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Overview: A Cultural-Historical Approach

 to Understanding the American Futurist Project
Situating new media historically is a messy process especially in assessing the multiple claims as to who invented the principal elements of the Internet. Often missing in this exercise are linkages between the founders of Internet architecture and the agendas they pursue alongside their digital creations. Paul Baran for example is credited with developing the idea of packet switching, the principal ingredient necessary for a decentralized digital network to function. What is often overlooked is the subsequent think tank he founded in 1968 to envision future stories where digital technology and culture became institutionally narrated: The Institute For the Future. By historically investigating the inherited, performance-oriented practices in creating future narratives (known as future scenarios) of computing and bio-digital technologies, I follow their circulation into corporate, public policy domains as a form of narrative currency and social capital. Future scenarios, created for consumption in American organizational arenas, shape an emerging digital culture.

Through a detailed ethnographic case study of the nonprofit think tank The Institute For the Future  (IFTF). this analysis traces the historical paths of organizational and individual actors in sense making exercises imagining future digital worlds—as they become staging platforms to distribute new media rhetoric. Viewed as a gestalt of business fictions, future scenarios exist within a broader American futurist project born within the American military-industrial context of World War II where the long arm of their narrative reach materializes a future world as a form of anticipatory new media advocacy. The individuals central to this process find themselves as agents for either the closing down, opening up, or negotiating through, the nuanced social possibilities of new media technologies—as lobbyists for performing in a digital future tense.

In 2008, IFTF, as a nonprofit futurist think tank, has survived for the past 40 years as a relatively successful if somewhat publicly obscure institution (although that is less true now). Its client list indicates a wide and far ranging appeal among multinational corporations and government agencies from Proctor & Gamble, Intel, IBM, Swisscom, Ericsson, and The New York Times to the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA), and the U.S. Department of Education. The list implies a significant mainstream following of business clients willing to invest $65,000 or more a year to attend a menu of brochure-like consulting services: a number of conferences, or Exchanges as IFTF calls them, and access to an online network of in-house blogs, a report archive, and possible customized work to think about the future of emerging technologies ten to fifty years ahead in terms of IFTF forecasting scenarios. Yet, what keeps IFTF’s clients interested in the future and forecasting: an abstract, elusive, and until recently, field of low repute?  

IFTF clients however become immersed in more than a brochure of services, they get introduced into a culture of future making, a rhetorical world of future language and narrative performance that acts as a scaffold to build consensus among an emerging digital organizational culture. What energizes this culture? Or makes it compelling? IFTF provides a communication system, an ecology of future media, as outlined in the chart of IFTF culture (see Figure 3 at the end of this paper) for announcing future visions of how computing and bio-digital directions will evolve along personal, familial, and organizational lines. Like the operating system (OS) of a computer
, IFTF offers an OS for operating in the future: an apprenticeship in human-future interaction, a buzz word coined by their artifacts designer
 and a term waiting to be analytically unpacked for its historical and contemporary implications. The paper outlines a matrix and map of IFTF itself as a set of cultural practices that assemble a performance machine to seed the social capital it builds and grows as its stories of the future get distributed. 

An array of elites from the corporate world to the military and other federal agencies are interested in the future and want to prepare for organizational and social change. The problem is that the future is not directly accessible. So they rely on media to think about the future in a similar manner that people use media to understand things that are geographically distant or separated in time--what they cannot experience directly. What is interesting about the future is that it already exists as a fictional story in the present (the idea of prolepsis). What I’m going to say 10 minutes from now can only be a story about what I might say (Lunenfeld: 1996). 

IFTF scenarios inhabit a space between dream and reality, play and extrapolation. Like hanging suspension bridges, IFTF future scenarios collect passing bits of cultural and socioeconomic discourse and display them via a new invented language, bold graphic images, and short instances of live theater to invoke a bizarre yet familiar future. The specific media IFTF uses to imagine the future tells us much about its own history  and creates an informative tale about the problems and stakes of thinking about the future.

How does IFTF (founded in 1968), with a mix of rationalist and countercultural values, negotiate its status as a futures research nonprofit think tank in Silicon Valley for major corporations and make that future accessible? IFTF creates future scenarios as part of an elaborate media system relying on what Walter Lippman (1950) called pseudo-events, a combination of image, rhetoric, and theater, that become collective models of a future that is not here yet. IFTF’s selection and deployment of future scenarios occurs as part of a negotiated entry into managerial discourse.  In taking scenarios to a business audience, IFTF has positioned itself as a creative monitoring agency and arbiter of future narratives as social capital. By 2008, these futures manifest themselves as a stack of paper playing cards, each one representing a “signal” of what is to come as you shuffle the deck. 

In order to make the future accessible, IFTF creates a communication system of techniques that literally map and dramatize, through theatrical role-playing, a range of imaginary technological landscapes as visual accompaniments to an ecology of narrative reports, conferences, and expert workshops. And this research captures the range of contradictions that IFTF researchers must negotiate as they employ this communication system to shape corporate and military conceptions of the future (and of a mainstream cyberculture). In order to make this world tangible, IFTF seeds its visions with cultural, cognitive, and social structures to assemble an immersive snapshot of the future. 

IFTF’s media framework makes the future tangible in three major respects. First, IFTF media provide a sense of the future of corporate culture, of the organizational order that will prevail. It further provides a moral order and social reality; what will be the prevailing norms of conduct in the future? What is stable or seems threatening? And finally, IFTF’s media system encompasses a cognitive domain, by providing a vocabulary full of new terms and graphic images, and a set of theatrical skits that surround its clients in the hotel conference room (the walls of a room are surrounded by white butcher paper with colorfully marked inscriptions and images; little tiny figures proclaiming the future and recording your debate about it). This use of simulation replaces or occurs in lieu of any direct experience of the future. 

IFTF works at creating a cultural rhetoric of the future not as an expensive, glossy production of special effects but with very simple material artifacts: butcher paper, colored markers, simple cardboard cutouts, graphic illustrations, (and even puppets) and its own stylized language inspired by its writers, and dramatized through performance, and narrative reports. In terms of creating a cognitive order, the Institute offers a series of storied spectacles that act as if the future is already accomplished or existing and ever present; (at the same time, this fiction of the future in the present anticipates objections to an argument, a tactic aimed at weakening the force of such objections). This media system becomes apparent in one of IFTF’s recent annual futurist pilgrimage: the Ten Year Forecast (TYF).

