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INTRODUCTION
The Centre for Strategic Futures (CSF),
Singapore, held its fifth Foresight Conference
(FC) on 25-26 July 2019 at the Raffles City
Convention Centre. The conference is an
important part of the Singapore Government’s
strategic foresight effort, which is aimed at
helping policy-makers navigate the
increasingly complex and inter-connected
global operating environment. The conference
serves as a unique platform for the discussion
of emerging strategic issues between
international and local thought leaders.
FC2019 was held as part of the Singapore
Foresight Week together with the
International Risk Assessment and Horizon
Scanning Symposium (IRAHSS), which is
organised by the National Security
Coordination Secretariat (NSCS).
The theme for FC2019 was Society 4.0,
inspired by the Fourth Industrial Revolution
(4IR) and Industry 4.0. While the 4IR describes
a broad range of technologies that fuse
physical, digital and biological worlds into
“cyber-physical systems”, Society 4.0 envisions
what society could look like in the 4IR.¹
FC2019 explored this future through four
lenses: individuals, relationships, time, and
values.
This is a summary of the discussions at the
conference, which was held in accordance with
Chatham House rules. As such, the record is
only of views articulated, and does not
indicate speakers nor the organisations they
represent.
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SUMMARY:
SOCIETY 4.0 WOULD BE A
“QUANTUM SOCIETY”
At the start of the conference, participants debated whether the 4IR, and by extension Society
4.0, was truly unprecedented. Over the course of the conference, participants collectively
sensed that Society 4.0 would be a “quantum society” where polarities, conflicting narratives
and conflicting identities increasingly coexist. The question arose as to whether “quantum
governance” or organisational design fit for purpose in such a society could be developed.
In a “quantum society”, forces would act on individuals and groups in opposing, even
seemingly contradictory ways. Three of the largest of these “quantum forces” discussed were:
a. Empowerment and Disempowerment
In Society 4.0, individuals would be both more and less empowered. We would feel less
heard on more platforms, and we would feel freed from the physical but remain bound to it.
b. Varying Speeds and Registers of Time
Society 4.0 would move with varying speeds and registers of time. We would live longer
and have more free time, yet feel that we do not have enough time.
c. Foundational and Multiple Narratives
In Society 4.0, foundational narratives would matter even as individuals demand multiple
narratives. We would desire both group identity and personalisation.
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Some suggestions on how people might cope in this disorienting environment emerged from
the discussions, even as some of the tensions described seemed inherently impossible to
resolve. These potential “breadcrumbs” or aids to navigate Society 4.0 were:
a. High Touch
Geography, human interaction, and “heartware” would matter more than ever in an
increasingly dislocated, digital and capitalistic world.
b. Synchronicity and Deceleration
In a frictionless world, more would choose synchronous media and/or rituals to seek group
belonging, and deceleration to encourage long-term thinking and wellbeing.
c. Participation
Participatory governance, such as citizen engagement and participatory foresight might
help multiple narratives exist in a state of “resilient heterogeneity” where disagreement is
strength and no one story needs to “win”.

PAGE 6 | SOCIETY 4.0

PAGE 7 | SOCIETY 4.0

IS THE 4IR AND SOCIETY 4.0 TRULY
UNPRECEDENTED?
The 4IR as a second communications revolution
A participant wondered whether the main
revolution was a communications revolution
(2CR), rather than a technological or
industrial one. The participant believed that
the question of how people would relate to
each other across time and space was crucial
to understand what Society 4.0 would be like.
A participant suggested that changing
communications platforms had led to an
increase in access to and availability of
information. In turn, this had distorted
perceptions and increased expectations. At
times, such perceptions did not even line up
with reality. In Europe, for example, there
was a pervasive sense that inequality had
increased, even though data showed that it
had not. In Canada, even though the middle
class had not shrunk, people increasingly felt
that they were not part of it. Nonetheless, “in
policymaking, perception is reality”; changing
expectations suggested the need for
corresponding policy changes.

