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THE FUTURE

HOW TO RE-ENERGISE OUR
COLLECTIVE IMAGINATION

How should we dream or imagine in ways that are useful? What
methods encourage and quicken imagination, or help us in
utopia-making? What are the options for a political leader, a
funder of research, a social movement or a city that wants to
expand its horizon of possibilities?

We know that creativity can be learned—it’s not a unique
attribute of a handful of people. And we know that innovation
and creativity can be institutionalised, made part of people’s jobs,
as they are in TV and film, science and business. Creative people
in other fields—like visual artists or filmmakers—depend on
tools, palettes and paints, cameras and special-effects software.
For society’s imagineers, there are not so many obvious tools, the
raw materials being life and society themselves; and there are few
academies or colleges that teach the craft of change.!

But there are methods that can be used for the two steps
essential to any process of imagination: first, distancing and
questioning current reality; and second, designing an alternative.
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These are designed to put into action Albert Einstein’s comment
that ‘Imagination is more important than knowledge. Knowledge
is limited. Imagination encircles the world.” Such methods offer
a palette of tools which I think should be used much more
widely to help us explore possible futures.

The universal grammars of creativity

Artists can draw on many frameworks for creativity that both
describe and prescribe the steps that can lead to a novel, painting
or film.2 T like to use aimple one which mirrors those used in
other fields of art. I think of this as a universal framework for
creativity. It can be used tQ widen'the possibility space for com-
posing music, designing a home, doing graffiti or creating a
recipe. It offers powerful tools for opening up new social possi-
bilities. These help us to see both the constructed nature of the
social world around us and how it could be changed.

The essential idea is to take an existing activity or function—
like childcare, local bus services or the work of the United
Nations—and then imagine a series of transformations being

applied to it:

Extension

Grafting

Inversion

Addition

Subtraction

Mobilising metaphor and analogy
Using randomness.

Let’s look at each of these in turn. Extension of an aspect of
existing practice means taking it further. Examples from the arts
include Bach’s extension of fugues to six voices or expansion of
the size of the orchestra. Something similar has happened
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repeatedly to ideas. A big strand of thinking on the radical lib-
ertarian right has played with extending the market into as many
fields as possible. Others have expanded the range of fields where
the concept of rights can be used (with rights themselves being
an extension of theological ideas about human uniqueness).
Extending school could mean adding on new hours to the day or
weeks to the year. Extending suffrage might mean giving the vote
to sixteen-year-olds, or six-year-olds. And much of our social
imagination involves scaling up concepts from daily life—the
camaraderie of friends, the competition of sports (the ‘level play-
ing field’) or the care of the family—to the level of organisations
and whole societies.

Grafiing (or combining) involves taking an idea from one field
and applying it to another. Again, this is very common in the
arts—for example, grafting ideas from photography back into
painting—and it’s also common in the social field. Examples
include the way that the idea of auctions was grafted onto the
management of the electromagnetic spectrum (the radio waves
used for mobile phones, satellites or television), or how the idea
of the jury was grafted onto democracy in the form of citizens’
juries. Thinking about grafting can also quickly generate new
ideas. What if schools became places for health; what if demo-
cracy was introduced into the workplace; what if the provision of
childcare or care for the elderly was managed on platforms like
Amazon or Uber?

Writing on technological evolution, George Dyson com-
mented that:

sudden leaps in biological or technological evolution occur when an
existing structure or behaviour is appropriated by a new function
that spreads rapidly across the evolutionary landscape, taking advan-
tage of a head start. Feathers must have had some other purpose
before they were used to fly. U-boat commanders appropriated the
Enigma machine first developed for use by banks. Charles Babbage
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envisioned using the existing network of church steeples that rose
above the chaos of London as the foundation for a packet-switched

communications net.?

This insight is a good prompt for any exercise in social imagina-
tion. Are there interesting patterns in other fields that could be
appropriated or adapted? What could be taken from airports and
applied to hospitals to help the flow of people through the sys-
tem; from the provision of food that could be applied to schools,
such as calorie counts or diets; from healthcare that could be
applied to relationships?

A more radical approach g to use inversion, as practised in the
Middle Ages during Carnival,jwhen for a day the poor pretended
to be rich and vice versa. Inyersion is a common theme in
Christianity (‘the meek shall inherit the earth’) and has also
prompted much radical innovation more recently. What if farm-
ers became bankers (as happened with the microcredit provided
by Grameen Bank); patients became doctors; or social care were
provided by people who had themselves been recipients of care?
What if the young taught the old? What if consumers became
makers of things? What if data were used by citizens to oversee
governments, not the other way around?

