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Predicting the Past

Testing Expert Historical Judgement

Absences pervade the historical record. The loss or destruction

of material, redaction of documents, silence of participants, data
embargoes, and poor record keeping present inherent difficulties

to any understanding of the past. Gaps in the historical record

pose significant challenges but they can also provide valuable
opportunities. Instead of avoiding all gaps, historians can test the
accuracy of some inferences about the past by carefully outlining
their assumptions and explicitly predicting what they believe to have
occurred in the absence of evidence. Subsequent discoveries or
declassifications can then be used to assess the accuracy of these
hypothesized explanations and, in turn, help us to evaluate the
quality of historians’ thinking about the unknown past. Given enough
examples, we can begin to learn more about how to make better
predictions about the past or what we term “retrodictions.”
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The importance of prediction has been well documented across the
social sciences for decades.? Economists, political scientists, and psy-
chologists regularly extol the virtues of making testable predictions for
good scholarly practice and improved judgement. Although historians
and historically minded scholars in the social sciences routinely rely on
their own expert judgement when studying the past, few have consid-
ered making and testing explicit predictions when conducting histori-
cal research. Even fewer have considered the methodological demands
and theoretical implications of retrodiction.?

This article considers why historians and social scientists should
attempt to predict the past and explains how they can make and test
retrodictions in a more rigorous manner. These conceptual and meth-
odological insights are of considerable significance. Retrodiction is
not an abstract or hypothetical subject. While some scholars may
argue that accurate prediction of the past is irrelevant or impossi-
ble, many historians and social scientists regularly make inferences
about undocumented history. Educated guesses occur across the dis-
cipline and beyond. There is nevertheless a tension between the wide-
spread but often implicit employment of retrodiction, and the rarity
with which it is deliberately considered and applied. Thinking more
explicitly about retrodiction offers the chance to assess and refine
historical interpretation. By understanding why some predictions
about the past prove more or less accurate than others, we can think
more clearly about how to manage empirical gaps, better adjudicate
between competing interpretations, and gain greater confidence in
our own retrodictions.

This article proceeds in three parts before concluding. First, we
introduce the concept of retrodiction and then reflect on the rewards
and risks involved in making predictions about the past. Second, we
consider different ways of making and testing predictions about the
past, giving special attention to the important role of retrodiction tour-
naments. Third, we draw on key insights from research in the social
sciences to inform the practice of retrodiction and highlight future ave-
nues of research.

Historical claims are built on evidence. From archival research and oral
histories to archaeological investigations and satellite imaging, we have
assembled much of our knowledge about the past from available data.
Yet there are many gaps in the historical record and the pool of data
available to experts is often very shallow. Experts who study the past
rely on imperfect or incomplete information. In developing a broader
interpretation of history, they may therefore need to speculate or “pre-
dict” the sort of picture that would emerge if or when more evidence
ever became available. This attempt to predict the past—to engage in
retrodiction—is thus one of the basic techniques that historians and
social scientists use when they construct an interpretation of the past.
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Efforts to predict the past are commonplace. Scholars often make
assumptions or reach conclusions about the past in the absence of
direct evidence. Many historians and social scientists therefore already
make retrodictions, albeit sometimes unknowingly or implicitly.* For
example, scholars have debated the status of the United Kingdom’s con-
siderable war debts to the United States government following World
War I. At least one historian has concluded that the war debt issue was
effectively laid to rest in 1940 as a new and highly personal relation-
ship emerged between Winston Churchill and Franklin Roosevelt.’ In
the absence of direct evidence, however, this conclusion represents an
implicit prediction about what occurred in the past. Recent archival dis-
coveries drawing on data from both sides of the Atlantic challenge this
claim by showing that the United Kingdom’s war debts to the United
States persisted as a source of diplomatic tension in the decades that
followed and remain unpaid and outstanding.®

Some historians and social scientists advancing arguments about the
past may seek to avoid making any explicit claims about gaps in the his-
torical record and limit themselves to presenting the evidence they have
found. Yet those scholars may have missed a valuable opportunity to test
their historical judgement. Historians and historically minded scholars
in the social sciences should instead accept that their interpretations of
the past are often based on incomplete data and speculate about the sort
of picture that would emerge if more evidence became available. They
could then test their understanding of events by providing specific details
about what we would expect to see if that missing evidence ever became
public. Retrodiction does not alter the underlying logic of an historical
argument but instead seeks only to make it clearer and more testable.
Thinking more explicitly about retrodiction can therefore improve his-
torical practice and our knowledge of the past. If historians and social
scientists explain how they reach their conclusions, they and other schol-
ars can better assess the quality of those arguments if new and important
evidence ever comes to light. By making and testing enough examples,
we may be able to determine how far the lessons of retrodiction can be
generalized to other periods or fields of study.

