A Review of ‘Roman Policy towards the Jews: Expulsions from the City of Rome during the First Century C.E.’ By Leonard Rutgers

This essay is a review of L. Rutgers 1994 article on the causes of the expulsion of the Jews from Rome in the First Century AD. I will be exploring and analysing the arguments he presents, the scholarship he uses to support his own arguments and those he denies the reliability or truthfulness of. I will also look at the primary sources he uses, in an attempt to prove that Rutgers presents a very solid argument with a lot of merit and has contributed measurably to the field of religious history with this publication.

Rutgers presents four main arguments here. The first is that it is impossible to know the cause of the multiple expulsions of the Jews from Rome in the First Century AD.[footnoteRef:1] The second argument he presents is that the expulsion of the Jews was not an explicit attempt to limit Jewish freedoms because of their religion, it was a political move based on maintaining the peace.[footnoteRef:2] The third argument he presents is that it is wrong for scholars to analyse Roman policy towards minority religions as either tolerant or intolerant.[footnoteRef:3] The final argument he presents, and the most vital, is that there was no constant ‘Jewish Policy’ for Rome.[footnoteRef:4] [1:  Rutgers. 1994. pp. 74.]  [2:  Ibid. pp. 67.]  [3:  Ibid. pp. 70-73.]  [4:  Ibid. pp. 73.] 


In terms of overall quality, this article is incredibly well written and easy for non-specialised academics to read and understand. Many academics fall into the habit of making their publications extremely complex and too niche to be of much value to anyone outside of their specific research field. Rutgers does not do this. He presents his arguments clearly, in a well organised way and moves fluently from point to point, with an array of primary sources and modern scholarship to back up each point. In his conclusion, he succinctly sums up each point and brings them together to reflect how each argument impacts the other. Overall, this was an enjoyable article to read and as someone who has very little experience in religious history, it was encouraging to be able to fully understand the entire article with no trouble.

With the supporting evidence for his arguments, he primarily uses ancient sources, particularly Tacitus, Cassius Dio, Livy and Josephus, but he includes a very adequate array of sources of both Jewish and Roman origin. The key issue I found with the way he presents his ancient sources is that he does not fully reference them, so it is incredibly difficult to find the quotations and points he uses independently to verify them. 

He uses multiple modern scholars to reinforce his points, such as Feldman, Rajak and Green,[footnoteRef:5] but he does mainly use modern scholarship as a point of contention or differing of view, presenting his arguments as a contrast to the general views within the field. This is not a negative thing. The primary sources he presents and analyses, in a very clear and logical fashion, are more than enough to give his argument a solid foundation to stand upon, without the input of fellow scholars. Rutgers has a particular problem with the work of Mommsen and Solin, disagreeing entirely with their premise that the Jews were removed from Rome because they were creating trouble and being generally unruly. Both of these particular articles are written in German so I have no adequate way to read the original articles and therefore no way to verify the accuracy of the manner in which Rutgers presents their arguments. This being said, from the sheer level of scholarship that Rutgers has referenced throughout this article, whether he agrees or disagrees with the content, is a clear demonstration that he is fully aware of the general views within scholarship and how his article is contributing to his field. [5:  Ibid. pp. 57.] 


At this point I’d like to examine each of Rutgers arguments in succession and evaluate them in terms of reliability and accuracy. First, we have his point that the causes of the expulsions of the Jews in the first century AD are impossible to know. He evidences this point by looking at possible causes suggested by modern scholars, such as the Jews were converting the Roman populace at a high rate[footnoteRef:6] or the Jews were causing civil unrest.[footnoteRef:7] After a thorough analysis of the evidence, including the similar expulsion of Isis worshippers from Rome,[footnoteRef:8] he comes to the conclusion that the least likely explanation was that the expulsion was for religious reasons, due to the fact that elsewhere in the Diaspora, Jews were left to their own devices for the most part and their religious freedoms were not impeded by the Roman Empire.[footnoteRef:9] He comes to this conclusion by disagreeing with the descriptions of the expulsions by Tacitus and Josephus, pointing out that it makes no logical sense for Rome to expel Jews from Rome for simple religious differences. I agree with his argument here, especially since it is so clearly reinforced by his second argument regarding the political motivation for the expulsion of the Jews. While the ancient sources indicate differently to Rutgers, he is able to adequately point out the biases and logical fallacies with religiously motivated expulsions and it is clear that the differing evidence make it impossible to know the true cause or event that sparked the expulsions, we can only say with some level of certainty that it was politically motivated. [6:  Ibid. pp. 62. & Dio 60.6.1.]  [7:  Ibid. pp. 66.]  [8:  Ibid. pp. 61.]  [9:  Ibid. pp.60-63.] 


In regards to his third argument, the foolishness of describing Roman policy towards Jews as either tolerant or intolerant, I have found a few issues with the specifics, but found it to overall be a good argument. He states that: ‘Rome was interested in keeping the urban masses under control and in checking initiatives of too political a nature. For the rest, Roman authorities just let people be.’[footnoteRef:10] Overall, this statement is an accurate portrayal of Roman policy across the Empire. However, there were exceptions. For example, the Lex Julia, as described in the Digests of Justinian, represents the Roman State taking control over the personal lives of Roman citizens.[footnoteRef:11] Undoubtably, there were political motivations for limiting adultery and denouncing celibacy, but the death penalty described as punishment for homosexuality, regardless of marital state, is clearly an exception to the Roman authorities just ‘letting people be.’ Rutgers makes it perfectly clear that Roman civil policy was never based on religious tolerance or intolerance as a virtue, it was simply a means to an end, with that end being the stability of the Empire and the ongoing income of taxation. [10:  Ibid. pp.71.]  [11:  Digest. 4.8.2-3.] 


Rutgers final argument brings the other three together into one succinct point: There was no constant ‘Jewish Policy’ for Rome, merely an array of specific laws or reactions to certain events that involved Jewish people, for one reason or another. I find it hard to disagree with Rutgers here. The overwhelming evidence supports this conclusion as well as any logical examination of the long spread of legislation over decades and centuries. The Jews were not legislated about as a broad group, rather sub-sections or localities of Jewish people were legislated about, in response to what the Roman state believed the situation required.

In conclusion, Rutgers article is, overall, of a very high calibre. He presents four clear arguments, each connected to the other and presents an array of quality evidence for each point, while also exploring any nuances or more complex issues within the topic succinctly. He clearly has an in-depth understanding of the scholarship that has come before him, even if he disagrees with many of their conclusions. While he has not managed to give a conclusive answer to the question ‘Why were the Jews expelled from Rome in the First Century A.D?’, he has narrowed down the options significantly and explored some indicative factors that influenced the situation or the analysis of the situation, bringing the field closer to answering the question.
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