Addition and subtraction are also useful. Baroque and tradi-
tional Hindu architecture are good examples of extreme addition,
and any social service can easily add on new elements—like a
family doctor who also offers advice on welfare. Much modernist
art and music favoured subtraction, leading to Kazimir Malevich’s
painting ‘White on White” in 1918 or the silence of John Cage’s
1952 composition 4'33"". This way of thinking can also be gen-
erative in social contexts: what if you took away half of the roles
in a hierarchy or introduced a maximum income? Or what if you
had to cut a budget by half, or could double it? What options
would most preserve value? I've worked with public parks that
faced a 50 per cent budget cut and were prompted to come up
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with dozens of creative ways of raising money, through events,
music, festivals and food, leaving the parks more vibrant than
they had been before. The cheap prices of today’s supermarkets
are only possible because Clarence Saunders in Memphis in the
early twentieth century had the inspired idea of subtracting ser-
vice staff and letting customers pack their own bags.

Sometimes, not doing things is better than doing them. A sur-
prising example of this was found in the military’s experience that
taking immediate action to treat soldiers suffering from PTSD
tended to make it worse. It proved better to let people mobilise
their own resources and then to focus on the 4 or 5 per cent for
whom that approach hadn’t worked. Less can be more.

An interesting recent study showed that we find it much easier
to add than to subtract when solving problems, even when this
is less efficient. But subtraction may be essential to the needs of
our times. Veganism is an approach which subtracts—excluding
meats and dairy products from diets—and much law and regula-
tion is now focused on reducing energy use, carbon emissions
and travel, rather than increasing them.

Creative thought is often helped by mobilising metaphor and
analogy—seeing one thing and thinking of another (a variant of
the grafting process described above). Much of social change
comes from shifts in metaphors. Do we see society as a war, a
body or an organism; a building, a machine or a family? Do we
think in terms of journeys, or defence against threats? Is the
economy analogous to a household, which means being very
careful not to spend more than you earn, or is it more like an
entrepot or trading post, in which case debt may be essential?

We automatically think in metaphors. We talk of ideas as illu-
minating and bright, fizzing and incisive, or flat and dull. We see
our world in spatial terms—rising and falling, moving forward or
back. We speak metaphorically, too—we ‘ride’ bicycles, though not
cars; we ‘harness’ ideas to a new purpose; we let our imaginations
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‘take flight’. Biological metaphors are particularly powerful and
universal—seeing social change through the metaphor of the
butterfly and chrysalis, spring after winter, or planting seeds.
These can be potent because we all know the everyday wonder of
how nature can transform a barren place fast.

So, one approach to fuelling imagination is to deliberately use
metaphors as tools. For example, take a live question or ﬁel<.i and
then reimagine it using a metaphor, perhaps seeing it ats a Jou'r-
ney, a landscape or a building. Or you can use combmator.lal
metaphors: reimagine your farm as if it were a facto1jy or vice
versa, or reimagine a house as an energy generator. This km.d of
exercise dislodges, throwing up sﬁgprising insights, combinations
and angles, like a2 gym for the credtive mind.” ‘

Using randomness can be a way of throwing in surprise. In tbe
arts, aleatory or randomising methods were widely used in music
and painting in the first half of the twentieth century, from
Arnold Schoenberg to Jackson Pollock. Similar methods can also
help to generate new ideas. For example, pick a page on a website
or a billboard, and find ways to use it to inspire novelty. The last
billboard I saw before writing this was for an Evangelical Gospel
church. Think of ten things your organisation or family might
borrow from how they work.

Painting has an interesting history of encouraging such lateral,
random methods. Leonardo da Vinci endorsed using random
patterns such as the damp on a wall to spark inspiratio.n (“t:y
indistinct things the mind is stimulated to new inventions’),
while Chinese painters recommended using the patterns of a
falling-down building in the same way.

All of these tools generate ideas quickly, and the more you use
them, the easier it is to expand the possibility space. They echo
the transformations we see in the natural world: plants exterild,

add and graft. Hurricanes and forest fires subtract. The cl"nld
becomes a man or woman, and then the elderly become child-
like. Evolution throws in randomness.
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These methods are only a starting point and a means to grow
a bigger menu of imaginative options. Later on, I will turn to
how to weave them together. But they can take you a long way,
and they also serve as a kind of code for understanding past social
change, which always involved applying some of these transfor-
mations to what already existed: inverting, extending or grafting
the social materials already lying around.