In its recent 2008 annual spring organizational ritual known as the Ten Year Forecast Retreat, IFTF ushered in its new narrative forecasts for the year 2018. The event took place at the UCSF Mission Bay Conference Center, an architectural homage to the ascent of biotechnology as its looming atriums push upward to create a natural light promising to deliver on the nature of DNA. The TYF Retreat began with clients sitting at a number of circular tables orchestrated to introduce clients to each other in similar and disparate fields of business and research. The facilitator initiated clients into a meditative journey by asking them to close their eyes and imagine their lives as a book with a series of flipping pages. Imagine a key moment, a “threshold” in your lives, the facilitator urged, and then turn back the pages to the events that led up to that moment. Now push forward from this time and imagine the future after that critical time. 

The tone of this visionary exercise brought home the inherited body of qualitative simulation techniques IFTF taps into as part of its close, ancestral affiliation with a well known defense think tank: RAND. Cold War experimentation with simulations was routine at RAND, the civilian defense think tank designed to think about survivability during a nuclear war. Alongside this bedrock of Cold War national logic and its legacy at IFTF, resides an undercurrent of performance techniques borrowed from academic, managerial, and countercultural media activist traditions. The meditative exercise, to open IFTF’s Ten Year Forecast as a tool for orienting clients to the future, echoes the types of visualization techniques, taken for granted today, found in the encounter role-playing groups popularized by the psychologist Kurt Lewin in managerial and activist arenas in the 1950s and 60s as well as a synthesis of Western and non-Western organizational practices in thinking about the future(Kleiner: 1996; Saffo: 2003). Like a prayer, this atonement baptized clients into rituals of future making. 

As the TYF event progressed, IFTF unveiled its 2008 Ten Year Forecast map, a graphic visualization of key trends played out across a ten-year time horizon. The image of a fate map, molecular snapshots of embryonic cells as they divide (in this case the early cell division of a fruit fly), debuted as the recurring dominant image of the IFTF TYF forecast to emphasize the seeming inevitability of human intervention in recreating itself as an amplified, super species--as superheroes with augmented digital and biotechnological powers. As we shift into this biotechnology dominated world, the facilitators of the event cautioned that the rules of capitalism will be rewritten. Panels of experts discussed these possibilities as the facilitator simultaneously interjected witty quips alongside this unfolding future as if letting the client audience know that any talk of the future is absurd yet absolutely necessary to the clients and researchers present. And you might as well try the future on as you would a piece of clothing to see if it fits or risk going naked.  

The flashpoints for presentation and discussion at the TYF Retreat reflect the persistence of Cold War influences adapted, and in some cases transformed, within IFTF forecasts for 2018. However, before going back to reflect on the historical parallels between the Ten Year Forecast Retreat and IFTF’s own history as a case study in situating the American futurist project, I want to explain and make tangible IFTF’s set of visual communicative tools for announcing its forecasts. By understanding how IFTF uses their narratives now, a look at IFTF’s earlier Cold War origins at RAND, and RAND’s own embrace of media activists, will reveal cogent similarities and an alignment of past and current contradictory perspectives in managing future scenarios. 

IFTF created a colorful forecasting kit encased in a blue double-folder booklet  for its clients; an outline of a number of trends occurring in culture, demographics, economics, politics, technology, innovation, environment, sustainability, innovation, and methodology. As a typical client opens their prized folder, they are greeted with a set of main forecast cards where each topic mentioned above is represented by an 8 1/2 by 11 inch poster-like card with a narrative report and a visual mapping of this trend on the reverse side. Alongside these ten durable forecasts, IFTF inserted a hundred “signals”, a deck of individual 3 by 8 inch pamphlets, to announce the mini-trends accompanying each of the heralded main forecast topics.  What becomes striking is how these forecasts echo IFTF’s own history and imagined future for itself as an organization in relationship to the media it imagines. In many respects, IFTF is an improbable organizational survivor although its success is also part of a persistent logic based on an obsession with national survival borne in part during World War II and the Cold War.  

The demographics card, for example, announced identity as the next commodity of exchange as new migrations, or diasporas, take place globally and included ten accompanying signals to flesh out a vision of diaspora trends in the future. Diasporas can occur of course across a range of ethnic, organizational, and virtual cultures. One signal, virtual diasporas, describes how persistent online identities travel and recreate themselves across online platforms like Facebook, MySpace, and Second-Life. Within these communities, IFTF asserts, new forms of wealth and cultural innovation occur as “launching pads” for artists and businesses. These are the new virtual diasporas where people migrate from their so called real lives to lives online and across a number of virtual worlds. Yet embedded within this pronouncement on diasporas is an underlying theme or dilemma of trying to align new groupings of people who perceive themselves civically and virtually beyond their national and ethnic identities. IFTF devoted considerable time to discussing diasporas or new migrations of people from their central homelands to their dispersion across the world in virtual and real time geo-cultural flows of people, “wealth, goods, and meaning” (IFTF, 2008).  IFTF like many consulting companies, treats its corporate clients as sovereign city-states to align in an exchange and apprenticeship into IFTF’s framing of the future. IFTF is, as its extensive alumni network can attest, a diaspora of professionalized refugees who feel compelled to make the future. Historically, IFTF was a product of a diaspora of defense intellectual scientists at RAND and SRI during the 1960s and 70s. As other scholars note, this particular organizational diaspora had a profound impact on government, city planning, and the diffusion of futures techniques in federal, state, and corporate domains (Akera, 2007; Edwards, 1996; Ghamari-Tabrizi (2005); Kleiner (1996); Light (2003); Turner, 2006).  Historically IFTF has shifted much of its funding base from federal grants to a corporate client base, a change that has had profound consequences for the types of work IFTF does as it struggles to keep working in a diaspora of future making. Understanding the practices IFTF uses to keep its clients enrolled, in a metaphoric apprenticeship of forecasting, raises the need to consider the character of this client base.

Corporate clients remind us of a supra-national citizenship where a representative of Google or Yahoo is a part of a co-cultural social world that comprises a host of privileges beyond ethnic and national citizenship. The perks of being a Googler are well documented; young recruits showing promise jet globally in training missions while enjoying the abundance of free commodities (from food to massage) at their home campus in Mountain View (Ignatius, 2006; Author’s research fieldtrip 2007). Forms of multinational corporate identity become part of a number of multiple identities inhabited and performed. As a client moves on from one organizational setting to another, he or she becomes part of an organizational diaspora and an alumni network now graphed online through social networking tools like Linked In. In its demographic signal “corporate diaspora,” IFTF proclaims that “corporations will compete as cultural destinations to attract workers in the experience economy,” a phrase from Joseph Pine’s work ( ) on viewing businesses as theatrical companies that stage unique experiences for their customers and for their staffs. IFTF similarly sees its forecasts as forms of entertainment and faces the contradictory stance of informing them with forecasts anchored in intellectual scholarship. This dichotomy moves in and out of various historical traditions of futures work, new media practices, and rhetorical management.   

