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The Roman Cult of Mithras: 
A Cognitive Perspective

Luther H. Martin*

A decade ago (December 1996), I gave two lectures at Masaryk Uni-
versity entitled “Biology, Sociology and the Study of Religion”, sponsored
by the Institute for the Study of Religions and the Czech Society for the
Study of Religions, and subsequently published in Religio.1 In these lec-
tures, I argued for the study of religion as a natural phenomenon – a pro-
ject now taken up by the American philosopher Daniel Dennett in his re-
cent book Breaking the Spell (2006).2 I illustrated my own proposal from
Hellenistic religions, my area of historical expertise. While suggesting the
importance of the cognitive sciences and the neo-Darwinian evolutionary
framework they generally presuppose, I focused, at that time, more on so-
ciology than on biology for the study of religion. In this presentation,
I should to correct that imbalance with a brief presentation on the Roman
cult of Mithras that is informed by a cognitive perspective.

The historical problem

The Roman cult of Mithras is documented from the end of the first cen-
tury AD and over the next three hundred years it spread widely throughout
the Roman Empire – from Italy and Gaul, to London and Hadrian’s Wall
in Britain, along the Rhine River in Germany to the eastern limes of the
empire in Syria and to those south in Northern Africa. Although a profu-
sion of archaeological remains from this cult have been, and continue to
be, discovered, primarily Mithraic sanctuaries and cult images, the his-
toriographical problem is that no literary evidence for Mithraism has been

* Earlier versions of this paper were given as a public lecture at the University of Hel-
sinki (October 2003) and at McDaniel College (Westminster, MD, April 2004). It is an
abbreviated and revised version of my longer paper „Performativity, Discourse and
Cognition: ‘Demythologizing’ the Roman Cult of Mithras“, in: Willi Braun (ed.) Rhe-
toric and Reality in Early Christianities, Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier University Press
2005, 187-217. – The publication of this lecture is kindly supported by a grant of the
South Moravian County.

1 Luther H. Martin, “Biology, Sociology and the Study of Religion”, Religio 5/1, 1997,
21-36.

2 Daniel C. Dennett, Breaking the Spell: Religion as a Natural Phenomenon, New York:
Viking 2006.
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