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What we ‘can’ and what we ‘want’

[E]ven if information, models, and implementation could be perfect in every way, how far can they guide us, if we know what direction we want to
move away from, but not what direction we want to go toward? (Meadows 1994 (http://www.donellameadows.org/wp-
content/userfiles/Envisioning.DMeadows.pdf))

During one of the participatory workshops of a scenario-building exercise for China’s urbanisation in 2050 (Bina et al. 2015
(https://www.academia.edu/11375470/Bina_O._Ricci_A._and_Giuffr%C3%A9_G._2015_Policy_Mechanisms_for_Sustainability_Exploring_scenario_and_storyline_building_techniques_for_sustainable_urbanisation_-
_the_case_of_China_in_2050)), a participant asked: “why do we envisage such single trend here? Is there no option but to increase urbanisation?” In a country
where urbanisation is an official pillar of its economic growth strategy, such a line of inquiry embodied almost infinite radicalism. It questioned the
fundamental (and mainstream) goal of consumption-led growth (World Bank and DRC 2014
(http://www.worldbank.org/content/dam/Worldbank/document/EAP/China/WEB-Urban-China.pdf)). And as such, it was largely – if not politely
– ignored by the remaining participants. Discussing such an ultimate end did not seem relevant, or appropriate, given the task at hand.

I am not about to question the seemingly unstoppable trend towards urbanisation nor the apparent evolution of Homo sapiens to its urban species
equivalent. At least, not directly. I would like to share some ideas about the need to open the space for reflection of “The Future We Want“, as the United
Nations Conference on Sustainable Development put it in occasion of Rio+20 (UN 2012
(https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/733FutureWeWant.pdf)), and of a ‘new urban paradigm’ for “The City We Need” (UN
Habitat 2014: 8 (http://mirror.unhabitat.org/downloads/docs/The%20City%20We%20Need.pdf)): a need that is captured emblematically in the words
of Donella Meadows (1994, above (http://www.donellameadows.org/wp-content/userfiles/Envisioning.DMeadows.pdf)) as she reflected on the gap
between our growing technical capacities and our sense of direction and purpose.

We have demonstrated that we can build meta- and mega-cities, and move seamlessly into city-regions and clusters. We exhibit the capability for
spontaneous and/or planned urbanisation. We can build super-tall and ultra-dense. We expand horizontally, reclaiming waterfronts with abandon,
and vertically downwards as we explore the endless opportunities that lie underground. We confront new macro-scale challenges with nano-scale
techno-scientific solutions, as we embrace the era of the ‘smart’ (Caprotti 2015a (https://ugecviewpoints.wordpress.com/2015/03/24/building-the-
smart-city-moving-beyond-the-critiques-part-1/) ; 2015b (https://ugecviewpoints.wordpress.com/2015/03/31/building-the-smart-city-moving-
beyond-the-critiques-part-2/)).

Thus, we create problems of unprecedented complexity, at a speed and scale that place governments and governance mechanisms primarily in reactive
(no matter how ‘strategic’), rather than anticipatory decision modes. We tend to discuss and frame the problems and their solutions in politically and
ideologically unproblematic terms, preferring to search for means (how to solve problems), rather than question the ends (why is this a problem, indeed,
what is the problem?) (Caprotti 2015a (https://ugecviewpoints.wordpress.com/2015/03/24/building-the-smart-city-moving-beyond-the-critiques-
part-1/) ; Ideas At The House 2013 (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MKxf5Y8lPyw)). In the words of Specht (2015b
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1byNIcXKBI0&feature=youtu.be)): “We are making and remaking our cities over and over without perhaps
stopping to ask how or why.”
This makes it difficult, though not impossible, to ask the question of what future, and what city, we might want. All the more so, if we seek futures, and
cities, that meet the imperative of being ecologically sustainable and socially just.[1]

