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Series Editor Introduction


Sandra Braman

The brilliant poet Larry Eigner, who had paraplegia, titled one of his books Anything on Its Side. It included a poem about what his home and yard looked like from the ground where he lay, calmly and otherwise unhurt, after his wheelchair fell over. Fenwick McKelvey’s fascinating and revealing book SimPolitics so effectively rereads political science and other literatures of recent decades that it leaves this author, who has been reading in these areas since the 1980s, feeling as if I am lying on my side on the ground looking at work I thought I knew from a new perspective.

Research for the book SimPolitics required genuinely archaeological digs on voter and international system simulations from the 1960s through the 1980s. McKelvey found ways to run programs designed for operating systems no longer in use, read through archives to learn what those commissioning and making simulations were thinking, and dug up material such as manuals—one of which ran almost a thousand pages. The amount of technical and material effort involved, as well as that which was scholarly and conceptual, was substantial, requiring originality and expertise in its pursuit and inspiring the thought that it might be useful in future to include archaeological methods sections in such works so that others can learn “how to.”

Some of the news thus learned is good. In 2011, the Pew Center found eight types of voters; in 2021, they found nine. Experientially, many living in highly polarized societies might report they experience only two. Thus, it is refreshing to learn that in 1959 one of the first efforts to analyze US voters found 480 types. Indeed, seeing the sense of the possibilities of political nuance that the many facets used by designers of voting models, games, and simulations give provides one hope regarding possible voter, and voting, futures under contemporary conditions. Authors rarely discuss the deontology of their work—why they do what they do—but in this case McKelvey does let the reader know that, in fact, providing hope was among the goals of the book.

It also provides a sense of lost innocence for those who are otherwise thinking about what the tools of a company like Palantir provide governments. McKelvey lets us know what those who commissioned and those who built simulations wanted to achieve, what was done with the results, and critiques that were levied. Uses were often rhetorical. The fact that voter simulations were consulted at all may have been more important than the data produced, at least rhetorically, in some election campaigns. In 1951 CBS contracted with Remington Rand to use its computer to forecast election results, but a mock-up of it was on set on election night because the real one was far too large to bring into the studio. (Many organizations as late as the 1980s were including computers in their budgets for rhetorical purposes, to indicate that they were “up to date”; as someone hired first as a temporary secretary, in the late 1970s I built a database for the industrial relations unit of an eight-location, three-state steel company that had bought one without knowing what it would actually be used for.)

Support for the development of simulations ran in both directions—computers aided politicians, and the support of politicians helped legitimize the use of computers. It is classical that political scientists were largely excluded from the development of simulations of political systems during the 1970s, when so many were being built. And it is delightful to learn about the 1958 development of a precomputer precursor to Pong. The work is filled with generative gifts for future work by other scholars.

The book is theoretically strong and conceptually rich. Importantly, McKelvey distinguishes among three types of computational citizens, each with a different type of agency—cybernetic citizen, rational actor, and data chimera. He distinguishes imaginaries, general understandings about the nature of the world, from models that provide static simplified pictures of that world and the prototypes that then operationalize the models, making them active. “Recursive” causality is used because, McKelvey says, he “cannot locate an exact beginning to the computational imaginary of politics” (p. XXX).

The issues raised here have moved on. The broad diffusion of networked computing after the Internet became available in 1993–1994 to anyone for any purpose yielded a concomitant rise of various types of simulations and gaming by a growing number of entities exhibiting varying levels of formalism. Increases in bandwidth and computational capacity meant these could become increasingly complex while taking ever-larger amounts of data into account. In the 1990s, when people were first able to link data across space and time, they began to see patterns never before visible, strongly affecting what went into simulations. Big data and, now, AI in the wild make the situation more complex again by orders of magnitude.

SimPolitics provides just the foundation we need for today and what is yet to come. Details about specific simulations and games tell us not just about how voters, on the one hand, and political systems, on the other, were imagined, but also how they were modeled and then acted upon. They tell us a great deal about the ways in which these different modes of human activity provide affordances for and affect each other. McKelvey raises the biggest questions of all about how thinking about politics computationally provides the affordances for different types of agency. The lenses, intellectual tools, and insights he offers are as valuable for thinking about the contemporary environment as they are for mining what we can from the key period he analyzes in such detail. And I confess that reading the book is also a lot of fun.






