· Critically discuss whether these terms can be applied to all ‘religions’ in the Roman empire in the 1st-3rd century AD? Can we generalise for the whole Roman empire?
· Choose ONE term only:
· Orthopraxy
OR
· Polis religion



The concept of polis or civic religion is a modern theory that describes the concept that Greco-Roman religion was embedded within the institutions of the urban polis.[footnoteRef:1] According to Christiane Sourvinou-Inwood, religion was embedded in the polis as a basic unit of Greek social and political life.[footnoteRef:2] [footnoteRef:3] [1:  Brent Nongbri (2009) p. 441.]  [2:  Kindt (2009) p. 10.]  [3:  For the purpose of this paper, James B. Rives defines polis religion as: 
“The core of the Graeco-Roman religious tradition is to be found
in the public cults of the city, which must be understood as a religious as
well as a social community. ‘Religion’ did not exist as a separate area of
human activity, but was embedded in the overarching structure of the city; 
there were no important religious institutions or offices separate from civic
institutions and offices. Each city had its own distinctive set of cults, even
if most of these were directed at a shared set of deities, and a city’s public
cults were what defined the distinctive religious identity of its citizens; there
was no religious identity separate from political or civic identity. Control
of these public cults was in the hands of the local elite, in their capacity as
magistrates, priests and members of the town council; priesthoods were
public positions, distinguishable from magistracies only by certain formal
features. The town council as a whole oversaw public cults, supporting
established shrines and festivals with public funds and decreeing new ones
as appropriate. Priests and magistrates presided over rituals and festivals
on behalf of the city as a whole; in some ceremonies the populace at large
took part, either en masse or through the participation of representative
groups.” ] 

Roman ideas of polis religion were built upon earlier Greek models. These “Greek socio-political systems were not only intermeshed but virtually identical.”[footnoteRef:4] The term polis may be problematic, however, when applied to the Roman period because it cannot be fully applied to cities of non-Greek origin and some scholars instead use the term ‘civic religion’.[footnoteRef:5]  Regardless, the term has stuck with academics and while in some cases still problematic[footnoteRef:6] has been applied to the religious activity of urban settlements within the central period of the Roman Empire. Polis religion thus refers to the combination of magisterial office and religious appointment by the elite upper class as opposed to having separate offices and cultural distinctions between those who hold secular official power and those who hold religiously appointed power. [4:  Rives (2010) p. 268. ]  [5:  Kindt (2009) p. 10.]  [6:   Grijalvo (2005), Kindt (2015) state that polis religion does not account for religious expression both below and above the polis, and can lead to a marginalization of practices outside the polis structure which were in truth part of an interconnected whole.] 

 The traditional theory of polis religion during the Roman period from the 1st to 3rd century A.D was that of steady decline.[footnoteRef:7] After the period of the Principate of Augustus and his ‘restoration of the traditional religion,’ polis religion was unable to fill the public’s demand for religious private devotion, and therefore the imperial cult and the mystery religions filled this void until the ascension of Christianity during the Fourth Century AD.[footnoteRef:8] This theory, however, has been steadily discredited as being heavily influenced by Christian thought. Modern theories state that the imperial cult, the mystery religions and private devotional practice were not alternatives to the traditional polis religion, but that these four types of religious devotion mutually supported one another and instead of being mutually exclusive they instead created a ‘religious marketplace’ of different ideas and levels of religious participation.[footnoteRef:9] It was not belief that mattered but rather the enactment of rituals, orthopraxy instead of orthodoxy.[footnoteRef:10] These concepts were taken up by local elites, many of whom, especially in the west, had no previous legacy of polis religion but whose culture was indistinguishable from their religious custom and who either assimilated their gods with classical deities, such as Sulis-Minvera, worshipped their traditional deities alongside those assimilated with Classical Greco-Roman deities, such as Epona[footnoteRef:11], or, as in the case of Judaism and Christianity and the early cult of Dionysus, subverted such embedded practice and attempted to create a religious community and identity separate from the rest of society.[footnoteRef:12]  [7:  Grijalvo (2005) p. 257.]  [8: Mary Beard, John North, Simon Price, (1998) p. 120.]  [9:  Rives, (2010) p. 274.]  [10: Rives, (2010) p. 284.]  [11:  Rives, (2010) p.277.]  [12:  Mary Beard, John North, Simon Price, (1998) p. 161.] 

