Avoiding Presentism and
Anachronism in History: An Introductio

e Temporal accuracy protects academic
integrity, public credibility, and editorial trust

e Core promise: recognize, diagnose, and
correct presentist and anachronistic reasoning

Roadmap: key terms, cognitive causes,
case studies, strategies, editorial workflows,
self-assessment

e Preview: presentism is a present-centered
lens; anachronism is chronological misplacement

e Self-check before the next slide: where might
a modern lens be operating?
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Defining Presentism and Anachronism

Presentism

e Presentism: judging the past through present-day values, categories, and assumptions
e Anachronism: a chronological inconsistency—object, word, idea, or custom out of time
e Key distinction: anachronism is the outcome; presentism is the mechanism

e Related terms: whiggish history, retrospective determinism, teleology, chronocentrism

e Boundary case: present-day questions may open inquiry; present-day answers may not
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~.. | ATypology of Anachronism:

Facts, Language, and Perspective

Vico’s four
Facts Language Perspective Concepts

e Facts: wrong dates, » Language: modern |  Perspective: » Concepts: applying * Vico’s four
objects, or events words placed in ' present-day mindsets “economy,” “nation,” periodization errors:
in the wrong era past mouths - attributed to past or “childhood” to eventful vs. uneventful; |
actors societies that lacked merging vs. dividing
them periods "

m K ey t akeaw ay: factual accuracy alonf:' does not prevent

language or perspective anachronism

A MORE
THOUGHTEFUL
TOMORROW




Why Our Brains Default to the Present

® Hindsight bias: outcomes look
predictable only after we know them

@® Warning alone fails—reconstructing
past perspectives works better

® Reading history backward narrows
questions, evidence, and concepts

® Every present word for a past
concept carries modern assumptions

® Present-day concerns steer which
sources we notice and emphasize




Contextualization as the Core Skill

® Rebuild the beliefs, constraints,
and choices available to past actors

® Explanation is not endorsement:
understanding a practice #
approving it

Explanation
_ is not
& | Endorsement

@ Use primary sources to recover
period categories; define archaic

words
e = — o : —— Approving It
® Scaffold with three questions: ! Choices

What did they know? Value? — Rl Available

Could do? = "

® Avoid presentist condemnation
and celebration—both flatten
historical difference
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Case Study: Concepts and Words That Travel Badly

SAME WORDS. DIFFERENT WORLDS. CONTEXT MATTERS

Case 1: modern economic categories (GDP, "the economy") imposed on N -
premodern societies '

Case 2: present-day identity labels replacing past people's self-understanding Y%

Case 3: translation anachronisms—present terms that only partly overlap past | ;
concepts |

Discuss: what is gained and lost when familiar modern terms aid readability?

Practice: rewrite a presentist sentence with period language and explicit
contextual framing




PLACES

Case Study:

OBJECTS

Technology, Objects, and
Visual Anachronism e

A MORE
] CAREFUL PAST

Material anachronism: wrong-era
objects and infrastructure—
watches in Rome, potatoes

The Gismondi model of Rome
appears in Quo Vadis and
Gladiator

Intentional choices: budget,
audience expectation, narrative
clarity, aesthetic effect

Anachronistic visuals shape public
memory and audience expectations
of the past

Checklist: verify dates, materials,
technology, visual detail, and
descriptive wording

ER. THINK DEEPER




Case Study: Moral Judgment

and the Historian’s Dilemmaﬂ

Understanding past moral worlds is not
the same as endorsing them

e Present-day condemnation can
illuminate—or flatten the past into
self-congratulation

e The 2022 James Sweet affair reignited
the 'moral presentism' debate

e Reasoned judgment uses historical
context; careless judgment skips
the mediation

e Discussion: can we describe past
practices without presentist framing?



