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ABSTRACT

This thesis contains 96,000 words.

This thesis studies the religious system of the city of Rome
and its immediate hinterland from the end of the Second Pun-
ic War to the emergence of autocratic rule shortly before

the turn of the millennium.

The Romans lacked a separate word for »religion<. Schol-
ars therefore hold that modern notions of religion, due t«
their Christianizing assumptions, cannot be applied to Romar
religion, which consisted in public and social religious
observance rather than in individual spirituality. The first
chapter argues that Roman religion can be conceptualized as
a system of social religious behaviour and individual moti-
vational processes. A comparative definition of »>religionc,
which transcends Christianizing assumptions, 1is proposed t«

support this argument.

In chapter two, modern interpretations of Roman reli
gion, which view Republican religion as a »closed systemc<
in which religion is undifferentiated from politics and fro
public life, are criticized. It is argued that these inter
pretations start from unwarranted preconceptions concernin
the interrelation of religion and society. Instead, I sug
gest that we should apply the model of an >open system<: th
religious system at Rome was interrelated with its environ
ment, but at the same time it could be conceptualized a
being differentiated from other realms of social activity a
Rome.
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Chapter three refutes the view that the identity of re-
ligion at Rome can be described by models of political or
cultural identity. Instead, religious communication in Late
Republican Rome was characterized by contextual rather than
by substantive meanings. The fluidity of religious meaning
in Late Republican Rome, a metropolis of nearly 1,000,000
inhabitants, implies that normative definitions of the con-
stituents of Roman religion fail to convince. In relation to
coloniae and municipia it is attempted to show that the re-
ligious system of Rome, a local religion geared to the phys-
ical city and its immediate hinterland, was not capable of

becoming a universal religion.

In the fourth chapter, the parameters organizing Roman
religion are discussed. My thesis is that Roman religion in
the Late Republic was decentralized in that religious au-
thority was diffused and religious responsibilities were
divided. In the city of Rome, there existed a market of re-
ligious alternatives, which was characterized by the com-
patibility of different deities and cults in a polytheistic

context.
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CONVENTIONS AND ABBREVIATIONS

As this thesis focuses on the second and first centuries
BCE, all dates are BCE, unless otherwise mentioned. If dates
are explicitly noted as BCE, this is only to avoid confusion

which might otherwise arise.

Abbreviations of periodicals and works of reference fol-
low those recommended in the Oxford Classical Dictionary3,
xxix-1liv, and in the volumes of L'Année Philologique. For
Latin and Greek authors and their works, the abbreviations
of the Oxford Classical Dictionary3, supplemented where ne-
cessary by those in the Oxford Latin Dictionary and the
Greek English Lexicon® by Liddell, Scott & Jones, are used.
I have, however, diverged from these conventions in a few

trivial and, I hope, self-explanatory cases.

The following works are cited by a short title
throughout the thesis:

ANRW Aufstieqg und Niedergang der rémi-
schen Welt (Berlin & New York 1972-)

FLP E. Courtney (ed.), The fragmentary
Latin poets (Oxford 1993)

HrwG H. Cancik & al. (eds), Handbuch re-

ligionswissenschaftlicher Grund-
begriffe, vols 1- (Stuttgart 1988-)

LFlav Cf. LIrn
LIrn Lex Irnitana, cited from J. Gonzalez
(ed.), »The Lex Irnitana: a new copy

of the Flavian municipal law«, JRS
76 (1986), 147-243

LTUR M. Steinby (ed.), Lexicon topograph-
icum urbis Romae (Rome 1993-)

LUrs Lex coloniae Genetivae Iuliae Urson-
ensis, cited from RS, no. 25, pp.
393-454



MRR

Roma medioreppublicana

RS

viii

T. R. S. Broughton, The magistrates
of the Roman Republic, 3 vols (New
York 1951-86)

Reallexikon fiir Antike und Christen-
tum (Stuttgart 1941-)

A. Pauly, G. Wissowa & al. (eds),
Real-Encyclopddie der Klassischen
Alterthumswissenschaft, vols 1-
(Stuttgart 1893-)

Roma medioreppublicana. Aspetti
culturali di Roma e del Lazio nei
secoli iv e iii a.c. (Rome 1973)

M. H. Crawford (ed.), Roman statutes
(BICS Suppl. 64), 2 vols (London
1996)






1 INTRODUCTTION

»sicut aequum est homines de potestate
deorum, timide et pauca dicamus«
Cicero, De imperio Cn. Pompei 47

1.1 »Religio« and »religion«

In the introductory pages to his The ancient economy, Moses
Finley wrote that the ancients

»lacked the concept of an »>economy<, and, a fortiori,

that they lacked the conceptual elements which together

constitute what we call the >economyc«<«.
Finley went on to describe the ancient economy as a system
of 1low productivity and little market orientation which did
not possess the economic rationality characteristic of dif-
ferentiated world-economies.!' Finley's argument, whose im-
plications will receive critical discussion later,? has been
chosen because it illustrates a more general methodological
dilemma. For students of religion in the Roman world find
themselves in a position which is similar to Finley's 1in
that there is no ancient concept of their area of research:
the Romans, like the Greeks and, incidentally, other pre-
modern and/or non-European cultures, lacked a separate word
for >religion<. Yet, is it a necessary consequence of that

insight that ancient cultures a fortiori lacked the ability

to conceptualize the constituents, or indeed to address the

1 Pp. 17-34, at 21.
2 gee below, 1.3.



distinct category, of what we are used to calling a »>reli-
gion<? By way of introduction, the lack of an ancient 1lin-
guistic concept of »>religion< becomes all the more revealing
when one considers that the Greek language, for instance,
has a number of words at its disposal to circumscribe the
different qualities of the sacred3 or to denote proper human
behaviour towards the gods.4 Yet, none of these terms was
used exclusively in relation to the divine, and none of them
was supposed to summarily represent human attitudes, either
individually or communally, towards the gods. In short, none
of these terms could seriously be considered to be a Greek

rendition of the term »religionck«.

The Greek material figures as an appropriate preface to
the Roman evidence. For Latin may possess a more restricted
vocabulary for the description of the sacred, whose meaning
is altogether different from its Greek equivalent.® Never-
theless, the Latin language, too, possesses a variety of
terms to express the manner in which due attention is paid
to the divine world,® none of which can lay claim to the
meaning »>religion<. This becomes apparent once we consider

the employment of the Latin sacred vocabulary in those texts

3 “Iepbdg, ayvoég, ayLog, OoLo¢ with CONNOR 1988; DIHLE

1988, 2-1e6.

4 1éBeodaL, voulleLv, eOoéBeLa, edAdPeLa, Sepanesla, EmL-
LEAELA, 9pnoxreLa with PLEKET 1981; BURKERT 1985a,
268-75.

5 Sacer, >consecrated to the gods<, to be distinguished
from sanctus, »>inviolable<«, and religiosus: Aelius
Gallus ap. Festus 348-50 L; Trebatius Testa ap. Macrob.
Sat. 3,3,2-5; Gaius 2,4-8. Cf. FUGIER 1963, sub vocibus;
SCHILLING 1979, 54-70; DIHLE 1988, 16-23; CRAWFORD 1989,
95-7. See further below, 4.1.1.

6 E.g. religio(nes), pietas, sanctitas, caerimoniae, deos

colere, sacra facere with SCHILLING 1979, 30-53; DURAND
& SCHEID 1994.



which, from the first century BCE onwards, define Roman re-
ligious terminology. These texts, philosophical treatises in
particular, which deal with the domain that we routinely
associate with religion, are entitled De natura deorum, Mept
de®dv, Nepl eboePelag or De pietate, Mepl SeiLoLbaLpwoviag or
De superstitione. As these titles suggest, their authors do
not investigate a terminus technicus that could designate
the religious realm as a whole. For by received philosophi-
cal dogma, the discussion of different aspects of religion
does not constitute a confined subject of investigation.
Instead, these aspects are assigned to the respective areas
of physics and ethics. Accordingly, ancient authors start
from the exploration of the existence of the gods which none

of the ancient philosophical schools denied.?

It is the rather more controversial second step, the
exploration of their nature,® which provides the parameters
for the inquiry into proper and improper human behaviour
towards them and, even more important, the ethical dimension
of such conduct in human life. In ND, Cicero describes the
study of the nature of the gods as an undertaking which not
only provides the pleasure of intellectual investigation
but, following such philosophical enlightenment, prepares

individuals to conduct their religio.? Since only the virtu-

~

Cf. SCHIAN 1973; FASCIANO 1982.

Cic. ND 2,12: quales sint varium est, esse nemo negat.
E.g. LONG & SEDLEY 1987, 1,139-49 (Epicureanism) and
1,323-33 (Stoicism), for testimonia. Cf. BEAUJEU 1969;
GUILLAUMONT 1989.

® ND 1,1: quaestio ... de natura deorum, quae et ad cogni-
tionem animi pulcherrima est et ad moderandam religionem
necessaria. It is in this educational context that ND
forms part of a broader inquiry which also comprises the
treatises De divinatione and De fato; Cic. Div. 2,3.



ous can properly conduct their lives, it should not surprise
us that elsewhere Cicero presents religio as a virtue (In-
vent. 2,53; cf. Part. Or. 78), just as in ND pious behaviour
towards the gods, pietas, is a virtue subordinate to justice

(ND 1,3-4).

In the same dialogue, Cicero defines the subject of his
discourse about the gods as follows (1,14):
quid de religione pietate sanctitate caerimoniis
fide iure iurando, quid de templis delubris sacrificiis-
que sollemnibus, quid de ipsis auspiciis ... existiman-
dum sit - haec enim omnia ad hanc de dis immortalibus
quaestionem referenda sunt.
This passage neatly illustrates that any one of these terms
connotes just one particular aspect of due human behaviour
towards the gods and thus covers only one fraction of the
domain that we routinely associate with religion. None of
these terms, however, provides a terminus technicus for that
realm itself. Instead, pietas is explained as iustitia ad-
versum deos; sanctitas stands for scientia colendorum deo-
rum; religio is defined as cultus deorum.'? Furthermore, the
principle on the basis of which Cicero assembles pietas,
religio and sanctitas, amongst all the other terms in his
list, appears to be merely additive:'! there is no qualita-
tive relation between them which would allow us to take any
one of them as being more privileged and thus coming closer
to a rendition of the concept of »>religionc<. Such a restric-

tive use of Roman religious terminology is not limited to

the Ciceronian corpus. In fact, words like religio or pietas

0 ND 1,116-7, 2,9.

11 For the merely additive assemblage of these terms, see
further ND 1,3-4, 3,5-6. This is the reason why they can
be replaced by cultus, honores, preces in ND 1,3.



are employed in a similarly restrictive way by other Roman

authors of the Republican and Imperial periods.?2

Notwithstanding this evidence, historians of Roman reli-
gion have invariably tried to distill the essence of Roman
religion from words like religio, pietas or superstitio.?'3
Religio in particular, with its various contested etymolo-
gies, has been wused as though it represented an adequate
terminus technicus for >religion< in a modern sense. Defined
in such terms, the philological analysis of the word religio
has been taken to provide both an insight into the religious
mentality of the Romans and a comparative perspective con-
cerning the differences between a Roman and a modern concep-
tualization of religion. For instance, religio, the cultus
deorum according to the Ciceronian definition, can indeed
signify the scrupulous performance of ritual acts, while
superstitio, according to the definition routinely provided
by the same ethical treatises, denotes the excessive worship
of the gods that unbalances the human soul. Therefore, Roman
religion has been thought to represent a ritualistic system
by means of which the allegedly prosaic Romans formed a
purely 1legalistic, or formalistic, relationship with their
gods, while being dismissive of any emotional excesses, as
though these two words, religio and superstitio, could sum-

marize the respective positive and negative embodiment of

12 Religio: DORRIE 1974; IRMSCHER 1994; SALEM 1994, de-
monstrating how Lucretius rather exceptionally parallels
religio and superstitio on polemical grounds. Pietas:
KOCH 1941; MURR 1948; DORRIE 1974.

13 Cf. below, 2.2 and 2.3. Recent expressions of this view
are too numerous to 1list 1in detail. See e.g. ROLOFF
1953; KOEP 1962, 45-6; WLOSOK 1970; MUTH 1978; DORRIE
1980; WAGENVOORT 1980, 223-56; LIND 1992, 5-15.



religious behaviour. 1If any religious feeling was ascribed
to the Romans at all, it was a feeling attached to orderly

ritualistic performance.

Such an interpretation succumbs to the illusion that
what is only a fraction of the linguistic evidence can
represent the definable essence of Roman attitudes towards
religion, or indeed is capable of sufficiently circumscrib-
ing the realm of religion itself.14 In fact, the division of
religio and superstitio in Roman élite writers of the Late
Republican and Imperial periods?3® is in itself influenced by
the distinction between eloeBela and SeiLoLbaLpovia in Hel-
lenistic philosophy. Stoic doctrine defined the latter as a
sub-species of the emotion of @6Bog which would disturb the
composition of the human soul. By adopting this definition,
Latin literary accounts introduced the normative concepts of
moral philosophy into the discussion about proper and im-
proper religious behaviour.1® Furthermore, Late Republican
authors were themselves undecided as to which one of the
etymologies of religio was correct.'?7 C(Cicero favoured an
etymology that 1linked the word to relegere, »to go over

again in thought« (ND 2,72), while Lucretius or Livy ex-

14 For a critique, cf. ULF 1982, 151-63; FEIL 1986, 39-49;
PHILLIPS 1986, 2698-9; DURAND & SCHEID 1994.

15 E.g. Cic. ND 2,71; Varro RD fr. 47 Cardauns; Sen. Clem.
2,4,1, Ep. 123,16.

16 ¢cf. SVF 3, 394, 408-11, for the Stoic definition of 6&eL-
oLbaiLpovia. Latin adaptations: Cic. ND 1,117 timor ina-
nis deorum; Varro RD fr. 47 Cardauns; Sen. Ep. 123,16;
Sen. De superstit. frgs 36-8 Haase (furor); LAUSBERG
1989, 1888-98.

17 For a discussion of the evidence, see PEASE on Cic. ND
2,72; LIEBERG 1974; LiND 1992, 7-10. Unfortunately,
these authors too try to reconstruct >the true meaningc«
of Roman religion from their respective linguistic ana-
lyses.



plained it with reference to religare, »to bind (sc. oneself
to the gods)« (Lucr. 1,931; Livy 5,23,10). What matters more
than a necessarily arbitrary decision on this issue is that
the etymological meaning of the word religio, itself unclear
to the native observer, does not give an indication as to
how the essence of Roman religion was perceived by those
Romans who used the word. The word itself retains an elusive
character which is impossible to 1link to any substantive
definition of religion; for Cicero, it sufficed elsewhere to
define religio as iustitia ergo deos, thus again giving a
strong ethical connotation to the performative aspect in due
human behaviour towards the gods, while at the same time
assimilating the term to pietas (Part. Or. 78). The inter-
pretation of a native linguistic system does not, in any
case, help us to define das Wesen of the religious system of

the Romans.

The issue is further complicated by the fact that Cicero
elsewhere, in the context of political theory, demanded in-
ternal involvement in religious ceremonial. His understand-
ing of proper religious behaviour, informed by the ideas of
moral philosophy outlined above, penetrates the exclusive
dichotomy between ritual observance on the one hand and in-
ner feeling on the other.'® Those scholars who regard such
passages as attempts on the part of a philosophically edu-
cated élite to replace a Roman externalized formalism by
emotional involvement too readily accept the traditional

dichotomy of externalized ritual behaviour in Roman religion

18 cic. Leg. 2,19: ad divos adeunto caste, pietatem adhi-

bento, opes amovento with Cicero's own commentary, ibid.
2,24-5.



and true religious commitment.?’® I shall return to this di-
chotomy in the course of my argument. However, it is worth
noting that this dichotomy, absent as it is from Ciceronian
political theory, is already clearly expressed by Seneca,
for whom a moral life guided by Stoic doctrine alone suf-
fices to please the gods. The external practice of religious
cult in general thus becomes superfluous and can only be
warranted by the obligation to comply with the norms and
customs of society.2?0 This attack on the foundations of
ritual behaviour in private and in public cult was applauded
by Augustine, who thought that Seneca's critique of reli-
gious practice was far more radical than Varro's critique of

the theology of poets.??

1.2 The modern notion of religion

The very word »religion«, used to denote a separate sub-sys-
tem in modern society, stems from the Latin religio and can
be found 1in all European languages at a relatively early
date. French religion occurs as early as the eleventh centu-
ry. Religion in twelfth-century England is a straightforward

adaptation from the French. In Germany, where a native ter-

19 E.g. DORRIE 1978a, esp. 247: »Einsicht in die Innerlich-
keit«.

20 gen. Ep. 94,22, 95,50, 110,1; De superstit. frgs 38-9
Haase. Cf. ATTRIDGE 1978, 66-9; MAzzoLI 1984, esp.
978-9; LAUSBERG 1989, 1895-7. Even Christian apologists
like Tertullian (Apol. 28,1) were ready to concede that
pagans showed personal commitment in ritual; it is mod-
ern scholarship that construed a dualism of pagan cult
routine and Christian faith; c¢f. P. STOCKMEIER, ANRW
2,23,2 (1980), 875, 888ff.; STROBEL 1993, 336-8.

217 August. CD 6,10 (p. 269,11-3 D-K). See 2.4 below, for
the thesis that Varro's theologia civilis in fact antic-
ipates Seneca's critique.



minology came into existence only after the Reformation,

Religion is documented since the sixteenth century.

In this period, however, despite the intellectual re-
interpretation by Medieval scholastics and Renaissance hu-
manists, religio - and its modern cognate religion - did not
yet signify the same as »religion« in modern society. In-
stead, 1t encompassed such diverse concepts as »religious
service«, »religious behaviour« or, rarely, »belief«. The
word complemented, rather than superseded, terms like fides
or lex. Religio thus reflects, via the terminology of the
early Christian Church, the indeterminacy which can be en-

countered in the ancient pagan vocabulary.?22

The development of »religion« into a terminus technicus
culminated, it seems, in the age of the enlightenment. While
the humanists of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries
were only partially able to redefine »religion« as an ethi—
cally informed belief system - a meaning which anticipates
the word's modern connotations -, it was the enlightenment
tradition which finally succeeded in presenting »religion«
as a culturally and historically distinct system in its own
right. The reasons for this are too numerous to discuss in
detail here. Suffice it to say that eighteenth century in-
tellectuals such as David Hume?3 or Immanuel Kant24 draw
their lessons from the discoveries made by earlier genera-

tions. Despite ecclesiastical opposition, these discoveries

22 For documentation, see SMITH 1962, 15-50; FEIL 1986;
RUDOLPH 1994, 131-4.

23 Cf. The Natural History of Religion (1757); Dialogues
concerning Natural Religion (1779).

24 E.g., Die Religion innerhalb der Grenzen der bloBen Ver-
nunft (1793; 21794).
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documented, once and for all, the existence of religious -
and allegedly primitive - cultures that were different from
the form of religion prevalent in contemporary Western civi-
lization. At the same time, the differentiation of contempo-
rary society, with the decreasing impact of ecclesiastical
tradition as a side-effect, necessitated the - often apolo-
getic - redefinition of the boundaries between the sacred
and the secular and the formation of some new kind of »natu-
ral religion« on the basis of contemporary rationality and
ethics, just as society as a whole developed an increasing

reflexivity in relation to all matters religious.

The next and, in our context, most influential step,
however, was taken by Friedrich Schleiermacher at the begin-
ning of the nineteenth century. In an unhappy marriage of
German Protestantism and the Romantic age, he defined reli-
gion as a Gefithl schlechthinniger Abhdngigkeit (»feeling of
absolute dependency«). Hume, Kant and their contemporaries
had defined religion as but one fragmented part of society.
Now, by introducing the subjective and existentialist compo-
nent of »feeling«, Schleiermacher reduced religion to a pre-
dominantly individual spiritual experience of the divine.
Religion is, for the first time, exclusively presented as an
internalized belief system detached from any religious in-

stitutionalization. 23

This concept of religion not only informs Protestant
theology but also influenced historians of religion in the

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. For Schleier-

25 On Schleiermacher's concept of religion, see NOVAK 1986 .
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macher's definition of religion as an internal feeling is
easily compatible with the Judaeo-Christian notion of faith
and salvation on a purely individualistic basis. This is one
prominent reason why Schleiermacher's definition, once the
eighteenth century distinction between culture and religion
had been internalized, was readily adapted to their needs by
theologians and historians alike. Schleiermacher's concept
of religion, however, has also been adopted by sociologists
who define the essence of religion as feeling. Rudolf Otto,
for instance, portrays religion as a sense of >the holy< or
>the numinous< which he views as central to any religious
experience. Transcending its Romanticizing origins,
Schleiermacher's definition of religion as an individual
belief system thus appears to have achieved wider accept-
ance. His notion nevertheless remains Eurocentric and at the
same time draws on a Judaeo-Christian tradition as presented

since the nineteenth century.?26

1.3 Religion and culture

Obviously, such a notion of religion, being Eurocentric and
informed by Christianizing assumptions, is not capable of
providing a truly comparative perspective. Past experience
has shown that cultures, both so-called primitive and/or
non-European ones, where the evidence does not conform to
such a notion are perceived as deficient in that they seem

to lack what Western culture would define as »the reli-

26 On the impact of Schleiermacher's concept of religion on

religious studies in the nineteenth and twentieth centu-
ries, cf. FLASCHE 1989; RUPKE 1996a, 241-6.
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gious«. The failure of anthropologists and historians to
apprehend societies where the religious realm is presented
as a ritualistic system rather than an individualized belief
system 1is well documented. For that reason, some historians
of religion have proposed to dismiss altogether the notion
of »>religion< as a tool for comparative research. Drawing
attention to the lack of a distinction between the religious
and the secular or civic domain in many pre-modern and non-
Buropean societies, Dario Sabbatucci advocates the abandon-
ment of »>religionc< as an independent area of research and
its repatriation into the realm of >culturec<.27 Sabbatucci
thus proposes to undo the modern differentiation between
culture and religion which took place, as outlined above, in

the eighteenth century.

