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A critical discussion into polis religion and its use in the generalization of religion in the roman empire
What is polis religion?
A term that has seemingly dominated the research of Roman religion in recent years is ‘polis religion’. A term made popular by Christiane Sourvinou-Inwood in 1990[footnoteRef:1], originally concentrating on the Greek religious systems and their focal point in the structure of city states. It considered the internal socio-political systems and its relationship with the divine. However due to the expansion of the Roman empire throughout the Mediterranean following the 1st century AD, the concept of polis religion has spread further in an attempt to encompass all Greco-Roman religions; which produces limitations in itself that we shall discuss later. For the purposes of polis religion, we find that civic and imperial cults appear within poleis, and are regulated by the elite who hold power over the religious activities of the citizen body including the establishment of rituals, calendars and sanctuaries. [1:  Sourvinou-Inwood 1990] 

Scholars such as Woolf[footnoteRef:2] believe that if ancient religious activity cannot be placed into some kind of order then they can be only be discussed through basic description and cataloguing and so models such as polis religion are an attempt for order and consistency. However, not all the religions in the Roman empire are consistent. In fact, by attempting to describe religions through the similarities in their collective polis cult activity, the model will overlook key aspects of the religious life of the city state as a whole. What polis religion didn’t take into account for was the complexity of religious life, particularly in the provinces, and the vast array of religious activity not determined by the elite’s but rather determined by the individuals[footnoteRef:3].  [2:  Woolf 1997:72]  [3:  Eidinow 2011: 9] 

This leads to a few points in which the polis-religion model fails to encompass all religions within the empire and therefore shouldn’t be considered a sole descriptor of religious life in its poleis and states. However, that is not to say that it cannot be useful when used in conjunction with other organising models, as it did constitute a huge part of a polis’s identity[footnoteRef:4]. We must simply be mindful that civic and imperial cults are not the only aspects of religious life, and often not even the most substantial. [4:  Rives 2010] 

Urso: A prime example of polis religion?
One of the most interesting instances of support for the polis religion model comes from a Spanish colony, from which we have the lex coloniae Genetivae, a series of laws which dictate the religious activity of the colony. It describes the duties of priests and other authority positions, the particulars of the involvement required of the Capitoline Triad and other key details regarding the religious activities throughout the year. These activities, of course, are solely interested in the civic, or otherwise, ‘public’ and imperial cult practices, including the choice of festivals required at the beginning of the magistracy year. This is a key piece of evidence that details the collective polis religion of a specific colony in the Roman provinces and so as per the polis religion model we would assume that by categorizing this colony that we could then generalise that all colonies within the Roman empire would experience similar cult activity. Though this is not the case, whilst some elements of these laws are specific and may well be applicable elsewhere, many elements allow for the Decurion’s, the elites to decide on the public cults and therefore there is the potential for each colony to have an entirely different pantheon[footnoteRef:5].  [5:  Haussler, 2001:392-393] 



Its limitations
It has been briefly mentioned that one of the model’s limitations results from the expansion of the Roman empire throughout the 1st-3rd century AD; prior to this, the model was concerned solely with Greek communities, the poleis, one in particular being Athens. As the model has come to consider all Greco-Roman communities, we have moved away from the polis and moved onto city-states[footnoteRef:6]. These city-states were now subjected to even more religious exposure than ever before, coming into contact with Greco-Oriental cults and other alternative religions such as Christianity, Mithraism and Judaism to name a few. These religions would not have had any place in the connective polis religion that the model is interested in and would certainly not have engaged in the cult practices of the polis. The further the empire expanded the greater the number of xenoi that would be part of any one ‘polis’, with them they would bring these ‘other religions’ and so would practice their own cult activities outside of the collective;  if we only utilise polis religions to generalize for the religious activity of the empire then these would be marginalised, considered supserstitio and magic, and forgotten[footnoteRef:7]. Supernatural practices would have been included in these, and as such, so would binding spells. These were written on curse tablets and do occur within the polis community however it was the individual, not the collective, that was often the primary unit involved so while occurring within the polis it did not affect polis religion and hence would not have been included in the interests of ‘polis religion’[footnoteRef:8]. [6:  Eidinow 2011: 14]  [7:  Woolf 1997]  [8:  Eidinow 2011] 

It’s not just the exclusion of other religions which may portray a skewed view of the religious activity in a community but also the movement of its elites. As we have seen each city had its specific set of rules, deities, cults; its own identity, all of which were controlled by the elite citizens, council members and those chosen for magistracy. As the Mediterranean and its surrounding areas became increasingly interconnected as did the members of the elite who would find themselves not limited to one city. They were becoming more involved in their own political, social or economic interests which lead them further afield and so this gave them the platform to incorporate their religious methods into new cities, in the same way that the xenoi did in private, although they had the power and authority to do it in a public cult setting. Therefore, again, every city with a differing magistracy would have different religious ideologies, making it almost impossible to generalise.
Conclusion
In general, polis religion provides a platform for the understanding of basic religion within the Roman empire however there are so many religious activities due to the diverse individuals that make up the civitas that are not embedded in the political-religious identity of a civic unit but that occur supplementary and make up a wider religious identity that the reality of ancient religion is too complex for a simple model like that of polis religion. Furthermore, the model itself can only provide a limited view on religion at any one time as it leaves little discussion for the reason behind the multifaceted changes occurring in religion during key socio-political change throughout the Principate.
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