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The publication of the first issue of the Journal of Cognitive Historiography 
(JCH) essentially aimed to mark the birth of a new interdisciplinary field, 
which is willing to take on the challenge of exploring how people in past 
societies thought and behaved. Cognitive Historiography thus becomes 
the latest addition to a number of inter-disciplinary areas which combine 
a subject matter from the humanities with methods and theories from the 
cognitive sciences, such as Cognitive Linguistics, Cognitive Anthropol-
ogy, Cognitive Archaeology, Cognitive Semiotics, and others. In what fol-
lows I will offer a critical assessment of Cognitive Historiography as an 
emergent field, and particularly as it is represented in the inaugural issue 
of JCH.

For someone who works between the humanities and the cognitive sci-
ences as I do, the emergence of this new research area is a very exciting 
development. For if the humanities are to survive in the modern academia, 
they need to keep up with theoretical and methodological developments in 
other disciplines, and certainly with scientific approaches to the study of 
human nature. Postmodernism has had its run, but in its obsessive focus on 
deconstruction it forgot to be constructive, failing to make any incremen-
tal contribution to our empirical knowledge of the world. In its extreme 
version, it dragged many humanistic disciplines down a stagnating path, 
infusing them with a nihilistic and self-defeating, not to mention deeply 
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hypocritical mentality; after all, why would someone who staunchly and 
publicly denounces any form of authority and denies the very possibility 
of any objective knowledge collect a professorial pay check by an academic 
establishment (Xygalatas 2012)?

That is not to say that interpretivism and relativism are not useful 
tools for enriching our perspective of the world. to the contrary, they are 
and should be an indispensable part of university curricula (and not just 
in humanistic disciplines), to the extent that they offer a critical evalua-
tion of academic and scientific knowledge production. However, science 
(not only in its strict sense of the “natural sciences” but also in its broader 
etymological sense as an organized body of knowledge) is a progressive 
discourse. And no progress in our knowledge of the world can come with-
out some commonly accepted epistemological commitments, which can 
be challenged and improved upon through the formulation of falsifiable 
hypotheses and the conduct of empirical testing (Bereiter 1994). Further-
more, progress in any academic field is incomplete without input from 
other fields, as Edward Slingerland (2014) argues in his article on Consil-
ience in the inaugural issue of JCH (see also Slingerland and Collard 2012; 
Wilson 1998). Cognitive Historiography aspires to make a contribution on 
both of those fronts: by creating consilience between the historical and the 
cognitive disciplines, and by combining theoretical and interpretative with 
explanatory and empirical treatments of textual material.

The first steps of this new research area are reminiscent of the situation 
during the early days of a field I am more familiar with, the Cognitive Sci-
ence of Religion, a situation which is both encouraging and unsatisfactory. 
One the one hand, it is encouraging to see a group of historians who are 
willing to engage with developments outside of their own field – and com-
fort zone – in order to enrich their understanding of their subject matter. 
On the other hand, a review of the current state of the art in this research 
area, particularly as it is reflected in the first issue of JCH, shows that there 
is a long way to go before Cognitive Historiography can be legitimately 
considered as an established academic sub-discipline.

The first editorial of JCH delineates the editors’ vision for the journal. 
Their aim is to “embrace the broad interdisciplinary swathe of historical 
and cognitive scholarship and to encourage novel interconnections”, while 
also endeavouring to “support collaboration in what is an experimental, 
interdisciplinary field” (Eidinow and Martin 2014: 8). In my reading, these 
pronouncements primarily invoke three key concepts which the authors 
hope will enrich cognitive historiography: “interdisciplinarity”, “collabo-
ration”, and “experimentation”. I am fully sympathetic to these goals. But 
does the volume satisfactorily serve these stated goals and standards?

http://www.equinoxpub.com/journals/index.php/JCH/article/view/17868
http://www.equinoxpub.com/journals/index.php/JCH/article/view/17868
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Three Key Concepts for Cognitive Historiography

The first concept (interdisciplinarity) is fundamental for Cognitive Histo-
riography by its very nature as a research area stemming from a combina-
tion of humanistic and scientific approaches, and particularly since one of 
its constituent parts (Cognitive Science) is radically interdisciplinary itself. 
Thus, as the editors already note in their introduction, if this research area 
is to thrive, the relationship between historical and cognitive approaches 
must be deep and encompassing rather than merely superficial. However, 
although all authors bring cognitive theory to the forefront of their interpre-
tative treatment of their material, the deep interdisciplinary interconnection 
that the editors envision does not materialize in the majority of the con-
tributions. With few exceptions (griffith 2014; Lundhaug 2014), cognitive-
scientific literature is vastly underrepresented in the volume. And where it is 
present, such literature is often outdated and coming from the fringes rather 
than the state-of-the-art in cognitive science.