We accept that many scholars prefer to focus their attention on expla-
nation rather than retrodiction. Analyzing what the available evidence
says is a more familiar practice than speculating explicitly about what
presently unavailable evidence might show.” Yet explanation and retro-
diction are cognate concepts.® As an interpretation is developed—and
historians and social scientists develop an interpretation by drawing
on theories about how the world works—predictions are generated as
a matter of course. “At any given point in an historical argument,” one
of the authors of this article has previously explained, “the historian can
ask, given what was said up to that point, whether it would be possible
to predict how things would develop. This provides a useful test of the
power of the argument: a strong interpretation should have a certain
predictive force.”®
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Retrodiction also provides the historian with a way to assess the
validity of the interpretation taking shape in their mind. As historians
or social scientists proceed with a project, they could ask themselves
what might turn up when they read new material—whether material
that has already been released, but which they have not seen yet, or
material that is released later—if that tentative interpretation is cor-
rect. Those retrodictions about what new sources would show might be
borne out, in which case the historian would have more confidence in
the validity of that interpretation. Alternatively, the new sources might
not be in line with what had been expected, in which case the historian
might have to rethink their emerging interpretation, and maybe even
question the assumptions or arguments on which it was based.

We argue that it is important for scholars to consider and apply ret-
rodiction consciously and thoughtfully, by explicitly stating what they
would expect to see in as-yet-unexamined or unavailable sources. His-
torians and social scientists have advanced broader interpretations
about what drove the collapse of the Soviet Union, for example, with a
small number of scholars making educated guesses about the unknown
past and what they would expect the archives to eventually reveal 1
The absence of evidence therefore serves as a way in which to test and
potentially bolster a specific historical interpretation.

Transforming explanations of past events into explicit, testable
predictions enables historians and social scientists to shift from ratio-
nalizing events after they have occurred to formulating hypotheses in
advance. Emphasizing a priori theorizing over post-hoc analysis can
potentially lead to sharper, more robust historical narratives and help to
strengthen the inferential power of interpretations or theories regard-
ing causes of past events and historical trends.!! Retrodiction can also
help scholars avoid hindsight bias—namely, the common tendency to
incorrectly believe in retrospect that one correctly guessed how events
would unfold.’? By making falsifiable claims, before new historical data
comes to light, historians and social scientists can combat this tendency
and increase accountability, thereby fostering scholarly rigor.13

Attempts to predict the past, however, do carry some risks. Retro-
diction requires a degree of uncertainty about what has happened in
the past. If we make educated guesses when the required evidence is
unavailable to us, there is always the possibility that the missing data will
never come to light. Assessments of historical judgement require the
discovery of new, relevant evidence after a retrodiction has been made.
Some predictions about the past, no matter how specific or well formu-
lated, may be unverifiable. Crucial archival records have been destroyed
in wars, for example, just as some individuals or organizations may have
never written much down. Historians and social scientists should there-
fore try to focus their attention on areas where there is a reasonable
possibility of testing their retrodictions.

New data about the past can be anticipated in some cases. Some
archives use “timed releases,” such as the National Archives in the
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United Kingdom, which embargoes many government documents
for twenty years before releasing them to the public. We tend to know
which government documents have been embargoed even if we do not
know what they say. Not all government documents are released within
twenty years, to be sure, but even in sensitive cases a release date is
often agreed. Venturesome scholars can test their historical judgement
by offering educated guesses about what these files contain and help
us learn from their retrodictions by sharing how they reached these
conclusions.