1   From 480 to 538: The Origins of the Computational Imaginary of Politics


How did simulating politics with computer modeling become so “routine,” as scientist Dan Rockmore claimed in a 2024 piece? Reflecting on modeling for The New Yorker, Rockmore elaborated that “we model everything, from elections to economics, from the climate to the coronavirus.”1 Political systems have become just another system to be modeled. The same techniques that predict the weather can be applied to elections just as well. Rain, however, does not read the weather report as people do the news. Modeling politics—whether national or international—should be different and more difficult.

Modelling politics can be a “far-out” idea. Orrin Clotworthy began his article, “Some Far-out Thoughts on Computers,” hoping these machines could see the hidden patterns that eluded human intelligence:

Question: What does the size of the next coffee crop, bullfight attendance figures, local newspaper coverage of UN matters, the birth rate, the mean daily temperatures or refrigerator sales across the country have to do with who will next be elected president of Guatemala?

Answer: Perhaps nothing. But the question is not a frivolous one.2

Clotworthy saw coffee, bullfighting, and birth rates as inputs that, when properly interpreted by a computer, might predict voter behavior in Guatemala or the United States. Clotworthy sought another kind of computer science: a political science to predict the actions of voters and foreign leaders alike. His ambitions are clear: “What is proposed is to bypass the voter himself in this analytic process, looking beyond him for the reasons underlying his decisions.”3 Computers would explain voters’ behaviors better than people themselves. By suggesting that computers could find meaning in random data, Clotworthy illustrates a widespread hope about politics’ computability: There are patterns in the data found only by machines that could make politics more stable and predictable. Clotworthy admits that “mass cause-and-effect relationships are more elusive for people than for molecules,” but undaunted by this difficulty, he continues, “they must be there, somewhere, and scholars are looking for them.”4

Clotsworthy’s “far-out” thoughts sound recent, but are old. He published his ideas in 1962 in CIA’s classified peer-reviewed journal, Studies in Intelligence.5 Clotworthy was a CIA analyst. His “far-out thoughts” are now routine. When the CIA declassified his article in 2013, a Bloomberg headline dubbed it “The 1962 CIA Paper That Predicts the Big Deal with Big Data.”6 Amid a long and ongoing discussion of the impact of artificial intelligence (AI), big data, or social media in politics, my book contributes something a little different: a history.

SimPolitics traces a genealogy of the breakdowns between the political and computational from Clotworthy’s time until the late 1980s, tracing the roots of what I call a computational imaginary of politics in the United States. For over six decades, the public has been promised that computers are a tool that will revolutionize politics nationally and internationally. Political change is easily imagined through or because of computers. Indeed, ample scholarship has demonstrated the close link between computer systems and political systems in US politics. My book adds to this story by piecing together how programmers, consultants, academics, and political scientists alike have built simulations to win campaigns, predict coups, and render politics as legible as a spreadsheet—as easy as predicting your next song. The cases I discuss in this book’s pages come from the parallel efforts to simulate voters and international relations in the United States.

A history of the computational imaginary of politics might read at first glance like a history of techno-solutionism, or what Meredith Broussard calls techno-chauvinism.7 Technology seems like a solution to every problem—a chauvinism that lets technological experts claim to be knowledgeable enough to solve the world’s most vexing problems. Marginalized, poor, and racialized populations often become the targets of technological experiments as well as the problem to be solved.8 That is a particularly American tradition with a long history.

