
 

 

 
 

Request for Information: 
Coding the Past: The Challenges and Promise of Large-Scale Cultural Databases 

 
Precis: The Coalition for Archaeological Synthesis (CfAS) seeks applications from researchers 
interested in participating in a collaborative synthetic research project on the long-term role of 
religious ideas, practices and institutions in human society. With funding from the John 
Templeton Foundation, the Santa Fe Institute, and the Center for Collaborative Synthesis in 
Archaeology (CCSA), this effort will advance synthetic understandings of the role of religious 
ideas, practices, and institutions in the overall evolution of human societies. The initial project 
activity will be an in-person meeting of 18 researchers who have expertise in the study of 
religious history and/or cultural evolution, and who are willing to invest time in learning how to 
use a new online research tool known as the Database of Religious History. The working group, 
led by Edward Slingerland and Scott Ortman, will meet at the Santa Fe Institute in Santa Fe, 
New Mexico, October 13-14, 2022. A more complete summary of the research strategy may be 
found in the Project Description attached at the end of this RFI. 
 
Deadline for receipt of letters of interest: June 1, 2022 
 
Participants to be selected: 8-10 (who will join others already selected). 
 
Contact: Questions concerning this Request for Information should be sent to Scott Ortman, 
Director, Center for Collaborative Synthesis in Archaeology (CCSA), at 
scott.ortman@colorado.edu.  
 

 
Background 

 
Established in 2017, the Coalition for Archaeological Synthesis advances synthetic research 
using the working group model pioneered by the National Center for Ecological Analysis and 
Synthesis (NCEAS). Although new to archaeology, the NCEAS model of research has been a 
powerful driver for advancing interdisciplinary scientific research in other fields (Carpenter et 
al. 2009; Hackett et al. 2008). The rationale behind and the vision of the Coalition is articulated 
in two papers (Altschul et al. 2017, 2018) available on the CfAS website (http://archsynth.org). 
As the project is intended to put into practice the collaborative research model laid out in those 
papers, RFI applicants are strongly encouraged to consult them. 

http://archsynth.org/
https://religiondatabase.org/landing
mailto:scott.ortman@colorado.edu
https://www.nceas.ucsb.edu/
https://www.nceas.ucsb.edu/
http://archsynth.org/
http://archsynth.org/
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Letters of interest submitted in response to this Request for Information will be used by CfAS to 
identify working group participants for a working group effort that will begin in fall 2022 and 
potentially continue for 2-3 years. All travel, lodging, and related meeting costs will be covered 
for the selected participants.  
 

Project Summary 
 

Coding the Past: The Challenges and Promise of Large-Scale Cultural Databases, will bring 
together archaeologists, historians and cultural evolutionary theorists for an initial meeting to: 
1) receive an introduction to a new research tool known as the Database of Religious History; 2) 
get hands-on experience creating entries and using its built-in analytical tools; 3) provide 
feedback on its design and data-gathering approach; and 4) suggest new analyses that could be 
performed using the database in conjunction with other data sources. Participants will discuss 
the challenges inherent to the DRH project and others like it, including converting qualitative 
information scattered across field reports, monographs and journal articles into the sort of 
quantitative data that is required to test hypotheses about cultural evolutionary dynamics 
against the historical record. Themes to be discussed include the unique costs and benefits of 
working directly with humanities scholars, the challenges involved in making categorical 
judgments when dealing with complex and often patchy archaeological and textual data, and 
the various uses to which large-scale cultural databases can be put. The results of this meeting 
will set the agenda for a longer-term effort. 
 

Application Submission, Evaluation, and Award 

Application Submission: 
Applications to participate in this working group must be submitted electronically to 
Meg.Quiat@colorado.edu, by June 1 at 5PM MDT (UTC-7). Letters of Interest shall be 
submitted in a single PDF or Microsoft Word document using an 11 point or larger font size, 
with pages having at least 1” margins. 

Who May Submit Applications:  
Letters of Interest can be submitted by any researcher with relevant expertise and interest. 
All researchers regardless of nationality are eligible; we are committed to diversity and 
professional development and strongly encourage participation by junior and historically 
underrepresented researchers, heritage management professionals as well as academics, 
individuals from developing countries and indigenous communities, and researchers from 
beyond archaeology. Ability to engage in scholarly discussions in English (orally and in 
writing) is required.  

