
Future Narratives

1. Definition

A future narrative23 is a narrative that describes an event or experi-

ence that is set –when seen from the perspective of actual writing –

in a moment of time in the future. A future narrative does not – as

most narratives do – present a development as having already hap-

pened in the past and thus as no longer allowing for different out-

comes.Rather, futurenarrativesportray the futureasbeingopenand

subject to intervention. A future narrative tends to establish a rela-

tionship between the real world (at the time of writing or narrating)

and theworld described in the future narrative on the basis of amea-

sure of continuation, with possible pathways to the narrated future

implied or explicitly outlined. A future narrative contains decision

points atwhich different future developments are possible; these de-

cision points are referred to as “nodes”.

2. Example

Since planning is both naturally future-oriented and inherently nar-

rative, any planning document refers to at least one possible future,

and contains – explicitly or implicitly – at least one node to connect

the future storyworld to the real world at the time of writing. Any

plan for the future is essentially a future narrative, because even

where the end-state is presented as a necessary outcomewithout al-

ternatives, the plan contains – at least implicitly – the decision point

of realization or non-realization. In the simplest form – and this is
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34 Narrative in Urban Planning

perhaps even the most common form – the alternatives may only be

that a plan is either realized or not realized. In more fully developed

form, plans for the future development of an area often explicitly

present city councilors, investors, voters, and other stakeholders

with two or more options between which a decision must be made.

In particular in the case of informal planning practices, including

scenario workshops or non-binding strategic plans, multiple future

narratives can be included.

The example (see fig. 4), published in 2019, envisions how a child

born at the time of publication will see their world in 2050. Events

are described in the present tense (“New York … is no longer reliant

on fossil fuels”), but there are elements that explicitly refer back to

the base line of 2019 (“Newmodes of transportation” – as opposed to

the ones in use at the time ofwriting), or thatmore implicitly outline

the challenges at the moment of publication (e.g., “Safe, affordable

housing is available in all five boroughs …”).24

3. Explanation

Merlijn vanHulst hasdrawnattention to the“future-directedness”of

both narrative and planning: “Through telling and listening to sto-

ries, actors in the present not only make sense of the past, but also

prepare for the future. This ‘future-directedness’, the imagination

that is part of or that is enabled by stories, is especially relevant for

practices suchasplanning.”25Thisconception is close to thenotionof

“futurenarratives”asdevelopedby literary scholarChristophBode in

order to distinguish them from themore common formof “past nar-

ratives”, which present events as having unfolded already and thus

as no longer subject to intervention. Even grammatically, it should

be noted,most narratives are formulated in the past tense. In future

narratives, the fact that the future is openand subject to intervention

is made explicit in the form of decision points or “nodes” in the nar-

rative, which can either simply be bifurcations or may offer three or

more alternatives. Each of these potential paths into the future can

then, in turn, contain further nodes.
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Fig. 4: A Vision of New York City in 2050.

Source:The City of New York:OneNYC 2050. Building a Strong and Fair City. p.

6.OneNYC 2050, Volume 1, April 2019. © City of New York. All rights reserved.

Used with permission of the City of New York

Future narratives can also be approached drawing on thework of

Bertrand de Jouvenel – one of the founding fathers of futures stud-

ies – for whom future narratives stand apart from the dichotomy
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fact/fiction, because they are concernedwith a separate category: fu-

tura, or future facts.26 Future narratives, crucially, do not have truth-

value in the actual world at the time of their writing. But they may

differ greatly in the degree of urgency with which they describe a

possible future to its actual readership. If the audience contempo-

rary with the time of publication is envisioned as being able to influ-

ence the future storyworld – as in New York City’s strategy OneNYC

2050 – future narratives have a particularly high degree of urgency.

4. Applications

In the practice of legally binding urban planning, plans – whether

they are master plans for an entire district or plans for an individ-

ual building – generally do not explicitly present alternatives. How-

ever, in order to do justice to the fact that planning in democratic

societies should never pretend to be without alternatives, but also in

order to give stakeholders a sense of involvement, planning might

benefit from explicitly formulating alternatives. In this way, plan-

ning could work with a limited number of scenarios fleshed out in

brief narrativedescriptions and suggestive visualizations.These ide-

ally come with considerations on anticipated costs, benefits, envi-

ronmental impact assessments andother relevant discussions of op-

portunities and threats.

Related entries: Closure, Narrative, Path-dependency, Scenario,

Scripts
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