His thesis is relevant to this argument in so far as
there appears to be an inadvertent, though close, rapport
between Sabbatucci and a new generation of historians of
Greek and Roman religions. Jan Bremmer, for instance, seems
to me very close to the implications of Sabbatucci's posi-
tion when he talks about the Greek mdéALc in the Classical
period:

»Whereas most Western countries have gradually separated

church and state, the example of other societies, such

as Iran and Saudi-Arabia, shows that this is not so

everywhere. In ancient Greece, too, religion was totally
embedded in society - no sphere of life lacked a reli-

gious aspect ... Indeed, religion was such an integrated
part of Greek 1life that the Greeks lacked a separate
word for >religion< ... Embeddedness went together with
the wvirtual absence of private religion ... cult was

27 SABBATUCCI 1988, 57: »Die Geschichte der Forschung
fihrt mehr oder weniger offen zur Auflésung des religid-
sen Spezifikums im kulturellen Allgemeinen, man spreche

nun tatsachlich von Kultur oder von Gesellschaft oder
von kollektiver Mentalitit«.
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always a public, communal activity ... This public char-
acter also meant that religion was strongly tied up with
social and political conditions ... Embeddedness also

influenced the conceptualization of the sacred. In mod-
ern Western society the sacred is limited to a direct
connection with the supernatural and sharply separated
from the profane, but the situation was rather different
in Greece.«?28
The concept of >embeddedness< allows Bremmer to construe an
undifferentiated picture of Classical Greek society, where
religion is indistinguishable from what Sabbatucci would
term »>culturec«; Bremmer prefers to call this realm »>statec,

>society<, »>life< or s>public and communal activity< without

discriminating further.

>Embeddedness< is also the key-concept of Mary Beard's
account of Late Republican Rome. Instead of using Sabbatuc-
ci's >culture< or Bremmer's »>society<, Beard employs »>poli-
tics<, o»>military activity<¢, »>public life< and »>the cityc,
again without apparent distinction:

»Roman religion had its centre in politics, military

activity and public life ... Religion was not principal-
ly concerned with private morality, ethics or the con-
duct of the individual Roman citizen ... The more funda-

mental cultural alienness of Roman religion lies in the
degree to which it was undifferentiated from the polit-
ical sphere. In modern world religions there is fre-
quently considerable influence, in both directions, be-
tween religion and politics; but they remain separable
and usually separate (if interacting) spheres of activi-
ty. In Rome, Dby contrast, ... religion, as in many
traditional societies, was a deeply embedded element
within public life, hardly separated as a separate sphe-
re of activity or intellectual interest until the very
end of the Republic.«?2°

These passages are representative of the communis opinio.30

They had to be cited in detail in order to illustrate the

28 BREMMER 1994, 2-3. For similar sentiments, see e.gq.
ZAIDMAN & SCHMITT PANTEL 1992, 92-101; PARKER 1996, 5-7.

29 BEARD 1994a, 729, 734.

30 For comprehensive documentation, see below, 2.3, passim.
For critique, see below, 2.5 and 2.6.
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dilemma which appears to lie at the very heart of the cur-
rent debate about religion in Graeco-Roman city-states. For
as a result of the approach shared by these three authors,
they dismiss what they rightly consider a modern construc-
tion of »>religion<. Instead, however, they propose to repla-
ce the modern differentiation between religion on the one
hand and culture, society or state on the other by a simi-
larly problematic model in which religion is an undifferen-
tiated and inseparable aspect of that culture, society or
state. Sabbatucci adopts this strategy because he intends to
regain a comparative perspective for both pre-modern and
modern cultures; Bremmer and Beard because they consider the
modern notion of religion to be incompatible with the

sfundamental alienness« of Graeco-Roman culture.

Incidentally, the latter position faces an intrinsic
difficulty in that the model of the embeddedness of religion
in ancient society is not without problems. For both Bremmer
and Beard implicitly acknowledge that the undifferentiated
system they portray is unstable as it becomes increasingly
disintegrated, once the differentiation of religion and so-
ciety as separate spheres occurs. As both Bremmer and Beard
make clear, this is exactly what happens in the post-Classi-
cal mOALe in the former case and during the final years of
the Roman Republic in the latter. In the course of their
argument, both authors employ a highly evaluative language
which suggests that they perceive religious evolution in

those periods as homologous with the dissolution of tradi-
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tional religious structures.3?! Religious evolution is here
understood as a struggle between ideal types of religious
choice which are logically incompatible. Their exclusivity
does not easily allow for integration. Both Bremmer and
Beard acknowledge the importance of individualization of
religious roles in the course of societal evolution. Yet,
according to these scholars the individualization of such
roles clashes with the overriding concern for the unity of
civic religion and are therefore marginalized.32? For Bremmer
and Beard, the embeddedness of religion in ancient society
is prior, Dboth historically and logically, to any form of
differentiation. It 1is a necessary logical consequence of
this model, from which its advocates cannot escape, that any
subsequent religious change whose structure does not comply
with that model's criteria can only be perceived as deterio-
ration.33 And it is a further consequence that any change
must appear to be >subsequent<« to this model's adherents,
who thereby tacitly embrace a concept of cumulative and lin-

ear evolution which in itself is highly problematic. As I

31 BREMMER 1994, 91: »a ... movement away from the ordered
public sphere«; 92-3: »religion as embedded in the polis
had become religion as choice of differentiated groupsk;
94: »the emphasis on public cult was shifting to private
religious practices«. Cf. BEARD 1994a, 755-68.

32 BREMMER 1994, 94: »the traditional structure was still
fairly strong and would only slowly be transformed by
new elements«. BEARD 1994, 761: »a threat to the tradi-
tional forms of religion at Rome, to the largely undif-
ferentiated amalgam of religion and politics«; 763: »the
clash between traditional and differentiated forms of
religious organization and experience«. Bremmer's dis-
cussion of maenadism is illuminating in that he employs
a traditional structuralist model of »order« and »anti-
order«: the »temporary disorder« of maenadism serves to
emphasize the subsequent reintegration of women and the
restoration of the ordered structure of civic 1life;

BREMMER 1994, 19-20, 78-80. For further documentation,
see below, 2.3.

33 BENDLIN 1997, 47-8.
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shall argue below, religious differentiation in the ancient
city-state can be conceptualized without the underlying no-

tion of decline only when we seriously modify that model.34

The strategy of replacing an admittedly problematic no-
tion of »religion« with the category of »>culturec«, »>societyc«
or »>state< appears to be methodologically unhelpful for yet
another reason. Although one cannot deny that there are cul-
tures, including Graeco-Roman antiquity, where religion and
society are in much closer contact than they might be in
contemporary culture, there are nevertheless certain ideas
and spheres 1in any society where what one might reasonably
call »religion« is clearly differentiated from other ideas
and spheres.33 Without anticipating my argument, the dissat-
isfaction with the model of the »embeddedness« of religion
in society originates from the realization that the model's
extremely vague concept of »culture«, »society« or »state«
is unable to describe, let alone account for, any dynamic
processes 1in the course of which some realms of life might
become distinguishable from others. For instance, due to
this vagueness the adherents of that model cannot explain
why the realm commonly associated with religion, rather than
any other realm or, for that matter, »culture« and »society«
themselves, should stand out as the subject of societal com-
munication in the Graeco-Roman world as prominently as it
undeniably did. Therefore, while perhaps rightly reacting
against the radical differentiation of religion and ancient

society in past scholarship, the model's adherents seem to

34 gee further below, 2.8.
35 see below, 4.1.1 and passim.
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have gone too far in replacing differentiation by a holistic
concept of societal uniformity in the Graeco-Roman city-sta-
tes. As we shall see below, a much more flexible methodolo-
gical framework, rather than simplistic dichotomies, is re-
quired to describe the status of the religious system in

Graeco-Roman society.

Finley's reluctance to accept anything other than a
primitivist concept of the economy was mentioned above. It
resulted from the assumption that the ancients' inability to
conceptualize an economy a fortiori reflected the absence of
a differentiated economic rationality. Yet, the 1level of
rationality which Finley took as representative was based on
modern world economics. Exposing Finley's dichotomy of prim-
itive subsistence economy and market-oriented capitalism,
economic historians have been able to reconceptualize a sys-
tem which, while lacking the concept of the economy, was
nonetheless characterized by a level of productivity and
trade interest significant enough to qualify as reflective
of a differentiated economy.3® Economic historians have thus
resisted Finley's primitivist strategy of de-differentiating
the domains of economy and of society as a whole. I would
suggest that the peculiar differentiation of economic roles
enables us to draw an analogy. The ancient lack of a concept
of religion must not result in the conclusion that the an-

cients were not able to conceptualize religion as a dif-

36 Pproductivity: e.g. LovE 1991, esp. 93-8; PURCELL 1994,
668-70; Id. 1995, 162-73; MORLEY 1996, 108-74; PARKINS
(ed.) 1997. For the differentiation of economic roles
and for upward mobility achieved through economic rather
than political means, see e.g. RAUH 1986; Id. 1989; Au-
BERT 1994. See below, 2.6.1, 3.1.1 and passim.
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ferentiated sub-system. Though no ancient linguistic catego-
ry of »religion« as such exists, the existence of a reli-
gious system which somehow resembles modern categories of
»religion« cannot be ruled out on a priori grounds. Before
turning to the revaluation of the religious system at Rome,
the question to be answered is: how do we define the catego-

ry of religion which our comparative analysis requires?

It is no doubt apparent that for the reasons outlined
above the traditional Schleiermacherian concept of religion
is methodologically unhelpful. Yet, rather than dismissing
the notion of »religion« as an umbrella-term altogether,
various sociologists have tried to formulate a concept of
religion which meets the demands of a comparative perspec-
tive. For it seems also apparent that it is advisable to
retain, or reconstitute, the notion of »religion« as an um-
brella-term at the meta-level. Otherwise it would be impos-
sible to formulate any comparative notion of »religion« at
all. Of course, this means that one has to account for very
different forms of »religion«, ranging from the clearly con-
ceptualized to the barely recognizable, at the object-level.
Retaining »religion« as an umbrella-term fulfils still an-
other important heuristic function: constituting the catego-
ry of »religion« at the meta-level amounts to providing a
tool for the analysis of a sphere which would otherwise a
priori disappear behind a diffuse concept of culture. Con-
versely, the lack of any such category means a priori ab-
andoning any possibility of conceptualizing religion as dif-
ferentiated from other societal domains. Once conceptualized

as an umbrella-term, the idea of a differentiated sub-system
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of religion can thus be investigated at the object-level
without making any prior assumptions as to whether such a
differentiated religious domain does indeed materialize.
Often the investigation might prove that this is not the

case.37

When investigating the relation between society and re-
ligion, modern scholarship has realized the cultural bias of
its traditional categories of analysis: the historical phe-
nomenon which past scholarship had confidently labelled
»religion« has under scrutiny turned out to be fundamentally
different from the model applied; that model of »religionk,
as we nowadays realize, was a culture-bound concept coined
in a Schleiermacherian tradition. Moreover, historians of
religions emphasize that at the object-level »religion«, far
from being a stable entity, is open to change and adaptation
to its social context. Therefore, more recent research has
understandably concentrated on those constant factors which,
at the meta-level, would render »religion« a trans-cultural
phenomenon that can be analysed in - and despite - its many
different historical realizations. This recent discussion
focuses on the question as to what are the methodological
demands of a trans-cultural definition of religion towards
the end of the twentieth century. However, approaching their
subject with a comparative perspective, religious studies
touch on several concepts that are also relevant to religion
in the Graeco-Roman world, such as the dichotomies between
»external« and »internal« - or »public« and »private« - and

the differentiation and integration of religion in society.

37 (Cf. SEIWERT 1987; RUDOLPH 1994, 135-9.
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1.4 »Religious behaviour« versus »belief«

It has become an axiom that religions are part of a wider
culture through which they are rooted in concrete social
structures and constrained by social conditions. This axiom
locates religious activity within a broader context of so-
cial activity. Such an approach successfully overcomes the
traditional Schleiermacherian notion of religion as a trans-
historical phenomenon that solely focuses on the individ-
ual's emotional state. Yet, while rightly dismissing such a
notion, scholars have gone too far in the opposite direction
and either described religion's place in society as organi-
zational, with an emphasis on the organization of religion,
the role of religious functionaries or the concept of »civic
religion« in society; or they treated it as merely function-
al, focusing on the correlation between religious authority

and social control.

On the traditional view, »belief« 1is an exclusively
»internal« matter, notwithstanding the fact that one's reli-
gious behaviour follows »external«, organizational and func-
tional, patterns; and the recent emphasis in religious stud-
ies on external aspects of religious behaviour is certainly
explicable by the distrust of that traditional view. As a
result, however, recent religious studies have shown less
willingness to re-address the issue of religious experience.
Instead, in order to overcome any Schleiermacherian assump-
tions, the dichotomy between »religious behaviour« on the
one hand and »religious experience« or spiritual s»belief« on

the other, between »the external« and sthe internal«, has
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been pursued in the opposite direction. To be sure, this
dichotomy informs various competing models in the social
sciences: for instance, when explaining individual and com-
munal behaviour, historians of religion are rather disincli-
ned to embrace the Weberian idea of »intuitive understand-
ing« and get trapped in the ensuing hermeneutic problem of
how to construe a truly cross-cultural category of »intui-
tion«. Instead, they favour a structural history (shistoire
des structures«) which focuses on quantitative and statis-
tically inductive data. This inevitably leads to the inves-
tigation of the behavioural aspect of religion in its objec-
tifiable social context rather than the subjective category
of »religious experience«. Arguably, this seems to be the
only strategy, if we try to escape from the notorious her-

meneutic circle outlined above.

The functionalism, however, which informs such a model
has obvious limitations: content as it is to describe insti-
tutionalized regularities in the correlation between reli-
gion and society, it cannot account for any phenomenon that,
like individual »experience« or semotion«, may be immanent
to a particular religious system without figuring prominent-
ly in societal communication about the relation between re-
ligion and society.38 Furthermore, while historians of reli-
gion for good reasons doubt the rightful application of a
Christianizing concept of religious faith to other cultures,
there is a tendency to abandon the category of »religious
experience« altogether. To give a preliminary illustration,

historians of Roman religion pay close attention to ritual

38 For a critique, see H. J. SCHNEIDER 1979.
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behaviour. The only area in which these scholars have always
dealt with emotional processes and belief more freely is the
area of mystery or oriental religions. Concentrating on the
subjective impact oriental and foreign cults made on the
individual, they follow the traditional differentiation be-
tween what is seen as proper behaviour in acknowledged reli-
gious acts and >true experience< in marginal religious sub-
systems. Few would nowadays concur with the once fashionable
view that the emotional nature of these marginal religious
cults was to supersede the formalism inherent in traditional
pagan religion and to pave the way for Christianity. Only
few, on the other hand, when investigating traditional pa-
ganism, would seriously disagree with the heuristic perspec-
tive common among ethnographers and students of religion
that meaning ought to investigated in the public and collec-
tive sphere rather than in individual thought and emotion.3°
In fact, as we have seen in the respective cases of Bremmer
and Beard, many studies of Graeco-Roman religion readily
establish an a priori separation of emotion and cognition,
and dichotomize (private) individual experience and (public)
collective representation, with their investigation predomi-

nantly focusing on the domain of civic religious behav-

iour. 40

39 E.g. GEERTZz 1973, 10-3: »culture, this acted document,
is public ... Though ideational, it does not exist

in someone's head.« See further below, 2.6.3.
40  Notable exceptions include LIEBESCHUETZ 1979, 39-54;
PHILLIPS 1986, 2697-711; CANCIK 1994; WISEMAN 1994,

49-53; RUPKE 1995a, 453-71, 593-628; FEENEY 1998. See
further below, 2.3.
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However, the underlying schematic separation of »behav-
iour« and sexperience« 1is questioned by recent studies in
the field of psychology. Psychologists define the realms of
the sexternal« and the »sinternal«, the latter comprising
motivational processes such as emotion or feeling but also
cognition, not as separable but as interdependent opera-
tions. To psychologists, these realms are not unrelated
causes which could generate clearly distinguishable exter-
nalized or internalized effects. Psychology thus strongly
suggests that the difference between public »behaviour« and
individualized sbelief« should not be defined at the level
of differentiated 1logical or motivational, »external« or
»internal«, operations.4! To be sure, such a model of behav-
iour does not make any a priori assumptions about the actual
interrelation between »behaviour« on the one hand and indi-
vidual belief systems, emotion or cognition on the other,
between »external« and s»internal« processes; these must
still be described in relation to the constraints of the
social system. But psychology replaces the separation of
»external Dbehaviour« and »sinternal experience« by the as-
sumption that these entities are themselves inextricably

linked by attributional mental processes.

These studies have wide-ranging implications which need
to be taken into account. Individual sbelief« and societal
»behaviour« are not categories that could ever be separated.
Rather, internalization and externalization are but two mo-
ments in an on-going dialectical process of mutually influ-

encing, of implicitly reaffirming or overtly questioning,

41  cf. HECKHAUSEN & WEINER 1980.
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received perceptions and public behaviour; and it would be
wrong to locate the perceptual sphere of emotion or motiva-
tion in the individual's personal world, and to construe a
contrasting realm of external behaviour.4? This theory casts
serious doubts on the assumption that social behaviour in
general, and religious behaviour in particular, can be de-
scribed as if it took place solely at the public 1level, or
that religious behaviour can be distinguished from the indi-
vidual agent's internal motivations. By implication, it also
questions the assumption that emotion and individual belief
in religion are internal realms that could ever be separate
from external affairs. Taking the realm of motivational
processes in that relational sense may help us to question
the assumption that the very category of »emotion« and indi-
vidual »belief« is but a modern theological construct which

could not be applied to pre-modern societies.

The implication of these psychological studies is that
any living system must be described as a complex synthesis
of different >materials<. Social studies have adopted these
observations and formulated analogous models of societal
behaviour: social systems, too, are constituted through sev-
eral elements - symbols and myths, material resources, gene-
tically determined programmes, emotions and feelings, commu-
nal interactions and institutionalizations.43 As a conse-
quence, any definition of the organization of society in
general and of religion in particular has to take account of

both the externalized and the internalized factors of social

42 Cf. BERGER & LUCKMANN 1966; BELL 1992; WHITE 1992.
43 (cf. BUHL 1987, 70; WORTHMAN 1992.
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behaviour. If they are prepared to accept this analogy, re-
ligious studies must address both the institutional realm
and an internal, psychological, dimension, as the religious
sphere arguably reacts to a multitude of organisational and
individual issues. As regards religious evolution, a reli-
gious system is thus related to several changing functional
references, and to the developing needs of both institutions
and individuals.?44 This insight should lead to the conclu-
sion that religious studies must not focus exclusively on
the functional aspect of religion, addressing issues such as
priestly roles, »religion and politics« or »civic religionk«.
Such an approach must be complemented by the investigation
into the interrelation between external religious behaviour
and the internalization of religious structures. Moreover,
it 1is an important implication of the foregoing discussion
that individual belief systems do not simply mirror a public
or civic belief system, as the advocates of the civic model
assume when they acknowledge the existence of individual
beliefs only in this limited sense. For the mutual interac-
tion of the perceptual and the behavioural aspects of human
life entails that beliefs can never be stable. It is there-
fore highly questionable whether there exists, as these
scholars argue, a linear and one-directional relation be-
tween civic behaviour and the beliefs it engenders in indi-
viduals. Such simplistic models need to be abandoned.
Scholars of ancient religion ought to develop frameworks
which are capable of accounting for the possibility that

public »behaviour« and internalized »belief« are organized

44 (Cf. KAUFMANN 1989, 59-69; WELKER 1992.
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not by a relationship of structured dichotomy but by a »per-
formative structure« whose meaning is itself shifting, as it
is constrained by several different internal and external

factors.45

Here, the discussion returns to its point of departure.
For the very fact that the traditional notion of »religion«
is a modern creation has resulted in the rash conclusion
that it should under no circumstances be re-applied to pre-
mbdern or non-European religious systems. Scholars of
Graeco-Roman religions in particular currently doubt the
relevance of such value-laden categories as »religion« or
sbelief« as analytical tools: allegedly, personal commit-
ment, moral value systems or spirituality in the modern sen-
se were non-existent in the lives of ancient Greeks and Ro-
mans; private worship was an expression of civic religion,
albeit on a smaller scale, but did not provide distinct re-
ligious biographies. To be sure, this must be understood as
a justified reaction against earlier scholarship. For prece-
ding generations of scholars had based their assumption that
the Romans did not believe in their religion on the ques-
tionable modern dichotomy between true belief, to be found
in individual religious experience, and the externalized

cult acts of Roman religion.46

By contrast, this new generation of scholars attempts to
overcome such a dichotomy by doubting the wvalidity of the

very category of »belief«. By stressing religion's role as

45 1 shall return to this suggestion below, 2.8 and passim.

46 For a selection of references and critique, cf. PHILLIPS
1986, 269756,
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being preservative of the community as a whole - a simplis-
tic functionalist definition to which we will return shortly
-, these scholars assume that it would be possible to unmask
the traditional notion of »religion«, an internalized system
of belief grounded in individual emotion and faith, as being
specific to the Western world steeped in the Christian tra-
dition. Such a notion of »belief« would not be applicable to
Graeco-Roman culture. Instead, ancient belief systems char-
acterized the individual's ideological commitment to the
system of public religious behaviour:

»To be e0OEBNE ... was to believe in the efficacy of the

symbolic system that the city had established for the

purpose of managing relations between gods and men, and

to participate in it, moreover, in the most vigorously

active manner possible.«47
These scholars would certainly concur with Rodney Needham
who, starting from the concept of the contextual nature of
the meaning of words, questions

»the received idea that thle] verbal concept [of belief]

corresponds to a distinct and natural capacity that is

shared by all human beings«.48

Unfortunately, the revaluation of »religion« and »be-
lief« which results from such a critique of past scholarship
is 1itself inconsistent. Despite the fact that the traditio-
nal Schleiermacherian notion of religion is a creation of
the eighteenth century, noone has to my knowledge doubted

its validity, when it is applied to Christian belief systems

in the Middle Ages. Apparently, it is only with respect to

47 ZAIDMAN & SCHMITT PANTEL 1992, 15 (my emphasis, AB),
discussing the Classical Greek city-state; cf. BREMMER
1994. For a similar argument with reference to Roman
Republican religion, see below, 2.3.