Within IFTF forecasts, historical echoes resonate. One can view IFTF narratives as a series of conversations with itself, and its clients, on its future direction as a lean, once obscure nonprofit think tank. Not only is IFTF staging a performance of the future; it consistently has to rebuild and repair its image as an organization on the cusp of the future by embodying the forecasts it announces. Each year it holds a history day to review its origins and recover from a collective amnesia. IFTF’s financial existence, without the luxury of an endowment, depends on coalitions of clients and the kindness of multiple diasporas to keep it viable. IFTF’s own institutional identity is invested in the commodity of telling an updated story of the future; like a TV network, its forecasts act as new series being debuted. Indeed, the media and visual strategies it uses have their origins in the earlier diaspora from RAND, the major think tank associated with crafting U.S. strategic responses to possible nuclear war. This think tank heritage has a definable influence on IFTF’s approach to forecasting and to the long arm of scenario forecasting formulated at RAND by Herman Kahn and IFTF founders, Olaf Helmer and Paul Baran (all former RAND engineers) in the 1950s. Kahn’s form of forecasting especially provided a rich soup of impending nuclear doom and possible technological new media responses; in this case the possibility of a digital network as Baran (REFERENCE) envisioned. 

In particular, Sharon Ghamari-Tabrizi’s The Worlds of Herman Kahn: The Intuitive Science of Thermonuclear War provides invaluable insight into the Cold War conditions ripe for generating a peculiarly American brand of futurist thinking. Her account of the RAND engineer and architect of future scenario narratives, Herman Kahn depicts a futurist identity at home in multiple social and political worlds embracing militaristic strategies and anti-military solutions.  Ghamari-Tabrizi’s summary notes how: 
Kahn’s work at RAND is critical to understanding the cultural and scientific authority of simulated experience. One of the earliest arenas for explorations of the reality offered by simulation was nuclear war-planning. The young civilian analysts at RAND boasted that their experience in role-playing crises, and formulating systems analyses, Monte Carlo models, and man-machine simulation yielded an expertise more insightful and assured than that garnered by first-hand experiences of combat in WWII and Korea (Ghamari-Tabrizi: 2005).

IFTF current modes of immersive experiences of the future build on the legacy of the RAND’s simulated explorations and its transformation, within the forecasting industry, into pure theater.

In an online interview, Ghamari-Tabrizi raises an important point that: “For Kahn, thinking about the unthinkable invariably meant thinking about something more tolerable” (Ghamari-Tabrizi: 2005).  She discusses how disorganized Kahn’s thoughts were in his On Thermonuclear War where he flips between serious calls to think about post-nuclear survival and various tangents veering into science fiction and jokes about the difficulty in studying the future. IFTF takes a similar cue in offering a folktale approach to forecasting in legitimizing what we can foresee: a tolerable circle of scenarios for its clients to ponder. 

The word  “tolerable” is an apt description for describing a future scenario that a professionalized elite can grasp,  argue with,  understand, and see as rational.  Forecasting offers a sense of attainable control over what might otherwise register as intangible.

Ghamari-Tabrizi’s work is noteworthy in recreating how Americans may have heard Kahn and his pronouncements about the future; gaming and theatrical models at IFTF offer new insight as to how this legacy translates into the everyday practices of forecasting work today. 

That is, through an analysis of IFTF practices,  can we evoke a sense of how American business elites, and public arenas online are “hearing” the future of new media in the forecasting industry? Professionalization of the futures studies as a field and through forecasting consultancy has expanded rapidly as an accompaniment to the rise of computing and new media within the U.S. Narrating visions of new media development  have provided  structures of belief and a cultural pattern for storytelling about the future.  What the World’s Fairs have offered each decade in terms of an immersive and live future world have become condensed within a forecasting industry of circulated narratives and stories for serious business consumption. Various computing industry conferences like the Association of Computing Machinery, with its major conferences Computer Human Interaction (CHI) and Siggraph, provide engineering demos of future new media. Yet the forecasting industry transforms these breakthroughs into ready-made narratives of new media circulated among wider business audiences to form a kind of legitimized social capital showcasing how society will supposedly really behave. 


In a move to re-frame the influence of the countercultural movement, its influence in the 1960s on new computing development, and public policy intersections with IFTF, from a routine emphasis on the northern Californian Bay area, my analysis returns to the RAND headquarters in southern California during the 1950s and 60s. I consider Jennifer Light’s From Warfare to Welfare (2003) and consult some of its primary sources (especially the history behind Radical Software, the publication of an institution, Raindance [Joselit: 2002], that called itself the counterculture RAND). Light (2003) investigates the role of defense intellectuals and their influence in addressing problems of urban planning, and social discord. As the defense intelligentsia left RAND, they assumed prominent governmental positions where they applied military techniques to city planning and literally took up President Johnson’s declared “war” on poverty. Her critical inquiry adds an important piece to understanding how futurist work lent itself so well rhetorically to a militarily strategic approach to social ills from computer modeling to role-play simulations. Imagining how cities could develop in the future was seen as progress for more humane urban renewal. A Cold War strategy of dispersal, where urban areas become less dense and suburbs increase, was seen as a practical step to maximize population survival after a nuclear war.

During the 1960s and 1970s, decentralization characterized urban administrative reform approaches to planning by incorporating Cold War strategies of both dispersal and greater citizen participation to reduce chances of rebellion. The idea of dividing large urban areas into neighborhoods became a central focus (Light, 2003). Decentralization as a metaphor illustrates tension between defense-oriented thinking in which decentralization makes people simply easier to spy on and manage and the counter-intuitive move to involve citizens in their own progress as a means of control. 

This view takes its cue from Paul Baran’s argument  “in the early-1960s, of the importance of decentralizing U. S. infrastructure to prepare for a nuclear attack. Working on contract research for the U. S. military, Baran pointed to the vulnerabilities of the nation’s centralized defense communications systems. A single strike could disable the entire network” (Light: 2006, p. 163). Baran designed a digital system to survive a nuclear attack. His proposal met with ridicule when he pitched it to AT&T whose corporate monopoly over national communication preempted any attempts to think beyond its analog system. While Rand endorsed Baran’s ideas, another agency, the Defense Communications Agency (DCA), with no expertise in digital technology, would have taken over the project. This organizational stumble worried Baran and his Air Force sponsors who, “doubting that the DCA would be able to build the system that Baran had described, reluctantly decided to scrap the proposal rather than risk having it executed badly, which would waste large sums of money and perhaps discredit Baran's ideas (Baran 1990, 33-35).” (Abbate, 1999). Instead, Baran codified and published his ideas in a manner we would recognize as open sourced today. Baran (1960, p3) called this system “distributed communications.”: 

In a conventional communications system, such as the telephone network, switching is concentrated and hierarchical. Calls go first to a local office, then to a regional or national switching office if a connection beyond the local area is needed. Each user is connected to only one local office, and each local office serves a large number of users. Thus, destroying a single local office would cut off many users from the network. A distributed system would have many switching nodes, and many links attached to each node. The redundancy would make it harder to cut off service to users…(Abbate, 1999)

 ARPANET, the military’s precursor to the internet, relied on Baran’s decentralized vision of packet switching, although it was positioned, not as a defense against attack. Instead, the ARPANET’s purpose was in helping scientists to communicate research. Baran describes his role in grandfathering the ARPANET and Internet:

the ARPANET was proposed by Robert Taylor of the ARPA IPTO office as a network to connect terminals to multiple computers. Dr. Lawrence G. Roberts was selected to lead the project. He chose to use packet switching in lieu of circuit switching and as a result the network had far more powerful features than initially considered. My relationship with the ARPANET came by its choice to use packet switching.

