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In his novel, Your Face Tomorrow, Marı́as (2005: 142) writes
about the power the future exercises over the present:

[. . .] perhaps the future has more influence and imposes
more obligations on us than the past, the unknown more
than the already known, the as-yet-untried more than the
tried and rejected, the still-to-come more than what has
already happened, the possible more than what has al-
ready been.

Indeed, the future puts more constraints on us than the
present or the past, despite its strange ontological status–—
which is fundamentally an absence, a not-yet. Every society
develops its own discursive structures, its own practices and
rituals, as well as its own technologies to cope with the
obligations of the yet-to-come. It might deflect the unknown,
try to tame the uncertain, or imagine the future as a con-
tinuation of the past.

Modern organizations, and perhaps society in general,
deploy a peculiar technology to discipline the future: that
disciplining device is strategy. Its proliferation reaches into
nearly all strata of society, from firms, not-for-profit orga-
nization and public bodies to political parties, cities, states,
networks and those who oppose them–—they all strategize to
mitigate the influence of the future on their present, and
perhaps on their past. As a disciplinary body of knowledge,
strategy is codified in textbooks and handbooks, its intrica-
cies are debated in scientific journals. Moreover, it is insti-
tutionalized in universities, consulting firms, organizational
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departments, government units, think tanks and a myriad of
other entities, all of which subscribe their efforts to strate-
gize the future. This begs the question of what makes
strategy such a pervasive technology–—and what are the
(un)intended consequences of its attempts to discipline
the future?

Strategy occupies an impossible place in modern Western
society: it emerges at the interstice between epistemology
and politics. Strategy addresses the fundamental paradox of
modernity that resides in the tension between politics and
science (see Serres and Latour, 1990). Modernity echoes the
resounding clash of these two regimes of legitimation of
political action. Should we listen to the climate change
experts’ discussion of facts and figures and leave the decision
about what to do up to them? Or should the articulation of
political will through elections and other forms of participa-
tive democracy determine the course of action?

Strategy reties that Gordian knot of power and truth. On
the one hand, strategy appears to be a scientific endeavor
that provides theories, propositions, models and frameworks
to master the future. The strategist is a technocrat who
claims jurisdiction over the future. Her expertise is a purely
formal matter. By applying a rigid process structured through
narratives, matrices, models and other socio-technological
ordering devices she promises to discipline the future. Her
habitus is professional, her discourse analytical. On the other
hand, strategy is an engine of change, a mechanism to
transform the present and mold it in the image of a desired
future to come. Strategy would be doomed to share the
limited appeal of other technical management disciplines
(such as accounting or human resources management) if it did
not harbor a deeply theological spirit; it is about visions of
what tomorrow could be, about the big picture that renders
the future intelligible and hence consumable. Indeed, big
d.
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picture strategy is one of the few genres that offers grand
narratives that have weathered the erosive forces of late
modernity. As representation, the big picture is an aesthetic
phenomenon that is more effective if strategists can con-
vince their audience with an impressive performance (Goff-
man, 1959). Strategy has developed a wide repertoire of
rituals and routines, including research methods, workshop
methodologies, consultation techniques, presentation for-
mats, demonstration techniques (think PowerPoint) and
reports as well as evaluation methods and ongoing controlling
techniques that allow strategists to perform their roles con-
vincingly. In so doing, strategy provides the script and the
props for a convincing performance of the future in the here-
and-now. In this sense strategy is deeply political. Its agenda
is change, its process acts as catalyst, and its tools are
performative.

Strategy’s attraction results from the amalgamation of
both functions in one and the same process. The strategist
speaks with the authority of science while simultaneously
mobilizing people, galvanizing their support for a trans-
formed reality. Strategy is a body of knowledge concerned
with the production of truth, while at the same time being a
political mechanism to change the state of affairs. In short,
strategy short-circuits politics and science. Put in a formula:
Strategy = Theology + Theory.