Collections of tools like these can be found in many fields.
Design has been particularly adept at gathering up methods and
packaging them.® Some are conventional and mainstream, others
exotic. For example, the ‘mass dreams of the future’ approach
adapted ‘past-life’ therapeutic methods, which tried to help
people explore their previous lives—a technique that only makes
sense if you believe in reincarnation. Building on this, practitio-
ners of this approach tried to prompt people to access their own
lives a few hundred years into the future.” Susan Long and
W. Gordon Lawrence have advocated what they call ‘social
dreaming’ in a similar spirit. I'm quite sceptical of these
approaches (and not wholly convinced of reincarnation of souls).
But I like a related idea that comes from the Iroquois and other
North American First Nations about the need to imagine those
seven generations ahead in the future, as well as those seven
generations behind in the past.® Reflecting on what they might
think, say or suggest can serve as a useful corrective to the
intense ‘presentness’ of generations immersed in digital media.

Psychodrama and embodiment

We can try to grasp future possibilities rationally. But we can also
grasp them viscerally—feeling or even tasting them, as well as
seeing. Methods from theatre can tap into the insights of the
body, and participants are often surprised by the roles or ideas
they find in themselves, stumbling on new insights that are out
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of reach when we only engage with issues cognitively. Some of
these methods involve dance; groups interacting and making pat-
terns; and occupying streets and bridges.” There are also methods
that help people to see the world through others’ eyes. In the
twentieth century, psychodrama pioneers Jacob Levy Moreno and
Zerka Toeman Moreno advocated spontaneous outdoor street
theatre to enact arguments and explore political issues. They
encouraged what they called ‘doubling’, in which a person’s expe-
rience or thinking is clarified by someone else standing next to
them. They also used role reversal techniques, as well as ‘empty
chair’ methods, where an empty ghair is placed in the room and
participants take it in turns to try Yo speak for a missing person
or interest. These methods can misfige, but at their best they help
us to grasp possibilities below the neck as well as above it.

Patterns and pattern languages

The world is made up of patterns. The social world around us is
the result of the various transformations of extension, grafting,
addition and so on. Together these gave us the schools, hospitals,
police forces, businesses and web services we use each day.

The architect Christopher Alexander took a similar approach
when he analysed what he called the ‘pattern language’ of archi-
tecture and places, the elements of which can be assembled in
different combinations. He advocated this idea in the 1960s,
arguing that to design a new neighbourhood or city, we should
avoid overcentralised planning because the city needs to be
organic and multi-dimensional (‘a city is not a tree’, in his for-
mulation). He encouraged looking at people’s expressed prefer-
ences and behaviours—for example, drawing on where people
actually chose to gather in a home, perhaps in a corner that
caught the sun, or how they used public spaces—rather than an
architect’s assumptions about how the city should be built.
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Alexander developed pattern language as a tool and believed
that he was describing a universal lexicon. But his ideas make
more sense as descriptions of particular cultures rather than as a
generalisable language. Most places have developed their own
pattern languages for designing buildings, towns and cities, find-
ing particular ways of using available materials to shape doorways
and rooms—the white stucco of southern Spain, or the elegant
tiled roofs of rural China. Indeed, any new movement in archi-
tecture is in part the invention of a new language.

Alexander’s ideas were influential in computing as well as in
architecture, but this was partly because they were creatively mis-
understood. Software evolved with modular methods and object-
oriented programming that echoed the pattern language idea but
didn’t copy it.! The languages of software, as of architecture,
turn out to be distinct rather than universal.!l

But his essential insight—that every real building or city is an
assembly of patterns and existing elements—was surely right and
is useful for demystifying the creative process. Alexander also
provided another insight that’s relevant to social imagination.
Throughout his work, he tried to explain which patterns had a
more or less living structure and was often acute in showing why
certain kinds of physical architecture feel more vivid and alive
than others. As he put it, “The more living patterns there are in
a place—a room, a building, a town—the more it comes to life
as an entirety, the more it glows.’12

Alexander’s aim was to make it easier for us to feel at home in
our homes and the places where we spend time. Again, there is
an analogy in the social field: some societies are warmer, more
convivial, full of feedback and life, while others are cool, detached
and less engaged. The former will tend to have more centres and
more living patterns; the latter may be neater and more logical,
but they will be less alive.
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Thought experiments

Thought experiments can help with the distancing and estrange-
ment that are vital for more radical imagination, and they can
unravel the logic of a new possibility. Gedankenexperimente have
played an important role in science, like Einstein imagining try-
ing to catch a ray of light, a thought which opened up lines of
inquiry that ended up transforming physics. Good thought
experiments take a small number of variables and play with how
they might interact; in economics, they tend to imagine a world
with one or two commodities, buyers or sellers, and then adjust
variables. The imagined world is-aIliberately unrealistic but can
throw up insights all the same. Such thought experiments can
also go wider to address more fundamental questions: what if a
society had to operate with no money but all the feedback tools
of modern digital media? What if all pay levels were set collec-
tively? What if there were zero growth for many decades?

