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Some Neurocognitive Considerations

by Luther H. Martin

1 Globalization and syncretism

Conditions in the modern world have often been compared to those in antiquity. Of
the many comparisons cited, however, modern processes of globalization and those of
ancient imperial expansions have generally been neglected. The notion of »globalization«
has, of course, been used to signify numerous kinds of transformations in international
structures, relationships, and influences. If, however, we think of globalization as a pro-
cess that challenges identity by place, by community, and by tradition, then it is relevant
to compare contemporary processes of globalization with those of oikoumenai past and,
especially, with those of Western antiquity following the conquests of Alexander the Great
and with the pax romana established by Augustus."

As has been well-discussed, J. G. Droysen first described in 1836 a discrete period of
»Hellenistic« political history extending from Alexander to Augustus. He characterized
this period as a »westdstliche Volkermischung« that resulted in a Hegelian »Verschmel-
zung der Religionen und Kulte«.? A century later, F. C. Grant pronounced that »the main
characteristic feature of all [...] religion« during this period was »syncretism«.? This view of
Hellenistic religious syncretism became the basis for the use of this category in the history
of religions generally and, subsequently, for its use in the contemporary social sciences. The
category has, however, never achieved any consensual usage among historians of religion,
much less among scholars from other areas of study.* Most often, however, this category
seems to have been employed as a somehow self-evident explanation for descriptions of
complex historical constructions resulting, usually unintentionally, from cultural contact.”
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Although Graeco-Roman cosmopolitanism provided a symbiotic model for globaliza-
tion and syncretism, the concept of syncretism was scarcely mentioned by participants
on the panel »Hellenisation, Empire, and Globalisation« organized for the 2003 meeting
of the European Association for the Study of Religion that took as its general theme »The
Globalization and Localization of Religion «® - perhaps the consequence of a »syncretistic
fatigue« born of an overuse of this imprecise notion. Only five of the nine contributors
to the panel mentioned the term — three but in passing.” While a fourth contributor, the
historian of Graeco-Roman religions, Panayotis Pachis, gave an insightful analysis of
particular historical influences on the Egyptian cult of Isis over the course of its develop-
ment, he retained a Droysenean understanding of syncretism as resulting from influence
of »the Greek way of thinking«® - which was, of course, appropriate to this particular
historical example. Only one contributor, Giulia Gasparro, also a historian of Graeco-
Roman religions, paused in her response to the panel presentations to reflect upon the
meaning of the term. »It is a well known fact clearly perceived within various polythe-
istic traditions of the ancient world«, she wrote, that it is »possible to establish a more
or less rigorous system of [functional] » correspondences« between the various religious
frameworks, according to a play of »identifications« [...] without however completely
losing the sense that each specific personage belongs to a particular cultural contexts«.
Nevertheless, Gasparro concluded that »syncretism« remains a »dubious category« for
history of religions research.’

2 Syncretism, identification and selection

The »syncretistic« »play of identifications« and »correspondences« of which Gasparro
spoke have frequently been exemplified for Graeco-Roman antiquity from Book 11 of
Apuleius’ Metamorphoses. In an oft-cited passage, which has been evoked as the locus
classicus of Hellenistic syncretism,'® Apuleius identifies the goddess Isis with ten other
goddesses and then has Isis proclaim that »my name, my divinity is adored throughout
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all the world, in divers manners, in variable customs, and by many names« (Met. 11.5) - an
assertion that the classicist J. Gwyn Griffiths considered to be the »syncretistic formula
of union«."

The question about employing this passage as the classical exemplar for syncretism is
whether Apuleius’ theokrasia instantiates a tenet of his neo-Platonic philosophy or whether
it represents the historical situation of Hellenistic religiosity.'? In considering this question,
we might turn from Apuleius’ philosophical fiction to a historical example from the single
most widely spread as well as densely distributed religion of the Roman world, in which
we might well expect to find syncretistic formations, namely, the Roman cult of Mithras.

