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The Future of Historical Simulations 

David Dunn * 

T h e pu rpose of my original s tudy was to examine the range of software 
s imu la t ions marke t ed for his tory s tudents and to evaluate thei r individual 
wor th as t each ing aids in h igher educat ion . F rom the s imula t ions tha t I 
had a l ready seen in opera t ion in schools and at exhib i t ions , I had formu­
lated the hypothesis that his tory s imula t ions (as distinct f rom, say, econo­
mic s imula t ions) were not sui table for h igher educat ional needs . 

Fo r example , at t he 1986 'His tory and C o m p u t i n g ' Confe rence at West-
field College, L o n d o n , t he s imula t ion , 1914 (Cambr idge Univers i ty Press) 
was ondisplay . Based on the in format ion received from the s imula t ion 
p r o g r a m , the u s e r / s m a k e decisions that relate to a six weeks per iod of the 
First World War. They then study the consequences of the i r 
d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g . 

Even t h o u g h users may notch up a cons iderable n u m b e r of 
c o m p u t e r - a l l o c a t e d po in t s t h rough successfully engaging in bat t les , the 
o u t c o m e of 1914 is p reorda ined by the reali t ies of history. T h e p rog ram 
forces users in to be ing an inevi table part of the French retreat . T h u s users 
with no po in t s , and those with a myr iad of poin ts , still find themselves 
with thei r backs up against the walls of Par is by the end of the game . 

If t he poin t of the exercise is to show s tudents that the F rench were 
unsuccessful in the i r first m a j o r war of the century , a far less e labora te 
device would suffice. The skills that users may have acquired in the course 
of this s imula t ion relate to mi l i tary strategy and tactics: these, however , are 
scarcely r equ i r emen t s for a mode rn his tor ian . T h e best pedagogic history 
use that could result from the game derives from its suppor t mater ia l , the 
b a c k - u p in t e rms of m a p s and informat ion sheets . Sifting t h rough these 
parerga , s tudents might become famil iar with a few of the sources used by 
h is tor ians to study par t icu lar events or sequences - a l though these still 
very m u c h lie within the sphere of the mil i tary h is tor ian . F u r t h e r m o r e , the 
in t roduc t ion to such sources scarcely just if ies requi r ing u n d e r g r a d u a t e s a 
pr ior i to opera te a compute r i sed s imulat ion package for several hours . 

Played as a game , this s imula t ion might provide a point of interest 
beyond the ted ium of the classroom for 12-15 year olds; t hus school hi­
story teachers migh t genera te a m o r e sympathe t ic recept ion to thei r lessons 
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on historical sources and evidence . However , the lud ic rous aspects of the 
s imula t ion would initially be less a t t ract ive to a g r o u p of his tory under­
g radua tes because they are already a we l l -mo t iva t ed g roup possessing an 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g (however superficial) of the s t ruc ture and n a t u r e of the 
subject . But, of course , one should never u n d e r es t imate the role of 
g a m e - p l a y as a m e a n s to s t imula te s tuden t s of any age and level of ap­
prec ia t ion . 

History and Computing: 
The Nature and Range of Historical Simulat ions 

T h e Associat ion for His tory and C o m p u t i n g has , du r ing its first few 
years in exis tence, amply demons t r a t ed t he range of uses to which com­
pute r i sed da tabases can be put to facil i tate t rad i t ional data process ing ope­
ra t ions . T h e sifting of facts and figures is qui te often the s t o c k - i n - t r a d e of 
m a n y quan t i t a t ive a n d empir icis t h i s to r ians . T h e incorpora t ion of IT has 
no t only speeded up data processing but also al lowed for a grea ter a m o u n t 
of hypothes is fo rmat ion and test ing. 

C o m m e r c i a l l y , several data retr ieval packages are avai lable for s tudent 
h i s to r ians , usually con ta in ing census r e tu rns from the 19th cen tu ry . (There 
are also data base p r o g r a m s on the English and Spanish fleets at the t ime 
of the A r m a d a , the Domesday Book and the 1981 Census , p lus several 
da tabases m a r k e t e d as suitable to historical research, e.g. Supers to re and 
Starbase . ) These packages allow s tudents to expe r imen t with the m e t h o d s 
used by professional h is tor ians and , because of compu te r i s a t i on , permi t 
mu l t i p l e hypothes is deve lopmen t and test ing within a scheduled classroom 
per iod . 

