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According to our experience, cultivating extreme collaboration means mastering four strategies, 
and we dedicated a notebook for each one of those.

In our first notebook, we offered an overview of these strategies, asking ourselves about the scale in which they can be implemented, and 

thereby substantiating our choice of using the cities as our workspaces.

In this notebook (second notebook) we invite you to go over the first of these strategies: cultivating an epic common purpose. 

In our third notebook we will address the strategy we call intertwining stakeholders, that is, addressing the challenge of working with other 

people, even those we have consistently seen as antagonistic to us or to each other.

In our fourth notebook we will offer you an overview of the strategy of engaging the private sector as an additional drive of change, starting 

from the premise that the private sector has practices, energy, and resources that are different and complementary to those of public institutions; 

offering opportunities for change that could not be exploited otherwise.

In our fifth notebook we will analyze the strategy of promoting citizen leadership, namely, how to bring in citizens to lead the required 

transformations.

PRESENTATION OF THE SECOND NOTEBOOK

This document is the second one in a series of five. If you are 

reading these lines, we assume that you already know what the 

series is about, and perhaps you have read the first notebook. In 

that case, you can move on to the next section, without too much 

guilt or curiosity.

The series Extreme Collaboration Notebooks, as we mentioned in 

the previous book, is based on our notes about an exploration that 

humanity is experiencing, and in which we´ve had the privilege of 

being active participants. This exploration is the result of the tension 

between the enormous challenges we face as a species and the 

growing capabilities we have thanks to information and commu-

nication technologies, as well as the practices these technologies 

make possible. We are part of a generation that lives the strange 

paradox of, on the one hand, being under the threat of climate 

change and its consequences, as well as other equally severe and 

dangerous harms resulting from our ever increasing number and 

our impact on the environment and; on the other hand, being the 

first generation to have the extraordinary possibility of collaborating 

massively on a scale on which no one ever considered possible.

It is this extraordinary capacity, which we 
call "extreme collaboration", that we seek 
to unveil in these notes. We do it from our 
own experience and that of the work of 
other teams that inspire us on a daily basis.

As we explained in the first notebook, extreme collaboration is 

a complex social, political, and cultural phenomenon, which can 

be observed in a number of recent initiatives around the world. 

At the same time, it is a possibility for those who are committed 

to transforming their societies and environments, to ensure that 

future generations will have a chance to live in dignity and peace. 

These notebooks capture our leanings on how to cultivate extreme 

collaboration and turn it into a tool for global change.

To do so, we have started from certain premises. The first is that 

humanity's challenges are well represented in the Sustainable De-

velopment Goals (SDGs) promoted by the UN. We know perfectly 

well that the way they are articulated or that the indicators that 

shape them are disputed in some circles, often for reasons that we 

understand and in some cases even agree. But we believe that, so 

far, they are the best and most complete overview of the changes 

that humanity needs to implement in order to look after those who 

live here today and those who will live here in the future.

Our second premise is that the actual global governance, that is, the 

network of public institutions led by governments and multilateral 

organizations that we have, is not capable on it’s own, to deal with 

the complexity of the challenges and the speed that the transfor-

mation requires, alone. In our first notebook, we discussed this 

premise in greater depth, but suffice it to point out that according 

to UN reports, even before the COVID-19 pandemic, none of the 

SDGs was on track to be met by 2030.

Our work in Cities CAN B is an attempt to contribute to the changes 

that humanity needs through the transformation of cities. We have 

chosen the city as a lever for change for reasons we explained in the 

first notebook, and although we understand that it is not the only 

one, we are convinced that it is “the territory” of change capable 

of making a substantial difference. As our third premise, then, we 

subscribe to the thesis that it is in cities where the battle for the 

sustainability of the planet will be won or lost.

PRESENTATION OF THE SECOND NOTEBOOK
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1 By distinctions we mean: terms that allow us to differentiate things (phenomena, acts, rites) that we cannot tell apart otherwise. It is not about "definitions", since we do 
not seek to define them, but rather to recognize "the thing" when we see it. For example, we use the distinction "chair" to refer to objects that we generally recognize as 
such, but that are different from each other. Defining a chair is very difficult, but we recognize them because we have a distinction for it.

In chapter 1, we will learn that making up stories often "happens to us" 

involuntarily. We will investigate how that happens and connect it with the 

challenge of mobilizing people in the pursuit of the SDGs. To do this, we will 

try to examine this phenomenon we call "storytelling".

In chapter 2, we will look over the role the past plays in the stories that 

captivate and mobilize us.

In chapter 3, we will investigate how the present is articulated in the stories 

we tell about what we do and why we do it.

Finally, in chapter 4, we will take a look at the future, that is, the 

way we configure possible futures in our stories.

In chapter 5, we will use the distinctions1 analyzed to 

show how to design the stories needed to mobilize 

the SDGs in a territory or a city.

At the end of the notebook, you will find a set of methodological tools that 

we propose for these matters.

Of course, we will go on this journey seeking at all times a connection with 

our challenge to promote and accelerate the achievement of the SDGs. We 

will see how learning to design and tell powerful stories plays a key role in 

social, cultural, and political movements.

But this notebook also seeks to be a story in itself. And no storyteller worth 

their salt wants to spoil their own tale by revealing its end, so 

let's start at the beginning, shall we?

So hold on to your seats and let's get started.

PRESENTATION OF THE SECOND NOTEBOOK

While we were in the process of writing this notebook, Sir Ken Robinson 

passed away. He left behind a long trace of gratitude for those who shared 

the results of his work and benefited from the transformations he promoted 

in the world of education. 

With the stories in his book The element, 
he showed, in a deep and simple way, how 
the stories we tell ourselves determine our 
future.

THE FUTURE DOESN'T EXIST

For centuries, it has been poetically said that human beings are animals 

that tell stories. We believe that behind this apparently obvious phrase 

lies the essence of who we really are. Because in order to tell stories we 

must first be animals that create stories. Animals that create stories, but 

strangely don't always create them to tell them. 

In this notebook we will delve into the phe-
nomenon that hides behind our quality as 
inventors and storytellers. 

PRESENTATION OF THE SECOND NOTEBOOK
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INTRODUCTION

Furthermore, all of us have grown up with some judgment. "I'm 

bad at math", "I was the naughty boy in class", "I've never been 

good at reading". Where do those judgments come from? How do 

we get them? 

But most importantly, the key: how do they determine our future?

There is that famous tale of a shoe factory that sent two commercial 

agents to Africa. One of them sends a telegram that says: “Hope-

less situation. Period. Nobody wears shoes. Period". The other one 

sends his own telegram: "Wonderful business opportunity. Period. 

Nobody has shoes. Period".

What these stories reveal is that events do not constitute the future. 

It's not that they don't mean anything, obviously, but the determi-

ning factor is the stories we create about the future. 

The psycho- logist Robert Rosenthal and Lenore Jacobson, 

who ran a school in San Francisco, California, conducted 

an experi- ment that was widely publicized. The study 

was called "Pygmalion in the Classrooms". In simple terms, they 

took a sample of 320 children and gave them an IQ test. Then they 

changed the data of 65 of them – children whose tests had gotten 

results statistically equal to the others – and gave the information to 

the teachers who taught them, saying that those were 65 children 

with extraordinary intelligence. After a year, the children's results 

"proved" that they were smarter than the others. These results were 

even confirmed by another IQ test. They had learned more and 

gotten smarter than their peers. How did that happen? 

Rosenthal found that the expectation about students changed 

the behavior of teachers in an involuntary and imperceptible way 

for the teachers themselves: they treated them better, they gave 

them more content, they asked them more questions, and they 

praised them more.

 

In other words, the story that says "this child 
is smarter" shapes a future for the teacher 
and for their student that is consistent with 
that story. Can you imagine what happens 
when the story in the teacher's head is "this 
child is stupid"?

And the facts? If they don't appear, we make them up, we imagine 

them, or we ignore them. We are somehow predisposed to certain 

stories, and we are often willing to make up what we do not know. 

This same mechanism operates in each person with respect to 

themselves. That girl, who thinks she is very good at languages, 

behaves as such and ends up "proving" her skills, learning languages 

faster and better than other children. That boy who has "learned" 

that he is "bad at math" will have a hard time studying disciplines 

that involve math. That is a fundamental part of the story that Ken 

Robinson tells us about Gillian Lynne, isn't it? 

Several delightful stories can be found in The Element. One of 

them also figures in Sir Ken Robinson's first TED Talk. It's the story 

of Gillian Lynn.

If you don't know her, you need to know that she was born in 

England in 1926, and that when she was about eight years old, 

she was not doing well in school. Not well at all. Her grades 

were a disaster and her mother got constant complaints. 

The teachers said that she couldn't focus or pay attention. 

She fidgeted, disturbed her friends, and looked through the 

window. It was impossible to deal with her in the classroom. 

We've all known someone like that, haven't we? Maybe yourself...

And eventually the school began to pressure Gillian's parents to 

put her in a center for children with special needs. So, her mom 

took her to a psychologist. Apparently, that was, at first, a tense 

conversation for the girl. According to Robinson's description, 

Gillian remembered trying very hard to stay still and make 

a good impression. After asking her mother 

some questions for a while, the psychologist 

asked Gillian to wait in that room while he and 

her mother went out to talk in private. Then he 

turned on the radio and they went out.

Once she was alone, Gillian began to move to the music, 

throughout the room. The psychologist had brought his 

mother to a window to observe the scene discreetly, and for a 

while they gazed at how gracefully the girl moved, and how much 

pleasure she seemed to find in it.

"Mrs. Lynne, Gillian isn't sick. She's a dancer. Take her to a dance 

school” – said the psychologist finally.