In late third-century AD, Marcus Aurelius Decimus, governor of the Roman Province
of Numidia (modern Algeria) from 283-284, and a Mithraist,"* dedicated an altar in the
Roman colony of Diana Veteranorum (Ain-Zana) with the inscription:

Tovi optimo maximo, Iunoni reginae, Minervae sanctae, Soli Mithrae, Herculi, Marti,
Mercurio, genio loci, diis deabusque omnibus (CIMRM 140).™*

Decimus didn’t specifically identify these sundry deities with one another as did Apuleius
with the Graeco-Roman goddesses of his novel. Rather, Decimus honored these deities as
correlates alongside Mithras. An inscription from Rome to »those deities sharing a temple«
(tois synnaois theois) with Mithras suggests that such associations were unexceptional in
this cult (CIMRM 473). In fact, the historian Manfred Clauss has enumerated over twenty
Graeco-Roman deities whose votives or statuettes have been found in Mithraea.'?

The example from the Mithraic tradition gives historical support to Apuleius’ fictive
construction and confirms an observation about syncretic formations that I suggested
over twenty-five years ago with reference to it, namely, that syncretic formations, in ad-
dition to involving identifications and correspondences, are examples of selection and
rejection. So, while ten of the eleven goddesses included by Apuleius in his novel were
identified with Isis, one, the Syrian Goddess Atargatis, was not, despite her being identi-
fied with Isis elsewhere in historical contexts.'® Whereas Apuleius’ criteria of selection
were those of authorial intent, the selective criteria of the Mithraic groups derive, appar-
ently, from local practice.

Without an explanation for what Pachis has called the »tactics of selection «,'7 historical
understandings of syncretism seem, at best, to be descriptive redundancies rather than
explanation in any scientific sense. While such descriptions may be able accurately to track
the historical elements of formation, they do not offer any explanation for why, given the
historical situation, certain syncretic possibilities were realized while others never were.
In other words, syncretic constructions can be historically identified and described but
historical descriptions do not explain historical constructions.

3 Syncretism, explanation and cognition

In 1987, Carsten Colpe defined »syncretism« as »relations between complex wholes«, which
»can be any coherence of mental elements and of actions, representations, or objects
related to these elements«, or »relations between particular components« of these wholes."
However, attempts to explain such relationships at the historical level, Colpe conceded,
can only result in classifications or typologies based on sophistic attempts to formulate ge-
neralizations about the multiplicity of historical specificities in ways that still differentiate
between them.' While much ink has been spilt developing such historical classifications
and typologies in efforts to provide heuristic models for syncretic relations and formations,
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the results of these generalizing efforts often approach - or even exceed - the complexity
of the particular historical formations being described. On the other hand, less attention
has been paid to what I take to be central to Colpe’s definition of syncretism, namely, the
»mental elements« to which diverse historical »actions, representations, or objects« are
related and by which they may be explained.

Since Colpe first proposed his definition, a new disciplinary area of the cognitive science
of religion has emerged that might offer some insight into those mental elements that are
universal to human nature and, because of that universality, might structure as well as
constrain the multiple possibilities of historical realization, including those often regarded
as syncretistic.2

The fundamental premise of this new discipline is that the mind is not a passive »blank-
slate« upon which cultural influences and information might simply be inscribed, as most
accounts of syncretism would seem to assume, but that the mental processing of such
influences and information is both constructive as well as constrained.*! Such cognitive
explanations may well contribute a clarifying scientific perspective to historical processes
of syncretic selection and representation.

3.1 Syncretism, cognitive linguistics and blending theory

One of the first cognitive theories to be applied to the study of cultural formations is derived
from linguistic theory. The promise and problems with this approach have been well
summarized in a recent study by historian of religion Edward Slingerland, who illustrates it
from Confucian syncretic constructions by Mencius in fourth-century BCE China - though
Slingerland employs the linguistic category of »conceptual blending« rather than that of
»syncretism«.*?

The presupposition of cognitive linguistics is that »linguistic conventions [...] represent
the surface manifestations of deeper, active, and largely unconscious conceptual struc-
tures«.?® This theoretical presupposition was first elaborated by George Lakoff and Mark
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Johnson in their analyses of metaphor construction, in which body-based conceptual
schemas, the source domain, serve as »conceptual templates for our understanding of
abstract or less clearly structured« target domains.**

