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This collection of essays aims to explore three main themes from the ongoing scholarly
discourse about religion in the Roman world, which has multiple and divergent voices,
in an integrative manner: relations, inclusivity, and change. Studies of networks, competition, communication, and connectivity abound in recent scholarship and demonstrate
a general turn to an emphasis on relations rather than entities. This emphasis allows
studies to be more inclusive of a variety of social aspects and to understand religion in
interaction with politics, economics, warfare, and civil society. At the same time, static
and systemic views are largely abandoned in favour of a focus on historical processes,
dynamism, and fluidity. In order to clarify the three main themes – relations, inclusivity,
and change –, each of them is discussed in this introduction in three separate sections
incorporating current debates. As these themes are intertwined, it is inevitable that the
discussions in the sections may overlap.
Relations, inclusivity, and change form important elements of dialectical thinking.
Although defining dialectics is notoriously difficult and arguably not even desirable,1
it serves in the volume and its essays to indicate the fluidity of religion, its dynamic and
interactive development in the Roman world. The notion of dialectics constitutes one of
the main pillars of the critical sociology of religion. It has its roots in the works of thinkers such as Hegel, Marx, and members of the Frankfurt School.2 Recently, sociologists
of religion have taken up dialectics in order to understand religious developments and
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the relations between religion and society.3 Such studies have, for instance, stressed the
role of conflicts amongst elites and imperial states in the development of ancient Jewish
society and religion.4 In a study of two Pentecostal Churches in Detroit, Bonnie Wright
and Anne Warfield Rawls engaged with the dialectical relationship between belief and
practice.5 A recent volume discusses the dialectics of the religious and the secular in a
range of philosophical and sociological studies.6
This volume does not offer an in-depth discussion of dialectics nor does it present
dialectics as an overarching model for the study of religion in the Roman world; it is, instead, to be considered as a reflection based on and bringing together current scholarly
themes in the field of religion in the Roman world. In this process, we think, dialectical
thinking can play a stimulating role. The volume reflects on the interplay between opposite elements in religion, society, and culture in the Roman world (e. g. Roman and
non-Roman, sacred and profane, society and individuals); on the dynamic relations
within and among religious ideas, institutions, and practices (e. g., gods, cults, sanctuaries, rituals); on relations between religion, politics, economics, and social structures
and its various agents (e. g., political figures, soldiers, social groups), and between all of
the aforementioned. Interactions between opposing concepts, categories, institutions,
and agents affect and transform each other. As such, they may constitute driving forces
of change and the formation of new (religious) ideas, organisations, identities, and
practices. These new religious ideas, identities, and practices might differ from pre-existing ones but, at the same time, include and preserve elements of both. Therefore, this
volume emphasises that aspects of religion in the Roman world cannot be considered
in isolation nor as coherent entities, but, instead, that they were always-already part of
social systems and their interactive and often contradictory processes; and, hence, in
constant flux.7
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Relations
Cultures, communities, and their religions in the Roman world were for a long time
strictly classified as either Roman or non-Roman. The non-Roman could encompass
any ‘Other’ ranging from Greek and Oriental to Native.8 In correspondence with postcolonial criticisms, such ethnic and cultural labels have been increasingly challenged.
Referring to Roman in a cultural process without any further explanation does not have
any valuable meaning. Roman was a legal status that may have a political connotation
but its own cultural, religious, and political identity was still uncertain.9 The ‘Other’, for
instance ‘the East’, is not a single coherent unit but it could be anything from Sicily to India and what was coming from the ‘the East’ did not have to bring its Oriental character
to the new place. Therefore, not only was the ‘Other’ heterogeneous, but so was the process of the development of society and religion in the Roman world.10 Additionally, in
the ‘Other’ scholars have considered its dialectical quality, which consisted of a negative
self-definition and a potential reversal at the same time. The formation of societies and
religion also developed through contradictory or marginal voices. They were two-way
processes of the response of the ‘Other’ to Roman dominion through which one could
become Roman by staying Greek or one could be Roman by going Egyptian.11 Nothing coexisted in absolute terms but it was more likely a multi-layered scenario.12 This
means, for instance, that Oriental gods could be a joint ‘Roman-Oriental’ god or that
Orientalising Roman gods constituted a reinterpretation of the idea of the Otherness
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and came from cultural imagination.13 Therefore, cults of Mithras, Isis, and Mater Magna
had their own identity in a Roman context; they were not oriental, they were made oriental in some contexts.14 In correspondence with this debate, dialectics involves sets of
opposing entities concentrating on the interactive and contradictory relations between
them. Additionally, it critically reflects on the entities themselves, taking them not for
granted as preconceived coherent bodies but, instead, as characterised by an internal
incongruency and inner movement.15
In line with dialectics and previous work, some of the contributions in this volume
consider cults and gods in Roman provinces as neither Roman nor local but, instead, as
constellations having various, sometimes contradictory, elements of both in a new distinctive shape. This discrepant character is described for the naming, iconography, and
conceptualization of four deities in Roman Dalmatia in Josipa Lulić’s contribution. For
instance, gods with Roman iconographic traits had an indigenous name or, alternatively,
a Roman god had different attributes linked with the Roman, local, and Greek culture.