48 NEEDHAM 1972, 191, explicitly approved of by PHILLIPS
1986, 2696; Id. 1997, 130 with 1317; FEENEY 1998, 12.
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non-Christian cultures that scholars routinely make the a
priori assumption that those internalized motivational proc-
esses commonly called »emotion« or »belief« must not be the
object of the study of religion. This assumption provides
the justification for their neglect of the internal and the
focus of their research on the external aspects of human
behaviour. The underlying idea, however, seems to be that
non-Christian societies 1like Graeco-Roman culture do not
accord to religion such an emotionally charged place because
sbelief« is in itself not an entity that could be shared by
all human beings. What these scholars do not realize is that
they, in doing so, attack only one particular, namely the
Schleiermacherian, notion of belief, which they unwittingly
permit to direct their discourses. Rather than truly lib-
erating themselves from a past intellectual tradition, they
operate in the framework of that very tradition: for when
reacting against the application of a Schleiermacherian no-
tion of belief to Graeco-Roman antiquity, the underlying
parameters of their evaluation remain those »>Christianizing

assumptions< which these scholars claim to have overcome.

How can the crude dichotomy between a Schleiermacherian
belief and the mere endorsement of public religion be re-
solved? It is necessary to find a more objectifiable catego-
ry of »belief« which does not entail any Christianizing un-
dertones of faith or internalized religious dogma. Once such
a disinterested notion is available, the neglect of purely
individual motivational processes becomes even more prob-
lematic. For with a view to contemporary society, noone but

persistent opponents of psychology could reasonably deny the
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relevance of internal motivational operations - our emotions
and cognitions - for our societal behaviour in general and
our belief systems in particular. When making the a priori
assumption that with respect to religion in Graeco-Roman
society one can disregard such emotional processes, scholars
implicitly postulate that the ancient mind was fundamentally
different: not only in that the ancient meaning of religion
differed from ours but also because the ancients did a prio-
ri not conceptualize belief systems in the way we do.4? The
problem with such a view is that it results in the assertion
that the ancient world was different from ours not only
culturally but also in terms of psychology. The onus of
proof for this view lies with these scholars. On methodolo-
gical grounds, however, their view is just as problematic as
the position they react against. For they replace the tradi-
tional »Christianizing assumptions« about the importance of
personal commitment in religion by the mere, if emphatic,
assertion of its relative unimportance in the case of Roman
religion. Either position starts from preconceived percep-
tions; either adheres to circular thinking which is inter-
twined with its respective interpretative preconceptions. So

far, the response to this ideological battle has been the

49 The a priori assumption of a profound difference between
sthe Romans«' and »our« religious behaviour dates back
to the early nineteenth century. It was made explicit by
Mommsen and Wissowa, both influenced by Hegelianism; cf.
WIssowa 1912, viii, cited below, 2.2. For a recent me-
thodological justification of the neglect of s>belief< in
the study of Republican Roman religion, see NORTH 1989,
605-6: »The theoretical problem is whether the elements
of religious life can be postulated a priori for any
society, or whether they are different and specific in
different cultural situations ... the Romans' religious
experience was profoundly different from our own and
it is impossible to postulate what elements it should or
should not have contained.«
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repetitive assertion, rather than a methodological explana-
tion, of the lack of belief, spirituality, emotion or meta-

physical systems in Roman religion.?3°

At this point, an intermediate position might suggest
itself. This position acknowledges that internal motivations
form an important part in the process of constituting a so-
cial system, yet argues that religious studies confronting
pre-modern and primitive societies cannot access other than
external data. This position thus redefines the focus of its
interest as merely the external and objectifiable structural
elements of religion and admits to the incompleteness of its
results.®' Yet again, one should ask whether such an in-
herently functionalist approach towards religion is capable
of providing a framework for other than external data, and
whether it does not a priori exclude from its analysis the
possibility of completeness. This discussion clarifies the
problem which 1lies at the centre of religious studies: be-
fore assessing our data, we require a definition of religion
which does not a priori marginalize part of the evidence but
is capable of providing an analytical tool which takes into
account both the externalization and the internalization of
religion in society. If such a definition reflected on the
underlying assumptions of its framework and took into con-

sideration the danger of circular thinking, it would be able

50 For further critique, see below, 2.3 and 2.6.

51 E.g., with exemplary caution, GEERTZ 1973, 123: »[S]uch
questions cannot even be asked, much less answered,
within the self-imposed limitations of the scientific
perspective«. PHILLIPS 1986, 2710-1 argues that one
ought to abandon s»belief« as a heuristic strategy becau-
se it is too value-laden: »It can only serve the cause
of obscurantism to talk about »>belief< and >empty cult
acts< for the Roman world.«
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to reintroduce to the discussion the categories of »emotion«
and »belief« as operational analytical tools beyond any

cultural over-determination.52

1.5 Defining religion

No historian of religion could nowadays claim that his ob-
ject 1is »the holy« or an »ultimate reality« (Rudolf Otto),
or define religious studies as the »recreation of religious
experience« (Mircea Eliade). These are phenomenological mod-
els which, while providing religious surrogates for their
creators, do not separate between the external observer and

what is to be observed at the object-level.33

In an attempt to overcome such overtly phenomenological
approaches, the discussion has focused instead on two com-
peting definitions of religion. These are respectively the
sfunctional« and the »substantive« approach. »Substantive«
definitions discuss what religion is, whereas »functional«
definitions concentrate on what function religion has in
society. The former explains religion in terms of its essen-
ce, the latter with a view to what it does.®4 Needless to
say, these are ideal types: contemporary definitions of re-

ligion routinely combine a »substantive« with a »functionalx«

52 Here I am in general agreement with the heuristic aims

of the so-called scognitive-processual archaeology«; cf.
RENFREW 1994b, esp. 9-11. Unfortunately, Renfrew's own
approach to defining religious behaviour in terms of
cognition (RENFREW 1994a) is compromised on purely me-
thodological grounds; see 1.5.

3 Cf. FLASCHE 1989.

54 For discussion, cf. DOBBELAERE & LAUWERS 1974; KEHRER
1988, 15-27.
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element. In fact, a combination of both can already be found
in the writings of the »founding-fathers« of these defini-
tions, Edward Burnett Tylor and Emile Durkheim, respective-
ly.5% An investigation, however, of these two ideal types
facilitates the discussion of their respective advantages

and shortcomings.

The main objection to functional definitions of religion
has repeatedly been raised.®®é It runs as follows: any speci-
fication of religion's function in society may also fit
other institutions or operations. While Durkheim, Malinowski
or Evans-Pritchard viewed the function of religion as pro-
viding a bond of social solidarity among the members of a
community, their functionalist successors have modified this
approach and stressed the more active role of ritual and
belief in regulating and governing a social system.®7 How-
ever, they have failed to solve the basic problem: religion
may »integrate«, »interpret the world« or, to take Durk-
heim's own functional definition,38 provide -

sa unified set of beliefs and practices relative to sa-

cred things, that is to say, things set apart and for-

bidden, - beliefs and practices which unite one single
moral community - all those who adhere to them.«
but one can easily imagine non-religious institutions and
operations, such as »tradition« or »morality«, that are able
to achieve the same effect or fulfil a similar function; and

it is no doubt one of the shortcomings of such a function-

alist analysis that it focuses on religion's function for

55 For an account of Tylor's and Durkheim's positions, cf.

MORRIS 1987, 91-140.
56 PENNER 1971-72 and LUKES 1975 provide critical accounts.
57 E.g. RAPPAPORT 1971; GEERTZ 1973, 87-125.
58 DURKHEIM 1964 (/1912), 37.
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collective structures rather than on the meaning religious
action may have for the individual agents. This objection,
however, does not render functional definitions obsolete.
Yet, to save his argument the functionalist would have to
find a function which could be related exclusively to the
religious sphere but not to any other. In order to meet
these objections, functional definitions tend to define as
religious any equivalent which is capable of fulfilling the
same function as religion. Theoretically, the scope of what
is described as religious can thus be extended ad infinitum.
However, such a solution is problematic. For it is not dif-
ficult for the external observer to constitute several func-
tional criteria of what ought to be regarded as fulfilling a
religious function. Yet, such a definition appears seriously
under-determined for several reasons. For example, the ob-
ject level, the society under consideration, may not apply
the same functional criteria when describing what it regards
as religious. As a matter of fact, societal communication
very rarely defines religion in purely functional terms.
Moreover, a functional definition which explains religion
as, for instance, providing social cohesion, may specify
what is merely an unintended consequence of religion's ex-
istence in society. A functional definition of religion thus
leaves a definitional gap which it cannot £fill in by contin-

uously adding potential substitutes.

Durkheim's definition of religion accords the sacred a
merely integrative function but does not conceptualize this
definitional gap. A functional definition like Geertz's, on

the other hand, altogether abandons any category which might
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provide a more nuanced account of the religious domain's
distinctiveness.3? More recent functionalist approaches have
realized this dilemma and attempted to £ill in the defini-
tional gap. Unfortunately, however, they have fallen back on
unhelpful conceptualizations of this gap: according »reli-
gious experience« a central place in their models, both R.
A. Rappaport and Colin Renfrew reintroduce a concept that is
in itself, as outlined above, culturally over-determined and
does not appear to provide a comparative perspective.®0 The
missing link, in the form of a substantive characterization
which transcends the merely functional while accounting for
a comparative perspective, can, it may seem, be provided by
a modified substantive definition of religion. Melford E.
Spiro defines »religious belief systems« as:
sbeliefs concerning the existence and attributes of
[superhuman] beings and of the efficacy of certain types
of Dbehaviour (ritual for example) in influencing their
relations with man.«®1
With reference to Tylor's original definition of »belief in
spiritual Dbeings«, Spiro seems to provide a useful distinc-
tion between religious and non-religious belief systems.

However, his approach proves unsuitable for a different rea-

son. For his monothetic definition with a particular sub-

59 GEERTz 1973, 90: »a religion is a system of symbols
which acts to establish powerful, pervasive and long-
lasting moods and motivations in men by formulating con-
ceptions of a general order of existence and clothing
these conceptions with such an aura of factuality that
the moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic.« For
a critique, see HOFSTEE 1986. Elsewhere Geertz himself
warned against the poverty of a schematic functionalist
approach: GEERTzZ 1973, 122-3.

60 RAPPAPORT 1971; RENFREW 1994a, 47-51. This shortcoming
seriously diminishes the laudable attempts of the so-
called cognitive-processual archaeology of RENFREW
1994b.

61 SpIro 1966, 98.
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stantive content (»superhuman beings«) provides only a very
narrow categorization of what counts as »religious«. Spiro's
definition assumes that what he differentiates as being re-
ligious and non-religious, has the same meaning at the ob-
ject level. 1In a society which worships superhuman beings
this may indeed be so, in which case Spiro would provide a
particularly fine description of that religious system's
phenomenology. But such a description could certainly not be
applied té a culture in which there is no such worship of

superhuman beings.

The methodological dilemma thus becomes apparent.
Whereas functional definitions seem too vague, substantive
definitions appear too specifically centered in one histori-
cal notion of religion to be truly comparative.®? In other
words, functional definitions may provide numerous necessary
but no sufficient criteria, as too many phenomena are inclu-
ded which do not constitute what would commonly be called a
sreligion«. Substantive definitions, on the other hand, may
specify a sufficient but not a necessary condition: they
exclude several conditions that could equally define a reli-
gious system. Is there a response to the over-determined
character of substantive definitions? To fill in the above
mentioned definitional gap, a formulation could possibly be
conceived which at the same time provides a sufficient
condition without being over-determined. Consider, for in-
stance, my following formulation:

»Religious systems differ from other cultural systems in
that the activities associated with their elements gen-

62 (Cf. LUHMANN 1977, 83.
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erate a certain validity which is traced back to perma-
nent and absolute authorities«.63

This definition comprises a necessary functional (»validi-
ty«) and a sufficient substantive element (»permanent and
absolute authorities«). However, even this latter definition
can not entirely escape the hermeneutic circle. For the cri-
teria which constitute the necessary functional condition
(»validity«) and the sufficient substantive condition (»per-
manent and absolute authorities«) still owe their formula-
tion to the beholder's intuition. For intuition remains the
arbiter in the question of what constitutes a necessary and
a sufficient condition of religion. For reasons of princi-
ple, this methodological dilemma cannot have a solution, and
any definition of religion can only be an approximation.
Yet, since this dilemma is unsolvable, the criterion for a

definition's usefulness must be its theoretical potential.

This potential can only be exploited if a definition's
implicit assumptions are made explicit.®4 It is at this
point where the latter definition justifies its temporary
existence. It has several advantages: firstly, it provides a
sufficient condition 1in that the category of »absolute au-
thorities«, in a comparative perspective, makes it harder to
force a particular phenomenological categorization upon re-
ligion. Secondly, once an over-determined phenomenological

category has been abandoned, the notion of »validity« pro-

63 My formulation is modelled on, and expands, SEIWERT
1981, 85: »Religibse Nomisierungen beanspruchen Gliltig-
keit, wobei als letzte Glltigkeitsprinzipien absolute
Autoritaten gelten.«

64 Ccf. RENFREW 1994b, 10-1, on the methodological problems
of circular thinking faced by »cognitive-processual ar-
chaeology«.
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vides a necessary functional condition which, while refocus-
ing on the function of religion in society, replaces the
purely integrational functional analysis of a Durkheimian
model.®> »Validity« is a function which can become opera-
tional in the public and the private spheres alike. This
definition thereby overcomes the traditional dualism of ex-
ternalization and internalization inherent in other func-

tionalist definitions.

Thirdly, this definition draws our attention to phenome-
na which have hitherto been dealt with as religious substi-
tutes of institutionalized religious concepts. When applying
this definition to contemporary society, its utility becomes
at once evident. Religious institutions and ideas must cope
with a massive secularisation in society in that institu-
tionalized religious structures and churches become increas-
ingly marginal; parallel to the devaluation of religious
institutions, the privatisation of religious feeling increa-
ses. In consequence, there is not less religion in contempo-
rary society, but it can no longer exclusively be found in
institutions. This does not mean that religion forfeits its
societal importance. However, contemporary society has to
offer more than one theological construct and more than one
mental operation which is seen as religious. Such a defini-
tion therefore attempts to account for what has been label-
led a new contemporary polytheism in the wake of ever in-
creasing cultural complexity towards the end of the twen-

tieth century.®® However, its value for describing the poly-

65 (Cf. SEIWERT 1981, 71-9.
66 LEMERT 1974.
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theistic nature of Graeco-Roman religion will also become
apparent. For taking contemporary religious complexity as an
analogous case, I shall argue that the modern emphasis on
Republican Roman religion as an institutionalized system, in
the form of either Georg Wissowa's »>Staatskultus< or of the
new paradigm of >civic religion¢< embedded in the socio-po-
litical structure, is a modern misrepresentation. On the
contrary, we are dealing with what was essentially a dere-
gulated system of religious behaviour. Religion's societal
importance lay in the fact that it penetrated both public
and private areas in a way which these models cannot por-
tray, since the evidence comprises many aspects which trans-
cend simplistic categorization. Moreover, I shall argue that
studies of Republican Roman religion need to revaluate reli-
gious complexity and the differentiation of religious
choices. Viewed along such lines, the wider dissipation of
religious meaning and the diffusion of religious authority
in a polytheistic context call into question the validity of
previous models and shed new light on religion's place in

Roman society.®7

1.6 Towards a comparative concept of religion

How does the potential of this definition materialize when
being applied to concrete historical religious systems? The
answer to this question entails a further ramification to my
argument. For the problem of how to provide one particular

definition of religion is unsolvable for yet another reason.

67 For further illustration, see below, 3.1 and 4.
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For 1if the axiom holds true that a social system is consti-
tuted through its normative sub-systems - sets of orienta-
tion, rules, and guidelines - and if it is further true that
religion is one of these normative sub-systems, then pro-
viding a definition becomes almost impossible. For as there
is a correspondence between religion and society, and as
society is continuously constituted and altered through re-
ligion and other normative elements alike, we should expect
religion itself to undergo dynamic changes in the course of
this process, adjusting itself to social realities and con-
stantly altering its referential frame.®8 Accordingly, we
should expect religion to have more than just one stable and
unshifting function in society. In constantly changing so-
cial systems, religion is always open to societal re-defini-
tion, both communally and, as emphasized above, individual-
ly. Accordingly, a few functionalist approaches have rightly
emphasized religion's multi-functionality and its adaptabil-
ity to changing social constellations at both the communal
and individual levels.®? That is the very reason why both
simplistic functional and substantive definitions of reli-
gion, with religion being directed at »ultimate realities«
or »superhuman beings«, are unsuccessful. Religion may in-
deed focus on subjectively perceived »superhuman beingsg;
yet, as religion 1is reconstructed and redefined within a
changing society, so is the referential frame for the per-
ception of those »superhuman beings« in society. The more

flexible category of »permanent and absolute authorities«

68 Cf. DOBERT 1973a, 75-82.
69 (Cf. LUHMANN 1977, 84; KAUFMANN 1989, 59-69.
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seems Dbetter suited to describing these entities at the me-

ta-level.

At the same time, religious studies must react against
still another trend: the disentanglement of »religion« as an
area of research and its repatriation into the realm of
»culture«, »society« or »state«. The formulation that a re-
ligious system is culturally distinct from other realms of
society, suggested above, because it is linked back to per-
manent and absolute authorities is an attempt to provide a

theoretical frame which could respond to that trend.

It is the function of religion »to provide types of be-
haviour that are communally performable and relevant to the
individual, types that are reconcilable with social reali-
ties and adjustable to individual circumstances, types that
are able to generate and communicate not only one integra-
tional set of orientation but also several other individual-
ly decomposable systems of meaning.« This functional defini-
tion of religion, paraphrasing Michael Welker,’? appears to
provide a comparative perspective for a post-Schleiermacher-
ian age. Indeed, once it is agreed that a religious system
comprises wuniversally shared norms and individual beliefs,
and that it interpenetrates both the social world and the
individual sphere, the traditional separation of »behaviour«
and »emotion« has disappeared. This comparative perspective

embodies two prominent features which ought not to be ignor-

70 WELKER 1992, 370: »universalisierbare und zugleich indi-
viduell performierbare Typiken bereitzustellen [und
diese] Typiken, die hochintegrative Orientierungsansprii-
che und 2zugleich individuell dekomponierbare, multiple
Ordnungen generieren, zu erkennen und zu kommunizieren.«
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ed by the student of religion: firstly, it no longer dicho-
tomizes the categories of »external« and »internal« motiva-
tional religious behaviour, but enables us to understand
them as complementary elements of one and the same process.
Secondly, it implies the notion of religion as a separate
and individualized cultural entity that ought to be perceiv-
ed as interrelated with, though at the same time differen-

tiated from, society as a whole.

Finally returning to the Graeco-Roman city-states, the
way religion's role in society is described by Bremmer or
Beard is fundamentally incompatible with the model which I
have proposed 1in the foregoing discussion. The distinction
between »external« and »internal«, or the dichotomy of »pub-
lic« and »private«, as well as the issue of religious dif-
ferentiation in society lie at the heart of the debate about
the wunity and subsequent dissolution of civic religion in
the Graeco-Roman city-state. It might at first appear futile
to apply the foregoing considerations to these issues; vyet,
as will Dbecome <clear, their revaluation in the light of a
comparative perspective seriously challenges the very model
of civic religion itself and finally leads to a modified
understanding of religion in Graeco-Roman antiquity in gen-
eral and in Late Republican Rome in particular.’?! Whereas
many historians of Graeco-Roman religion still appear to
react against an obsolete Schleiermacherian notion of reli-
gion, my argument is that, with a view to religion in the

Late Roman Republic, the categories of »external« and »in-

71 I shall return to this discussion in more detail below,
chs 2 and 4.
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ternal«, or »public« and sprivate«, and the issue of dif-
ferentiation of the religious domain, along the lines of a
comparative model of religion, provide new insights into an
old discussion. With some justification, Roman religion may
be characterized by a »fundamental cultural alienness«, but
it exhibits, as I shall try to prove, some aspects which

might strike the beholder as not too unfamiliar.



2 CONCEPTUALIZING

ROMAN RELIGION

»It is the nature of models that they
are subject to constant adjustment, cor-
rection, modification or outright re-
placement ... The familiar fear of a
priorism is misplaced: any hypothesis
can be modified, adjusted or discarded
when necessary. Without one, however,
there can be no explanation; there can
be only reportage and crude taxonomy,
antiquarianism in its narrowest sense.«

Moses Finley, Ancient history. Evidence
and models (1985), 66

2.1 Roman religion — local religion?

One of the most promising changes which have occurred in the
study of Graeco-Roman religions in the last two decades re-
lates to the attention that is being paid to the »localiza-
tion« of religious structures and experiences. With particu-
lar reference to Greek religion, scholars have increasingly
observed 1its microstructure - its pantheons and cults as
well as myths at the level of the local religious system -
rather than paying excessive attention to its Panhellenic
macrostructure as communicated through the static pantheon
of the Homeric poems and the Hesiodic theological specula-
tions, or as reconstrued on the sole basis of the evidence
of one particular city-state. Instead, local histories of
religion focus on the peculiar composition of a pantheon and

the (un-)availability of cults and mythologies in a strictly
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local context. They thereby investigate the religious »in-
frastructure« which constrained concrete religious choices
and experiences in the different poleis throughout the Hel-

lenic world.

With regard to the religion of Rome, the applicability
of the notion of local religion is hardly controversial. For
the religious significance of the physical city for Late
Republican or Augustan audiences, witness Cicero's reaction
to Pompey's plans to abandon the city in 49:

snon est< inquit »>in parietibus res publica.< At in aris
et focis.