Gilles Fauconnier and Mark Turner have extended »cognitive metaphor theory to argue
that all of human cognition - even literal and logical thought — involves the creation of
mental spaces and mappings between them«? Thus, »many expressions that, at first glance,
seem to involve simple source to target domain mappings in fact involve the blending of two
or more spaces into a [...] third >blended« space«.* In such complex analyses, blended con-
structions may themselves be shown to be inputs for further blends.*” It would be possible,
consequently, to analyze Apuleius’ theocrasy, for example, as a metaphorical construction,
whereby discretely represented goddesses, who themselves are metaphorical blends of cer-
tain cosmic attributes — »mother of all things, [...] governess of all the elements, [...] chief
of the powers divine, [...] principal of them that dwell in heaven« — become »blended«
into a single mental space represented by Isis - who, in turn, metaphorically represents
for Apuleius a Neo-platonic conceptual space of idealistic monism (Apul. Met. 11. 5) - or
something of the sort. Analysis of this metaphorical »blend« would involve, consequently,
a tracing of the historically differing source attributes of the blended deities — respectively,
creatrix, originator of agriculture, guarantor of human reproduction and propagation,
relief from illness, etc. (Apul. Met. 11. 2), into the target metaphor of Isis, which, in turn,
associates her, as the metaphorical »Queen of Heaven«, with Apuleius’ view of the cosmic
foundations of and conditions for human existence.

Although the model of conceptual blending derives from and seems to be biased towards
an analysis of texts,”® Slingerland argues that, in addition to the »selective recruitment
and combination of schemas into novel conceptual structures«, the theory can provide
»a general model for how we might represent and trace« »novel motor programs, techno-
logical interfaces, and social institutions«.? I am unaware, however, of any study that has
attempted to extend the model to domains other than the textual. Nevertheless, the key
word in Slingerland’s presentation of the theory is »trace« and while the blended spaces of
any historical formation, like of those of conceptual expressions, may well be tractable, such
trackings, while descriptive of source materials that may have been employed, approach, as
with the case of historical classifications and typologies, the complexity of the formations
being described without offering any explanatory insight into the criteria for selection
and rejection.® As Slingerland puts it, the problem remains of »how the target of a given
metaphor serves to constrain possible source domains, as well as to determine what parts
of those source domains become conceptually active in the metaphor«.* This is precisely
the question that continues to confound historical explanations - or even descriptions - of
syncretic formations, namely, the problem of what constraints are present in the construc-
tion of such formations and what criteria for selection are operative among the various
syncretic possibilities afforded by conditions of historical complexity.

Slingerland concludes his discussion by referring to a more fundamental cognitive
explanation for selective blending. »Cultural transmission«, he writes with reference
to the work of Pascal Boyer and Dan Sperber,*? »is [indeed] a selective process, where
a large and powerful suite of innate human cognitive biases assure that certain mental
representations are more likely to be entertained and transmitted than others«.* This
»large and powerful suite of innate human cognitive biases«, when fully mapped, can
provide a greater explanatory basis for the mental elements underlying historical repre-
sentations by human agents, past as well as present, than that offered by simply tracing
intricate constructions.
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3.2 Syncretism, epidemiological transmission and stabilization

The cognitive anthropologist Dan Sperber, notes that our »individual brains are each inhab-
ited by a large number of ideas that determine our behavior. « Since mental representations
spread contagiously from mind to mind, Sperber employs an »epidemiological« metaphor
for their transmission and stabilization. Some, but not all representations are successfully
transmitted, he argues. Those that do are inevitably transformed, as in the children’s game
of »Telephone« (»Stille Post«). »Only those representations which are [...] minimally
transformed« will end up being publicly shared and »belonging to culture«. In a question
directly related to that of syncretic formations, Sperber asks: »what causes such [public]
representations to appear, to expand, to split, to merge with one another, to change over
time, to die?«**

Information that is most successfully transmitted, Sperber argues, is that which is in-
tuitively attracted to evolved cognitive domains of individual minds whereas information
that is domain impoverished will be transmitted poorly, if at all. As Sperber puts it, these
cognitive »adaptations to an ancestral environment [...] tend to fix a lot of cultural content
in and around [these specialized] cognitive domains«,* both within populations as well as
across generations.*® Such evolutionary and cognitive defaults are increasingly being rec-
ognized by literary critics as underlying recurrent themes in literature®” and by historians
as organizing the purduring concerns of historical agents.?®