From the electronic to the digital sublime, American culture has dreamed of technological solutions, of “brave new worlds” that promised a utopia through technology.9 The late Vincent Mosco situated the technological sublime as an enduring American quality that spanned from the telegraph to the early Internet hype preceding the first dot-com crash. That faith, to Mosco, often leads to a historical amnesia, as if the latest gadget will fix the shortcomings of the last one. Mosco captures the promise and ambiguity of this cultural faith in technology’s utopian promise: “The positive visions of the technological sublime may have succeeded in winning popular support for railroads, for steam, for electricity, and for nuclear power. And many would say that on balance those technologies (particularly the first three) created more good than harm. Nevertheless, society has also paid an enormous price for their promises in lives and resources sacrificed to realize impossible dreams.”10 Like Mosco, my goal is to push past stark judgements about computational politics as just “good” or “bad.” Public debate seems caught between hope and fear that computers will lead to utopian or dystopian futures. The hype and backlash feel almost cyclical; computers become an object of public revelry or revulsion every few years. On a 2013 cover of The MIT Technology Review, computing and “big data” were portrayed as the path to political salvation (Bono appeared on the cover). Five years later, Barack Obama’s 2012 election was a distant memory, Donald Trump had won the presidency, and the September 2018 issue asked the inverse question: How could democracy be saved from technology?11 The same questions endure.

SimPolitics offers new critical directions to explore the computational imaginary of politics beyond just hope and fear. I explore the imaginary’s political dimensions—ways to describe its facets and scale—drawn from a careful study of the history of political simulation. I don’t argue that this history determines our present; rather, it offers concepts and problems still relevant today. My goal is to provide an account of the computational imaginary of politics that recovers its multitudes and potentials. I draw inspiration from feminist theorist Louise Amoore’s ethicopolitics of AI. Amoore proposes strategies to study of computation and politics by “reopening the multiplicity of the algorithm, digging under the stories, and attending to the branch pathways that continue to run beneath the surface.”12 In practice, strategy means acknowledging the stories and partiality of models and prototypes—trying to take up what is unspoken yet present. For computational imaginaries, Amoore’s strategies mean looking at multiplicities and investigating which models and prototypes might be forgotten or missing but nonetheless remain important and influential.



Uniting Voting Politics and International Relations

The computational history of voting politics and international relations remains scattered across fields and is often forgotten at the start of each wave of technology. To unearth this history, SimPolitics navigates decades of high-tech research and on-the-ground computing applications. This book traverses research in national and international politics to understand how computers were imagined and built to solve the political problems of the United States at home and abroad.

Simulating politics with computers had consequences. Computers evolved into political tools, which also configured their users. What does it mean to investigate a “computer’s view” of a political campaign or the world? How does the computer’s interfacing change the politician, the party, or the expert’s understanding and relationship to political power?

Figure 1.1 illustrates the kinds of mutual configuration of users and computers happening in this book—less as an explanation than a way for me to describe the task ahead. The arrows describe a reflexivity, recalling Katherine Hayles, where thinking about politics with computers changed how practitioners understood politics as computational.13 As historian of science Peter Galison noted of early simulations, “Bit by bit (byte by byte), computer designers deconstructed the notion of a tool itself as the computer came to stand not for a tool, but for nature itself.”14

[image: A diagram that shows the exchange between political parties, campaigns, and politicians with voters on the left side, worlds and politicians, states, and intelligence]

Figure 1.1

The trading zone of the computational imaginary of politics.



The computational imaginary of politics is a socio-technical discourse that shapes lay understandings of political behavior, validates proposals for political innovation, legitimates prototypes, and produces desires for political futures through the recursive interaction between political institutions and contemporary computing. I say “contemporary” because prior history has shown how theories of political behavior worked themselves out in relation to mainframe and personal computing. That is, different forms of computing changed this imaginary, and still does. “Political institutions” refers to the parties, publishers, and firms oriented around elections and party infrastructure. As a nod to Chris Kelty’s concept of recursive publics, I invoke “recursive” because I cannot locate an exact beginning to the computational imaginary of politics. Instead, I found a loop that recursively built on the innovations in modeling worked out through prototypes.15

As a research program, the computational imaginary focuses on cultural not technical change. Politicians and international relations practitioners could speculate, imagine, and practice politics by thinking with and using computers. Following philosopher Gilles Deleuze the influence of computation on politics is not explicitly technological. That is, for Deleuze, computation’s influence does not stem from the idea “that machines are determining” but rather “because they express those social forms capable of generating them and using them.”16 In other words, as computers started to model politics, politics began to model computers. My history explores the first breakdowns between computer systems and political systems in the United States, pressure points when the elements started to fuse. My hope is that these beginnings help us to discover new directions for thinking about how to combat the current allure of Vincent Mosco’s digital sublime in our current era of AI and “big data.”