Take the example of the city of Sydney’s urban strategy-
making process (see Kornberger & Clegg, 2011, for a detailed
account). The city administration listened with one ear to the
wisdom of experts and with the other to the voices and votes
of its city’s inhabitants. Claims of scientific truth and demo-
cratically legitimated articulation of political will provided
two, more often than not, incompatible rationales for deci-
sion making and action. For instance, it was a contested issue
whether or not the city administration should favor a higher
population density in new developments to decrease their
environmental impact or listen to the community, who pre-
ferred low density. Sydney’s strategy process acted as a
device to navigate around these irresolvable, political issues.
On the one hand, the city administration engaged in a
strategy making process that was depicted as theoretically
informed, internationally benchmarked, consultant-driven
and, hence, a legitimate tool for managing the challenges
ahead. Process charts, workshop designs, feedback loops,
work in progress reports, milestones, key performance indi-
cators, plans and other organizing devices bestowed a thor-
oughness and rigor on the debate about the future. Strategy
framed the process as a transparent, technocratic mechan-
ism that would produce the right answers to the challenges
ahead. In this sense, strategy depoliticized the contentious
debates about the city’s future.

On the other hand, the strategy did not merely provide the
formal steps toward the future, but helped to produce that
very future. The strategy making process invited the inha-
bitants and key stakeholders to do big picture thinking.
Sydney in 2030 was used as a canvas to sketch out how the
city should look in the future, resulting in a somewhat
abstract vision of the city as green, global and connected.
This vision, anchored safely in a distant future detached from
the daily lives of the citizens (and the election cycle of the
ruling politicians), provided a shared spiritual foundation,
even for groups with opposing interests. The big picture,
mobilized in the here-and-now to change the current state of
affairs, supposedly represented the people’s vision truthfully
because its assemblage followed a clear-cut process. Simul-
taneously, the big picture was utilized in the present to
justify decisions and legitimize actions. For example, to be
a green city by 2030, parking spaces need to be sacrificed for
bike paths now. What was meant to represent the future bent
back to alter the present, evoking the described future. The
strategy arranged the voices of the experts and the public so
that the former would contribute authority and the latter
legitimacy to the process. Strategy acted as a hinge between
the public and the expert. Strategy’s power lies in the fact
that it operates scientifically while concurrently seducing
politically through its projections. If strategy were nothing
but a technique, it would not generate interest beyond a
small group of experts; if it were simply a spirited conversa-
tion about the future, without a visible transmission belt into
the present, it would be regarded as mere talk. The power of
strategy rests in its ability to combine the production of truth
and the exercise of power. In this sense, strategy shares the
paradoxical epistemological status of other management
tools; they are meant to monitor and control, yet they are
always also simultaneously vehicles of change. This episte-
mological ambiguity may well be the engine behind the
spread of management devices, including strategy, into every
fiber of society.

As a theoretical and theological project, strategy aims at
transforming reality. Its transformative powers derive from
the way it structures conversations and calculations about
the future. Strategy represents certain conditions that allow
the articulation and the discussion of the future in the
present. In other words, the effects of strategy have to be
analyzed from the vantage point of a socio-political a priori:
How does strategy structure debates about the future? What
kinds of things does it make visible? And, which ones drop out
of the big picture? In other words, strategy is the pattern on
the canvas that eventually disappears and yet shapes the
colorful images of the big picture. How can this pattern be
studied? There are spatial, temporal and aesthetic properties
of strategy that can be discerned and that account for its
power.

First, strategy extends and multiplies space. This means it
transcends the geographical space of the here and now and
constitutes a series of other spaces. It offers a language to
think space in non-territorial ways. Strategy is concerned
with the semiotic space of images and brands; it deals with
the social space of communities; it manages the economic
space of markets and networks; it focuses on the political
space of culture and identity; it navigates the space of
government and it populates the space of rankings and other
hierarchizing evaluation technologies. Strategy renders
these spaces visible, opening them up to potential interven-
tions. In so doing, it not only extends but also multiplies the
spheres of influence of those in power.

In the case of Sydney, strategy engendered the extension
of space in a particularly powerful way. Following more
traditional urban planning methodologies, the boundaries
of the city administration’s territory worked to mark the
limitations of its political space. Sydney’s strategy denoted a
radical departure from the traditional territorial definition of
its boundaries. Throughout the strategy process, the city
administration argued for the need to respond to a new
set of issues, including global warming, rising oil prices,
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global competition between cities and so on. In defining this
new set of challenges, the city suggested a strategic
approach to problem solving which would ignore established
boundaries of power, especially spatial boundaries. The city
would no longer understand itself as territorial entity. View-
ing global competition between cities as a challenge, the city
administration conceived of Sydney as space of economic
value creation nested in a global space of brand images. In so
doing, the problems that framed the strategy’s agenda did
not follow from the politics of the geography of the city nor
from the experience of its inhabitants. Rather, the debate
about the future was structured through a concern about the
economy. Other issues such as social inclusion, cultural
development or sustainability had to be articulated in an
economic language to be heard. The economic problem-
space deliberately ignored territorial boundaries. This shift
had consequences. In the name of global competition raging
in the imaginary space of city brands, interventions in the
urban fabric could be legitimized that would have been hard
to justify if it were not for the strategic extension of the
spaces that constitute the city. For example, referring to
competition made visible in rankings and league tables
allowed the city administration to choose where and with
whom to compete. Should it focus on the Asia-Pacific region
and claim to be a regional headquarter for the finance
industry? Or should it aim to establish itself as a global
lifestyle capital? In any case, strategy multiplied the politi-
cally legitimate room the city administration had to man-
euver. By extending its boundaries beyond what was
democratically legitimized, the city administration also
extended its sphere of influence beyond the city, its territory
and its people.