The primary cognitive attractor or domain represented by the deities identified or associ-
ated by both Apuleius and Decimus is that of »agency«. » Agents« are readily distinguished
from inanimate objects already by infants; they are self-motivating, intentional objects in
the world that carry with them certain expectations of action and accomplishment. Deities
are agents that are considered to accomplish the results attributed them by extraordinary
means. Agents identified with one another, therefore, are those considered, whether by
authorial intent or by local practice, to share a domain relevant quality or function. Conse-
quently, the deities identified by Apuleius in his novel are an empathetic assemblage of
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goddesses who represent possibilities for the realization of good fortune (agathe tyché) in

systemic antipathy to the ill fortune that was considered to plague Graeco-Roman exist-
ence.*® Atargatis is excluded from this assembly because of her association - but only in

Apuleius’s tale — with this cosmic antipathy.*® The deities associated with Mithras by Dec-
imus — and by others - were based on their common relationship to the sun (Apollo, Sol,
and Helios), on their mutual roles as psychopomps (Mercury or Hermes),* or on their
associations with the military (Jupiter Dolechenus). But, whereas Apuleius’ enumeration

of selectively identified deities included only goddesses, Decimus’ list included deities of
both genders, necessitating the explication of yet another cognitive principle. Since deities

are agents considered to accomplish the results attributed them by extraordinary means,
they are also typically represented as powerful. Decimus’ association of Mithras, and of the

other deities he lists, with Jove, Juno and Minerva — the Roman Capitoline Triad - associ-
ates the power of these deities with that of the state, exploiting, thereby, a cognitive bias in

support of imperial supremacy.*?

Sperber’s metaphor of the epidemiological transmission of representations suggests
that some minds might exhibit either an innate and/or an acquired immunity to (or
stablization in the face of) »cultural infections«.** In the more or less expected variable
association of certain Graeco-Roman deities with Mithras in the cultural heterogene-
ity of the Roman Empire, the remarkably faithful transmission of the central Mithraic
tauroctony is a case in point. This rather complex image invariably portrays the Roman
god: »Mithras pinning a fallen bull with his left knee. With his face averted to his right,
he pulls the animal’s head back by its mouth, chin, or horns with his left hand so that
its throat is exposed; with his right hand, he slays the beast with his knife or sword. A
sheaf of grain sprouts from the bull’s tail. A raven appears over Mithras’s right shoulder,
often perched on his cloak. A serpent and often a cup are ranged beneath the bull, while
a dog laps at the fatal wound of the bull and a scorpion is attached to the dying animal’s
genitals. «*4

Such a complex composition would seem to be vulnerable, if not outright amenable,
to syncretic influence. And yet this image was transmitted throughout the Roman Em-
pire, to its farthest boundaries, with little to no variation. The faithful transmission of the
tauroctonous image is even more remarkable when we consider that there is no evidence
from Mithraism for even the idea of any centralized conceptual control or administration
that might support its standardization; that there is no evidence for the existence of any
Mithraic texts or artistic templates that might have provided instructions or models for
the ‘rauroctony;45 and that new Mithraic cells were often established by initiates, who were,
nevertheless, often uneducated.*® Although these conclusions could reflect a taphonomic
bias in which generalized conclusions are based solely upon fortuitously surviving data,
comparative studies of contemporaneous religious groups, including the early Christiani-
ties, argue for Mithraic exceptionalism on these evidential points. The theoretical question
raised by our historical example of Mithraism, then, is how this rather complex image
became immunized to syncretic influences in the context of a cult that seemed otherwise
receptive to a multitude of such influences? Interestingly, resistance to external influences,
like their reception, seems to exploit innate cognitive attractors as well, reinforced, however,
by robust mnemonic salience.