 
Thus the metaphor of a decentralized network held a distinctive popular appeal in this historic moment. A redundant network robust with connective possibilities aligned with the egalitarian purpose of ARPANET’s emphasis on scientific communication exchange.  The taking up of decentralizing strategies by various agencies across the nation during the 1960s led to a convergence of military thinking with scientific exchange, media activism, and countercultural adherents. Tracing the path of military ideas, especially in forecasting during the 1960s through today, explains how forecasting managed tensions between various invested interests, from the stakeholders of defense to citizen activism, to corporate influence. Based in part on his experiences with the organizational stumbling blocks,  Baran’s aim in creating the Institute For Future was to raise the profile of forecasting. He often says that his goal was accomplished within the first six months of IFTF’s existence and IFTF could have closed down then (Interview with Paul Saffo).  Baran’s intellectual home was clearly rooted at RAND. In part, he set up IFTF so as not to embarrass RAND and sought to guard its reputation. He wanted to see if institutions could do better at anticipating the future although he recognized the likely failure of this project, especially if he had to face RAND’s powerful review process: “Long range forecasting has historically been the domain of the soothsayer, and entrails reader, a highly disrespectable business at best. There were fewer fields of lower repute” (Baran, 1999). 

Decentralization, according to Light, was a calculated effort to enable more people to survive nuclear fallout through population dispersal. As a practice, quelling social unrest and confining its spread also becomes easier. In terms of unintended consequences, dispersal, as a Cold War strategy, gets taken up in countercultural rhetoric as a celebration of smaller growth and communalism; as a means of scientific exchange, digital networking gets reinterpreted as encouraging democratic renewal (Turner, 2006).. 

In an oral interview with Baran in 1999, he expressed how RAND’s role in defending national security expanded from a focus on external threats to internal challenges to societal order: 

RAND is chartered to work in behalf of National Security. But, by the mid 1960’s the definition of ‘National Security’ was changing. With the Watts Riots, civil disobedience, increasingly violent anti-war behavior growing in the campus were new threats to social stability. Thus, as we went forward in time, the definition of National Security was increasingly internal relative to international security issues…Some colleagues and I actively worked to broaden the definition of RAND’s National Security charter to include other dimensions of security including problems of social unrest and law and order issues.” (Baran, 1999).  

IFTF’s forecasting work at its beginning paralleled this intense concern about a fraying social order. 

A cursory view of IFTF’s early forecasting reports reveals its attention to problems of urban infrastructure from auto insurance to cable systems.  Baran’s RAND colleagues sought new contracts for domestic urban research and prompted him to reflect on “how his ideas about defense communications might have application in American cities” (Light: 2006, p. 164). Baran turned his attention to cable as a distributed system that would keep people connected and strategically dispersed to protect American populations during a nuclear war. 

Baran viewed big urban centers as overgrown “nodes”; the impact of his ideas by other defense intellectuals in imagining new American cities was how to keep urban unrest at bay by facilitating social communication through new media. “In this vision, the medium could end the alienation of the ‘ghetto dwellers’ who were believed to have precipitated the violence in city streets. This alienation would end, not through the broadcast of psychological warfare but through the improved delivery of social welfare” and other amenities (Baran, 1967; Light: 2006, p164). The command and control strategies of computerized power as highlighted in Paul Edwards’ The Closed World had to shift its emphasis to a social engineering forecasted to support citizens in an investment in their own progress. Perhaps this is no different from earlier defense strategies in dealing with defeated civilian populations in post-war Germany and Japan in the 1940s or maybe this is a response to the guerilla warfare of the Vietnamese whose urban guerilla tactics and media techniques turned command and control military approaches into losing propositions.  

Future visions of community participation, of “ghetto dwellers,” idealistically connected to information resources would aid in resolving their complaints and pacify their unrest: ideas that “could easily be integrated into” a “cybernetic worldview” where “feedback” achieves a steady state of “stability and security in a political system” (Light: 2006, p. 167). IFTF in its present work continues to reveal the legacies of strange bedfellows: of activism, defense intellectualism, and corporate rationales and the dialogue among these communities as they overlap and embrace new media. Light and others provide valuable historical contexts. However, keeping track of how this history is becoming embedded in ever more sophisticated forms of forecasting, from computerized models to modes of learning via immersive entertainment experiences reveals its persistence in forming a stable, and very American standardized view of how to read the future. 

Yet, this logic is not read or interpreted uniformly by forecasters. Nevertheless, the financial exigencies of a capitalistic society maintain the American Futurist Project within a sphere of limits as to how far mainstream legitimized forecasting can go in imagining new media as challenging this system without undermining the financial survival of futurist houses (like advertising agencies or houses, forecasting consultancies are increasingly viewing themselves as a form of advert and public relations agency, spinning a story about the future; although futurist think tanks, like IFTF, see themselves as more firmly anchored in academic,  defense, and business intellectual foundations—this is part of IFTF’s historic appeal). Most futurist houses act as new media witnesses and as de facto engines of technological advocacy while remaining relatively neutral on the political deployment of these devices. Rather, any media activism in terms of progressive causes is in some ways camouflaged under the cover of pointing to new signals on the horizon.  A new term, Human-Future Interaction (HFI), was recently introduced into the futurist lexicon of IFTF. As we trace its path and uptake by IFTF and its clients, the Cold War and computing legacies of the HFI framework suggests its promises and contradictions.  