 

mailto:Meg.Quiat@colorado.edu
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Application Sections 
Each application must consist of a 2-page letter of interest and a 2-page curriculum vitae. 

Letter of Interest. A 2-page letter of interest demonstrates the applicant’s relevant 
experience, describes their interest and past engagement in the study of religious history 
and/or cultural evolution, and explains how they would contribute to the working group 
efforts. Willingness and ability to engage in collaborative, interdisciplinary research and to 
integrate diverse data sources should be emphasized. 

Curriculum Vitae. A 2-page summary curriculum vitae is required. No other information 
(such as hyperlinks to outside material) will be considered. The US National Science 
Foundation’s biosketch format is preferred but not required. 

Review and Selection Process 
Applications meeting the requirements set out above will be evaluated by a CfAS Review 
Committee that will evaluate applications on the extent to which they convey convincing 
arguments for making a contribution to this collaborative research effort.  The Review 
Committee will be charged with ensuring that the working-group membership as a whole 
has substantial diversity along as many dimensions as possible, including gender, 
professional status, nationality, and intellectual orientation. The Review Committee will 
recommend the 8-10 individuals to participate in the working group. Final decisions on 
working-group membership will rest with the committee. Participant selections are 
expected within 4 weeks of the application deadline.   

Award Information 
The award will pay directly for the lodging, and meals during the working group meeting. If 
required, it will also cover visa fees and provide letters of invitation. Participants, including 
international participants, will be reimbursed for reasonable travel expenses. This would 
include, for example, transportation to and from the origin airport, advance-purchase coach 
airfare, transportation from the destination airport to the conference facility, and meal 
expenses (at a standard US General Services Administration rate) during travel. If 
reimbursement represents a problem, it may be possible to arrange for an advance or for 
purchase of plane tickets directly 

Effect of Submitting a Letter of Interest 
By submitting an application in response to this RFI, the applicant acknowledges that 
applications may be submitted by other applicants and that CfAS is under no legal obligation 
to select an applicant’s letter of interest. Applicants submitting RFI responses further 
acknowledge that CfAS’ decision as to whom to grant an award is final, binding and non-
appealable.   

 

https://www.nsf.gov/bfa/dias/policy/biosketch.jsp?msclkid=00b73a57af7811ecb7b304f64e160298
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Project Description 
 
The Database of Religious History (DRH; https://religiondatabase.org), based at the University 
of British Columbia and funded through a major grant from the John Templeton Foundation, is 
the largest and most comprehensive database of information on the history of religion yet 
assembled. The Working Group selected through this call will bring together archaeologists, 
historians, anthropologists, and others to receive an introduction to the DRH as a research tool, 
get hands-on experience creating entries and using its built-in analytical tools, provide feedback 
on its design and data-gathering approach, and suggest new analyses that could be performed 
using the DRH in conjunction with other data sources.  
 
Participants will discuss the challenges inherent to the DRH project and others like it, including 
converting qualitative information scattered across field reports, monographs and journal 
articles into the sort of quantitative data that is required to test hypotheses about cultural 
evolutionary dynamics against the historical record. Themes to be discussed include the unique 
costs and benefits of working directly with humanities scholars, the challenges involved in 
making categorical judgments when dealing with complex and often patchy archaeological and 
textual data, and the various uses to which large-scale cultural databases can be put.  
 
Over the course of the meeting, participants will be encouraged to formulate one or more 
external polls, to be hosted on the DRH, that would enable them to explore their own particular 
research interests. We hope to leave the meeting with 6-10 new DRH entries started, one or 
more new external polls suggested, and 1-3 collaborative teams planning to perform 
publishable analyses.  
 
The sorts of the questions that the DRH is designed to answer—including long-term trends in 
cultural evolutionary processes, the relationship between ecological and cultural features, the 
dynamics of complex systems involving economic, political, technological and religious 
variables—lie at the heart of work in several disciplines. Our hope is that the Working Group 
will introduce an interdisciplinary group of researchers to this important new tool, while also 
giving them an opportunity to shape its future development.  
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