In its Roman context, the Mithraic tauroctony could only have been viewed by non-
initiate members of the public as a representation of sacrifice,"” a feature of much Roman
official religion*® that would have provided a particularly salient and inferentially rich image
for Roman minds. A plausible cognitive attractor exploited by sacrificial rites is an evolved
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sense of reciprocity — observable even among our cousin primates.*’ As expressed in the
seemingly universal formula of relationship with deity — do uf des —° this ritual might be
expected to activate default expectations about an economy of exchange,™ a principle that
is manifest either as an actual exchange of resources among participants or as a potential
exchange with invisible partners.”® Mnemonically enhanced by the predictable visceral
reaction universally evoked by the spilling of blood and its associated emotional salience,™
this principle celebrates, in the more traditional formulation by the classicist Walter Burkert,
»The commensality of men in the presence of the sacred«.>*

The Mithraic tauroctony has also been identified as a star-map, in which each of its
compositional elements corresponds to well-known constellations: the bull to taurus, the
dog to canis minor, the serpent to hydra, the scorpion to scorpio, the cup, when present,
to krater, and the wheat emerging from the tail of the bull, to the star spica. Although con-
temporary interpretations of this astrological representation differ,”® the cosmic organiza-
tion of the tauroctony would have been especially attractive to the visuospatial skills that
are predominant among males,*® who, of course, exclusively constituted the membership
of the Mithraisms. This attraction to a spatial organization of relationships is associated
with motor adaptations that had an evolutionary history in such ancestral male pursuits as
hunting® - judging the position of moving targets, for example,” and accurately aiming
projectiles at them.*® Such activities were of significance for the large number of Mithraic
initiates who were also members of the military, for which the cult had a special attraction,*
and through which the cult was largely spread.®

Finally, in contrast to empathizing, which statistically is a characteristic of »female
brains«, the methodical patterns of astrological configurations would have been attrac-
tive to the systemizing proclivity of male brains.®* This systemization bias would have
provided mnemonic support for faithful transmission of the Mithraic tauroctony by its
male membership.
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3.3 The neural implementation of syncretistic selection

The cognitive effort required to resist syncretic influences to so faithfully transmit the
Mithraic tauroctony attests to the central importance of this singular image for the social
identity of the distributed Mithraic groups. Consequently, any discussion of selection
among historically available ideas, representations or practices, or of immunization against
such availability, must also include an explanation for how local ideas and preferences,
while stabilized by cognitive attractors, are processed and differentiated by evolved
neurocognitive functions.?

One universal cognitive function, whereby historically antecedent and culturally con-
tingent elements of syncretic formations are processed is imitation. Homo sapiens are
innately imitators, and we are so within minutes of our birth. Within the first hour of life,
for example, infants instinctively imitate rudimentary manual and facial gestures.** Like
most animals, it's how we learn,*® how we continue to learn as adults and how we transmit
what we have learned.®®

The cognitive anthropologist Thomas Wynn has noted that »[a]ll understandings of the
nature of mind have begun to take account of developments in neuroscience«,”” and a pos-
sible neurological basis for the compulsion to imitate — and for learned social constraints
upon this function - is the recent discovery of »mirror neurons« (Spiegelneuronen) in the
brains of primates and now confirmed in those of humans as well. While the significance
of this discovery is contested by some neuroscientists,*® it has been hailed by others as the
single most important discovery of the decade.*”

Briefly, mirror neurons are a specialized kind of motor neuron located primarily in
areas of the premotor and inferior parietal cortexes. These neurons not only fire when an
individual performs a particular action but also when an individual observes that act, or
even when that individual speaks or hears about it’’ - and, they account for »automatic«
arousal and behavioral responses to these inputs”* The firings of these neurons are linked
to functions of the limbic system, the neural system that is associated with emotions.”
Consequently, these specialized neurons facilitate our feelings of empathy,” and may con-
tribute to an explanation for human sociality generally.” Further, they support and, more
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importantly, give analytical clarity to and explanation for, descriptions by cognitive linguists
and conceptual blending theorists of those conceptual schemas that are derived from the
body and its perceptual and motor experiences, and that serve as the source domain for
blended constructions.”

On the other hand, neither animals nor humans go through their lives constantly imitat-
ing all of the observed actions of other members of their species. To do so would simply be
an inefficient way for any species to have evolved an ability to learn.”® Rather, the neural
implementation of imitation, like processes of syncretic formations, are constrained and,
therefore, selective. This process of selectivity seems to be controlled at the neural level by
a second type of cell in the mirror neuron system that inhibits or modulates the simpler
mirror neurons. Because of its controlling function, this second type of neuron has been
termed a »super mirror neuron«.”” Super mirror neurons are differentiated from simple
mirror neurons by their firing rate. While both simple and super mirror neurons fire when
an individual performs some action, super mirror neurons fire at a decreased rate when
an individual simply observes an action, or they cease to fire altogether.”® The differential
rate of firing by these super mirror neurons may be inhibiting the imitative compulsion
occasioned by the uninterrupted firing of the simple mirror neurons.”

