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Critically discuss whether the term Polis Religion can be applied to all ‘religions’ in the Roman Empire in the 1st-3rd century AD. Can we generalise for the whole Roman Empire ?
Like most theoretical constructs applied to the investigation of religion in the Roman Empire the concept of Polis Religion is a useful tool for examination of religions within the Empire but like all concepts is limited in its evaluation. As will be demonstrated the Roman’s attitude to religion and the diversity of religious beliefs within a vast empire containing numerous peoples and religions suggests that no single theoretical construct is capable of encompassing all ‘religions’ in the Roman Empire in the 1st to 3rd Century AD and that the diversity witnessed in the Empire precludes any attempt at generalisation for the Empire as a whole. Polis Religion is just one construct among many that can be adopted to study Roman religions as Rives notes[footnoteRef:1] “there is currently a rather bewildering array of approaches and models for understanding religious life in the Roman provinces “. [1:  Rives 2010 p279] 

The term Polis Religion was developed to investigate religion in Greek city states and express how religious affiliations in each Greek city state could be different and central to the identification of the city and its inhabitants and closely tied to the power structure within a city[footnoteRef:2]. Whilst such a concept is useful in looking at Greek city religious attitudes it is not particularly useful in looking at cities within the Roman Empire for a number of reasons. Whilst maybe useful in looking at the Hellenistic east where Polis Religion existed and to a large extent Roman religion in the form of the Imperial cult was merely grafted onto existing practices it is less useful in the western section of the empire where city states and urban centres where not so well developed prior to falling under the influence of Rome. So focus on Polis Religion ignores other forms of religious experience. [2:  Harrison 2015] 

Polis Religion is not useful in looking at the rise of the Imperial Cult in the reign of Augustus which was commented on by Tacitus [footnoteRef:3] “He has left no honours for the gods since he himself was worshipped in temples and images by his own priests”. The death of Julius Caesar had started the trend for emperors being deified at their death and worshipped to varying degrees throughout the Empire as confirmed by  Cassius Dio[footnoteRef:4] “ The foreigners however whom he called Hellenes, he permitted to dedicate sacred precincts for himself, in Pergamon in Asia Minor”. The worship of the deified emperor and later the spirit of the living emperor or his family became a mark of respect organised by city or provincial elites that could lead to benefits on the ground. Also found are colleges of particular occupations voluntarily binding together to worship the emperor[footnoteRef:5].   [3:  Tacitus Ann 1.10.6]  [4:  Cassius Dio 51.20.6f]  [5:  Wojciechowski 2014 p153-162] 

Another difficulty in analysing ‘religion’ in the Roman Empire is that of trying to determine what are genuine attempts to imitate aspects of Roman religion by peoples of the provinces and what are representations of local religious deities or gods wrapped in a Roman veneer either to appease Roman authorities or a desire to imitate new forms of worship such as the erection of temples, stone carved altars or statues. The result of unconscious diffusion of Roman elite practices over a very long time period could be to the effect  that a demarcation between Roman and indigenous becomes increasingly blurred, see votive stone to Mars Cocidios [footnoteRef:6] .The adoption by local people of Roman names for local gods set in train long term changes. There is evidence that adoptions by local people could be relatively carefree and not a one to one equivalent [footnoteRef:7].The debate about ‘interpretatio Romano’ and interpretatio indigena’ reflects the relationship which is increasingly complex not only over time but in the depth that it is investigated. Whilst Interpretatio Romano or interpretatio indigena as defined by Tacitus[footnoteRef:8] imply an either or scenario other attempts have been made to categorise the religious beliefs and their concrete manifestations in the form of statues etc; by utilising other concepts such as ‘creolisation’[footnoteRef:9] which implies a population taking elements of an imported belief, in this case Roman and utilising and transforming it to their own ends. Others have used the term ‘bricolage’ which implies a pick and mix attitude to religions with the native population again picking what they fancy and adopting it for their own ends.   [6:  RIB 1 986]  [7:  Tacitus Hist 4.84.5]  [8:  Tacitus Germania 43.4]  [9:  Webster 2001 p209-225] 

Polis Religion is not equipped to understand the influence of so called ‘oriental religions’ impact on the world of religions within the Roman Empire. The borders of the Roman Empire were porous and people could bring their own gods into the Empire or as the Empire expanded and conquered new territories gods from these areas were sometimes adopted. The adoption could take both official and unofficial forms. In 218 BC with Rome threatened by Hannibal the god Magna mater from Asia Minor was literally taken in the form of a large stone from its temple and transported to Rome to reside.
 The arrival of unofficial gods into Rome and elsewhere throughout the Empire in contrast to their original place of worship is reflected in the cults of Mithras common in Italy and the Rhine-Danube area and Isis found in Africa, Spain and Gaul[footnoteRef:10]. However some commentators have suggested that the worship of such deities was far removed from the type of worship seen in their original places of worship and cult practices could be seen as a product of the Empire itself rather than being imported from their original home[footnoteRef:11]. In any case they are another example of practices that do not fit with the concept of Polis Religion.   [10:  Beard 1998 p301]  [11:  Rives 2010  p264] 

Two religions that were problematic for Rome at some stages were those of Judaism and Christianity. While neither was officially recognised in the period 1st to 3rd Century AD there were periods when they were tolerated. It has been suggested that their uncomfortable relationship with the Roman state was due to their monotheism which forbade recognising the deification of emperors and amongst some adherents a failure to offer libations to such gods. Having said this there is evidence of Jews worshipping in Rome and elsewhere without hindrance until the Jewish revolts against Rome in 70AD[footnoteRef:12]. [12:  Goodman 2008] 

In conclusion Polis Religion assists in understanding some aspects of religion in the Roman Empire particularly in the Hellenistic East that had a history of Polis Religion to which adherence to Roman gods and emperors could be added. However it is difficult to generalise about religion throughout the Empire. 
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