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aclear site of ideological contestation, where one can directly
challenge the framing of certain behaviors or phenomena

as the norm. Players can code their own rules or tweaks to
see how things play out from new starting points. Beyond
simulations’ predictive and explanatory capacities, the most
exciting characteristic of simulation is exactly in this kind of
counterfactual thinking—we can all ask our own “what ifs." But
even then, our imagination seldom escapes the enormous
gravity of our most foundational beliefs.

The expansion of possibility

Fiction often fulfills a similar counterfactual function by carving
out a space for imaginings that can be quite radical. Ursula

K. Le Guin's work, and what Peter Frase calls “social science
fiction,” are known for this: taking our world, rejigging some
key elements, and then laying out what could change as a
result.’® And, unlike most science fiction, these writings aren’t
concerned with the future per se; they are concerned with the
here and now, not asking “what will things be like?" but rather
“how could things be?"

Itis unfortunate that because these are works of fiction, their
radical imaginaries may be dismissed on the grounds that
theyare, indeed, fictitious. The audience is ready to waveé
away its predictions as fantastical and its characterizations as
unrealistic. Simulation differs because it can produce radica
new possibilities roughly within parameters that people aré
willing to accept, by leveraging computation’s aura of accuracy
and impartiality. And, because it's often framed as a forward-
looking tool, it's possible to make a simulation that looks
like itis referring to how things could change in future, but s
actually about how things could be right now. Furthermore.
since simulations can be modified to produce different
consequences, they fundamentally challenge the fantasy
that the world works in just one immutable way: upending the
post hoc rationalization that things have simply “happened for
areason,” and the implicit conclusion that all process€es and
things are justified by their mere ongoing existence.

The justification of capitalism is generally based on the
idea that we have reached the logical end of a roughly
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linear historical process of unambiguous progress. Present
inequities in wealth, life, and production are therefore viewed
as “necessary” to achieve better standards of living in the
aggregate. History, and all the dynamic processes that
compose it, is basically understood to exhaustively enumerate
all viable political and economic configurations, and to stop
when it delivers us with the best one. Following this mindset,
since we are always at the latest stage of this linear process,
we always live in the best of all possible worlds.

Of course, there are vested interests in maintaining a sense
of historical inevitability, and silencing or subduing any
evidence to the contrary. Cognitive psychologist Steven
Pinker built his popular science career around arguing that
the world is actually getting better, contra what pessimists
and news media would have you believe. But where Pinker is
so unimaginative that he can only ask “are things better than
they were?” (and of course, some things are better for some
people) simulation, in its tendency towards counterfactual
thinking, instead asks “how good things could have been?”

For the communities involved with the DGEI, mapping was

a pretense for exploring these questions in a way that could
be legible to city government. In their work with the Trumbuill
community, it was a space to lay out a new desired world:
housing that isn’t controlled by landlords and rent, land

that isn’t reserved for institutions to claim, cooperative and
community-owned businesses. The DGEI therefore asked
how their neighborhoods could look, if they existed in a city
that granted them their autonomy?"

Simulation similarly provides space to explore such possibility,
helping us to appreciate the branching paths of history so that
we may recognize that we continually exist at such a juncture in
the present. In encouraging us to think of ourselves as people
existing in systems made up of interlocking simple rules, and
more importantly, to consider howdifferent things can be with
small shifts to these rules, we can appreciate how close we
are to so many different worlds. These simple rules are often
not set in stone—even though they feel that way—and so
simulation helpstodispel the conservative inertia that gives
these myths their longevity and apparent inescapability.
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Like maps, simulations have the capacity to shift the way
that our priorities are framed and to call into question the
most sacred axioms society is organized around. What do we
take for granted? The Detroit Geographical Expedition and
Institute recognized that powerful interests took for granted
the notion that a city's rehabilitation necessitated the eviction
of its black inhabitants, and they used maps to literally reshape
the material landscape to make it so. The city government
maps presented an inevitability to how space was structured,
and a limited view on how space could be used. The DGEI’s
maps needed to upend that “common” sense. So too can
simulation and its counterfactual tendency be used to upend
the common ideology of our time, to help us appreciate, to
paraphrase the old refrain, that “other worlds are possible.”
This certainly isn’t the best one.





