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Social scientists have long argued that collective rituals produce social cohesion and this has something to do with their emotionality. The fourteenth-century scholar Ibn Khaldun argued that emotionally intense rituals constituted a fundamental driving force in political history. In the medieval Muslim world, powerful dynasties commonly traced their ancestry from peripheral tribal groups and urban elites were periodically overthrown and replaced by such groups. This pattern could easily be generalized to many other civilizations – from the dynastic cycles of China and Persia to the barbarian invasions of the Graeco-Roman and Christian worlds. Khaldun’s explanation for this pattern hinged on the notion of aṣabīyah (roughly ‘social cohesion’). Rural tribes derived their aṣabīyah from collective rituals that served to bond them into tight-knit military units, capable of standing together on the battlefield and carrying out daring raids. It was this quality of aṣabīyah that enabled rural tribes to invade and displace urban dynasties periodically. But having successfully deposed a ruling elite, the invading tribe’s emotional rituals would become sanitized and rendered ineffectual as part of the process of becoming educated into more literate forms and expressions of religiosity. Thus the urban dynasty would become vulnerable over time to invasion and overthrow by another rural tribe whose aṣabīyah remained intact. This cyclical theory of history has been taken up and developed in novel ways in recent decades.
 If emotional collective rituals do indeed unite groups then they may be capable not only of motivating coups and rebellions but also of legitimating established authority structures. Voluminous literatures in the social sciences, commonly inspired by the functionalist logic of Durkheim’s Elementary Forms of the Religious Life,
 have provided ample examples of this legitimating role of ritual.


So the idea that there is an intricate connection between ritual, emotion, and power is nothing new. What has been lacking until quite recently is a set of precise and testable theories of how emotional rituals produce social cohesion, how cohesion causes pro-group behaviour, and how these psychological and behavioural outcomes impact the exercise of power in society. The aim of this afterword is to showcase the value of testing theories with historical data and to highlight the progress that has already been made in this regard. We begin by outlining the theory of ‘modes of religiosity’ – a theory that is potentially testable using data assembled by historians. We then consider how the modes theory can inform and be informed by historical research. Since the modes theory makes predictions about trends in human history rather than providing a lens through which to explain particular cases, testing the modes theory requires the evidence of historians to be assembled in a database that would allow quantitative analysis of the material across space and over time. To build such a database is not a simple undertaking but requires the collaboration of many historians. We describe progress that has been made in this regard and discuss the difficulties of organizing historical materials in ways that historians never intended. 

The theory of ‘modes of religiosity’
Collective rituals tend to fall into two basic clusters. On the one hand there are those, such as initiation rites and fraternity hazings, that are dangerous, painful, frightening or humiliating. We call these imagistic practices, because they make a strong impression on people and leave a lasting image in their minds. To qualify as ‘imagistic’ a ritual complex must not only generate intense emotions but also it must engender unique events that shape the life histories of participants and are felt to be shared (and therefore defining of) the group. Many imagistic rituals are rare or once-in-a-lifetime occurrences. The chapters of this volume do not furnish clear-cut examples of early modern imagistic practices.  Among possible candidates are the Moravian conversion rituals analysed by Jacqueline Van Gent involving both intense euphoric (e.g. joy) and dysphoric (e.g. shame) aspects. The coronation of nuns in late medieval Germany analysed in Julie Hotchin’s chapter is likewise a relatively emotional occasion, in which feelings of joy are tempered by doubts about one’s own worthiness but it is not clear that these rituals are truly defining moments in the formation of imagistic groups. Susan Broomhall’s analysis of seventeenth-century Dutch East India correspondence through the lens of ‘correspondence as a communicative ritual’ highlights a range of emotional states including dysphoric ones, for instance when contemplating the threat of shipwreck and the fear this evokes. But these appear to have been pervasive and recurrent feelings rather than unique emotionally charged episodes. 
By contrast, the global repertoire of ritual forms also includes more sedate or mild practices, like those observed in Church on Sundays or the Mosque on Fridays, which are performed regularly, usually as part of a system of religious doctrine.  Such rituals serve as markers of group identity but are not typically remembered as unique episodes in one’s life history. We call these doctrinal practices. Most of the chapters of this volume describe rituals that are highly doctrinal in nature. A good example is the leave taking ritual performed by members of the gentry and aristocracy in early modern England. Lisa Toland’s analysis of the leave taking ritual highlights well both the mildness and frequency of the ritual. Although doctrinal traditions always incorporate high-frequency, low-arousal practices, not all their rituals are either mild or regular. But infrequent rituals in the doctrinal mode are relatively mild while the more emotional ones are regular and/or conducted in solitude (and thus incapable of producing imagistic dynamics) An example of a relatively infrequent doctrinal ritual, therefore lacking in emotional intensity, is the public baptism of Muslim converts in early modern Spain discussed by François Soyer.  The procession of St. Justin’s relics by an early modern English catholic convent in Paris as described by Claire Walker, on the other hand, appears to be an example of a relatively emotional but regular ritual within a wider doctrinal tradition. Doctrinal and imagistic practices are thought to trigger divergent patterns of group cohesion in religious traditions – and have consequently been dubbed ‘modes of religiosity’.
 But it has become increasingly clear that the theory applies equally to secular rituals and groups, such as football clubs and military organizations (to take some modern examples).