The 4IR is both unprecedented and
a continuation of the past
Another issue that several participants raised
was the extent to which history could inform
us about Society 4.0 and how to navigate it.
Some pointed out that many comparisons to a
past society before info-communications
technology were in fact nostalgia or
“idealised fantasy”. For example, the US in
the 1950s was thought of as a social utopia
compared with the US today, but people were
in fact highly repressed and full of neuroses.
Another participant said populism was a
manifestation of this idealised fantasy of the
former self, and harking back to a former self

was not the solution. However, participants
also felt that the way forward was very
uncertain, akin to terra incognito.
A participant said the term 4IR was
"dangerous framing”, giving the false
impression that the entire world was
undergoing the same shifts. In fact, some
parts of the world had not even experienced
the 1IR. Thus, fresh thinking was needed to
refine the framing of the situation and
pinpoint what precisely was unprecedented
about the 4IR. Another participant gave the
example of Manchester during the 1IR. During
that time, institutions such as public
healthcare and law enforcement were
weakened, and there was a radical disruption
of the self and identity. Subsequently, social
institutions were recreated in response to
those traumas. The participant believed that
there were lessons to learn from past IRs in
the transition to the next one.

Does the label ‘4IR’
inadvertently limit our
perspective on the real shifts
occurring?
A participant said that the 4IR was both
unprecedented as well as a continuation of
existing forces. For example, by making use
of the then-new technique of written
language to augment their memory, ancient
human beings were hacking themselves using
new technology. At the same time,
contemporary self-hacking was much faster
and more powerful, and not entirely within
human control. Although self-hacking implied
more individual agency, this might not be the
case when self-hacking technology was
shaped and owned by corporations.
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EMPOWERMENT AND DISEMPOWERMENT

In Society 4.0, individuals would be
both more and less empowered.
On one hand, we lived in an era of hyperindividualism, where people were told
they could be or do anything. On the other
hand, when the self could no longer
bear the “weight” of these expectations
of empowerment, the sense of failure
that resulted would cause people to turn
to faith (community) or psychedelics
(self-hacking) to cope. Society 4.0,
therefore, was not one of atomised
individuals, and it would be impossible
to look at individuals in isolation
from their communities. Conversely,
social systems needed to nourish and
empower individuals.

Social media empowers individuals
Social media was identified as a
significant driving force. Social media
amplified individual voices; for the first
time, individuals had audiences larger
than those of medieval royalty, and might
even have the power of nation-states.

A participant believed that this trend would
only intensify with the advent of the Internet
of Things and bodily implants. This
empowerment of individuals had led to the
death of expertise and a move towards
decentralisation. The participant suggested
that the rise of Trump and Brexit was due to
this disbelief in expertise. Another participant
pointed out a counterexample to
decentralisation: more people wanted to join
the EU than leave it.
Social media-amplified voices could challenge
institutional authority and existing or
dominant narratives. For example, in
Indonesia, Islamic knowledge used to be
transmitted solely through traditional,
analogue institutions. However, the rise of
cyber preachers bypassing established
systems disrupted this dynamic. Collective
action through social media would also be
increasingly feasible. A participant linked
such social media movements to the US civil
rights movement, where rage and anger were
used by the less powerful to achieve positive
social change. Another participant added that
prior to the #MeToo movement, victims of
sexual assault were disadvantaged by a
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system that privileged the voices of the
wealthy accused. By bringing their voices
collectively to social media, #MeToo built
social capital to counter financial capital in a
“human blockchain of truth”. A third
participant pointed out that the problem was
with malign forces weaponising and
artificially amplifying anger to erode social
trust. The dilemma was how to preserve
useful rage without empowering the wrong
people.

Social media disempowers individuals
A participant said that alongside individual
empowerment would arise a willingness to
accept more regulation and give up privacy in
order to maintain security. If individuals had
the power of nation-states, we would want to
know which individuals could hurt us. A few
participants suggested that we might also
have to give up on the free market and
individualism as dominant forces in the face
of wicked problems like climate change,
antibiotic resistance and the destruction of
the global commons.

A participant pointed out that social media
platforms (“fiefdoms”) were owned and
designed by corporations (“feudal lords”) that
were not accountable to the public and that
controlled which voices got heard and
amplified. These platforms were also
controlled by people with very similar values
to each other. The ubiquity of platforms gave
their use the appearance of democracy, but
the situation was much more feudal. For
example, one could build a game avatar but
would actually be playing someone else’s
game. Platform owners used their software as
law; they could easily “de-platform” people or
groups through upgrades or tweaking
algorithms. Thus, it was not just individuals
who were challenging the power of nation
states; platform owners were also becoming
more important than national authorities.
Social media platforms had forced people to
turn private thoughts and personal identities
into publicly-traded goods. When the self was
placed in the public domain, control over its
reception was largely out of one’s hands.
Now, everyone had the potential to be a
public figure.