In Francesca Mazzilli’s contribution, a dialectical interplay can be seen in the adoption
of Greek names for deities in the first century AD, who were only partially linked with
the previously worshipped Semitic gods in the Hauran (modern-day southern Syria).
Also Eleri Cousins’ chapter shows a fluidity between opposing categorisations of the
divine in her discussion of the syncretic nature of a new god Mars Thincsus and its
joint veneration with the German gods Alaisiagae, and the divine power of the Roman
emperor on the Hadrian’s Wall. The religious tension between belonging and not-belonging to Roman imperial structures was also reflected in the ethnic and military
identities of the soldiers who commissioned these inscriptions. The chapters by Josipa
Lulić and Eleri Cousins also emphasise the non-static and discrepant character of Roman and native religions and the problematics in defining them in these terms because
of their incongruence.
The two-way process involving the response of communities to Roman dominion
was based on integration and interaction.16 This cultural process varied according to con-
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text and historical process.17 Religion was no ‘Reichsreligion’ (the religion of Empire)
but a process by which religious ideas were connected to ever-changing networks within
a culturally similar space.18 Based on the idea of interaction, scholars have applied the
modern concept of globalisation to the Roman world to stress the significance of connections between different religions and cultures with their own distinctive identities
where both local and global cultural traditions were integrated in Roman provinces.19
The alternative concept of glocalisation has been used to emphasize the twofold process
of adaptation of global expressions in local cultures and local ones in global culture.20
Relations have been framed in different terms: communication, networks, competition, and rivalries. Following the rise of network thinking and network analysis, religious groups have been studied in relation to social networks which shaped the spread
of religious ideas.21 Especially in the context of the Lived Ancient Religion-approach,
religion is understood as the communication between worshippers, gods (or ancestors),
and a participating or spectating audience.22 Another form of relations that scholars
have paid attention to is religious competition and rivalries between cult institutions,
religious groups, or religious and philosophical ideas.23 There is, however, an important
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distinction to be made between these relational studies. On the one hand, religious
communication and networks are primarily focused on harmonious relations – i. e. the
kind of relations which binds (groups of) worshippers, audiences, and gods. On the
other hand, religious competition and rivalries emphasise relationships of tension and
conflict either with external parties or within religious groups – they focus on the kind
of relations which may reflect or cause divisions, friction, and crises. It seems best to us
to give equal weight to both harmonious and conflictual relations rather than selecting
and isolating the one or the other a priori. Additionally, social structures and processes
but equally outsider-groups – which are not directly engaged in the harmonious or
conflictual relationship under examination yet connected with it through other means –
can exert profound influences on communication, networks, competition, and rivalries.