The good experiments challenge dominant orthodoxies and
take us through the discomfort this often brings. Another
approach is to think four or five decades into the future and
imagine relaxing key constraints or introducing new ones.
Exercises of this kind show current orthodoxies more clearly
and can spark more creative leaps into the mentality of other

possible societies.

The work of synthesis

These methods all generate sparks, building blocks, elements for
seeing and thinking in new ways. That may be enough to spark
action and practical learning. But it can be useful to go further.
A next stage involves merging or combining them, going beyond
grafting or adding in order to create something new. This is
what Samuel Taylor Coleridge called ‘esemplastic power’, the
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ability to shape disparate things into one, to take combinations
and make a new whole.’> The great educationalist and thinker
John Dewey saw this as the purpose of imagination, which, he
wrote, ‘is a way of secing and feeling things as they compose an
integral whole. It is the large and generous blending of interests
at the point where the mind comes in contact with the world.’4

There is a long philosophical tradition of thinking about syn-
thesis and integration. Immanuel Kant wrote of ‘the action of
putting different representations together with each other and
comprehending their manifoldness in one cognition.’s The syn-
thesis captures the truth more accurately than a mere description
of parts. Hegel was even more influential with his idea of a pro-
gression from thesis and antithesis to synthesis, where the syn-
thesis contains the truth of both a thesis and an antithesis.

How to do this? Synthesis usually involves some analysis and
then some recombination, breaking things down and putting
them back together in a new way. So, a first step might require
mapping all the relevant factors, inputs, ideas, models and rela-
tionships; then there is a stage of ranking them in terms of how
useful they are; then of attempting mergers of combinations;
and then of trying to leap up to a higher level of understanding
or action.

This is often a circling process of trying things out, exploring
and interrogating, seeing what works together. It can’t be done
as a one-off exercise and it usually requires a mix of methods,
some analytic, others visualising how the pieces fit together. Our
brains often find it easier to see new patterns and wholes than to
work them out through logic.'6 The hope, then, is that a newly
synthesised idea will be more useful, and more compelling, than
the parts it is made up of.’7 What comes out may be a full syn-
thesis, and something genuinely new, or it may be a new assem-
bly of multiple elements. As Brian Arthur showed, this is how
most technologies evolve—through shifting assemblies and sub-
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assemblies of elements that are put together to make a mobile
phone, a truck or a ship. They don’t all have to be similar or
operate in the same mode. Indeed, the opposite is usually the
case. Much the same is true of social and political innovations,
which generally combine multiple elements into a rough synthe-
sis rather than following a single logic.

This has big implications for attempts to create more ambi-
tious, more structural propositions for transforming our societ-
ies. What if we moved to an entirely different way of organising
property? What if accumulated privileges were dismantled? What
if capitalism were replaced by an entirely different system?

Such synthetic visions help ®, free us from the unrealistic
realism which presumes that ouf current arrangements will
persist for ever—a perspective as misleading for capitalism now
as it was for empire and monarchy two centuries ago. But it’s
quite wrong to believe that any society will be derived from a
few simple principles. All real societies are assemblies of mul-
tiple elements. Capitalism as it actually exists includes large
states, large religious organisations, publicly funded science
systems, families organised on very non-capitalist principles
and often a large social economy. A truly pure capitalism would
quickly implode.

So, in thinking about the future, it’s instructive to imagine
radically different guiding principles and operating systems, but
then to return to a more plausible picture of how multiple differ-
ent elements may co-exist. Indeed, this is vital not just for plau-
sibility, but also for ethical reasons. To impose a single logic on
a society is a kind of violence. In 1925, Mahatma Gandhi
famously included ‘science without humanity’ and ‘knowledge
without character’ alongside ‘politics without principle’ and
‘commerce without morality’ in what he called ‘Seven Social
Sins’. He might have added ‘singular solutions to complex prob-
lems’ to these admonitions for anyone involved in social change
or the design of social futures.
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Forecasting, scenarios and futures

Another set of integrative tools tries to present synthetic descrip-
tive pictures of the future. Many methods are used by companies
or governments to help them cast their collective minds into the
future. Older methods included astrology, the study of tea leaves
or chicken’s entrails, and even tyromancy, the study of cheese to
find insights into the future. Newer ones include foresight, sce-
narios and simulations.!® Scenarios are most commonly used by
large companies, governments and NGOs. They help to acclima-
tise big organisations to possible patterns of change, though they
are less good for imagining radical possibilities and tend to be
bland rather than inspiring. Foresight methods try to map out
what’s likely to happen to technologies (such as quantum com-
puting) or fields of application (such as mental health), primarily
drawing on expert analysis and discussion.