“If we are truly living in a hyperindividualistic era, can the self
carry the weight of it?”
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Social media was a way to program society.
Mary Meeker’s 2019 Internet Trends Report
showed that since last 2018, we had spent
more time on phones compared to televisions.²
A participant said this supported the idea that
social media designers were the new urban
planners, exercising significant control over
how people connected with each other. We
should be able to understand social apps
collectively as a platform for programming
society, while those manipulating public
sentiment through social media could be seen
as hacking this platform.

Disembodiment technologies free people from the
physical
Disembodiment technologies such as Virtual
Reality (VR), Augmented Reality (AR), human
augmentation and cybernetics were also
identified as a significant driving force. In
fact, social media was itself a virtual reality
platform. Using these technologies, human
beings could “escape” from their bodies and
the physical world in seemingly unprecedented
ways. Advances in medical and biotechnology
also ameliorated the negative effects of
genetic deficiencies, illness and ageing. With
these technologies, external and physical
markers of the self that we had traditionally
taken for granted were shifting. A participant
argued that even as these physical markers
changed, internal and intangible markers
would not; for example, people would be
increasingly identified in terms of values,
roles, and spiritual identities. To be human
would mean much more than one’s biology and
physicality.
Another participant pointed out that individuals
and bodies could be “altered” even by
technologies we already possessed, such
as psychedelic substances, which could lead
to the dissolution, redefinition and reformation
of identity. A participant noted that the closest
connection to the VR experience was the
experience with psychedelics.

We also had tools and options to eliminate
some genetic deficiencies, such as born
deafness. People already had to decide if
they were prepared to genetically modify
their children. At the same time, the illeffects of drugs and the implications of
choosing the genetic makeup of one’s child
made implementing such technologies
controversial.
A participant opined that governments had
lost control in virtual spaces, even as they
still maintained power in physical spaces.
However, as the two became increasingly
blurred in a “mixed reality”, governments
might risk losing control even in physical
spaces.

Disembodiment technologies tether people to
the physical
Unexpectedly, virtual worlds were making
human beings more fixated on physicality
and the body. In early computer games,
players typed out actions for their in-game
bodies to perform. As a result, bodies were
hyper-salient compared to real life where
actions were instinctive. Inequalities in the
physical world were amplified in the online
world.
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A participant observed that in the game World of
Warcraft, gamers played the stereotypically
“feminine” healer role in equal gender proportion.
However, they overwhelmingly chose female ingame avatars.³ A study of “attractiveness inequality”
found that online dating app Tinder’s “Gini
coefficient” was higher than the actual Gini
coefficients of 95.1% of countries in the world.⁴
Participants discussed how VR privileges and
advantages replicated the physical world. In the
simulation game Second Life, players recreated realworld status symbols.⁵ VR programme We Are Alfred
allowed young medical students to experience the
negative effects of ageing in order for them to
empathise with their patients.⁶
A participant noted that we could connect
emotionally to a place when we were physically
present in that place. AR and VR technologies could
surface unseen stories of physical places that could
help us to connect to them more deeply.

“De-agentifying” human beings and “agentifying” nonhumans
A participant said that as universal human rights
were challenged across the world, we might be
leaving an era where the human being was seen as
sacred. If anonymity were eliminated or restricted in
the future, we might experience the “deagentification” of the individual, and a reduced
ability of individuals to act and participate. Other
participants brought up the potential of automating
previously exclusively human activity, and its
implications on whether AI could be considered
agents. In addition, a participant pointed out that
small groups of people believed that animals and
plants were subjects like human beings, and not
merely resources.
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VARYING SPEEDS AND REGISTERS OF TIME
Society 4.0 would move with varying speeds
and registers of time. Participants observed
that time was physically relative, but time
was also a part of the human experience.
Thus, time was also psychologically and
socially relative. For example, we lived in a
multipolar world operating at different
speeds, and different cultures measured and
valued time differently. Even within the
same society, some parts accelerated (for
example, technological development), while
others seemed to be stagnant or slowing
down (for example, governance—however, a
participant noted that this might be by
design as the public sector needed to be
relatively stable). Even when people had
more leisure time than before, they might
feel that they were more harried than
previous generations. Another participant
said that it was the speed of meaninggeneration and representation that had
accelerated in the digital era. While
physical reality changed much more slowly,
virtual reality changed at a more rapid pace.
Therefore, we and our children would need

to learn how to be “multilingual” with time,
comfortably operating in multiple registers
and speeds, and potentially translating
between them.