Livy, another Roman of non-Roman origin, would subsequently
exploit the theme of the physical city imbued with religious
tradition and inhabited by the gods in Camillus' speech
against abandoning Rome in favour of the site of Veii.? 1In-
deed, the topography of Rome could be conceived of as a sa-
cred landscape: it was inscribed in the religious calendar,
whose festivals, with rituals in temples or theatres and
processions throughout the city, were year after year embed-
ded in the urban space. Moreover, this sacred landscape was
permanently constituted by the positioning of its sanctua-
ries or the creation of visual 1links between its augural
templa.3 Through his antiquarian research into Rome's res
divinae (comprising the priesthoods, sacred places, the fes-

tive calendar, the rituals and divinities of the city),

1 E.g. HENRICHS 1987; MORA 1995; PARKER 1996.

2 Cic. Att. 7,11,3; Livy 5,51-5. Cf. AMPOLO 1991, 117;
NORTH 1995, 145 & 150%4°. See below, 3.1.2.

3 CANCIK 1985-86.
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Varro intended to revaluate the meaning of Roman religion

for his fellow-citizens within this topographical context.?

On the other hand, in the period under consideration,
the second and first centuries BCE, Rome had long outgrown
the confines of a nuclear city-state. By way of illustra-
tion, the reported census-figures of 70/69 amount to nearly
1,000,000 Roman citizens who got registered. In all 1likeli-
hood, those figures do not represent the full number of Ro-
man citizens of that time. Even so, they exceed the 320,000
corn-recipients in the city of Rome that are reported as a
result of the Lex Clodia of 58, in the course of which free
corn was distributed not only to the free-born and to freed-
men but also to a large number of newly manumitted slaves,
and possibly to migrants as well. Caesar in 46 reduced that
number to 150,000, while 200,000 recipients are recorded
under Augustus. This reduction was achieved possibly by re-
stricting admission to the plebs frumentaria to the free-
born only.® These figures strongly suggest that an excep-
tionally 1large number of Roman citizens lived too far away
from Rome to profit from the corn dole. In the ever expan-
ding Roman Empire, the idea that the city of Rome could pro-

vide a physical focus of identity would become increasingly

4 vVarro RD I frgs 2a and 3 Cardauns. For Varro's critical
intention, see below, 2.4.1.

5 Census of 70/69: BRUNT 1987, 91-9, 376-84. Corn dole
under the Lex Clodia: MRR 2,196. Abuse in the 50s: Cic.
Dom. 25; Cass. Dio 39,24; cf. Dion. Hal. Ant. Rom.
4,24,5. Reduction under Caesar: Suet. Iul. 41,3; Cass.
Dio 43,21,4. Cf. VIRLOUVET 1991, esp. 48-55; MORLEY
1996, 35-7. On grain supply and consumption in the city
of Rome during the final two centuries of the Republic,
see GARNSEY 1988, 191-217; Id. 1998, 226-52 on malnutri-
tion.
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unreal.® As a corollary, the idea that the history of Roman
religion, when defined as the religion of Roman citizens,
could be written solely in terms of one particular local

religious system seems most problematic.

Consider, for instance, the Tullii Cicerones from the
town of Arpinum which had gained full Roman citizenship in
188, eighty-two years before the birth of the orator M. Tul-
lius Cicero. Although the family had moved to Rome 1in the
mid-Nineties, Cicero continued to assert his relation to
Arpinum as his germana patria as late as the late fifties.”
Cicero was aware of the problem that a municipalis had two
patriae, one by nature or origin (naturae, ortu, loci), the
other, Rome, by citizenship and law (civitatis, iuris). In
his conception of the ideal state, expressed in De legibus,
the municipium, while representing a realm of life in its
own right, was subordinate to the political domination of
Rome.® Yet, this concept of political philosophy appears not
to have seriously devalued the importance Cicero attached to
the sacra of his family at Arpinum. The actual differentia-
tion between the sacra familiae on the one hand and the sa-
cra publica of Rome or those of the res publica municipii of
Arpinum (Cic. Fam. 13,11) leaves one wondering whether reli-
gious practice was as easy to pigeonhole as the ideal of

political philosophy would demand. On the contrary, it is

6 (Cf. CORNELL 1991, on the Roman city-state as an anachro-
nism and an ideology.

7 Leg. 2,3: hinc enim orti stirpe antiquissima sumus, hic
sacra, hic genus, hic maiorum multa vestigia, set in
Cicero's villa in Arpinum. For the Tullii Cicerones and
Arpinum, see NICOLET 1967; DORRIE 1978b. Roman citizen-
ship in 188: Livy 38,36,7ff.

8 Leg. 2,5. Cf. Acad. Post. 9: the city of Rome as Cice-
ro's domus.
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the distinctiveness and social significance of one's own

sacra familiae which is emphasized in such a passage.?

A new man in the Roman political élite like Cicero might
be expected to minimize the differences between 1local cul-
tural tradition and a Roman political identity. Yet, the
political Romanisation of peninsular Italy and Transpadane
Gaul 1in the first century, achieved in the aftermath of the
respective enfranchisement of these regions, must not con-
ceal the continuing cultural diversity of Late Republican
Italy. In southern Italy as in Campania, local communities
no doubt adopted a Roman municipal constitution. But
Romanized administrative structures in these communities
coexisted with Greek magistracies, even if the latter may
have become purely honorific in function. The Romanization,
or indeed »>Italianization<, of these communities, partly
achieved by a mixed population of Greeks, 1Italians and
Romans, was counter-balanced by the continuing appeal of
Hellenism to increasingly fluid uppér—classes. If anything,
the Hellenization of local élite culture in Southern Italy
increased in the first century ce. Further to the north,
Samnite art and architecture also betrayed the direct impact

of Greek culture. Yet, whereas Samnium preserved its own

° Leg. 2,5 with SHERWIN-WHITE 1973, 159-73; NICOLET 1976,
57-68. In Fam. 13,11, written in 46, Cicero expresses
his particular interest in the financial and administra-
tive upkeeping of Arpinum's sacra ... et sarta tecta
aedium sacrarum Jlocorumque communium. The year's local
aediles responsible for that task were M. Caesius, M.
Tullius M. f. Cicero and Q. Tullius Q. f. Cicero, elec-
ted at Cicero's recommendation. RAWSON 1991, 450-1 links
the phrase constituendi municipi causa (ibid. 13,11,3)
to the reorganization of municipal government in Italy
under Caesarian legislation; on the latter, cf. SHERWIN-
WHITE 1973, 167-72.
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language and traditions well into the mid-first century BCE,
the Marsi, while insurgent in the Social War, endured the
immediate influence of Roman religious culture and used
Latin as early as the second century. By way of contrast,
long into the imperial period, the peoples of the Appenines
served as a stock-example of undiluted rusticity and Italian

traditionalism.10

The implications of such cultural diversity are illus-
trated by the Caecinae from Volaterrae. Their wealth derived
from remote rural estates, but the family, supported by the
Roman Servilii Isaurici, also had a domus in Rome. Cicero
defended the elder Caecina in 69. The younger Caecina became
a friend. Neither father nor son entered the Roman Senate,
though the latter's children held consulships wunder the
Principate.'? The younger Caecina pursued business in Asia
instead. At the same time, however, he was a famous expert
on the disciplina Etrusca - an expertise that, together with
an 1interest in Etruscan antiquities, he had inherited from
his father. It is noteworthy that he was not only an orator
of some renown but that his literary production and his cor-
respondence with Cicero were written in Latin - the very
language which he used for his great work on the disciplina
Etrusca.'?2 1In contrast, remote Volaterrae appears to have
been relatively unaffected by the contemporary economic and

agricultural changes in the Italian countryside. Field work

10 Central Italy: CRAWFORD 1981, 158 (Marsi); Id. 1996,
414-24. Southern 1Italy: LoMAs 1995. Italian élites as
mediators of Hellenistic culture: WISEMAN 1987, 297-305.

11 R. SYME, JRS 56 (1966), 58-9.

12 Cic. Fam. 6,6,3. Business interests: ibid. 6,6,2, 8,2.

For the correspondence, see Cic. Fam. 6,5-6,8 with HOHTI
1975.
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in the Volaterran territory, directed by N. Terrenato but as
yet unpublished, suggests that the area in question, unlike
neighbouring areas, was not significantly exposed to the
villa economy but retained a traditional pre-Romanized
structure. At any rate, Volaterran funerary urns and Etrus-
can inscriptions are still attested around the mid-first
century. At home, families like the Caecinae no doubt pre-
served their traditional funerary practices, religious and
cultural customs and the Etruscan language.'3 Their Volater-
ran environment was in striking contrast with their life in
the city of Rome. Furthermore, the younger Caecina 1led the
Etruscan opposition against Caesar in the Civil War, for
which he was subsequently exiled. With a view to a related
context, Catherine Edwards has remarked on the conflicts
which arose between different regions of Italy and Rome in
the course of the Civil Wars of the first century and stres-
sed 1Italian reservations which inform the works of a trium-
viral poet like Propertius from Umbria.’4 In these cases,
religious choices would have been even more differentiated,

and the attribution of a »Roman« religious identity, based

13 For the family tombs at Volaterra, see J. P. OLESON,
Latomus 33 (1974), 870-3. Cf. FRIER 1985, 4-20, esp.
18-20; RAWSON 1991, 289-323, esp. 296-9. CRAWFORD 1996,
424-30 gives a general account of the use of the Etrus-
can language and the preservation of Etruscan funerary
practices into the final years of the Late Republic. For
the abandonment of Italian local funerary practices by
élite families transferring to Rome in response to the
new political regime in the capital, starting in the
early Augustan period, he cites DEGRASSI 1962-67,
3,155-72 on the Salvii of Ferentis who abandoned their
family tomb and moved to Rome in 23 BCE.

14 EDWARDS 1996, 55-7.
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on parameters developed with a view to the local religious

system at Rome, even less appropriate.!3

These examples illustrate the precarious place of Late
Republican Italy in a history of Roman religion, which rou-
tinely and unwittingly focuses on the <capital. A similar
disproportionality between the history of Rome and that of
Italy has been addressed in relation to the way the polit-
ical history of the Late Republic has been written.'® How-
ever, how valid is a treatment of the religious history of
the Late Republic, that seeks to construe an analogy with
its political history? To what extent could the local reli-
gious system of the city of Rome become the universal reli-
gion of all Roman citizens? As will become evident below,
this 1is only one set of pressing questions; the category of
>Romén religion< defies a straightforward classification on
the basis of ethnic, political or geographical criteria.
>Roman religion< is a modern umbrella-term for a large num-
ber of cults, religions and belief systems, whose real value
seems to lie in its imprecision. Attempting to apprehend the
>identity<« of such a polytheistic system generates problems
of various kinds, rather than providing comprehensive ans-

wers. 17

15 For traces of local Italian religious customs under the
Empire, see Marcus Aurelius ap. Fronto 4,4 (66-7 Naber =
60 van den Hout), discoursing about the survival of lo-
cal religious tradition in the Hernican town of Anagnia
in Latium.

16  MILLAR 1995, 237-8.

17  For further discussion, see below, 3.1.1, 3.4 and 4.
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2.2 0ld paradigms

In past scholarship, the history of Roman religion has very
often been the history of one particular local religious
system, namely the city of Rome. Starting with J. A. Har-
tung's Die Religion der Rémer, published in 1836, the ques-
tion of how to describe the elements that constituted the
»Wesen«, »character« or »identity« of Rome's religion has
never ceased to attract scholarly interest. To Hartung as to
his immediate successors, this meant the reconstruction of
the authentic religious feelings of the archaic inhabitants
of the city of Rome. Rome's religion had in historic times
vanished beneath indigenous ritualistic formalism, deprived
of any cognitive significance and lacking any intellectual
elaboration in terms of mythology, and had subsequently been

diluted by the inflow of foreign deities and rites.18

Georg Wissowa accepted Hartung's premise that the »alt-
rémische«, 1i.e. the Romans' authentic, religion should be
recovered in the form in which it had existed prior to any
internal deterioration or falsification through outside in-
fluences.19® To Wissowa as to his contemporaries, Roman reli-
gion was closely bound up with the needs of Rome's archaic
community. It was an ethnic religion which would become
tainted by contact with beliefs that were irreconcilable
with the Romans' prosaic and legalistic character. This was

a peculiar local religion that would lose its communal reli-

18 p, ix: ses ist ein alter Tempel von einem Uberbaue ver-
hiillt worden, sodann sind beide eingestlirzt, und wir
haben nun die Trimmer des ersteren Gebdudes unter dem
Schutte des zweiten hervorzugraben.« Cf. SCHEID 1987,
304-7; RUPKE 1997, 4-7.

19 wWissowa 1912, 1-2.
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gious identity, once it became exposed to the outside world.
As such, it was unsuitable for an expanding city-state.?20
Wissowa owed this view to his teacher Mommsen, to whom Roman
religion was a national religion whose character, ethnic and
legalistic, reflected the legalistic foundations of the
Roman nation-state.??! The ultimate goal of Wissowa's re-
search was the reconstruction of the Roman »Volksreligion«.
In the introduction to his Religion und Kultus der RdOmer
(11901, 21912), however, Wissowa wrote about the difficulty
of recovering reliable information concerning the religion
of the People of Rome; what the evidence allowed him to do
was to present a fairly complete picture of Roman »Staats-
kultus«.22 The category of »Volk« and the idea that the re-
ligion of a people is an immediate expression of »Volks-
geist« goes back to categories first developed by Herder and
Hegel.é3 Yet, unlike Hegel, who described Roman religion as
utterly dreary (»geistlos«) and wutilitarian,?24 Wissowa's
idea of state religion is not entirely negative. Herder's
and Hegel's respective accounts of the national states of
the nineteenth century idealized the state as an organized
realization of the »Volksgeist« - a quality the Romans, ac-

cording to Hegel, totally lacked. To Wissowa, state religion

20 Ccf. RUPKE 1997, 8-10.

21 cf. MOMMSEN 1907, 390, for a summary: »Die Religion des
rémischen Gemeinwesens 1ist ... wesentlich national und
in der That nichts als die ideale Wiederspiegelung des
Volksgefiihls, die Religiositdt der in sacraler Form zu
Tage tretende Patriotismus.«

22 wrssowa 1912, 7-10, 15: »das letzte Ziel der Forschung,

von einer Betrachtung der rdmischen Staatsreligion
vorzudringen zur Erkenntnis der italischen Volksreli-
gion.«

23 MANUEL 1959, 291-304.

24 This view was adopted, among others, by Th. Mommsen. See
SCHEID 1987, 316-20.
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(»Staatskultus«) may not have provided the emotional ex-
perience and belief of a true, Schleiermacherian, »reli-
gion«. But 1in this respect it reflected Roman religious
feeling and behaviour. In a truly Hegelian sense, therefore,
»Staatskultus«, the religious manifestation of the Roman
idea of the state, was an institutionalization, or codified

abstraction, of the »Volksreligion«.?25

Wissowa accepted Theodor Mommsen's view of o0ld Roman
religion as an exterior and formalistic affair informed by a
native sober legalism rather than a spiritual dimension.?26
In doing so, however, he tried to rehabilitate Roman reli-
gious Dbehaviour as an expression of the »Volksgeist« whose
distinctly prosaic character previous generations, super-
imposing their cultural conceptions of »religion«, had sup-
posedly been unable to grasp.?7 While other scholars inves-
tigated perspectives which were different from Wissowa's,
they still followed, as we have seen, his suggestion that
different and mutually incompatible native conceptuali-
zations lie behind ancient and modern religion. Distinguish-

ing »religion« and »cult«, or »religion« and »magic«, and

25 Wissowa's ultimate goal of penetrating beyond this codi-
fied abstraction and searching for the religion of the
Roman »Volk« has invariably been accepted. Cf. e.qg.
LATTE 1960, 11-3; KOVES-ZULAUF 1978, 189.

26 Cf. ULF 1982, 145-63, on Mommsen's legalistic approach
as underlying Wissowa's conception of Roman religion.

27 WissowA 1912, viii: »Wenn man ... an meiner Darstellung
eine gewisse Verdusserlichung der religidsen Vorstellun-
gen und Formen aus dem Gesichtspunkte des ius pontificum
oder eine wenig Sinn fir Religiositat verratende einsei-
tig juristische Betrachtungsweise tadeln zu miissen mein-
te, so wird die Frage berechtigt sein, ob denn >Religio-
sitdt<« wirklich ein véllig feststehender und flir alle
Zeiten und Vo&lker konstanter Begriff ist, und ob nicht,
was man an dem Buche als Mangel rigte, vielmehr dem Ge-
genstande der Untersuchung zur Last fallt.
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defining »religion« in purely Schleiermacherian terms meant
that these scholars could now create supposedly suitable
categories for the religious phenomena they wished to de-
scribe with reference to Rome. At the same time, they would
disregard cognitive categories such as »belief« or »subjec-
tive feeling« with regard to Roman religion, since these
categories were regarded as belonging to the domain of reli-
giosity, and not to a system of ritual performance. Whatever
their perspectives on Roman religion, to Wissowa as to his
contemporaries, deeply influenced by a Schleiermacherian
concept of Christian religion which stressed individualiza-
tion, personal belief and redemption as the essentials of
religiosity, the fundamental cultural alienness of Roman
system of ritual performance and formalism was apparent.?28
From this perspective of Roman religion as a deficient stage
in the religious evolution, it was only a small step to Her-
mann Usener's explicit teleological praeparatio Christiana.
Starting from the common premises that religious perception
was a passage from the concrete-primitive to the abstract,
from animism or polytheism to monotheism, he regarded the
history of ancient polytheistic religions as a discipline
culminating in the study of the origins of Christian mono-
theism, the most complete, and (supposedly) truest, reli-
gious option available.?® Only a few dissenting voices, pre-

pared to be accused of applying misleading cultural precon-

28 For the cultural background which shaped the assumptions
of these scholars, see PRICE 1984, 11-16; PHILLIPS 1986,
2697-711. See above, 1.4, for a methodological critique
of the dualism of externalism and internalism.

29 (cf. SCHEID 1987, 310-1; SCHLESIER 1995, 334-6, for crit-
ical discussion. MANUEL 1959, passim provides numerous
illustrations of this view from the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries.
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ceptions, made themselves heard. Wilamowitz, in his Der
Glaube der Hellenen (1931-2), stubbornly insisted on the
applicability of an emphatically Romantic category of »be-
lief« to Greek religion.30 In his correspondence with Wisso-
wa, he defended his position with regard to Roman religion

as well. 31

Yet, the appreciation of Greek religion as a truer reli-
gion than the Roman embodiment of mere ritualism was common-
ly expressed in the nineteenth century. To Romantic philo-
sophers 1like Herder, who had in mind the recently rediscov-
ered Germanic mythology, myth was the quintessential expres-
sion of the character of a »Volk«; and ancient Greece, with
its mythology, could be thought of as the original creator
of such an idea. Rome suffered the fate of being denied such
myths. Wissowa's notorious dictum that Rome lacked a mytho-
logy merely radicalized the nineteenth century view of the

Roman People as being too prosaic to be capable of possess-

30 HENRICHS 1985, 290-305.

31 Wilamowitz to Wissowa, 11 March 1896 (ed. in BERTOLINI
1978, 191): »0b man mit dem, was mir in Religion die
Hauptsache ist, dem subjektiven Empfindungsleben, schon
viel machen kann, ahne ich nicht: dazu misste ich selbst
intimeren Verkehr mit den Italikern haben.« Id., 31 De-
cember 1901, on arrival of the first edition of Wisso-
wa's RuKdR (BERTOLINI 1978, 191-2): »Sie haben die reli-
gio der RO&mer behandelt, und die Religion, die subjekti-
ve Empfindung, bei Seite gelassen. Das ist durchaus be-
rechtigt, zumal in dieser Behandlung. Es soll auch nicht
gesagt werden, dass man davon wirklich etwas wlsste.
Aber der Neugierige fragt danach, zumal wenn er diese
Fragen aufzuwerfen pflegt - die die griechischen Mytho-
logen ja auch meist fortlassen.« Id., 11 May 1912, on
arrival of the second edition of RuKdR, (BERTOLINI 1978,
196) : »Wir dlirfen gar nicht immer bei den Festen auf die
GOtter den Hauptwert legen; ich betrachte die originalen
Gotter Uberhaupt lediglich als Exponenten eines Geftlhls,
das aus der Tiefe oder von aussen kommt ... Ich glaube,
auch bei den Italikern.«
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ing the mythological imagination of the Hellenes.32 Instead,
German philhellenism in the generation of Herder, Heyne, F.
A. Wolf and Winckelmann idolized the stereotype of the Hel-
lenic genius' originality, and their definitions of myth
were pointedly Hellenocentric. As a corollary, the persona-
lized conception of the divine, culminating in the figure of
Zeus, as expressed 1in Greek myths, represented to their
contemporaries an early stage in the passage to monotheism;
the Romans, lacking myths, lacked the very notion of a mono-
theistic principle.33 This disregard of all things Roman
furthermore had a markedly nationalistic ramification. For
nineteenth century scholars in France and Italy always fo-
stered a cultural identity which focused on Rome, but some-
how failed to produce studies on Roman religion that would
exert influence on an international level. By way of con-
trast, in Britain and Germany, the latter particularly after
Humboldt's educational reforms, the professionalization of
Classical Studies resulted in manuals which gave an influen-
tial though, due to the idolization of Greek culture, highly
negative assessment of Rome and its religion. The negative
view of Roman religion prevalent in nineteenth and twentieth
century scholarship must be seen as an indirect result of
the marked preference for Hellenic culture. Yet at the same
time, it reflected the disregard, motivated by nationalist
concerns, in which France and Italy were held by the acade-

mic circles in Britain and Germany.34

32 ywissowa 1912, 9. Cf. PHILLIPS 199l1a, 149; GRAF 1993a,
31-4.

33 ¢f. MANUEL 1959, 291-304, esp. 302-4. Hellenocentrism:
PHILLIPS 1991a, 143-8.