This book foreshadows today’s imaginaries at work in technology-intensive political campaigning and the geopolitical importance of cloud computing globally. Domestically, Daniel Kreiss has shown how successive political campaigns have become prototypes for future campaigns to mimic, turning campaigns toward greater emphasis on their digital operations.17 The turn has become seen as an imaginary that shapes how campaigns think of themselves and their work. Jessi Baldwin-Philippi astutely notes a similarity to what David Beer terms the data imaginary in her research on political campaigns’ data operations. Baldwin-Philippi notes that data-driven campaigning emphasizes the revealing, panoramic, and prophetic aspects of the data imaginary.18 In other words, the promise of data-driven campaigning is to win elections—a promise that sells software and consulting services cycle to cycle by leveraging a belief that better data offer superior insight into the nature of politics and a campaign’s success. Globally, Phil Howard has described a similar importance of digital infrastructure to the international order, part of how regional blocks imagine and action their power, or what he calls a “pax technica.”19

The computational imaginary of politics developed as the US research community turned to computers to create a new generation of digital models of world and electoral politics. These efforts built on prior, predigital investment in the prowess of the scientific method, quantification, and statistics to solve social problems as well as the growing influence of applied mathematics.20 So the computational imaginary has deep roots, but the era of modern and high modern social science encouraged experimentation and adoption of new digital computers in politics.21 Even before political scientists started tinkering with punch cards and primitive processors, cybernetics, systems engineering, and Cold War thinking imbued the computer with a daemonic intelligence that might solve political problems.22 This belief justified budgets and eventual experiments with newly accessible digital computers after the arrival of UNIVAC, the first digital computer, in 1952. Efforts were slow and computers never solved politics, but practitioners of political simulation were not dupes or naive. Rather, the computer, too, was a work in progress—a prototype of something better, even as it continued to fail.

The result was an awkward parallel effort to know the minds of American voters with greater computational detail and to understand the world at greater scales of computational abstraction. Computer simulation seemed to match American ambitions; as Anna Tsing writes, “Under American hegemony, bigger was always better.”23 New techniques and computational methods allowed for this expansion in the computational imaginary. The same people applied the same methods to both domestic and international politics. Just as the American government turned to computers to guide its nuclear strategy and foreign affairs, domestic politicians and consultants looked to computers to better address the American voter. As Clotworthy wrote his far-out thoughts, Winthrop Rockefeller, a grandchild of tycoon John D. Rockefeller, had been collecting voters’ names in Arkansas. These names ended up running one of the first IBM machines, which was tasked with giving Rockefeller insights about his ultimately successful 1966 campaign for governor of Arkansas. For one of the first times, the computer tracked, targeted, and contacted voters through direct mail.24 Studying America’s domestic efforts with computing at the same time as its international applications produces just such a strange mix of the mundane and realpolitik.

Computer simulation promised to not only solve politics but afford its simulators a computational legitimacy. Clotworthy’s work on computers at the CIA stressed the importance of computing’s strategic foresight, while pacifists turned to computer simulation to outwit “war hawks.” Institutional desires—from governments and political parties—framed the research agendas and funding contexts for simulation around management and control. Computers and computer simulation became constructed as tools for American politicians, parties, policymakers, and government institutions. Specifically, I examine prototypes that confronted the complexity of simulating politics.

Institutions eased the blending of computers and politics through the progressive tradition of technocratic liberalism.25 Political scientist Theodore J. Lowi noted that “modern social science and modern government have common origins in liberal thought.”26 These common origins favored rational decision-making because, as Lowi continues, “there was no objective way to determine which moral among all moral codes was the source of virtue.”27 Social sciences provided processes to fix this conundrum. Computation, “cyborg science,” and other forms of Cold War rationality offered new forms of technical judgment to solve enduring political projects. Liberal institutions, in short, were primed to consider computers as the latest solution to the unresolvable moral challenges of politics.