If it is a fact that we can build the megacity-regions with their vertical and horizontal depths, their increasingly smart systems and green credentials, it
is still – I would argue – important to ask whether these are the cities we want. In a recent overview of Asia’s urban expansion, Vanessa Collingridge
(2014a (http://www.scmp.com/magazines/post-magazine/article/1536089/perils-concrete-jungle)) details the social and ecological ‘perils’ of what
we can do. The inequality, exemplified by the ‘rat people’ (mostly unskilled migrants) of Beijing, the ‘anti-tribes’ (mainly young people striving to get
onto the job ladder) of Guangdong, the ‘cage-dwellers’ and ‘pavement dwellers’ (because the city would ‘not function without them’) of Hong Kong
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and Mumbai. And while urban expansion continues, so do the
adverse effects on health and the environment (Collingridge
2014 (http://www.scmp.com/magazines/post-
magazine/article/1540813/megacities-asia-part-iii-grey-areas)),
including: air and water pollution levels, the physical and
mental health effects of the super-tall and ultra-dense, the
increased vulnerability to changes in weather patterns, and the
rising amounts of waste resulting from poor construction quality
but also from the increasing levels of consumption that are
apparently intrinsic to the urban species.

What we ‘can’ do, may not always be what we ‘want’. Who can,
and who wants? (Caprotti 2015a
(https://ugecviewpoints.wordpress.com/2015/03/24/building-
the-smart-city-moving-beyond-the-critiques-part-1/); Ideas At
The House 2013 (https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=MKxf5Y8lPyw)). As David Harvey asks: ‘[h]as this dramatic
urbanisation contributed to human well-being? Has it made us
into better people, or left us dangling in a world of anomie and
alienation, anger and frustration?’ (in: Specht 2015b
(http://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=1byNIcXKBI0&feature=youtu.be)).

Caprotti (2015a
(https://ugecviewpoints.wordpress.com/2015/03/24/building-the-smart-city-moving-beyond-the-critiques-part-1/)) in his UGEC Viewpoint article,
notes how ‘smart’ has pervaded urban thinking, and reflects on the technologisation of the city that is providing the answer to more and more of the
problems discussed above: ‘recasting the urban environment in the key of enhanced efficiency, information, and knowledge about how, why and when
the city functions’. The risks of ‘technological fetishism’ to the quality of human life, and dignity, are well rehearsed, and have been a recurring leitmotif
of literature and cinema:

The city is always presented… as the extreme of crumbling society. They are ugly, they are dystopian, drone patrolled slums, pollution, over
population, high rises, surveillance. From William Gibson’s Neuromancer… 1984… Metropolis… It is often the implementation of technology
designed to record, log, monitor, geo-locate, and secure, that has paved the way to collapse (Specht 2015a (https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=EXyoEMXr4T4)).

Scenarios and planning: The art of envisaging futures before solutions

Engaging with the questions of “The Future We Want” and “What City We Need” requires the space for imagining, envisioning and reflecting, before
planning, commissioning and resolving. For Chris Webster, the answer to the problems reviewed by Collingridge (2014a
(http://www.scmp.com/magazines/post-magazine/article/1536089/perils-concrete-jungle)) ‘lies in better forward planning’, and he warns against
simplistic smart or eco ‘vision statements’ (Collingridge 2014b (http://www.scmp.com/magazines/post-magazine/article/1540813/megacities-asia-
part-iii-grey-areas)). This would help reduce the risk of ‘solutions’ to incomplete or even false problems, simply because we ‘can’. It is precisely at the
interface between strategic urban planning and the future studies – or foresight – tradition that the opportunity to answer these questions can arise:

An increased interest of planners and decision makers for different approaches for facing the future is noted… The development of scenarios is
rapidly advancing as an alternative planning approach that accepts long-term perspective, includes critical uncertainties and long-term vision. Its
application comes from the need for recognizing various alternative futures and a desire to eventually construct a single preferred future’
(Stojanović et al. 2014: 93 (http://casopisi.junis.ni.ac.rs/index.php/FUArchCivEng/article/view/391)).

The future-oriented ethos of sustainability (urban or otherwise) requires that foresight play a fundamental role. And yet, this opportunity and role are
not being developed enough. Our review of recent scenario work (Bina et al. 2015
(https://www.academia.edu/11375470/Bina_O._Ricci_A._and_Giuffr%C3%A9_G._2015_Policy_Mechanisms_for_Sustainability_Exploring_scenario_and_storyline_building_techniques_for_sustainable_urbanisation_-
_the_case_of_China_in_2050)) and the study by Stojanović and colleagues (2014
(http://casopisi.junis.ni.ac.rs/index.php/FUArchCivEng/article/view/391)) both suggest that the use of scenarios, particularly normative ones
(including backcasting) explicitly aimed at sustainable urban futures (Vergragt and Quist 2011
(http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S004016251100062X)), and participatory ones (Robinson et al. 2011
(http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0040162511000035)) designed to facilitate the actual use of the results by decision-makers and
planners – remain rare.

