or 306 CE. In addition to deciding burning candles in a cemetery in the daytime was an offense punishable by denial of Communion, the Synod of Elvira also deemed abortion a sin so terrible that it was “beyond forgiveness,” as Sam Wise writes in Sacred Choice: Paganism, Witchcraft, and Reproductive Justice.
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Enter scene: Emperor Constantine, the first Roman emperor to convert to Christianity. Before we get to the bad stuff, you should know that under his rule, most of Augustus’s morality and marriage laws were overturned. Also known as Constantine the Great, he reigned from 306 to 337 CE. He gave orders for a feudal system (read: slave system) during the process of creating a Roman Catholic Church. The coloni were a class of people who gained property-ownership rights by cultivating previously wild lands. They’re the reason we have the word “colonialism.” According to some historians, Christianity did not spread naturally, but was forced upon on citizens by the people in charge. What we do definitively know is that during this time, most folks knew only what the ruling class of the Roman Empire wanted them to know. Christianity may be taken from previous traditions, but that’s okay, as long as it gives people comfort. Unfortunately, many have picked and selected text to suit their needs, in particular the desire to control. The literacy rate was 10 to 15 percent at best, perhaps closer to 5 to 6 percent, so the number of citizens who could get through the Bible indeed may have been limited to ruling classes.


And these ancient celebrities had thoughts on where and how people with penises should ejaculate. The pull-out method, likely used throughout all of human history, gained airtime thanks to the Bible passage in the story of Onan in the Torah (Gen. 38:8–10). Onan’s dad, Judah, commanded him to have sex with Onan’s widowed sister-in-law, as part of an ancient tradition in which brothers married the wives of their deceased siblings. Onan had no issue with porking his dead brother Er’s wife, but he was offended by the idea that the resulting heir might still be considered more his brother’s than his. At the time, economically, the resulting sons would still receive Er’s inheritance. So he infamously spilled his seed, and that was interpreted as bad. Obviously, eventually, even most Bible thumpers accepted the pull-out method, coitus interruptus, which works about 78 percent of the time overall, according to Planned Parenthood. When pro-lifers joined hands in the fight against abortion, they had to let go of their disapproval of the pull-out method, cycle tracking, and breast-feeding, all forms of contraception as old as humans, if they wanted a shot at successfully banning clinical methods.


In Creating Christianity: A Weapon of Ancient Rome, historian Henry Davis asserts that the creation of the Bible as we understand it today can be traced back to the Roman-Jewish family of Calpurnius Pisos, an elite Roman senator in the first century, who also happened to star in the Pisonian conspiracy of AD 65, the most infamous plot against the throne of Emperor Nero.


Constantine officially legalized Christianity in 313 CE. Apparently, in order to get numbers up, the first churches were also brothels. Bishops ushered attendees into sex rooms where they could worship with a “helper” who was really just a sex worker pretending to be a virgin to please patrons.


In his youth, Constantine actually worshipped a pagan sun god, and he converted to Christianity only later—some speculate he was as old as forty—finding a new, perhaps repackaged, sun god in Jesus. Constantine never directly outlawed paganism, agreeing it was okay if they practiced their superstitio, “the rites of an outmoded illusion,” as long as they didn’t force Christians to join in. He was, however, enough of a party-pooper to outlaw blood sacrifices and ritual sex work. He also ordered the execution of the eunuch priests.


Constantine’s extremism and nonsensical sexual standards proved impossible to satisfy, as other leaders’ will on a timeless loop throughout history. Constantine paid personally for his strict moral code when his son Crispus was executed after being accused of adultery. Even juicier, rumor has it that Constantine’s second wife, Fausta, is the one who made the accusations against her stepson—because she was in love with him. Fausta also died due to the drama; some say by execution, and others insist it was suicide. Constantine regretted his actions for the rest of his life.


Constantine’s nephew Flavius Claudius Julianus, or Julian, was appointed to power in 361 by Constantine’s (surviving) son, Constantius II. Like so many relatives of strict Christians, Julian rebelled and converted to mystical paganism. However, he was far from an idol. While he rebuilt the Jewish Temple destroyed in Jerusalem, he did so more to piss off Christians than to help the Jews. He had a violent streak and enjoyed torturing and killing Christians. Rather than cheering him on, other pagans found him pretty ridiculous, especially for his claims of harnessing some kind of magical power through his bushy beard.


Julian was the final ruler of the Roman Empire who adhered to a non-Christian faith, but not the last pagan.
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Hypatia of Alexandria (350/370–415 CE) was one of the first women to research and teach the subjects math, philosophy, and astronomy. She was also a pagan. Those who feared her accused her of enchanting the Roman imperial prefect Orestes with witchcraft—though she likely just gave him political advice on how to find religious peace between the Christians and pagans—and of being “devoted at all times to magic, astrolabes and instruments of music” and “beguil[ing] many people through her Satanic wiles.” Magic, music, and Satan? Where’s the sign-up sheet? Perhaps much of the fear Hypatia induced was actually rooted in the fact that she refused to marry.


