Alexander Goodman 1400461 	                                             CLAH7017 Religious life in the Roman Empire

Critically discuss whether 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?

Polis religion theory describes religion in a particular area as unique and fundamentally different from other regions/area due to their local customs and religious traditions. The term has become a widespread theory due to the scholar Sourvinou-Inwood, who in two publications ‘What is Polis religion’, and ‘Further aspects of Polis religion’, argued that the whole of the Greek religious system was created and formed to work in separate polis or city states.[footnoteRef:1] The polis therefore, encompasses all religious activity in the town or area and specifies the means for religious participation. Sourvinou-Inwood continues his argument for polis religion by claiming that non-state driven religious participation also required the polis. Sourvinou-Inwood refers to Xenophone who presented that Phythia advises individuals that the correct way to act is to follow in Nomos of the polis, suggesting that even private religious participation were dependent on the civil polis. As Sourvunou-Inwood explains individuals were “anchored in or mediated by the polis”. [footnoteRef:2] [1:  Rives. 2010: 268. ]  [2:  Sourvinou-Inwood. 2000a: 20-21, Sourvinou-Inwood. 2000b: 44, Xen. Mem. 1.3.1.] 


[bookmark: _GoBack]The idea of a polis religion in the Roman Empire is debated as some scholars subscribe to the idea that the theory of polis religion works exclusively in Greek city states.[footnoteRef:3] However, an argument can be made that polis religion, can be visualised, in the context of colonies established by Rome in Gaul and the Northern Provinces. One example of these is the Lex Coloniae Genetinae, a colony established by Julius Caesar in Urso. This colony subscribed to the religious authority of the duumviri and decuriones, who undertook all religious affairs within the Colonia. These duties included the overseeing of; the Fana, Temples, Delabra, and the introduction of Roman priesthoods specifically Pontifices and Augures. Alongside this they oversaw the creation of Roman cults and deities for the Colonia.[footnoteRef:4] This religious authority empowered them to alter the agenda of the main religious cults that the Colonia would practice. This potentially created a unique religious experience in each Colonia, dictated through the religious authority exercised by the social elites of the area. Another development that this system introduced is the combination of Civil and Religious models, religious participation was essential to engage with the civil aspects of the Colonia. This authority enabled the Colonia to follow its own practices rather than the other region’s religions from other Colonia and towns within the Roman Empire. This effectively created a unique religious engagement for the citizens of each Colonia, which is similar to the polis system in Greek city states. However, even in the town of Urso there were elements of religious life that contradicted the traditional polis religion model that the Lex Coloniae Genetinae seems to conform to. There are dedications and reliefs created for cults that are not apparent in the Lex de colonia Genetiva, the core legal document for the Colonia in Urso. The inclusion of dedications to the ‘sacred trees’ clearly indicates that the outlined laws and customs of the polis were being ignored or re-interpreted to allow the inclusion of deities that were not recognised in this system.[footnoteRef:5] Uros enables us to see how a polis religion could function and be the only form of religious activity in the Roman Empire. However, the archaeological discovery of separate cult dedications from the already established cults, appears to throw doubt on the possibility of religious and civil systems working as a unified religious model. [3:  Rives. 2010: 269.]  [4:  §70; §71; §72.]  [5:  CIL II5 1112. Arbori Sanctae.] 


An alternative argument to the use of polis religion, specifically in the Roman period is that with the growth of individual religious identity, people appeared to have greater religious autonomy. North argues that the suppression of the cult of Bacchus clearly identifies this separation from a set religion that a polis structure conforms to. The Bacchus cult suppression in 186 BC was directed at worshipers from private groups, which focused purely on religion and held no connection to the structure and organisation of towns and civic officials. What this shows is that individuals had a personal choice as to their own religious identity. The religious practice could therefore be performed for gods and deities that were chosen by the populous, this would naturally violate the idea of a polis religion system, where social elites dictated what gods were endorsed. North in his 1992 publication continued his thesis on the change from polis religion to individual religious identity. During the Hellenistic and Imperial periods a trend developed, of diversification of the public’s preferred religious groups, where different offerings, qualities, experiences and mythological backgrounds were unique to each group, creating an array of religious options. This can be seen in Pliny the Younger’s Epistulae, Where the haruspices advised on the renovation of the Ceres shrine in Pliny’s personal domain. [footnoteRef:6] [6:  Rives. 2010: 272, North. 1979: 96, North. 1992: 178, Plin. Ep. 9. 39.] 


The polis religion model have been further criticised by other scholars, Woolf, like North, suggests that the system is not applicable as a generic format for the Roman Empire. In cases such as Roman Carthage in the first three century’s AD the apparent civic model is applicable to the polis religion model as presented by Rives. However, as Roman authorities formulated a culturally and politically bound empire a new political landscape had evolved out of the traditional civil model, this enabled religious practice to flourish outside of the civic model. Woolf continues this criticisms of Polis religion as it disregards all other methods of religious activity that does not suit the traditional model. It is therefore impossible to understand and explain the dynamic entirety of religion not only in the Roman Empire, but in antiquity.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Woolf. 1997: 76. Rives. 2010: 272-273.] 


One would have to conclude that the theory of Polis religion cannot and should not be applied to all religions in the Roman Empire in the 1st to 3rd centuries, mainly due to the increasing nature of religious individualism. Participation in religion was occurring on an individual level, where gods and deities that did not fit the normality of the civil system, as seen in Urso, where being used actively. The polis religion model fails to allow the understanding of personal religion identity through indigenous and larger cults such as Bacchus.
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