Her mother heeded the advice, and Robinson describes to us the 

way she tells it: “I can't tell you how wonderful it was (…). We walked 

in this room, and it was full of people like me. People who couldn't 

sit still, people who had to move to think".

MADE OF STORIES...?

INTRODUCTION

Gillian began attending a weekly 

dance class, for which she practiced 

daily. She then made a brilliant career 

as a dancer, followed by another brilliant 

career as a choreographer. She reached the top, 

becoming a world star. She was also an actress, a 

theater director, and a television director. In short, 

she had what we understand by a successful career.

But what if Gillian didn't go to that psychologist? In those 

days other therapists may have sent her to a school for 

children with special needs, as the school suggested. Or 

they could have medicated her to "calm her down". Today 

she might have been diagnosed with ADHD (attention deficit 

hyperactivity disorder) and possibly they would also have 

medicated her. Who would she have become then? We 

don't know. Someone different, without a doubt. Perhaps 

a person with a "normal" life, 

dealing with an anxiety whose 

origin would have been difficult to 

track down. But if anything, probably 

not a dance star.

Ken Robinson begins the story by saying that, at 

age eight, Gillian's future was "already in jeopardy". 

It's an interesting way to put it, because that future is 

for us, now, a past that we can assess. If we stopped in 

1934, faced with the future prospects of a daughter like 

Gillian, what would we think? What would she think? 

We all know cases of girls and boys who got used to 

being evaluated as "unfit" for the school system. Chil-

dren who grew up thinking that they had "something 

wrong", because they did not fit in a particular way of 

being, which involves a performance anchored in certain 

specific capacities. 
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In 1981, the Nobel Prize in Medicine went to Roger Wolcott Sperry. 

He earned this recognition for his findings on the corpus callosum, 

which is that part of the brain that connects the two hemispheres.  

In the human body, the hemispheres share the control of the di-

fferent motor and sensory functions, but in a cross-lateral fashion, 

that is, the left hemisphere controls the right side of the body and 

vice versa. Sperry focused his research on elucidating how each 

hemisphere works, and for this end he carried out experiments 

with animals and studied people who had undergone an epilepsy 

treatment that consisted of cutting the corpus callosum, separating 

the two cerebral hemispheres. This is how he determined that the 

left and right hemispheres store complex information separately 

and process it differently. 

One consequence of his findings is the widely held notion that 

the left hemisphere controls the functions of language, reaso-

ning, writing, reading, and arithmetic. It is the hemisphere that 

analyzes, theorizes, counts, measures time, plans, and verbalizes. 

The right hemisphere, in turn, makes and remembers images. It 

specializes in sensations, feelings, visual, or auditory 

abilities. It is related to touch and movement.

One of Sperry's experiments was to show 

certain images to people, whose cor-

pus callosum had been cut, covering 

one of their eyes. What happened was 

that when these individuals observed the 

image with their right eye, they were able 

to verbalize what they were seeing, but they 

did not necessarily recognize the correspon-

ding sensations or emotions. In turn, when 

they observed with the left eye, they could not 

tell what they were looking at. But they showed 

emotions and physical sensations. This happe-

ned, for example, with subjects observing, say, 

an erotic image, with the left eye only. When they 

WE MAKE THEM UP

blushed and were asked why it had happened, it was impossible 

for them to tell what they were seeing (the language hemisphere 

had no access to the image). What do you think they did? 

They made it up: "I blushed because it is hot in here", or anything 

of the sort.

We invent stories that allow us to get out of trouble. Our mind is a 

machine for making up stories. Since we are linguistic beings, we 

go through life thinking and talking, that is, building stories that 

help us to give some coherence to what we are experiencing and, 

more importantly, that allows us to find a "safe" way to continue. 

Let's think about stories that we often see. The mourners looking 

at the deceased, who comment "now they are in a better place". 

Can we really tell that? No, we can't. This is a story that soothes us 

in a moment of pain.

If we have a flat tire in the middle of the road. We feel the vibration 

on the steering wheel. What do we think at first? "It must be the wind 

pushing me to the right". "There might be potholes 

on the road". And so on for a few seconds, while 

we remain in denial so we don't have to face 

the fact that we will have to change the tire 

in bright sunlight, get late, and have a 

nasty time doing it. Well, unless we enjoy 

changing tires. But so far, we haven't come 

across anyone saying "what a wonderful 

opportunity to debut my jack!".

INTRODUCTION

Exactly the same thing happens with adults.

In other words, the stories that we tell ourselves about ourselves, 

our projects, and our ambitions define what is possible for us to 

achieve. When we tell each other stories that limit us, those stories 

restrict our possibilities, both individually and collectively. When we 

tell ourselves stories that open up possibilities, a more attractive 

and promising horizon stretches out in front of us. Indeed, this is 

due to the power we give to these stories, which we take as "truths".

 

Gillian's psychologist helped her and her mother tell a story that 

was better than the one the school told about the girl's future. 

They replaced the "she fidgets, is a bad student, and doesn't pay 

attention", for "she's a natural dancer".

The same goes for the stories we collecti-
vely tell each other. Our cities, for example, 
vibrate and develop (or not) by virtue of 
a web of stories that their inhabitants tell 
about them and the life they share in them. 

Medellín is a great example of this, it went from being a drug tra-

fficking sanctuary to a globally recognized capital of innovation in 

a couple of decades, and the stories they told themselves and the 

world about them, played a crucial role in the process. 

Texas is another great example. Facing the challenge of chan-

ging its population's culture of littering in public places, 

they capitalized on the legendary Texas rebellion and 

coined the slogan "Don't Mess With Texas". This 

phrase, which was the slogan for a campaign aimed at reducing 

littering run by the local government between 1986 and 1990, re-

sonated with the Texans sense of independence and reduced litter 

on roadways by up to 72%.2

2 Cofield, Aubrey. “Why You ‘Don't Mess With Texas’”. The Culture Trip. 4 Nov. 2016. Web. 25 mar. 2021.

And what about us, what stories are we telling ourselves about our 

cities, our projects, and capacities, perhaps without realizing it?

INTRODUCTION
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If we were to picture it in any way, we would have to imagine a 

network of stories, along which we move. Stories that build bridges 

between us and constitute us. 

We get up in the morning in a country. 

The country is a story about who we (those that live in that land), 

are; what unites us; what characterizes us; what divides us. We 

open our social media apps and are flooded, among other things, 

with stories that other people have about the same country, often 

under the label of "news", that is, stories that have attributes to be 

considered more "true" or more valid than others.

And those are confronted or complemented by our own stories. 

Whether we like this candidate for the presidency or the other. Whe-

ther or not the government is doing a good job. Whether there is 

space for immigrants or not. Whether or not our educational system 

is adequate for the future of our children. Whether the story sides 

with this group of people or the other. Whether we are better than 

the neighboring country and why.

And somehow, those stories are combined or intertwined at some 

point with our personal stories. Whether my family comes from 

this or that city. Whether my grandparents are from here or are 

immigrants. Whether my origin is an advantage or a disadvantage.

 

Do we mean that we go over that list every 
morning? Not exactly: there is no checklist. 
But those infinite tangled and interconnected 
stories "inhabit us", so to speak. They are 
present and operate in our way of seeing 
the world.

WHERE ARE THOSE STORIES? I CAN'T 
SEE THEM!

Everyone has, for example, a story about the country they want to 

build. We also have our own, of course, but perhaps we are one of 

those people who do not like to air their stories on social networks 

(we have a history of being cautious with privacy). 

We had our first coffee before leaving home. We do it because we 

like it, and because coffee wakes us up, a story that we have not 

verified scientifically, but it doesn't matter. In the end, it is because 

we like it. We kiss our partner, who is getting ready to go out too. 

We murmur an affectionate word, which is actually a private joke, a 

phrase that no one else would understand, but which is the funny 

way in which one of our nieces, who is two and speaks in a strange 

and comical way, says goodbye. That is another story, among a 

thousand others that are woven into our daily lives.

We take the subway, and in each advertising poster someone tries 

to tell us a story. We ignore them, because we have our own story 

about not willing to join the consumption party, or because we are 

longing for the holidays, because we have built with our partner a 

beautiful story about what would be good and desirable to do in 

the summer. 

All of a sudden, the subway stops in the middle of the tunnel. 

The lights turn off. An old lady on the train tells us that apparently 

someone jumped onto the tracks. How does she know it? She saw 

something like that once, years ago, she hardly remembers. But 

shortly after, we move again. It was not that. The story of the suicide 

on the tracks turns out to be "just a tale", not like the other stories 

we have been telling ourselves that are "true". We catch ourselves 

thinking about it like this: "just a tale", and maybe, just maybe, we 

realize that even that is another story: a story about what is true 

and what is not.

We arrive at the office and gaze at the huge corporate building for a 

moment. Modern, elegant. Something someone conceived before 

it existed, even before there were plans or a terrain. How did that 

building end up there? Someone told someone a story about a 

INTRODUCTION

For the biologist Humberto Maturana, fa-
mous for his discoveries in the biology of 
learning, human beings "exist" in language. 
In other words, it is the "human language" 
that makes us human beings. Language is 
not "a tool" we use, but an essential part of 
the experience of being humans. 

"You could never convince a monkey to give you a banana by 

promising him limitless bananas after death in monkey heaven".3 

With this sentence, the Israeli historian Yuval Noah Harari shows 

us a central feature of the way in which our extraordinary ability to 

tell stories makes us unique beings. Language has the capacity of 

making things appear in front of other people, things they may not 

necessarily experience. There are monkeys that have some "words", 

that is, noises that make others in their community become aware of 

something: for example, that a lion is coming. But a lion is something that 

those monkeys have experienced. In our case, language allows us to tell 

stories that make other human beings imagine things that they have never 

seen, touched, or heard. Furthermore, we are able to convince many other 

people that our fantasies (that is, things that we haven't seen, touched or 

heard ourselves) are true.