Whereas the simple mirror neuron system is linked to the automatic functions of the
limbic system, the super mirror neuron system is located in the mesial frontal cortex areas
of the brain that are associated with such reflective mental functions as reasoning, planning,
organization, emotional and impulse control, problem solving, as well as with learning
and memory.*® This area of the brain is the least developed in infancy but shows dramatic
developmental and experiential change,® which include an encoding of transmitted, stabi-
lized, experienced and learned social preferences. In other words, the super mirror neurons
function to constrain imitative behavior in accordance with social preferences transmitted
in the context of localized practices® — as was the case for the Mithraic cells - to immunize
social groups against promiscuous contamination.

Whereas humans are hard-wired, as it were, to learn through imitation, resulting in, for
example, such theocrasic representations as those by Decimus, we are also hard-wired to
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select which aspects of others we finally imitate on the basis of locally determined prefer-
ences and behaviors,® and, consequently which to reject, as with the more selective the-
ocrasia of Apuleius or with the faithful transmission of the Mithraic tauroctony. In other
words, our brains function naturally to make sense of our environments and to articulate
and to transmit that sense conceptually by efficiently organizing that sense in ways that
blend information into categories deemed relevant, or to reject that which does not, both
socially as well as cognitively, whether that selectivity is reflexive or reflective.** At this
level of neurological implementation, it would seem that the species H. sapiens simply is
H. imitatus, that is to say, H. syncretismus. From this neurological perspective, therefore,
any generalized history of religions or social scientific category of »syncretism« that ignores
human cognitive capacities for and constraints upon cultural constructions would seem
simply to be a redundant truism. As Robert Baird famously argued already in 1971 with
respect to analyses of syncretism at the historical level, »no real purpose is served by apply-
ing« this term to describe a process that is »both inevitable and universal«.**

4 Conclusion

Processes of globalization, that is, modifications to local, community and traditional
identities resulting from cultural contact and interaction with large(r)-scale societies,
past and present, may provide an occasion for syncretism but they do not explain syn-
cretism — nor do they explain descriptions of identity maintenance by local resistance to
such influence in the face of that contact. Descriptions, from our historical example of
identifications of the Roman god Mithras with other »congenial« Graeco-Roman deities or
of their perceived correspondences, explain nothing about the nature of that congeniality
among the particular deities in particular times and places or about unexpected and idio-
syncratic juxtapositions, for example, the Amor-Psyche relief prominently displayed in
the Mithraeum of Capua Vetere (CIMRM 186).%¢ And while the presence of Mithras was
contaminated by that of contemporaneous Graeco-Roman deities, the particularly faithful
transmission of the Mithraic tauroctonous image throughout the multi-ethnic and multi-
linguistic expanse of empire presents a confound for historical generalizations about
processes of cultural interaction. Rather the notion of »syncretism« seems to have been
employed, primarily by historians of religion, to characterize ordinary cognitive dynamlcs
that, nevertheless, still retains a normative sense from its earlier theological usage,” im-
plying, by semantic suggestion, some »non-syncretic« ahistorical alternative, i. e, reveiatlon.

Ironically, the generalized history of religions category »syncretism« seems to have func-
tioned to explain away the particulars of religio-historical change. Nevertheless, research
at the neurocognitive level has begun to offer explanations for those »mental elements«
that Colpe understood as central to such historical processes and relations. These mental
elements include conscious as well as non-conscious capacities for, as well as constraints
upon, processes of selecting and rejecting cultural and historical possibilities by historical
agents, how the practices and mental representations of these agents were generated and
transmitted, and how they became transformed and re-represented in their transmission
from mind to mind and from group to group. We can summarize these contributions as
follows:

