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SIMULATING THE PAST TO EXPLORE THE FUTURE
by J. Daniel Rogers

hroughout Earth’s history there have been long

I periods in which the climate was relatively stable
and other periods in which it was constantly
changing, sometimes rapidly. Climate, as part of the
environment, always has a deep impact on how people
live. Fora verylong time, but especially since the beginning
of the Industrial Revolution, people have played a significant
role in climate change. As we ponder our options for
developing a sustainable future, there is a profound need
to understand how people around the world may be able
to cope with change. Burt there is a problem; our
information from the past is fuzzy and incomplete. The
climatologists, for instance, who build projections for
understanding future changes, may have quality weather
dara extending back only a few decades. Sometimes this

informaton is not enough when we seck to understand
trends occurring over the course of centuries.

At the National Museum of Natural History some
of the scientists are turning to a new way to use the past to
see into the future. Itis called Agent-Based Modeling, akind
of computer simulation that builds virtual societies in which
each individual person, or family, in the simulation behaves
according to social norms, but also in autonomous ways,
much as real people do. Working with social and computer
scientists from George Mason University, Smithsonian
anthropologists devised a model of the societies that herd
sheep, goats, camels, yaks, and horses on the steppe lands
of Central and Inner Asia. Like an elaborate computer
game, the agents (people) are born, get married, have
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