A more creative alternative is the ‘backcasting’ method pro-
posed by John Robinson and offered as an alternative to forecast-
ing. This encourages starting with a vision of the future and then
projecting backwards to the steps needed in the present to
achieve it. This is useful as a prompt—policymaking is always
better if it works backwards from desired outcomes rather than
only working forwards from current conditions. But ‘backcasting’
methods quickly run into the sand for the reasons cited earlier—
time moves in only one direction and all real-world processes
involve learning, adaptation and evolution. The ideal of working
backwards from a chosen end—the engineering model—usually
needs to be combined with the mindset of a gardener, who
focuses on beginnings rather than endings.

Finally, there are the various methods such as ‘super-forecast-
ing’ and ‘crowd predictions’ which claim superior insight into
what lies ahead. There is now some evidence that specialist fore-
casters outperform experts, and that the right kinds of crowd
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intelligence do so too. People too steeped in any one discipline
or worldview, however expert, tend to perform poorly. However,
the predictions of these new methods are still likely to be wrong
more often than they’re right.

The most useful methods try to bridge analysis and action,
like the three horizons framework, which aims to connect the
first horizon of the existing system, a second horizon of emer-
gent innovations and a third horizon of radical possibility.!® The
idea is to help people think about a pathway from the present to
the future, and to ask what we might want to conserve as well as
what we might want to change.

Building worlds and narratives '\

Scenarios are essentially stories. Most of us find it easier to digest
ideas in the form of narratives, and for an imaginative idea to be
compelling, it can’t just be a list or manifesto. The nineteenth-
century utopians and twentieth-century science-fiction writers
were often brilliant at reaching large audiences because of their
skill with narrative. Nikolai Chernyshevsky’s What is to Be Done?,
published in Russia in 1863, and Edward Bellamy’s Looking
Backward were both huge best-sellers.

But how to make a story compelling? I have already suggested
how metaphors can give shape to a story. We talk of nations
rising (and falling) and of peoples ‘breaking free’ from constraints
and bondage. There are stories of revenge and payback; restitu-
tion and purification. There are stories of underdogs standing up
to power and sometimes overthrowing it. Some of these stories
amplify the darker sides of human nature, with vicious punish-
ment of enemies who are dehumanised. Others are more gener-
ous, seeing others as ends and not just means.

Often, we have to rid ourselves of older dominant narratives
before we can be open to new ones—pushing to one side stories
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about the virtues of our nation, political system or economy that
have become so embedded in our minds through constant repeti-
tion that we never question them (in the way that Germany had
to ‘unlearn’ the idea of a superior master-race).2’ The most cor-
rupting stories continue to be those that claim an eternal lineage
for a nation, a continuity of blood and soil that not only defies
all historical and genetic evidence but also justifies bigotry.

Many theorists have tried to define what makes a good story.
Vladimir Propp argued that many folk stories had a similar
structure, starting with a hero who seeks something, a villain
who opposes them, a donor who provides an object with magical
properties, and an array of helpers and hinderers along the way,
with the hero being rewarded for their efforts in the end. This
narrative structure has obvious echoes for anyone trying to
advance a new idea, product or venture.

A few decades later, Joseph Campbell took a very similar
approach, synthesising many myths and legends into The Hero
with a Thousand Faces, a universal, archetypal story that was then
used as a template for the Star Wars films and many others. It
can be used to map possible journeys for new ideas, as they set
out from a meagre start without resources or much hope, face
down enemies and threats, and finally triumph. William Storr’s
much more recent book The Science of Storytelling takes a slightly
different stance, showing how many of the most compelling sto-
ries involve a flawed person facing a unique challenge and then
in some way growing as they overcome it.

If there is a common theme in all of these accounts, it is that
the most absorbing narrative arcs involve struggle and barriers,
enemies and demons.?! The drama and the dynamic come from
the tension these create, the sense that victory is unlikely. This
is the case for at least some stories of social imagination that
describe Davids against Goliaths, the little man and woman
struggling against monstrous states, bureaucracies and systems
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that crush their humanity.?? Political narratives, too, often draw
on ideas of healing and rebirth; long-standing wrongs that need
to be righted; barriers and blockages to be removed; or liberation
to be achieved.

Just offering a pat picture of a lovely utopia means missing out
on this narrative power. The communist movement succeeded
where the utopians had failed in part because of the extraordi-
nary power of their narrative, which fed oft Christian stories of a
Second Coming. It promised drama and struggle against power-
ful adversaries while also being sufficiently vague that millions of
different hopes could be projected onto it.?? Folk stories have also
provided material for many revo\ﬁwiionary movements, with leg-
ends of revolts, bandits and outlaws standing up to oppression.
All of these chime with the deep~human tendency to resent
oppressors, bullies and free-riders. In this way, even if people had
to button their lips and restrain their impulses in the face of the
superior force of the ruling classes, they could at least find salva-
tion in stories.

