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EPILOGUE
Ancient Religion and Modern Science:  

A Coevolution

Ian Rutherford

This volume is an ambitious exercise in bringing together three disciplines: 
on the one hand the study of ancient religion and on the other hand two in-

terrelated forms of science, human science and data science. “Human science” 
includes various disciplines that have come to be grouped under that name in 
modern universities such as psychology, including evolutionary psychology 
and behavioral science. And data science covers mathematical and statistical 
techniques, greatly enabled by digital technology, which open up new possibil-
ities in the analysis, organization, and presentation of information. These two 
are conceptually distinct, but in practice mutually dependent: it seems obvious 
that human science, like any theory about the world, needs a supply of good 
data; but data in the human sciences is not just a given in the physical universe; 
it is something that researchers have a role in identifying and organizing into 
an intelligible form.1 For students of ancient religion, the challenge is bringing 
science and historical data together into a fine-tuned methodological harmony, 
a process of “consilience,” to use Edward Wilson’s (1998) term. Students of an-
cient religion can draw on human science and data science individually or in 
combination or themselves find a way of combining them.

Scientific approaches are nothing new for the study of ancient religion. 
A century ago (as the introduction showed) it was drawing on insights from 
anthropology and sociology, work that went on to become mainstream in the 
second half of the twentieth century. In fact, scholars working on ancient re-
ligion seem to have had a particular fondness for these approaches, perhaps 
because religious systems resembling Greco-Roman polytheism seem to be 
universal in early cultures, not just within the broader region of the ancient 
Mediterranean and Western Asia, but more broadly in the tribal cultures stud-
ied by early anthropologists. This insight actually goes right back to the ancient 
Greeks (e.g., Herodotus). Such parallels naturally raise broad questions about 
why these beliefs and practices seem to be so widespread, and how things came 
to be that way, whether it’s a matter of human nature or something else. And it 
seemed logical to join forces with scholars in other disciplines to explore such 

1. See Johanna Drucker’s distinction between data and capta mentioned by Mazurek, Langen-
feld, and Gorham, ch. 7 in the present volume.
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questions. Religion has thus been good to compare with and good to theorize 
with for a very long time.

The disciplinary dynamics are similar, then, but the science has changed. 
The emphasis now is on the human mind: how it works, how it understands 
the world and relates to other people; how it is organized; what its main com-
ponents are—emotions, sense, memory, language, sense of self—and how it 
came to be that way. And to answer these questions scientists have fine-tuned 
methods of analyzing data beyond anything known in the nineteenth century. 
For students of ancient religion this means a shift away from a focus on soci-
ology, which dominated the twentieth century, and toward individual experi-
ence, agency, and belief. The volume of new research being published all the 
time can seem daunting, particularly for scholars in the humanities who don’t 
necessarily have experience with scientific techniques of proof and analysis. 
But it is important that they keep abreast of new approaches; the alternative is 
the tendency, still often found in the humanities, including ancient religion, to 
hang on to old and long outdated work.2

The papers in this volume set out to explore how scholars of ancient re-
ligion use and often combine human sciences and data science in their work. 
Some papers focus on explanatory models drawn from the human sciences. 
Maggie Popkin’s (ch. 4) data are statues that she takes to be festival souvenirs 
from Roman Cologne, and she illuminates these by applying the concept of 
memory studies from psychology. She shows how the implied social use of 
these figures implies both retrospective memory (episodic, semantic) and prob-
ably also prospective memory. For Dan-el Pedilla Peralta (ch. 10) the data are 
the images on Roman coins from the third century BCE to which he applies 
Baudrillardian semiotics, seeing them as embodying “hyperreal” image worlds 
that reinforce the ideological message of the Roman state. Megan Daniels (ch. 
2) looks at archaeological evidence for communal feasting in Early Iron Age, 
interpreting this through the lens of recent work on ritual and state formation 
that is based on the model of evolutionary game theory developed by econo-
mists. In his contribution Jacob Latham (ch. 5) interrogates the evidence for one 
of the great Roman festivals, the spectacular Pompa Circensis, using analytic 
tools derived from anthropology (“liturgical order”), religious studies (“ritual-
ization”), and social theory (“habitus”).