Factors contributing to time relativity
Media, technology and our relationship to
both affected our relative experience of time.
A participant said that, in the 1960s, for
example, US cities were designed around “car
time” or time taken to drive from one place to
another. Today, “foot time” or time taken to
walk from one place to another was becoming
more important. Another participant
mentioned the “VR time dilation effect”,
where people experiencing VR reported time
passing more slowly than in real life; this was
similar to people who had undergone lifethreatening events or played extreme sports.
Time dilation also occurred in art. When a
poem took a fleeting moment, stretched it
and immortalised it in words, readers could
experience that moment again.
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The economy and work also structured how
we experienced time. For example, a
participant pointed out that the current
paradigm of standardising and measuring
time originated from Taylorism, which was
needed in an era of assembly-line work.
However, we were now in a knowledge
economy where measuring time this way was
not always useful; for instance, programmers
could come in to work whenever they wanted
to as a nine-to-five working day was not
productive for them. Another participant
distinguished between the “maker’s schedule”
and the “manager’s schedule”, where the
former performed “deep work” or work
involving a high level of concentration on a
single task.
Increasing access to time-related metadata
changed our perception of it. A participant
observed how we were increasingly being
given notice of how much time we needed for
various tasks; articles might include UX
visualisations that informed readers how
much time was needed to read the articles,
and transportation applications often
included estimated time taken for trips. This
might make us more impatient, especially
when estimates fell short of reality. With
increasing life expectancy and improvements
in medical care and technology, we were
being given more notice of death and faced
the problem of deciding how to prepare for it.
We also increasingly faced the issue of how
to manage death in the digital world, where
digital accounts of the dead would last
eternally.

Implications of time relativity
Time relativity affected how we understood
history and performed futures work as both
disciplines were about framing time. A
participant said that looking further back in
time could help with futures work. For
example, when predicting the long-term
effects of AI, we should not look to recent
trends (Cambridge Analytica), but rather to
how the process of evolution created human
intelligence. Another participant cited
Amara’s Law, where we tended to
overestimate the short-term impact of
technology but underestimate its long-term
impact.

“100 years is the new black.
If I were Russian I would be
dead.”⁷
Time relativity also implied time inequalities.
The rich or those in developed countries
might live longer, have more leisure time,
have more information about time, be more
motivated to be productive with their time,
do more “deep work”, and experience more
“deep time”. On the other hand, the poor
often took a longer time to travel to work,
and tended to work at odd hours out of sync
with the body’s natural clock.

Perverse outcomes of acceleration and
asynchronicity
Technology had reduced friction and
increased acceleration. A participant said that
Silicon Valley mistakenly believed that
removing friction (making something as quick
and seamless to use as possible) should be a
core design principle. While this had meant
the technology it created made it easier to
accelerate, it had overlooked the fact that
friction could serve a useful function, and we
were now beginning to grapple with the many
perverse outcomes of too little friction and
too much acceleration.
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Participants noted that falsehoods spread
quickly and easily; in pursuit of increased
engagement leading to increased
advertising revenue, algorithms had the
unintended consequence of fuelling
emotions like rage and envy. Nevertheless,
a participant brought up a counterexample
of increasing friction via social media
which reduced the spread of falsehoods and
inflamed emotion. In the subreddit “Change
My View” people posted beliefs while
encouraging respondents to change those
beliefs.⁸ In this subreddit, mechanisms were
designed to facilitate civil public discourse.
However, the participant also cautioned
that these required a lot of structure and
regulation to work. This suggested that we
might need to trade off freewheeling
freedom on the internet for thoughtful, civil
discourse even as it also showed that
online platforms could encourage rather
than discourage meaningful friction.
Acceleration had led to “continuous partial
attention disorder”.⁹ As the pace of change
accelerated and our sense of time
compressed, our nerves became shattered
and our attention frayed. A participant
added that our brains could change and
become more plastic to adapt to this, but
not without costs. We had become more
easily distracted and more tired out. We
were thus less capable of doing “deep
work”.

“If you don’t have babies do
you become a short-term
thinker?”
Who experiences deep time?

We were less exposed to “deep time” even
as the need to think long term was
becoming more important. “Deep time”
refers to an awareness of very long cycles
or durations of time. A participant
mentioned the Clock of the Long Now as a
project created to remind people of and
situate people in “deep time”. The Clock
was designed to keep time for 10,000 years,
and reminded people about the importance
of long-term thinking.

Another participant added that CSF was set
up precisely for the Singapore government to
engage with deep time. A third participant
suggested practical policies to encourage
people to decelerate and experience “deep
time”, including provision for sabbaticals,
parental leave, and “retreat activities” such
as meditation retreats and social media
detoxes.
Low-friction media exposed us to others’
unfiltered and unmediated thoughts,
accentuating our differences instead of
similarities. For example, more care and selfcensorship would go into composing a letter
to the editor compared to a tweet. A few
participants warned that this phase of social
networking had exposed us to more social
divisions. They suggested that the internet
was a fragmenting force.