Many different types of stories can be found in the literature
of social imagination. The brilliant social thinker Albert
Hirschman once described what he called the ‘rhetorics of reac-
tion’ in conservative variants. These are all about resisting
reforms which might jeopardise what is truly valuable (religion,
nation, family, nature); or be futile; or risk perverse conse-
quences. These are, as it were, the anti-imaginaries: arguments
for sticking with the status quo. But there are mirroring ‘rheto-
rics of progress’, which claim that we need the next reform to
consolidate the last ones, to right historic wrongs or to prevent
slipping back. Recently, there have been many more narratives,
around climate change, for example, that fuse the two, warning
that unless we reform we face annihilation.2* Yet these stories of
the Anthropocene struggle with their own narrative arc, finding
it easier to end in destruction than renewal, opening doors into
the dark rather than doors into the light.?
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Storytelling is instructive for anyone interested in social
change, both because of the arcs that narratives form and because
every storyteller has to summon up a convincing world, with
forces and pressures working on their characters. Many manuals,
classes and schools help people to create the fictional worlds into
which they insert their characters, and some of these methods
can be adapted to social thinking. They include the worldbuild-
ing techniques that are used in film, TV and novels to create
coherent environments for science fiction.?® Typically, their focus
is more physical than social, but some of the greatest films con-
structed holistic and convincing visions—like Fritz Lang’s
Metropolis or Hayao Miyazaki’s Laputa. Theyre more often used
for dystopias than utopias, but in a few cases, what results can be
positive.?” Ursula Le Guin described sci-fi as training for the
imagination, and some immersion in these methods helps any-
one interested in thinking far into the future.

So, stories are essential to social change. But we shouldn’t rely
on them too much. They are vehicles to be used and transcended,
but not to be trapped in. Much of our world is influenced by
powerful but deeply misleading fairy tales: for example, on the
American right, the claim that capitalism has single-handedly
given the world freedom, prosperity and good health, or the
counterview that capitalism is uniquely wicked, the cause of all
greed, inequality, poverty and environmental destruction. Many
nations still take comfort in stories that emphasise the uniqueness
of their values, their soul or their spirit. But we can only grow up
and grasp the world as it is if we learn to transcend these stories
and appreciate that stories deceive as often as they illuminate.

Institutions for imagination

Institutions sometimes seem like the opposite of imagination.
They are formal and bureaucratic, stable and predictable. Yet
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they can help societies to imagine, and a few institutions have
been given licence to think ahead freely, helping governing sys-
tems to keep an eye on the distant horizon. Finland in the
1960s, for example, set up a new public organisation, SITRA, as
its ‘Future Foundation’ with a big endowment. The country’s
parliament has also had 2 Committee of the Future since 1992.
Hungary had a Parliamentary Commissioner for Future Genera-
tions; between 2001 and 2006, Israel had an Ombudsman for
Future Generations. Britain had a Sustainable Development
Commission for a few years, abolishing it in 2011. Wales in
2015 passed a Future Genergtions Act and created a new post of
Future Generations Commi‘;}?oner.zs

Laws can also give the claimg of the future institutional form.
Germany’s Constitutional Court ruled some climate change
policies unconstitutional because they shifted the burden to
future generations.?’

A few cities have also attempted to institutionalise imagina-
tion: Bologna has had a civic imagination office, while Adelaide
in South Australia had a Thinker in Residence programme to
feed imaginative ideas into the public sector. Singapore’s Centre
for Strategic Foresight has for the last ten years provided a space
for imagination close to the core of government, while Dubai
Future Foundation and its Museum of the Future have been able
to explore fascinating ideas around issues like Al, government
and ethics. The UAE has even had a Ministry of Possibilities,
designed to push government to think more creatively.

I ran the UK government’s Strategy Unit for a few years,
which included a similar role and connected futures teams in
most of the big departments. Some of our work was very practi-
cal, designing and implementing policies that could be put
straight into effect. Others set medium- to long-term strategies,
expanding the UK’ ‘possibility space’. For example, we set in
motion a strategy for renewables,*® and another for seizing assets
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from organised crime. Sometimes we advocated inaction—Tlike
the recommendation for a five-year moratorium on reorganising
the health service (my political bosses rejected that one, though
I think we were right: fiddling with organisational structures all
too often gets in the way of practical improvements).