Imagistic and doctrinal practices have quite different psychological effects. Imagistic rituals typically bind together small networks of participants who know each other personally into tightly knit, emotionally bonded groups. The ties they create are relational, triggering a sense of shared essence and psychological kinship. Doctrinal rituals work differently. They are generally standardized over much larger groups of people than imagistic rituals and linked to standardized belief systems (ideologies or orthodoxies) that can be exported wholesale to entire populations. The frequent repetition of doctrinal rituals — from daily prayers to weekly Holy Days through to all the events that fill up religious calendars — cements the social identity of much larger social groups encompassing potentially millions of individuals. Such ties are categorical and impersonal, triggering a sense of shared identity but not necessarily shared essence or kinship. 


Every one of us has a personal identity – a set of traits that make us who we are as distinct from other people. A lot of these unique traits derive from our past experiences, events that have shaped our lives – our personal autobiography. The most self-shaping experiences are often rather negative ones – ordeals that we have overcome, often perceived as making us stronger or wiser. This is partly because emotionally distressing experiences are remembered better than good ones and we tend to think about them more afterwards.
 When self-shaping experiences are felt to be shared with other people – when we feel like they have been through what we have been through – the boundary between the core personal self and the social self seems to become more porous. It becomes harder to say where you end and the social group begins. We refer to this as ‘fusion’ with the group.


Psychologists have shown that in many countries around the world it is quite common for people to be highly fused with their families, even if with no other group. It makes some evolutionary sense that sharing tough experiences should serve as a way of fusing kin groups – if, for example, in ancestral conditions the people with whom you shared life’s struggles were mainly your kin. Fusion might best be understood, therefore, as an expression of psychological kinship that is effectively hijacked by imagistic practices. Painful or frightening initiation rituals, for example, serve as life-changing experiences that we never forget – and because they are also causally opaque, we reflect deeply on their meaning and significance.
 Initiations shape our autobiographical selves but they also make us feel we share these experiences with others who have gone through the same rituals. This bonding mechanism has been used for thousands of years in small-scale societies, especially ones that needed to bind together young men so that they would stand by each other on the battlefield or when engaging in other high-risk pursuits like hunting large and dangerous animals.