The computer became a political target in the late 1960s. Anti–Vietnam War protestors marched in the streets and burned punch cards to oppose academics building computers for wartime service. Researchers could smell the tear gas from their labs, while critics saw computers as a tool of a new “Big Brother.”28 They had a point. Academic computing labs around Cambridge, Massachusetts, were either working on the war directly or more obliquely as they simulated counterinsurgencies and foreign crises. Clotworthy’s “far-out thoughts” were becoming mainstream. He posed his question, “Who will next be elected president of Guatemala?” eight years after the agency backed a coup in Guatemala.

But even critics turned to computers. Student activists at Columbia University in 1969 understood the close links between computer simulation and military strategy, enough to make their own simulations. Wargamer Jim Dunnigan explained in the Columbia student newspaper that his simulation “Up Against the Wall, Motherfucker”: “is as close to a computer-assisted simulation as you can get without using a computer. Why the computer? The computer keeps the books. It handles the details. An operations research simulation looks at an event to be simulated as a ‘system’ which has ‘movable parts’ and is oriented towards an ‘objective.’ … Thus one immediate benefit you obtain from social simulations is a defining or [sic] objectives, or at least possible objectives.”29

Dunnigan’s aspirations for his simulation are telling. Even as the computer was known to be integrated into the US war efforts, it still held the possibility of being a tool for counterculture as well. Such diverse applications remain a testament to the computer’s unique status as a postwar trading zone for politics.30

Importantly, my history offers the needed depth to parse a computational image of politics in the United States. I argue that there was not one computational turn in politics but many. Comparable histories of political cybernetics in Chile and the USSR have demonstrated the multifaceted political impact of computing and made me more interested in the uptake of computing in politics in the United States.31 Here, I take inspiration from Paul Edwards’s writing on the relationship between the postwar development of computing and the attendant discourse about computational technologies. He argues that a closed-world discourse “supported the visions of centrally controlled, automated global power at the heart of the American Cold War politics.”32 Extending his argument, I argue that there were multiple “closed worlds” beyond the confines of the military-academic complex. The long promise of technocratic governance has let the politics of computing in America often be overlooked. Edwards himself supports that argument in his turn to comprehensive “mathematical simulation models of global dynamic processes,” including world dynamic models or system dynamic models and, more famously, his work on climate modeling.33 What I emphasize here is the political differences between computer simulations.

The fracture between computer simulations restores the conflict in computer simulation. The digital sublime or techno-solutionism can suggest that technology offers a singular approach—one ideal way to model politics with computers. That thinking omits the political conflict in simulation. As the seminal Louise Amoore writes about artificial intelligence today, there is a faith in the technology to provide a universal account. Amoore continues, “a claim that promises a general resolution of difficult problems across technical computational and political paradigms: an AI model that draws upon a structure of ‘how the world works’ in order to respond to an input it had never encountered in training; and a political model that is always capable of action in the face of the unencountered situation.”34

I find, instead, that there are many ways to model politics with computers, and these approaches conflict. That might be evident today (as made clear by influential social scientist Scott E. Page in his expansive review of modeling in social applications.)35 However, I am interested not in conceptual differences in modeling but in political differences.

The computational imaginary is marked by deep political differences. Democratic theorist Chantal Mouffe suggested a clear and helpful distinction between politics and the political: “By the political, I mean the dimension of antagonism which I take to be constitutive of human societies, and by politics, I mean the set of practices and institutions through which an order is created, organizing human coexistence in the context of “conflictuality” provided by the political.”36 She suggests there is no naturally correct moral or technical answer to what the political implications of computing are. To restate my claim in Mouffe’s terminology, I focus on computer simulations of politics in hopes of understanding the political within the computational imaginary of politics. Encouraged by Louise Amoore’s ethnopolitical strategies discussed above, my histories offer critical questions to probe the multiplicities and partiality of the computational imaginary to recover a sense of the political. My goal is neither to prove nor disprove these theories but to open the possibilities of understanding the consequences and the possibilities of a computational imaginary of politics.