URBACHINA: Balancing proximate means with ultimate ends

Drawing on existing approaches, the EU-funded research project (URBACHINA (http://www.urbachina.eu/index.php/en/)) explored concepts and
methods that can facilitate the envisioning of ecologically and socially sustainable urban futures, and build a scenario framework and storylines for
Chinese urbanisation in 2050. Details of the method, its participatory and normative dimensions, as well as related challenges in the specific context of
China, are described in a dedicated Policy Brief (Bina et al. 2015
(https://www.academia.edu/11375470/Bina_O._Ricci_A._and_Giuffr%C3%A9_G._2015_Policy_Mechanisms_for_Sustainability_Exploring_scenario_and_storyline_building_techniques_for_sustainable_urbanisation_-
_the_case_of_China_in_2050)). Here I would like to share some broader reflections arising from this endeavor, in support of the need for envisioning as
part of what Webster calls ‘better forward planning’, and as a crucial step towards answering the questions of – not merely what we can do – but “The
Future We Want” and “What City We Need”.

Based on URBACHINA’s project review of existing scenario studies, and its comparative analysis of urban scenarios for China developed by the
Government with the World Bank (2014 (http://www.worldbank.org/content/dam/Worldbank/document/EAP/China/WEB-Urban-China.pdf)),
and by the United Nations Development Programme (2013 (http://www.cn.undp.org/content/dam/china/docs/Publications/UNDP-CH_2013
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NHDR_EN.pdf)), we find three persistent traits of what might
be called tensions in the way we think and envision the future:

1. The nature of change: incremental (leading to transition
paths), and/or paradigmatic (leading to a transformation of
the development path), as conceptualised in Bina (2013)
(http://www.envplan.com/abstract.cgi?id=c1310j), and
discussed in Affolderbach and Schulz (2015)

(http://usj.sagepub.com/content/early/2015/04/29/0042098015583784), Berkhout and colleagues (2009)
(http://www.researchgate.net/publication/240427400_Sustainability_transitions_in_developing_Asia_Are_alternative_development_pathways_likely)
Costanza and Kubiszewski (2014) (http://www.worldscientific.com/worldscibooks/10.1142/8922) and Scoones and colleagues (2015)
(https://www.routledge.com/products/9781138792906);

2. The drivers of change, as conceptualized by Raskin and colleagues (2002) (http://www.greattransition.org/documents/Great_Transition.pdf)
shaping the vision and pathway development; and

3. The distinction between means and ends that underlies both the ‘nature’ and ‘drivers’ of change, conceptualised notably by Herman Daly (1980)
(http://www.amazon.com/Economics-Ecology-Ethics-Steady-State-Economy/dp/0716711796) and Donella Meadows (1994
(http://www.donellameadows.org/wp-content/userfiles/Envisioning.DMeadows.pdf)), and recently by Daniel O’Neill (2012)
(http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0921800911002266).

Figure 1: Drivers of Change. Source: Raskin et al., 2002 (http://www.greattransition.org/documents/Great_Transition.pdf)

The simple framework in Figure 1 ‘Drivers of Change’ can act as an effective compass throughout a process of envisaging alternative futures, reminding
the need to discuss – and engage – with ‘ultimate’ drivers, not just ‘proximate’ ones. Ultimate drivers shape society and the human experience, subject
to gradual cultural and political processes, and expand the frontier of the possible by altering the basis for human choice. They include:

Values and Needs
Knowledge and Understanding
Power structure
Culture (Raskin et al., 2002 (http://www.greattransition.org/documents/Great_Transition.pdf))

Proximate drivers refer to the direct levers of change that can influence economic patterns, technology, demographics and institutions. Mainstream
development policy focuses on these proximate drivers as it tends to respond in terms of short term interventions:

Demographics
Economy
Technology
Institutions (Raskin et al., 2002: 49-50 (http://www.greattransition.org/documents/Great_Transition.pdf)).