By contrast, doctrinal rituals create social identities that are separate from our personal identities. Imagine that the most important rituals for your group are conducted on a daily or weekly basis – like calls to prayer or Sunday services. When religious rituals are routinized in this way, group beliefs and practices are stored as general schemas in semantic memory, forming part of each worshipper’s general knowledge of the world. Nobody could remember every single call to prayer or Sunday service as a distinct experience; instead they form prototypes for what to believe and how to behave. Such prototypes are inherently depersonalizing – they specify who does what in terms of roles and functions rather than actual people (e.g. the priest does this and then the congregant does that – but not Peter does this and Jane does that.) And so we enter the world of large-group thinking and identification with large ‘imagined communities’.

The modes theory advances a series of specific hypotheses about the psychological effects of collective ritual on various aspects of group alignment and behaviour, depending on their frequency and emotionality. Many of these hypotheses have been tested using carefully controlled psychological experiments.
 The modes theory also advances a number of hypotheses about the social consequences of these psychological and behavioural tendencies that have been tested using surveys and databases using ethnographic, historical, and archaeological materials. 
 
 
 Although we will consider later the use of historical databases to test the modes theory, here we set to one side psychological, ethnographic, and archaeological evidence for the modes theory which bears less directly on the central concerns of this book.
 First, however, we survey some efforts to explore the applicability of the modes theory to historical case studies. Such efforts have been quite wide-ranging both regionally and temporally, but in keeping with the focus of the present volume we will consider only illustrative cases from the late medieval and modern periods.
  
Grounding modes of religiosity in the historiography of late medieval and modern periods

In Arguments and Icons (OUP, 2000), Whitehouse characterized late medieval Christianity as weakly doctrinal in the monasteries and convents but predominantly imagistic among the laity. On this account, the emotionality of Christian rituals changed during the Reformation, and with it forms of group bonding. Medieval imagistic tendencies were suppressed and a more thoroughly doctrinal mode of religiosity enthusiastically embraced. This transformation would have entailed a change in the way personal and social identities were experienced and articulated. Participants in rituals that induce very strong negative emotions tend to remember those experiences and to regard them as self-defining. Identity fusion is thought to result from sharing personally salient experiences with others.
 Examples of groups that become fused in this way include New Guinea initiation grades, mystery cults in the ancient world, elite forces in the military, and even sports teams. Arguably such practices have been progressively muted in the Christian world. While emotionally intense rituals do persist in some regions, for instance among self-flagellants at Easter parades in the Philippines or local groups of firewalkers in Northern Greece,
 church authorities tend to distance themselves from such practices. With these changes in group alignment we would expect to see a shift in the way personal identities were construed.


To the extent that imagistic rituals were once more central to Christian worship, they would most likely have fused members of the tradition. For fused individuals, the boundary between self and group is porous. Making the group salient activates personal agency and vice-versa. It may be hard to say where the personal self ends and the group begins. Whitehouse has argued that medieval Christianity had the kinds of rituals that tap into this form of group alignment. By contrast, in the early modern period Christian reformers sought to tamp down or even eliminate imagistic practices, focusing instead on more repetitive, logocentric and sanitized forms of worship. Instead of fusing with the group, modern worshippers came to see their personal and social selves as more sharply distinct.  
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Table 14.1 Contrasting Modes of Religiosity

Most historians responding to these arguments have taken their bearings on the modes theory from a table summarizing the contrasting features of doctrinal and imagistic dynamics (reproduced here as Table 14.1).
 Among the first historians of medieval Christianity to engage with the modes theory was Anne Clark (2005), an expert on monastic life communities and their rituals.
 Clark broadly agreed with Whitehouse’s characterization of monastic rituals in the Middle Ages as routinized, observing that, in theory at least, monks and nuns performed as many as eight rituals in the daily diurnal-nocturnal cycle as well as frequent recitations of psalms, antiphons and hymns. Such rites were low in emotional intensity, required deference to an ecclesiastical hierarchy, and entailed strong identification with a large ‘imagined community’ of fellow adherents. Yet there were also aspects of the doctrinal mode that were lacking or muted in the monasteries. For example, there was not a great emphasis on oratory as a vehicle for the transmission of doctrinal orthodoxy and not all monks and nuns were equally learned in religious matters. The emphasis instead was on the repetition of textual materials. 