IFTF researcher Jason Tester’s outline for a Human-Future Interaction captures and echoes IFTF as a forecasting network that combines visions of human-computer interaction with futures research. Tester announces this framework with an image (see Figure 2) and a manifesto that reemphasizes IFTF’s ties to HCI: 

human-future interaction would be the art and science of effectively and ethically communicating research, forecasts, and scenarios about trends and potential futures. For technology design, human-computer interaction has become the framework that links the capabilities of technology, the behaviors of users, and the goals of designers and developers. These three constituents have very similar counterparts in futures work, and human-future interaction should serve much the same role--connecting the capabilities of design tools and media formats with the strategic needs of users, shaped by the goals and insights of researchers and forecasters.
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Figure 1: Tester created this image illustrating his vision for Human-Futures Interaction. This image portrays the future as a software and/or hardware package in the form of the iFuture (version 09) as “Trends, Scenarios, Movies, Provocations”; the future in a box for broader public access, consumption, and perhaps reinvention. 
IFTF introduces a language of human-future interaction by having its clients adopt terms that mix elements of HCI and conventional everyday objects through group workshops and role-playing exercises. New terms like digital storytelling, x-people, body hacking, bio-bricks, sense making mark the linguistic boundaries of the future space clients are given privy to. These words contain a link to a familiar past that is projected into a stranger, yet still recognizable, future. By tracing how this language moves from drafting future scenarios to the manner that IFTF clients adopt this language during IFTF conferences, this cognitive order works to imagine and install a technocratic future, one that is problematic but also accessible and seemingly under greater control. Tester’s credo of Human-Future Interaction describes a hybrid language of HCI design, academic thought, and corporate rationale that IFTF manages. In acknowledging human-futures interaction as an emerging narrative, I see HFI as telling a story about cultural values and political conflicts, about contradictions IFTF researchers attempt to negotiate.  

In his manifesto on Human-Computer Interaction, Tester (2007) alludes to the heightened awareness of using performance approaches at IFTF: “Over the last decade at the Institute for the Future (IFTF), and particularly the last few years, we've been in a period of prolific experimentation with formats for sharing our forecasts.” Historically, IFTF’s foray into performing the future in the late 1990s (Brooks 2002) reminds one of  a transition from early vaudeville, clunky and overacted (think William Shatner as Captain Kirk in Star Trek). Now as IFTF learns from earlier failed theatrical experiments (Brooks 2002), IFTF formats have heightened production values. As evidence, Tester emphasizes IFTF’s work with “provocative artifacts-from-the-future and movies that give our forecasts an up-close, human perspective, and increasingly we're crafting experiences that immerse participants in future life:” (Tester, 2007), IFTF vaudeville has transformed into colorful artifacts and maps with enough media appeal to appear in organizational trade media like the now defunct Business 2.0 (Null, 2005). 
Tester connects this work to early HCI work to place an emphasis on creating a more cohesive structure to engaging audiences as users of the future. IFTF is now positioning itself as a production house for staging the future. The revolution will not be televised; it will be performed. Drawing on his background in HCI, Tester (2007) invokes the early years of HCI as a field “when programmers and developers began to identify the elements that made hardware and software successful and then dissect, test, repurpose, share, repeat, and iterate them.” This approach has its historic roots in the cybernetic models envisioned during the Cold War as envisioned by Norbert Wiener. He identifies two shifts during that era,  “a move from haphazard experimentation to structured iteration” and “a changing view of the audience away from customers-to-be toward users to be engaged” (Tester, 2007). Wiener in his wartime research efforts in tracking and shooting down enemy aircraft, imagined an artifact called the ‘predictor’ that depended on the feedback between a pilot and his anti-aircraft fire machinery. Its purpose was to track the future of a plane’s likely location. Wiener “noticed how pilots and their gunners observed patterns of error in their attempts to attack, escape, and regulate their behavior accordingly” (Turner, 2006).  

This idea of negative feedback laid the basis for Wiener’s theory of cybernetics where feedback leads to greater control and automated self-correction. Its logic is equivalent to Foucault’s panopticon in the sense of self-correcting behavior under the anticipation of punishment. However, for Wiener feedback expressed freedom.  Through feedback,  “cybernetic systems are, in principle, capable of going beyond the limits of actions predetermined by the designer. It is this feature, above all others, which underlies the enormous potentialities of cybernetic systems" (Lerner 1972, 2).  Recent advances in artificial intelligence inherit cybernetics and an even earlier precursor—a mathematical theorem known as Bayes rule created by the 18th-century mathematician Thomas Bayes, “describes how to transform a current assumption about an event into a revised, more accurate assumption after observing further evidence” (Markoff, 2008). Researchers Judea Pearl and Daphne Koller have advanced this Bayesian formula “for updating the probabilities of events based on repeated observations” (Markoff, 2008). Artificial intelligence as a technique for understanding future probabilities holds considerable promise for business and medical breakthroughs as Markoff (2008) documents. However, the real excitement in Tester’s manifesto lies within its alluring, inclusive call for cultural involvement in future making as a broader cultural activity and as shared theater. For all of the contradictions of that premise, even this potential was under threat at the IFTF Ten Year Forecast Retreat.  

At the 2008 Ten Year Forecast Retreat, Human-Futures Interaction was featured as an individual signal to track and was framed as part of a discussion group on Neuro-Futures set up for interested clients (clients signed up for a variety of parallel discussion groups around specific topics). The thrust of the conversation was focused on the advances in cognitive mapping of the brain and on the ability of scientists to scan brain activity in thinking about the future. The potential agit-prop of provocative performance, as a central tenet in Tester’s manifesto, was diminished in favor of framing it as part of a cybernetic legacy—a tolerable future that clients might consider as opposed to the messiness of the cultural implications of the HFI framework. Instead of considering the potential for the generative potential of HFI as a genre of performance to stimulate imaginative actor involvement in shaping future new media in the tradition of Augosto Boal’s Theater of the Oppressed
, the neuro-futures discussion reduced collaborative future making to a discourse of cognitive fine-tuning. That is, through brain scans, conceptual views of how people view the future can be measured and adjusted for with their tacit and passive compliance.  Further unpacking of HFI reveal the contradictions and historical tensions propelling its circulation online and among IFTF clients. 

 
The iterative aspect of Tester’s comment connects to the cybernetic inheritance of the computational metaphor human-computer interaction (the symbiotic linkage of humans and machines) and to the democratic appeals echoing the decentralization strategies of Paul Baran’s images of a public investment in its own media. 

The promise of HFI outlines a well-crafted argument on the burgeoning of interest in futures media (media anticipating the future of new media) and predicts its increase as “more groups begin creating persuasive media aligned to their own visions of the future” (Tester, 2007). Tester asks why the interest now? His argument sees “a growing view of the future as a medium that anyone can affect and co-create, and less as [a] looming inevitability to be passively consumed.” In keeping with the logic of city planners, RAND defense logic, and Radical Software, the countercultural RAND, during the 1960s, Tester (2007) sees a future “[d]riven by democratic media and open platforms, and “asserts more people see themselves as potential agents of influence and change.” The democratization of futures media in turn opens up the public arena as a dynamic source and signal of anticipatory new media: a panopticon of futures surveillance. Tester sees the democratic promise of HFI as clearly as Norbert Wiener did during the Macys Conferences of the 1950s: 

Combined with a grassroots, DIY spirit and greater public awareness of issues like climate change, bio- and nano-technology, surveillance, we'll see many new voices sharing their own scenarios--and this is great. Much as HCI has evolved into a cross-disciplinary umbrella that brings interface designers and computer scientists to the same table as artists and social scientists, so too will human-future interaction benefit by breaking outside the walls of think tanks and traditional forecasting groups. Let's learn from and create with game designers, experience designers, community organizers, information visualizers, scientists and researchers, educators, ethicists, social activists, and users and participants.

