
The Dahlem conference on Mathematics and Social Sciences 
A brief report 

 
In December 2008, about forty researchers – from mathematics, the social sciences, and other 
discipines – met to think together about the question: „Is There a Mathematics of Social 
Entities?“.  
 
This was 98th Dahlem-conference, building on a tradition of  rather unusual scientific 
gatherings. While the standard format of academic conferences is based on presentations of 
single papers that are then briefly discussed until the next presentation follows, here scholars 
meet to discuss a sequence of connected topics on the basis of several papers that they read 
beforehand. And they do so for a full week, staying in the same place so as to have plenty of 
opportunity for informal conversations as well. Time and again, out of these gatherings 
interesting thoughts, publications, and research activities have evolved. 
 
The question that formed the focus of this conference arose out of practical experiences with 
the joys and difficulties of cooperation between mathematicians and social sciences, as they 
arise in fields as diverse as climate research, the study of financial markets, criminology, and 
others.  
 
The question has far-reaching ramifications, tying in with to two key episodes in what has 
been called the conversation of humankind. In Ancient Greece, thinkers like Pythagoras, 
Euclides, and Plato tried to come to terms with the amazing fact that talk about intangible 
things like numbers, infinite lines and perfect shapes was extremely helpful in building 
tangible things like musical instruments (where relations between sounds depended on 
proportions between the length of chords), temples and other buildings (where the properties 
of rectangular triangles, but also of circles, were pervasive). Much later, in Europe after the 
Middle Ages, scholars like Newton, Leibniz, and Descartes started an amazing dialogue 
between two traditions of inquiry that would become known as mathematics and physics. 
Over the past centuries, these two disciplines have kept challenging and inspiring each other, 
providing concepts and methods that were indispensable to support the amazing development 
of modern technologies. In particular, notions of space, time, probability, causality, and more, 
became intertwined with the world of real numbers, derivatives, differential equations, and 
computation. With one exception, the social sciences remained peripheral to this 
development, using bits and pieces of mathematics here and there, but without trying to 
organize their thoughts around a comprehensive mathematical fabric. The exception was 
economics, where our contemporary understanding of how markets work was based on the 
mathematical tools that had been developed in the dialogue with physics. And the question 
now arises whether in the decades to come the dialogue between the social sciences and 
mathematics could inspire some of the discoveries that we will need to tackle the challlenges 
of the future. 
 
The conference deliberately focussed on three rather specialized areas of current research: 
A. Modelling Financial Markets,  
B. Modelling Crime, and  
C. Modelling Innovative Regions. 
A fourth, cross-cutting theme was added under the heading:  
D. Models, Metaphors, and Visualisation  
 
The first theme couldn’thave been more timely, as the financial crisis of 2008 exposed with 
painful clarity the need for drastic improvements in the art of modelling financial markets. 



The weaknesses of current models were analyzed and, more importantly, venues for 
promising research identified. Three aspects may be highlighted here: the promise of multi-
agent modelling approaches, the importance of coordination problems, and the necessity of 
using numerical techniques to handle models that defy analytical solutions. These issues 
showed up in the discussions on the other topics as well.  
 
The present note cannot do justice to the wealth of ideas, insights, and conjectures that were 
shared and improved during the conference. Suffice it to say that several publications, 
including a comprehensive volume based on the conference, are in preparation, that several 
research cooperations have already emerged out of it, and that the conversation of this 
Dahlem conference will definitely continue. In fact, the Dahlem conference could already 
build on the workshop „Toward the Next Generation of Climate Policy Models“ organized by 
the European Climate Forum (ECF), November 13-14, 2008, in Berlin. A next workshop on 
„Agent Based Modelling for Sustainable Development“, organized by ECF together with the 
Global Systems Dynamics (GSD) EU-research project has been scheduled for April 2-4, 
2009, in Venice, and more will follow. 
 
 
Potsdam, March 31, 2009 
Carlo C. Jaeger 



 
 
 
 
 

Dahlem Konferenzen 
Workshop Schedule  

 
Sunday 
 

14.00–18.45  Registration: all participants  

 17.00–18.00  Working Session:  
This meeting is obligatory for all chairpersons, moderators, and rapporteurs. 

 19.00  Opening Session:  
It is important that all participants attend this opening session/dinner as it is 
integral to establishing the group dynamics of the week.  

Monday    
 9.00  Plenary Discussion:  
 10.00–12.30  Agenda Session (simultaneous sessions) 

Topics for discussion are debated and prioritized by the discussion groups. 
Each group finalizes an agenda for the week’s discussion, which is then 
prepared for distribution after lunch. 