While acknowledging that monastic ritual life lacked high emotional intensity, however, Clark was at pains to emphasize that it was far from emotionless. Moreover, although the doctrinal mode is thought to rely on the social transmission of beliefs and practices, rather than the construction of shared personal experience as in the imagistic mode, Clark observed that monastic rituals involved meditative reflection and emotional engagement in ways that were probably experienced as transformative and self-shaping. Of particular note are the well-documented visionary experiences and revelations of both monks and nuns. In an extended account of the lives of Elisabeth of Schönau (a twelfth-century Benedictine nun) and Gertrude of Helfta (who lived a century later) Clark presents evidence of a richly personal engagement with God bearing many of the hallmarks of imagistic ritual experience. She concludes:

So were medieval monasteries islands of doctrinal religion? Semantic schemas abounded, authoritative interpretations were available, hierarchy was enforced, policing of orthodoxy was more possible than in the world outside the monastery walls. Yet the highly routinized ritual of the divine office offered its congregants the opportunities for intense emotional, visionary experience that became the foundation for personal spontaneous (and later deliberative) exegesis that may or may not have accorded with the prevailing orthodoxy.
 

Clark’s detailed and careful case study material suggests that although medieval monastic life might be accurately characterized as conforming to the doctrinal mode, it did not exclude the kinds of intense religious experience associated with imagistic practices. A crucial question to ask from our theoretical perspective, however, is whether the ecstasies of individuals like Elisabeth and Gertrude were perceived as shared with other members of the monastic community and, as such, capable of motivating fusion within such groups. Clark tells us they were not and, as such, while revelatory episodes may have formed an important part of individual religious experience in the monasteries they were not sufficiently widespread or collectively regulated to establish a truly imagistic mode of religiosity.


Clark goes on to consider whether the religiosity of the medieval laity can be justly portrayed as ‘imagistic’. Specifically she addresses the claim that ‘it is precisely within those populations that lack access to the authoritative corpus of religious teachings, and so cannot be adequately motivated by these teachings, that we find the greatest profusion of imagistic practices’.
 Clark acknowledges that lay Christians in the Middle Ages were unsophisticated in matters of theology and religious scholarship and agrees that their religiosity was experienced in a much less doctrinal fashion than in the monasteries and universities. By way of illustration she focuses on the cult of the Virgin Mary that, although part of the Christian tradition from much earlier times, took on a special importance among the laity in the eleventh to fifteenth centuries: 

Effusions of love, dedication, and praise overtake the more staid, theologically centered hymns and prayers of the early Middle Ages. Devotion to the Virgin Mary was expressed in major feasts celebrated publicly (there were four annual feasts dedicated to the Virgin) and in private domestic practices. The public festivals were celebrated with Mass in a language that lay people did not generally comprehend.

Clark is reluctant, however, to describe these practices as ‘imagistic’ since they did not typically evince strong emotions and self-shaping episodic memories. Yet she goes on to discuss evidence of the often very intense relationships lay Christians developed with Mary. Moreover, as Clark also concedes, the violent nature of visionary experience, iconography and Marian devotion complicates the picture. 


In Arguments and Icons, as noted above, Whitehouse argued that the European Reformation set out to create a more thoroughly doctrinal mode of Christian worship to the exclusion of imagistic elements. Theodore Vial assembles a substantial body of historical evidence in support of this thesis.
 He argues that early Protestantism was defined by a highly routinized programme of doctrinal transmission and supervision, often expressed in a highly codified form. Focusing on one such programme, instigated by Martin Luther in Saxony, Vial describes efforts to abolish or eliminate folk ritual practices while strengthening doctrinal ones. He illustrates this argument by describing how rituals surrounding baptism and the Eucharist were systematically modified, reducing or de-emphasizing elements of exorcism and ‘magic’ respectively, so prominent in their medieval forms. With regard to Luther’s reforms of the rites of baptism Vial concludes: 

The result is a service that was just as long as the Catholic one, but one in which explanations and exhortations took the place of repeated exorcisms … Surely this is an example of a doctrinal mode seeking to displace an imagistic one … Civil authorities, with the encouragement of religious leaders, began cracking down on the festivities surrounding baptism, especially the lavish parties, the practice of delaying baptism to allow friends and relatives time to travel to the party, and expensive gifts.

