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Commentary

Backing Into the Future

Karen Stephenson (UCLA)

Los Anpeles is a study in stark contrasts.
It is a cash-soaked, sun-drenched, dark-
nighted, poverty-ridden and bumed out city.
Yet, “if you were (0 draw a circle with a 60-
mile radjus around Los Angeles, and
declare the domain an independent naton.
it would be the eleventh richest realm on
earth [and] . . . the third riches: in the
westem hemisphere. . . . It would have the
second highest gross narional product per
person in the world—ahead of Japan, ahead
of all Europe, ahead of the United States”
{Joel Garreau, Edge Ciry; also Jay Ogilvy,
Fear and Loathing in Los Angeles, 1993).

In February 1993, a group of scholars
and business and civic leaders from the
Gilobal Business Network, Rand, the NEA
and various universities convened for 24
days in the City of Angels to discuss why
this city portends the future: is it model or
menace? Perched on the Pacific rim. Los
Angeles is a viscous toup, brimming with
diversity and teeming with conflict—a
microcasm of global opportunities and
uncerminties. Thus, the goal of the World
View mecting was to begin the task of
looking forward. This was largely accom-
plished through the exercise of scenario
planning.

Myths, Models and Maps

Scenario planning is a specialized form
of “myth-making” for which anthropolo-
gists are particularly well suited to study.
Vertral road maps—scenarios—reshape our
assumptions about the past. No one ever
really intends to carry out the scendrios as
though they were blueprints or plans.
Rather, it it the scenario planning procsss
itself that is transformative because it
changes the ideas that precede any plan. By
reformulating our founding assumptions,
scenarios change the way people think,
Thus, instead of backing into the future,
changed people are recriented to Jook for-
ward and plan in new ways.

An example of the formulation mamix of
scenarios usad in this meeting is shown in
Figure 1. The axes of the matrix comrespond
to two dimensions: (1) events and (2) social
organization. “Events™—the verucal axis—
consists of rwo extremes. On one end, rela-
tively random events like the Los Angeles
carthquake are contrasted with nonrandom.
purposeful outcomes such as the tipestry of
frecways and surface streets that keep the
city whole.

The horizontal axis contrasts two distinet
poles: “prganic” and "mechanical” modes
of social organization. The organic mode
features organizational structures in which
each element differs from, bur relates to.
others in highly specialized and flexible
ways. For instance, using the transpormtion
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example, the (reeway system interacts with
the surface road system as the overioad or
failure of one system spills over into the
other. Thus the pattern of use of surface
streets changes organically and frequently
a3 drivers constantly explore new routes (o
solve unexpected congestion problems.

This organic mode of navigating the city
is contrasied o more mechanical modes of
social organization which consist of sys-
tems in which the organizational dynamic is
dictated in prescribed, rigid and routinized
ways. Human hierarchies, while not literal-
ly machinés, are in a figurative senss some
of the finest examples of mechanical orga-
nization 1o grace this earth. Unyielding,
they are far more sturdy than the concrets
arteries of raflic that serve the ciry.

These two axes—events and social orga-
nization—intersect to form a 2 x 2 matrix
of four cells. Each cell is developed as a
scemario for the future. Some of these sce-
narios are only imagined and indicate a
direction for change; while others are
extreme ¢ases of present-day reality. Each
of the scenarios is matched (o a comespond-
ing field oip and a film. Films were chosen
because of their visual imagery and the fact
that they arc the products of the driving
industry of Los Angeles.



Four Scenarios
FPurposerul Evolurion—Forials

The premise for this scenario—a nonran-
dom and purposeful path into the future—
presumcs the guidance of governmental
programs and regulations. Porals is a
halfway house for the mentally ill. Over
90% of its suppont is government spon-
sored. For this reason it qualifies as an
example of a nonrandom path into the
future. Portals is organic to the extent that it

represents a communiry-based innovative
program for addressing local needs.

The Porals institation is based on a very
simple premise: rather than view mental ill-
pe<s and unemployment a3 separate prob-
lems calling for separate solutions—{irst
therapy, then 1 job—the fundamental
premise is that these two problems inter-
connect. They share the same symptoma:
alienarion, lack of connection and disorien-
tation

Anarchic Breakdown—Para Los Nifos

The premise for this scenario—a ran-
dom, mechanical path into the future—
again presumes the intervention of govern-
ment But here, inervention takes a sardon-
ic rum. Para Los Nifios is 2 halfway house
for the children of the homeless. Within its
walls reign quiet, cool colors, soft touches
and human kindness for these linlest social
atoms, who have fallen cut the bottom of
the social machine, The executives partici-
pating in this field trip listened to and
played with the children. In the course of
child play, fragmentary bits of the chil-
dren's beleaguered lives reveaied & night-
marish fear and Joathing beyond anything
experienced by the executives in their
brightly lit business worlds.

Parz Los Nifios is a random responssio
economic programs of the government
which have fomented and unwitingly sub-
sidized this condidon. It is a random, grass-
roots altermative to more mechanized wel-
fare, social services and uncmployment

programs,
Technocracy—Traffic Conrrol

The premise for this scenario—a nonnn-
dom, mechanical path into the future—is
the stuff dreams, nightmares and movies

are made of. Los Angeles is a ciry that lives
and dies by the car. Within “Mission Con-

trol.” Los Angeles” traffic control center,
the mission is 0 maintain—o keep the cor-
ridors of control clear. Mot an ¢asy lask
when neighborhoods Jong wounded by vio-
lence tum to their cars for escape. To 2 pop-
ulace stubbomly resistant 10 poblic trans-
poration, the car symbolizes individual-
ism’s last bastion, a bubble of privacy too
casily pricked.