The core emphasis of dialectical thinking on the in-betweenness, on the relational,
closely connects to these studies of religious communication, networks, competition,
and rivalries. A dialectical study can also include both horizontal (among sanctuaries,
cults, religious groups, and agents) and vertical relations (between state and individuals;
between cult officials and worshippers). Equally, it can integrate harmonious (insider-groups; religious collaborations) as well as conflictual relations (outsider-groups;
religious conflicts). All the contributions from the volume approach religion in the
Roman world with an emphasis on relations, not just between agents but on multiple
levels (e. g. vertical and horizontal relations; conflictual and harmonious relations). In
the first contribution of the volume, Siebert and Byrd, for instance, depart from an understanding of the structure of religion in the Roman world comprised by the relationship between gods, men, and cults. Several volume contributions direct their attention
to communicative and/or competitive relations between human actors,24 or internal
tensions between multiple and, at the same time, syncretised identities of dedicatees
and dedicators.25 As shown in Nirvana Silnović’s chapter, relations in secretive, smallsized places of cult nurtured a sense of common religious as well as social belonging in
opposition to the hierarchical structure of Roman society. In these different types of
relations, the emphasis placed is not on a single human, divine, or institutional actor,
or group of actors, but on the interactive dialogue(s) developing between them. The
chapters by Antony Keddie and Dies van der Linde emphasise the oppositional relationships of sacred and profane finances or landholdings, respectively, where the intended separation of sacred and profane is under constant strain due to people challenging
it. Asuman Lätzer-Lasar and Francesca Mazzilli stress the significance of the spatial
relations between cult sites and their divinities, which, at the same time, were connected
with temples’ benefactors and dedicators (political agents and residents of urban or
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rural communities). Josipa Lulić also discusses the importance of human interactions
with their surroundings with respect to the cognitive processes leading to the selection
and re-elaboration of certain traits of religions with which individuals were in contact.
Inclusivity
The inclusivity of religion understood as the relationship between religion, politics, and
society has been subject of much debate. With respect to the degree of inclusivity/exclusivity of religion, ‘embedded’ religion has in the 1990s and 2000s formed a prominent
vantage point on religions in ancient societies. According to this view, closely connected
with the notions of polis or civic religion, religion permeated most, if not all, spheres of
ancient society.26 Its all-pervasiveness begs the question whether and how we can still
differentiate religion. Challenging this view, Brent Nongbri argued that:
to say that religion is ‘embedded’ in the social structures of a given culture is to admit that
the evidence of that culture is not particularly well-suited to the analytical category of religion, while at the same time to assert that religion is still somehow intrinsic to the culture.
The word ‘embedded’ suggests that scholars might have to look for the components of
religion in unexpected places, but it still implies a deep, enduring, and very real presence
of something called ‘religion’.27

Based on a historical study of ‘religion’ as a concept, Nongbri concludes that ‘religion’
as a conceptual category – as, in his view, nothing of the kind existed before the advent
of Christian ideas of religion – is not suitable for descriptions of ancient societies but
can only be used as a redescriptive category.28 In so doing, however, he assumes that the
category of ‘religion’ is fitting for modern societies, even though ‘religion’ is arguably
as much embedded in modern social and political structures as in ancient societies.
As a consequence, we may, for instance, find phrases like ‘political religions’ in studies
of both ancient and modern politics and religion, however ill-defined and distant in
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meaning.29 It would seem, thus, that it may be the shortcomings of fixed and absolutely
distinguishable abstractions like ‘religion’ and ‘politics’ themselves which form an obstacle to our understanding of religion in the Roman world – regardless of the specific
descriptive language of ancient and modern societies.30
Relational approaches have moved beyond the complete identification or non-identification of religion with politics or society. A large number of studies have focused
on the relationship and interaction between religion and politics.31 Additionally, Anna
Collar has demonstrated how the spread of religious ideas developed and was linked
with the movement of people in the Roman world.32 David Engels and Peter van
Nuffelen have not restricted their volume on competition to ‘religious competition’;
instead, they emphasized the interaction of such competition with ethnic and cultural
differences, competition for social status and prestige, and political structures.33 These
studies exhibit an analytical focus both on relations and on the integration of religion
into its social totality. Still, even when acknowledging “the interweaving of the various
realms of society”,34 Engels and Van Nuffelen can distinguish religious competition from
cultural, social, and political conflicts – which brings us back to Nongbri’s critique of
scholars’ acknowledgements of the impossibility of distinguishing religion from other
spheres or realms all the while continuing to designate them as distinctive.