Following a careful description of Luther’s many reforms to the practices associated with the Eucharist, Vial goes on to argue that the process was one of strengthening its doctrinal character. Communion, and other major rituals, became occasions for doctrinal transmission and instruction, emphasizing that the efficacy of ceremonial depended on the understanding and faith of participants as much as on the acts themselves. According to Vial these same patterns of transformation were evident in the Catholic Reformation as well:

Protestants and Catholics were both purveyors of logically coherent persuasive bodies of teachings; both had clearly marked leaders and systems for checking on the orthodoxy of their adherents; both stressed frequent repetition of rituals during which doctrine was rehearsed and authorized exegeses of the rituals provided; both made efforts to transmit these bodies of beliefs far and wide.

Both Clark and Vial, among many other historians, have assembled case study material that is broadly consistent with the modes theory, but they also present challenges and queries too numerous to discuss here. Attempting to apply the modes theory to particular cases studies, such as late medieval Christianity and the Reformation, has proven to be a useful exercise for a number of reasons – not least because the process has revealed significant conceptual shortcomings and lacunae in the original theory leading to modifications and improvements. But case studies do not easily serve as a direct test of the modes theory. This is so for two reasons. First, the modes theory is an effort to pick out general patterns across many cases rather than to predict in a law-like fashion every particular case. Many and indeed perhaps most particular cases may diverge from the aggregated pattern in a wide variety of unpredictable ways. Second, even if we had enough detailed cases studies to detect aggregated patterns the sample could be skewed. Indeed it is likely that historians who have been attracted to the modes theory have been mainly those whose particular case studies present a good ‘fit’. Perhaps there are many more historians who have studied cases that conform less well or not at all. To address these problems were need a more objective way of examining patterns in the recorded past. This is partly why historical databases are needed.

Exploring early modern rituals through the lens of Seshat: Global History Databank

‘Seshat: Global History Databank’ was created in 2011.
 Initially the aim was to test theories pertaining to the evolution of social complexity, social cohesion, warfare, agricultural resources, and ritual. Testing the theory of modes of religiosity with historical data was one of the central drivers behind the creation of Seshat. To this end, historical and archaeological data on over 600 variables is being brought together for all known polities of the past 5000 years globally. The data is bias free in terms of both the lifespan and the geographic reach of the polities. Vast or long-lived polities are not favoured over small or short-lived polities. One of the advantages of working with historical databases is that the risk of cherry picking, so difficult to avoid when relying on case studies, is greatly reduced or eliminated.


In addition to variables relevant to testing the modes theory, Seshat now also contains variables pertaining to norms, institutions, religions, and economic resources. To make the task manageable in the intermediate term the focus has been on a sample of thirty geographic areas of roughly 100 km by 100 km (e.g. Latium, Upper Egypt, and Big Island Hawaii). These 30 geographic areas are evenly spread across the globe. Ten of these geographic areas are characterized by a deep history of social complexity, a further ten by an intermediately long history of social complexity, and ten remaining areas by a shallower history of social complexity. Geographic areas where social complexity arose early, such as Upper Egypt, are counterbalanced with regions in which social complexity and early state formation arose much later, such as Big Island Hawaii. For each of these 30 geographic areas data for the variables is gathered for all the polities that were present in or ruled over the geographic area at any point during the past 5000 years. For geographic areas with a long history of social complexity this usually means that data is gathered for well over twenty different polities. For geographic areas with a shallower history of social complexity this can mean that data is collected for fewer than five polities. 