Other topics we worked on were ahead of their time, like
investigating the potential for fat and sugar taxes, which only
became politically feasible over a decade later; designing systems
for ‘personal accounts’ with government, which were imple-
mented in Denmark and Singapore but not in the UK; or pio-
neering the ideas of behavioural economics, which became main-
stream in the following decade.3! In social policy, too, our aim
was to design and set in motion long-term problem-solving,
from reducing the gap between the poorest housing estates and
the rest of the country; cutting teenage pregnancy in half; and
cutting street homelessness by two-thirds within two years (all
were achieved).

All of these institutions are granted licence to look ahead and
to think heretical thoughts, and some have strong links to power.
Any government which lacks the capacity to imagine and explore
is likely to be condemned to responding to the world, rather
than shaping it.

Meetings for imagination

How can a group work together to make their shared imagina-
tion more compelling and more plausible? Should they gather
at workshops, conferences, retreats and walks, or just contem-
plate alone?

There are many ways to bring a group together that make it
easier for them to explore and to avoid becoming too comfortable
with old habits of thought. Pre-mortems, for example, were
invented as a mirror to post-mortems: a method for thinking
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through everything that might go wrong in a project, but in
advance. Red teams are a method developed in the military for
challenging a group working on a project, again to show what
they might have missed; and meeting devices like Edward de
Bono’s Six Thinking Hats and David Kantor’s Four Player Model
encourage people to play more creative roles.>2

There are also methods for using walks, silence, switching
between different numbers (pairs, groups of four, whole groups),
reminiscence, game-playing or simulations. All try to challenge
our tendency to conformism. Most people don’t like disagreeing,
or introducing discomforting faggs and observations. This can be
as true in apparently egalitariang%:ttings as it is in hierarchical
ones. Play and fun make it easier Qrus o suspend our tendency
to edit out sideways thoughts, and all of these methods help to
cultivate a more dialectical way of thinking rather than a linear
one, and so feed creative imagination. Karl Marx and Friedrich
Engels, for example, wrote The Communist Manifesto during a
ten-day drinking binge, which is one way at least of avoiding the
limits of overly logical thinking.

Some of the institutions mentioned earlier have overseen
attempts to bring a much larger group of people into serious
conversation about what’s possible. Experiencing how to think
about the future, plan and shape should be a normal part of
democracy. But its still quite rare.

When a big earthquake in 2010-11 destroyed Christchurch in
New Zealand, for example, the city council created a massive
multiplayer online role-playing game (MMORPG) called
Magnetic South.3 Nearly a thousand people took part over two
days. Players generated cards, ideas and strategies for rebuilding
the city, with nearly 9,000 micro-forecasts.

Future Design in Japan, a method established by Tatsuyoshi
Saijo of the Research Institute for Humanity and Nature in Kyoto,
runs citizens’ assemblies in municipalities across the country.
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One of its distinctive approaches is to recruit one group of par-
ticipants to take on the perspective of current residents, while
another group are asked to imagine themselves as ‘future resi-
dents’ from 2060, with special ceremonial robes to help them
leap forward in time.

These ‘participatory futures’ approaches often use immersive
physical or virtual environments, allowing people to place them-
selves in a future world and experiment with new values or
behaviours. These might be interactive exhibitions, immersive
theatre or digital simulations. The play Early Days (of a Better
Nation), a collaboration between Coney and the Cultural
Institute at King’s College London, transported people to a fic-
tional post-collapse state and charged them with rebuilding it
from scratch,4 rather as, in the real world, Iceland after the
financial crisis created a committee of a thousand members of the
public to rethink their values and rewrite the constitution.

Another technique uses physical objects that represent the
future. When I worked at Nesta, we commissioned ‘objects of the
future’: imagined objects that could help people picture what
might lie ahead, mirroring the way that objects from the past can
be used to gain insights into the world where they were used.>

The methods of deliberative democracy can be combined with
creative storytelling. In 2008, the government of the Dutch
Caribbean nation of Aruba used these methods to chart a vision
for the island looking forward to 2025 and addressing the exis-
tential challenges it faced, such as fragile ecosystems and vulner-
ability to volatile global energy markets. It aimed to generate
positive visions for the future using scenarios and stories. More
than half the island’s 100,000 residents were involved, which
meant that the national strategy that came from it could outlast
the vagaries of the political cycle and a change of government.3¢

Australia 2020 was a much larger exercise (which I worked
on), initiated in 2007 by then Prime Minister Kevin Rudd. It
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involved millions of people in thinking about the big issues fac-
ing the country, from ageing and climate change to water short-
ages. The media carried extensive sections on the issues; schools
organised discussions; and a thousand people gathered in parlia-
ment with the prime minister to discuss the conclusions.’