Other papers address the equally complex issue of data. First, there is the 
problem of uncritical use of data. In her analysis of the location of sanctuaries 
in Crete and Greece Sarah Murray (ch. 8) shows how the crude use of published 

2. Joseph Carroll in the introduction to Darwin’s Bridge (2016, xxii) mentions a number of such 
cases. An example of an outdated model in the study of ancient religion might be the notion of 
“rites of passage,” the canonical statement of which was by Arnold van Gennep in 1908 (drawing 
on even earlier anthropological work).
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archaeological data without consideration of how it was acquired can result 
in widely misleading conclusions. Lindsey Mazurek, Kathryn Langenfeld, and 
Benjamin Gorham (ch. 7) make a related point in their study of the rich epi-
graphical evidence from Roman Ostia; they warn that this is not strictly objec-
tive data available to researchers in the natural world, but rather something 
doubly shaped by human agency, first when it was created, and then when it 
was put to use by modern researchers.

Second, digital technology enables us to find patterns in data and visualize 
it in ways that give us new insight into how ancient people experienced their 
world. In the chapter on Ostia Mazurek, Langenfeld, and Gorham (ch. 7) show 
how the inscriptions allow them to reconstruct and visualize social and reli-
gious networks there, mapping them onto the topography of the town. Simi-
larly, Sebastian Heath’s (ch. 6) dazzling analysis of the spatial distribution of 
amphitheaters in the Roman Empire yields new insight into the significance of 
relative positions and its implications for human interactions. Sandra Blakely’s 
(ch. 11) case study shows how by engaging interactively with a simulation of 
the past by a video game, players can get more authentic experience than is 
available from other sources (e.g., either reading about in in a book or watch-
ing a film). She illustrates this with examples from Mayan culture and from 
the religious networks round Samothrace in the Aegean. In both of these the 
players have to make decisions and engage emotionally in the situation, expe-
riencing something of the individual agency that must have been involved in 
the original situations.

The elephant in the room is the emergent field known as the cognitive 
science of religion (CSR), which uses both these approaches (see, e.g., Geertz 
2016, 2020). It applies cognitive science and psychology to understanding re-
ligion and its origins, debating whether it is a natural, adaptive capacity of 
some sort (because religion is prosocial), or a byproduct of some natural ca-
pacity, or a cultural response to the emergence of the earliest complex societ-
ies. It also uses data from different cultures to support these arguments. As 
has often been observed, this is not entirely new: broad questions about the 
origin of religion have been asked since the nineteenth century, and people 
were compiling religious encyclopedias then as well (Strenski 2018, Smith 
2009, 41). Still, rapid advances in cognitive science in the last few decades 
allow these questions to be asked in new ways. Thus far, it must be said, 
CSR has done no more that sketch out general possibilities, and there is little 
agreement, except perhaps that however it came about religion was in some 
sense an asset to early humans.

Cognitive science of religion is by this point well known to students of 
ancient religion (see in particular Jennifer Larson’s 2016 monograph on Greek 
religion, or Brett Maiden’s 2020 book on Israelite religion). While the present 
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volume inevitably engages with some of the key issues of interest to CSR (e.g., 
the origin of religion: Daniels [ch. 2], Larson [ch. 3]), the range of topics cov-
ered are not limited to those, and the emphasis is more on the psychological 
and social processes that religion uses and instantiates. One issue in CSR that 
is addressed here is the controversial hypothesis that belief in an “all-seeing 
moralistic god” was crucial condition for the development of complex societ-
ies (i.e., societies post-Neolithic; Norenzayan 2013). This has become intensely 
controversial recently: an article published in Nature in 2019 (Whitehouse et 
al. 2019) seemed to have established the reverse position, that complex societ-
ies precede the emergence of all-seeing gods, but this thesis has in turn been 
challenged because of gaps in the big-data repository used (http://seshatdata-
bank.info/) and the article retracted (see Beheim et al. 2021). This hypothesis 
of the “all-seeing moralistic god” is discussed by Jennifer Larson (ch. 3) in this 
volume, showing that the data (mostly literary texts) for early Greece don’t fit 
any formulation of it: big gods seem to be active in some areas, but not in oth-
ers. There could be no better illustration of a theme of central concern to this 
volume: the need for a rigorous methodology combining control of theory and 
engagement with data.

