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Critically discuss whether orthopraxy 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?
Orthopraxy is the concept of ‘”right action”’ in addition to or in contrast to “orthodoxy”, or “right belief”.[footnoteRef:1] As noted by various writers, assumptions about the nature of religion has been dominated for many, many years by concepts of orthodoxy, influenced by the overwhelming influence of Christianity.[footnoteRef:2] In addition, modern interpretations of ‘Roman religion’ are undermined by modern assumptions of religion being a ‘marginal part of life… but the fact is that religious activity formed part of every other activity in the ancient world’.[footnoteRef:3] Religion could be thought of as ‘embedded’ in all aspects of life (though Nongbri warns against going too far down this path).[footnoteRef:4] [1:  Bowker, 1973]  [2:  Scheid, 2002; Berling, 2005, p.6914]  [3:  North, 2000, p.1]  [4:  Nongbri, 2008, p.441] 

Especially against orthodoxy, orthopraxy must be understood to not imply lack of belief or indeed lack of morals. The Romans, on the contrary, considered themselves ‘the most religious of men’[footnoteRef:5], and were praised for their respect for ritual and religious practice by Polybius.[footnoteRef:6] Rather than a religion that seeks to convert others such as Christianity, which rejected all other gods, Roman religion can be seen to be quite open to innovation.[footnoteRef:7] There is no indication that Roman priests sort to create a detailed system of correct belief, equivalent to Christian teachings.[footnoteRef:8] Rather, the tradition is instead acceptance of change and of ‘assimiliation’ of outside religious concepts.[footnoteRef:9]  [5:  North, 2000, p.9; Orlin, 2008, p.58; King, 2003, p.309]  [6:  Plb. 6.56.6-14]  [7:  North, 2000, p.70]  [8:  King, 2003, p.284]  [9:  King, 2003, p.284; North, 2000, p.56] 

Without orthopraxy, it seems doubtful that the lack of religious conflict between Roman beliefs and foreign beliefs could have existed. King expounds upon this mechanism, along with the concepts of polymorphism and piety, to explain how variant beliefs could coexist.[footnoteRef:10] If the great issue was the correct application of rituals, then the meanings behind them, or the precise beliefs of those witnessing them did not matter. As North notes, the significance of the Lupercalia might be thought of in terms of a fertility ritual, or as a coronation, or perhaps even as a kind of purification ritual.[footnoteRef:11] However the main takeaway here is that there is no one correct interpretation and this did not present an issue for the Romans. Rituals could hold different significance for different participants.[footnoteRef:12] Roman empire had no need to ‘systematically impose its own cults on the conquered’.[footnoteRef:13] Disputes, when they arose, were on points of ritual details, as opposed to points of beliefs held.[footnoteRef:14] [10:  King, 2003, p.277]  [11:  North, 2000, p.49]  [12:  North, 2000, p.50; King, 2003, p.282 for how Roman ‘Paganism’ had no need for adherents to share particular beliefs]  [13:  Beard et al, 1998, p.316]  [14:  King, 2003, p.297] 

As such, orthopraxy could give rise to other phenomena, such as interpretation Romana, the well-known phrase of Tacitus.[footnoteRef:15] Where there was no need to forcefully impose on another’s religion, it was therefore acceptable to understand another’s gods as one’s own, or perhaps as another aspect of one’s gods (as we could explain by King’s concept of polymorphism). It also allowed for the concept of ‘evocatio’, or the calling forth of gods from one location to another.[footnoteRef:16] Where an orthodoxic religion would see such outside influence as weakness, the Romans seem to have ‘perceived such developments as a source of strength, not weakness’.[footnoteRef:17]  [15:  Tac. Ger. 43.3]  [16:  Ando, 2008, p.44]  [17:  North, 2000, p.29] 

The tolerance of orthopraxy allowed for the coexistence of Roman and ‘native’ gods, or rather ‘provincial’ gods, that could be invoked in various divine combinations.[footnoteRef:18] Indeed, we might be wary of distinguishing too harshly between Roman and ‘native’ gods. If we consider the path of Roman religion across the length of the Roman empire, we see not only interpretation Romana at play, but also what can be styled interpretation indigena.[footnoteRef:19] Over time, we may prefer to understand ‘local deities’[footnoteRef:20] as opposed to ‘native’ vs ‘Roman’, as cults developed with recreated and re-interpreted deities.  [18:  Andringa, 2008, p.84]  [19:  Haeussler, 2012, p.143]  [20:  Haeussler, 2012,  p.148] 

It is important however not to overplay the idea of orthopraxy allowing for limitless tolerance of other systems of religion, particularly considering the sheer size of the empire and the scale of time under review. For we are of course aware of the persecution of the Christians and to a lesser extent the Jews. We can glance back briefly to another religious persecution, that of the Bacchic cult in 186 BC. As noted by King and North, the objection to this cult arose not so much from the beliefs held by the cultists but more from the ‘fear of autonomous leadership of the cult’.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  King, 20003, p.300; North, 2000, p.64] 

Thus, setting the orthodoxy of the Christians against the orthopraxy of the Roman ‘pagans’, we see the limits of the latter’s tolerance. Where the Jews would at least accept sacrificing ‘on behalf of the emperor’ and therefore undertook the correct rituals,[footnoteRef:22] Christians refused altogether. As has been explored above, variant beliefs were acceptable but incorrect or complete lack of rituals was not. Christians themselves had no tolerance for any who did capitulate to sacrificing, calling them ‘lapsi’.[footnoteRef:23] Leppin notes that as emperor, Decius brought a ‘break in tolerance’.[footnoteRef:24] Here we see now the true limits of orthopraxy. Where previously Romans had been content to allow religions to coexist with their variant beliefs, and did not feel the need to make harsh impositions, Decius appears to have commanded all inhabitants to sacrifice – and this was followed up by commissions of magistrates.[footnoteRef:25] Tolerance can only go so far. [22:  North, 2000, p.60]  [23:  Leppin, 2008, p.99]  [24:  Leppin, 2008, p.100]  [25:  Leppin, 2008, p.100] 

It appears to me that orthopraxy can be seen working across the empire and across the centuries to allow for the existence of variant beliefs, at home and abroad, to the point that even two inhabitants in Rome itself might hold opposing beliefs, as long as they practised rituals correctly. Even when it could be thought that orthopraxy has turned somewhat into orthodoxy, when Romans persecuted the Christians, it appears that it was due not so much to difference of belief but difference of practice. Thus orthopraxy explains the tolerance afforded different beliefs and also phenomena such as interpretation Romana/indigena, since foreign gods did not have to be rejected or forced aside in favour of ‘true’ gods.
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