Dominant Approaches to Researching the History of Computation in US Politics

The two main approaches to researching the history of computers and US politics have been developed in political communication and the history of the social sciences. This book draws from both these fields, adding to a small but growing literature about the history of American political communication, as well as debates about the consequences of computers on social thinking and research. Specifically, this book takes a similar interdisciplinary approach as two recent books on computational history. First, historian Jill Lepore’s book If Then offers a detailed account of the Simulmatics Corporation, a company I also discuss in depth, which employed the kinds of researchers described by Orrin Clotworthy.

Simulmatics has been discussed for its influence on John F. Kennedy’s 1960 presidential campaign and the war effort in Vietnam, and Lepore’s book exceptionally unites its national and international facets. Her compelling synthesis highlights how the behavioral sciences promised to better manage foreign and domestic populations simultaneously.37 My book does not reproduce her scholarship but instead traces the broader political effects of Simulmatics and others working under the postwar computational imaginary. My two-part structure gets direct inspiration from media scholar Charlton D. McIlwain. In his book Black Software, McIlwain presents a compelling history of how software was used by and against Black Americans. McIlwain contrasts how Black technophiles turned to computers just as the Simulmatics Corporation offered computational explanations of Civil Rights Movements to government elites. Where McIlwain looks at two sides of computing in America so productively, I look at two applications of computer simulation—voters and worlds—to introduce a productive tension as well as to understand the global ambitions of a computational imaginary of politics in the United States.38 Inspired by Lepore and McIlwain, I balance national and international perspectives on the frictions around computers and politics.

This book also fills in the backstory of more recent technology-intensive and data-driven campaigning. Communications scholar Daniel Kreiss argues that we are in an era of technology-intensive campaigning, “where parties and campaigns have invested considerable resources in technology, digital media, data, and analytics to not only keep pace with these changes, but also actively shape technological contexts and define what twenty-first-century citizenship looks like.”39 Across two books that track the evolution of technology-intensive campaigning by the Democratic and Republican parties, he emphasizes that technology adoption is not straightforward. Even when successful, institutional and financial constraints mean that campaign technologies break down and must be rebuilt, requiring a reconsideration of the nuances of technology-intensive campaigning. Kreiss’s arguments have become even more persuasive in subsequent US elections that demanded even more data-driven campaigning.

Following both the hype and the rhetoric, political communication scholar Jesse Baldwin-Philippi defines “data-driven campaigning” as having two main features: “targeting, or deciding which messages go to what potential voters at what time during the campaign, and testing, or empirically measuring how well messages perform against one another and using that information to drive content production and further targeting.”40 As an example of “digital citizenship,” Baldwin-Philippi argues that email messaging exemplifies contemporary party-voter relations’ reliance on data to identify voters, craft messages, and implement what David Karpf calls “digital listening” that converts feedback from voters into campaign strategy.41 Data-driven campaigning is also a theme in Eitan Hersh’s research on the impacts of political data on campaigns, in which he looks at the early efforts of the Democratic Party to create a shared database. His skepticism about the effects of “big data” on politics informs my own caution in approaching technology as deterministic.42 My book aims to offer a prehistory of technology-intensive campaigning tracked by these scholars over the last several decades.

Several books chronicle simulation or technology in political communication before the 2000s.43 Phil N. Howard studied the first generation of digital consultants in US politics in his landmark New Media and the Managed Citizen. He introduced the consequences of computers replacing voter feedback, which he called “thin citizenship.”44 These political actors were part of a longer history of the professionalization of political campaigning enabled by the adoption of computers to demonstrate expertise.45 Sasha Issenberg offers the most complete history in Victory Lab, which tracks the efforts to introduce science to the study of campaigns. Issenberg rightly notices that early political science found practical application on the election trail.46 All these histories help explain the rise of the computational imaginary of politics that I elaborate on but also remain disconnected from parallel efforts in the history of the social sciences.