In 2020, Britain’s Lottery Fund supported fifty projects in
what it called an Emerging Futures Fund to support local com-
munities doing work of this kind: exploring and shaping plau-
sible and desirable futures as an antidote to fatalism and learned
helplessness, a good example of how philanthropy can, just occa-
sionally, spread experience of disigning new worlds.?®

Children’s imagination N

Some of the most radical experiments have given children the
chance to reimagine their own futures. One of the most famous
was under the Polish writer and visionary Janusz Korczak, who
created a republic for children with its own newspaper, court and
parliament (he was later gassed by the Nazis in Treblinka, along
with the orphans he looked after). His idea was that children
should exercise sovereignty early on and might do a better job
than the adults. Children find it easier to imagine and explore,
and they will have to live with whatever futures are created. Its a
cliché and, like many clichés, true that children can conjure up a
world in an instant, play roles and easily immerse themselves in
possible situations, just as they can more easily paint, sing, draw
and sculpt than adults.

That imaginative skill is, all too often, lost as children grow
up. They learn to focus but also lose some of their skill at day-
dreaming. Our minds are designed to wander and to see links
and analogies, but this very fertility can also be a problem. It
makes us easily distracted. It makes us restless mental nomads.
This is why so much learning is needed to close imagination
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down or to achieve focus. It’s only through the discipline of
repetition that we learn to resist this rambling tendency and
instead concentrate on our homework, playing a musical instru-
ment or mastering a sport. Our world depends on millions of
people who have learned to be disciplined, and we are all better
off being served by surgeons, truck drivers, civil servants and
bankers who can remain focused on their tasks.

But we pay a price for this as well, since if education is
essentially about the transfer of knowledge, then by definition
it must be knowledge of the past that is transmitted, know-
ledge that is held by teachers and elders or in textbooks.
Success means being able to absorb and repeat that knowledge,
with the maximum fidelity.

But imaginative learning can co-exist with more classical
learning.3* Where it takes us is to exercises or games that are
more open, speculative and ambiguous. This is where we learn
through questions as much as answers, and where the pleasure
and satisfaction come from creating something new and uncer-
tain, rather than alighting on the proven correct answer. We
learn how to imagine ‘what if?” sequences: what if the supply
of water dramatically shrank, the climate worsened, or life
expectancy doubled? What if we ran a hospital as if it were a
school; a workplace like a playground; an economy like a gar-
den or forest?40

In the last few decades, it has become obvious that children
should shape their own choices and lives, with a voice in every-
thing from family law to therapy. In the not-too-distant future,
it may seem equally obvious that children should have votes. The
argument that they lack the mental capacity to be full citizens
would, logically, imply taking the vote away from the elderly
with dementia, and of course, children have much more at stake
than the old, since they will have to live with the results of
political decisions. But even if youre not convinced by the need
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to change the rules of suffrage, I hope you agree that the shared
ability, cultivated from an early age, to explore the possible
future is a vital muscle for any democracy—and one that needs
to be exercised early and often.
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POSSIBILITIES FOR THE DECADES AHEAD

What might we do with these methods? What might the imagi-
native landscape of the next few decades look like? There is a
near-infinite range of possible paths for societies and the world
to take. But the great majority of them will not be entirely
novel—they will evolve from, or in response to, patterns that are
already visible in the present. They will extend, graft, invert, add
to or subtract from what’s already around us.

A good example is the reimagining of welfare. Welfare states
grew up to address a small number of widely shared risks, such as
poverty in old age, unemployment and physical ill health. But
today our risks are somewhat different; they include mental illness,
precarious employment and the need for intensive care in old age
as our faculties decline. Welfare systems are hard to change because
the beneficiaries are loath to give up their rights. But they are also
fields that badly need creativity and imagination.

In 2017 and 2018, 2,000 randomly selected unemployed Finnish
people became part of one of the most important experiments in
recent times. They were chosen to test out whether a universal
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Logic Bearing on Questions Now Vexed’, Eighth Lecture, ‘Abduction’,
1903, MS [R] 475.
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something is revealed; restoration myths—stories in which something
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297




pp

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

. [102-104] NOTES

Williams, ‘This Too Shall Pass: Mourning collective loss in the time
of Covid-19’, The Collective Psychology Project, https://larger.us/wp-
content/uploads/2021/01/This-Too-Shall-Pass.pdf, accessed 20 January
2022.

The communist arguments—which stripped away the more moderate,
incrementalist thinking of the social democrats—echoed an idea that
comes from graphic design: the concept of white space, i.e. that cre-
ating space around a message makes the message clearer. Uncluttering
is itself part of the creative process.

Within the social sciences, narratives have played a vital role in mak-
ing ideas acceptable. Deirdre McCloskey has been one of the pioneers
of the study of these stories, showinf\how many theories spread and
stuck because of their narrartive sha;:g; much as their evidence.
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