34 (Cf. CANFORA 1989.
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This implicit antagonism towards Roman culture may ex-
plain why it was in Britain and Germany in particular that
the theorems of nineteenth century anthropology were applied
to Roman religion. Scholars in these countries replaced Wis-
sowa's explanation for the lack of myth in Rome by a primi-
tivist view, namely that Roman society had been representa-
tive of a predeistic and animistic stage in religious evolu-
tion; the Romans, lacking the Greek mythological imagina-
tion, had not known an anthropomorphic conception of the
divine but worshipped impersonal spirits and numina, »Augen-
blicks- und Sondergdtter« or merely functional entities (L.
Deubner, H. Usener, K. Latte, W. Warde Fowler). At the same
time, while the Cambridge Ritualists developed a paradigm of
»ritual and myth« with reference to Greece, a related school
was not established in the field of Roman religion. The sup-
posed absence of a Roman mythology reduced the stage of re-
ligious evolution which was thought to be visible in Roman

religion to the status of an ethnologic »survivalx.

To be sure, an exclusively aniconic, and thus abstract,
early phase in Roman religion, spanning the first 170 years
from the foundation of the city, had already been postulated
by M. Terentius Varro. This first phase was devoid of any
anthropomorphic conception of deities and not in need of
complementary myths. Mythology was a later invention of the
poets. Over the following generations, there was a passage,
first, to simple temples without iconic presentations and,
later, to the monumentalization of sacred architecture and
the introduction of anthropomorphic images. This 1latter

phase was dated to the year 584/3, when Tarquinius Priscus
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invited the Etruscan artist Vulca to fabricate clay statues
of Iuppiter and Hercules.33 Given the fragmented nature of
the material record, this thesis is as difficult to prove as
it is to disprove. Material finds corroborate that the ter-
minus ante for the existence of anthropomorphic divine im-
ages in Rome, resembling the Hellenic pantheon, is the sixth
century. Yet, although the archaeological evidence prima
facie seems to support the Varronian chronology in this re-
spect, it does not a priori exclude the possiblity of an-
thropomorphic representations of divinities in Rome at an
earlier period, particularly since the material infiltration
of early Latium by Hellenic culture had started long before

the sixth century.

The underlying problem is that Varro as well as scholars
such as Wissowa or the primitivists, who followed the
Varronian interpretation in this respect, assumed that an
authentic and primitive Roman religious culture existed
prior to its contamination by external influences. Such na-
tivistic models always view the historical evidence as
representing a stage in the cultural evolution which is al-
ready in decline and focus on the tentative reconstruction
of a »closed system« 1in an idealized past that may never
have existed. The case is further complicated by the moral
agenda behind Varro's theory. His belief that there was a
period when an intimate worship of the divine in its ab-
stract form was not yet in need of, and thus not yet tainted

by, the wvisual impact of cult statues relied on Hellenistic

35 vVarro RD frgs 18, 38, 235 Cardauns; Plut. Num. 8,14;
Pliny NH 35,155-7, the latter presumably depending on
Varronian material. Myths: Varro RD frg. 19 Cardauns.
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moral philosophy. As we shall see later, Varro adhered to
the Stoic theology that the gods existed in immaterial form
only. As a consequence, he criticized any representation of
the divine in material or mythological form as deviation
from true religion, unworthy of the gods' real nature. Tak-
ing this bias into account, it may be safer to admit that
Varro's material evidence need not have been more complete
than ours. On the contrary, the coexistence of iconic and
aniconic worship at Rome in historical times, the latter
being understood as a survival by Varro and his modern suc-
cessors, rather shows that any evolutionary conception of
the primacy of aniconic over anthropomorphic worship is
problematic on methodological grounds.36 1In reaction to
these primitivist tendencies in scholarship, Franz Altheim,
in his Griechische Gétter im alten Rom, pointed out as early
as 1930 that the existence of Hellenic deities and religious
ideas at Rome in the archaic and early Republican periods
presupposes the prior conceptualisation of the divine in
terms of anthropomorphism, thus making any primitivist as-
sumptions untenable. Later generations, supplying additional
material evidence for the »Hellenization« of early Latium
that can be traced back into the eighth century, have fur-
ther corroborated Altheim's criticism, and illustrated how
the rise of the Roman city-state was intertwined with the
socio-political, cultural as well as religious evolution in

the Mediterranean world as a whole from the eighth century

36 gee below, 2.4.1. TAYLOR 1931, accepting Varro's thesis,
interprets aniconic representations in Late Republican
Rome as survivals of an early aniconic phase. Contra ULF
1982, 158-9; METZLER 1985-86, providing comparative ma-
terial on the simultaneousness of iconic and aniconic
representations.
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onwards. As a result, the notion of Roman primitivism has
rightly been replaced with a model which perceives of reli-
gious evolution in Roman religion from the seventh century
onwards in terms that are strikingly similar to those in the

rest of the Mediterranean.37

However, the rejection of the primitivist view of the
Roman gods as impersonal entities has further momentous im-
plications. For this rejection must be complemented by an
insight into the conception of these anthropomorphic divini-
ties as personalized entities. I shall argue below that,
once we accept the implications of the concept of »>persona-
lization<, this has repercussions for our understanding of
the way in which worshippers made sense, communally as well
as individually, of their pantheon.38 The current discussion
about: Roman mythology is illustrative in this respect. The
modern rediscovery of Roman myths started a long time ago.
In opposition to Wissowa and the primitivists, Carl Koch, in
Der roémische Iuppiter (1937), accepted the existence of
myths and aitia in early Rome as an expression of a deeply
rooted anthropomorphic concept of the divine. Yet, Koch
construed a crude antithesis of »myth« and »history« and
postulated the deliberate s»demythicization« of Roman reli-

gion in historical times by its anti-mythical state cult.

37 Cf. conveniently CANCIK 1994, 363-70; WISEMAN 1994,
23-36, 124-127; CORNELL 1995, 81-150, 162. For a cri-
tique of the primitivist position, and for the primacy
of an anthropomorphic conception of the divine, see KocH
1937, 9-32; RADKE 1965, 10-38; DuMEZIL 1970, 18-31;
NORTH 1989; BOMER 1990; CORNELL 1995, 159-63. For a cri-
tique of Usener's idea of »Augenblicks- und Sondergdt-
ter«, see GLADIGOW 1981, 1208-10, 1213-4; ULF 1982,
156-7. But the primitivist view of Roman religion is

still alive in many quarters; see only LIND 1992, 5-15.
38 gee below, 4.2.5 and 4.3.2.
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The state's suppression of existing mythological alterna-
tives would on such a view be a result of the orchestration
of human relationships with the gods under the city-state in
general; its aim the state control over religious beliefs
which would otherwise become apparent in deviant myth-mak-
ing; its manifestation the authoritarian cult theology of
Iuppiter optimus maximus.3? Only a few vyears earlier, and
unacknowledged by Koch, Lily Ross Taylor suggested a link
between the public extinction of myths at Rome at an early

stage and a complementary aniconic phase in Roman reli-

gion. 40

Each of these two scholars implicitly drew on Dionysius'
testimony that Roman religion lacked myths because the first
legislators had banned mythology as being distortive of a
true perception of divinity. It is clear from Dionysius'
argument that posterior suppression presupposes prior exist-
ence of a mythology at Rome; and Taylor's attempt to combine
this argument with Varro's construction of a passage from
aniconism to anthropomorphism, and from the absence of myths
to their existence in the theologia fabularis, is unsuccess-
ful on methodological grounds. Dionysius' theory itself is
of course not without problems. As Emilio Gabba has pointed
out, Dionysius' overall vision of Roman religion entailed
that it was reflective of Hellenic religious traditions
which had declined in the Greek méAeiLc. This view ran into

difficulties once Dionysius realized that, unlike Greece

39 KocH 1937, esp. 121-34. The school of Angelo Brelich
further developed the idea of »demitizzazione«; cf. GRAF
1993a, 35-8. It has also met with approval in post-war
Germany, e.g. from GLADIGoOw 1981, 1213-4.

40  TaAvLOR 1931.
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with its Hellenic myths, Rome lacked a distinctly Roman
mythology. Dionysius' answer to this gap was that civic sup-
pression of an element which was regarded as detrimental to
proper religious behaviour must be held responsible for this

phenomenon. 41

Dionysius' assertion that Roman religion lacked a mytho-
logy resulted from his distinctly Panhellenic perspective.
Current approaches distance themselves from such an ap-
proach. Instead, they suggest that our concept of »mytholo-
gy«, developed with the Hellenocentric perspective of the
nineteenth century in mind, is not capable of explaining the
lack of independent Roman cosmologies and theogonies on the
one hand or the relatively recent date of most, if not all,
of Rome's aitiologies (which presumably originated in a cli-
mate of expansion and self-definition from the early third
century onwards) on the other. In order to overcome a Hel-
lenocentric perspective, scholars therefore construe Roman
mythology as a domain distinct from the Hellenic mythologi-
cal experience.4? By investigating a mythological narrati-
ve's function in Roman society rather than its origin, they
tend to concentrate on the relevance of aitiological
stories, as »traditional tales«, for the evaluation of the
meaning of ritual behaviour in society. This new symbolist
emphasis on the (o0ld) paradigm of »ritual and myth« views

ritual and myth as »parallel symbolic processes«. Myth is

41 Dion. Hal. Ant. Rom. 2,18-20; Euseb. Praep. Evang. 2,8;
GABBA 1991, 18-38.

42 E.g. GRAF 1993, esp. 5: »um weiterzukommen, muf der r&-
mische Mythos von griechischen Modellen getrennt wer-
den«; FEENEY 1998, 47-75, esp. 74-5. Cf. BREMMER 1993,
esp. 173-4 on the relatively late date of most Roman
aitiologies.
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seen as an exegesis of ritual in a particular historical
situation so that both components complement one another in
supplying differentiated yet intertwined cognitive systems
for the explanation of behaviour. This approach has undoubt-
edly produced stimulating results, not least for the fact
that the question of a myth's origin or age can be exposed
as an unsuitable category: as soon as both ancient Greek
cosmological myths and comparatively recent Roman aitiolo-
gies can have a similar cognitive value in society, the en-
tire discussion about Roman mythology must be seen in a dif-

ferent light.43

Incidentally, this insight implicitly deconstrues its
own assumption about the supposed difference between the
respective use made of mythologies in Roman and Greek socie-
ties. For it is unclear whether a Hellenocentric concept of
mythology could with any Jjustification be applied to the
Hellenic world either. Rather, a Panhellenic perspective
diverts our attention from the fact that Greek mythologi-
zing, like myth-making in Rome, was characterized by the
adaptation of a flexible mythical canon to different local
contexts, and that the creation of individual foundation
stories and aitiologies which accompanied ritual activity
was the norm rather than an exception.44 Yet, there is still

another problem with this new functionalist perspective. By

43 Ccf. GRAF 1993a, 25-31, 38-43; VERSNEL 1993, passim, for
the »ritual and myth« paradigm. Parallel processes:
BEARD 1987, 2-3; SCHEID 1993a, 126-7, at 127: »deux pra-
tiques paralléles, traitant toutes deux & leur maniére
des problémes fondamentaux qui préoccupaient les Ro-
mains«. C. R. PHILLIPS, CP 90 (1996), 283-6 conveniently
outlines the further potential of this approach.

44 BENDLIN 1995, 266.
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turning mythology into a merely cognitive exercise of making
collective sense of ritual behaviour, scholars domesticize
the motivational world of myth-making into a rationalizing
endeavour constrained by local religious knowledge and ex-
pectation. This must no doubt be the reason why these stu-
dies emphasize the communal relevance of ritual and myth and
the »Romanness« which these two domains are said to have
defined in the mémoire collective of a changing Roman socie-
ty, rather than investigating any (potentially deviant) in-
dividual responses.?4® Yet, there is a difference between the
restricted communicative code of ritual and the often specu-
lative communication through mythological narratives. This
means that ritual and myth are not simply »parallel proc-
esses«. On the contrary, myth-making exploits the restric-
tions of ritual communication by providing explanations and
exploring possible tensions at a level where cognition is no
longer directly related to ritual behaviour. Therefore, the
socialization of religion through mythologies does not mere-
ly mirror the religious knowledge of society at large, but
complements this with the internal world of one's own perso-
nal myth-making, however constrained by societal expecta-
tions it may be.4® Romans would encounter personalized gods
through material representations, statues, paintings, coins,
at various ritual events, through drama, literature or tra-
ditional tales. It may be impossible to know for certain how

these different genres shaped, cross-influenced or contra-

45 E.g. BEARD 1987, 9-10; Ead. 1993. For documentation and
critique, see below, 2.7.3.

46 gee BLOCH 1992, esp. 99-100, for the theoretical frame-
work.
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dicted individual perceptions of the divine, but the ques-

tion is nevertheless worth investigating.4?

2.3 New paradigms

So far, the discussion of key concepts of Roman religion in
nineteenth and early twentieth century scholarship may give
the impression of an utterly fragmented discipline. Hartung
tried to unearth the religion of Rome's first native in-
habitants; Wissowa attempted the reconstruction of authentic
Roman »Volksreligion« in its institutionalized realization
of state cult; and the primitivists thought they had isola-
ted the survival of a primitive predeistic period in reli-
gious evolution. Yet, these obvious differences must not
veil one fundamental concurrence in approach, namely the
focus on the reconstruction of the origins of Roman reli-
gion. The paradigm was the religion of an idealized stage in
Roman history when an >authentically Roman religion<, defi-
ned 1in nineteenth century terms of ethnic purity, had not
yet been superseded by mere cultic formalism and the corrup-
tion of religious structures.48 By the second century BCE,
this religion would have degenerated into a lifeless rit-
ualistic construct, an imposture used by the élite as a con-
venient instrument in political conflicts, as the manipula-
tion of omina in the political assemblies proved. Widespread
scepticism among the aristocracy as a result of the recep-

tion of Greek philosophy and the impact of new cults from

47 gee further below, 4.2.5 and 4.3.
48 gee below, 3.1.1, for a critique of the stereotype of
ethnicity.
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the East on the populace, the collapse of temples and the
neglect of indigenous rites, and, above all, the formalistic
nature of traditional religious practices that were unsuited
for providing an emotional experience which met new individ-
ual needs - all this was seen as clear indication of the
decline of Republican Roman religion. As a corollary, these
scholars, while appreciating Augustus' alleged attempt at
restoring traditional Roman religious cults and institu-
tions, perceived of the religious developments of the Impe-
rial period as a continuation of the Republican crisis to

which Christianity would provide the ultimate answer.49

As we have seen above, this picture has come under at-
tack more recently. The impression of formalism and a lack
of vitality in Roman religion is, it has been argued, due to
the application of modern notions about »religion« to the
place of, ritual in ancient societies. These traditional no-
tions are often described as »Christianizing assumptions« by
their critics.®% »A Schleiermacherian tradition of defining
>religion<« 1is, as I have outlined above, perhaps a more
precise, since less under-determined, description of this
phenomenon.®! As many of these critics have pointed out, a

certain punctiliousness over ritual detail does not, as the

49 The line of argument is familiar enough from innumerable
portrayals of Late Republican and Imperial history. Ac-
counts 1include WARDE FOWLER 1911; WISSOWA 1912, 60-72;
TAYLOR 1949, 76-97; LATTE 1960, 264-93; DORRIE 1978a,
247-8; LIND 1992, 10-5. MANUEL 1959, passim, gives an
illuminating account of how the idea of neglect and for-
malism in pagan religions re-emerged with the critique
of religion in the age of the enlightenment, subsequent-
ly biasing modern perceptions of Roman religion.

50 NorTH 1976, 9-11 and PRICE 1984, 7-19, for the coinage
of this particular term.

51 gee above, 1.2 and 1.3.
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Schleiermacherian dichotomy between dreary ritual and proper
religion might imply, preclude a cognitive comprehension of
ritual. As it is capable of conceptualizing one's position
in the social world, »ritual« should, the argument convinc-
ingly runs, be revalued in terms of its function in society
rather than with reference to its origin or an alleged un-

changeable meaning.52

The élite's religious behaviour has also attracted
considerable scholarly interest. To earlier generations, the
interpenetration of religion and politics appeared to prove
the former's abuse by manipulative politicians. Religious
institutions in the city-state were regarded as an imposture
of detached intellectuals. On the new consensus, the inter-
relation of religious and politicial spheres ought not to be
explained using modern conceptions about the separation of
both domains. Rather, these were inextricably linked reali-
zations of one and the same cultural phenomenon. Since they
were both magistrates and priests, members of the Roman
élite would feel that their religion was an integral element
in the definition of their position in society; and we would
underestimate the importance these people attached to their
religious roles, if we understood their behaviour and think-
ing solely in terms of intellectual detachment. On the con-

trary, the active, and sometimes aggressive, appropriation

52 For powerful critique of the view that Roman religion
was formalistic and unimaginative, see DUMEZIL 1970,
102-12; NORTH 1976; Id. 1986, 251-3; ULF 1982, 145-63;
PHILLIPS 1986, 2697-711; Id. 1997. For the revaluation
of ritual, see PRICE 1984, 7-11, drawing on studies by
the anthropologists C. Geertz and D. Sperber. Cf. BEARD
1987, 1-3; VERSNEL 1993, passim; FEENEY 1998, 115-36,
among many others.
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of religious rituals and ideas in the political arena only
proves that religion was an accepted part of the élite's
habitus, to use a terminology coined by Pierre Bourdieu.
Their behaviour attests to their agreement on the centrality
of religion in public life. In this respect, they were not

different from the rest of the population at Rome.33

Could this revaluation of Late Republican religion
represent a paradigm shift as defined by Thomas Kuhn? Unfor-
tunately not. For current research, while no doubt avoiding
many of the shortcomings of earlier scholarship, £fails to
fully disentangle itself from past traditions. For instance,
in an attempt to escape the misleading dualism between a
Schleiermacherian notion of »religion« and meaningless for-
malism 1in ritual, the significance of categories such as
sbelief« or »disbelief« themselves have been challenged. The
argument that Roman religion did not meet the needs of indi-
vidual religiosity is contested on a priori grounds with the
argument that heuristic categories such as personal commit-
ment or individualized religious feeling should no longer be
applied to Roman religion. The notion of individual belief
is now only permissible as long as it refers to the individ-
ual's commitment to, and his participation in, a collective
religious belief system which becomes homologous with civic
religion in the city-state. In other words, individual reli-
gious cognition and behaviour were warranted only when they

were related to the welfare of the community which guaran-

53 For the élite's interest in religion, see JOCELYN 1966;
Id. 1982, 159-61; LIEBESCHUETZ 1979, 1-54, esp. 15-20;
BEARD 1994a, 739-42.
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teed individual security.34 However, I have tried to de-
monstrate above with a view to the respective positions of
Sabbatucci, Bremmer and Beard in what sense such a reduc-
tionist view of »religion«, almost exclusively attacking a
Schleiermacherian, and thus a priori 1limited, tradition,
does not live up to its own methodological premises.35 Jerzy
Linderski's overtly functional description of religion's
role at Rome is representative of this new paradigm:
»Roman state religion was not interested in individual
salvation; its only concern was salus publica, the secu-
rity of the Roman state, or, in Roman terms, the preser-
vation of pax deorum, the peace between the gods and the
state. The goal of the cult was to keep the gods pleased
and well disposed toward Rome.«36
The underlying notion will by now be familiar to the reader.
For few scholars would disagree with Linderski when he dis-
regards any internalized motivational processes and defines
Roman religion as an external contract between the gods and
men based on purely rationalist terms.37 It is therefore not
surprising that those areas which earlier scholars had de-
picted as alternative realms where true religious experience
could be found in separation from the religion of the state
- namely private worship, family rites, the cults performed
by vici, pagi or collegia, or the agrarian rituals described

by Cato - that those areas on the new paradigm mirror public

religious patterns. Whereas a few scholars would maintain

54 E.g. NORTH 1976, 1; PRICE 1984, 7-15; BEARD & CRAWFORD
1985, 26-31; BEARD 1986, 34; SCHEID 1985, 12-5; NORTH
1989; LINDER & SCHEID 1993; BEARD 1994a, 729-34; DURAND
& SCHEID 1994. For similar views relating to the Classi-
cal Greek city-state, see above, 1.3.

55 gee above, 1.3-1.6.

56 LINDERSKI 1995, 610-1.

57 (¢cf. LINDERSKI 1995, 6217: »... once we accept the prem-
ises of Roman state religion, it appears as a rationa-
list system, as a scientia (as e.g. the augurs used to
describe their discipline) «.
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that individual morality was an element in the religious
life of the Romans,®® the majority view is that Republican
Roman religion did not provide distinct religious biogra-
phies, individual moral value systems or spirituality in a
modern sense. Instead, it is held that in a system of public
religious symbolisation of civic identity, religion mani-
fested itself in performance of cult, whereas belief was
only recognisable, and did only matter, on the level of pro-

per, i.e. public, religious behaviour.5?®

The particular function of preserving the status quo
assigned to religion by such a view proves disconcerting.
For as I argued above, on purely methodological grounds
this, 1like any functionalist, definition would at best out-
line an unintended consequence of religion's existence in
society.®60 As it happens, most current scholars of Roman
religion are less willing - or more cautious as to their
methodological statements - than Linderski to divulge their
opinion about the supposed psychological conditioning of a
people which meets the «criteria of this new paradigm. In
this respect, Henk Versnel's aside about s»the practical and
juridical nature of Roman religion« is revealing; and Denis
Feeney's view of »[t]hese eminently practical and busy peo-
ple ...« may be more than an unintentional slip of the

tongue.®' Yet, even though the proponents of this new para-

58 E.g. LIEBESCHUETZ 1979, 39-54; WISEMAN 1994, 49-53.

59 To the references given above, add BEARD & CRAWFORD
1985, 30-6; ScCHEID 1985, 12-15; NORTH 1989, 598-9,
604-7; PORTE 1989, 8-16; RIVES 1995, 4-13.