Moreover, new data continues to emerge at a remarkable pace.
Archives around the world regularly release new material. Previously
closed archives have reopened, even if only temporarily, and archivists
remain hard at work recovering lost data.'* Archival data represents one
of many types of evidence that can emerge over time. Witnesses may
eventually come forward, for example, just as leaked documents can
shed light on the unknown past.!* Many exciting testing opportunities
therefore exist for historians and social scientists.

Some scholars may nevertheless doubt the value of making and test-
ing predictions about the past. We address three major challenges in
turn.!® First, critics may argue that retrodiction is unhelpful because
history is inherently unpredictable and ungeneralizable. In sum, few
reliably accurate predictions about the past are possible and, even if
some were, the lessons of retrodiction would not translate from one
case to another. This kind of approach to history, however, runs into
several challenges.” We simply do not know if some or all histori-
cal subjects are unpredictable or the extent to which some possible
insights are generalizable. Some scholars may be able to make more
accurate predictions about the past than others, which is exactly what
social scientists have found in their studies of competitive forecasting.'
Making and testing predictions about the past would therefore allow
us to determine whether retrodiction is viable and whether it can be
generalizable. Furthermore, many scholars already make predictions
about the past, whether implicitly or explicitly. Bringing these retro-
dictions to light, understanding how they work, and making serious
efforts to test them could help to improve existing historical practice.

Second, some critics may consider more explicit or formal efforts at
retrodiction as being of limited value to existing practice. They might
argue that scholars have already changed their minds and updated their
own work in the light of new evidence.!® We do not deny that historians
and social scientists sometimes revise earlier work but note that such
efforts are relatively rare and often implicit, which limits any insights. If
we rely only on the finished works of history, we can usually only spec-
ulate about how particular interpretations have taken shape. We there-
fore learn little about what constitutes effective retrodiction and how to
improve historical judgement. In addition, critics might claim that when
new data does emerge, it already feeds into the work of other histori-
ans or social scientists, who can then assess whether earlier predictions
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about the past were correct. We accept elements of this claim. Some
of the authors of this article have certainly used previously unavailable
archival material to challenge or refine earlier interpretations of the
past.2° Nevertheless, existing approaches are often partial and selective
in focus. Many flawed predictions about the past remain unaddressed.
Moreover, there is typically limited reflection on where or why earlier
retrodictions erred. Although it may be convenient to forget about the
inaccurate guesses that litter the study of the past, we are much more
likely to repeat them if we ignore or downplay these mistakes.

Third, critics of retrodiction may be wary of making mistaken pre-
dictions about the past. We understand these concerns but believe
them to be largely misplaced. Many scholars already make indirect or
implicit inferences about missing data. Producing and testing retrodic-
tions seeks only to make existing historical arguments clearer and more
useful. Some predictions about the past may be disproven but this out-
come would be nothing new; historians and social scientists regularly
challenge the claims of their peers. Identifying mistakes and learning
from them is key to improving our historical judgement. We should
not criticize scholars for making honest mistakes but recognize that
a willingness to make arguments that might turn out to be wrong is a
key part of the process by which historical interpretations take shape.

None of this is to deny the philosophical and methodological chal-
lenges posed by the testing of historical claims.?! We accept that not
everything can be predicted or tested and appreciate that subjectivity
can challenge historical assessment. Nevertheless, the potential diffi-
culties involved should not dissuade scholars from seeking to make and
evaluate retrodictive judgements when viable. Similar challenges have
failed to stop the growing acceptance of prediction and testing in other
disciplines.?2 Much academic support for testing reflects the rewards on
offer, not least helping to expose errors and open minds in otherwise
polarized debates.? Explicit testing can also facilitate “adversarial col-
laboration,” which can improve accountability and credibility, especially
in historiographical debates. By encouraging scholars with competing
interpretations of the past to agree on the relevance of specific retro-
dictions and the terms for testing, future archival discoveries can be
used more effectively to encourage scholarly consensus.?* The insights
generated by retrodictive testing on mutually agreed terms could there-
fore be profound.

The collection and testing of experts’ claims about the future have
been a crucial component of understanding and improving the art
and science of prediction.?’ If we seek to understand whether accurate
predictions about the past are possible, and whether some scholars or
strategies might fare better than others, historians and social scientists
must also find methods to make and test retrodictions in ways that
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enable the collection and interpretation of data. We introduce four main
approaches to retrodiction for scholars to consider.

