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Religious Life in the Roman Empire – Portfolio Task One

Author: Christopher Garwood (1102458)
Due: 6 April 2018

Assignment: Critically discuss whether the term orthopraxy can be applied to all ‘religions’ in the Roman Empire in the 1st-3rd century AD?  Can we generalise for the whole Roman Empire?

Introduction

In examining concepts relating to religious life in the Roman Empire, orthopraxy is one that continues to generate discussion particularly in its applicability to religions across the Empire.  This present work will examine if this term could be generalised across the Roman Empire during the Principate period.  Following a definition of the term, this study will consider the types of religions across the Empire and some of the challenges that present themselves when trying to apply orthopraxy to the whole Empire particularly with respect to how orthopraxy might encompass both religious diversity and religious change over time.

Defining Orthopraxy

The Oxford English Dictionary defines orthopraxy as “Rightness of action (as distinct from or in addition to rightness of thought); right-doing, practical righteousness; correct practice.”[footnoteRef:1]  This can be re-phrased as being the correct way to carry out set rituals.  In the context of the Roman Empire, orthopraxy was very much separated from orthodoxy.  Some, such as Scheid, believe that Roman religion consists of only these practices.[footnoteRef:2]  However, Ando notes that there are some difficulties with Scheid’s approach not least due to Scheid’s “reliance on documentary texts.”[footnoteRef:3]  King refutes the notion that Roman religion was devoid of beliefs as might be assessed in modern times.[footnoteRef:4]  However, rituals and beliefs are qualitatively different from each other.  [1:  Oxford Living Dictionary Online.]  [2:  Ando, 2009: 172.]  [3:  Ando, 2009, 173.]  [4:  King, 2003: 275.] 


Identifying Religions within the Empire

The Roman Empire came to encompass a large geographic area with a wide range of subject populations, each of which had or could be presumed to have had their own system of belief-related rituals that could be term religions.  Applying any term such as orthopraxy to the entire Empire with any certainty would require all religions to be identified and understood as having rituals.  However, there are still sufficient gaps in current knowledge about all religions within the Roman Empire during the Principate that while assuming this might be reasonable, proving it is not.  
The example of Egyptian gods and rituals such as mummification are well-known as are the evolutions in these rituals under Roman rule.[footnoteRef:5]  Others, such as recent finds in England such as the Ashwell Hoard, are just revealing other hereto unknown gods with some evident ritual surrounding them.  However, there seems to have been some variation in the ritual even within such co-located remains such as ordering of names.[footnoteRef:6]  [5:  Johnston, 2004: 475.]  [6:  Jackson and Burleigh, 2018: 46-47.] 

There were also what were termed foreign cults during the time of Empire that originated outside.  The challenge with such cults, particularly those that were viewed by the Romans as being too diverse is whether to include them in an assessment of orthopraxy across the Empire.  This author would argue that they should be included as regardless of their origins or how they were regarded, they were still religious practices within the Empire.

Identifying Changes in Religious Practice

It is important to note that the term orthopraxy does not itself necessitate that all rituals within the Roman Empire be the same as each other.  In other words, the idea of adhering to ritual can be treated at a different level of abstraction from the specifics of any given ritual.  In this sense, determining if orthopraxy is generalisable would mean assessing if all religions in the Empire adhered to some kind of ritual.  As noted above this might be a reasonable but ultimately unprovable assumption. 
Arguably the primary challenge in assessing if orthopraxy can be generalised is the nature of religious change and what happens if the observed rituals are changed in some way.  Can changing ritual be said to be orthoprax?  Collar notes Rupke’s work in stating that with respect Roman religion, “although certain practices were fairly universal and there was an element of religious homogeneity across the empire, the Imperial period was also one of great religious change.”[footnoteRef:7]  However, while there might have been an expansion of the number and types of gods worshipped within the Empire, it seems unlikely that a general adherence to ritual would have been abandoned by either the Romans or their newly acquired subject populations. [7:  Collar, 2013: 57.] 

Louise Revell discusses the idea of Romanisation across the western provinces and notes that “Religion formed part of the broad-based homogeneity of the western provinces following the process of cultural transformation after conquest” but she also notes the challenges involved in regarding the use of “archaeological evidence of temples and inscriptions as diagnostic of [religious] change.”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Revell, 2007: 210.] 

Rives notes of the imperial cults that the “cult’s development in which the imperial center developed different forms of the cult suited to different regions, depending on the degree of their acculturation to Rome, and instituted changes to meet the needs of new dynasties.”  It is reasonable to assume that any changes to such cults would have been deemed as appropriate and thus maintained an adherence to ritual and thus orthopraxy.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Rives 2010: 255.] 

Johnston states that there was a relationship between people and gods that could change:  “The gods might not hear the prayers, and if so there was no obligation on humans to grant continuing honors to the gods.”[footnoteRef:10]  This also suggests that rituals may have once been deemed correct but were changed to suit the needs of people at any given time which would not have been deemed a break in ritual but an adaptation to developments in human-deity relations.   [10:  Johnston, 2004: 344.] 


Conclusion

Many religions in the Roman Empire shared some elements of ritual while there were some that modified over time to accommodate changes brought about by the Empire itself.  Orthopraxy deals with the adherence to ritual and does not deal with belief around those rituals.  Rituals appear to have existed in some form for most religions in the Empire and there were mechanisms for the adoption of changes to rituals which do not appear to have undermine the adhere to ritual itself but rather modified the existing ritual to suite new conditions.  Thus, orthopraxy is a term that can be generalisable across the Roman Empire.
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