Proximate drivers may be essential, but not sufficient to promote the change that sustainable urban development demands of socio, ecological and
economic systems; while a tendency to focus on these at the expense of ultimate drivers may actually deliver a future that is possible, but not
necessarily desirable and purposefully sustainable. Therefore, this distinction is closely related to the question raised here about the difference between
what we can do for the future, and what we want of the future. The tendency in future studies, and in the burgeoning literature on transition studies,
continues to be the exploration of options from a technological development perspective, partly following the tradition of forecasting used for setting
goals in technology development in the 1970s (Vergragt and Quist 2011 (http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S004016251100062X)).
Thus, most scenario studies place greater emphasis on discussing means, rather than ends  (Wangel 2011
(http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0040162511000588)). Instead, we will need a detailed inclusion of the social dimension in future
studies, if we are to address the question of what future “we want”, since – as Specht (2015a (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EXyoEMXr4T4))
reminds us:
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Cities are actually more alive than sometimes we care to admit, they are actually full of human beings who are vulnerable, whose needs come before
those of industries and individuals who are powerful enough to shape the urban environment on their own.

The urbanisation trends and challenges discussed above, epitomise this bias which builds largely around proximate drivers of change. All the drivers
and the majority of variables identified by participants in the URBACHINA scenario project fall within this category (Table 1, Bina et al., 2015
(https://www.academia.edu/11375470/Bina_O._Ricci_A._and_Giuffr%C3%A9_G._2015_Policy_Mechanisms_for_Sustainability_Exploring_scenario_and_storyline_building_techniques_for_sustainable_urbanisation_-
_the_case_of_China_in_2050)). Only by engaging with both sets of drivers could we explore in depth the implications of the question raised by our
Chinese participant during one of our scenario building workshops, which essentially asks ‘what future do the Chinese want?’

Table 1: List of URBACHINA’s drivers of change and urban variables based on workshops and a survey: mainly about ‘proximate’ drivers. Source:
Authors/URBACHINA Working Document.

URBACHINA
Drivers of change

URBACHINA
Urban variables

Cost of labour
increase
Hukou reform
Human capital
development
Infrastructure
investments
Land use
optimization
Population ageing
Total Factor
Productivity
Urbanization and
equality policies
Urbanization growth

% GDP generated by different
sectors
Air quality
Availability of health services,
Availability of school, Health
Energy
Hukou reforms, Total population,
Urban population, Child policy,
Fertility, Age structure
Investment in infrastructures,
Mobility infrastructures (car and
public transport)
Labour cost reforms, Stock of urban
jobs, Evolution of wages, Cost of
integrating migrants, Human
capital development
Land use efficiency, Amount of
greenfield development, Amount of
brownfield and infill redevelopment
Loss of arable land
Planning reform
Regulation of sublevels of
government, Fiscal Reform
Social values and consumption
patterns
Total factor productivity
Waste
Water, Water quality

Conclusion

Ultimate drivers allow us to break with path dependent ideas of what the future might be like. Indeed, Raskin’s and colleagues scenario project ‘served
as a political and intellectual intervention by simply illustrating that the conventional world was not inevitable’ (Rickards et al., 2014, 595
(http://www.envplan.com/abstract.cgi?id=c3204ed)). Crucially, from the perspective of sustainability (“The Future We Want” and “What City We
Need”), ultimate drivers help to think more broadly about the nature of change and desired outcomes. A process that cannot be separated from the
sometimes painful (Meadows 1994 (http://www.donellameadows.org/wp-content/userfiles/Envisioning.DMeadows.pdf)) assessment and learning
about present day’s contradictions; and one that refuses to take the shortcut of what we can do, which almost invariably points to ‘technological
solutionism’ (Morozov in: Ideas At The House 2013 (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MKxf5Y8lPyw)), thus leapfrogging the necessary and
difficult reflection about where we want to go, and how deep is the gap between ‘here’ (present) and ‘there’ (future).

Our experience supports the need for purposeful and normative scenario and foresight work, aimed at desirable, hopeful, ethical futures, driven by
goals and aspirations defined through participatory processes. Allowing imagination in bold and detailed forms, into the process of foresight is
essential to escape the constraints of the known (what we can do), and thus explore changes in development paths (what we want).

[1] Consider the proposed urban Sustainable Development Goal #11: Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe resilient and sustainable
(https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdgsproposal (https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdgsproposal))
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