60 Ccf. above, 1.5.

61 H. S. VERSNEL, OCD3 (1996), 1613; FEENEY 1998, 4. Cf.
RAWSON 1985, 321, contributing to what she herself calls
»this over-familiar generalization«: »But on the whole



71

digm sidestep that issue, the conclusion which must impli-
citly be drawn seems inevitable: a religious system whose
parameters are organized with a view to ritual performance
rather than to individualized internal motivations, with the
result that individual religion is homologous with the reli-
gion of the city-state, such a religious system entails with
regard to its agents the complementary view that they are as
practical, juridical, functionalist and formalistically min-
ded as their religion. Mommsen, Wissowa, Warde Fowler, Deub-
ner or Latte, not to mention their innumerable successors

past and present, would emphatically nod in agreement.62

This amount of unexpected contacts between old and new
paradigms has gone largely unnoticed. The discussion about
the place of belief in Roman religion, whose alleged 1lack
earlier generations had bemoaned, has been solved by ques-
tioning the validity of the very category of »belief«; and
the supposed absence of primarily individualized personal
commitment in religion has been turned into a virtue. The
notion of >formalism<, which on the old paradigm had entail-
ed negative connotations, 1is now, under the disguise of a
>rationalist system<, again a central category of Roman re-
ligion. The mercantilist language which these scholars use
in describing scontracts« between gods and men through vota

or the contractual principle of »do ut des« once more expose

no doubt the Romans were practical enough in their
ends. «

62 yLF 1982, 145-63 gives a critical survey of the stereo-
typical characteristics traditionally applied to Roman
religion. Most of them could also be used within the
framework of the new paradigm. Cf. WEILER 1974 and BARG-
HOP 1994, 41-52 for a discussion of the stereotypes com-
monly used by historians when talking about supposed
character differences in the ancient world.
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legalistic formalism as the raison d'étre of Roman reli-
gion.63 Yet, it is difficult to maintain that the idea of
reciprocity in the relationship of gods and man, although no
doubt imitating cultural stereotypes of social reciprocity,
can be reduced to a pseudo-mercantilist rationality. For the
contract, if that is how one should call it, never bound the
deity the way an economic or legal contract would have bound
humans. The stock characters of Plautine comedy, after pro-
fuse sacrifice, or Cicero when in exile, realized to their
profound disappointment that the gods did not always respond

as the worshipper had anticipated.®4

The new emphasis on the close interpenetration of reli-
gious and socio-political realms in the Roman Republic
echoes, as I have shown above, a general tendency in the
study of Graeco-Roman religions to de-differentiate religion
and culture.®® The thesis that religion almost exclusively
focused on the political and military activities of the
Roman city-state, that it was more or less »>undifferentia-

ted< from the political sphere, amounts to its >embedded-

63 »Do ut des« and 1its corollary, votum, seem accepted
principles of Roman religious rationality: WissowA 1912,
381-5; LATTE 1960, 46; W. EISENHUT, RE Suppl. 14 (1974),
964-73; NORTH 1989, 593; PORTE 1989, 14; H. S. VERSNEL,
ocp3 (1996), 1613.

64 E.g. Plaut. Poen. 449ff.; cf. Rud. 22ff.; Stich. 393ff.;
Cic. Fam. 14,4,1: neque di quos tu castissime coluisti
neque homines quibus ego semper servivi nobis gratiam
rettulerunt; GWYN MORGAN 1990, 30-1. Reciprocity was
anticipated rather than firmly expected: Cato Agr.
141,4; Cic. ND 1,116; CANCIK 1994, 393 with n. 61. Re-
ciprocity in religious communication is not character-
istic only of Roman religion: ULF 1982, 155-7; K. HOHEI-
SEL, HrwG 2 (1990), 228-30. The phrase do ut des itself
is not attested but rather seems to be a modern coinage
by analogy with phrases like Livy 10,19,17: si duis, ego

voveo.

65 gee above, 1.3.
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ness< in the socio-political administration of the city.66
To Wissowa, state cult had been the institutionalized
reflection of Roman »>Volksreligion<. On the new paradigm,
civic religion is the religion of Rome. Local religion has
thus become homologous with civic religion. As these exam-
ples elucidate, at stake is not the existence of a public
system of organized and administered religion in the city of
Rome, but the normativity attached to the modern model of
civic religion. Yet, before asking for ancient authorization
of such a model, let me quote from John North's account of
civic religion in Mid-Republican Rome (a passage of exempla-
ry caution) :

»To put the point in its most extreme form, what we have

might be an artificial historiographic construction,

expressing a kind of official religion which never actu-

ally represented the religious life of the Roman Peo-
ple.«%7

66 The concepts of >interconnectedness<, s>undifferentiated-
ness< and >embeddednessc< are also applied to Greek reli-
gion in the Classical period: e.g. OUDEMANS & LARDINOIS
1987 (»interconnected<); SOURVINOU-INWOOD 1990, 322
(>undifferentiated<): »... in the Classical period polis
religion encompassed, symbolically legitimated, and re-
gulated all religious activity within the polis«; BREM-
MER 1994, 2-4 (>embeddedness<, cited above, 1.3). For
this concept of »>polis religion< or >civic religionc< in
the Classial Greek city-states, see e.g. SOURVINOU-IN-
wooD 1988; Ead. 1990; BURKERT 1995. S. G. COLE 1995 is
more cautious.

67 NoRrRTH 1989, 582.
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2.4 A Roman model of »civic religion«?

Citing the authority of ancient writers such as Polybius,
Cicero, Varro or Livy, the modern advocates of the model of
»civic religion« can claim to represent a Roman viewpoint
concerning the role of religion in Late Republican society.
Taken at face value, these indigenous interpretations seem
to prove the concept's validity beyond doubt. However, many
students of Roman religion share the fallacious view that it
is legitimate to attribute superior veracity to these exege-
ses as regards the »real meaning« of Roman religion. Un-
fortunately, as I shall argue, these portraits of Roman re-
ligion are just as subjective and as biased by conscious or

unconscious motives as any other interpretations.

2.4.1 varro and civic religion

Consider Varro's famous tripartite conception of theology
which prefaced his account of the origins of Rome's res di-
vinae, a selective account of Roman priesthoods, the city's
sacred locations, its festivals, rituals and deities in
three books each. In his preface, Varro divided theologia
into three aspects: a genus mythicon portrays the religious
discourse of poetic fiction and drama; a genus physicon
deals with religious issues in terms of physics and philo-
sophy; the genus civile addresses the religious practice
quod in urbibus cives, maxime sacerdotes, nosse atque admi-
nistrare debent. This entails a local religious knowledge as
regards the deities that ought to be worshipped and rituals

and sacrifices which must be performed by anyone in a civic
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context. The first theologia has to be rejected on the
ground that it misrepresents the character of the gods; the
second contains discussions of the divine which, while re-
vealing its true nature, ought not to be conducted in pub-
lic; only the theologia civilis should be disclosed as use-

ful to the civic domain.68

Varro, via Augustine, attributed this tripartite per-
spective to the pontifex Mucius Scaevola (cos 95). Unfortu-
nately, Scaevola's actual contribution to the theologia tri-
pertita is, due to a lack of reliable source material, ob-
scure. It has therefore been suggested that Varro devised
Scaevola as a persona in the dialogue Logistoricus Curio de
cultu deorum to express his own views. On that hypothesis,
Scaevola became the exponent of the genus physicon 1in a
philosophical attack on traditional religious practices; and
such a position would more easily befit a dialogue like the
Logistoricus Curio than the RD in which Varro set out to
revalue traditional Roman religious practices.®® Yet, while
Augustine appears to have known not only the RD but also the
Logistoricus Curio, on purely philological grounds the at-
tribution of the passage in question to the latter has met
with criticism.’0 Furthermore, it is clear that throughout
the first book of the RD Varro discussed the immaterial na-
ture of the gods along the lines of Stoic philosophy, there-
by implicitly compromising traditional religious practices

and beliefs. Varro may still have considered it appropriate

68 varro RD I frgs 6-12 Cardauns.

69 gcaevola ap. Varro RD I frgs 7 and 9 Agahd = Varro Log.
Curio frg. V Cardauns with CARDAUNS 1960, 34-40, passim.

70 Cf. esp. HAGENDAHL 1967, 619-20.
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to use the persona of Scaevola in order to appeal for sup-
port to the maiores as well as to pontifical authority (in
ND III, Cicero pursued a similar strategy), but even this
assumption (which in itself is unprovable) does not point to
his dialogue Logistoricus Curio as the only possible place
where this could have happened. In fact, Augustine remarked
that the respective arguments presented by >Scaevola< (whom
Augustine took to be the historical pontiff) and Varro were

easily compatible.”1

As mentioned above, Augustine thought of Seneca's Stoi-
cizing critique of cult activity as being far more radical
than Varro's critique of the theology of the poets.’2 In De
superstitione, Seneca regarded ritual as a superfluous prac-
tice unwarranted by the philosophical demands on a virtuous
and moral life. Religious cult could be justified only by
the constraints of complying with the norms of society. In
the course of his argument, Seneca not only attacked the
practices of Jewish religion or of the so-called oriental
cults in Rome, but directed his critique at traditional
Roman religious practices, too.’3 On Augustine's view, Sene-
ca's criticism of cult, which called into question the very
foundations of religious activity, penetrated into the do-

main of civic religion - a liberty which, according to Au-

71 August. CD 4,27, p. 179,21-181,3. Cf. HAGENDAHL 1967,
609-16; LIEBERG 1973, 101-2, 104-6. BEARD 1994a, 757
accepts Cardauns' view of Scaevola as Varro's persona on
the ground that the historical Scaevola would not have
been capable of providing the intellectual discourse
characteristic of Varro's generation - a circular argu-
ment.

72 gee above, 1.1.

73 MAZZOLI 1984; LIEBERG 1989, 1888-98. See further below,
4.2.5.
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gustine, Varro had not dared to take.’4 Accepting Augus-
tine's 1interpretation, scholars have often assumed that
Varro, while reprimanding the religious discourses of poetry
and drama, provided a philosophical justification of the
theologia c¢ivilis, or even gave a systematization of state
religion. To be sure, Augustine, who openly attacked pagan
cult practice, presented Varro as a defender of civic reli-

gion.75

Yet, the bias of Varro's presentation should make us
suspicious as to his ulterior motives. Furthermore, as an
inevitable consequence of the thesis that Varro defended
state religion these scholars have to surmise a tension be-
tween Varro's philosophical views, which were critical of
religious ritual, and his defense of traditional religious
practices. The same scholars do not make entirely clear how
Varro should have resolved this contradiction, on whose par-
adoxical existence already Augustine commented. Perhaps the
image of Varro the antiquarian has further added to the mo-
dern neglect of ulterior motives on his part.’6 His testimo-
ny has also been employed to lend ancient authority to the
modern concept of »>civic< or »>polis religionc«:

»It may be reassuring to state that there is an ancient

concept and term of polis religion, theologia civi-
lis.«’7

74  August. CD 6,10, p. 269,11-3 D-K: ... hanc libertatem
Varro non habuit; tantum modo poeticam theologian repre-
hendere ausus est, civilem non ausus est, quam iste con-
cidit. Cf. LAUSBERG 1989, 1895-7.

75 Dpefense: CD 6,6, p. 256,30-257-15; 6,9, p. 265,13-8 D-K.
Justification: ibid. 6,8, p. 260,31-2 D-K.

76 Tension: August. CD 7,17, 23. Positive views about
Varro's aims: e.g. LIEBERG 1973, 82, 100-1; CARDAUNS
1978, 94-101; RAWSON 1985, 312-6; DORRIE 1986; CANCIK
1994, 395-6.

77 BURKERT 1995, 201.
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It cannot be doubted that Varro addressed religion in
the civic domain. Yet, the philosophical context in which
the notion of theologia civilis is introduced does not war-
rant such assurance as to its appropriateness as an ancient
descriptive equivalent to the modern notion of »>civic reli-
gion<. When introducing his account of the deities of the
city of Rome in RD books 14-16, Varro emphasizes that he is
going to adopt the philosophical position of Academic scep-
ticism. As to the literal truth of his entire account of
Rome's divine pantheon, the author's judgement is emphatic-
ally suspended. Moreover, in the final book of the RD, which
attempted to interpret select deities in the 1light of the
Stoicizing theologia naturalis expounded in book one, the
author's Academic suspension of Jjudgement is extended to
those gods that received worship in the civic domain:

de diis ... populi Romani publicis ... 1in hoc libro

scribam, sed ut Xenophanes Colophonios scribit, quid

putem, non quid contendam, ponam. Hominis est enim haec
opinare, dei scire.?8
It must have been this use of Academic argumentation which
enabled Varro to maintain the tension between his philo-
sophically informed criticism of contemporary religious

practice and his aim to provide a normative and educational

account of the religious system at Rome.

Moreover, for an understanding of Varro's conceptualizing of
the theologia civilis it is crucial to note that he percei-

ved the gods to be prior to the city-state, and civic reli-

78 Frg. 228 Cardauns. Varro's adoption of Academic scepti-
cism in these matters is declared in frg. 204 Cardauns.
The same author's work LL also follows Academic princi-
ples, using the argumentative structure of disputari in
utramque partem: Ax 1995.
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gion to be its product.’® In other words, to Varro civic
religion was an invention of the city-state. According to
Varro, an appropriate and comprehensive treatment of reli-
gion as such would indeed require a wider approach. In par-
ticular, it would include a philosophical discussion of the
true nature of the gods on the basis of the theologia natu-
ralis as proposed by the author earlier in the RD. Since
religion in its civic aspect only was historically and logi-
cally posterior to the civitas which created it, the treat-
ment of theologia civilis had to be included among a discus-

sion of the institutions of the city-state.®890

The tripartite division of religion into the realms of
mythologizing, philosophical speculation and civic cult is a
philosophical model rather than the reality of civic admi-
nistration. Attempts to trace this model back to one philo-
sophical school or, indeed, one particular philosopher have
proved futile, as it was widely used by Stoics, Sceptics and
Epicureans alike.®' As we have seen, Varro's dependence on
the historical Scaevola can neither be verified nor falsi-
fied. Given the familiarity of the tripartite conception of
religion in first century philosophical thought in general,
it is likely that Varro anyhow showed considerable independ-
ence of mind in relation to potential predecessors, either

Roman or Hellenistic. Varro adopted Greek terminology for

79  Pace BURKERT 1995, 202.

80 Frg. 5 Cardauns: sicut prior est ... pictor quam tabula
picta, prior faber quam aedificium, ita priores sunt
civitates quam ea quae a civitatibus instituta sunt
si de omni natura deorum et hominum scriberemus, prius
divina absolvimus quam humana adtigissemus. Cf. above,
1.1, for the parameters applied to the philosophical
inquiry De natura deorum.

81 Cf. LIEBERG 1973; Id. 1982.
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the first two genera theologiae but not in the case of the
third. According to Augustine, Varro retained the respective
Greek terminology for the genus mythicon and the genus phy-
sicon, but translated the third into Latin as genus civi-
le.®2 What seems to be a minor philological point has, as I
shall show below, wider consequences for the meaning of the

Varronian passage.

Firstly, the heuristic value of the Varronian concept of
theologia civilis for our understanding of civic religion is
no doubt undermined by its philosophical bias. In the RD,
Varro acknowledged the existence of the gods, but perceived
their nature on the basis of Stoic philosophy as immaterial.
As such, the gods did not require cult. This theoretical
framework must regard any contemporary cult practices or
mythology as removed from the true and pure conception of
the divine which only the genus physicon could adequately
express. This explains why Varro was committed to the idea
of aniconic, and thereby undiluted, worship of the gods in
Rome's distant past.83 If Varro could have refounded the
religious institutions of Rome, he would have reestablished
a true conception of the divine ex naturae formula. Since
this was impossible, he chose the second best solution and

tried to reconstruct the historically legitimized forms of

82 Augustine subsequently translated the first two theolo-
giae as fabulosum and naturale respectively. August. CD
6,5, p. 252,17-253,4 D-K: ... tertium etiam ipse Latine
enuntiavit quod civile appellatur. Deinde ait (frg. 7
Cardauns) »>mythicon appellant quo maxime utuntur poetae;
physicon quo philosophi; civile quo populic<.

83 Immateriality: frg 22 Cardauns: dii veri neque deside-
rant [sacra] neque deposcunt, ex aere autem facti e :
cf. frgs 23-8; De gente pop. Rom. frg. 18 Fraccaro;
Dion. Hal. Ant. Rom. 1,77,3. Aniconic worship: frg. 18
Cardauns, discussed above, 2.2.
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Roman religion in their most ancient form in order to ap-
proach as closely as possible the true perception of divini-
ty. His was a pseudo-restorative approach towards Roman re-
ligion: Varro's cultural nativism criticized the complex
present as an epoch of religious decline by introducing pa-
rameters which postulated an allegedly authentic and primi-

tive past in primeval times.?84

Secondly, since a Stoicizing approach accepted traditio-
nal cult practices as an imperfect, yet still commendable,
attempt to perceive the true nature of the gods and the uni-
verse, it followed that religion was perceived to be useful
for individuals and for city-states alike; even if its im-
perfect state meant that the true meaning of many of contem-
porary religion's beliefs and customs were unperceivable to
the ordinary mind, while others were wrong. The category by
which Varro in the RD judged traditional religious practice
was its »utilitas«. Even the divinisation of viri fortes,
although clearly understood as imposture, contributed to,
rather than diminished, religion's overall utility.83 This
was of course a topical argument in the ancient debate about
the justification of Euhemerism.8® The socio-political util-
ity of such ideas, stressed by Varro, belonged to another
topos in the Late Republican and Early Imperial debate about

religion in a civic community. That topos entailed that

84 Frgs 12-19 Cardauns. On Varro's theological premises,
see BOYANCE 1972, 253-82; CANCIK 1994, 401. On the em-
ployment of nativistic models, cf. the general remarks
in GLADIGOW 1997b.

85 Frgs 20-21 Cardauns: utile esse civitatibus ... ut se
viri fortes, etiamsi falsum sit, diis genitos esse cre-
dant.

86 K. THRAEDE, RAC 6, 877-90.



82

Roman civic religion had been first invented by monarchic
rulers for reasons of political expediency and served the
purpose of preserving the socio-political status gquo: rei
publicae causa communisque religionis (Cic. Div. 2,28).87
When relating these evaluative judgements to their histori-
cal context, their philosophical tradition is not always
sufficiently taken into account. As a matter of fact, when
Hellenistic and Roman writers adopted an interpretative mod-
el which viewed the religion of the city-state as an inven-
tion of legislators acting out of socio-political necessity,
they followed a tradition which went back at least to the

later fifth century BcE.88

I would suggest that we must also relate Varro's concep-
tion of the theologia c¢ivilis to this intellectual tra-
dition. Varro himself paraphrased the genus civile as genus
tradit[um] a principibus civitatis and attributed this defi-
nition to Scaevola. As we have seen, it is wunclear whether
this passage belongs to the RD or to the Logistoricus Curio.
As I argued above, the distinction would not matter much. 8°
For this paraphrase places the genus civile closely in the
context of religion invented by legislators out of necessi-
ty. As we have seen, the religious rituals and institutions

introduced by these principes civitatis could be open to the

87 E.g. Polyb. 6,56,6-12; Cic. ND 1,118 (dixerunt ...);
Livy 1,19,4-5, 21,1-2; PEASE on Cic. ND 1,118; LIEBE-
SCHUETZ 1979, 29-34. Dion. Hal. Ant. Rom. 2,62,5 did not
adhere to this doctrine: GABBA 1991, 123-4.

88 E.g. ?Critias 88 B 25 D-K = ?Eur. TrGF 1,43 F 19; De-
mocr. 68 A 75 D-K; Pl. Rep. 3, 415a-c; HENRICHS 1975;
DORING 1978. For the importance of this topos for the
critique of ancient pagan religion in the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, see MANUEL 1959, passim.

89 PRD I frgs 7 and 9 Agahd = frg. V Card. ap. August. Civ.
D. 4,27.
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criticism that they were certainly convenient, utile, but
not necessarily intelligible or true. Encountering Varro's
translation of the third theologia into Latin, Eusebius and
Augustine sought a Greek equivalent to civile and found it
in the term MOALTL®OV or politicum. As a result, editors and
commentators have assumed that Augustine, at least, found

this rendition already in Varro's RD.%0

This hypothesis is unprovable. Eusebius was the first
Christian apologist in the East to adapt the tripartite con-
ception of religion to his attack on paganism. However,
since his use of Varro is questionable, it is more 1likely
that he adopted mOALTLXOV via a different channel of trans-
mission. In the West, Tertullian instrumentalized the theo-
logia tripertita towards the end of the second century CE.
Yet, while clearly using Varro, he changed civile to genti-
le. Later apologists offer further versions whose conception
is close to Tertullian's. It is likely that these apologists
adjusted nomenclature to the respective goals of their at-
tacks: Eusebius and Augustine referred to pagan religion in
its civic aspect in particular, whereas Tertullian, Arnobius
and Lactantius reprimanded paganism as such in a broader
sense.®' A pagan tradition which instrumentalized the tri-

partite conception of religion materialized not long before

90 Euseb. Praep. Ev. 4,1,2; August. CD 6,12, p. 271,5-7
D-K: tres theologias quas Graeci dicunt mythicen physi-
cen politicen; ibid. 7,23, p. 302,20 D-K: politicum;
PEPIN 1958, 284; contra LIEBERG 1973, 91.

91 Tert. Nat. 2,1,8-15, at 10; Arnob. 3,11: ipsi in riti-
bus; Lact. De 1ira 11,16: 1ipsi qui deos colunt. On
Tertullian's wider focus, see Nat. 2,1,1: nunc de deis
vestris, miserandae nationes, congredi vobiscum defensio
nostra desiderat; LIEBERG 1973, 89, 91. On the use of
Varro among the Christian apologists, see conveniently
CARDAUNS 1978, 91-4.