My interest in models, computing, and politics is also situated in histories of the social sciences and genealogies of the media. As I discuss in the next chapter, these histories complement extant political communication literature by emphasizing the concurrent investment in computers to address another political need: US security in the Cold War. Propaganda scholars and defense intellectuals during the Cold War turned toward new digital computer technologies as part of a behavioral revolution to enhance the science of international relations and US strategy.47 This period was marked by what Paul Erikson and his coauthors describe as a “Cold War rationality” that operated “by emphasizing the divergence between actual human reasoning and standards of formal rationality such as logic and Bayesian statistics, [behavioral psychology] implicitly reinforced the normative authority of the latter.”48 Cold War rationality is not a singular way of thinking, and learning about its variations in this book shows us how to think of computational imaginaries as having regularities and irregularities.

Cold War rationalities may draw from game theory, systems theories, cybernetics, policy modeling, data sciences, future sciences, and computational social sciences. These histories complement studies of the changing craft of political campaigns by exposing the discursive and cultural shifts in the sciences, industry, and government that legitimated computers as producing societal knowledge. Historian Joy Rhode, for example, looked broadly at the changing nature of the Cold War social sciences. Her primary interest was in how the computer became imbricated in efforts to better render and track global politics. Whereas the political histories above focused only on political applications in the United States, Rhode clarifies that these efforts happened simultaneously in global politics. My efforts bridge a disconnect by simultaneously considering domestic and global simulations.49

The pairing of these two literatures is productive in several ways. First, they provide a way to attend to the parallel efforts to adapt and develop computing for political purposes at home and abroad. Second, they similarly direct attention to lived accounts and the practical applications of computing to define the computational epistemologies and governmentalities of politics. Finally, these twin histories elaborate on how American investment in computing has been tied to the pursuit of power and influence, whether by winning the votes for the next campaign or successfully predicting the world’s future. In other words, as I discuss, this book’s twin history helps to provincialize US-based efforts to develop computer simulation in contrast to what was happening in Europe, Latin America, and Africa.50



Chapter Overview

The book explores the multiplicities within and beyond the computational imaginary of politics. Figure 1.2 illustrates how the book’s structure relates to key questions. The book’s two parts—“SimVoters” and “SimWorlds”—capture the national and international political problems (respectively) that computers were used to try to solve in the United States. Each part elaborates on the situations where a computational imaginary of politics emerged in America. My situation is the context of computing and its relation to politics in postwar America.51

[image: A diagram meant to explain the computational imaginary of politics that shows the relationship between worlds and voters.]

Figure 1.2

Exploring the computational imaginary of politics.



Agencies and addressability are my two main concepts if SimWorld and SimVoters are my situations. I use these two concepts to offers concepts to explore the computational imaginary of politics. The four main chapters represent intersections of each situation and concept. Each chapter elaborates on and expands on this situation through discourse analysis, interviews, and archival research to tell part of a history and elaborate one of my four key questions. These questions, as I explain, are

Q1. How do computer models encode different political agencies?

Q2. How do computer simulations address voters?

Q3. How do computer simulations address worlds?

Q4. How do interfaces present different agencies?

These questions, emerging out of history, remain relevant today. They don’t explain a complete history but rather look at moments of intense pressure that provide insights into the computational imaginary of politics.

“Agencies” refers to the ways of acting, and in computer simulations “agencies” refers to certain behaviors of simulated voters and worlds. At a time of talk of agentic artificial intelligence and automated governance, agencies expose how computer simulations present their simulated elements with certain agencies that influence how we think about them, a reflexivity between how we simulate politics and the computational imaginary of politics. “Agencies” also refers to the relationships between how simulations present their modeled worlds to its users. The term “present” draws from Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison, who noted that with computer simulation “the camera and the tweezer had merged.”52 Representation, or showing, Daston and Galison argue is different from presentation, or showing and doing. Certainly, researchers and funders desired simulations of the world that could be actionable. Closing this utility gap speaks to a second concept, how computer simulations related to their so-called real world.

Addressability, as I discuss at length, involves the delicate relationship simulators had to balance to ensure that their computer worlds matched the political systems they sought to model.53 If models become too abstract, they might present something of a hyperreality. Addressability relates a lot of current debates about scale. Scalability, Anna Tsing writes, is “the ability to expand—and expand, and expand—without rethinking basic elements.”54 But scalability is not quite right, as scale emphasizes an “expansion-oriented world” when computer simulations tried to be more detailed and more global.55 Election forecasting, for example, progressed by claiming to have more detailed data or more precise voter models. World simulations, using the same behavioral models, improved by claiming to predict national behaviors, sometimes forecasting decades into the future. My interest concerns how the computational imaginary legitimated some gazes as complete or somehow less partial than other accounts of the world, a problem of addressability.