In other words, what is characterized as openness again makes sense (or is imagined to do so) to all the stakeholders involved from defense planners to corporate clients to concerned community activists—the contradictory stance of a democratic, corporate society with expanding markets, global power and an avid interest in imagining that future. Thus, the Cold War defense and city planning strategies of cybernetic feedback and monitoring persist in futures simulations envisioned en masse.  In keeping with the logic of the Cold War cybernetic and computational metaphor, “the future as interactive system,” for Tester (2007), suggested “human-computer interaction as a model for thinking about futures media creation.” HFI offers itself as a narrative with rhetorical stickiness to the many worlds it circulates within from the neuro-futures and cybernetic closed-world legacies to the design and Do-It-Yourself activist movements challenging models of business intermediaries in the digital, music, and film industries.  

The next stage in IFTF strategic use of narratives is its evolving relationship with Alternate Reality Games (ARGs) as forecasting tools. With the advent of 2007, alternate reality games debuted at the IFTF Ten Year Forecast retreat (spring 2007) with the hiring of Jane McGonigal, a game designer, as an IFTF research affiliate. McGonigal represents a new wave of celebrity oriented hiring at IFTF--she was named as one of MIT Technology Review’s Innovators under 35 for 2005. Her work involves designing a blending of online and physical games with IFTF clients and acts as another form of engaged performance. Her work is notable for its public outreach and its inclusive nature by involving people globally to interact in what are known as serious games. A recent collaboration had an environmentally framed theme known as a World Without Oil (WWO). Her games remind one of the “unthinkable” simulations of Herman Kahn where we awaken to a sudden global crisis and oil spontaneously vanishes. McGonigal’s earlier work raises the intersection of historical legacies of simulation, cybernetics, and performance as applied to cyberdrama. Inheriting the mantle of Brenda Laurel’s Computing as Theater, McGonigal (2004) critiques a paradigm in which users are merely role-playing and directing a performance within a virtual closed space. She argues that users “be directed in the performance as actors themselves (an active vision of cyberdrama).” In a genre similar to flash mobs, she asks “what if a story-game told the user what to do, instead of the other way around?” McGonigal offers an image of “a user receiving GPS coordinates and a performance art mission over their cell phone; the successful completion (in character, of course) and digital documentation of said mission at the specified location would advance a larger dramatic narrative of some kind.” 

McGonigal does not stop at merely transforming users into actors playing in the world. She argues against the passive image of digital spectators enclosed in the cloistered spaces of their desktops. She argues for “massively scaling the size of the cast and massively scaling the size of the audience. With 100,000 actors worldwide interpreting and performing the same script or mission, the live performance suddenly takes on the reach of broadcast technologies.” (McGonigal, 2004). Such scalability could make a “public, spectacular deployment of the technologies” an opportunity for dialogue “about their emerging ubiquity in our everyday lives” and encourage greater accessibility in terms of “public, critical awareness of new media and technologies” (McGonigal, 2004).  Drama for McGonigal (2004) must go beyond PC’s to the growing ubiquity of “cell phones, Radio Frequency Identification (RFID) tags, Bluetooth mobile local area networking, and the Global Positioning System”. She (2004) wishes to emphasize “the original meaning of the cybernetic root, considering drama primarily as an information system requiring specific kinds of communication, control and feedback.” The cybernetic discourse again renders itself as Norbert Wiener viewed it--as an access to a peculiar form of liberation. he too began to fight against the unforeseen consequences for labor through implementing a cybernetic vision (Turner, 2006). 

As Hamilton (1998) cautions, “The very nature of the computer -- its homologic connection to our own brains – renders knowledge and experience as information, all activities as teleological and instrumental, and efficiency as the ultimate social value.” McGonigal’s vision of new media argues for larger dialogue about new media. Yet it also raises troubling continuities of the cybernetic logic, of taking on missions of instrumental value and superhero import.  When applied to a corporate audience, how does this cyberdrama play out? Does it translate into making such an audience more sensitive to a critical discourse on the collaborative performance of new media? In imagining the future of work, IFTF applied McGonigal’s performance philosophy; the results yielded a mixed and nuanced vision of overwork, manipulation, thoughtful entertainment, and a convergence of interests. 

In a recent learning journey IFTF, the annual Technology Horizons exchange in fall of 2007, created an immersive game experimenting with convergence culture (where new and old media combine) by examining the future of work and imagined emerging corporate positions. Through a series of missions, clients undertook tasks built around eight emergent organizational identities. The conference itself became a study of media convergence as a game of engineered contrasts producing new forms of organizational culture. The conference theme closely resembled Henry Jenkins (2007) exploration of convergence culture, where media producers “are accelerating the flow of content across delivery channels” while a grassroots media convergence is enabling media consumers to remake and produce the media offered to them. IFTF similarly positioned corporations in the role of “media producers” who must confront the challenge of new workers whose knowledge of new media transforms them into amplified individuals. This group of anticipated workers threatens hierarchy and traditional modes of communication by “amplifying” their presence beyond their corporate homes. These envisioned identities acted as metaphors for convergence culture by placing visions of emerging technologies, new media, and work practices into play as an alternative reality gaming platform for its clients. Clients then proceeded to bet on possible emergent futures through an elaborated digital trading market. The agenda booklet opened up IFTF’s fall 2007 Exchange (conferences at IFTF are referred to as Exchanges to emphasis its egalitarian approach to its clients as engaging them in discussion) with this exhortation:

WELCOME TO THE FUTURE OF WORK!

Do you have what it takes to become your company’s Data Whisperer? To work with your organization’s new Affinity Agent? Or to manage your firm’s new Neurological Trainer? Through a series of creative “job interview” challenges, you’ll find out firsthand exactly what it will take to succeed in new innovation roles and leading edge management positions. In the process, you’ll learn about the key trends shaping work and the myriad impacts they will have on workers, organizations, and leadership.

It is a time of experimentation at the Institute for the Future. With our Fall 2007

Technology Horizons Exchange, we intend to open up a new frontier in human futures Interaction. Through our very first immersive conference, we’ll share with

you our vision of the world of work ten years out—and beyond.

Enjoy your trip to the future!