The data are collected in a dual format containing a machine-readable code, like a numerical value or an ‘absent/present/unknown’ code, and an often lengthy narrative paragraph explaining not only the code but also pointing out complexities and disagreements. The coding scheme can deal with, and in fact encourages, debate and differences of interpretation among historians both in the machine-readable components and in the narrative paragraphs.
 Data are entered through a combination of the involvement of domain experts and research assistants. At the end of the process all data points are approved by at least one expert and in many cases several. In the near future this fast growing community of scholars from a wide range of academic backgrounds will be able to add new insights and alternative interpretations at any time. 


Whereas this approach has many benefits it also creates many novel methodological challenges. It creates a need, for example, to ensure continual feedback from professional historians as we develop our coding conventions and variables. As part of our quest to obtain input from as wide a range of historians and archaeologists as possible we asked the contributors to this edited collection to fill in part of our ritual coding sheet using material relating to the particular ritual that is the focus of attention in their individual chapters.
 Whereas the number of coded rituals receiving treatment in the present volume is too low to analyse statistically in a rigorous fashion such that we could hope to derive general trends from for the medieval and early modern period, the exercise turned out to be very useful in other ways. In particular, it allowed us to assess the extent to which our approach may complement existing historiography and, at the same time, to discover various ways in which our approach still needs to be nuanced. Above all, being involved in Seshat requires historians to look at familiar data from a new longitudinal perspective. This can present a challenge to deeply ingrained practices and disciplinary conventions. Two clusters of challenges can be distinguished here. The first cluster concerns the way in which relative importance of change and continuity is construed by historians. The second cluster concerns the way we think about the absence of data. 


Most historians, especially those focusing on the modern period are used to working with relatively short timescales of a few decades or a century and tend to privilege the study of change over that of continuity.
 For example of the authors who engaged with our coding exercise only one, François Soyer, took into account more than two centuries. Explaining changes in ritual practice is at the heart of all the essays. This is preferred to explaining why ritual aspects remained unchanged in respect to the preceding and following periods, although both Katie Barclay and Julie Hotchin point out that the rituals they studied persisted for several centuries. Seshat aims above all to detect big changes on long timescales. Whereas, for example, a doubling of the audience attending a particular ritual or an increase in length by half an hour of a ritual might seem a lot when placing the ritual in its contemporary context, such changes are not of an order of magnitude relevant to the big societal changes with which Seshat is primarily concerned. As a result, what historians working with shorter timescales have typically perceived as evidence of change, the broader comparative approach of Seshat can encourage them to view as relative continuity. Of a piece with this, from the perspective of the modes theory the vast majority of early modern rituals in Europe can be labelled ‘superdoctrinal’: their level of emotionality is low when compared with the dysphoric intensity of rituals of, let us say, male initiation cults in Papua New Guinea or Bacchanalian cults in Antiquity. This is, understandably, not the frame of reference used by medieval and early modern historians who are instead used to placing a given ritual only in a much more localised historical context, for example by drawing comparison with other contemporaneous rituals. If such rituals provide the only point of comparison then a given ritual might stand out as highly emotional. 