We are clearly living at the start of a new and very intense phase of scien-
tific research, perhaps even a new age, as it has been called. People might be 
understandably alarmed. Data science in particular has even been presented 
as a threat to humanity—and so presumably to the humanities as well (Harari 
2016). In fact, of course, it’s a massive opportunity and the potential seems 
almost unlimited. How things will develop in the next few decades is anyone’s 
guess. Even if we don’t swap the library for a metaversal simulation anytime 
soon, it seems likely that we will be accessing, processing, and visualizing data 
faster and in greater quantities than we ever imagined. Meanwhile, interactive 
digital visualizations of rituals and sacred places could play a transformative 
role in teaching and research.

It is also to be expected that human sciences will have a bigger profile. 
People in the humanities sometimes resent interference from science because 
they see it as reductive or because the humanities is supposed to have its 
own methodologies (i.e., they reject the idea of consilience). But this seems 
misguided: we are not going to be pressured into accepting some monolithic 
scientific ideology. Rather, the human sciences will continue provide a rich 
discourse of ideas, models, arenas of intense speculation and debate. It is obvi-
ously desirable that research and teaching on ancient religion should include 
some general familiarity with the forms of science discussed in this volume. In 
the same way, perhaps, that people working on literature and other aspects of 
the humanities presuppose familiarity with various forms of theory, the study 

http://seshatdatabank.info/
http://seshatdatabank.info/
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of ancient religion needs an agreement on terminological language and on the 
sort of methodologies that can be used.3

As this work proceeds, it seems likely that we will want to establish cross-
cultural databases of religious practice—of the sort that M. Willis Monroe (ch. 
9) discusses in his paper—with a common system of categories (ontologies, as 
they are sometimes called) to make it easier for people working in different 
fields to share knowledge. It would not be surprising if there is a resurgence 
of interest in comparing cultures, both ancient and modern. Some things may 
turn out to be more or less panhuman and universal, while other things vary 
from one region to another. A second form of variation is chronological: we 
need to understand how forms of religion map onto changing political and so-
cial systems, but also why some religious elements seem to be stubborn skeuo-
morphs from earlier stages. It would be too much, perhaps, to imagine a new 
form religious history on a panhuman scale, along the lines of Michael Witzel’s 
work on panhuman mythology. A more manageable outcome, perhaps, is that 
we come to understand our own field, ancient Mediterranean religion, better. 
One question that might be raised, for example, is to what extent the religions 
of the ancient Mediterranean and Western Asia constitute a sort of religious 
“koine,” being more similar to each other than they are to religious systems 
elsewhere in the world. Are there greater differences between, say, Mediter-
ranean and Chinese culture, of the sort recently discussed by Geoffrey Lloyd 
(2018)? And how can we begin to quantify this sort of difference? In that case, 
just as we have come to think of modern Western cultures as WEIRD (western, 
educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic) and thus different from other 
cultures, could it be argued that we have a distinctive ancient Mediterranean-
Western Asiatic (AMWA) religious zone?

Finally, in all of this, it is important to remember that consilience is a two-
way street: as well as importing theoretical models from the sciences, schol-
ars of ancient religion could in principle help to shape those models, or even 
be contribute theoretical models of their own. A good example of this is the 
late Walter Burkert, who developed his own methodology, drawing on a wide 
range of theoretical sources; it has been suggested that Burkert’s approach is as 
good as anything offered by CSR, and one could even see it as an early form of 
CSR.4 This should not be an exception. Scholars of ancient religion need to be 
exporters of theory: cognizant of current work in the sciences, marrying this 
to data from their own discipline in which they have unique expertise, and so 
coming up with theoretical models that are at once psychologically and histori-

3. It is disappointing that the recent Thesaurus Cultus et Rituum Antiquorum (2004–2006) doesn’t 
contain an entry on theory, science, etc.

4. Smith 2009, 49–54, thinking in particular of Burkert 1996.
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cally realistic. Is it too much to dream that they should be thinking beyond the 
narrow comfort zone of their own discipline, and aiming as well to have an 
impact on more general intellectual debates?
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