The first part of the book, “SimVoters,” looks at the applications of computers in US electoral politics. Specifically, I start by examining politics and political research that inspired interest and investment in what was then experimental computer technology. To lay the foundation for what enabled computers to enter politics and the study of political systems, I discuss an early computer simulation of politics: William McPhee’s macroscope. Through this project, he applied early theories of political behavior sympathetic to computer modeling, and it anticipated the demand and funding for better predictions of election outcomes.

Chapter 4 asks, How do computer models encode different political agencies? The chapter introduces and compares the agencies of three idealized voter models, which I call cybernetic citizens, rational agents, and digital chimeras. Each claimed to describe how voters behaved, but not in a compatible way. Voters could not be cybernetic citizens and rational agents simultaneously. Furthermore, cybernetic citizens emphasized active voters, whereas digital chimeras treated voters as largely static. These different agencies shaped and stabilized different political theories of how American voters led to the fundamental tensions that animate this book.

Chapter 5 tracks the integration of computational approaches into elections post-1960, a history that has led to the digital politics industry today. The gradual spread, investment, and adoption of computers into campaign practices posed a fundamental challenge—keeping virtual voters in sync with real ones. The chapter poses a second question: How do computer simulations address voters? To answer, chapter 5 elaborates the concept of addressability, which allows for a deeper discussion of the relationship between the imaginary and practical politics, or in the words of later chapters, how the simulated system corresponds to its referent system.

The book’s second part—“SimWorlds”—explores concurrent efforts to model world politics, beginning with 1959’s Simple Diplomatic Game. Designed as a toy, the game foreshadowed decades of building computational prototypes that simulated world politics. Chapter 6 sets up the promise and problem of computer simulation of world politics.

Chapter 7 explains how computer simulation became preferred over more experiential human-led simulations in world politics. Chronicling this evolution raises a third question: How do computer simulations address worlds? I argue that computer simulation can and was shaped to offer a specific gaze—a gaze like Donna Haraway’s famous “god’s eye view” in politics, which remains a major selling point for political simulations of world politics today. That might apply as much to the promise of looking into the minds of American voters, but it’s readily apparent in the desire to present a simulated globe thought to be a valid proxy of the real world.

Chapter 8 returns to how my voter models—cybernetic citizens, rational agents, and digital chimeras—were applied to world politics. I identify attempts to use all three to model international relations, but I focus on the tensions between a cybernetic approach and its emphasis on world systems versus the antecedents of agent-based modeling through rational choice applications. These different simulations present their worlds and their users with different agencies. Looking at two key cases, the chapter asks, How do interfaces present different political agencies? The implication is that ways to imagine politics with specific programs create vantage points—god’s eye views—with specific agencies of how the world behaves and how users interact with these worlds. The tension elaborates an important sense of the political in the computational imaginary of politics: how the computer simulations present forms of agency in their simulated worlds that matter for both how their users understand themselves and their worlds.

Finally, I look at the fringes of the simulation community in chapter 9. In contrast to the first part’s conclusion, I look at what remains outside these histories instead of what endures. I explore alternative simulations to analyze how activists, gamers, and crossover intellectuals like Buckminster Fuller tried to find new ways to model, build, and represent world systems. Both existed contemporaneously with political computer simulations and yet consciously undermined the instrumentalism of both rational agents and cybernetic systems.

My hope is that this book recovers the political in the computational imaginary of politics. The book concludes by examining the facets of computational imaginaries at work in contemporary popular and academic discussions of computing and then looks at what we might learn from the forgotten ideas and possibilities of other systems. American political elites have been thinking with computers for a long time; asserting this history patches a flaw in debates that so often feel like they are starting from nothing. Computers have been promising to revolutionize politics since their inception, and without understanding what has and has not changed, we remain in a halting state: never able to see politics as already computational, never able to close this loop and begin another.
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