Interdisciplinarity is directly linked to the second key term (collabora-
tion), as the editors also note in their introduction. However, the editorial 
is the only co-authored piece in the entire volume. This is not a trivial issue. 
Interdisciplinarity can be perceived in two different ways: a scholar may do 
interdisciplinary work by combining training, expertise, or methods from 
two or more academic disciplines. The flip side of this is obviously the dif-
ficulty of keeping up with developments in more than one discipline, and 
the risk of becoming a jack of all trades and master of none. A different 
– and much more powerful – type of interdisciplinary research involves 
people from various disciplines pulling in their collective expertise to work 
on collaborative projects. This collaborative working model is still new to 
the humanities, although it is proving to be very successful in most fields in 
the natural, health, and social sciences. In the current academic context of 
increasing specialization and ever-accelerating rates of knowledge produc-
tion, the benefits of such a model can be enormous, resulting in research 
programmes whose collective strength is much greater than the sum of 
their parts. Surely, historians who wish to engage in cognitive historiogra-
phy would benefit from working closely with cognitive scientists who have 
similar interests in past minds. This is most obvious in the case of griffith’s 
contribution to the first JCH issue (2014), which in my view exemplifies 
some of the best merits and some of the most serious flaws of the issue at 
the same time.

In this article, griffith examines the role and importance of a particular 
iconographic element of the Roman Mithraic Mysteries, depicting the slay-
ing of a bull by Mithras, which was presented to those being initiated into 
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the cult of this deity. Having discussed some of the proposed interpreta-
tions about the significance of this icon for doctrinal transmission in the 
context of the initiatory ceremony, she lays out specific hypotheses pertain-
ing to the memorability of various items of the iconographic representa-
tion. She then goes on to design an experimental study, exposing subjects 
to various levels of narrative exegesis to test what level would best facilitate 
recall of the iconographical scene.

The experiment is skillfully crafted and well-executed enough to pass 
muster in peer-reviewed psychology journals. Moreover, griffith is careful 
to acknowledge the limitations of her methods and displays commendable 
awareness of current debates on conducting psychological experiments 
among student populations (Henrich et al. 2010). Having set the bar this 
high, the rest of the article spectacularly fails to clear it. The results sec-
tion is limited to reporting mean values for a couple of variables and some 
visual graphs without even descriptive statistics for the rest. No inferential 
statistical analysis has been conducted whatsoever, which makes this sec-
tion meaningless for testing the specific hypotheses that have been pro-
posed. What is worse, the discussion section erroneously assumes that 
the differences presented confirm some of the proposed hypotheses, and 
claims such as “[recall was] much higher” (83) or that “the hypothesis…was 
proven” (85) are thrown around entirely unsubstantiated by the evidence 
presented. In fact, given the generally small differences reported (so small 
that they are often only found in the decimals) as well as the small sample 
size (15-16 subjects per group), it seems most likely that these very findings 
can be used to disconfirm rather than confirm the author’s hypotheses.

This brings us back to the issue of interdisciplinary collaboration, and a 
problem which Edward Slingerland raises in the last – and in my view also 
the best – article of the issue. Slingerland (2014: 127) rightly warns of the 
dangers of the “lone wolf” model of research, still prevalent among schol-
ars in the humanities, who have been trained to work in isolation and thus 
often miss out on the potential of collaborative work. In the case of grif-
fith’s article, the problems outlined above could have been easily prevented 
by inviting a psychology student or colleague to perform a basic statistical 
analysis of the findings in exchange for co-authorship. Such a simple step (a 
matter of no more than a couple of hours for the needs of this paper) could 
have made the difference between a potentially great paper and a truly great 
one.

Finally, the third key concept that the editors stress is “experimenta-
tion”. However, the majority of authors do not appear to take that concept 
as seriously. In fact, only griffith and Slingerland seem to acknowledge the 
importance of this concept, which is not even mentioned anywhere else 
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in the volume. This seems to be indicative of a broader misunderstanding 
with regards to the potential contributions of Cognitive Science to Cog-
nitive Historiography. This misunderstanding is already apparent in the 
first paragraphs of the volume, where the editors repeatedly talk about this 
contribution in terms of theory alone. In fact, the editors never talk of the 
cognitive sciences but only of “cognitive theorizing”, which they mistak-
enly identify as a “youthful discipline that crosses multiple subject barri-
ers” (Eidinow and Martin 2014: 6). The discipline is of course not “cognitive 
theorizing” but “Cognitive Science”, which is in fact very empirically 
driven. And while this might initially seem like a linguistic slip, it turns 
out to be characteristic of a view pervasive throughout the volume, i.e. that 
the contribution of the cognitive sciences to Cognitive Historiography is 
limited to theorizing about past minds.

