Jane Lawrence  Religious Life in the Roman Empire. CLAH 7017

Critically discuss whether polis religion can be applied to “all religions” in the Roman Empire in the 1st – 3rd centuries AD? Can we generalise for the whole Roman Empire?

 
The model of polis-religion which describes the polis as “providing the fundamental framework within which Graeco-Roman religion operated” has been very productive. It has successfully mapped the means by which the polis managed and financed cults and controlled priesthoods to mediate its relationship with the gods.[footnoteRef:1] The danger lies in assuming that it explains everything concerned with ancient religion. It is difficult to argue with Sourvinou-Inwood’s statement that religion provided a framework and symbolic focus for the polis.[footnoteRef:2] However, her understanding that “the polis anchored, legitimated and mediated all religious activity” (my italics) is unsustainable, particularly when discussing religious activity and experience during the early Roman Empire.[footnoteRef:3] Much religious activity in the territories conquered by Rome was both more individual and less controlled by the authorities, and received its legitimacy and power from social groupings which did not align with political boundaries.[footnoteRef:4]    [1:  Sourvinou-Inwood 1990: 295-302]  [2:  Sourvinou-Inwood 1990:295]  [3:  Sourvinou-Inwood 1990: 297]  [4:  Kindt 2009: 23] 

We can see examples where polis-religion does seem to exist, at least in part. Most colonies and some municipia, had a Capitolium where Jupiter, Juno and Minerva received honours. The Lex Coloniae Iuliae Genetivae from Urso in Baetica, outlines the worship of this Triad alongside that of Venus Genetrix. Although initially created in 44BC, its re-publication along with other city charters at the end of the 1st century AD suggests it may have become a model for other foundations. [footnoteRef:5]  The lex states it’s focus on public cult  “quae sacra fieri publici placeat.” [footnoteRef:6] The document describes something close to Sourvinou-Inwood’s model of religious and political integration, even if a somewhat pared down version. It is probable that similar arrangements were made in the Flavian Lex Irnitanum, Lex Salapensa and the Lex Malacitana (also located in Baetica) although losses from the surviving texts mean that we cannot be certain that they were identical[footnoteRef:7].  [5:  Rüpke 2004:15]  [6:  Lex Coloniae Iuliae Genetivae Ch.LXIII, CIL 11,2,5,no.1022]  [7:  Galsterer 1988:78-80] 

Outside of the colonia and municipia, tribal rather than civic social organisation was the norm in western Europe. Private cult seems to have been strong. Many ‘fana’ were built on private estates in 2nd and 3rd centuries AD.[footnoteRef:8] Loyalty to non-civic ancestral practices continued.  L. Postumius Satullus dedicated an altar to a divine spring in Nescaniae (Baetica) and in Aquincum (Pannonia), T. Aterius Callinicus dedicated an altar to the Danube.[footnoteRef:9]   The Mother-goddesses revered in the Rhineland area were based on tribal not civic loyalty.[footnoteRef:10] Scheid argues that the Matronae Aufaniae received a public cult in Bonn as dedications were made by those holding public office. This conclusion is not compelling. It is quite possible for public officials to make private dedications which in no way presuppose public cult.[footnoteRef:11]   [8:  Woolf 2003:51]  [9:  ILS 3885; ILS 3911]  [10:   Derks1998:119]  [11:  Scheid 2016:64] 

In the interior of Asia Minor, away from the Greek poleis, social organisation might be based either in “temple-states” or in villages. Whilst some temples were closely linked to a nearby polis, in others the chief priest was the master and ruler of the local community, not a political figure. The villages did not have the civic institutions necessary for polis religion to function.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Rives 2007: loc.954-961] 

 One impact of Empire was the ease of travel and communication which it allowed.  Traders, the army and other migrants including religious refugees settled in the major cities and in coastal areas, bringing with them new ideas about religion and new cults.  Many set up cult centres which would be external to any local arrangements and outside the control of local authorities. In the eastern part of the Empire, Jews of the Diaspora settled in Alexandria in large numbers; and in Sardis took over a civic building as their synagogue around the end of the 2nd century AD.[footnoteRef:13] In Dura Europos, Palmyrene auxiliary soldiers worshipped their own gods in their new posting. Alongside sanctuaries to local gods, there was a small Christian house-church, a shrine to Mithras thought to date to the 160s AD as well as a Jewish synagogue.[footnoteRef:14] [13:  Lane Fox 1986:318]  [14:  Kaizer  2007: 451] 

Polis-religion had its focus on benefits and protection of the community. Significant religious activity during the early Roman Empire was focused on individual concerns. Those who were initiated into the Eleusinian mysteries believed they would personally benefit in the afterlife.[footnoteRef:15] The Orphic-Bacchic mysteries influenced personal life-style choices which included vegetarianism and avoiding contact with birth and death. This last issue meant they were unable to take part in sacrificial acts which set them apart from mainstream Greek and Roman cult.[footnoteRef:16] Christian belief, whilst it may have envisaged a “better” Christian world, nevertheless was about a relationship with God which was of personal benefit in both this life and the next, and where the future has greater power than the present.[footnoteRef:17] It also believed that the meek rather than the powerful would be triumphant. [footnoteRef:18] It was these beliefs, perhaps most of all, which brought Christians into conflict with the Roman authorities who perceived them as a challenge to their authority. The attempts by Decius in the mid-3rd century to enforce worship of the ‘pagan’ gods required all subjects to sacrifice and to swear that they had tasted the sacrificial meat. It is suggested that this edict was the result of the many difficulties faced by the Empire during the third century and the identification of lack of reverence for traditional gods as one of the causes. [footnoteRef:19] Not only Christians were affected by this requirement, but as noted above, those who were adherents of Orphism refused sacrificial meats and so may have also been seen as a threat.   [15:  Bremmer 2014:19]  [16:  Bremmer 2014:67]  [17:  Edwards 1996:151]  [18:  Matthew 5.5]  [19:  Rives 1999:135-136] 

This brief review has demonstrated that polis-religion was only one of a number of types of religious organisation practised in the Roman empire. Mithraism, Judaism and Christianity are the more obvious cases which do not fit the model, but indigenous Celtic, Germanic and Eastern religious practice also fall into this category. Polis religion, whilst a useful model for thinking about religion in the ancient world, does not adequately explain the complexity and range of religious practice during the 1st – 3rd centuries AD. Its focus on public cult at the expense of private religious practice can only ever provide a partial picture. As a model it demonstrates the typical shortcoming of all models – it emphasises similarity whilst marginalising difference. 
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