Second, strategy transforms time. Fundamentally, strat-
egy’s power resides in its ability to enact the future in the
present. The big picture that illustrates the future provides
the rationale for actions in the present. Strategy brings the
future into the present; it is the modus in which the future is
consumed in the present. Its operation reverses the arrow of
time. In other words, it is no longer the past and its glacially
evolving traditions, identities and beliefs that bear on the
present. Through strategy, the yet-to-come casts its shadow
backwards on the present. Strategy mobilizes the future and
turns it into a source of power, i.e. a resource for the creation
of obligations and constraints in the here-and-now. The
future becomes the precondition for the possibility to act
in the present. It enables the strategist to act in the name of a
future that will be brought about by an action in the present
that is legitimized, paradoxically, through its precondition.
There are two modes at opposite ends of the spectrum that
illustrate strategy’s enactment of the future. On the one
hand, in a self-fulfilling prophecy, the future molds the
present through the formative powers of a projection. Exor-
cism, on the other hand, is a less positive intervention into
the present state of affairs, legitimizing action in the present
in order to avoid future ills. Self-fulfilling prophecy and
exorcism mark the positive and negative extremes of the
future consumed as an image that folds back onto the pre-
sent. Therein lies the temporal power of strategy; by envi-
sioning a future that shapes the present, strategy creates the
conditions for its own verification.

The case of Sydney’s strategy illustrates its self-fulfilling
power effects. The city administration’s strategy talked
about both the desired future and the process leading toward
it. It envisioned a promised land in which the conflicts of the
here-and-now are resolved in the vision (the big picture) of a
sustainable, green and prosperous future for all. In so doing,
strategy was a mechanism that enacts the future in the
present. Through drawings, images, stories and numbers,
the future was made visible as a result of the strategy
process. The future enacted in the present was performative,
because the big picture created the reason for action in the
present. Through strategy, the future shaped the present and
was mobilized to influence the present. In this sense, the
strategy projected a future that, following the strange path-
way of reversed causality, molded the present. Strategy did
not so much describe the future as cause this future to come
into existence through its processes.

Finally, strategy exists as a series of representations in
which there are models of forces that shape the course of
events, matrices that provide an order of things and diagrams
that divide the world into causes and effects, all of which are
fundamentally aesthetic phenomena. Likewise, strategy cir-
culates and is consumed as a vision, image, map and big
picture. As all aesthetic phenomena, strategy does not con-
vince through logical reasoning; rather, it seduces by balan-
cing on the fine line between promise and persuasion. As an
aesthetic phenomenon, strategy exercises power effects.
First, every image needs framing. In this sense strategy is
an editing operation that includes and excludes certain
elements. It is a political decision to make a fact, a person,
an object, a concern, visible by including it within a frame or
to render them invisible and silent, outside the frame. In the
case of the Sydney strategy, for instance, the politics of
inclusion and exclusion were at work when it came to ques-
tions such as which communities in the city should be con-
sulted? Should the Chinese be considered a community? Why
not the immigrants from Korea? The strategy process allowed
these decisions to be made–—something which is at odds with
the democratic idea of one voice, one vote. Second, strategy
results in a big picture. The big picture is a panorama
projected onto a screen and made consumable for the masses
(Latour, 2005). The ‘‘pan’’ does not mean that the picture
shows everything; rather, it refers to the fact that the picture
covers the entire space in which it is exhibited and wraps the
audience completely in its subject matter. The big picture
captures our view, not the world–—arguably an important
difference. While we are fully immersed in the image that
leaves no space for alternative projections, what stares at us
is only a small glimpse of the many possible futures. In this
sense, the big picture represents one perspective as an
absolute and all-encompassing point of view. It is the only
opportunity to understand the whole as a whole. The big
picture shows but one master narrative that mistakes itself
for the whole. It diverts attention from the manufacturing
and the framing of the image. The big picture forces the
viewer to step back and look at the big picture from afar. It
introduces a distance between what the viewers see and
what they can do. It breeds passivity. Third, there is a related
danger in the aestheticization of politics that is inherently
embedded in the work of strategy. Benjamin (2007) con-
cluded that the aestheticization of politics inevitably leads
to fascism, because it creates emotionality while anesthetiz-
ing the reasoning mind. Benjamin’s well-known thesis is
based on the assumption that non-fascist politics does not
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rely on aesthetics–—an assumption rebuked by Rancière
(2004). He argues that all politics play themselves out in
the relationship between stage and audience. As such, pol-
itics are always aesthetics. They rely on the sensible, on a
shared perception of what is sensible. Politics mean giving an
account on behalf of those who cannot express themselves;
they mean giving speech to those who cannot speak (Ran-
cière, 1999). Politics are the art of making things visible and
of making them count while making other things disappear.
Strategy increases the aesthetic repertoire of politics by
rendering (some of) the problems of the present and (some
of) the solutions of the future visible.