First, historians and social scientists could produce a paragraph
towards the end of an article or create an online appendix, for exam-
ple, providing specific and testable predictions about the past, offering
levels of confidence in these predictions and explaining how they were
reached. Future scholarship could then return to these retrodictions
to learn more about the power and validity of the underlying histori-
cal argument. The political scientists Randall Schweller and William C.
Wohlforth’s research concerning the drivers of Soviet retrenchment at
the end of the Cold War, for example, provides a series of specific pre-
dictions in advance of the release of more archival data, allowing them
and other scholars to assess their broader interpretation of events as
more evidence emerges.?® Although this kind of approach is limited in
that it does not test any retrodictions, it helps scholars by encouraging
them to think carefully about their assumptions and supports schol-
arship more broadly by facilitating future testing. This approach also
shows that making explicit and testable retrodictions need not repre-
sent a radical shift or arduous addition to existing research practices.?”

Second, scholars could prepare and publish a pre-registration report.
Historians or socials scientists seeking to test specific hypotheses or
advancing broader interpretations of history would begin their research
projects as normal, drawing on available evidence and their own exper-
tise, but pause before conducting key archival or interview research. At
this point, they would produce a report that outlined their predictions
about the past alongside their confidence levels and rationales. Once
this kind of report was published, historians and social scientists would
venture to the archives or conduct interviews to test their claims. This
approach would help other scholars assess the quality of a particular
historian’s arguments by seeing how well the retrodictions generated
by those arguments stand up in the light of evidence that subsequently
emerges. Pre-registration reports have become increasingly important
in the physical and social sciences by promoting deliberate and con-
sidered thinking about the unknown while also limiting many of the
problems associated with post-hoc explanation.?8

Third, historians and social scientists can proactively identify retrod-
ictions made by other scholars in published work and then assess their
historical judgement when missing data eventually comes to light. This
approach is widely accessible; anyone with access to works of history
and the ability to locate new evidence can perform retrodictive testing.
Library shelves and online repositories are alive with testing oppor-
tunities. Such an approach, however, faces several limitations. Even if
retrodictions can be identified and tested they may be poorly speci-
fied, making them difficult to evaluate and easy to defend with post-
hoc justifications. Without further context, it may also be challenging
to discern historians’ rationale for, or confidence in, their predictions
about the past. Moreover, and relevant also to the previous approaches
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introduced above, testing a limited number of retrodictions may help
us to assess the work of a particular historian and their specific claims
but broader generalizations about a subject or method will naturally
be limited.

Fourth, historians and social scientists can devise retrodiction tour-
naments. Much of what social scientists have learnt about prediction
derives from careful evaluation of forecasting tournaments held in the
1980s and 1990s. In these events, invited experts attempted to predict
the outcomes of a wide range of global events—from interstate violence
to leadership changes—generating nearly 30,000 forecasts, which were
scored by their accuracy.? Scholars have continued to build on these
efforts in the following decades, learning more about the successes and
failures of expert predictions and their underlying rationales.3°

Retrodiction tournaments would involve inviting historians and
social scientists to make predictions about data from the past which
are unknown to them but are known to the organizers of the event. One
way of managing such an event would be for the organizers to collect
aseries of recently released archival documents, for example, and then
provide participants with contextual information pertaining to those
documents. Participants would then be invited to use their historical
expertise to predict what the documents would show. Organizers could
provide historians and social scientists with a small number of choices
to help guide their retrodictions or leave the process more open-ended
depending on what they wanted to test. The organizers would record
participant’s retrodictions—alongside their explanations, assumptions,
methods, rationale, and confidence levels—to assess their performance
and learn more about what make some predictions about the past more
successful than others.

Retrodiction tournaments could run synchronously or asynchro-
nously and take place either online or in-person, perhaps as special ses-
sions within annual conferences or larger multi-day workshops. These
events could be private or public facing.?! The latter might include lea-
derboards tracking claims by different historical scholars. In contrast to
other forms of making and testing retrodictions, tournaments are more
demanding in terms of organization and rely on securing participants.
Nevertheless, they would allow organizers to manage and specify the
testing process across larger sample sizes. Retrodiction tournaments
would therefore make evaluation easier and generalizations more
plausible. In addition, they can facilitate a wide variety of participants,
including different types of historians, social scientists, and non-
experts, expanding and enriching our understanding of efforts to pre-
dict the past.