Isn't it an extraordinary capacity?

Harari calls "cognitive revolution" the phenomenon of sapiens being 

capable of inventing and expressing fictions and turning them into 

stories accepted as true throughout the community. Imagine going 

from the monkey's message "a lion is coming" to this fantastic story: 

"The lion is the guardian spirit of our tribe". Thus, Harari's stories 

give large groups of people the chance to acknowledge each other 

and collaborate. Maturana and his collaborators have pointed out 

precisely this inflection, this cognitive revolution, as the moment 

in which our species ceased to be simply Homo sapiens sapiens to 

BEING HUMANS

become what we call human beings. To Maturana and Varela, this is 

a way of "being in the world", a way of living with other individuals 

in which "who we are" remains forever tied to who we are within the 

community in which we live, and ceases to be a personal feature.

3 Harari, Yuval Noah. Sapiens. A Brief History of Humankind. Harper, 2015.
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• My partner and I are independent and each one of us 

builds their professional path independently.

• At work I can aspire to greater responsibility and power if 

I successfully carry out the project that I am leading.

• Due to my faith, I must respect certain ethical principles 

and therefore I dedicate time to the poor in a volunteer program, 

because it is my duty to do so. And because God is watching.

• My parents have grown old and increasingly need my help 

with practical things. I have to keep them 

closer.

• I can live in a 

city like this without a 

car if I am able to use 

my bicycle.

• With some encoura-

gement and support, my younger 

brother can finish his studies. I can give 

him both of these things.

And then that person decides to get rid 

of these stories. They assume that they 

are "invented" and that, for the same 

reason, they are worthless. What would 

be left? How would they live their life 

from there? They could not! Stories are 

not just words... The stories that 

are the most relevant for us 

are "embodied", that is, they 

are already part of our biolo-

gy, our body, our emotions. 

Removing them from our 

body literally causes physi-

cal pain and therefore they 

are not replaceable. Consider 

the situations in which we 

feel betrayed by a loved one: the pragmatic implications of what 

happened hurt us, but we also feel deeply hurt by feeling that the 

stories we had about them and about ourselves are "lies".

Human beings are constituted by this inter-
pretive framework, which gives meaning to 
our lives. Without our stories, we are not 

humans.

INTRODUCTION

modern and elegant building that would be very profitable if built on 

that piece of land that was for sale. Or maybe there was the project 

first, and then the terrain. Someone (a senior executive of a property 

developer) decided, with the help from an expert committee, that 

the investment was worth it. They commissioned someone to de-

sign the plans: an architecture firm led by a relatively young talent 

who does not question if they will pay what they agreed because, 

according to their experience, a prestigious and solvent developer 

always pays on time. That is also a story.

The building has all kinds of smart gadgets. The 

administration manages, among 

many others, a small army of fifty 

electricians and mechanics to 

keep it running. Each of tho-

se fifty people has their own 

story of why it is worth wor-

king there, outsourced, taking 

some risks, which they consider 

controlled.

And so on, infinitely. Millions of 

stories. 

From time to time it happens to 

us that when we show that we 

are made of stories, we suddenly 

see the face of a member of the 

audience filled with joy. You are 

thinking "of course, I finally have a 

way to detect the amount of use-

less stories we tell when we speak… 

when what actually matters are the 

facts!" You have just discovered that we are interpretive animals, 

and that those stories we tell ourselves are interpretations we make 

about ourselves, about the world we inhabit, etc. And so far so good, 

but it happens that in your head these stories are less valid than 

the facts of "reality", because they are interpretations, "made up". 

This cognitive blindness, which comes from a deeply Cartesian4 

education, tends to move us in that direction. We have all been, 

to some extent, that person. 

To solve that puzzle, let us pose the following question for a 

moment: what are the main stories we tell ourselves about 

the meaning of what we do, what we look after, what 

matters to us? And what would happen if we got 

rid of them?

Consider a lady who gets up in the mor-

ning and makes a list of 

the "made up" stories that 

move her to do what she 

does every morning. Let's say 

she writes them down on a piece 

of paper:

• My children are the most im-

portant things in my life.

• A good education 

is essential for them to do 

well in life.

• Educating them 

means not only sending 

them to school, but also 

offering them opportunities 

to take part in physical or 

artistic activities outside of 

school.

4 With "Cartesian", we refer to a vision according to which we are beings capable of observing an "objective" reality that is outside us and of which we are not part. Instead, 
we believe that we are part of the environment and are biologically and historically determined in our way of perceiving the world.
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from lower races. I believed we had to protect our country from the 

atheistic communism of blacks. And I had fought for it. After all, that 

was what I was taught".5

In terms of the previous pages, these were the stories that inhabited 

Viljoen. 

Well, that man, despite all those stories he had believed in for so 

many years, laid down his arms, allowing the elections to take place; 

and Mandela was the first black president of South Africa, initiating 

a period of government in which he worked tirelessly to reconcile a 

divided country and make it one.

What do you think of that power? 
A story that turned a mortal 
enemy into an ally. 

Here it is necessary to look more closely at 

where Viljoen's stories came from. They were 

without a doubt story learned within the 

family, since childhood, equivalent to the 

stories we all learn from the moment we 

learn to speak. It is important to put it like 

this, because it reveals to us that Viljoen could 

not be anything different than what he was, nor 

tell himself stories other than the ones he told, 

because that was consistent with his previous 

experiences. The same occurred with Mandela, 

sitting across from him, revealing a story about the 

possibility of a common future that he himself had 

envisaged in his years in prison, perhaps in response 

to his own pain. In the same way, if we had been 

born in Italy in the middle of the 20th century, we would 

have assumed that the Earth is round, but if we had been 

born in the same place, five hundred years earlier, we would 

have the opposite conviction. Because we are born where we are 

5 Barranco, Justo. “How Mandela avoided a civil war”. La Vanguardia (Barcelona, España). March 13. 2019: s.p. Web. March 31. 2021.

born, we are thrown into a world made up of a tangle of stories that 

give meaning to everything we see and experience. If we had lived in 

the classical period in Athens, slavery would have been something 

absolutely natural and unquestionable for us. But today we would 

be horrified to learn that our neighbor keeps a slave in their house. 

And it is not just a temporary matter, but rather a cultural one. If you 

were born into a deeply Islamic family, it may be alarming for you 

to walk along the beaches of Ipanema and see so many half-naked 

people ignoring principles that for you are unquestionable. And on 

the contrary, some of those Brazilian tourists might be distressed just 

at seeing a Muslim woman wearing a burka in full sun.

But in that scene with Mandela and Viljoen that 

we just depicted, not only the stories 

each one brings with themselves 

are at play, but also the way Man-

dela tells his story. The story is 

more than the story itself. Man-

dela's clothes, the design of the 

place, the gesture of tea, the 

comment about the English 

people... All of those things 

helped to tell that story of 

peace and future that Man-

dela wanted to share with his 

enemy, knowing that this future 

would only take place if the general 

agreed to follow a path that would 

have seemed impossible until then.

 

We call that the art of storytelling. A term 

that has become fashionable, largely 

thanks to the TED conferences.

INTRODUCTION

In The human factor, John Carlin tells one of the most fabulous po-

litical stories of all time. 

A few months before the polls in which Nelson Mandela was to be 

elected president of South Africa with the support of 80% of the black 

population of the country, General Constand Viljoen was summoned 

by sectors of the extreme right to organize an armed movement to 

prevent these elections. Viljoen was a very popular leader of the South 

African army, who had been active in the Angolan war. 

Carlin says that Mandela, upon learning that Viljoen had around 50,000 

armed troops, invited him to a meeting. For a moment imagine your 

worst enemy, the guy who wants to destroy everything you believe 

in, invites you to a meeting. Well, maybe you are one of those good 

people who are always ready to talk… But Viljoen was a soldier who 

had already been through a war, and who had his own army. 

Somehow, with the help of the general's brother, who was against 

the apartheid, Mandela managed to get him to accept the meeting. 

A secret meeting, at a location chosen by the black leader's team.

Viljoen himself says that, as he walked into the meeting place, he 

expected to find himself with a terrorist full of hatred and resentment 

for twenty-seven years in prison, wanting to come to power to get his 

revenge. But instead, what he met was an impeccably dressed gent-

leman, who barely noticed him entering, greeted him and got ready 

to pour them some tea. It seems that the phrase "tea is the best thing 

the English left us" was said by Mandela at the time and later picked 

up by Clint Eastwood's screenwriters for a different scene in the film 

Invictus. What we can tell for sure is that they sat and talked like two 

civilized people, and then Mandela told him a story that would change 

the future of South Africa forever.

He told him he was aware Viljoen had well-armed troops to prevent 

elections. But he also told him – and at that moment the general's 

astonishment grew greater – that he understood perfectly why he was 

doing that. That he understood that he, Viljoen, wished to protect those 

STORIES THAT CHANGE THE WORLD

he considered his people, specifically from the tremendous danger that 

blacks, finally in power, would seek revenge, destroy their homes and 

businesses, and slaughter their families. That he shared the feelings 

of someone who seeks to protect his own people. 

And he also told him that the problem was that, by doing so, he 

would set off a civil war.

And that a war like that was going to be 
long and brutal. "You have many weapons, 
but we outnumber you". Impossible to tell 
in advance who would win, but what was 
clear – he went on – was that in the course of 
that war many of the families Viljoen sought 
to protect would suffer terrible losses, and 
would have to mourn countless deaths and 
tragedies. That is to say, he concluded, what 
the general was trying to avoid was going to 
be triggered precisely by his actions to avoid 
it. It seemed impossible to avoid that paradox. 
A nightmare. 