“If I had been told in the
early days of the internet
that connecting billions of
people via social media
would increase loneliness, I
would not have believed it.”
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Asynchronous media and rituals could
fragment collective experience, leaving us
with “ambient intimacy” and increasing
loneliness. Such media and rituals were
consumed or performed at different times,
such as on Netflix or other web-streaming
services in comparison to broadcast
television. Communications media had been
increasingly moving into an asynchronous
mode, starting with text messaging. However,
synchronous rituals could create a stronger
sense of community, and removing
synchronicity completely might be leading to
a shallow or “ambient” form of intimacy.

Old media versus new media
Some participants were not convinced that
the internet or new media was to blame for
fragmenting society. A participant said that
the internet and new media did allow for
consensus building. A second pointed out that
social media could facilitate synchronicity
through Facebook Live broadcasts, for
example. A third said that old media had done
a good job of fragmentation too. A fourth said
that the problem did not seem to lie with
either old or new media exclusively. Instead,
there seemed to be a feedback loop where
both impacted each other. Instead of
pinpointing blame, the question was what
practices, tools and communities we could tap
on to ameliorate negative outcomes of any
media.

A participant pointed out that ironically,
regulatory changes for old media paved the
way for new media. For example, when the US
eliminated the Fairness Doctrine, it allowed
new media to later ignore honest, equitable
and balanced representation.¹⁰

New cycles of time in Society 4.0
Extended longevity would reshape lifecycles
and affect how people planned their days and
lives. We might see the elderly involved in
areas that used to be seen as the preserve of
the young, for example defence and
education. The “Third Age” (between 65-80
years) could be reconceived as an age of
activity even as the “Fourth Age” became a
reality for more people. As people lived
longer, there would be an increased need to
plan their lives, including planning for time
that was non-family and non-work related. A
participant added that as old age was
redefined, even stating a retirement age
might itself be limiting.
We might have to rethink business and
technological cycles to accommodate
different kinds of technologies. A participant
wondered if long-run tech cycles were
possible. Another participant responded by
detailing the interlocking time cycles of
Silicon Valley, explaining that time pressures
resulted in an average tenure of two years per
worker.
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This was not good for businesses hoping to
develop green tech, as the payback period for
such technologies was longer than venture
capitalists were used to. Hence, Silicon Valley
retreated from such businesses. We might
need longer time cycles to make bigger bets.
Another participant added that businesses
could choose which time cycles to operate by.
For example, Shell measured time in decades,
and Salesforce in months. Similarly, a third
participant argued that Moore’s law was not
inevitable, but that it came true because
everyone was committing to make it happen.
Another participant added that their company
had divestment cycles in addition to
investment cycles.
Existential problems would necessitate
thinking in very long time cycles. A
participant questioned whether short-termist
governments could survive in the long run,
and if existential problems like climate
change could only be addressed by long-term
thinking. Another participant added that some
countries, especially those with very long
histories, might be able to conceive of
civilisational cycles. A third participant said
that only China was doing something
substantial about climate change with its
geoengineering plans. It managed to do this
by aligning its short term aims with its long
term ones.

“Everyone here has been
operating on an accelerated
register of time. Let’s take
one minute of silence to
ponder.”
Time is an embodied experience
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FOUNDATIONAL AND MULTIPLE NARRATIVES

“We want to lose ourselves in a story in which we have no
control. But we also want to be the hero of our own stories.”
In Society 4.0, foundational narratives would
matter even as individuals demanded multiple
narratives. A participant argued that this
contradiction was fundamental to human
nature, where we yearned both to be part of a
community and to be different from everyone
else. The participant said that ancient oral
epics fulfilled both needs. On one hand, they
delivered foundational narratives with a
synchronous connection between the teller’s
voice and the audience’s eardrums. On the
other, the teller altered the story on the fly
based on audience reactions.