Dri l l and Pract ice packages are regarded with scepticism by h is tor ians 
in h igher educa t ion w h o deplore the pract ice of l ea rn ing lists of facts. 
Whi l e they may apprec ia te that the abili ty of c o m p u t e r s to mo t iva t e stu­
den t s may counterac t s tudents ' negat ive responses to fact l ea rn ing , they 
canno t themse lves ove rcome their own aversion to the pursui t of the pu­
rely factual . 

Spreadshee t s are also used by professional h i s tor ians , par t icu lar ly eco­
n o m i c h is tor ians , a l though there are few commerc ia l ly m a r k e t e d spreads­
heet packages which claim to be dedicated to history s tudents . In genera l , 
sp readshee t s are incorpora ted into e i ther da tabase p ro g rams , e .g .Da tap ro ­
be or s imula t ions , e.g. Railway. 

S imu la t i ons fall in to a n u m b e r of categories . R e - e n a c t m e n t s imula t ions 
have the least pedagogic credibil i ty in h igher educat ion because they at­
t emp t to lead s tuden ts a long a par t icu lar pa th . (See my ear l ier descr ipt ion 
of 1914.) A l though in the c o m m u n i c a t i o n of facts they m a y have ad­
van tages over o the r types of s imula t ions , the i r e m p h a s i s on mu l t i p l e - cho i -
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ce ques t ions denies s tudents the oppor tun i ty to engage in the 
d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g process for themselves . T h e cr i t ic isms levelled at the fac­
tual emphas i s of Drill and Practice p r o g r a m s would also be valid for 
r e - e n a c t m e n t p rog rams . Basically, s tudents are asked to acquire factual 
knowledge . 

T h e b r a n c h i n g s t ruc ture of replay s imula t ions al lows for greater parti­
c ipat ion and invo lvement . A pedagogic problem arises because s tudents 
m a y depar t from the events as they occurred and thus , via the compu te r , 
c rea te ' coun te r - fac tua l ' history. Given that s imula t ions must be used in 
con junc t ion with o ther sources, I can see a posi t ive advantage to be gained 
from s tudents at all levels cons t ruct ing novel sequence s t ructures and p ro ­
duc ing coun te r -es tab l i shed- fac tua l evidence . T h e exercise is par t of the 
dialectic of historical investigation in which one is cons tan t ly seeking to 
reconci le t he con t rad ic t ions of one 's sources . 

On the o the r h a n d , i t is generally argued that the great a t t r ibute of 
replay s imula t ions is the way in which they teach cause and effect. Since 
most s tudents in h igher educat ion were offered places at an inst i tut ion on 
the basis of their p rev ious academic results or pe r fo rmance , 1 would main­
tain that i t may be too late in the day to encourage simplist ic computer i sed 
enqui r ies in to cause and effect. O u r history s tudents come into our insti­
tut ion already aware , t h rough thei r own exper iences , of the pr inc ip le of 
causali ty in its historical perspect ive. 

His tory mode ls which develop a con tex t - fo r - ac t ion ra ther than dwel­
ling on specific events in the past present far greater oppor tun i t i e s for the 
deve lopment of historical skills and perspect ives . Empa the t i c unders tan­
ding of p rob lems such as Canal Building, Rai lway const ruct ion and early 
Victorian England b rough t about by s imula t ion play may pave the way for 
be t te r historical research in to the industr ia l revolu t ion . T h e study of eco­
n o m i c history receives the greatest benefit from most of the available mo­
dels which adopt a themat ic approach , a l though s imula ted investigation 
exercises which help s tudents to learn to cope with conflict ing evidence, 
e.g. M u r d e r or Godfrey, may serve all b r a n c h e s of history equally. 

Towards the Future 

Elsewhere can be seen the process by which 1 have ques t ioned the se­
man t i c s and pedagogy of s imula t ions in general , and modified a list of 
cri teria a lready used for evaluat ing software in schools, to theor ise the 
cons t ruc t ion of a t empla te that might help assess the suitabil i ty of any type 
of historical s imulat ion for degree-level work ( D u n n 1989). Examples of 
the t empla te being used to review s imula t ion p r o g r a m s are also avai lable 
( D u n n 1988; 1989). T h e purpose of this paper is to m o v e the discussion on , 
to speculate upon some possible direct ions in which future historical si-
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m u l a t i o n s may develop , and to cons ider some of the act ivi t ies which would 
cur ren t ly be reviewed in the t e m p l a t e u n d e r its section ent i t led 'Versatility: 
a) Does the user contro l what the p rogram does? b) Potent ia l uses. ' 