But Mandela could help. If the general trusted him and laid down his 

arms, Mandela guaranteed there would be no revenge or massacres 

of any kind. And you surely already know the end to this story. 

This is what Viljoen said, in the words of Justo Barranco:

“I believed that blacks were there to serve whites. I believed in racial 

segregation to maintain the civilized rules and criteria of whites. I 

believed that we were the masters and lords of South Africa, the 

chosen people, and that we would have our own paradise, apart 
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But no, what John says to Mary is something like: "You are the 

most beautiful woman I've ever met and I cannot bear the idea 

of a life without you". Not a single piece of information! Not one 

single piece of data!

The story is a piece of what we call an epic 
common purpose. Story as the canvas on 
which the other elements constituting the 
epic common purpose are laid: the practi-
ces, the emotions, the rites, and even the 
institutions that will drive the future we 
are calling for.

To be successful in mobilizing others, you have to design the 

stories we tell and the way we tell them. Stories that make people 

dream of attractive futures, which also means understanding and 

honoring the past that brought us here. We will talk about that in 

the next chapter.

Let's go over the different dimensions that these stories need to 

address.

INTRODUCTION

Telling stories is a human practice that has existed since the beginning 

of time. The image of a group of primitive humans, around a bonfire, 

or refugees in a cave, telling stories to each other, is frequent. If, on 

the one hand, stories constitute human beings, on the other hand, 

they were born with us. But in the course of the last centuries, we 

lost part of this habit, because it got harder to distinguish stories 

from information.

To clarify the matter: What differentiates a story from what we 

usually call "a piece of information"? A story is structured for pro-

ducing an effect, which is usually related to the way in which one 

or more people are going to act as a consequence of it. Whether we 

are talking about a story in the sense of a story that has characters, 

conflicts, and actions that can be "narrated", or stories that involve 

interpretations about the meaning of work, life, social coexistence, 

or why I didn't choose salad for lunch today, the stories are told 

so that someone can change the way they would act as a conse-

quence of hearing to and believing in that story. This person can 

be me, telling myself the story I need to hear to allow myself to do 

what I am doing: "I did not eat salad today because I deserve to 

have one day a week of french fries, and that does not affect my 

weight control plan".

If we look at the world of religions and the myths that give rise to 

them, we will find a similar phenomenon: Deep and complex sto-

ries that seek to impact all humanity, often articulated over many 

generations, without a specific author. The stories we know about 

Jesus, for example, give meaning to the lives of his followers and 

connect them with a spiritual world ruled by a God who sends his 

son to suffer the worst possible torture to show his people (his 

creations) his unconditional love. And since those stories were told, 

billions of people have tried their best to make sense of their lives 

by doing what they once believed met the expectations of God and 

his Son. But from then until now, many different interpretations 

have emerged, shaping variants of the same story, ranging from 

those that justified the Crusades and the Inquisition to those that 

prompted the Reformation and the Counter-Reformation. The 

TELLING STORIES

same occurs with Buddhism, to mention another case, in which the 

figure of Buddah has given rise to an intricate interpretive network 

of stories that include hundreds of schools and lineages scattered 

throughout the world. And what do these stories produce, that 

is, what do they seek to produce? They seek to make millions of 

people follow a way of life, which includes a line dividing good and 

evil, right and wrong, a life with purpose and a life without it. This 

is how stories operate.

Information, in turn, is content, usually verifiable, often boring, 

generally incapable of changing the listener’s minds and making 

them commit to a new path. 

Well, of course there are exceptions: the information that the bridge 

that our aunt Matilde was crossing collapsed will make us suffer. 

But when you think about bringing in other people to collaborate 

with you, information is an input. This input can be used for what 

is truly important: making a different future appear on the horizon, 

and making that future attractive to those we want to convene. A 

future such as: "We will never again allow poor bridges to be built 

so that innocent people won’t die because of them".

Human beings act when the information acquires relevance in a 

given context, drawing in some way a future that is attractive to us, 

or that by opposition is better than one that distresses or scares us. 

Think of John proposing to Mary. Imagine him saying: "Look, Mary, 

I propose that we get married because we are made for each other: 

you are 5.6 feet tall, which is my ideal height and your hair color is 

Pantone 7587 CP. But also the predominant color in your iris is 2193 

CP. Another compelling argument is that you were born exactly three 

years, seven days, three hours, and thirty-seven minutes after me. 

I am older than you in exactly that amount of time". 

If Mary said yes, the only thing we would know for sure is that she 

belongs to another species or comes from another planet. 

INTRODUCTION
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"prisoners of the past”, but that there is a 
progression that is sometimes imperceptible 
to us, but that operates as roots for our ac-
tions. We permanently build on those roots 
and not on a white canvas, although in our 
arrogance we sometimes feel that we are 
inventing something new out of blue.

If we had to identify what is original in us, what is new in what we 

bring, what would we find? The language we speak, for example, 

is the result of thousands of years of overlapping "noises" (words) 

and meanings – so to speak – that have allowed successive gene-

rations to make distinctions and coordinate to live in community.

6 We will not delve into the historiography of the matter here, but if we have awakened your curiosity, you will find a video on the "Vox" YouTube channel that tells part of 
the story in a rather comic tone. It is called" Napoleon's missing hand, explained". 
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their hand in the same position, but in the tunic of the time, as a 

sign of good manners for public speaking .6  

What is relevant is that it is not a gesture by Napoleon, but a gesture 

that he treasures and cultivates in his public images, as a symbol 

of power. The origin of the gesture dates back thousands of years 

and has probably been lost forever. The people who resorted to it 

lived and died, but the gesture persists through the centuries and 

appears even in more recent pictures of powerful people. 

Apparently, what happens with this gesture happens with many 

others. Gestures that are repeated over and over in a culture or 

through a family lineage. We could very well say then that it is not we, 

the people, who "have gestures", but the other way around: gestures 

"have" us. The same gesture is replicated by many people, preser-

ving itself over time, beyond the life horizon of those who make it. 

In our daily lives, we all have heard family stories of a grandson who 

has the same gesture as his grandfather. Or a little girl who walks 

just like her aunt. The same is true with regard to words. When you 

meet a new family you realize that they have phrases that are typical 

of that family, jokes, and anecdotes that are part of the history of 

that family. And those things are passed on from generation to 

generation, so that if one could trace a gesture or word, perhaps 

they would have to go back many generations in time to find the 

origin of that gesture or word.

That is to say that the past is present in 
us in many ways, and just as it manifests 
itself through gestures, it also manifests 
itself through words, ideas, and stories that 
appear in our way of seeing the world and 
behaving. This does not mean that we are 
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Imagine the following scene: a short man, dressed as a 

military man in 19th-century fashion, with a blue jacket 

over a mostly white suit, posing for a painting. So far, 

he could be just anyone, right? That is, any powerful 

military man who lived at that time, at least in Europe 

or America. But if we add the detail of the right hand in 

front of the vest, tucked near the stomach, and a large 

and wide hat, we will most likely recognize at a glance 

one of the great forgers of Europe at the beginning of 

that century: Napoleon himself.

He is known as a man of extraordinary 

intelligence, who combined the gifts 

of an incomparable military brilliance 

and an ambitious statesman, deter-

mined to make his mark on history, 

leading a country that was not his. 

Naturally, for the same reason, he 

is a controversial figure. Brilliant 

but unscrupulous, visionary but 

spiteful, he worked tirelessly buil-

ding a French empire to put an 

emperor's crown on his head 

without keeping track of the 

dead. Anyway... 

But why do we recognize 

him so easily in this image? 

We will not do a study on this 

matter, but we have a good 

hypothesis: in many cases, it is due 

to the hand on the belly, position in which he appears in countless 

portraits. Of course, not ALL the paintings that were made picturing 

him show his hand on the stomach, but many do. Enough to tell it's 

LINEAGES AND GESTURES

a deliberate gesture. Something that Napoleon 

himself chose time and time again when posing 

for the artists of his time. 

This repeated gesture partly explains why the 

idea that he suffered from a stomach ailment 

has spread (gastric cancer and things like that). 

Furthermore, the fact that we identify Napoleon 

with this gesture is reflected in the great amount 

of images where "some Napoleon" poses in 

the same way. Actors who 

play him in movies, pos-

ters, jokes, memes, well... 

even in his Lego minifigure.

Napoleon's deliberate at-

tempt to appear with his 

hand on the stomach is re-

vealing because it involves 

a political interpretation he 

had and that is related to 

the relevance of gestures.

Let's start by saying that 

the gesture was not his. 

Many politicians and cele-

brities were portrayed like that 

before him. Other relevant charac-

ters in history repeat this gesture in 

their paintings: George Washington; 

Mozart (as a child); Francisco Pizarro, 

the conqueror of Peru.

 

And if we dive deeper, we could trace this 

gesture back to ancient Greece, where 

some of the most renowned speakers put 
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Some of us who wrote this book are Chileans, that is, children of 

a country that was founded as such in a revolution that was an 

uprising against Spanish rule, at the beginning of the 19th century. 

That uprising occurred almost simultaneously across the entire 

American continent. At that time, Spain had fallen under the rule 

of the French empire led by Napoleon, who had put his brother 

José Bonaparte in charge of ruling Spain, under the name of José 

I. In that context, some of the most powerful men in the American 

colonies decided it was an opportunity to get rid of the economic 

pressure placed on them by the rules of commercial exchange 

imposed by Spain.

In the Chilean case, the Cabildo Abierto of 1810 took the form of a 

declaration of loyalty to King Ferdinand VII, who was a prisoner of 

Napoleon. And in that act, which unleashed a war, this story we call 

Chile was born. Meanwhile, a part of Spain remained unoccupied 

and fighting alongside Portugal against France, in a war that was 

costing thousands of lives. 

