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Now that we have reached the original target date of 2050 for Redesigning Life on Earth, it seems an appropriate moment to look back and recall how we got here.

Exactly 41 years ago, in November 2009, DesignSingapore invited nine Design Masters from around the world to form Design Studios to envision life in 2050. They were asked to create “normative” scenarios, that is, design narratives of what successful life on the planet could be like in 2050 and what steps would be required to achieve it. The project was called Design2050 Studios

The occasion was the ICSID (International Council of Societies of Industrial Design) World Design Congress held in Singapore over the course of three days, where the Studio teams presented their future scenarios and discussed them with 800 attendees from around the world. 

Each Studio developed a future scenario proposition on a theme of their own choice. Topics ranged across health care, food production, mobility, entertainment and sustainable cities, production and consumption. The teams generated design visualizations and simulations to bring tangible and compelling visions of 2050 believably to life for people in 2009. 

The teams then “back-cast” their scenarios to describe the pathways that would have to lead decade-by-decade from 2050 back to 2009, and the solution milestones required along the way. This helped give people living in the troubled and uncertain days of 2009 a sense of “agency”, an understanding that there were achievable actions they could take toward a better future “starting Monday morning.”

The year 2009 was a time when economic and environmental disruption were calling into question fundamental assumptions of unrestrained industrial growth and limitless production and consumption.

Forecasters warned that by the year 2050, if all 9 billion people in the world had the same material living standard as the most developed nations, it would require the resources of 4 planet Earths to support them.

Design2050 was a call to action to designers, as people responsible for the creation of much of material culture, to demonstrate how innovation could help us move from an economy of “more is better” to a civilization of “better is better.” 
Most people think about the future as a linear projection of the known present, as “the way things turn out.” They think of the future as something to predict, not as something to invent. Designers and future scenario planners think about the future differently. They subscribe to Alan Kay’s dictum that “The best way to predict the future is to invent it.” 

Scenario designers take an imaginative leap into a possible future, envision it and bring it to life through visual scenarios and simulations and then back-cast to what has to happen to bring that future into being. They describe the pathways and solutions to the future in the form of narratives about people engaged in work, play, learning, mobility, recreation, entertainment and creativity in their daily lives.

Back-from-the-future scenarios, used in the right context, are able to break through to innovative possibilities that simply are not visible through a from-the-present-forward lens. Back in 2009, scenario designers believed that compelling narratives of a desired future, based on insight into peoples’ real needs and wants, could positively shape public policy, give direction to private investment, and motivate individual behavior. 

As we know today, they were right.  

What happened during those 3 days in Singapore back in 2009?

We have been able to use SpaceTime Holodeck technology to reconstruct everything that happened. Now you are about to reenact, moment by moment, the complete experience of that imaginative journey from November 23 2009 into today, this moment, November 23, 2050.

Fasten your spacetime transporter belts. 

Have a great trip!

Arnold Wasserman
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