As a m i n i m u m requ i r emen t for all s imula t ions , o n e would expect to be 
able to b r i n g in to the s imula t ion exercise in fo rmat ion from o ther sources , 
t hus ex tend ing and modifying the initial i n fo rma t ion conta ined in the 
p r o g r a m . After all, th is is the process of synthesis in which our his tory 
s tuden ts a re cont inua l ly be ing asked to engage. T h u s i t is only wi th the 
c o n t e x t - f o r - a c t i o n type of s imula t ion tha t 1 see any real fu ture . At present 
however t he shel ls of such s imula t ions are still far too topic-specif ic (e.g. 
solving a m u r d e r case or open ing up t h e Amer i can f ront ier ) . F u t u r e desig­
ne r s should concen t r a t e on p rov id ing s imula t ion exercises dedicated to the 
methodolog ica l s t ruc ture of historical inves t igat ions - the processes 
t h r o u g h which h is tor ians approach analysing the past and not how peop le 
in t he past migh t p e r h a p s have app roached solving the i r par t i cu la r pro­
b lems . 

Such s imula t ions must therefore e i ther be adap tab l e to a variety of con­
texts or, preferably , be usable in any o p e n - e n d e d historical invest igat ion 
(i.e. one in which the re is not only no ou t come prescr ibed by the p rogram­
m e r , bu t also no preset task such as in f inding out ' w h o d u n n i t ' or in 
es tabl ish ing a c o m m u n i t y in the m i d - w e s t ) . S tuden t s must be free to de­
ve lop and f r ame their own set of invest igat ions . 

Ul t imate ly , compute r i sed s imula t ions need to evolve from empa the t i c 
evoca t ions and rep roduc t ions of the cond i t ions of the past in to ' s t imula­
t ions ' , p r o g r a m s that enable s tuden ts to sympath i se with and gradual ly 
ass imi la te the rou t ine pract ices of p r e sen t -day professional h is tor ians . 

I foresee a t ime in the n o t - t o o - d i s t a n t fu ture w h e n s imula t ions (or pos­
sibly jus t t h e one dedicated ' con tex t - fo r -h i s to ry ' s imula t ion) would a r r ive 
comple t e with their own da t abanks ; but they would have the potent ia l for 
inc lud ing the compute r i sed d a t a b a n k s and in fo rma t ion a l ready exist ing 
wi th in the purchas ing inst i tut ion (e.g. n u m e r i c and topic-specif ic da taba­
ses, copies of historical texts, reading lists, theses, and l ibrary holdings) . 
They would also be able to draw upon m a n y of the o n - l i n e da tabases 
(census, b ib l iographic , abstracting. . . ) tha t now exist and are con t inua l ly 
be ing created a r o u n d the world. 

A s imula t ion assisted historical exercise for a s tudent might then ope­
ratcin the fol lowing way. 

T h e basic compute r i sed s imula t ion model would present in fo rmat ion in 
small un i t s and in a r andom order , t hus s imula t ing the exper ience of an 
h is tor ian faced with a reposi tory of uncol la ted da ta . Init ial ly the s tuden t 
wou ld 'b rowse ' . 

43 

Historical Social Research, Vol. 14 — 1989 — No. 4, 40-45



At any t ime , the s tudent could deve lop a hypothesis , store the hypothesis 
in the compu te r , and , ques t ioning the c o m p u t e r fur ther about its own 
databases and o n - l i n e sources, begin to plan an investigation to test the 
hypothes is . T h e s tudent would now be in a specific area of historical in­
vest igat ion, e i t h e r / o r / a n d themat i c , t empora l , geographic . Fo r example , 
t he s tudent might be interested in prosecut ions and sentencing u n d e r the 
Fac tory Acts in Victorian Eng land a n d wish to test the hypothesis that 
magis t ra tes were lenient in the i r sen tenc ing of factory owners w h o offen­
ded. 

