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I was asked to reflect upon the first theme of the workshop “Various forms of rationality and relations to uncertainty” and to have a closer look at the latter part of that theme, i.e. the relations to uncertainty. Reading Julie-Anne Boudreau’s presentation of that theme, I distinguish three topics: the failure of Western sciences and city planning to address uncertainty and spontaneity; the new challenge of taking action without the basis of a secure knowledge; the way Western rationality stems from a philosophy of the social contract and developed from there onwards. On this last topic, my own work and research will be of no use but they can throw some light on the first two topics. Let’s start with planning. 

Planning and uncertainty
As I can gather from my own research on Brussels, planning is foremost a matter of authoritarianism. It is essentially an authoritarian way of city-making. And in order to tackle that problem, we can explore non authoritarian ways and have a look at “potent alternatives” as Boudreau suggested. However, if we want to understand planning, the authoritarian one I mean, we’d better let go of the opposition between Cartesian and non Cartesian qualities; between knowledge, certainty, control and technocracy on the one hand, and intuition, unpredictability, uncertainty and spontaneity on the other hand. For planning has been able to impose itself because it was more inventive and riskier, more bold in tackling the problem of uncertainty and unpredictability, and more daring in using territorial imagination than its 19th-Century counterparts and alternatives. 
In Brussels, two such alternatives have taken issue against the authoritarian option. First, in 1845, when the general city plan was put forward by the new Belgian State and the Inspector-Engineer Charles Verstraeten. There, opposition came from those who held that a territory could not be planned for so long in advance and in such a total manner (an entire region that was not yet urbanized was already drawn and decided upon for one century in advance). Those men rather thought that a city should develop bit by bit, as it had done before. They thought that a territory continually raises new opportunities and unthought-of possibilities which should be acted upon, and that this was the only way in which a truly creative and continually changing city could be developed. They called it a “spontaneous territory” as opposed to a planned-for territory. In face of such resistance, the Governor and the Head of department did not dare to impose the general plan but King Leopold I decided otherwise and, without any concern for democratic negotiation, he decreed the plan. 
The second 19th-Century alternative was formulated along Darwinian lines by the mayor of the city-center, Charles Buls (1881-1889). According to him, it was only the erroneous idea of evolvement and history, of transformation and creation, which could lead one to believe that a city could be drawn by the hand of one man. Just as a species is not designed at one go, a city could only be the result of multiple variations and changes that only gradually transform the urban fabric. But Buls too had to abdicate, confronted this time with the iron fist of King Leopold II. In other words, during the 19th Century both alternatives, the idea of spontaneity as well as the evolutionary idea of city transformation, have quite easily given way to the intentions of the planners and to the authoritarian option of city-making. Obviously, the alliance with the Belgian State has played an important role but that explanation is not enough to understand the victory of the planners. Here it becomes crucial for us to understand that the victory of the planners, which was secured by the end of the 19th-Century, had a lot to do with the power of planning itself. 
Planning is not the unimaginative and unintuitive field we might think it to be. Its power relies predominantly on how it managed to tackle the problem of uncertainty and unpredictability in an unprecedented way. A close analysis of Victor Besme, Verstraeten’s successor and author of the general plan of Brussels of 1865, blueprint of what the city is today, shows what the planners’ strengths have been: 

· Active use of the notion of intérêt general or public interest, disqualifying all opposition as the utterance of egotistical, individualistic or shortsighted interests. Planners act in the general interest. Planning relies upon the existence of an interest that is common to all. All erasure of singular experiences and all individual or partial sacrifices are then justified for. 

· Active use of projection, making future and project coincide. The planners’ success has depended upon their capacity to draw a future that requires their project by intensifying some of the tendencies at hand, and then, once that is done, to strengthen that future and make it more dense and palpable by hypothetically actualizing the project and its effects in such a way that both future and project become factual and necessary. 

· Performativity of the plan. When slowly the plan realizes itself and becomes actuality, this fact is used by the planner to say that the predictions had been right, that the future did require the plan, omitting to say that no such future would have existed without the plan. It is a self-fulfilling prophecy: the plan produces the future but planners say it has met the future and they take this as a success of their ways without realizing how circular these ways are.  
· The material map itself is an indispensable tool for creating that future. And once the Brussels’ bourgeoisie, the real estate and investors also, understood this; once they understood that the future map would allow them to domesticate uncertainty, to territorialize the opportunities and to create their own future; then they embraced planning. 
Planning is a stronghold, not because it is unimaginative, technocratic and Cartesian but because it was the first practical field to invent tools that effectively could create the future city; tools that held the future and could silence all opposition because it simultaneously held the public good, i.e. the city. This might raise a few questions. As we are exploring alternatives to technocratic planning – one of which lies in the field of the senses and of trusting associations and of developing the qualities of spontaneity as Boudreau rightly suggested – shouldn’t we also question the notion of general interest? Shouldn’t we question the ambition to undertake projects or to draw maps? Can we use those weapons, which signed the victory of technocratic planning, in a non authoritarian way? Must city-making be authoritarian, does it need an avant-garde, or can we collectively tackle uncertainty and create future territories in other ways? Those are some of the questions I will elaborate upon for the workshop. Let’s now move to the second part of the reflection paper. 
Hope, action and uncertainty