But we are backing into the furure by
Izmenting our lost freedoms of the past

The Los Angeles TrafTic Control could also
be seen a5 a microcosm for Orwellian
surveillance as people scramble in a
Bladerunner race for that Information
Superhighway in the sky. Here, the once
familiar terrain of mechanistic surveillance
gives way to a less understoed infos-
phere—an electronic Panopticon. reminis-
cent of Bentham's dark portrair of institu-
tional control wherein all aspects of an inte-
rior space are visible from a single view,

Accidental Adapraiion—Grand Central
Maorket

The premise for this fourth scenario—a
random, organic path into the funire—pre-
sumes the lack of any strong guidance by
the visible haod of governmental systems.
The Grand Central Market is based on the
natural flows of business informaliry. First
built in 1912, then gutted, it was rebuilt in
1917, The Market i3 an arrangement of
stalls offering a diversity of goods, ethnic
foods and clothing, described by one
observer as a “permanent floating swap
meet.” It has endured periods of vibrant
actviry .as well as deterioration. For exam-
ple, the owners of a tomtdila factory pulled
out and business dropped off in neighboring
stalls. The management responded by help-
ing former gang members form Homeboy
Tortilles. These gang members forfeited
their 32000 weekly drug enterprise for the
oppomunity o work here.

Grand Central Market represens the out-
come of 4 natural stream of Darwinian evo-
lution. Its developers built oo natural
forces—an economic, social and mythic
presence that was already in place. The
result, a happy inspired accident But itis a

See Commentary on page 50
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and ransway-growth. If places like th;
Grand Central Markst are 10 be taksn.s3’
models. for 2 successful scenario of the .
future, the ideas most function as seeds or
83 inspiration, but never a3 a blueprint. This
scenano i about planting seeds, not impos-
ing models. As Lew Phelps of Sonthern
California Edison wryly commerited, "noth- ~
mgﬂnbcunpmudﬁnmmwpm
there is 1o ‘top' from which it car be -

The wnhnp of Emile Durkheim in the
second edition of The Division of Labor
(1933) served 45 the Tnspiration belind ™
these scenarios. In bis lifetime, Durkbeim
never realized his vision of the world. In
same Wiy, we may never really see our sce-
oarios come true for Los Angeles either.
Bot we are fondamentally changed in the.
making of them. In shaping our future, per-
haps it's in the individual that the seeds
must first mk= root “T've been (o the stales
hundreds of times, but have hever seen it
like the past two days. T was scared at first,
then hop+ful, now 2 bit confused™ (Joie
Carrillo of Mezico's AMROP [nternarion-

al). As individual change is wrought in the -

scenario planning process, new ways ol
mn]w'!mﬂmulmknum

Mapping the Fotore -+ ™

Mapping the future to some extent

well suited. Myth-making iy familiar terrain
and it is here that amhropologists have
muoch to offer by way of miocking the cul-

tural determinizm in what i3 deemed “mam-

ral™ or beld above question.

Scenario phmm;i:jummeuy
to envision e social landscape. In s shost
tengre as & discipline. anthropology bas

attemnpted to paint this landscape from-

many perspectives. In the exrly years of the

discipitoe; most paiotings were humsn pes-,

torals of pristine natives viewed from afar..

These idyllic pastorals devolved into s
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hkﬁmupedwtﬂmhmpumn-
“pologists internalized their ewn eritiques.

- We lmve -ducnv::r:d I:hll the windows .

luhupclhnl.lhwdl,ﬁﬂhlhempn-:

.} tite divection-—pn intevior yiew, & psycho-z
i-dogical- panopticon,; Bur anthropologists :

, Jooking inwmd shayg had a-difficol ttme
seeing clearly in.a netherworld of decog-.,

:lrnr.tipnl:t r.hnﬂ;‘hi...h:ckin: our way
u:mu:h;mglu uf.hm:mm of abstrac-

" tions. Lamenttions for these limitations of
vicw can be Tead in anthropaiogists's own
words on methodology, refinements of
observational techniques and endless dis-
mm'nr renw:nl:lnl the native and the

1

hl'.htr of sathropological methodology has
becn a philesophical Mobius strip over

seems destined to
mﬁ'ﬂ.ﬂﬁ"“““— 2

All the looking out and looking in has
left anthropologists terribly insecere. Criti-
cisms rooted In methodalogical unreliakili-

"ty and the jodged irrelevance -of etimogrs-

phy bave been met with apologetic justifi--
cationy for why anthropological methods
arc ar best, secondary to those of science.
The wnspoken meaning i that mthropology
is an inferior substitote for science. But we -
don't peed 1o be defonsive. Discovery-15 an

" annesling process between induction and-

dedietion. and like 2oy scieptific explorer,
anthropologists -do both, Mever-apologize
for unfolding the cultural Jogic of bullroar-
ey, when ecopomists bave their inyisible
hands and nhr.m.uu bave thejr Kekule -
snakes. Heze as in all d.r.mphnu. metaphor
and myth shape our maodels. |

[Stephenszon if Assistant Praf.mor of
Humaon Rerowrces and Presidens of the
Human Resources Round Toble, a consor-
tiww of progressive firms in the ares of
agemnen al the Andersom Groduate sehool -
of Monagément, UCTA She Is also the vis-"

. ifing anthropologizt-with [BM and a mer-

work member of the Globa! Brvinezs Wek
work, @ buriness strotegy think tank. Az ar -

“anthropologist Stephenson specializes in

the areay-gf business multculturalizn, sce-

; marie planaing, the aepworked orgeniza-.
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rizational trascformarion.]
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