 12.30–14.00  Lunch  

 14.00–15.00  Presentation of the Group Agendas (plenary session) 
Group 1:  D. Colander, Moderator 
Group 2:  H. Berestycki, Moderator 
Group 3:  C. Jaeger, Moderator 
Group 4:  R. Klein, Moderator 

Moderators present the group agendas. Discussion follows to sort out overlap 
and/or to rectify possible omissions. 

 15.00–16.30  Groups 1 & 2 meet simultaneously  
Participants not assigned to a group in session attend discussions on topics of 
their choice. 

 16.15–16.45  Coffee is available. 

 16.30–18.00  Groups 3 & 4 meet simultaneously 
Participants not assigned to a group in session attend discussions on topics of 
their choice. 

 19.00  Dinner and informal discussion 

Tuesday    
 9.00–12.30  Groups 1 & 3 meet simultaneously 

Participants not assigned to a group in session attend discussions on topics of 
their choice. 

 11.15–11.30  Coffee break 
 12.30–13.30  Lunch  
 13.30–17.30  Groups 2 & 4 meet simultaneously 

Participants not assigned to a group in session attend discussions on topics of 
their choice. 



  Coffee Break (15.45–16.00) 

 19.00  Dinner 
   
Wednesday    
 9.00–12.30  Groups 1 & 4 meet 

Participants not assigned to a group in session attend discussions on topics of 
their choice. 

  Coffee Break (10.30–10.45) 

 12.30–13.30  Lunch  

 13.30–17.00  Discussion Groups 2 and 3 

Participants not assigned to a group in session attend discussions on topics of 
their choice. 

  Coffee Break (15.30–15.45) 

 19.00  Dinner and informal discussion 

Thursday    
 9.00–12.00  Report Session  (groups meet to finalize material for their report) 

Coffee is available (10.30–10.45) 
 12.00–13.00  Lunch  

 Afternoon  Rapporteurs write the first draft of the group report. 

 

  Free afternoon for all other participants. 

Friday    
 9.00  Distribution of the Reports — Reading Time 

Draft reports are available at the workshop registration desk for preparation 
of the plenary discussion in the afternoon. 

 12.00–13.30  Lunch  
German Press Conference (German‐speaking representatives from the 
workshop will need to represent the individual discussion groups.) 

 13.30–14.15  Discussion of the Group Reports (plenary session) 
Group 1   

 14.15–15.00  Group 2   

 15.00–15.15  Coffee break 

 15.15–16.00  Group 3   
 16.00–16.45  Group 4  

 16.45–18.00  Final Report Session (simultaneous sessions) 

 19.00  Farewell Meeting  
 
 
 



Participants of the Dahlem Conference 
„Is There a Mathematics of  Social Entities?“ 

Name 
First 
Name  Institution + Adress 

Barthélemy  Marc 

Département de Physique Théorique et 
Appliquée 
CEA 
Paris 

Berestycki  Henri 

EHESS, CAMS 
54, bd Raspail 
75006 Paris 

Botta  Nicola 

Potsdam Institut für Klimafolgenforschung 
(PIK) 
Telegraphenberg A 31 
14473 Potsdam 

Brenner  Thomas 

Fachbereich Geographie 
Universität Marburg 
Deutschhausstraße 10 
D‐35032 Marburg  

Chabay  Ilan 

University of Gothenburg 
Box 720, SE 405 30 
Gothenburg 
Sweden 

Colander  David 

Department of Economics 
Middlebury College 
Middlebury, Vermont 05753 

Dibble  Catherine 

Department of Geography 
University of Maryland 
2181 LeFrak Hall 
College Park, MD 20742 

Dum  Ralph 
Europäische Kommission, Unit F2: Future and 
Emerging Technologies. Bruxelles 

Elffers  Henk 

Nederlands Studiecentrum Criminaliteit en 
Rechtshandhaving 
NSCR Netherlands Institute for the Study of 
Crime and 
Law Enforcement 
NSCR Postbus 792 
2300 AT Leiden 

Föllmer  Hans 

Humboldt Universität 
Fachbereich Mathematik 
Unter den Linden 6 
10099 Berlin 



Flondor  Paul 

University Politehnica of Bucharest 
Faculty of Automatic Control & Computers 
Intrarea Margareta 3, Sector 2 
RO 

