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Analytical Summary 
 

The models of societal development that are currently used to imagine the future are inadequate 
to today’s challenges and aspirations. Recycling the stories of development from the 19th and 20th 
centuries into the 21st is inadequate for many reasons. Most obviously projecting yesterday’s successes 
into the future fails to address the widely agreed recognition that such approaches produce 
unsustainable ecological, economic, social and political outcomes. Furthermore, and of particular 
significance for Africa, leaning on past models of societal change promises to perpetuate approaches 
that ignore the rich specificity and diversity of African cultures and capabilities. Other reasons for 
rethinking development models range from important developments in the underlying capacities of 
people and social systems to the advances in the social science of complex emergent systems and 
related processes of policy formation. The time has come to treat the emergence of the collective 
outcomes that characterize societal change as non-deterministic evolutionary processes. 

 
The deliberations of this conference occurred at a particularly important moment for UNESCO 

since consideration was being given to the design of Priority Africa. This Future Forum was an 
opportunity to deepen perspectives and go beyond the catch-up development models. Further, it aimed 
nourish innovation and encourage collective intelligence, thereby contributing to processes for co-
creating new models, better suited to understanding and motivating present choices and action. 
 

The panelists, from a variety of different analytical perspectives, all identified globalization as one 
of the main reference points for analyzing current conditions and future prospects. However, for some 
globalization was an expression of past trajectories only on a broader geographic canvas. Seen from this 
narrow perspective of “scaling up” past history tends to reinforce conventional stories of economic 
competition and opportunities for socioeconomic and political collaboration – the nation state expands 
to the global stage. Charles Robertson demonstrated how this view plays into a growth story that 
projects Africa along the path already taken by many other parts of the world. The continent’s assets 
such as young and educated populations, rich energy and power resources, strong trade and financial 
instruments, as well as improved governments, all point to the possibility of reaching growth rates 
almost identical with some Asian tigers and India over the new few decades. As Charles Soludo pointed 
out this can path can also be tied to an “aspired future”, characterized by a stable and democratic 
continent that is bereft of dynasties of poverty. However, Soludo also underscored another way of 
looking at conventional story of growth and stability, signaling the importance of a number of political, 
economic and social caveats that challenge the sustainability of such extrapolations of past experience. 
Given the existence of assymmetries in globalization and the power structures inherent in global and 
regional institutions (the African Union or NEPAD for instance) that Africa is confronted with, Soludo 



questioned if under these scenarios Africa would find enough policy space to make discretionary choices 
in imagining its own future.  
 

Mwayila Tshiyembe also identified a number of other variables that could used to structure the 
imagining of African futures. For instance he suggested that it might be worth considering the 
“reinvention of the multinational State” – perhaps along the lines of a hybrid that goes beyond a mixture 
of African political modernity and Western political modernity. This in turn could generate ways of 
reimagining the contours and functioning of geopolitics, going beyond the nostalgic concept of a “United 
States of Africa”. 
 

Taking into account cultural diversity in the region was also considered a crucial ingredient for 
moving beyond the conventional models of catch-up and convergence. For instance Tshiyembe pointed 
out that the “negritude movement” has won its battle to affirm the dignity and culture of “blackness”. 
Africa has many peoples and nations now able to produce their own ideas of how to foster solidarity and 
the creation of systems that sustain well-being. The challenge, as Soludo underscored is how to use the 
uniqueness of Africa’s many “different villages” to inspire new futures. Imaginary tomorrow’s that can be 
seen as going beyond what Robertson referred in conventional terms as the cultural element 
underpinning growth – in other words something more than the activities arising from the 
commercialization of various forms of artistic expression. 
 

In seeking to invent alternative models that escape from the dead-end of posing mainstream 
universalism versus heterodoxy, Soludo argued that the reality is not methodologically pure. He made 
the case for greater “methodological eclecticism or pragmatism”, contending that“(w)hile useful lessons 
can emerge from ‘micro-level’ understanding of specific historical contexts and experiences, Africa’s 
aggregate future lies in macro contextualizations and actions.” Tshiyembe reinforced the point that the 
region does not have a single imagined future, but several ones; and that these futures should be 
examined dialectically through the lens of “obstacles and opportunities” in order to deepen our 
understanding of present options. Indeed, the discussions demonstrated that if we question our models, 
whether existing ones or new ones arising from imagining discontinuity, then it becomes easier to 
identify new avenues for acting on current aspirations. Overall the Forum brought to the forefront the 
importance of expanding the way the future is used to encompass different anticipatory systems and 
hence different futures. Diversifying the models used to imagine the future enlarges today’s field of 
potential action (choices) to include aspects of the present that are either obscured or not even invented 
if thinking remains constrained by one approach to the future. Seeking to identify such choices is not, 
however, the same as making the choice. 
 

 

 