We can say that, just like gestures or words, stories flow through 

family lineages and networks of relationships among people that 

make up the same community. The interpretation of what it means 

to be a citizen in Chile, Argentine, or Spain, the story each person 

tells about their own national identity is something we inherit first 

from our mothers and fathers, and that later we shape in school 

and other spaces in whose communities we participate. They are 

things that we do not choose. We are thrown into them at birth. 

Things like our religion (or our aversion to it), language, nationality, 

and a large number of beliefs appear in our lives that way. They 

come with the family and the social environment around us.

 

NOT ONLY WHAT WE DO,
BUT ALSO WHO WE ARE

Collectively, what we are is the result of our 
common past, that is, of the multiplicity of 
gestures, words, and ideas from the past 
that are manifested in each one of us when 
we interact and coexist. If we do not honor 
that collective past, we are looking down 
on who we are and, when dreaming of a 
common future, the vision we will have of 
it will be weak, partial, inauthentic, and 
unsustainable.

I .  HONORING THE PAST
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bility of having the necessary resources to live and fulfill ourselves. 

But in addition to agreeing on that, we could also agree that it is 

necessary, until there is a vaccine, for us to minimize the possibility 

of infections, especially among those who are part of the population 

at greatest risk. If the story we tell ourselves about the present – a 

present where COVID-19 is a great threat – says that we have to 

align ourselves around those goals, then we can take advantage of 

all the forces at our disposal to promote initiatives that contribute 

to achieving them. And we may disagree about which is the best 

initiative or which is the best set of initiatives to deal with the threat. 

However, if a group of scientists direct their efforts to finding the 

vaccine while another directs their research to improving the capacity 

of treatments and medicines to prevent the worst results for any 

infected patient, both can collaborate and coexist. Similarly, a civil 

association of patients with chronic diseases can organize to obtain 

items such as masks and face shields to distribute to their families 

or to teach others self-care practices that they have learned over the 

years. At the same time, a group of engineering students can design 

and manufacture artificial ventilators to contribute to the effort of 

hospitals, while health professionals improve their protocols and 

establish shift systems to ensure that the resources available to 

care for patients are optimized. We could go on with many pages 

of examples. All those examples mentioned are real initiatives that 

are being undertaken at the moment by people who share a more 

or less similar story regarding the present and COVID-19.

But in the present, something else emerges and is cultivated, as 

important as the stories that move us towards action: the practices. 

These go hand in hand with stories, which often determine them, 

but operate on another level. It is about the things we do, time and 

time again, to strengthen what we interpret as important to achieve 

at a given time. We will illustrate it with a real example of COVID-19.

Chile celebrates the Fiestas Patrias (Independence Day) in Sep-

tember, commemorating an ambiguous date on which our country 

declared its independence from Spain… to support the king. In any 

case, Chileans usually celebrate by meeting with family and friends, 

eating meat roasted on a grill with empanadas8 and wine. Usually 

we also dance cueca, which is the typical national dance, and many 

other rhythms that, although are not part of our folkloric roots, were 

incorporated into the usual rites of celebration of these dates. In 

2020, in the context of the pandemic, in a highly controversial me-

asure, the government relaxed the quarantine conditions in much 

of the country, maintaining some important restrictions, in order 

to allow many families to have a break and celebrate together. The 

colorful details of this measure kept being anecdotal and for a few 

days they were the talk of social networks. For some, the rules for 

meeting were so confusing that it was impossible to understand 

them. But the most relevant thing was the accepted risk that when 

groups that had been separated during the quarantine came to-

gether, the rate of infections could skyrocket.

In response to this fear, the campaign "Hagamos salud" emerged, 

promoted by the Nuevo Pacto Social, a network of solidarity organi-

zations that brings together a good part of the NGOs and civil society 

organizations in the country. The name is a pun. In Chilean (because 

we must confess that we don't speak Spanish, strictly speaking) 

"hacer salud" is the same as to make a toast. "Hagamos salud por 

los novios" (Let's make a toast for the bride and the groom) can be 

heard at any wedding in our country. But, at the same time, "hacer 

salud" – which also means to make, or promote, health – sounds 

like a slogan against contagion, doesn't it? Well, that pun was part of 

the game. This campaign illustrates our example in many different 

ways. All the people who worked on it, from the organizers to the 

advertising agency, the production companies and their employees 

worked for the campaign for free. And what did it consist of? It 

consisted of videos where a real protagonist proposed "hagamos 

salud"(make a toast/promote health), emphasizing self-care. A 

nurse, a woman cooking in a soup kitchen (a meal center where 

those without food can eat) and a barber who lost his job appear 

in the videos speaking to the viewer. They all open by saying: "I also 

want to 'hacer salud' (make a toast/promote health)", and then they 

say something about their own experience in the pandemic, calling 

people to take care. The three also say: "the end of the quarantine 

8 An empanada is a wheat dough filled with a mixture of meat, onion, olives, and egg.
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Just like the past, the present is, in part, a collection of stories. But 

these stories refer to what we are experiencing, the challenges we 

are facing, the problems we have, the opportunities and threats 

we see before us, and they talk about who we are becoming by 

dealing with them.

COVID-19 offers us important lessons on our ability to interpret 

the present (after all, it is merely the largest global pandemic of 

the last century!).

Think of it: despite the abundant and overwhelming evidence about 

the virus, its routes of contagion, and possible consequences, there 

are denial movements, mostly ignited by conspiracy stories, that 

argue that there are hidden forces behind the news orchestrating a 

great global lie that would involve governments, ministries of health, 

and health professionals of almost every country. There are also 

large groups of people who argue that although the virus exists, 

it is not really that dangerous for your health, 

except if you are already very sick, in which case 

the risks are more or less the same as if you had a 

bad flu. Likewise, there are those who, despite recogni-

zing the existence of the virus and its possible danger, argue 

that the impact that maintaining quarantines and paralyzing 

economies would have on the entire world population would be 

much worse than the deaths the virus currently causes, even in the 

case most of the population is infected. COVID-19 death records are 

consistently led by the two countries whose leaders took great pains 

to deny the importance of the crisis: the United States and Brazil.7

That is to say that there are many stances taken on a challenge 

that, for the first time, is perceivable and categorical for prac-

tically all of our species, and about which there is extensive 

data, as there has rarely been on any subject. But the 

point, as we have said, is not the figures, nor the facts, 

nor the observable things. The real point is the stories 

we build from those facts, those figures, and those 

observable things. 

"HACER SALUD", LET'S MAKE A TOAST

If data was enough, COVID-19 would only have one possible answer, 

and it might be easier to reach an agreement on how to carry on. 

Each of the positions we have described is a different story, which 

reflects a way of perceiving the consequences that a certain way of 

acting will have in the immediate future and in the long run, both 

for those who adhere to it and those who don't. This is part of a 

natural phenomenon. Since we can all interpret what we observe 

and build different stories with it, it is possible to have as many 

different stories as there are observers of the same phenomenon. 

What do we do then? 

As for the present, the epic common purpose that we are building 

must incorporate a story that allows us to produce a massive 

alignment with respect to the future with which we want to con-

tribute, but at the same time leaves room for us to accommodate 

as many different initiatives and efforts as possible. For example, 

continuing with the case of COVID-19, we could agree that it is 

impossible to sustain a country's economy operating at a 

minimum for two years, without suffering great 

human losses, in addition to economic ones. 

After all, the economy does not live in a 

dimension of the Universe different from 

that of people: the economy is one of the 

spaces in which people interact 

and it is where lies 

our possi-

7 According to the Spanish Radio and Television Corporation (RTVE, in the abbreviation in Spanish for Corporación de Radio y Televisión Española), at the date of publica-
tion of this document, the United States had more than 550,000 deaths; and Brazil, more than 313,000, being the two most affected countries in absolute terms. These 
data are updated three times a day on the RTVE website, for an effective monitoring of coronavirus cases in the world.
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Let's go back for a moment to Nelson Mandela's gestures. In the scene where he 

meets with General Viljoen, Mandela serves him a cup of tea, saying: "Tea is the 

best thing the English left us".9 This sentence and the tea itself, as a symbol, are 

references to the common past. Mandela knows that Viljoen is a white man who 

comes from a family tradition, and with a social and cultural background that make 

him naturally distrust a black leader. To shorten that distance, he proposes in 

this brief gesture the interpretation that there is a common element in both 

of their stories: the tea. And behind the tea, the English culture.

With this gesture, Mandela recreates the 
common past, bridges 
the gap there was in the 
present and thereby makes 
possible a future that was 
unthinkable before that cup 
of tea.

A BRIDGE OVER A CUP OF TEA

9 The movie Invictus mentions that quote in a scene, but changes Viljoen for the rugby team captain, Francois Pienaar. The original scene is described in The Human Factor.
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does not mean the end of the pandemic", and finish with another phrase that is 

repeated in the three videos: "Let's 'hacer salud' (make a toast/promote health), 

but for real and now". What do we see in these videos? Real people authentically 

engaging with us by sharing their experience in the health crisis. People who can 

show with their work, commitment, and suffering the importance of taking care 

of each other. And at the same time, a call to action of the type 

"take care", or "make 'salud' by taking care of yourself". That is, 

people proposing a story about the present that calls for the 

cultivation of practices that are not explicitly said, but that are 

suggested in those phrases. 

Using our distinctions, where is the story about the present? 

In the three sentences that are repeated in the three vi-

deos. The practices, in turn, appear under the label "take 

care of yourself", which means wearing a mask, washing 

hands, maintaining social distance, avoiding meetings 

with other people, and so on.

The past gives us common roots, but it is in the present 

that we are offered the possibility of taking action.