1 Any specific sequence of events required to structure the type of knowledge or repre-
sentation under consideration must be considered as structured by cognitive processes.*®
Whereas historical descriptions of so-called »syncretisms« are monothetic, cognitive
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explanations are polythetic, involving at least two processes: blending (identification, cor-
respondence) and selection (or rejection). Blending and selection are, of course, ordinary
cognitive processes whereby H. sapiens categorize and thereby make sense of their envi-
ronments. The psychologist Sarnoff Mednick considers that »the forming of associative
elements into new combinations which either meet specified requirements or are in some
way useful« to define the »nature of creative thinkjng«.89 »Categorization«, then, is a
fundamental cognitive process of creative and selective grouping by which some »distinct
entities are treated as equivalent« but others are not. The problem to be explained is, as with
syncretistic formations, »why we have the categories we have and not others«.”® In other
words, it must be explained why some »syncretistic« formations that are historically and
culturally possible occur, others do not; some of those that do occur spread epidemiologi-
cally, others do not; some of those that spread are accepted, others are resisted.

2 Any historical change and stabilization involves both endogenous factors of blending
and selection, such as evolved cognitive attractors and the neurologically implemented
proclivity for imitation, as well as learned exogenous factors of selection, which inhibit or
constrain endogenous default biases. These factors must be identified and explained.

3 It might prove heuristically beneficial to employ another, more neutral category for
those historical constructions that have been described as »syncretistic«, as Ulrich Berner
has suggested (this review). Such a category must, however, take into account that such
historical constructions are not simply cultural stases to be described but are the products
of human minds. Such products may themselves become inputs to be rejected, to be incor-
porated into held representations, or to be immunized against. These processes must also
be identified and explained.

Cognitive scientists are seeking ever more precisely to map processes of endogenous
selection and the neurocognitive mechanisms whereby exogenous factors become proc-
essed. Their contributions to our understanding of »syncretisms, as to the study of religion
generally, promise to restore to that study Max Miiller’s prescient, if subsequently neglected,
proposal to establish a naturwissenschaftliche foundation for historical as well as for con-
temporary studies of religion.”
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Zusammenfassung

Moderne Prozesse der Globalisierung wurden im westlichen Altertum durch die Imperien

von Griechenland und Rom vorweggenommen. Der Begriff » Synkretismus« wurde zuerst

definiert, um die kulturellen, und vor allem, die religivsen Wechselwirkungen zu cha-
rakterisieren, die durch diese Reiche veranlafit wurden. Obwohl diese Wechselwirkungen

weitgehend von Historikern beschrieben worden sind, liefern historische Beschreibungen

keine Erklirung fiir die selektiven Prozesse der sich daraus ergebenen Formationen.
Warum ist es so, dass einige »synkretistische« Formationen, die historisch und kulturell

moglich sind, auftreten, aber andere nicht? Beitrige aus den Kognitionswissenschaften

hinsichtlich der selektiven Ubertragung, Konsolidierung und Ablehnung der iibermittelten

Informationen konnen sowohl zur erkldrenden Aufgabe des Historikers beitragen als auch

ein Modell fiir eine wirklich religionswissenschaftliche Studie der Religion anbieten.

Summary

Modern processes of globalization were anticipated in Western antiquity by the empires of
Greece and Roman. The notion of »syncretism« was first defined to characterize the cul-
tural, and especially the religious, interactions occasioned by these empires. Although these
interactions have been extensively described by historians, historical descriptions do not
explain the selective processes of the resulting formations. Why is it that some »syncretistic«
formations that are historically and culturally possible occur but others do not? Contribu-
tions from the cognitive sciences concerning the selective transmission, consolidation, and
rejection of transmitted information may contribute to the historian’s explanatory task as
well as providing a model for a truly > religionswissenschaftlich« study of religion.

Sumario

Los procesos modernos de globalizacién han sido prefigurados en la antigiiedad occiden-
tal cldsica por los imperios de Grecia y Roma. El concepto de »sincretismo« fue definido

para caracterizar las interacciones culturales y, sobre todo, religiosas, provocadas por esos

imperios. Aunque dichas interacciones han sido ampliamente descritas por historiadores,
tales descripciones no ofrecen ninguna explicacion de los procesos selectivos de las forma-
ciones consequentes. ;Por qué aparecen unas formaciones »sincretistas«, que historica- y
culturalmente son posibles, pero otras no? Aportes de las ciencias cognitivas sobre la

selectiva translacion, consolidacién y reprobacién de las informaciones transmitidas

pueden contribuir a la tarea explicativa del historiador y ofrecer también un modelo para

un auténtico estudio sobre la religion en las ciencias de la religion.