The theme of “workplace superheroes” who are amplified in terms of using new media to connect, improvise, and bypass traditional hierarchies was celebrated as the imaginary ideal and upcoming profile that corporations must cater to and anticipate. Indeed, new types of positions have to be invented to make full use of emerging worker talent. The leading game designer at IFTF created a series of imaginary corporate want Ads. Each job advertisement came with an accompanying game “mission” that IFTF client groups participated in. Clients then discussed their observations of how the game would apply to reshaping their corporate strategy. One particular “job interview” ad called for hiring a Collective Intelligence Officer: 

“New technologies of cooperation are combining to create a generation of amplified individuals— workplace superheroes—who are highly social, collective, improvisational, and augmented. These amplified individuals challenge traditional workplace hierarchies and require a more ad hoc organizational infrastructure. 

job description: Seeking a Collective Intelligence Officer to oversee improvisational human resources for our company. The Collective Intelligence Officer will: 

· Create temporary, continually shifting teams that are specially suited to specific tasks. 

· Capture and analyze data about the strengths and weaknesses of different collaborations, to improve the collective performance over time.

The mission for clients involved a decidedly familiar tone of the past by reframing the game Scrabble as Amplified Scrabble where multiple people had to collaborate to create a high scoring word: 

MISSION: How many people do you need to spell “collaboration”? this mission, you’ll play Amplified Scrabble and put your improvisational literacy to the test.

Everyone in the room gets one •  Scrabble tile (one letter).Each round, you will have 60 •  seconds to join forces with others and spell high-scoring words. No tile trading, and you must be touching your own tile at all times! CIOs have a special challenge: •  ensure that as many resources as possible are used 
each round, with no individuals left stranded or “wordless.” How close to 100% participation can you get?

After undergoing a series of “job interview” ads and game missions, clients debriefed. Their comments were captured in the graphic recording so common at IFTF meetings. Graphic recording is the technique of creating colorful compositions of word, color, and figures to “record” a meeting in process; the technique adds to the conveyance of an immersive, immediate experience. As clients talk and interact, their voices are drawn and animated back to them as a comic book rendition. This approach only adds to the convergence of old media while working at creating visions of new media technologies, jobs, and industries.   

In a snippet of graphic recording (see figure 3 below), clients voiced concerns about amplification, identifying it as a valuable skill set for the future of work in terms of having a ready made individual “superhero” who is flexible, can improvise and build from the “bottom up,” and is willing to take the risks of bypassing traditional structures. However paralleling this celebratory view, clients also balked at its implications for our working future. Some described a potential for “amplifying extremism” where potential amplified individuals become renegades or victims.  Other comments focused on the danger of always being on and doing more: in this case the superhero becomes an amplified version of the overworked American. Finally, others wondered if amplification offered new forms of interaction or is it simply a distraction. 
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Figure 2: Graphic recording of IFTF client responses to an “amplified” future during the Fall Technology Horizons conference (IFTF web archive, 2007).

Amplification as used by IFTF researchers stands in for the social and cultural “protocols” noted by Henry Jenkins and historian Lisa Gitalman that surround the rise of emerging new media. In this case, the Collective Intelligence Officer fits the profile of the able user of  “Web 2.0” (a term coined by computer publisher Tim O’Reilly) social software who moves between their Facebook, MySpace, LinkedIn, and blogs their missions on the side. As Jenkins (2006) comments, “a medium is a set of associated "protocols" or social and cultural practices that have grown up around that technology" (14). They are far from static and reflect the social, economic and material relationships enveloping media technologies from the way we say hello on the phone to our customary monthly phone bill and the wires hanging in our homes. 

IFTF’s forecasting instigates and plays with these protocols as a rudimentary cultural scaffold wrapping around evolving new media. Jenkins term Transmedia to describes a genre of storytelling as a: 

new aesthetic that has emerged in response to media convergence--one that places new demands on consumers and depends on the active participation of knowledge communities. Transmedia storytelling is the art of world making. To fully experience any fictional world, consumers must assume the role of hunters and gatherers, chasing down bits of the story across media channels, comparing notes with each other via online discussion groups, and collaborating to ensure that everyone who invests time and effort will come away with a richer entertainment experience.

In parallel, IFTF is a case study of corporate strategies in response to media convergence. By acknowledging their clients as a form of elite consumers of new media strategies, IFTF's experiential windows into the future employ transmedia storytelling techniques to literally create vision quests. Clients not only "assume the role of hunters and gatherers" too but do so in an atmosphere akin to a shamanistic quest for transforming their businesses in response to convergence trends. Alternate reality gaming has become a handy new tool in IFTF's adoption of transmedia storytelling techniques. Having clients engage in games to re-imagine their organizations in response to new forms of media convergence from social software and crowd sourcing to trends in genomics and the sequencing of our DNA as another form of edited media, points to the "expansion of fantasy into many different parts of our everyday lives" including the corporate arena (Jenkins: 2006, p.21).  

These journeys become an elaborate form of storytelling themselves by creating and embodying media visions that metaphorically act much like colliding particles in a physics accelerator machine. Contradictory visions of media slam into each other as mashups of mythic futures speculation, imagined vocabulary, and convergence behavior for a beckoning 21st century form of organizational vision quest. As clients were exhorted to bet on the future, a culture of possibilities became, by the end of this journey, a converging focus on a translation of imagined play into a trading zone of marketable futures. The anxiety of convergence culture becomes mediated by these exercises as paths for clients to try on various identities to close down and constrain a zone of negotiated possibility—one that can be controlled, commoditized, and seen as a number.  

Conclusion


As Paul Saffo, IFTF senior fellow has proclaimed, and communication scholars have noted earlier  (Rogers, 1985), the future usually arrives late after a span of thirty years of innovation development.  IFTF, as an inheritor of RAND methodologies, displays the evolution of a trinity of historical legacies from the Cold War,  countercultural  movement, and new organizational philosophies. This is not to say their forecasting work is not sociologically valuable, or is absurd, or should not be taken seriously; indeed its value is in crafting a sociological scaffold in the Vygotsky tradition of a zone of proximal development, a gap that exists between a current form of learning development while leading  to a more sophisticated one. Vygotsky has theorized how play and performance among children work to bridge this gap; through games, children learn how to increase their current skills as a form of peer apprenticeship. Forecasting as a performative tradition similarly acts as the cultural scaffolding between current organizational development around new media and an idealized future of gaining consensus on new media interaction and organizational practice as it may appear in 2018. This is the historic role of forecasting as a form of apprenticeship in anticipatory practices of new media. Forecasting agencies aim to become even more sophisticated in managing stories of the future for private and public consumption as a form of cultural performance capital and new media advocacy. Forecasting is not taken seriously enough by scholars across disciplines as a critical inquiry that reveals clues to an unfolding cultural framework. Forecasting casts a long arm historically to manage the cultural deployment of computing as it evolves into an encompassing cyberinfrastructure. Stories of the future co-evolve with new media to create dialogue and unusual coalitions peculiar to a democratic society open and resistant to change: what I refer to as the American Futurist Project. Forecasting regulates that impulse as an ad-hoc legislative debate of the imagination. 