New developments in the study of traditional religious practices changed our view of polis religion from one of decline to one of mutual support, allowing for differing levels of devotion. Many of these changes in thought arose through the revaluation of religious thought and a distancing from Christian concepts and definitions of what constitutes religious faith, devotion and practice. An important distinction is that the separation of church and state did not exist in classical society.[footnoteRef:13] The religion of the polis was embedded within the state since the earliest days of the polis.[footnoteRef:14] Additionally, private religious practice was not separate or subordinate to the state religion where many of the state gods, along with images of the imperial cult, mystery religions and various other deities could be found within such private contexts.[footnoteRef:15] [footnoteRef:16] While there is still debate on the exact nature of the imperial cult, the Emperor may have been seen as an intermediary between the mortal and the divine and a way for the local elite of the polis to feel connected to the Empire and the Emperor.[footnoteRef:17] Mystery religions, were traditionally seen as precursors to Christianity, providing alternatives to traditional polis religion, and are more recently understood to have supported the polis religion.[footnoteRef:18] Isis and Serapis, for example, were state deities, the Cult of Mithras,[footnoteRef:19] emphasized subordination to authority, and around half of the dedications to Mithras also support the Emperor,[footnoteRef:20] suggesting that these cults were not subversions to the traditional practices but rather avenues one could take for a deeper religious connect akin to Pilgrimage in the Christian context.[footnoteRef:21] [footnoteRef:22]  [13:  Rives, (2010) p. 252.]  [14:  Kindt, (2009) p. 3.]  [15:  Kindt, (2015) p. 16.]  [16:  Rives, (2010) p. 265.]  [17:  Rives, (2010) p. 254.  ]  [18:  Grijalvo (2005), p. 277.]  [19:  Rives, (2010) p. 265.]  [20:  Rives, (2010) p. 265.]  [21:  Rives, (2010) p. 259.]  [22:  Grijalvo (2005), p. 277.] 

In terms of those populations who were incorporated into the Roman Empire, the understanding has changed from Romanization and top down domination to a localized incorporation of classical ideas adopted by the local elite.[footnoteRef:23] These elite either assimilated their own deities within the classical civic context[footnoteRef:24] or worshipped them alongside those that were. Clear examples of this are the Gaulish Epona and the Egyptian Isis who, while adapted with classical features, were distinctly separate deities.  [23:  Grijalvo (2005), p. 254.]  [24:  Rives, (2010) 282.] 

Thus, instead of mutually exclusive and competing religious cults between polis religion, imperial cult, private devotion and mystery cult, these ideas intermeshed and supported one another creating, as James Rives dubs, a “marketplace of religion.”[footnoteRef:25] [footnoteRef:26] However subversive cults did exist which, for differing reasons attempted to create separate religious communities wherein religious devotion and public life were separate. This first appears during the second century BCE with the Bacchists and later in the Imperial context with Judaism and Christianity.[footnoteRef:27]  [25:  Rives, (2010) p. 274.]  [26:  Grijalvo (2005), p. 261.]  [27:  Mary Beard, John North, Simon Price, (1998) p. 98. Mary Beard, John North and Simon Price write: “it was the group cult, depending on voluntary adherence, that was in the end to bring the most radical changes to Roman religious life. The Bacchic groups of Italy were the first example of the problems that could arise; later groups were to become more and more independent, to develop their own value systems, to be more and more deeply in conflict with the established social and family structures.”] 

Traditional modes of worship thus came into conflict with those religious structures which held separate authority structures such as Judaism and Christianity. While Judaism was accepted by the Romans since it appealed to the deep antiquity of their religious structure,[footnoteRef:28] Christianity on the other hand, with its relatively recent inception in the 1st century AD, as wells as its subversion and renunciation of Roman political and thus also religious customs, became at many points a persecuted and illegal religion.[footnoteRef:29]    [28:  Mary Beard, John North, Simon Price, (1998) p. 223.]  [29:  Mary Beard, John North, Simon Price, (1998) p. 240.] 

 The model of polis or civic religion, as religious custom embedded within the local culture of the polis, during the period from the 1st-3rd century AD has been re-evaluated from a model of decline to one of incorporation, assimilation and change. Theories of top down Romanization have been replaced by theories that suggest bottom up inclusion, assimilation and connection to wider Roman identity. Old theories of polis religion as being a “living corpse”,[footnoteRef:30] unable to connect with the general populace’s need for private devotion and therefore steadily replaced by the competing imperial cult, the mystery religions and ultimately Christianity, have been largely discredited. More recent theories suggest that polis religion existed side by side all four modes of worship and that these “went hand in hand […] and consolidated that strong and complex network that succeeded in keeping the Roman Empire alive for so long.”[footnoteRef:31]   [30:  Grijalvo (2005), p. 257.]  [31:  Grijalvo (2005), p. 261.] 
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