Constructing codebooks that are sufficiently complex to capture big societal transformations playing out over long time scales and that at the same time do justice to rapid small-scale or local changes is a key challenge for Seshat. This can only be achieved by engaging with a wide range of historians studying both data-poor and data-rich societies. Compared to many of the much earlier societies captured by Seshat, the medieval and, especially, the early modern periods provide extremely rich data and it is thus possible to analyse specific rituals in great detail. Change over time playing out on short time scales can be carefully reconstructed. The interaction between ritualistic behaviour and a fast changing context are at the heart of many of the essays in this volume. For example Charles Sowerwine described quite minute changes over time in the annual pilgrimage to les Jardies, the home where Léon Gambetta died in 1882. Sowerwine’s detailed analysis made it possible to identify a heyday of this practice (1884-1900) and a period of decline (1900-1914), before it eventually disappeared in 1920, and he was able to link this transformation to the larger political context and background of pilgrims. Similarly Claire Walker presented us with a rigorous analysis of the procession of St. Justin’s relics by placing the ritualistic behaviour in both a larger religious and political setting of a single early modern English catholic convent in Paris. Katie Barclay incorporated in her analysis many intricate and absorbing details of individual testimonies on the experience of the bedding ritual in eighteenth-century Scotland. Finally Charles Zika cleverly links an in-depth discussion of Jean Crépy’s engravings of the rituals of the witches’ Sabbath for Laurent Bordelon’s The Story of the Extravagant Imaginations of Monsieur Oufle, Occasioned by his Reading of Books Treating Magic, the Demonic Arts, Demoniacs and Witches with an early eighteenth century transformation in attitudes towards witchcraft. In addition, a focused temporal scope allows for a detailed exploration of conceptual themes. For example Helen Hills explored in detail the complex intersection between ‘affect, matter, materiality, and artistic invention’ in the context of in baroque Italy. Similarly Bronwyn Reddan explored the intricate complexities of gift giving in the courting rituals of early modern France. Finally Nicole Starbuck examined ritualistic dimensions of cross-cultural encounters between French ethnographers and Oceanic peoples during the second half of the eighteenth century, highlighting various ways in which these encounters are entwined with assertions of power and identity. Historians studying much earlier periods seldom have such rich materials to work with. Only by engaging with such detailed scholarship on data-rich periods like the medieval and early modern periods and by seeking ways to compare it with data from data-poor societies can we start to understand how ‘big’ change relates to ‘small’ change and how patterns playing out at different time scales interact. These should be fundamental questions not only for the Seshat project but for history as a discipline.  

A second distinct cluster of issues is raised by the ways in which we deal with the absence of data. From a ‘Seshat’ perspective the absence of data is an acceptable limitation and there are many statistical techniques to deal with absences. What is crucial however is that a strict unit of analysis is maintained throughout the coding. When coding a ritual the data must pertain to that ritual alone. Data concerning somewhat related rituals or to overall belief systems or other practices in the society at large is not necessarily relevant. For many historians, it is quite the other way round. Their area of expertise is often the larger belief system, group, or society and the ritual is merely a facet of that. Rather than systematically highlighting the absence of evidence, the temptation instead is to broaden out the unit of analysis and bring in related topics on which richer data are available. Again establishing ways to keep the unit of analysis highly focused yet doing justice to the domain of expertise of contributing historians is key to maintaining the high quality and long lasting collaborations necessary for building a database like Seshat. 

Concluding remarks

We have considered the potential benefits and challenges of using historical evidence to test theories emerging from the human sciences, with a concluding focus on two particular clusters of challenges. Our main focus has been on the theory of modes of religiosity advancing hypotheses about the relationship between ritual, emotion, and changes in social organization, themes of particular relevance to this volume. Our aim here is to highlight how an integration of the approaches and methodologies of early modern historians and social scientists might be accomplished. This has produced a set of desiderata for such an integration – a Seshat ‘wish-list’. A different wish-list would no doubt be proposed by medieval and early modern historians. We recognize, for example, that not all historians would recognize the value of tracking historical trends or patterns spanning very long periods of time. And not all scholars would be interested in extracting variables for special attention or willing to tolerate the associated loss of contextual information that this entails. Nevertheless, we would argue that it is possible to reconcile these viewpoints with our own. We have already worked productively with scholars as diverse as archaeologists working on Neolithic Europe, classicists and historians of Ancient Egypt, and experts on early modern Europe. Each of these intellectual engagements has brought novel insights on the question of how to combine the need for context with the need for standardized theoretically informed variables. This process has led to further fine-tuning of the Seshat code book leading to improvements that sit increasingly comfortably with each network of historians we approach. It is thus a collaborative rather than an invasive process. The ever-richer dataset that Seshat represents has the potential to help shape, but not to usurp or overturn, the historical research agenda for generations to come.
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