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RELIGIOUS DEVIANCE IN THE
RO M A N WO R L D

Religious individuality is not restricted to modernity. This book
offers a new reading of the ancient sources in order to find indications for the spectrum of religious practices and intensified forms of
such practices only occasionally denounced as “superstition”. Authors
from Cicero in the first century BCE to the law codes of the fourth
century ce share the assumption that authentic and binding communication between individuals and gods is possible and widespread,
even if problematic in the case of divination or the confrontation
with images of the divine. A change in practices and assumptions
throughout the imperial period becomes visible. It might be characterized as “individualization” and it informed the Roman law of
religions. The basic constellation – to give freedom of religion and to
regulate religion at the same time – resonates even into modern bodies of law and is important for juridical conflicts today.
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of the Research Group “Religious Individualization in Historical
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Ancient Religion”. Since 2012 he has been a member of the German
Council of Science and Humanities (“Wissenschaftsrat”) and
since 2013 Vice-Director of the Max Weber Center. His authored
books include Rituals in Ink (2004); The Religions of the Romans
(2007); Fasti sacerdotum (2008); The Roman Calendar from Numa
to Constantine: Time, History, and the Fasti (2011); Religion in
Republican Rome: Rationalization and Ritual Change (2012); Ancients
and Moderns: Religion (2013); and From Jupiter to Christ (2014). He
has also edited Religion and Law in Classical and Christian Rome
(co-edited with Clifford Ando, 2006); A Companion to Roman
Religion (2007); Reflections on Religious Individuality (2013); and A
Companion to the Archaeology of Religion in the Ancient Mediterranean
(co-edited with Rubina Raja, 2015).
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Preface

The character of ancient Mediterranean religion of the Hellenistic and
Imperial periods has come under debate. Rather than stressing the public,
political, and collective character of what is frequently conceptualized as
“pre-Christian” (or rather extra-Judaeo-Christian) religion(s), a number of
recent studies have highlighted emotional and dynamic aspects, discourse
and belief, the individual and the network within which he or she functions. Julia Kindt and Esther Eidinow, for instance, have offered observations and concepts in respect of the religion of Greek cities; members
and guests of the Religious Individualization in Historical Perspective and
Lived Ancient Religion research groups at Erfurt have done the same for
Republican as well as Imperial Roman religion.1 Evidently, the discussion
is not only about adding a feature to the model of polis or civic religion,
but about replacing that model as the primary mode of description. This
brings methodological2 and theoretical consequences.3 The debate is far
from resolved.4 The present book follows just one facet of that debate,
but an important one: the problem of individual religious behaviour at
or beyond the margins of general approval. As it turns out, the concept of
deviance and the evidence of behaviour called deviant offer an important
insight both into public religious norms and into the primacy and persistence of individual religious experience and claims built upon it.

1

2
3
4

Eidinow 2007, 2011, 2013; Kindt 2009, 2012; Rüpke and Spickermann 2012; Cusamano et al. 2013;
Kracke, Roux, and Rüpke 2013; Rüpke 2013a, 2013b; Rüpke and Woolf 2013; Rüpke 2014a, 2014b.
See Raja and Rüpke 2015.
As outlined in Rüpke 2015a and more generally Religion 45 (2015), issue 1.
See, in particular, Scheid 2013.
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