I I .  DANCING IN THE PRESENT
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I I I .  CO-CREATING THE FUTURE

Consider for a moment the space race during the Kennedy admi-

nistration, fueled by the American concern to compete against the 

Soviets in order to counteract the public image of technological 

superiority that the Soviets had created thanks to their advances in 

space exploration. That competition ended up sending men to the 

Moon. An immense effort that cost millions and millions of dollars 

only made sense in the context of a narrative about the future that 

sought to prevent the danger perceived by the Americans by virtue 

of the Soviet power.

The interpretation that it was a critical component in this 

new type of war, where literally everything was at stake, and 

the stories on how to win it shaped a future where it was 

necessary for the United States to wake up and channel 

the human capacities of its inhabitants to explore the 

horizons beyond our own planet.

But man never returned to the Moon, and the space race was 

reduced to sending small robots to explore more remote and 

unwelcoming places, like the surface of Mars. The great story 

that had given life to the space race effort disappeared 

along with the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War. 

For the purpose of this notebook, 
what we need to examine is the 
way in which the stories we share 
about the future can bring others 
together to collaborate with us and 
with each other to build a future that is 
attractive to all of us. 

AND WHAT HAPPENED TO THE MOON?
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Oedipus is the protagonist of one of the most famous Greek 

mythological stories. According to it, Oedipus was the son of Laius, 

king of Thebes, and his wife Jocasta. But the oracle of Delphi had 

announced to the king that if he had a son, the child would murder 

him and marry his wife. As a result, Laius decided to abandon the 

child, confident that he would die. But little Oedipus did not die. He 

was rescued by some shepherds and handed over to the king and 

the queen of Corinth, who raised him as their own. As a young man, 

Oedipus visited the oracle of Delphi, that repeated the prophecy 

previously made to Laius: he was going to murder his father and 

marry his mother. But since Oedipus thought his true parents were 

the king and queen of Corinth, he fled the city, determined not to 

return. On the way, he met his real father, whom he did not know, 

and in a quarrel he murdered him, not knowing, moreover, that 

he was the king of Thebes. Later he traveled to that city, where he 

ended up marrying his mother, whom he also didn’t know, thus 

fully fulfilling the prophecy of the oracle. 

The interesting thing about this story is that the trigger for the 

tragedy of Oedipus seems to be the oracle, that conveys to the 

protagonists a vision of the future with respect to which each of 

them undertakes actions that ultimately result in that other future 

they wanted to avoid at all costs. 

No one can predict the future. Rather, it is shaped by the stories 

we tell ourselves individually and collectively about it.

Here again, Yuval Harari illustrates it for us. Among the scenarios 

that the author envisions, the incidence of technology in mankind's 

prospects are immense, like never before in history. Not only will it 

be true that advances in medicine will lengthen our lives, he says, 

but it will also be possible to combine our organic life with exten-

sions or improvements coming from both cybernetics and genetics. 

That is to say, it will be possible to think that a person who has 

lost an arm may get a bionic one – to name it somehow – but no 

longer just an arm that replaces the old one, but maybe a better 

arm. Furthermore, it will be possible to think that a person's body 

can be reshaped to have capacities that our bodies today do not 

PROPHECIES AND PARADOXES

have, he points out. For its part, genetics would allow us to choose 

characteristics and capacities that optimize the capabilities of future 

humans for certain purposes. Such technologies already exist, he 

assures, and to illustrate it, he tells how in certain laboratories it has 

been possible to modify the genetics of mice to produce smarter or 

braver specimens. But things do not end there: we are advancing 

towards the possibility of creating life, and not only organic life, 

but types of life that, combining cybernetics with organic matter, 

can have an artificial intelligence autonomous from our species. 

When that happens, it may be that those who rule the Earth are, 

strictly speaking, beings that belong to a different species than ours, 

at least in the way we understand our species today.

 

But as we have already said, the future is shaped based on the 

stories we tell ourselves about it, that is to say: it is possible that 

Harari, with his story, is not only anticipating some of the possible 

scenarios, but also contributing to their occurrence. After all, it is 

one thing for technology to have certain possibilities, and quite 

another for societies to embrace those possibilities and transform 

them into the practices and standards that govern the way we live. 

By this we do not mean, in any way, that 
there is some predefined future, or that we 
subscribe to any specific hypothesis about 
the next decades of humanity. On the con-
trary, we maintain that the future does not 
exist. There is no single deterministic future 
toward which we are moving. What exists 
is what emerges, every moment, from the 
stories we tell ourselves about the future.
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We must talk about this, which is the heart of the matter, but first 

I need to finish the story of Mandela with the rugby, which will help 

us to better understand it.

Mandela had taken note of the Afrikaners' love of rugby during his 

twenty-seven years in prison, through observation and the friendship 

he had developed with some of the prison officers. Rugby was for 

them what soccer is for many South Americans. A passion and a 

source of inspiration, whose highest expression was the national 

team: the Springboks. Furthermore, the country had been banned 

from the last rugby world cup, marginalized by the international 

community due to the segregationist policies of the apartheid. So 

there was the key: the white population loved rugby but for years 

they hadn't been able to participate in the big leagues..

What did all this have to do with the South African "we"? At first 

sight, nothing. The genius of Mandela is that he saw in it an oppor-

tunity that required a cultural change to occur. The key is in the love 

of the white population for that sport. The love of that defeated 

population, which, even though it was a minority, has military and 

economic power. If that love became a unifying love for the whole 

country, things would be very different, right? But precisely because 

the white population loved rugby, the black population hated it. 

After all, it was the enemy's love. 

But, according to Mandela, the white population was no longer 

the enemy.

South Africa got the right to host the 1995 Rugby World Cup, which 

was a milestone in the history of that sport, because it was the first 

time it took place in a single country. It was as if the world welcomed 

the white South African population for having become democratic. 

Mandela turned the sporting event into a matter of national strategic 

priority. Not only were stadiums built and remodeled, and cities 

prepared to host thousands of visitors, but a much more important 

thing was done: attracting the black population.

The president noticed it before anyone else: we suppose he pictured 

stadiums full of South Africans of all colors, wildly cheering for the 

South African rugby team. He imagined that if that excitement were 

accompanied by victories, and not heroic defeats, a new unifying 

pride would appear, contributing to the sense of "being part" of 

a new South Africa. And in pursuit of that vision, he launched 

a national rugby outreach campaign. Eastwood's film omits an 

important part of the story, or rather summarizes it in a way that 

makes it impossible to understand the depth of the government's 

effort. We refer to the campaign he did to mobilize the adoption 

of rugby as a favorite sport by the non-white population. It is an 

effort that for months put teams of athletes and educators to 

carry out rugby classes and practices with children in most of the 

black neighborhoods of the country, reaching every corner, every 

school, taking the rules and the necessary gear for children to learn 

to play rugby. The campaign won the hearts of the families of these 

children, so that when the world championship finally happened, 

everyone understood what it was all about and everyone had made 

the national rugby team their own. The latter probably happened 

rather during the championship, which was broadly broadcast by 

all the media in the country at the time. Also, 

the slogan of "one team, one 

country" was 

probably one 
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We close once and for all our example of Mandela with the story told 

in the film Invictus, by Clint Eastwood, on how Mandela ensures 

that the Rugby World Cup is held in South Africa during his tenure. 

South Africa's newly elected president transformed rugby in a token 

of national unity and built the "we" that the country required. John 

Carlin tells in The Human Factor some details of that process. Let's 

recall that Mandela became president as a result of a political process 

that had begun years before, during his time in prison, when the 

balance of power was tilting in favor of the black majority of the 

country. This process was a long negotiation, through which 

the famous politician had offered the white minority in 

power a path towards a state of affairs that would alleviate 

the tension in the country by demilitarizing the internal 

conflict. Once elected, he dedicated himself to building 

a national identity that included both the black and 

the white population. If we take a closer look at the 

South African politics of that time, we would discover 

that things were much more complex, because not all 

white people or all black people were the same. There 

were important historical and ethnic nuances. A country 

made up of a myriad of ethnicities of diverse skin colors 

and cultural origins. But we can disregard that for now and 

analyze the more general process.

There was Mandela, beginning to lead a 
country irreconcilably divided by centuries 
of racial segregation, colonial politics and 
scars of the Boer wars, among others. Thus, 
the white population succumbed to the fear 
of revenge by the black population that 
was echoing more and more vigorous-
ly in the media, in demonstrations, 
and in the speeches of some poli-
ticians. Furthermore, much of the 

A FUTURE THAT SUMMONS EVERYONE

black population was tempted precisely by 
the sirens of revenge, although this did not 
always mean violent actions.

A complex challenge, without doubt. In such a situation, what can be 

done? How to find the symbols, the stories, the heroes that shape 

a "we"? And what would that 

"we" be? Let's remem-

ber that the answer is 

often found by dig-

ging into the past. 

But what to do 

when apparently 

the past only offers 

opportunities for 

hatred and revenge?

For Mandela, the "we" 

was the democratic 

South Africa, where there 

should be room from ever-

yone. But it was not enough 

to put it like that. In fact, he 

had already put it like that in 

his speeches. It was not enou-

gh because feeling included, 

or feeling called to build with 

others, is not a rational matter. 

Fear is not overcome with good 

reasoning. Nor is hatred.

In general, one cannot 

approach emo-

tions through 

reasoning . 

I I I .  CO-CREATING THE FUTURE
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call to take part in the feat of an entire city 
requires building a dream that excites and 
engages a good part of the citizens.

I I I .  CO-CREATING THE FUTURE

of the most transcendent epic common purpose messages in 20th 

century political history. 