Bourdieu (1979/2007: 418) once remarked that the most
important political problem is to get people to answer ques-
tions they would not pose themselves. Traditionally, this has
been the biggest challenge for democracy. Sydney’s strategy
process provided a new way of producing such questions and
answers. It staged public gatherings, stakeholder meetings,
focus groups, exhibitions, briefings and a whole array of other
events to make people respond to questions they would not
have otherwise asked. Questions such as, ‘‘What do you want
your city to look in 20 years’ time?’’ forced people to think in
abstract terms. In this process, the opinion of the individual
was translated into an aggregate opinion that had no relation
to the answers given to questions that individuals might not
have posed in that way. Through this mechanism, strategy
elicited answers from the public that see it responding to a
future hardly imaginable. And then these imaginings were
edited and projected in a big picture that confronted the
individual with a precision and direction that was in sharp
contrast to their vague ideas and shifting opinions. In this
sense, strategy de-politicized the present in the name of a
future in which the arena for negotiation of conflicting
interests was minimized. The practice of strategizing, from
the staged public events to the exhibitions, from the poetry
of the illustrations of the vision of a green, global and
connected Sydney to the prose of bold numbers summarizing
actions to be taken, cumulated in the big picture that
represented an aesthetic, easy to consume future born out
of a depoliticized present.

As Rose said pointedly, to govern means to be condemned
to find an authority for one’s authority. In our society, the
expert traditionally fulfills this function. Experts offer knowl-
edge that promises to reign in those problems that, ironically,
have derived so often from expert knowledge in the first
place. As Rose and Miller explain, ‘‘experts hold out the hope
that problems of regulation can remove themselves from the
disputed terrain of politics and relocate onto the tranquil yet
seductive territory of truth’’ (1992: 188). The strategists’
power derives from their epistemological position in society:
with one foot on the ground, and one in the library, they
reassure both those who know and those who have to act,
that there is a vague, yet for the strategist, decipherable
relation between the problems of society and the solutions of
science. Strategy’s theological elements legitimize, while its
theoretical ambition provides the scaffolding for the desired
future to be built. The constitution of multiple spaces, the
representation of futures and the production of truth occur as
part of the same process. Facts and values are woven
together in a grand narrative that assures that the future
has a future. Hence, strategy is inextricably linked with the
exercise of power. As a big picture, strategy frames reality
and includes certain issues while relegating others to the
sphere of non-decision making. Strategy represents the big
picture and uses it as a legitimate reason for action in the
present. Put simply, strategy is a camera and an engine; it
presents a big picture that promises to analyze and to change
reality simultaneously.1

Yet, strategy’s big picture resembles a panoramic image,
which is more concerned with what those in power deem
doable rather than what could be imagined. The big picture
completely occupies our senses, bestowing a misplaced sense
of certainty upon us that may decrease our ability to deal
with the unknown. This is the dangerous illusion from where
strategy and its opportunity costs have to be calculated: Who
screens the big picture? Who are the heroes, who the villains?
Who wrote the script? Who provided the props? What special
effects are used? What has been edited out? Who is con-
demned to watch and what is the price of admission to the
show?
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