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Critically discuss whether the term ‘Polis Religion’ can be applied to all ‘religions’ in the Roman Empire? Can we generalise for the whole Roman Empire?

The term Polis religion was first devised to describe the nature of religion in the Greek world, and was really defined as an idea by Sourvinou-Inwood in her article ‘What is Polis Religion?’ The argument that Sourvinou-Inwood presented was on one hand, the entirety of Greek religion was centred around the polis and the polis ‘anchored, legitimated, and mediated all religious activity’.[footnoteRef:1] On the other hand, it was not just that the polis defined religion, but the religious activity of a polis would be the major feature of an individual polis’ identity and as Sourvinou-Inwood puts it, ‘The Greek polis articulated religion and was itself articulated by it; religion became the polis’ central ideology’.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Sourvinou-Inwood 1990: 297.]  [2:  Sourvinou-Inwood 1990: 304.] 

This idea of Polis Religion has since been greatly influential in furthering our understanding of religion in the ancient world and scholars have applied this way of viewing religious activity not only to the Greek world but also to Roman religion. Van Andringa argues that the city would set its own religious agenda such as the cults worshipped in the city and its religious calendar because of the autonomous nature of cities and colonies in the Roman Empire;[footnoteRef:3] Price in his book Rituals and Power: The Roman Imperial Cult in Asia Minor, argues that it was the city rather than any central imperial body that would be responsible for establishing Imperial Cult practice within the city.[footnoteRef:4] However, despite the advances in the study of Greco-Roman religion that the Polis Religion idea has facilitated, it becomes easy to view all religion in the ancient world as nothing more than a political tool to help create a sense of identity within a city, or in the Roman period, that religious activity was simply used by cities as a form of rapprochement with Rome itself.[footnoteRef:5] In recent decades many scholars have debated to what extent the Polis Religion model can truly be applied to all religion in the ancient world and how well it describes religious life in the period, with many scholars arguing that the model does not fit all religion in the Roman Empire.[footnoteRef:6] In the remainder of this essay I shall argue that this is the case, and whilst the Polis Religion model does certainly apply to large amounts of religious activity in the Roman Empire, it does not apply to all religious activity in the period. [3:  Van Andringa 2007: 88-89.]  [4:  Price 1984: 102-103.]  [5:  Van Andringa discusses this idea of Polis Religion as rapprochement with Rome in his article ‘Religions and the Integration of Cities in the Empire in the Second Century: The Creation of a Common Religious Language’. ]  [6:  Rives 2009: 268-276. In this section of his article, Rives provides an overview of the scholarly debate surrounding Polis Religion and its uses in the study of Graeco-Roman religion, which space does not allow me to explore in this essay.] 

For examples of the Polis Religion model in the Roman Empire there are several obvious examples of where the model fits. One such example of this can be found through the Lex de colonia Genetiva Urso. This epigraphic document details part of the laws that were set up when Julius Caesar founded the colony in Baetica, and it details many different aspects of how the city was run, including several laws on religious activity in the city. For example, law LXIV in the document is about how annually the duumvirs were to meet with the city council to decide what festivals and sacrifices would be had and on what days in the year they would be held.[footnoteRef:7] There are also many other laws in the document that outline civic religious practice.[footnoteRef:8] These civic cults that are described in the Lex de colonia Genetiva show clearly, a Polis Religion in Urso, and there are many other examples of cities that have clearly defined Polis Religion, but space does not allow me to explore them here. However, as I have previously stated. This is not the only form of religious practice that happened in the Roman Empire. [7:  §64.]  [8:  §70; §71; §72. ] 

Staying in Urso, we have epigraphic evidence that suggests that the civic cults outlined in the Lex de colonia Genetiva were not the only cults practiced in the city. We have an inscription found from Urso that was dedicated to the ‘Sacred Trees’.[footnoteRef:9] This inscription then shows that despite the collection of laws outlining religious practice in the city, there are still cults being worshipped in Urso that fall outside of the established Polis Religion and thus this model cannot describe all the religions practiced in one city, let alone the entire Roman Empire. [9:  CIL II5 1112. Arbori Sanctae.] 

We see other examples of religious activity that does not conform to the model of Polis Religion throughout the Roman Empire, and one such example can be taken from Pliny the Younger’s Epistulae. In his letter to Mustius, Pliny wrote of how, because of advice from the haruspices, he should renovate the shrine to Ceres on his estate.[footnoteRef:10] This is another example of religious activity taking place outside the framework of a city and shows that religion in the Roman Empire cannot be generalised to exclusively Polis Religion. [10:  Plin. Ep. 9.39.] 

So, from these two simple examples we quickly see that the idea that Roman religion universally conformed to the Polis Religion model is a farfetched notion. The major problem with the notion that Polis Religion describes all religion in the Roman Empire, is simply that there are religions and religious activities that clearly fall outside the boundaries of the city administration as we have seen with the previous examples I have given,[footnoteRef:11] let alone the ‘oriental’ cults that quickly gained popularity in the Roman Empire, which space does allow me to explore here. In conclusion then, I argue that Polis Religion cannot be used to describe all religions and religious activity in the Roman Empire. [11:  CIL II5 1112.; Plin. Ep. 9.39.] 
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