In addition, Mandela was in charge of supporting the Springboks 

materially and psychologically, to give them a chance to win the final, 

which they did, in one of the most politically loaded sporting events 

in history, against the clear favorite: the New Zealand All Blacks.

The brilliance of this campaign, in our view, was taking a symbol 

from the heart of the Afrikaner world and making it the center of the 

new "we" that now included everyone. And to prove it, he managed 

to make the team, usually composed exclusively of white players, 

include a black player.

Where is the epic common purpose here? In a narrative that equates 

supporting a sports team and its feats with supporting a country 

project and its feats. One team, one country. 

The epic narrative is that story: the "story" behind the identification 

with a "we", which in this case is a new South Africa. And like all 

good stories, it has heroes, it has objectives, it has difficulties that 

must be overcome. A story that invites you to be a part of it, that 

is, where each of the people summoned can have a leading role. 

Could there be a more attractive vision for the future for those who 

have endured the miseries of racial hatred for centuries?

What is relevant about this story is that Mandela had realized that 

the common past of the black population and the white popula-

tion of South Africa offered little interpretations free of hatred and 

resentment, and that a turning point was needed to build a new 

national identity. A unifying symbol that would put everyone on 

the same path, facing a common "enemy". 

 

This new national identity had to be built in such a way that ever-

yone could adhere to it. Why did he choose rugby over football, 

for example? It is very likely that he considered it and realized that 

turning football into a national sport meant changing the predilec-

tion of the white population for rugby, and that turning rugby into 

a national sport meant instead changing the predilection of the 

black population for soccer. Perhaps the choice of rugby was then 

a tactical decision. After all, Mandela was the leader of the black 

population, not the white one. He had been elected president by 

massive vote of South Africa's black population which represented 

a large percentage of the entire country. So it seemed easier to lead 

that black population in the inflection necessary to get closer to 

the white population than the other way around. 

Probably Mandela’s own protagonism in each of the public ins-

tances concerning the rugby world cup had also been decisive in 

achieving the tremendous attachment of the South African people 

for the sport of the white population. What is certain is that, against 

all odds, they won the World Cup and, after that achievement, an 

entire country was united, celebrating the same victory together 

for the first time.

All of us, to a lesser or greater extent, share 
Mandela's challenge: articulating a vision 
for the future that calls the wills and ca-
pacity for action of the greatest number of 
stakeholders possible. In Cities CAN B, this 
implies articulating a vision for the future 
that summons the largest number of actors 
in the city to collaborate to promote the 
SDG agenda. The goal of living in a more 
thriving, inclusive, sustainable, and friendly 
city can only be achieved if we are capable 
of producing massive cultural change. This 
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IV. ASSEMBLING THE EPIC NARRATIVE

So, are we saying that we need heroes and 
great deeds in the cities? Not exactly. When 
we speak of the epic common purpose, we 
refer to this vision that tells us that a com-
mon future is possible and worth working 
for: it is a collective dream that inspires 
and unites us. Let's remember that in the 
preceding notebook we have outlined the 
relationship between the epic common pur-
pose and the "we". 

In this context, when what we want is to articulate a set of stories 

that mobilize citizens to act in pursuit of great common goals, the 

epic narrative has to propose a "we" that is better than the one 

we've had so far; an "we" that includes us all, without a "they" that 

segregates and separates us. A "we" to which we can aspire. The 

Mandela's "we" was a united country, without racial discrimination. 

The "we" of "Hagamos salud" are citizens that responsibly take care 

of themselves to stop the epidemic.

But as we have said, the epic common purpose does not end with 

the stories. It incorporates practices to socially reward those who 

embody the key values and interpretations of the fabric of stories, 

and who do so in a way that in turn embodies that way of being to 

which we collectively aspire. Think of South African rugby. Think of 

the nurse's mask (who was one of the heroes of an epic narrative 

of caring for an entire country). Think of the feminist scarf that hun-

dreds of thousands of women from around the world were wearing 

around their necks when they appeared dancing in the streets and 

singing: "the patriarchy is a judge.10

10 This line is the first verse of the song Un violador en tu camino (A rapist in your way, in free translation), created in Chile by the Las Tesis collective, which became a fe-
minist anthem that includes a performance and was learned and performed by millions of women around the world between the end of 2019 and the beginning of 2020.

The epic common purpose includes a narrative that proposes in an 

articulated way a new reading of the "we", which generates allegiance, 

belonging, and a willingness to act and face the challenges that the 

present offers us. This narrative is made up of:

1. A compelling interpretation of the past, where this "we" was 

forged, which includes: stories, major milestones, role models, 

symbols, rituals, practices, and institutions.

2. The articulation of who we are in the present and the challenges 

we face. That "who we are" is constructed showing the current 

stakeholders, who personify actions in the face of challenges, 

with their stories, which are permanently being developed. It 

also includes the declarations and coordination that determine 

the way in which citizens are summoned to participate.

3. The vision of an attractive and compelling future, where the 

new "we" is better than what we are now, and our present 

challenges have been overcome. This vision also has its stories, 

which are combined with the common ambitions of those 

who are participating and being summoned, as well as with 

the constitutive commitments of that future.

WHAT IF WE COULD "DECONSTRUCT" 
THE EPIC NARRATIVE?

IV. ASSEMBLING THE EPIC NARRATIVE

Aristotle said that tragedy depicts human beings as they are. That 

comedy depicts them worse than they are. That the epic poem 

depicts them better than they are.

What is the purpose of the latter theatrical genre? Quick answer: 

to inspire. The epic poem, in the Greek world, was the stories of 

heroes, meant to inspire a better way of being.

On The Adventures of Baron Munchausen, director Terry Gillian 

jokes about it. The action takes place in a European city besieged 

by the Turks sometime in the 18th century. A meeting between 

Horatio Jackson, the mayor, and the military high command is 

interrupted by two officers who bring in a third man and present 

him as an example of heroism. After a brief conversation, it is clear 

that in his last feat the Heroic Officer (how he is called in the script, 

and who is played by Sting, the famous musician) has destroyed six 

enemy cannons and freed ten of his companions, prisoners of the 

Turkish army. Mayor Jackson comments what he has heard about 

him and that he knows this is not the first time he has heroically 

risked his life. And then, almost in the same sentence, he orders 

him to be executed.

As the soldiers leave, Jackson explains to the other meeting par-

ticipants, who look at him astonished: “This sort of behavior is 

demoralizing for the ordinary soldiers and citizens who are trying to 

lead normal, simple, unexceptional lives. I think things are difficult 

enough as it is without these emotional people rocking the boat". 

Jackson is a bureaucrat. He sees danger in heroism because, for 

him, heroes do not make others imitate or follow them, but instead, 

they plunge them into the anguished realization of a mediocrity 

from which they cannot escape.

But on the contrary, what the Greeks seemed to seek in epic stories 

was inspiration precisely, that is, the vision of the best we can become. 

And not only them. Human history is full of examples where some 

WHAT KIND OF STORY IS THE EPIC 
NARRATIVE?

general or statesman deli-

berately points to heroes as 

examples to be followed. Po-

litical propagandists understand 

this well. In the height of World War 

II, with the Germans advancing towards 

Moscow, Stalin on the brink of catastrophe launches a surprising 

speech for the time, in which he called the Russians "brothers" and 

points – as an example to be followed – to Alexander Nevsky, a 

historical military figure who had fought the Teutonic knights. The 

interesting thing is that until that day, Nevsky and other military 

heroes from the tsarist era had been banned from official discourse, 

precisely because they had been symbols of tsarist power. Why 

did he do that? Because Stalin and his advisers understood that 

it was necessary to also summon the forces of those who resisted 

the regime, showing a common enemy and leaving in the back-

ground the things that until then divided them. Of course, Stalin is 

not exactly an example of collaboration or care for citizens, but this 

story shows in him a sensibility to the power of the epic narrative 

that allows us to illustrate a part of the phenomenon.
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We believe in what we call “Extreme Collaboration”, working together in a way whe-
re no one is excluded, and that we don’t need to agree on everything to do so. We 

have the technology to collaborate as a species for the first time in our history, and 
we have an urgent need to do so.

We believe the challenge is cultural, not just operational. It’s more than another way 
to do things, it’s a completely different way to be together in this world.

We are fully aware of the importance of the modern city in human societies. Cities are 
the space as well as the trigger for deep transformation. We accept there are other 

ways to tackle this, but our city is the space we have chosen to work on because we 
believe that it’s where we can commit and where the path to action seems more at 

hand for the common citizen.

We believe that the cultural change we are looking for, will require a new way to un-
derstand our public institutions, to create and manage our private companies, as well 
as to exercise our own role as citizens. We need to do so in a way that everyone will 
be responsible for the social and environmental impact of our actions. New ways are 

already emerging and our challenge is to accelerate that process. 

The hope of future generations depends on what we do today. It is our responsibili-
ty to make sure that they also have the chance of a happy fulfilling life. We are not 
allowed to give up. Our destiny is in the hands of our generation and no one else’s.

IV. ASSEMBLING THE EPIC NARRATIVE

We believe the current path Humanity is following is unsustainable, and as a species 
we are facing arguably one of our biggest challenges in history. However, we also 

believe we still have time to change our course. 

Our concerns range from climate crisis, race and gender equality, pollution of the sea, 
deforestation, justice, poverty to hunger. We did not invent these challenges; they are 

included in the UN Sustainable Development Goals subscribed by 193 countries.

We are convinced that, if we continue at the current pace, we won’t be able to solve 
these problems in time. The current approach of waiting for governments and in-

ternational organizations to solve them, is not enough. We can’t, as citizens, just sit 
aside waiting for others to save us. We all need to participate and fully commit our-

selves to action if we want to achieve these goals. 