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These considerations concerning the inclusive and exclusive character of religion
and the critical views on the category of ‘religion’ correspond to aspects of dialectical
thinking. In addition to considering religion as part of a wider and external totality, a dialectical view may advocate the integration of such an allegedly external totality into the
very category of religion. Religion – and all that falls under this umbrella-term – is never
an absolute and coherent category, but always-already includes politics, economics, and
society – i. e. social totality – within itself. As such, dialectical thinking recognizes the
imperfection of our conceptual categories and stimulates scholars to begin their analysis based on that recognition.35 It understands concepts as being in motion through
the interaction with, and permeation of, their opposites. Theodor Adorno’s and Max
Horkheimer’s Dialectics of Enlightenment does not take Enlightenment as an absolutely
distinguishable concept. Rather, it demonstrates that myth – its opposite – is already as
much part of Enlightenment as rationality and enlightened thinking are part of myth.36
The apparent conceptual opposites actually permeate each other and are already part
and parcel of each other, yet non-identical.37 In much the same manner should the
reader understand the title of this volume. ‘Dialectics of Religion’ indicates that religion
should not be considered as a closed conceptual category but as the umbrella-term for
the various sanctuaries, cults, religious groups, gods, and ritual practices which themselves are already internally inclusive of political, economic, and social aspects.
Contributions to this volume express this inclusivity in various ways. Jörg Rüpke’s chapter, for instance, demonstrates that the rituals of the Roman military served
as means of externalizing warfare and communicating legitimacy of the victorious
commander, yet they also provided fuel for competition between aristocrats. On the
frontiers of Britannia, soldiers originating from beyond the territories of the Roman
Empire expressed their military, ethnic, and religious identities in dedicatory inscriptions simultaneously but with contradictory indications of belonging and not-belonging to imperial power structures. According to Eleri Cousins, the choice of gods,
including such ‘syncretic’ ones as Mars Thincsus, should be understood in light of these
conflicting expressions of self-definition and ambivalent relations to the structures
of the Roman Empire. Apart from inclusivity of warfare and soldiers, some chapters
take into account the economy of temples, in which sacred and profane interests may
meet and collide. Anthony Keddie shows, for instance, that the financial organisation
of the Second Temple in early Roman Jerusalem was a primary factor in the built-up
to Jesus’ protest and his “cleansing of the temple.” At Aizanoi in Asia Minor, a dispute
erupted over the boundaries of landed estates belonging to the temple of Zeus.38 With
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its formalistic and praxis-oriented focus, religion in the Roman world could easily be
co-opted by the wealthy and powerful strata of society.39 At Rome, for instance, the cult
of Mater Magna on the Palatine Hill was, from its inception, associated with Rome’s
glorious victory over Hannibal and the city’s mythical foundations serving the claims
to power of various gentes. As Asuman Lätzer-Lasar demonstrates, the development of
the cult of Mater Magna and its placemaking were influenced by the involvement of
different actors, including emperors, consuls, and religious groups. In the communities
of Roman Gaul, authority over cults and rituals was largely left to the local magistrates
in power and affluent citizens would finance the construction of temples or the organization of festivals.40 Power structures did, however, not always determine, or translate
into, the development of cults, deities, or sacred spaces. Francesca Mazzilli argues that
the political divisions of the Hauran did not form an obstacle for the formation of a
high degree of religious unity throughout the region. A specific part of the Hauran,
Leja, revealed, however, a much more autonomous path of development; politically, in
its opposition to imperial power and, religiously, in its formation of cults of individuals.
People belonging to different levels of social strata found their own ways of venerating
their gods and goddesses. Alternative spaces for venerating Mater Magna in Rome, for
instance, developed, once the Palatine had largely turned into an imperial residence.41
People from middling to higher social strata got initiated into the cults of Mithras,
which, by themselves, formed small, close-knit communities possibly reproducing hierarchical structures of Roman society, but at the same time placing themselves firmly
outside of that society. Nirvana Silnović argues that the main motivation for joining
Mithraic communities lay in the possibilities to advance socially and economically,
rather than in a strictly religious motive. Josipa Lulić shows how a theory of religion
focused on the cognitive processing of old and new knowledge reveals a view on structure and agency as essentially permeable. Being inclusive of, and acknowledging, their
mutual permeability, it allows for different explanations for the idiosyncratic combinations of names, iconography, and concepts of the divine in Roman Dalmatia. All of the
chapters, therefore, display a strong inclination to take into account secular aspects of
social totality which permeated the character of sanctuaries, gods, religious practices,
and worshippers.
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