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UAA Anthropology Professor Stephen Langdon speaks at the GHEA-Alaska 
EPSCoR workshop in February 2013.

How much can 
we learn from 

the past?
That was the ques-
tion on everyone’s 
lips in Febru-
ary, when Alaska 
EPSCoR leaders 
met with research-
ers from the Global 
Human Ecody-
namics Alliance 
(GHEA) for a two-
day workshop in 
Girdwood. Whereas 
EPSCoR studies 
present-day adap-
tation to climate 
change, GHEA 
examines the same 
topic from a paleo-
logical perspective, and the two groups wanted to 
see how their approaches could inform each other.
“The purpose of  this workshop was to understand 
if  there were some common lessons learned from 
deep history, going back tens of  thousands of  
years, that we can apply to today’s struggles with 
trying to achieve thrivability,” said Alaska EPSCoR 
co-Project Director Lil Alessa.
Alaska EPSCoR’s approach to climate change com-
bines contemporary sensor and survey data with 
Alaskan historical data, which generally extends 
back 50 years or less. GHEA scientists, on the 
other hand, study the archeological and anthropo-
logical record to understand how historic and pre-
historic populations adjusted to changing climactic 
conditions, focused specifically on people in the 
North Atlantic and the American Southwest.
“The idea that we’re basically testing is that climac-
tic hazards occuring at timescales outside of  human 
memory offer the greatest challenges to people, 
and this is something that we’ve seen in the North 
Atlantic and they’ve also seen in the Soutwest,” said 
GHEA member George Halmbrecht, an assistant 
professor of  anthropology at the University of  
Maryland. “Basically we’re looking at examples in 
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these two regions 
and looking at dif-
ferent responses 
and results in the 
face of  climactic 
and social hazards, 
and seeing what 
factors are the most 
important in either 
surviving them or 
being vulnerable to 
them.”
The workshop 
began with GHEA 
members present-
ing on their own re-
search. The roughly 
25 EPSCoR attend-
ees learned how 
indigenous popula-

tions have adapted 
to drought, storms, temperature fluctuations, and 
other environmental changes. The GHEA research-
ers explained how different people have, for ex-
ample, adjusted diets, community organization, and 
farming practices, forged new connections to other 
populations, or descended into violence and de-
population. This was followed by presentations by 
EPSCoR researchers, who discussed their research 
into the present-day adaptive capacity of  communi-
ties in Southeast, Southcentral and Northern Alas-
ka, and also provided information on the historical 
background of  Alaska’s indigenous people.
Alessa said one major value of  the workshop was 
confirmation that there are clear patterns of  his-
toric resilience and adaptability that are relevant to 
what’s happening today. “It was validation to hear 
over and over just some very fundamental, simple 
rules for being more resilient or moving toward 
thrivability, and they’re fundamentally simple things 
we can do as a society,” she said. “I found that real-
ly exciting just to hear that really strongly expressed 
in many different settings all around the world.”