We believe that transformation at a personal level alone, is not enough. What we 
really need is a systemic change, a new way of belonging to society and our planet 
with new shared responsibilities. To be a part of the solution, first each one of us 

needs to understand we are at the present moment, also part of the problem.

THE MANIFESTO OF CITIES CAN B

A manifesto is a good way to capture the epic narrative. It does not contain it, because the epic common purpose includes all the 

other elements that we have seen, but it allows us to give it poetic expression.

We share here the manifesto that we have created for Cities CAN B:

M A N I F E S T O

IV. ASSEMBLING THE EPIC NARRATIVE



V. THE CANVAS OF 
THE EPIC COMMON 
PURPOSE

CO-CREATING THE FUTUREHONORING THE PAST DANCING IN THE PRESENT
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V. THE CANVAS OF THE EPIC COMMON PURPOSE

A subtle but major detail is understanding that the epic common purpose is not something we are going to design once and then "use". 

Let us remember that it is a set of narratives and symbols, practices and rituals, interpretations and states of mind, which together 

produce a collective way of acting. Cultivating it and keeping it alive, so it remains relevant and engaging, is a permanent job. 

The CANVAS of the epic common purpose is structured, unsurprisingly, around the three temporal dimensions that we have seen, each 

of which has its own definitions.

In this chapter we show a practical tool that we have developed during our years in this adventure, promoting and learning from extreme 

collaboration.

We call it the CANVAS of the common epic purpose and it produces the content to nurture the instrument presented in the first note-

book (the Extreme Collaboration Canvas). A canvas is a blank surface that, starting from certain questions, allow us to sketch the epic 

common purpose that we need to cultivate in order to succeed in convening and mobilizing those individuals and groups that make up 

the community whose extreme collaboration we are seeking.

V. THE CANVAS OF THE EPIC COMMON PURPOSE
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To gather these elements, once we have briefly shown the dis-

tinctions and an example, we brainstorm around the following 

question: What elements of the past can we highlight to connect 
with our roots and cultivate the gratitude and pride in being who 
we are, building the "we" that we seek to mobilize?

Once the participants propose their ideas, in a brainstorming 

exercise, they are grouped together to detect the ideas 

that appear with more strength or around which there 

is a broader consensus, until they reach a set of 

elements that addresses each of the indicated 

categories (stories, heroes, milestones, etc.). 

In the case where there is a category 

without answers, we ask the participants 

to propose elements for that specific 

category, with a question such as: "And 

considering the elements that we have 

seen so far, what rituals could we include?"

V. THE CANVAS OF THE EPIC COMMON PURPOSE

In the first exercise we seek to show the participants some basic 

distinctions about what to bring from the past as an element for the 

epic common purpose. We do this by showing a good example that 

is familiar to the facilitators, so that they are able to clarify any doubts 

that may arise. As it is a workshop, and not a class, it is important 

that this first part is short (not more than ten or fifteen minutes).

The elements that constitute the dimension of the past in the epic 

common purpose are:

• Stories: The accounts that, as seen, allow us to shape a com-

mon past, which unifies and aligns the intents around a "we". 

• Heores: The protagonists of the stories that shape the common 

past. Real people who did extraordinary things and who inspire 

and resonate with us. 

• Milestones: Key moments that the stories communicate, 

in which there is a relevant change in one or more variables 

considered essential for the community.

• Rituals: Recurring activities that we carry out, which are designed 

to touch the participants and the observers, with a symbolic 

meaning associated with the stories that give expression to 

the past.

• Practices: Recurring activities that we can observe, and without 

having the emotional or symbolic meaning of the rituals, are 

part of the "way of life" that we summon in our articulation 

of the past.

• Institutions: Organizations, but also human groups and/or 

sets of rituals that give meaning to the past. 

Neither the stories, nor the heroes need to be from the distant 

past. An epic narrative that shows how a person recently overcame 

adversity can become a source of inspiration much more powerful 

than the glorious deeds of some moldy heroes in the history books 

of a few centuries ago.

1. THE PAST

Taking Mandela's story as an example:

Stories
• We have in common the legacy that the 

English left us.

Heroes • Rugby players. 

Milestones
• Not having been able to participate in the last 

rugby world cup.

• The Boer Wars.

Rituals • Drinking tea.

Practices • Playing rugby.

Institutions
• The national government.

• The army.

• The Springboks team.

V. THE CANVAS OF THE EPIC COMMON PURPOSE
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Again, we begin the exercise by offering to the participants the 

distinctions necessary to collectively articulate the vision we seek.  

The constituent elements of the future dimension are:

• Stories: The stories that give life to the vision of the future.

• Common ambitions: Articulations of the ambitions that most 

of us want for our community.

• Commitments:  Statements we make about what we want to 

accomplish together and the actions we will take in the future 

to express that.

Continuing Mandela's story:

To carry out the exercise, once the distinctions and the example have 

been presented, we address the question: "What elements could 

be highlighted to articulate a vision for the future that can summon 

the greatest possible number of stakeholders to dream of a city 

that is more inclusive, more participatory, and that advances the 

local SDG agenda?” Ideally you can address each category at a time.

3. THE FUTURE

Stories

• It is possible to build a country where we can 

live together without violence or revenge.

• It is possible that we all win, it is not a zero-sum 

game, that is, for part of the country to win it is 

not necessary for the other part to lose.

Common

ambitions

• Peaceful coexistence.

• Justice.

• Winning the World Cup.

Commitments • Working on it together.

V. THE CANVAS OF THE EPIC COMMON PURPOSE

As in the previous exercise, here we first present to the participants 

distinctions about what to search for in the present, also using an 

example. Ideally, the example should be the same, so that they can 

form an idea of the complete map that they have to be able to build.

The elements of the present dimension are:

• Stories: Unlike stories about the past, these stories seek to 

articulate the present and the challenges that it poses to us. 

• Leadership: Identifying key leaders for the challenge. It is a very 

important piece of the CANVAS because it allows to consider 

and accommodate all leaders able to mobilize the community. 

Leaving off the map a person who exercises important lea-

dership can be as damaging as bringing in one who exercises 

negative leadership and showcasing them. 

• Coordination: It is the record of the agreements necessary to 

carry out joint actions with different people and organizations.

• Declarations: "Speech acts"11 that someone with sufficient 

authority (not necessarily an "official authority") performs to 

determine possible objectives and courses of action. 

2. THE PRESENT

Continuing with Mandela's story:

The exercise is performed similarly to the previous one. Once we 

have given the participants the distinctions, they are asked to hi-

ghlight elements of the present. The guiding question should be: 

"What parts of what we are doing and what is happening in our 

city are relevant to be highlighted and put at the center in order to 

strengthen the "we" that we want to cultivate?" Responses should 

be provided for each category. If you have enough time, you can 

ask one question at a time: "What stories of the present are relevant 

and should be highlighted (...)? Which leaderships are relevant and 

should be highlighted (...)?" And so on.

11 "Speech Acts” are a set of things that we say (even with non-verbal language) and whose  basic purpose is to coordinate with other people. The philosophical discipline 
called "Pragmatic Hermeneutics" led by Fernando Flores, sets a taxonomy for these gestures, depending on the way in which they create spaces for relationships and 
coordination between people. In this text, we refer to statements.

Stories 
• In a civil war we would all lose.

• If the Springboks win, we'll all win.

Leadership
• Mandela.

• The captain of the rugby team.

• General Viljoen.

Coordination

• Coordination with neighborhoods to train 

children.

• Coordination with the rest of the planet to 

organize the World Cup.

Declarations
• T-shirt colors will not be changed.

• Both anthems will be played in the matches.

V. THE CANVAS OF THE EPIC COMMON PURPOSE
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How do we know if we are cultivating a powerful epic common 

purpose?

It is necessary to keep the question alive, and therefore, we suggest 

these criteria, which can guide us:

1.- The stakeholders of our city have a co-
llective identity that brings them gratitude, 
pride, and commitment.

2.- Our city is able to attract and retain 
talents.

3.- There is an interpretation powerful enou-
gh to systematically inspire the different 
stakeholders of the city to design and im-
plement initiatives that aim to produce the 
required changes.

5. FOLLOW UP

V. THE CANVAS OF THE EPIC COMMON PURPOSE

In this last step, the "we" that has emerged in the conversation about 

the past, the present, and the future is articulated in the same vision. 

At this point in the work, for most of the participants, an idea of 

that "we" has been delineated, revealed in the elements arising 

from the previous questions. What we need now is to express it.

This is not done in the same workshop, but it can be addressed as 

part of the joint work in the following days and weeks.

The first step is to build a manifesto, a task that can be entrusted to 

a small group, based on the contributions received in the workshop. 

It should have a structure similar to:

"We, who are_ (past) ____, who are doing __ (present) ___, and 

who want to achieve _ (future) _____; we, who are present here, 

are committed to ___________ ". 

This first version of the manifesto will be modified over time, but 

having it is an important milestone, since it gives expression to 

the "we" for the first time, and serves as an inspiration for the next 

steps. The manifesto of Cities CAN B, seen in Chapter 5, is an 

example of this.

4. BELONGING

The following elements, which must be developed, manifest the 

"we", and may include:

Art

• Aesthetics

Logo

Web page

Colors

Symbols

• Music

Anthems

Songs

• Poetry

Ads

Heroic tales

Milestones and rites

• Everyday meeting events. For example: work sessions, 

coordination meetings, etc.

• Symbolic actions, such as the inauguration of a painted 

mural, or the reception of new participants, or giving a badge

• Special meeting events: celebrations, commemorations, etc.

• Everyday rituals

• Rituals in ceremonies

Continuing with Mandela's example:

We
• We, South Africans, members of the same 

country, regardless of our color, language, or 

religion, want to build our future together.

V. THE CANVAS OF THE EPIC COMMON PURPOSE
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