Boudreau’s text has an interesting take on Bauman’s Liquid life (2005), stating that wo/men, although they have no hold on the future, are hoping creatures and therefore do act without the guarantee of a secure outcome. This is a very important theme, an existential and political one (can radical parties do without?), which I would like to throw some light upon by using the work of the philosopher William James and of the writer Virginia Woolf, more particularly of his Will to believe (1897) and of her Three guineas (1938). For James and Woolf elaborate upon that relationship to uncertainty which we call hope, hope for a better future or for a better world, and which allows us to undertake some action without knowing the outcome. But they move a step further by suggesting that hope is too loose a notion and too passive an attitude to be able to withstand pessimism and desperation that will occur at the face of a world that is so dark and unjust. Instead of hope, they give means for developing a stronger sense of belief and of trust as the basis of every action: belief is a means of strengthening our action and we can objectively trust that our actions reconfigure what is passed on to others. Let me explain this in more detail. 

According to James, belief should not be opposed to knowledge but should rather serve as the condition of knowledge. No fact is possibly established without first someone believing in the possibility of its development and its establishment. Belief is that which carries the action, whether it is an action for knowledge or for justice. And we have a fundamental right to believe and to choose risky hypotheses because that is the only way to operate our will and capacity of action. Ultimately, to act upon a belief is the only way to reconfigure the world that is passed on to others. James can then resolve the existential question of life’s worth in a pragmatic manner, i.e. he looks for the effects of the theoretical answer to that question, effects upon our capacity to act, and simply chooses the one that empowers us most. Paraphrasing the French version of the text (p. 88): Is life worth living? The answer to that question depends entirely upon the living, he says. If the living abandons her or himself to the most somber visions and crowns her desperation by a suicide, then she will have fortified pessimism within her realm. That part of the world that is hers and connected to her action will be permeated by that somberness. This is not to make a judgment upon her, but rather it is to say that our beliefs and the action that comes with them shape that part of the world that is ours and its possibilities, which are transferred to others. With James, action is the sole source for optimism: complete the task that is yours, he says, the task for which you have a belief that is strong enough to carry you through it, and the world will objectively be changed by it. He calls this the “objective philosophy of life” (p. 182) for everything is in the action and its effects.  

In a very similar way, Woolf uses the resources of action and of alliances to others in order to resist the powers of pessimism, nihilism or cynicism. It is the action of other women which triggers the action and the necessary trust within ourselves. It is the only reason but it is a very strong reason, because by linking us to other women who have struggled or are struggling, Woolf gives us a much stronger basis for risky action than hope could have ever given us. For up to this point she had only said that we should just hope that our actions would have an effect. And here she says, I quote the culmination point at length: “… we, daughters of educated men, are between the devil and the deep sea. Behind us lies the patriarchal system, the private house, with its nullity, its immorality, its hypocrisy, its servility. Before us lies the public world, the professional system, with its possessiveness, its jealousy, its pugnacity, its greed. The one shuts us up like slaves in a harem; the other forces us to circle, like caterpillars head to tail, round and round the mulberry tree, the sacred tree, of property. It is a choice of evils. Each is bad. Had we not better plunge off the bridge into the river; give up the game; declare that the whole of human life is a mistake and so end it?” (p. 199) And this is where Woolf opens the breach: “Another answer may be staring us in the face on the shelves of our own library, once more in the biographies. Is it not possible that by considering the experiments that the dead have made with their lives in the past we may find some help in answering the very difficult question …” (p. 199) In other words, the mere fact that others have already struggled keep us from jumping off that bridge. And when Woolf, by the end of the book, develops the idea of the Outsiders’ Society, a secret society of women who fight all forms of tyranny and fascism and support each other, she does this trustingly because she knows that already “the Society of Outsiders is in being and at work” (p. 245) 
If I have chosen to bring up James and Woolf, it is because both confront the second topic raised by Boudreau, i.e. the difficult challenge of taking action without having the basis of a secure knowledge nor any guarantee on the successful outcome of the action. The emphasis which both Woolf and James put on the effects of an action and on the importance of the allies, on the force given by belief and trust, gives us means to question the classical opposition between rational choices and irrationality. Is there really such a thing as irrationality? Woolf and James give us means to explore further ways of being rational and of coping with uncertainty. They remind us that in American and English philosophy and literature, in contrast to the continental European-based ones, there is that very precious resource which is called pragmatic philosophy. Maybe that will allow me to add a series of other questions and reflections during my short intervention for the workshop next week. 
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