The importance and limits of foundational
narratives
Foundational narratives embedded shared
values and provided an anchor for individuals
in a VUCA world. A participant said that every
nation, ethnic group, religion and profession
had a foundational narrative which
distinguished that particular group from every
other. Such narratives were referred to as
“epic poems of our existence”. The most
powerful and enduring stories, therefore,

were those with values that resonated
strongly with their audiences. Foundational
narratives were core to ourselves, and we
used these stories to encode and understand
values. Thus, shifting values and
demographics could manifest in
contestations over foundational narratives.
We lived in a moment where foundational
narratives were being contested worldwide.
A participant observed that in the US, the
changing texture of its population meant
that formerly “fringe” Americans were
writing their own stories and making their
voices heard, challenging the dominant
narrative of the US as a white or Anglocentric nation. Much of the conflict that the
US was going through today was a battle
over narrative. Another participant said that
Singapore’s foundational narrative was also
being contested by archaeological evidence
and by people who challenged overly
positive framings of Raffles and British
colonialism. This could signal that people
who held alternative values were becoming
more powerful and/or that values in general
were changing.
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A participant warned that our attraction to
foundational stories could divorce us from
reality; we could not accept data as data, and
needed to wrap it in story to understand it. In
addition, it was difficult for people to balance
self-validation (stories empowered you) with
disconfirmation (other stories might conflict
with yours but might be closer to truth).

The history and future of multiple narratives
The single narrative was a relatively recent
phenomenon; the past and the future of
stories was and would be multiple or
collaborative. In the past, the most popular
and influential stories were shared creations.
Single stories were enabled by specific
historical and technological forces. For
example, the emergence of a national identity
or a national narrative was enabled by mass
media and the two World Wars which forced
governments to impose centralised control on
huge populations. A participant said that this
desire for centralisation and unity remained
even today, where many Americans were
nostalgic for an era of repressive conformity.
The participant predicted that there would be
a localism of values and a further fracturing
of identities in the future.
Technology changed how stories were created
and received. For example, the shift from oral
to written storytelling resulted in stories
becoming asynchronous. Written stories freed
storytellers from physical limits, but also put
stories “on the record”, making them less
alterable. Today, even everyday interactions
on mobile phones were “on the record”.
Technology had also made stories more
subjective. For example, film made stories
more complex and subjective by inventing the
reaction shot, where audiences experienced
stories literally through the eyes of
characters. Today, Netflix gave audiences
access to global stories such as Korean
dramas; however, some had accused it of

lowering artistic standards—as film school
graduates might lament, “Netflix’s greatest
competitor is sleep”.
Collaborative storytelling was becoming more
commonplace again. Despite the controlled
environment of copyrighted storytelling,
people demanded participation. Even given
the relatively recent and Western conception
that stories were “owned” by someone, there
was an increasing sense that “everyone is an
author” and that more diverse voices should
be heard. However, singular ownership of
stories was also breaking down. Fanfiction
was an example of this tendency that
corporates had hesitated to control. Massively
Multiplayer Online Roleplaying Games in
which the author was the totality of players
who built a story together were another
example. Some platforms like Tumblr
facilitated collaborative and participatory
storytelling. Even in capitalistic Hollywood,
there was a shift towards writer teams
making multi-season TV shows and cinematic
universes. A participant suggested that in a
future where automation had dramatically
increased leisure time, people could instead
find meaning in participatory storytelling.
Human beings and machines could collaborate
on stories in the future. Artificial Intelligence
(AI) could enhance the human ability to tell
stories and work with humans to create new
stories. AR and VR technology could help
stories that previously only existed online
“intrude” into the real world. In a potential
future, novels and TV shows could become
more like games with customisable
narratives. A participant cited the example of
East Asian web serials, where serialised web
comics were posted on social media platforms
one episode at a time. Fans would leave
comments suggesting how the narrative
should progress, and inputs would be
incorporated into future episodes. AI could
help such content creators synthesise a large
number of comments quickly.
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Reconciling foundational and multiple
narratives
Several participants wondered if it was
possible to strengthen foundational
narratives (shared values, national identity) in
a hyper-individualistic and fragmented world.
A participant said that the world was moving
away from Plato’s idea of one essential story
towards Wittgenstein’s idea that there were
many kinds of stories with “family
resemblances”. The participant wondered if
Singapore could move towards that for its
national story, aspiring towards “coherent
heterogeneity”, where multiple stories still
made a coherent whole—or perhaps, “resilient
heterogeneity” would be a better goal, where
contradictory stories could co-exist without
affecting the resilience of the whole.
A participant suggested that diversity and
disagreement could be a source of strength
instead of weakness. The participant felt that
a more hopeful future was one where there
was tolerance for disagreement and no need
to impose a singular story to “win”, and where
individuals were empowered to create their
own stories.
A participant thought that the group might be
assuming the existence of irreconcilable
differences in society because they were
looking for difference rather than focussing
on commonalities. For example, a study of
childhood aspirations of Chinese, American
and British children focussed on the
differences between their top choice of future
occupation (astronaut in China versus vlogger
in the US and the UK). However, what was
less-emphasised was the fact that the second
choice for all three countries was the same
(teacher). Another participant agreed that
there was evidence for both difference and
similarity, and what we looked for first, we
would find.

