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Lynedoch EcoVillage, Stellenbosch: 1999 - present
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New book

Just 

Transitions for a 

Complex World:

Reflections of an

Enraged

Incrementalist
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- BAU to 2050

- resource use

- land use

- alternatives

make a 

difference

- new modes of

urban 

governance 
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Urban spaces have emerged as arenas for expressing selected 

futures in practical small- and large-scale urban experiments 

that can potentially coalesce into implementable alternative 

futures that get captured in an ever-evolving set of 

imaginaries of the future.

Karl Polanyi’s ‘double movement’ – both free market 

capitalism and a vast multiplicity of countervailing 

initiatives….  
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Urban Experimentation: “An inclusive, practice-based 

and challenge-led initiative designed to promote 

system innovation through social learning under 

conditions of deep uncertainty and ambiguity.” 

(Sengers et al in The Experimental City, 2016 – eds

Evans, Karvonan, Ravan. )
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Bringing the futuring and experimenting communities together:

- forecasting: quantitative, modelling

- Foresighting: qualitative, narratology

- anticipation: evolutionary potential of the present

Futurists may be systemic, but they’re impatient with the present –

its merely a burning platform…..

Experimenters get things done, but detest the chattering futurists… 
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Urban-centred futuring and experimentation are emergent 

techniques for making sense dissonant pasts and opaque 

futures from within increasingly complex, uncertain and 

ambiguous presents.  

By contrast, there are now increasing numbers of histories of 

the future – See Dunn, N. et. al.  (2014). A visual history of 

the future. London: Government Office for Science.  
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but this ignores the dynamics of urban informality in the 

South …..

……from heterogeneity of urban forms, to institutional 

hybridity

…

innovation, inventiveness and experimentation are a way of 

life …

systemic and the acupunctural….

….from fixed dispositions to secretations that are fluid and 

congeal in context-specific ways……
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…… holding in balance the systemic and the acupunctural 

…… anticipatory thinking is about futuring experimentation

……. but does this amount to a theory of change 

commensurate with the challenge?

……. does this provide a conceptual basis for a theory of 

radical incrementalism?

Yes, but only if we can resolve the matter of structure –

giving too much explanatory weight to structure, subverts 

the significance of agency…. 
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Structure fetishism, Unger argues:

“denies our power to change the quality as well as the content of our 

practices and institutions: the way in which we relate to our structure-

defying and structure-changing freedom. Structure fetishism finds 

expression and defence in an idea, hallowed in the history of social 

thought, that opposes interludes of effervescence, charisma, mobilization, 

and energy to the ordinary reign of institutionalised routine, when, half 

asleep, we continue to act out the script written in the creative intervals. An 

extreme version of structure fetishism is the political via negative that 

celebrates rebellion against routinized institutional life as the indispensable 

opening to authentic freedom while expecting that institutions will always 

fall again, Midaslike, upon the insurgent spirit. . . . [S]tructure fetishism 

represents an unwarranted denial of our power to change society, and, 

therefore, ourselves.” (Unger 1998, p. 26)
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• we face futures that are for the first time urban futures

• anticipation as the evolutionary potential of the present

• provides the meeting point between futuring and 

experimentation

• histories of the future suggest a convergence

• there is a spectrum of experimental modes

• incrementalism is the emergent outcomes of futuring 

experimentation

• but only if we transcend structure fetishism   
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“ [W]e are trapped in a dual excess: we have an 

excessive fascination for the inertia of the existing 

socio-technical systems and an excessive 

fascination for the total, global and radical nature 

of the changes that need to be made. The result is 

a frenetic snails’ pace. An apocalypse in slow 

motion … Changing trajectories means more than 

a mere apocalypse, and is more demanding than a 

mere revolution. But where are the passions for 

such changes? (Latour 2010)