In March 415, a mob of Christian extremists seized Hypatia as she rode her carriage, then dragged her violently into a church, stripped her, and beat her with roofing tiles. As she fought back, they carved out her eyeballs using oyster shells and then ripped her apart limb from limb. Hypatia’s remains were set on fire.
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Five years after Hypatia’s murder, misogynistic gender roles continued to be strictly reinforced, leading to further witch hunts by Augustine of Hippo (354–430 CE), who was the author of the doctrine of original sin. His teachings focused on the Garden of Eden. Lilith was not present, but Adam and his wife, the less slutty but still troublesome and inherently subordinate Eve, crafted from Adam himself, were, and they got kicked out for eating from the tree of knowledge. Here’s a fun fact: in Seventy-Eight Degrees of Wisdom: A Book of Tarot by Rachel Pollack, when discussing the Lovers card, she notes, citing Joseph Campbell, that the ancient goddess-centric religion of Palestine also contained a myth of a garden, apple, and snake, but in that version, eating the apple got you into paradise rather than kicked out.


Now may be the time to share a fact for those who don’t know: the word “occult” means “knowledge of something hidden.” Writing about the occult is, well, a rather un-occult thing to do.


Augustine of Hippo, who would become Saint Augustine, was a bishop and one of the most influential men in the history of Christianity. In Roman Catholicism, he’s formally recognized as a doctor of the church and a saint. He’s also mostly known for his repressive views on sexuality, despite having an interesting personal life prior to finding Christ (tale as old as time): He had a son with a lover from a lower class. Some say he was gay, others offer proof of his relationships with women and argue he was straight, but I think he most likely was bisexual. Saint Augustine famously wrote: “Grant me chastity and continence, but not yet.” (That was before he found Jesus.)


After he entered his Christian era, Augustine’s hot new take on original sin, a phrase he was the first to record in writing, was that it resulted from pride, of putting oneself before God. (Many scholars now see his position on the idea as evidence of him working to reconcile his past sexual experiences with his newly adopted holy life.) Augustine hotly condemned abortion, and although he disapproved of abortion during any stage of pregnancy, he distinguished between early and later abortions, saying there was a difference between “formed” and “unformed” fetuses. He called infanticide a “cruel lust,” but also wrote that abortion wasn’t homicide, “for it could not be said that there was a living soul in that body, for it lacks all sense.”


Augustine thought that pleasure was okay, as long as it was for procreation to increase the ranks of soldiers and saints. Today people often suggest that part of the reason the Right wants to criminalize abortion is to ensure more people for the working class. While there’s truth to this, it’s also important to remember that criminalizing abortion has dire economic consequences for individuals. As Stanford economist Luigi Pistaferri said in an interview with Melissa De Witte for Stanford News: “If we accept the premise that access to abortion (as well as broad availability of birth control methods) allows women better agency over fertility choices leading to greater labor force participation, investment in education, etc., it is clear that women who happen to live in states that make abortion illegal (or severely restrict it) will experience worse economic outcomes than those living in states where abortion is still legal.”


As for saints, one can become one only after death, but you can never have enough candidates. Perhaps this was part of Augustine’s living campaign to secure the honor for himself one day.


When the Roman Empire fell, Paulus Orosius, Augustine’s protégé, insisted that pagan practices were at fault—not Christianity. Orosius was a Christian theologian and historian famous for his Seven Books of History Against the Pagans, which he wrote with Augustine’s encouragement. The text argues that the 410 CE Sack of Rome had simply nothing to do with the Romans adopting Christianity, as pagans claim. This three-day routing by Visigoths, prominent Christians from eastern Europe, signified a critical moment in the fall of the western Roman Empire. It was the first time Rome had been ambushed and looted in eight hundred years and signifies the end of antiquity and the beginning of the Middle Ages. Some pagans asserted that this happened because people were pushing out paganism, so their gods were revoking their protection of the city of Rome. With the rise of the Christian faith, the resulting repression of pagan gods forced them to take their religion underground. Repression never puts an end to anything—it only makes it a secret. The whole point of Orosius’s book was to counterargue and begin a long tradition of finger-pointing. According to Orosius, if anyone was to blame for the violence, it was the pagans who refused to accept Christ into their hearts and thus brought it upon themselves.









[image: image]












The tea on the most famous names of antiquity—from the voices heard by Socrates, son of a midwife, to the glamour witch Cleo-patra’s legacy of breaking hearts—is riveting, and at times harrowing. For instance, due to literacy rates among the different classes at the time, the Bible may have been able to be put on paper only by the rich and famous, and the Hippocratic oath may actually be dissuading the use of a pessary (perhaps one made with crocodile poop). And while reading about some ancient methods of birth control (yes, such as reptile excrement) may seem a bit unhinged, even more fascinating than the sex lives of the ancients is the fact that some of these methods, such as the acacia mentioned in the Ebers Papyrus, may have actually worked. Such a text, which covers mental health conditions in addition to the logistics of family planning, seems more modern than outdated, given how far, as you’ll learn in the chapters to come, society deviated from such wisdom in the millennia to follow.


And of course, things were far from perfect. Many modern critics of anti-abortion laws suggest that such ideology may be rooted more in the desire for a loyal workforce than actual religious beliefs, which isn’t too different from pharaohs wanting the working classes to keep creating soldiers. But just like the reproductive justice movement today, which honors the rights both to have children and to not have them, the Nile welcomed anyone interested in family planning. And Heka, much like the enslaved people who brought their conjuring practices to North America, was understanding enough to get that both spirituality and reproductive desires are vast and varied, rather than existing on binaries.


As the founding of modern societies moves into the Middle Ages, you’ll learn once again that the more that changes, the more that stays the same, whether it’s controlling powers weaponizing plagues to dial back reproductive health access and wage racist propaganda campaigns or the demonization, and even incarceration, of women who dared enjoy hot sex with younger men in their postmenopausal years.
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