Recent efforts are being made within IFTF to transform the imaginary expertise of a professionalized elite into an open platform for public access to playing the game of future forecasting where debate about the intersections of new media and other emerging technologies are increasingly taking place (NSF Nanoscience initiatives). Yet forecasting on public and private levels looks more like the business model already well evolved in cable networks; premium channels of the future will go to those who can pay while public access to future visions will continue to remain as a ghettoized imitation of corporate and national agency strategic forecasting. Perhaps the progressive futurists will see that system challenged as public arenas circumvent private ones in storying the future of new media with new media.   The question is whether  the American Futurist Project can envision a future outside of the still persistent long arm and sizable echo of a closed world framework celebrating collaboration within,  and not necessarily expanding its chummy circle outside of its still predominately white and male dominated culture.  

However, Light (and Paul Edwards in the The Closed World) ask a fundamental question that applies to forecasting: “How and why are resources allocated time and again to support the adoption of technical and technological tools whose benefits remain unproven?” (Light: 2006, p. vii). Michael Schudson (1984), in Advertising: The Uneasy Persuasion, asks a similar question about advertising and asserts it is a method that eases the anxieties of managerial elites far more than its track record in persuading others to consume. Forecasting emerges to soothe anxiety over needs for control to forge a quiet convergence of interests, to appear as a seemingly coincidental meeting of radically different interests. What forecasting may reflect is a robust, belief system especially sensitive to the needs of a democratic, capitalistic society, and extraordinarily resilient in reinventing itself to satisfy various communities: the many worlds of activist resistance, military planning, and corporate takeover. Forecasting, like David Harvey’s conclusion about capitalism (1992), is more about maintaining a “permanent revolution” for expanding markets, embracing cultural change, and sketching out their accompanying imaginary worlds: a permanent revolution to amplify and celebrate convergence. 

IFTF brings a future culture into existence through its media framework, at its best, IFTF strives to maintain a culture deliberately in contradiction with itself. IFTF’s image as a nonprofit, public caretaker of the future has to repair the contradictions with its own mission distorted by corporate support and it does so by periodically reaching out into the public domain, to bring one aspect of its media system like digital storytelling to community activists or high schoolers.  This repair work acts to patch the discontinuity of its imagined legacy and to temporarily soothe a muddled and spiritually lost moral order.  

In conclusion, IFTF makes the future tangible for industry and military elites through an elaborate and theoretically savvy media system of convergence. It creates an aesthetic experience of the future by merging personal values and a theory for how the future will unfold—a ritual order of an exclusive future conveyed as a personal learning experience. IFTF’s communication system inherits and propels the Cold War long arm of the American Futurist Project containing, negotiating, and imagining future new media dreams of managerial reorder and repair. The “superheroes” of this project, taking on the form of IFTF researchers in this case study, are just one example of a burgeoning forecasting industry. I call them superheroes because their work ripples through efforts that simultaneously close down, open up, and negotiate through imagined forms of engagement with the future. They are discussing a convergence of interaction design, futures media, and its democratic potential; concurrently, this promise carries legacies we still need to historically situate as the long arm of the American Futurist Project can enclose us in superhero dreams exclusive to some while diminishing their democratic promise.   

Communicating Human-Future Interaction

As a Convergence of Politics, Culture, and Cognition

Figure 3: Performing Future Worlds and Future Tenses

	Performing Future Worlds: Emerging technologies and their intersection with organizational life
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	COLLECTIVE ACTION/COMMUNITY
	SHARED ASSUMPTIONS, RULES, AND OBJECTS
	SOCIAL THOUGHT

	1. Media Content
	Pseudo-events

(spinning news)

Storied events of and about the future:

· 1997-2001: IFTF Exchange skits and performances

· Ongoing: IFTF Researchers in the news

· 2003-present: IFTF Blogs as continuous forecasting media channels
	Representations

(framing)

Lenses/filters placed by IFTF researchers on the future and its artifacts:

· Cold War “closed” world

· Counterculture “open” green world

· Cyberculture 

· Science Technology Studies

· Ethnographic “Linguistic Turn”
	Points of View

(articulating)

Competing points of view:

· IFTF outlook

· IFTF strategic planning

· IFTF healthcare

· Client rep

· Client corp

· Experts

· Facilitators

· Actors-real or imagined tech artifacts 

	2. Media Replacing 

Experience
	Ideology

(false consciousness)

Ideological formation around:

· Scientific rationalism

· Countercultural—New Consciousness/Chaordic

· Neo-liberal

· Neo-Ecotopianism: a faux countercultural libertarian mix celebrative of market forces—neo-ubiquitous computing tribes—“the center cannot hold” 
	Simulacra

(virtual reality)

Creating a future:

Invoking a future:

· 24/7 Futures

· IFTF as the CNN of Forecasting

· IFTF Future Now blog as media future  


	Inscriptions

(reflexivity)

Materializing the future through graphic inscriptions:

· Powerpoint and graphic recording Butcher paper

· The Grove graphic facilitation techniques contain and harvest the Forecasting hive mind. Group graphics inherited legacy from SRI, Coros, and Arthur Young’s consciousness mapping.

	3. Communication as

a Social Tool
	Propaganda

Graphic inscriptions record a future that is not easily digested by IFTF clients or IFTF researchers. Irony in knowing how futures propaganda works in popular culture and creating a self-reflexive irony about it.
	Narratives

(scripts for life)

Scenarios, reports, and games act as scripts for future life; they overlap into a number of categories; they act as boundary objects (Starr & Griesemer, 1989) and as a trading zone of actor standpoints and organizational practices.
	Common Sense

(cognitive tools)

The objective assumes capitalist enterprise persists/morphs; assumption of a commodity system is the commonsense element in all IFTF scenarios or damage to that system in some manner.
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� I use the metaphor  of the OS because IFTF visions routinely discuss the evolving nature of human-computer interaction  (HCI) and IFTF borrows from the HCI framework so readily.





� Jason Tester created the term Human-Future Interaction in 2007 and debuted its definition on IFTF’s blog, Future Now. The implications of his definition suggest strong links to the Human-Computer Interaction tradition and to the earlier theories of cybernetics developed at RAND and at other research sites in the 1940s and 50s.   


� Augosto Boal’s work in performance studies has dealt with the breaking down of the fourth wall in drama to involve the audience as actors in considering and trying to resolve their own oppression through dramatic intervention. During scenes of a play for instance,  audience members are encouraged to stop the action and suggest and act out solutions. This performance tradition is frequently cited among human-computer interaction designers, practitioners,  and scholars as an inlluence.  See Dishman (2002).