84

the Christian. Arguably representing Hellenistic Stoic
philosophy, these writers employed the terms VouLxOvV and

vopodetdv dsoloyia.92

I suggest that one ought to take the Greek VOULAXOV (Re-
tius, Dio Chrysostomus, Plutarch), representative of a pagan
Stoic tradition, rather than Eusebius' or Augustine's TOAL-
TLHOV, as the rendition which gives a truer representation
of the context of Varro's genus civile - a context which the
Christian retranslation of civile into Greek as MOALTLAROV
obscures. For the genus civile now appears to be the Latin
version of the Greek YEvoc VouLxov in the context of which
law-givers, vouod3etal, and viri fortes had invented the im-
perfect form of civic religion out of socio-political neces-
sity. The conclusion seems inevitable: the fact that Varro,
in the RD, judged institutionalized religion as a political-
ly convenient, though philosophically insufficient, system
compromises the status of the genus civile earlier in the
same work. Should it not follow that the genus civile, regu-
lating contemporary cult praxis with a view to the deities
that ought to be worshipped and the rituals and sacrifices
which had to be performed at Rome must be criticized on the
same grounds??3 As a consequence, Varro's position is in
fact much closer to Seneca's, who disapproved of religious
practices on philosophical grounds, but saw them warranted

by the constraints of complying with the norms of society

92 pAetius Plac. 1,6, Dox. Graeci p. 292a,6-14 = SVF 2,1009
(voulxrév); Dio Chrys. Or. 12,39-43, 44, 47 = Poseidon.
frgs 368-9 Theiler (vopodetal, vopodeola); Plut. Amato-
rius 763 B-F (vouodetal) .

®3 (Cf. PEPIN 1958, 308-14, for argumentation along slightly
different lines.
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and by the usefulness of religion for the conduct of states.
The framework in which the Varronian genus civile operates
seriously compromises its heuristic utility in 1lending au-
thority to the modern model of civic religion: to Varro,
civic religion was an imposture, convenient as 1long as a
philosophical perception of the divine could not be achie-

ved.

2.4.2 Priests as mediators of civic religion?

Varro's definition of the genus civile made particular men-
tion of the responsibility of the state priests for the ad-
ministration of religion in the city-state.®¢ Disregarding
Varro's critical perspective, this comes close to the norma-
tive position of Roman writers such as Cicero or Livy, who
held that the city-state, represented by its religious func-
tionaries, made and authorized religion, and that this
amounted to a complete control of the organization, supervi-
sion and administration of its various public and private
aspects.®® With a view to these religious matters, both ex-
plicitly assigned primacy to the civic priests rather than
to the magistrates. According to Rome's historiographic tra-
dition, Romulus and his successors, on the foundation of the
city, not only ensured its military, political and social
stability, but also established the sacra populi Romani.
This entailed the prescription of the concrete means of wor-
ship and the nomination of priesthoods responsible for the

maintenance of these religious rites. On this view, the ear-

°4 Frg. 9 Cardauns: maxime sacerdotes.
95 (Cic. Leg. 2,19-22, 29-31; Livy 1,20.



86

ly authorities of the Roman state created Roman religion,
just as they invented all the other norms and customs of the
Roman People. Roman religion was no natural religion of re-
velation but an artificial c¢ivic religion which was only
imaginable in conjunction with the Roman state and its in-
stitutions. It was this intellectual tradition which the
Christian apologists attacked: according to Augustine, vera
religio cannot be defined within the confines of one earthly

political community.96

In De legibus, Cicero emphasized the responsibility of
the religious functionaries for this civic religious system,
the sacra publica or sacra populi Romani. Deities should
preferably be introduced by public initiative; their temples
needed to be dedicated publice; and sacrifices ought to be
supervised by priests who acted on behalf of the populus
Romanus.®’ This treatise (as well as other Ciceronian texts)
reveals the author's concern with the public role of reli-
gious functionaries at Rome, organized in the colleges of
pontifices, augures and XVviri. »Publici sacerdotes« or
ssacerdotes populi Romani« are recurring phrases; and the
priests' religious authority with respect to the public in-
terpretation of religion on behalf of the community as a
whole, even as far as sacra privata were concerned, is a

topical motive in Cicero.®® Commenting on the pontifical

96 paugust. CD 6,4, p. 250,20 D-K.

97 (Cic. Leg. 2,19, 28, 30, 35. Cf. Mil. 85.

98 E.g. Leg. 2.30 ut sine iis qui sacris publice praesint,
religioni privatae satis facere non possint; Asconius 49
C: virgines pro populo Romano sacra facerent. Publici
sacerdotes: Cic. Leg. 2,19-20, 22, 37; Dom. 132. Sacer-
dotes populi Romani: Cic. Verr. 2,4,108, Dom. 1. Publici
augures: Cic. Leg. 2,20, 3,11, 43 (written shortly after
Cicero's co-optation into that college). Cf. Cic. Font.
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report on his house in 57, Cicero referred to the college as

iudices religionis and to the Senate as iudices legis.®9°9

Scholars since Mommsen have linked these narratives to
various Imperial legal texts and have taken them as proof of
a fundamental division of power and authority between secu-
lar and sacred domains, between magistrates and priests. To
be sure, these scholars realized the amount of necessary
interaction of secular and sacred authority in Republican
Rome. Yet, in their view the interpenetration or the instru-
mentalization of the sacred domain by politicians was
reflective of the blurring of traditional boundaries and of
the decline of state religion in the Late Republic.1090 Con-
versely, while the new paradigm of the 1logical primacy of
civic religion in Republican Rome also takes its lead from
normative texts like those of Cicero or Livy, it is one of

its great strengths that it no longer has to instrumentalize

47, a Vestal virgin as sacerdos; Senect. 30 and 61 for
the sacerdotium of the pontifex maximus; Leg. Agr. 2,18
for sacerdotia referring to the lex Domitia of 104;
Acad. 9; Rab. Perd. 27; Varro LL 6,21. Comparing ILLRP
62-3, 65-6 and 273, BEARD 1950, 43-7 (at 46) suggests
that under the Republic sacerdos was used preferably as
a designation of male and female religious functionaries
of Hellenic and Eastern deities, and that it was »orig-
inally an external category for the Romans«. The latter
suggestion is as difficult to prove as it is to dispro-
ve. Beard's further suggestion, however, that the alien-
ness of sacerdos is reflected in the fact that the epi-
graphic record never uses that word when commemorating
functionaries of the major Roman priesthoods is spur-
ious. For as soon as the co-option into these priest-
hoods became a matter of constant popular concern (that
is from C. Crassus's proposal of 145 to have new members
of the major priesthoods elected by the People), the
élite would no doubt be inclined to commemorate the pre-
cise designation of their priestly offices in analogy to
secular civic offices.

%9 cic. Att. 4,2,4.

100 MoMMSEN 1887, 2, 18-73, followed by e.g. WIsSsowA 1912,
479-80; BLEICKEN 1957, 446, 465-8; CATALANO 1974. Cf.
Gaius Inst. 2,2-10 with WATsSoN 1968, 1.
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the stereotype of decline when describing the interrelation
of priestly authority and political power in Rome. For ac-
cording to this new orthodoxy, religion was embedded in the
socio-political administration of the city-state. A tra-
ditional view, assuming that the categorical division of
spheres mattered, would see the de-differentiation of the
categories of sacred and secular as a weakness of the sys-
tem; on the view that such static divisions were non-exi-
stent in Rome, any interpenetration is the unexceptional
result of religion's embeddedness in political life; and the
blurring of priestly and civic authority is inevitable

rather than reflective of a crisis of the religious system.

Though agreeing on this general picture, the new ortho-
doxy is multivocal as soon as the particulars of the inter-
relation of the domains of priests and magistrates are con-
cerned. One theory, while rejecting Mommsen's fundamental
separation of sacred and secular domains, emphasizes the
interdependence of priestly and political authority but
maintains a relative differentiation of the respective do-
mains of religion and politics with a view to the independ-
ence of religious power in the spheres of priesthood and
sacred law.’91 The alternative position denies the independ-
ence of the religious domain in terms of power and authority

and suggests that the priests were merely subordinate to the

101 E.g. SCHEID 1984, 259: »le droit sacré n'est pas coupé
radicalement du droit public, c'est ce dernier qui assi-
gne au ius sacrum sa place dans la cité, une place bien
spécifique, bien séparée du droit public, mais non défi-
nitivement indépendant.«, ibid. 272: »deux provinces
bien séparées mais étroitement solidaires«. Cf. PAIs
1914; S2ZEMLER 1971; Id. 1972; SCHEID 1985; PORTE 1989;
RUPKE 1996a, 252-8.
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Senate and the People. This alternative view points out that
a division of religious and civic authority would result in
the assumption that the state was in fact secular, whereas
in reality the priests actually did not provide the link
between the city and its gods. While retaining their reli-
gious authority, they were expert advisers on religious mat-
ters due to their religious knowledge. Religious power
rested with the Senate: it decided on religious matters like
prodigies or the introduction of new cults. The magistrates
too had religious functions in that they sacrificed before
certain public events and took the auspicia publica before
assemblies and at specific political ceremonials.?02 To
Mommsen and his followers, the bipartition of the magistra-
te's authority into imperium and auspicium reflected the
exclusive existence of sacred and profane realms. In respon-
se to that view, it has been stressed that it would be mis-
leading to conceptualize these two realms in terms of modern
boundaries between religious and secular areas of public
life. This insight, however, has led some of the these
scholars to assume that due to their religious power the
political functionaries in Rome, and not the religious func-
tionaries, »>mediated< between the citizens and the gods.103
This concept of mediation is an unhappy coinage: using the
term >mediator</>uecltng<, which is inadvertedly based on

Hebrews 6-8 and thus strongly invites the association with

102 For the Senate's religious authority, see DETREVILLE
1987. Auspicium: RUPKE 1990, 41-51; KUNKEL & WITTMANN
1995, 28-37.

103 E.g. NOoRTH 1986, 257-8; BEARD 1990, 25-47; BEARD & NORTH
1990, 4-9. CONNOR 1988 discusses the inapplicability of
the (Durkheimian) dichotomy of sacred and secular do-
mains to Graeco-Roman society, pointing out the lack of
such a division in Classical Athens.
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Christian priestly charisma, blurs the distinction between a
magistrate's routine religious duties during his tenure of
office and what is alleged to have comprised the much more
encompassing responsibility for setting up and controlling
communication between the Romans and their deities.104 By
contrast, it may be preferable to see the Roman magistrate
as no more than the representative of the interests of the

Roman People (in their political capacity) before the gods.

I shall return to this debate in the course of my argu-
ment. 195 For the moment, it suffices to stress the valuable
contribution which this recent discuséion has made to expo-
sing earlier stereotypes about the role of religion and po-
litics in Late Republican Rome. Many of its premises as re-
gards the relationship of priesthoods and the political sys-
tem or the important discussion about the inapplicability of
the dualism of »sacred« and »secular« to Roman society must
be accepted by scholars working on Roman religion. However,
I am doubtful as to the underlying notion that religion at
Rome can adequately be described within the parameters of a
model which gives 1logical primacy to the socio-political
realm. For despite some conceptual differences there is a
fundamental agreement among these authors concerning the
city-state's power in religious matters: the city-state pro-
vided the framework for and controlled religion, since its
representatives, élite administrators, institutionalized and

defined human contacts with the divine. In other words,

104 For a critique of the term >mediation<, see RUPKE 1990,
44703, A, BENDLIN & al., Numen 40 (1993), 92; RUPKE
1996a, 245-6.

105 gee below, 3.1.4 and 4.1.1.
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priestly authority and the public institutionalization of
religion is indeed embedded in, and not fundamentally dif-

ferentiated from, the socio-political domain.

Yet, the assumption that the socio-political domain can
be the context in which religion is defined makes several
other presuppositions which I find difficult to accept.106
To be sure, the identification of religion as a civic reli-
gion, determined by the institutions and ideals of the
city-state, is explicitly made, as we have seen, by Late
Republican authors like Cicero and Livy. Both seem to sup-
port the modern view that Roman religion was an affair which
can adequately be understood in relation to the logical pri-
macy of the socio-political realm. However, it will become
apparent that these Late Republican texts cannot be disso-
ciated from their contemporary cultural climate. Theirs is a
holistic view that counters religious complexity with a nor-
mative model of civic control authorized by mos maiorum and
retrojected into Rome's regal past. Although modern scholar-
ship has readily succumbed to the illusion that such a holi-
stic model accounts for Republican Roman religion, this
ancient model is in itself compromised by an unacceptable

vision of sreligion and societyc«.

106 In 1.3 & 1.5-1.6, I have presented several methodologi-
cal reservations.
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2.5 Ancient views on >religion and society«

Ancient intellectuals disagreed about the primary motive for
social organization and the origins of civilization. Ari-
stotle and his school advanced the idea that humans were by
their nature (@OceL, natura) sociable and thus committed to
the formation of the city-state as a means to promote what
was good. The actual formation of the méALg was conceptuali-
zed by Aristotle as a ocuvoLkLouwdg. The Stoics and Cicero
agreed.1%7 The opposite view was held by Thrasymachus, the
contract theorists from Antiphon and Democritus to Epicurus
and Lucretius on the one hand, or by Polybius on the other:
the prime reason for congregation was mere wutilitarianism
and reflected the weakness of mankind.'98 However, despite
such disagreement there was concurrence on one fundamental
point. Most of the sKulturentstehungslehren« in the ancient
ethnographic tradition, starting with Protagoras and Demo-
critus in the late fifth century BCE, shared an evolutionary
theory of successive stages of social congregation of in-
creasing sophistication which culminated in urban settle-
ment. This social theory was developed by writers of the
Hellenistic and Roman periods, among them Aristotle, Epicu-
rus, Lucretius or Cicero. They perceived societal evolution
to be a progress from the fragmented state of individualism
to the collective embodiment of social life in an urban

settlement administered by laws and customs. In consequence,

107 pol. 1252a1ff.; 1278b6ff. Stoics: SCHOFIELD 1990.
Cicero: Rep. 1,39; Off. 1,157-8; passim.

108 Thrasymachus: P1. Rep. 369 b-c; cf. Prt. 322 a-b. On the
Epicurean concept of society bound together by utilita-
rianism, see LONG & SEDLEY 1987, 1,125-39. Polybius:
6,5,7. In general, cf. STEINMETZ 1969.
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this theory presented the city-state, the contemporary real-
ization of such a collectivity, as the primary form of so-
cietal organization. As a corollary, individualism could be

disregarded as a defunct stage in evolution. 109

This tradition took two directions. On the one hand,
Varro in his De vita populi Romani, like other Republican
writers before him, described the formation of the populus
Romanus as a progress from Italy's pastoral origins to the
foundation of Rome.''0 Yet, in his De re rustica (2,1,3-5),
following Dicaearchus, he linked the progress of civiliza-
tion to the topical argument of its moral decline and advo-
cated the return to the virtues of the noble savage of a
primitive pastoral society. By way of contrast, the portrait
of the primitive Italian peasant soldier in Vergil's Aeneid,
while drawing on the same ethnographic tradition of social
progress linked to moral decline, was informed by the severe
upheavals in the 1Italian countryside after the Civil War;
and Vergil no longer provided an wunqualified portrayal of

the Italian warriors as noble savages.?1'?

A contrasting, and more influential, philosophical tra-
dition was represented by Plato, Aristotle and the Peripatos
or Cicero. In that tradition, the ancient city-state in its
ideal form provided not only the most advanced form of so-

cial but also of moral organization. This moral aspect was

109 Arist. Pol. 1252b 27-8: M ... xoLvevia TéAleLog TOALC.
For documentation, see MULLER 1972/1980; T. COLE 1990;
NIPPEL 1990, 11-29.

110 Nor 1977, esp. 297-8.

111 Aen. 9,598-620. HORSFALL 1971 and DICKIE 1985 provide
innumerable parallels for the ethnographic topos.
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brought out in Cicero's definition of the res publica as res
populi:

»an assemblage of a large number of people associated by

means of a common idea of what is right and shared uti-

lity.«112
Aristotle defined the Té€Mlog of such a community as &yadév TL
(Pol. 1252al1-7) - a good which any human being would wish to
acquire. In the light of the Aristotelian definition of in-
dividuals as T@®a MOALTLHA, the most likely interpretation of
this passage is that any individual is sociable by nature,
and that by their very nature humans have the innate capaci-
ty and the innate impulse for a life in the mdéALc, since
only the city-state can provide the opportunities for a vir-
tuous 1life. The provocative Aristotelian theory that the
city-state is by nature prior to the individual complements
such a view. For the state's priority rests on the assump-
tion that individuals can realize their capacities, and a
virtuous 1life, only in the context of, and subject to, the
city-state.'?3 On the basis of the citizen's natural respect
and striving for the virtues which the city-state embodied,
it would thus guarantee the preservation of society as a
whole and of its constituting elements. For instance, eco-
nomic and legal affairs in the city-state would also be de-
termined by the institution of the city-state as a whole,
since only the natural sociability of the méAiLg would pre-
serve individual property rights.’'4 The primarily ethical

bias of this theory is apparent: since life in the communi-

112 Rep. 1,39,1 with SUERBAUM 1977, 1-37; SPRUTE 1983, esp.
153-5; WooDp 1988, 123-8; SCHOFIELD 1995, for discussion.

113 MILLER 1995, 27-66.

114 cf. Panaetius frg. 118 van Straaten, endorsed by Cic.
Off. 2,73; ANNAS 1989.
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ty, and life determined by the community, was »according to
nature«, any conceptualization of elements which were in
potential conflict with that community was regarded as unna-

tural.

To be sure, Hellenic and Roman political philosophers
were not unaware of the distinction between »society« as
composed of the inhabitants of a city-state and the »state«
as representative of the citizens in their capacity as a
political body. However, in their political theorizing they
disregarded that distinction. For instance, Plato prefaced
his discussion of justice in the city-state with an outline
of the mOALgc as a place of economic productivity and
consumption inhabited by artisans and traders (e.g. Rep.
2,369 b ff.). However, in his Nomoi he regarded the méALg as
a political entity of citizens.115 In Politics book one,
Aristotle discussed the mOALg with respect to the oixloa as
its basic unit. There, the city-state was in socio-economic
terms described as a place of production which included men,
women, foreigners and slaves rather than just the citizen-
body. In Politics 3, however, Aristotle gave a socio-polit-
ical definition of the moOALg as a »uoLvwvia of the citizens
arranged in respect to their moAitela«.?1® In his discussion
of the different degrees of fellowship (societas) among
human beings, Cicero perceived the city-state as providing a
focus for the political, religious, legal and economic as-
pects of social life. However, these realms operated in the

socio-political framework of the civitas or res publica con-

115 SCHOFIELD 1993.
116 politics: Pol. 3,3, 1276bl-2; society: Pol. 1253 biff.
Cf. HANSEN 1993, 16-8; OBER 1993.
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stituted by its citizens (cives). For the res publica was
the most significant of all human societates, just as the
private realm was guasi seminarium rei publicae. This defi-
nition implies an evolutionary process which led to the per-
fection of the individual and the family life in the polit-
ical community governed by virtue. As a corollary, the indi-
vidual's moral obligations towards the city-state weré seen
as more important than his obligations towards his family,
friends, clients or mankind in general. The individual was,

first of all, defined through his political affiliations. 117

As a result of their underlying moral bias, ancient po-
litical theorists deliberately confused the two meanings of
nOALg, civitas or res publica. They blurred the difference
between the city-state as »society« on the one hand and
»political organization« on the other.?1'8 It is not hard to
find an ancient 1linguistic equivalent of the modern term
»state«. Yet, terms 1like mOALg, TmoAiLtela, xHOLvovia, res
publica, populus or civitas are unsatisfactory renditions of
the concept of »society«. They are not only closely linked

to the city-state's socio-political organization but empha-

117 off. 1,53-9, 160; 3,99 with Woop 1988, 123-8; ATKINS
1990, 263-81. STRASBURGER 1982-90, 3,407-98 discusses De
officiis as »Tendenzschrift« in its political context.
Due to its politicized character, more general cate-
gories of duty are missing from De officiis, just as any
obligations of guardianship towards clients or one's
household are under-determined. For a very different
picture of social obligations at Rome, see e.g. SALLER
1994, 74-132, esp. 105-114. Arrius Menander Dig.
49,16,4,15, 1in a discussion of absence from military
duty without leave (emansio), specifies the duties to-
wards the state as being inferior to individual con-
cerns: ... datur venia valetudini, affectioni parentium
et adfinium, et si servum fugientem persecutus est vel
si qua huiusmodi causa est.

118 MILLER 1995, 357-66.
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size the community's collective nature and sociability
(xoLvwvia, societas). It is in accord with their underlying
bias that these terms do not conceptualize the modern dis-
tinction between »community« and »society«. Rather, both

realms become homologous.

This holistic approach assigned primacy to the socio-po-
litical sphere, making it logically, if not historically,
prior to other forms of social organization in the communi-
ty. Individuality thus became subject to the superiority of
the social collective, whereas collective solidarity was
legitimized with regard to its socio-political utility and
the moral benefits the individual would receive from the
community.''® From Plato onwards, this philosophical tra-
dition perceived the plurality of the constituents of socie-
ty 1in analogy to the plurality of the constituents of the
human soul. Just as the the equilibrium of the soul could
only be described with a view to its necessary order in a
unified and harmonious state of psychological affairs, so
individual morality and justice could be realized only in a
uniform and peaceful socio-political community.?129 The ideal
city-state was the best teacher of morality: such a tra-
dition conceptualized differences between the individual and
the city-state, between private and public only with regard

to their necessary unity in the public domain.

How did religion relate to this ethical theory? Aristot-

le omitted religious behaviour from his discussion.

119 STRASBURGER 1982-90, 1,423-48 and 3,9-127 provides an
account of this tradition.
120 For this philosophical bias, see GADAMER 1978, 41-63.
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Elsewhere in philosophical discourse, it was an element in
the construction of a virtuous life in the civic community.
Plato appears to be the earliest author in Greek literature
who expressed the doctrine of the four cardinal virtues
(copla, avépela, 6iLxnaLoodvn and cwppoosdVN). The virtue of
6oL6Tng is added elsewhere in the Platonic corpus.121 vYet,
already in Euthyph. 427 bl ff., 10 £boeBég Te nal BoLov,
defined as TO mepl TNV TAV Sedv Sepanelav, is a subdivision
of justice. This ethical connotation is the context in which
the religious institutions of the Platonic city-state oper-
ate. The subdivision of iustitia into its parts in Cicero
followed the definition of the subordinate virtues of justi-
ce as EMLOTHMAL in Stoic doctrine which include £0océBeLo or
pietas.'22 Cicero defined justice as a mental habit which
assigned to everyone his dignitas in relation to the comm-
unis utilitas. Religio, as one of the subordinate virtues of
justice, belonged to the same level, being defined as a be-
haviour in relation to what was useful with view to the com-
munal realm.'23 In De natura deorum, this subdivision was
also employed. To maintain fides, societas generis humani
and, above all, iustitia, justice's constitutive parts, pie-
tas, sanctitas as well as religio must be preserved.124 This
perspective represents a philosophical tradition which un-
derstands religious behaviour not as a societal phenomenon

in any disinterested sense but as a mental habit directed

121 pPol. 427 e33. For precedents, see Aesch. Sept. 610; Xen.
Mem. 3,9,1-5. For the inclusion of 6oLbétng, see Prot.
329 c; Lach. 199 d; Men. 78 d; Gorg. 507 b.