Practical Strategies for Writers and Educators
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Establish — Then = Then
chronology context  Interpretation
| : : :
o Terminology audit: o) Terminology audit: - Terminology audit:
= check first-use dates = check first-use dates = check first-use dates
Q for words that Q for words that Q for words that

sound modern sound modern sound modern

Rule of order: establish chronology, then context, then interpretation

Contextualization prompts: period worldview, available vocabulary,
institutional constraints, recognized options

Terminology audit: check first-use dates for words that sound modern

Acknowledge historical distance; avoid cheap anachronistic moralizing

Use a peer-review and self-editing checklist for drafts and lessons

~ CAREFUL

READING

CLEARER THINKING
RICHER UNDERSTANDING




Editorial and Publishing Workflows | .20,

ERIOM SITHE A SO A ST RS EDSPRIB T LGN O e—————— = == BETTER BOOKS

e Ty | . S ACCURACY [
e || Clarimy m

Proposal Developmental Copyediting Fact-checking Indexing | —
Editing WS ”1 PAcT |

Entry points: proposal, developmental editing, copyediting, fact-checking, indexing

Build a detailed timeline; check dates and weekdays against a perpetual calendar

\

Separate accuracy checks from present-day relevance and sensitivity review

o Record source notes as you write, before memory fades

Style sheet controls period language; define handoffs across editorial roles

EDIT WITH CARE
PUBLISH WITH CONFIDENCE IDEAS ENDURE




Publishing Case Files: How Anachronisms Slip Through

@ ¢he stepped

onto the bu

a tel

ephone 10 hand 3

stling street,

Pipeline failures: memory-sourced
facts, unverified quotations,
chronology drifting across long drafts

Check first: dates, names and titles
at the time of the scene, quotations,
and things you are certain about

Historical fiction: check the furniture
of the scene—objects, materials,
clothing, and vocabulary

Ask authors about their research
process; vet and archive trusted
sources by century and region

Document corrections so authors
and editors can defend accuracy
after publication

ACCURACY STRENGTHENS
GREAT STORIES




HISTORY

Common Pitfalls: Overcorrection and False Neutrality

LIGHT

PAST
CONTEXT

: PRESENT-DAY
False Presentist LENS

- Overcorrection neutrality moralizing

Different times. New questions.
Human experiences. 88% Fresh perspectives.
Ongoing relevance.

Temporal superiority
replaces
understanding

Past as exotic, No judgment
not clearer is not accuracy

Balance

Contextualize carefully
while staying relevant
and readable for audiences

Overcorrection: excessive distancing makes the past merely exotic, not clearer

False neutrality: refusing all evaluation is not accuracy; all narratives judge implicitly
Presentist moralizing: temporal superiority replaces understanding—the opposite error
Balance: contextualize carefully while staying relevant and readable for audiences

Legitimate present concerns: new questions can reveal neglected aspects of past experience

DIFFERENT TIMES.
SHARED HUMAN QUESTIONS.




Personal audit: tag every passage
where a modern lens may be operating

Action plan: add one terminology
audit, one timeline check, one
contextualization prompt

Team practice: pair review with
course checklists for students,
authors, editors

Build habits: keep a running
source note and a style sheet

Discussion: what will you change,
and how will you know it worked?
ra

DEEPER UNDERSTANDING -'l

|

BRIGHTER CONVERSATIONS ‘



FLIFS TR
THINKING

A BRIGHTER
TOMORROW

Ten-item self-check for presentist and
anachronistic reasoning A \

THE PAST THE PRESENT

Scenario-based assessment for adult
learners, not definition recall

Further reading: Wineburg, Armitage,
Miles & Gibson

Core promise revisited: recognize,
diagnose, correct

Closing reflection: hold respect for the past
and present-day concerns in fruitful tension
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PersonWise.

PersonWise - Al digital-human course platform

Scan the code or click anywhere to watch this course live, with voice Q&A

personwise.ai/t/27e401fe/public


https://personwise.ai/t/27e401fe/public?entry_surface=public_courseware_pdf