In all four approaches, we would encourage historians and social
scientists to think carefully and explicitly about the confidence levels
associated with any retrodictions, whether in terms of their own claims
or those of others. The simplest predictions state a single expected out-
come, with success measured in binaries: right or wrong, with many
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ways to be wrong, and only one to be right. Predictions that come with
astated degree of confidence can be more useful than predictions alone
because they give valuable information about the strength or precision
of a specific explanation or theory.??

Making and testing predictions remains relatively rare in the discipline
of history but is more common in fields like psychology and political
science.?? The lessons learned from decades of research in other fields,
especially the social and behavioral sciences, can usefully be applied by
historians and historically minded scholars to better understand and
refine how they make and test their own predictions about the past.
Scholars have found that predicting the future is difficult; studies have
repeatedly shown that most experts’ predictions are not particularly
accurate.** A series of recent forecasting initiatives assessed the accu-
racy of social scientists’ predictions regarding how societal levels of
phenomena like depression, prejudice, and political polarization would
unfold in the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic. It found that expert
forecasts were no more accurate than those of a sample of average
Americans.®

We should not therefore assume high levels of retrodictive accuracy
in the work of historians or social scientists. Nevertheless, past studies
of expert prediction point to practices that can enhance the accuracy
of forecasting. The Good Judgment Project discovered that a subset of
lay forecasters, termed “superforecasters,” consistently outperformed
experts through methodical analysis, probabilistic thinking, and read-
iness to revise predictions as new information became available.3¢ In
sum, the virtue of intellectual humility helped to improve accuracy.?”
In a similar vein, recent studies have found that teams making more
accurate forecasts had relevant expertise, were interdisciplinary, used
simpler models, and based predictions on prior data.3® Whether adopt-
ing some of these approaches or traits would help historians or social
scientists to improve the accuracy of their retrodictions remains an
exciting area of future research.

Research from the social and behavioral sciences also highlights
the importance of recognizing our own biases in retrospective judg-
ments, which provides an opportunity to adopt strategies that can
improve historical expertise. One such strategy is “dialectical boot-
strapping,” which would entail making an initial prediction about the
past and then critically reflecting on why it may be wrong, whether
by adopting competing assumptions or using different data, thereby
encouraging historians and social scientists to probe biases in their
initial approach.® Stepping back and trying to make historical judg-
ments from a different perspective can increase objectivity about one’s
assumptions and raise awareness of other interpretations, thereby
leading to more accurate judgments.*® These kinds of strategies ben-
efit from teamwork. Whereas historians often work alone or in small
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groups, research suggests there can be wisdom in crowds. Scholars
have repeatedly found that aggregating many individuals’ independent
estimates and then taking the central tendency typically yields more
accurate answers than any individual produces.*! This result may occur
because individuals often possess unique knowledge, such that when
enough estimates are averaged, errors cancel each other out, but true,
perceptible signals remain.

One of the central insights from decades of research and tournaments
testing the accuracy of predictions is that what experts think matters
far less than how they think.*? To illustrate this point, social scientists
often turn to Isaiah Berlin’s famous distinction between foxes and
hedgehogs.*? Foxes represent people more interested in using different
ideas and approaches to explain events depending on what they think
works best. Hedgehogs are people who use one big idea or overarching
ideology to understand and explain the world. Although it might be
more helpful to treat these ideas as existing on a spectrum rather than
simply a dichotomy, the distinction serves a useful purpose. These two
types of experts were statistically distinguishable; hedgehogs failed to
do better than random guessing while foxes displayed some modest
foresight.#*

Social scientists have shown that this distinction has repeatedly
proven more important than professional background or political
beliefs to predictive accuracy.** Whether foxes or hedgehogs are better
at predicting the past remains unclear and therefore represents a fas-
cinating line of future research for scholars.#¢ Will diffident historians
and social scientists, those that recognize complexity and are willing to
adjust their beliefs and ideas, outperform their more confident peers,
those that prefer sweeping interpretations or grand theories of the
past?#’