122 gtob. 2,59,4ff. (= SVF 3,262-4), at 2,62,2-3 (= SVF
3,264): eboéBeLav 6 EmLoThHunV dedv Sepanclog.

123 rnv. 2,161-2.

124 ND 1,3-4.
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towards the benefits of a virtuous life in the community. In
this theory of collective well-being, any subjective di-
mension of religious behaviour such as personal belief or
individualized cult acts are on an a priori basis excluded
from analysis. Indeed, in philosophical theory such a sub-
jective dimension becomes homonymous with superstitio: it is
not in accord with the ethical principle of human action as

collectively informed ethical behaviour.125

This intellectual tradition which saw society as a ra-
tional form of political organization, and which defined
religion in relation to these political parameters, formed
the conceptual core of indigenous models of civic religion.
As the law-giver of Cicero's De legibus created the laws of
his state in accord with nature, and as nature entailed so-
ciability in the city-state, the religious law code must
reflect this exclusive focus on the socio-political domain.
Since Livy set out to portray the formation of the populus
Romanus as a collective body, the original creation of its
religious institutions needed to be reflective of its col-
lective identity. Greek and Roman writers variously expres-
sed the collective character of early Rome: its initial
prosperity was due to the collective achievements of the
populus Romanus and the unity of its religious beliefs and

social institutions.??6 When insisting on the city-state as

125 ¢cf. above, 1.1.

126 E.g. Polyb. 2,41,9; book 6 passim; Sall. catil. 9. J.
GRIFFIN 1985, 178-80 discusses these passages and sur-
veys several modern studies which uncritically accept
the stereotype of collectivity in Rome. The emphasis on
an abstract Roman value system, including qualities such
as concordia, pietas or fides, as the expression of a
uniform Roman identity belongs to this tradition. For
critique, see BARGHOP 1994, 41-8.
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a form of political organization and the embeddedness of
religion in this socio-political realm, historians of Clas-
sical Greek and Roman Republican religions are close to ac-
cepting this ancient model. In this respect, the difference
is small between Wissowa's »Staatskultus« as the institutio-
nalization of Roman religion and the modern notion of »civic
religion« which had its centre in political life. Both con-
cepts accept the refusal of the ancient political theorists
to distinguish between the state and society or to assign a
place to religion outside the socio-political domain. Oswyn
Murray's position, while informed by a considerable theoret-
ical awareness, represents this refusal in relation to the
Classical Greek mOALg, but the reader is by now able to pro-
vide Roman parallels easily:

»The polis as a rational form of political organization

is the expression of the collective consciousness of the

Greeks.«127
I believe that this refusal is the result of what I should
like to call the »Moses-Finley-syndrome«. Finley connected
the absence of an ancient concept of the economy to the ina-
bility to conceptualize an economic system and the lack of a
differentiated economic rationality in antiquity. Yet, as I
suggested above, 128 Finley's own primitivist concept of the
economy was based on modernizing assumptions about the

degree of economic rationality which would be required to

qualify as economy. In reaction to Finley's primitivist per-

127 MUuRrRAY 1990, 19. This modern sentiment about the inse-
parability of society and politics in the Classical
Greek city-state is shared by many scholars, ranging
from Moses Finley to Christian Meier; for a critical
assessment, cf. OBER 1989, 35-6. For the actual differ-
entiation of the realms of politics and >society< in
Classical Athens, see e.g. HANSEN 1991, 61-4.

128 gee 1.1 & 1.2.
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spective, economic historians have developed parameters
which allow an ancient economic rationality to reemerge. I
would suggest that a similar primitivist strategy prevails
in many studies of Roman Republican religion. Scholars have
accepted an ancient intellectual tradition of blurring the
realms of society and state, as though this tradition gave a
descriptive account of social reality. Yet, just as a de-
veloped form of economy existed in the ancient world despite
the absence of the concept of the economy, so the refusal of
an entire intellectual tradition to conceptualize religion
as a societal phenomenon outside the civic realm must not

mean that religion existed only within the civic realm.

As a matter of fact, modern scholars have unwittingly
tended to treat the ancient theorists as descriptive, even
when these theorists themselves did not hide their agenda.
Plato's political programmes in the Politeia and the Nomoi,
as the author himself made clear, were normative rather than
descriptive. The same attitude informed Aristotle's polit-
ical writings: they portrayed ideal collective constitutio-
nal states which did not find their realization in the dif-
ferentiated present.129 Livy never claimed to describe the
reality of Rome's religious system, but instead presented an
ideal model of religious homogeneity in the regal past,

which contrasted with the contemporary situation in Rome. 130

129 E.g. Pol. 1257 b 33-4; 1258 a 10-4; 1279 a 13-5; 1296 a
36-8; WINTERLING 1993, 182-3 and 205: »Aristoteles er-
scheint vielmehr ... als Theoretiker der stratifizierten
Gesellschaft, der dieser dann freilich eine politisch-
moralische Neuintegration auf der Basis »politischer
Tugend«< vorschldgt und zugleich die Okonomie als Quelle
der Desintegration wieder in den Oikos verbannen will.«

130 1ivy Praef. 5, 9-13.
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The Ciceronian »>laws< in De legibus claimed to be intended
for realization in a political context.'31 However, Cicero's
constitutio religionum was a normative account modelled on
philosophy and the mos maiorum. The author did not believe
that these laws stood a chance of becoming operative in-
stantly. Instead, he thought that he wrote for people in the
future (de futuris hominibus) whose education and instruc-
tion (educatio et disciplina) was a necessary prerequisite,
before any laws could be implemented.'32 As will be argued
in detail later, these two Roman authors, when confronted
with social, economic and cultural changes, responded with
theories which attempted to reintegrate an increasingly com-
plex society through an anachronistic »Sinntotalit&t« which
was situated in the socio-political realm. However, their
responses show that these authors perceived the (idealized)
Roman state and contemporary Roman society to be incon-
gruous, thus by implication acknowledging the conceptual
distinction between a particular political organization cal-
led >the state< and the wider, and more comprehensive, enti-

ty of >society<.133

131 Leg. 1,17, 37, 57; 2.14 (non studii et delectationis sed
rei publicae causa); 3.14 (ad usum popularem atque civi-
lem) .

132 1eg. 3,29; cf. 1,58-62. Mos maiorum: ibid. 2,23.

133 For the distinction between >organizational systems< and
>social systems<, to which here I refer, see KNEER &
NASSEHI 1993, 42-4.
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2.6 The impact of modern theories of sreligion and society«

It would no doubt be unfair to accuse modern scholarship of
blindly accepting this ancient intellectual tradition.
Scholars often realize that this tradition represented an
élite perspective, a »>little tradition< of upper-class dis-
course, whose very stress on any form of political organiza-
tion ideologically supported the élite's political posi-
tion.'34 Rather, I would suggest that ancient theorizing is
thought to be compatible with, and thus conveniently rein-
forces, modern preconceptions about ancient society in gen-
eral and ancient religion in particular. In a discipline in
which evidence 1is seriously fragmented model-building that
tries to take into account indigenous interpretations is not
automatically a bad thing. However, in this case the result
has been an unfortunate congruity of ancient and modern mod-
els. This congruity obscures the fact that the ancient in-
tellectual models provide a welcome confirmation of received
modern interpretative preconceptions about the ancient
world. I believe that these modern preconceptions have been
shaped by, and subsequently led to the endorsement of, three

particular social theories of »religion and society«.

2.6.1 Social theories of differentiation

Firstly, the insistence on the undifferentiated character of
socio-religious life in the Classical city-state entails an

important, though largely implicit, assumption about socie-

134 cf. WINTERLING 1993. See below, 3.2, on >Roman religion«
as an entity construed by the little tradition of élite
thinking.
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tal and cultural life in the ancient world in general. For
this insistence amounts to the view that the differentiation
of societal behaviour and cultural ideas, the experimenting
with different and contradictory belief systems, and the
ability to choose between different options in a >market-
place<« of cultural choices, characterizes modern rather than
pre-modern society. The logical primacy of forms of polit-
ical organization amounts to a >Sinntotalitdt< which covers
all aspects of life in the traditional city-state. Any de-
viant social behaviour can then only be explained in terms

of crisis of these traditional structures. 135

The parallel with contemporary sociological models of
social and cultural complexity is illuminating. For sociolo-
gists define the political system in contemporary society as
a subsystem of society as a whole. »Society« is structurally
differentiated into interacting, vyet independent, constitu-
ents like the economic, the cultural or the political sys-
tem. »Society« thus becomes an umbrella-term of social ana-
lysis which describes the whole of its constituent parts. By
way of contrast, sociological theory regards the ancient
city-state as representative of a primitive stage in dif-
ferentiation.?36 It occupies an intermediate position in the
evolution of civilization: having succeeded the stage of
primitive and segmented society, the city-state rationalizes

increasing complexity through organizing social and cultural

135 cf. above, 1.3. See below, 4.1.3, for the application of
the >market-place< model to religion in the city of
Rome.

136 E.g. PARSONS 1966; DOBERT 1973a; Id. 1973b; LUHMANN
1977; Id. 1980-89; HAHN 1986; KNEER & NASSEHI 1993,
122-41.
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life 1in developed socio-political systems. Increasing com-
plexity results in the differentiation of cultural and reli-
gious choices. However, this complexity is controlled by
internal stratification: its processing is limited to the
closed system of élite communication, while remaining sub-
ject to the determinative frame provided by the socio-polit-
ical system's primacy. The final stage of differentiation
characterizes modern society: here individuals are no longer
exclusively defined through stratification or through their
belonging to a single socio-political entity. At this stage,
individuals use several distinct interpretative models, just
as society itself develops differentiated domains of social
and cultural activity which are no longer determined by the
socio-political primacy of the state or by stratum differen-

ces.

These sociologists are not primarily interested in the
evolution of pre-modern societies. This fact may explain
their willingness to accept a linear model of historical
evolution which conceptualizes increasing complexity as a
succession of discontinuous epochs. However coherent this
model seems, the smoothly linear increase of complexity in
society as a result of the gradual detachment of social and
cultural life from the socio-political realm entails a high-
ly problematic teleological concept of history.'37 vet, it
is no doubt the linearity of such a model that proves at-
tractive to those ancient historians who postulate the pri-

macy of political organization in the traditional ancient

137 cf. GLADIGOW 1995, esp. 24-5. The distinction of differ-
ent historical epochs is in itself a modern construct;
cf. GLADIGOW 1997Db.
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city-state. As discussed above, the thesis that all forms of
societal activity in the ancient city-state (economic, cul-
tural as well as religious) can be understood as being nego-
tiated with a view to the socio-political sphere entails the
unspoken assumption that societal evolution is a linear de-
velopment from embeddedness in a unified state of affairs to

complexity and differentiation.

Once more, the discussion about the ancient economy ex-
poses the weakness of this assumption.?138 As we have seen,
Finley's primitivist position denied that the ancients con-
ceptualized their economy as a differentiated system. It is
acknowledged that the economies of the ancient city-states
became increasingly complex domains. However, their partial
disintegration is held to have been counterbalanced by the
fact that they remained integrated into and dependent on the
socio-political system. Similarly, the expansion of the
Roman Empire promoted individual trade and productivity.
Yet, the development of trade and economic exploitation ap-
pears to have been constrained by primarily political,
rather than merely economic, parameters which were tailored
to Rome's oligarchic élite. This view, however, entails the
danger of over-primitivizing. For economic historians have
come to realize that the model of a »political economy« can-
not fully explain the existence of regionalized economic
systems in Republican Italy and under the Empire.'39 Indeed,
the concentration on the political institution of the city-

state tends to overlook that the socio-political élite did

138 cf. above, 1.1 & 1.2.
139 NoRTH 1981; WOOLF 1990; Id. 1992.
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at the same time develop a strong financial interest in dis-
sociating itself from an urban market economy and, indirect-
ly, from the determinative force of the urban centre.?49 Nor
does the emphasis on the socio-political sphere sufficiently
take 1into account the role of the ancient city as a market-
place as well as a religious and recreational centre for a
rural peasantry which was not much involved in the political
life of the urbs.'4' Even within the physical city of Rome,
the separation of the economic and the political life became
more and more visible. From the third century onwards, vile
trades 1like those of the butchers and fish-mongers were ex-
pelled from the Forum Romanum which, by the first century,
was left to civic representation - and to luxury tabernae.
In its turn, however, the creation of separate market spaces
for specialized sale (the macellum or the different commer-
cial fora) resulted in the concentration of resources and

the further internal differentiation of the city's economic

life.142

As a result, economic historians have reformulated eco-
nomic parameters with a view to a mercantilist system which
was characterized by a significant level of productivity and
trade interest and, at the same time, developed differentia-

ted economic roles which were no longer congruous with po-

140 WHITTAKER 1995; BENDLIN 1997, 42-3, 58-63.

141 GARNSEY 1998, 107-32.

142 pg RuyTr 1983, 158ff.; FRAYN 1993, 1-37, 56-73; G. PISANI
SARTORIO, LTUR 3 (1996), 201-3. For artisans and luxury
tabernae on the Via sacra, see BOMER on Ovid Fasti
5,129-30, with PURCELL 1994, 659-67 on their economic
importance. For an account of how the development of the
city's public spaces reflected this process of differ-
entiation, see N. PURCELL, LTUR 2 (1995), 325-42.
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litical ones.’43 Going beyond the primitivist dualism of
primitive subsistence economy and market-oriented capital-
ism, it becomes thus possible to apply a more nuanced inter-
pretation to the economy: true, it was not an example of
»structural differentiation< in that its structure could
have been entirely dissociated from the political organiza-
tion of the city-state; yet, it certainly operated in terms
of a >functional differentiation< in that it developed func-
tional realms which were no longer homologous with the po-
litical system. What is at stake is the inappropriately
schematic dualism of a traditional model of differentiation
which assigns logical primacy to the political sphere on an
a priori Dbasis. As I shall demonstrate below, the distinc-
tion of structural and functional differentiation will per-
mit us to develop a modified model in relation to religion
as well, which explains the concurrence of interdependence

and independence in the relation of sacrum and publicum.144

2.6.2 Functionalism

The traditional emphasis on the undifferentiated character
of pre-modern societies inevitably leads to a second assump-
tion, which 1is shared by anthropologists and ancient his-
torians. For when focusing on the collective nature of reli-
gious meaning in a political organization, ancient his-
torians tacitly adopt the view of religion as an essentially
collective phenomenon. This view was originally outlined by

Emile Durkheim in his Les formes élémentaires de la vie re-

143 ror references, see above, 1.3.
144 gee below, 2.8, 4.1.1, 4.1.3.



ligieuse (1912). Durkheim argued that

firms and authorizes social facts

human consciousness. It is noteworthy

tionalism was 1ndebted to the idea
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religious ritual reaf-
in terms of collective
that Durkheim's func-

that ancient societies

found collective solidarity in the city-state and therefore
modelled their religious identities according to the state's

collective principles. Durkheim developed this idea through

contact with N. D. Fustel de Coulanges, the author

of La
cité antique. Etude sur le culte, le droit, les institutions
de la Gréce et de Rome (1864).745 Since Durkheim's anthropo-

logical hypotheses concerning religion's role in primitive

societies have found little favour with his modern critics,

the continuing attraction of his religious sociology for

ancient historians must lie in the usefulness of its theore-

tical implications. A neo-Durkheimian position has wutilized

Durkheim's theory of collective solidarity without accepting
his crude dichotomy of »>sacred< and »>secular<; and the civic

model endorsed by historians of Graeco-Roman religion capi-

talizes on the neo-Durkheimian functionalism concerning re-

ligion's affirmative status 1in a political community. The

concept that religion is totally embedded in a collective

political community and therefore only comprehensible in its

public form is already prefigured in Durkheimian thinking.

However, the problems of this position are manifold. The

methodological shortcoming of any purely functionalist defi-

nition of religion has been discussed above. In addition,

the neo-Durkheimian perspective of portraying ancient reli-

145 pFor Durkheim's religious sociology, see conveniently
MORRIS 1987, 106-22; JONES 1991; LUKES 1992, 450-84. On
Fustel de Coulanges' influence, see WARNKE 1986; JONES
1991, 99-104; LUKES 1992, 58-63.
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gious or political ritual as représentation collective of a
communal identity a priori postulates ideological congruity
at the object level but excludes from its analysis dissent-

ing voices. 146

2.6.3 A symbol theory of culture

Thirdly, the prominence of a neo-Durkheimian perspective
among ancient historians is also explicable by the interpre-
tative models which a developed Durkheimian functionalism
presents to our discipline as being compatible with our own
preconceptions. We saw how religious studies have challenged
the traditional notion of belief in ancient religion. As I
have suggested, this view is based on the dualism of the
»internal« and the »external«. It denies the importance of
internal motivational processes for the explanation of cul-
tural or religious processes in Roman society. Instead, the
role of religion is perceived in (dualistic) terms of exter-
nal activities or events, while individualistic beliefs or
emotions, thoughts or feelings become marginalized.'47 The
affinity of such a perspective with Neo-Durkheimian thought
goes largely unnoticed. For when placing Roman religion in
the context of a culture which was determined by the public
character of its political organization, ancient historians

accept the definition of culture as a »public symbolic sys-

146 gee above, 1.5. Endorsing a neo-Durkheimian tradition,
several ancient historians make the aspect of political
collectivity central to their theoretical framework:
€.9g. ZANKER 1987; MURRAY 1990, 18-23; HOPKINS 1991. For
a comprehensive critique of this tradition, ancient his-
torians must still turn to sociological studies such as
LUKES 1975 or BELL 1992. See further below, 2.7.1 and
2.7.3.

147 ¢cf. above, 1.4 and 2.3.
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tem« which betrays the direct influence of neo-Durkheimian

cultural anthropology.

For instance, as we have already noticed above, the an-
thropologist Clifford Geertz defines culture, including re-
ligious culture, as a public system in which thoughts no
less than emotions are, by definition, excluded. Instead,
culture is a public affair. Though it consists of ideas, it
does not take place in people's heads, but is located in
public symbolic action shared by a social group. A »shared
symbolic system« directs and structures cultural activity
and thus preserves the meaning of communal communication. On
this view, culture emerges as a cognitive system of action
which the historical agents define and understand on the
basis of shared value systems, which Geertz calls »common
sense«. This train of thought betrays the direct influence
of a Durkheimian perspective of organized solidarity as
transmitted through the neo-functionalism of, for instance,
the American sociologist Talcot Parsons. 148 As soon as reli-
gion is understood as such a »public symbolic system« which
can be analysed in terms of one's public behaviour, the con-
stituents of that system are merely intersubjective elements
shared by this public community. As a result, this Geertzian
perspective construes several dualisms - »thought« and sac-
tion«, »internal« and »externalx, sprivate« and »publick,
»subjectivity« and »social experience«, »individual« and
»culture« - which become mutually compatible:

»To undertake the study of cultural activity - activity
in which symbolism forms the positive content - is thus

148 For a critique of this tradition, see conveniently KNEER
& NASSEHI 1993, 35-7,
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not to abandon social analysis for a Platonic cave of
shadows, to enter into the mentalistic world of intro-
spective psychology ... Cultural acts, the construction,
apprehension and utilization of symbolic forms, are so-
c?al events 1like any other; ;hey are as gublic as mar-
riage and as observable as agriculture.«'4
Geertz' definition has been criticized as reductionist
by social anthropologists. To be fair to Geertz, his defini-
tion provides a heuristic perspective which excludes psycho-
logical processes from the anthropological analysis of »re-
ligion as a cultural system« (the title of one of his es-
says) . Yet, he acknowledges the fact that the study of reli-
gion 1is a twofold undertaking, and that the public, or sym-
bolic, meaning of religious operations would, in an ideal
world, be related to their social and psychological
constraints. His provocative definition of a religious
culture as public must therefore be seen as a disillusioned,
if necessarily preliminary, reaction against earlier psycho-
logizing interpretations of religious meaning. 150 Geertz,
however, did not pursue his interpretations beyond the pre-
liminary status of this heuristic device; and this may be
the reason why its methodological incompleteness 1is rarely
acknowledged by his followers. The neglect of the relevance
of internalized belief systems for the analysis of religious
behaviour, a heuristic perspective for Geertz, must explain
the attraction of this theory to ancient historians, who
categorically deny the significance of individual commitment

as a field of research in the study of Roman religion. Once

religion is defined as a »public cognitive system«, the cit-

149 GEERTZ 1973, 91. Common sense: GEERTZ 1975.

150 GEERTZ 1973, 124-5. For a critique of the incompleteness
of Geertz' theoretical framework, see BELL 1992, 25-34;
WHITE 1992. Cf. above, 1.4.
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izens of the city-state share in the intersubjective symbol-
ism of «civic behaviour, civic secular or religious rituals
of the festive calendar, or the religio-political rituals
conducted by magistrates and priests. Religion has become an

exclusively public affair.151

This mistrust of internal aspects of social life is com-
plemented by a semantic theory of communication which postu-
lates the abandonment of textual subjective meaning. »The
culture of a people is an ensemble of texts« is, again,
Clifford Geertz' formulation.'52 Indeed, this view is a ne-
cessary consequence of the definition of culture as a public
affair. As soon as behaviour is publicly shared symbolic
behaviour, the individual subject can be dissociated from
his or her linguistic or bodily utterance which has become
public symbolic knowledge. On this view, >meaning< is loca-
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