Furtado  Vasco 

Av. Washington Soares 1321, 
Agua Fria 
Fortaleza‐CE 

Goldberg  Michael 

Whittemore School of Business & Economics 
University of New Hampshire 
McConnell Hall Room 424 
Durham, NH 03824 

Haas  Armin 

Potsdam Institut für Klimafolgenforschung 
Telegrafenberg A 51 
14473 Potsdam 

Hands  Wade 

University of Puget Sound 
Department of Economics 
McIntyre 213c 
1500 N. Warner St. 
Tacoma, WA 98416‐1057 

Hasselmann  Klaus 

Max‐Planck‐Institut für Meteorologie 
Bundesstr. 55 
D‐20146 Hamburg 
Germany  

Helgeson  Jennifer F. 
19601 Highstream Dr. Germantown 
MD 20874 

Herr  Hansjörg 

FHW/Berlin School of Economics 
Badensche Straße 50‐51 
10825 Berlin  
Germany  

Hofmann  Mareen 

PIK‐Potsdam 
PO Box 601203 
14412 Potsdam 
Germany 



Hunt  Julian 

CPOM 
Pearson Building 
University College London 
Gower Street 
LONDON, WC1E 6BT, jcrh@cpom.ucl.ac.uk 

Ionescu  Cezar 

Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact Research 
(PIK) 
Telegraphenberg A 31 
14473 Potsdam, 0331 288 25 58 

Jaeger  Carlo 

Potsdam Institut für Klimafolgenforschung 
Telegrafenberg A51 
14473 Potsdam 

Juselius  Katarina 

University of Copenhagen 
Department of Economics 
Studiestraede 6 
1455 Copenhagen K 
Denmark 

Kirman  Alan 

GREQAM 
Centre de la Vieille Charité 
2 Rue de la Charité 
13002 Marseille 
France 

Klein  Rupert 

Freie Universität Berlin 
Fachbereich Mathematik & Informatik 
Arnimallee 6 
14195 Berlin 

Kurths  Jürgen 

Humboldt Universität 
Fachbereich Mathematik 
Unter den Linden 6 
10099 Berlin 

Lindgren  Kristian 

Chalmers University of Technology 
SE‐412 96 Göteborg 
Sweden 

Lux  Thomas 

Universität Kiel 
Institut für Volkswirtschaftslehre 
Olshausenstr. 40 
24118 Kiel 



Mandel  Antoine 

Potsdam Institut für Klimafolgenforschung 
Telegrafenberg A 51 
14473 Potsdam 

Markowich  Peter 

DAMTP 
Centre for Mathematical Science 
Wilberforce Road 
Cambridge CB3 0WA 
UK 

Marsili  Matteo 

Abdus Salam International Centre for 
Theoretical Physics, Strada Costiera 11, I‐
34014, Trieste Italy  

McCloskey  Deirdre 

University of Illinois at Chicago 
Department of English 
601 South Morgan Street 
University Hall, Suite 2027 
Chicago, IL 60607 

McGlade  Jacqueline 

Executive Director 
European Environment Agency 
Kongens Nytorv 6 
1050 Copenhagen K 

Nadal 
Jean‐
Pierre 

Centre d’Analyse et de Mathématique Sociales 
École des Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales 
54, bd Raspail 
75270 Paris Cedex 06 

Nagin  Daniel S. 

H. John Heinz III School of Public Policy & 
Management 
Carnegie Mellon University 
5000 Forbes,  
Pittsburgh PA 15213‐3890 
USA 

Parris  Brett W. 

Department of Econometrics  
& Business Statistics 
Monash University 
Wellington Rd 
Clayton, VIC, 3800 

Pumain  Denise 
UMR Géographie‐cités PARIS     13 rue du Four 
75 006 PARIS 

Schütte  Christof 

Institut für Mathematik II 
Freie Universität Berlin 
Arnimallee 3 
14195 Berlin 



 

Seymour   Robert M. 

ELSE 
Department of Mathematics 
University College London 
Gower Street, London WC1E 6BT 
UK 

Silverberg  Gerald 

United Nations University MERIT Maastricht 
Economic and Social Research and Training 
Centre on Innovation and Technology                     
Keizer Karelplein 19 
6211 TC Maastricht  

Sloth  Birgitte 

Institut for Virksomhedsledelse & Økonomi 
Syddansk Univ. 
Campusvej 55 
5230 Odense 
DK 

Tita  George 

University of California 
2307 Social Ecology II 
Irvine, CA 92697 

Zhou  Yu 

Vassar 
International Studies 
box 270, 124 
Raymond Avenue 
Poughkeepsie 
NY 12604 
USA  