A participant warned that we should not be
too dependent on technology to reconcile
multiple stories and values. While
technological solutions might seem more
predictable and easier, shifting perceptions
was more important. To that end, another
participant said that despite the increasing
ease of individual self-expression, there
remained inequalities and different levels of
access and participation when it came to
addressing issues of the day. Those who
perceived themselves to have limited access
might act out in anger.

“Stories and myths cannot do
all the work; policy and
actions have to match them.”
A participant shared the “cautionary tale” of
the 2015/16 EU refugee crisis, where the EU’s
foundational narrative of openness to all was
challenged by the real-world effects of mass
migration. The political elite felt like heroes,
while ground values shifted from an emphasis
on openness to an emphasis on control and
security. However, the elite operated in a
climate of “speechlessness” and political
correctness around the issue. They did not
discuss the aversion on the ground to
overwhelmingly young, male and Muslim
refugees. As a result, conspiracy theorists and
far-right politicians seized and dominated the
narrative. The participant suggested that the
political leaders should have engaged even if
it hurt, acknowledged grievances even if no
solutions were in sight, and developed the
vocabulary to speak about sensitive issues.
Another participant pointed out that that
policy needed to align with the foundational
narrative; the crisis happened because of a
mismatch between the two.
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THREE "BREADCRUMBS" TO
NAVIGATE SOCEITY 4.0

A participant used the term “breadcrumbs”
to refer to trivial moments memorialised
on social media by individuals. For the
participant, these constant curatorial
impulses were a product of a deep fear of
ever-increasing acceleration threatening to
rob people of a sense of self. Thus, this
“slightly demented narcissism” was in fact
a way for individuals to guide themselves
back to a stable sense of self.
“Breadcrumbs” could help individuals
navigate a disorienting future society.
In a similar way, three categories of
“breadcrumbs” emerged in discussions as
navigational aids to the dilemmas raised
during the conference.

“Our constant curation of the
present into mini-memorials
is us leaving a trail of
breadcrumbs to help us find
a way home.”

High-touch
Geography, human interaction, and
“heartware” would matter more than ever
in an increasingly dislocated, digital and
capitalistic world. The world was not flat,
but rather “spiky”; being in the right place
at the right time was more important than
it had ever been. Even though “nonplaces” like airports might seem
dislocated, they had meaning-making and
institution-generating potential.¹²
However, the development of such
institutions was a bottom-up process.
Several participants spoke about the
increasing importance of human
interaction; one predicted the rise of
“tangibility cults”, and another participant
observed that table-top games had their
best year in 2018. “Heartware”, or human
values and emotion, would be important
in a future where human value would be
measured by what was not automatable
via AI. Perhaps we should prioritise health
over wealth and sustainability over
growth, even as the free market penalised
such priorities.
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Synchronicity and deceleration

Participation

In a frictionless world, more would choose
synchronous media and/or rituals to seek
group belonging, and deceleration to
encourage long-term thinking and wellbeing.
There were existing social movements such as
slow tourism, slow food and meditation
retreats that encouraged people to engage in
synchronous activities and decelerate from
their usual pace of life. Many people
participated in these counter-trends to stop
or change time. A participant predicted a
further development of such movements into
“monastic communities”, where people
deliberately chose to operate on an
alternative time frame for spiritual or
ideological reasons. For example, the slow
food movement was not merely about slowing
down to appreciate the taste of food, but was
about a deeper commitment to the cycle of
natural time which affected what kinds of
produce were available in season. These
communities might be under the radar or
even offline, and policy could support these
communities and their activities.