Broad interpretations or grand theories can represent an attractive
proposition: by understanding key elements of the world, they can logi-
cally and consistently fill many evidentiary gaps in the historical record.
Many scholars studying the past have produced work guided by grand
theories. The historian Eric Hobsbawm, for example, was an avowed
Marxist.*8 Hobsbawm argued that his worldview helped him to under-
stand the past. Critics have instead argued that Hobsbawm’s Marxist
beliefs clouded his historical judgement.*

A valuable way to resolve debates about Hobsbawm’s historical
accuracy—and thus learn more about the judgement of prominent
hedgehogs—would be to identify and assess retrodictions in his work,
especially those on which key arguments may rest. As one political
scientist hedgehog has put it, “to assess any theory” one can ask, “how
well does it explain the past?”° We suggest that a good theory or inter-
pretation should be able to explain both the known and unknown past,
the latter allowing us to limit many of the problems associated with
post-hoc explanation. In addition to assessing the accuracy of schol-
ars’ key works, we should also invite larger numbers of historians
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and social scientists from similar traditions to participate in retro-
diction tournaments, which would allow us to cautiously generalize
about the retrodictive power of their worldviews in a more controlled
environment.

The accumulation of decades of previously unavailable evidence
should allow us to perform tests on many existing predictions about the
past. Hobsbawm touched on a similar line of thinking when reflecting
on the history of the Russian Revolution after the opening of the Soviet
archives in the 1990s. He noted that “during practically all the life of
the USSR much was inaccessible, hidden behind locked archive doors
and barricades of official lies and half-truths” but “much of what actu-
ally happened can now be known because information is available.”!
Hobsbawm appeared pessimistic about historians’ accuracy concerning
Russian history and believed that “an enormous mass of the literature
that appeared during that time will now have to be junked, whatever its
ingenuity in using fragmentary sources and the plausibility of its guess-
work ... When better or more complete data are available, they must
take the place of poor and incomplete ones.”?

Hobsbawm’s pessimism about efforts to predict the past is con-
sistent with social scientists’ findings concerning the inaccuracy of
expert’s predictions of the future. It is reasonable to believe that many
predictions about the past will likely be proven incorrect when they
are eventually tested against better or more complete data. Neverthe-
less, identifying and testing retrodictions, especially in large numbers,
presents a valuable opportunity. Rather than junking old research and
selectively replacing existing work, we can instead examine this data
to learn from scholars’ predictions about the past. By studying many
examples of retrodiction, whether successful or not, we can begin to
learn more about whether certain approaches or methods can improve
historical judgement. Have foxes been more successful in predicting the
past than hedgehogs, for example, or have certain kinds of methodolog-
ical expertise proven more effective than others? Over time, we may be
able to identify patterns of effective prediction of the past and, in turn,
offer useful insights for future researchers that can help to improve the
practice of retrodiction.

Retrodiction presents many valuable opportunities for historians and
social scientists. Making explicit claims about the unknown past and
then testing them can help us to improve historical judgement by better
understanding the extent to which prediction is possible and whether
some methods or strategies fare better than others. Retrodiction can
also inform scholarly practice. Just as we expect scholars who study
the past to reflect on the collection and interpretation of evidence, we
should also expect them to think carefully and write clearly about how
they will handle gaps in the historical record. Thoughtful and explicit
claims about the unknown past can help to raise confidence in scholars’
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methods and arguments by promoting clarity and accountability in
their work.

Retrodictions can empower the work of historians and social scien-
tists individually but also collectively. The more detailed predictions
about the past that we can collect and test, the more we can learn about
the art and science of retrodiction. We have introduced and outlined
different ways to make and test predictions about the past. Scholars can
choose to publish their retrodictions and invite others to test them or
produce pre-publication reports and conduct the research themselves.
Alternatively, they can identify retrodictions in published work and
use new evidence to assess their accuracy. Some scholars may instead
prefer larger-scale testing, deciding to organize retrodiction tourna-
ments involving many participants. Collecting and interpreting data
from all these approaches can help us to improve our understanding
of retrodiction. The longer-term stakes of this project are significant.
Scholars in many other fields have made great strides in understanding
and improving predictions about the future. These efforts have in turn
promoted good practice and helped to improve scholarly judgement.
Making and testing retrodictions will allow historians to improve their
own historical judgement and our collective understanding of the past.
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