Three Ways of Using Experimental Approaches in Cognitive 
Historiography

Admittedly, experimenting with dead minds is not an easy task. On 
the one hand, most historians were never trained in experimental meth-
ods, come from very different methodological traditions, and are used 
to employing very different ways of analysing their data. On the other 
hand, those who come from experimental sciences and are interested in 
past minds often lack contextual knowledge, philological expertise, and a 
more sophisticated reading of historical material (Slingerland 2014). The 
challenge for those on both of those sides is not to dilute their skills and 
expertise by trying to become polymaths, but to exploit and combine their 
strengths by working together. For this reason, the first two key concepts, 
“interdisciplinarity” and “collaboration”, are a sine qua non for Cognitive 
Historiography.

Of course, experimenting with dead minds also presents intrinsic chal-
lenges, mainly arising from the fact that these dead minds belong to dead 
people, who are not available for taking part in experiments. What is the 
usefulness of the experimental method for Cognitive Historiography then? 
I will outline three examples of how historians might benefit from experi-
mental work in their pursuit of a better understanding of past minds.

The first way is by looking at existing experimental evidence from living 
subjects to make inferences about past people. Despite disagreements in 
defining the exact time periods (Mellars 2006), it is an uncontroversial 
assumption among cognitive scientists that the mental and behavioural 
architecture of anatomically modern humans has not undergone any signif-
icant changes in historical times (the last few millennia). It is thus reasonable 
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to assume that evidence on contemporary cognition can also illuminate past 
cognition. This is the simplest and easiest opportunity for historians to eval-
uate their own assumptions about past minds, however most contributors to 
the volume miss it. Instead of drawing from the wealth of existing empirical 
cognitive scientific evidence, they most commonly evoke cognitive theoreti-
cal models to support their own theoretical interpretations, and as interest-
ing as those models might be, they are merely imposed to the subject matter 
without being tested.

The second way for cognitive historiographers to benefit from experi-
mental methods is by providing hypotheses derived from their historical 
material to be tested experimentally, based on the same principle, that the 
study of living people can tell us what dead people might have been like. The 
only example of this approach in the volume is the article by griffith (2014), 
who uses material derived from her historical record to design a psycho-
logical experiment in order to test cognitive historiographical hypotheses.

Finally, a third avenue for Cognitive Historiography is the use of nat-
ural experiments (Diamond and Robinson 2010). This approach consists 
in applying systematic quantification and statistical analysis of historical 
material. Although this method does not allow for the golden standard 
of random assignment and therefore cannot accurately determine causal 
relationships, it offers some unique advantages, such as the possibility for 
obtaining very large samples at low costs and avoiding ethical and practical 
pitfalls associated with living human subjects (Slingerland 2014). Thanks 
to these advantages, natural experiments are one of the most powerful 
tools for a variety of established scientific disciplines, such as for example 
epidemiology.

The Potential of Cognitive Historiography

As I argued at the beginning of this paper, the current state of the art in 
Cognitive Historiography is both encouraging and unsatisfactory. This 
situation does not constitute an anomaly, but reflects a particular devel-
opmental stage that any new discipline will inevitably go through before 
reaching maturity. It is most exciting that historians have initiated this 
movement, because historians are the ones who will need to spearhead it. 
The most important asset in this endeavour is an in-depth understanding 
of the subject matter, i.e. the contextual subtleties of the historical record, 
which will allow the formulation and evaluation of precise predictions. 
Building on this foundation, cognitive historiographers will need to engage 
in truly interdisciplinary, collaborative efforts while embracing the poten-
tial of quantitative hypothesis-testing.
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An excellent example of this approach can be found in the work of an 
interdisciplinary team consisting of archaeologists Jessica Munson and 
Jonathan Scholnick, linguist Martha Macri, and evolutionary anthropol-
ogist Marc Collard. By applying multi-relational network analyses of his-
torical and archaeological records, this team conducted a series of natural 
experiments on various religious and sociopolitical aspects of pre-Hispanic 
Maya culture (Munson and Macri 2009; Munson et al. 2014; Scholnick et al. 
2013). Another example is the work of evolutionary biologist Peter turchin 
and classicist Walter Scheidel (2009), who combined formal modelling with 
archaeological and archival findings to explain demographic changes in the 
Roman Republic during the first century bce based on historical data on 
coin hoards. The work of these scholars has been published in top-ranking 
journals in both the humanities and the sciences, showcasing the potential 
of a collaborative, interdisciplinary, and quantitative approach to history. 
This approach can prove a fruitful model for cognitive historiographers. 
By sharing expertise with other scholars and disciplines and combining 
diverse theoretical and methodological perspectives, they can engage in 
a mutually beneficial relation, the cumulative results of which will be far 
greater than the sum of its parts.
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