Participatory governance, such as citizen
engagement and participatory foresight,
might help multiple narratives exist in a state
of “resilient heterogeneity” where
disagreement was strength and no one story
needed to “win”. Several participants
emphasised the importance of collective
agency, and suggested that even disruptive
movements could be seen as a form of
participation. Gaming was raised as a
platform for meaningful participation, as
games had a tight feedback loop and could
facilitate mass synchronous participation; the
dopamine rush of gaming could help align
people to positive outcomes and aid in
crowdsourced problem-solving. If AR could be
implemented on a city-wide scale, Live-Action
Role Playing games could also be another
such platform. A participant predicted that
“games would master social before social
media masters gaming”. However,
technological solutions alone would not
suffice—“emotional courage” was needed in
any collective conversation about sensitive or
difficult issues. Some wondered: might
increasing participation make governments
more populist and unable to make unpopular
but correct decisions?
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LOOKING AHEAD
Over the two days of Foresight Conference 2019, divergent perspectives enabled surprising
and profound insights to emerge around the possible shapes and trajectories of Society 4.0. At
the Centre for Strategic Futures, these insights have informed further projects on emerging
issues.
If future societies will be rife with difficult trade-offs and “quantum” tensions, how should
individuals and organisations adjust today? Might these challenges in fact already be
operating in current societies? We hope these insights will provoke you to re-examine the
world and its futures.
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CONCEPT NOTE
Foresight Conference 2019 was organised by the Centre for Strategic Futures (CSF) in
Singapore, and held on 25 and 26 July 2019. It centred on the topic of “The Future of Society”,
and was CSF’s fifth iteration of this event, bringing together thinkers from different
backgrounds and disciplines to explore emerging issues of global significance. In previous
conferences, CSF looked at the future of Asia, the future of growth, governance, global cities
as well as identities and aspirations. Like previous conferences, the 2019 conference explored
this topic not through the lens of a particular discipline or framework, but by drawing
perspectives, concepts and even language from experts of diverse domains, such as policymakers, philosophers, scientists, and game designers. Through these intersections, the
Conference sparked rich insights and new ways of thinking, uncovering the deeper patterns
that run through different domains, and articulated the shape of what is to come, what we
hope for and what we fear.
Society 4.0
“Society 4.0” was the short-hand phrase CSF used to refer to the society that will be and is
already being shaped by the 4th Industrial Revolution (4IR). Just as the First Industrial
Revolution mechanised production via water and steam power and consequently reshaped
economic, political and social structures, the 4IR will likely have an equal or even more
disruptive impact on what we accept as normal today.
For Foresight Conference 2019, CSF looked at four threads that will make up “Society 4.0”.
First, the individuals that make up society. How will our conception of self and of
individuality change? What aspects will remain the same? Fundamental markers of self like
gender, genes and ability (physical, mental, emotional) are already being eroded as definitive
anchors for self. At the same time, new versions of self are being created, such as carefully
curated social media profiles, increasingly complex game avatars and social credit rankings
are gaining prominence as manifestations of a self-hood. In “Society 4.0”, who will we be?
Second, the relationships that bind individuals together in a society. As individuals change,
will they interact with each other in different ways? How will they choose to form and sustain
their relationships? What would it mean to be in a thriving and healthy relationship in the
future? Relationships are increasingly mediated and affected by technology. The rise of
loneliness as a new epidemic afflicting individuals across age, marital status and class lines
points at a profound relational re-wiring of society. This is compounded by the disruption of
traditional groupings. For example, the nuclear family is being disrupted with the rise of triparent and LGBTQ units. Race and ethnicity are also less weighty than before as building
blocks for core social relationships. Even one’s affinity to nation and place of birth is losing
its ballast. Moreover, the entrance of artificial intelligence that can read our faces and
emotions better than our loved ones can is also significantly redefining what relationships are
and who they are with. In “Society 4.0”, who will we love and who will we choose to love?

PAGE 31 | SOCIETY 4.0

CONCEPT NOTE
Third, the very medium through which individuals interact with each other—time. How will
we conceive of our time on earth (or even beyond it)? How will we measure out our lives as
individuals? If we start to live beyond 100 years of age and defy (or significantly postpone)
death, how will individuals choose to live differently? As modern markers of time and lifestage such as study, career, and retirement break down and bleed into each other, how will
we make sense of our existence? Moreover, if we can live multiple lives online, in virtual
reality, at different speeds, with different trajectories and life goals, what will mark our
days, decades and destinies? In “Society 4.0”, how will we master time itself?
Fourth, value. For many, the meaning of existence relates to what individuals live for and by
extension what they choose to value. The future of society may therefore rest on the
question of value. Traditional notions of value are already being challenged and current
measurements (such as productivity, GDP) are increasingly found to be inadequate.
Inventions like bitcoin, crypto-currencies and the pervasive attention economy already speak
of new sources of value creation that are re-defining our fundamental value systems. With
new ways to experience life and “time”, what might we find important, beyond economic
gains and traditional relationships? In many ways, this fourth thread will shape and be
shaped by the first three. In “Society 4.0”, what will we value and how will that change us?
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