T h e c o m p u t e r would work in response to the s tudent ' s in te r roga t ions . 
( 'Can you list art icles on the Factory Acts? ' . ' I am connected to the follo­
wing abs t rac t ing and indexing databases: PAIS, Infotrac, A B l / l n ­
f o r m . / . / . / . ' ) Were the s tudent in the Novice Mode , this could easily be 
followed up by advice on which da tabases the s tudent might wish to look 
at first. ( ' Into which categories migh t your invest igat ion fall: d ip lomat ic 
h is tory/socia l h i s to ry / economic h i s t o r y / n a t i o n a l / i n t e r n a t i o n a l ? ' And the­
reafter, ' I suggest you try the da tabases in the fol lowing o r d e r . / . / . / . ' ) Were 
the s tudent ' s key w o r d / s , 'Factory Acts ' , not to produce satisfactory results 
from the databases , s /he would be r e m i n d e d of o ther key words from the 
hypothes is . 

Pe rhaps when some of the secondary article and book sources had been 
scanned , the s imula t ion might p roduce a p r o m p t enqui r ing whe the r the 
s tudent wished to delve into some p r i m a r y sources. Al ternat ively , hav ing 
conc luded the b ib l iographic searches , were the s tudent to ask H E L P , the 
c o m p u t e r might reveal that it could access a database (possibly one located 
at a n o t h e r inst i tut ion but avai lable via Jane t ) con ta in ing , for example , 
detai ls of prosecut ions and offenses in Lancash i re of the period 1844-49. 

At regular in tervals the s tudent would be encouraged to modify the 
original hypothesis and , should the s tudent try to quit c la iming (via the 
m e n u ) that thei r original hypothesis was valid, the program would indicate 
areas which had not yet been searched to confirm or refute the hypothes is . 

Th i s form of in teract ive s imula t ion which could call upon the vast re­
serves of research already unde r t aken by professional h is tor ians would 
benefit s tudents of h igher educat ion in the fol lowing ways. 

1) S tudents could be encouraged to explore new avenues of data quickly 
and comprehens ive ly . 

2) Time would not be wasted on repet i t ive empir ical research. Data 
would a l ready be stored and collated in databases which could be 
tapped by the s imula t ion p rog ram. 

3) S tudents could ini t iate and test the i r own (or g roup) hypotheses . 
4) T h e skills of enqui ry , invest igat ion and synthesis would be developed 

far earl ier in s tuden ts ' careers . 
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5) In te rac t ing wi th o ther p rog rams , e.g. spreadsheets , s tudents could de­
ve lop the i r c rea t ive skills in demons t r a t i ng thei r f indings graphical ly . 

6) Tutors would have m o r e t ime to discuss individual ly with the i r stu­
den t s the p roduc t s of each s tudent ' s own research. Tutors would t hus 
be be t t e r able to respond to individual s tudents ' needs . 

All th is is not to say tha t a s tudent will no t have , at some t ime , to leave 
t he work s ta t ion and en te r a l ibrary - or even to be lectured. Yet, wi th the 
possibi l i t ies of newspape r s a n d video be ing accessed directly on to the com­
pu te r screen, t h e d e v e l o p m e n t of compute r i sed books , and the compute r i ­
sat ion no t s imply of lists of ho ld ings but abst racts and also t he mate r i a l s 
t hemse lves (not to m e n t i o n t h e ability to call up original ha rdcopy via 
F A X ) - each advance delaying the poin t at which a s tudent is forced to 
wear out shoe l ea the r - a m o r e compe ten t , t ime-eff ic ient h is tor ian is pro­
duced . T h e c o m p u t e r , in c o m m o n with the preva i l ing view of t he role of 
wha t a h is tory t eacher should be, becomes an enab le r . 

T h e concept of in terac t ive s imula t ions is one that in o ther discipl ines 
has a l ready been taken u p . Even so, the p rob lem of t ransferabi l i ty still 
r e m a i n s largely unso lved . Personal ly , 1 do not bel ieve in s t andard i sa t ion . 
H o w e v e r , compat ib i l i ty be tween mach ines and p r o g r a m s is vital . 

In E u r o p e , we still t end to focus on the type of s imulat ion that could jus t 
as easily be played as a boa rd g a m e ; indeed the major i ty of s imula t ions do 
start out life as precisely tha t . G o n e are the days when we should waste 
t i m e deve lop ing an an t iqua ted style of compute r i sed s imula t ion out of a 
good boa rd g a m e . Any fu ture s imula t ion must have , a t the very least, its 
own da tabases and spreadshee t s ; be t te r still if it can tie in to o the r data­
bases a n d packages (e.g. word processing and computer i sed b o o k s and 
j o u r n a l s ) t h u s s t r eng then ing the link between read ing and wr i t ing , re­
search and hypothes is fo rma t ion . 
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