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The ever present


So, what are you doing tomorrow?


Assuming that it is an ordinary working day, and you are fortunate enough to have a job, tomorrow should be like yesterday. The alarm will wake you up at an appointed time, you will pay the obligatory visit to the bathroom, have your breakfast and set off to work. But just because everything was as it ought to be yesterday, it does not mean that tomorrow will be exactly the same. There could be problems with transport or the weather which would change the course of the day. There could be even worse scenarios: a family problem forces you to change your routine, you could be involved in an accident or turn up at the office to discover you have been sacked or made redundant. There are, of course, positive scenarios too. Everything flows as it should, you end up being promoted, receive even better news and end up at a celebratory dinner. But you cannot know for sure. Unlike yesterday, about which you know certain facts, there is uncertainty about tomorrow: almost anything unexpected can happen.


There is another odd thing about tomorrow, well illustrated by the title of a Bond film: Tomorrow Never Dies (1997). It is always the day after today, forever alive, pregnant with both positive and negative possibilities. We often use tomorrow to refer to, as The Concise Oxford Dictionary puts it, ‘some future time’. Like tomorrow, the future, an amalgam of all our tomorrows, is always over the horizon, permanently in front of us. It never comes, and in this sense it is not ‘real’ and does not really ‘exist’. The future can only exist when it becomes the present – but at that point it ceases to be the future. It can never be grasped fully and is permanently unknown.


That is probably why most people do not spend much time thinking about the future. Most of our concerns are focused on the present which has enough issues of its own. We may think about what we are going to do tomorrow or next week, look forward to things that are definite such as birthdays, holidays or religious festivals, and worry about taxes and the education of our children. But we feel helpless about our long-term future. Unlike the past, which we can ‘see’ as it has left evidence that can be observed and studied, there is nothing to see about the future, there is no evidence we can examine or experience to which we can relate. It is as though we are moving from the brightness of the day to the darkness of the night. Given how rapidly society is changing, how uncertain it all appears, it seems unrealistic to think about the long-term future, even in personal terms. The future appears a remote, vague concept somewhere ahead in time. We are thus inclined to throw our hands in the air and paraphrase Matthew 6:34: the future will take care of itself.


If only. The future does not always take care of itself. Think about it in personal terms. You know you are going to get old and will have to make plans for a comfortable old age. If you are a young person, old age may be 30 or even 40 years in the future. But unless you set up a pension now, and it has ample time to mature, you will not have a pension and may spend your senior years in penury. If you decide to have children you will commit yourself to decades in the future: a baby is not just a baby, it is also an infant, a teenager, a juvenile, a young adult; and it is not just the pram and childcare you need to worry about but also schools and higher education, the difficulties of adolescence, tears and tantrums as well as the joys of achievements and marriage. You know you are going to die one day – that is a future fact – and if you do not want to leave your affairs in a mess you ought to have a will, written, witnessed, signed and sealed in good time. So even in our personal lives we need to do certain things in the present to ensure certain outcomes, despite all the uncertainties, in the future. Thus, the future does not just happen by itself, automatically. It is created through our actions or inaction in the present.


Even though the future does not exist at present, except as an image in our minds, it is something quite real. Unlike Han Solo of Star Wars, Captain James T. Kirk of Star Trek and the Terminator, which are figments of imagination, the future is real and will be realized in tangible form one day. And the form the future will take has a direct and intimate relationship both with our present and our past. We use the experience of the past, its memories, lessons, successes and setbacks, to make decisions and choices in the present. What we do in the present – the desires we have, the perceptions we inculcate, the choices we make, the actions we take – all shape our future. The present thus has a shifting boundary between what has happened and what will happen. The future is ever present in the present.


Moreover, not everything that will happen in the future is unknown to us. There are certain aspects of the future we know quite well. We can, for example, calculate celestial movements with stunning accuracy. That is why we are able to land a man on the moon, send probes to Mars and Jupiter, and predict solar and lunar eclipses centuries in advance. Meteorologists can provide us with a reasonably confident forecast (although there are always gremlins in the system) of what the weather will be like tomorrow, next week and even a month or two ahead. As individuals we know that we are going to grow old and die one day. We know that a decade or two from now society will definitely change, although we do not know exactly how it will change. We know that climate change or some other environmental catastrophe will have dire consequences for the future of the planet even though we may not know what to do about it. So there are certain aspects of the future we do know about. But on the whole, we can say, after eighteenth-century French mathematician and astronomer Pierre-Simon Laplace, ‘What we know is not much. What we do not know is immense.’
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The paradoxical characteristics of the future – it does not exist but it is real, it is ahead but also behind us, it never arrives but is always with us, it is unknowable yet there are things we do know – make it unique, allusive and a very important subject of study. One way or another, what happens in the future will affect us all. As such, every single person on the planet has an investment in the future; it is a subject that should concern us all. Particularly so in a rapidly changing world, where people’s values, attitudes and beliefs change almost as swiftly as new inventions and innovations are produced. By thinking creatively about the future – what might happen, what we would like to happen, what we would have to do to ensure that certain things happen – we, as individuals and communities, can prepare for tomorrow and make more rational decisions on the kind of future we desire and make an effort to achieve it.


	What the study of the future is not about




Exploring the future is not about astrology, horoscopes, religious prophecy and the like. Consult the astrology page of popular press, Mystic Meg and Nostradamus for these.


It is also not about futures markets, futures exchanges, futures trading and futures contracts; the stuff of financial meltdowns and nightmares. It has nothing to do with futurism, which is an early twentieth-century art movement, associated with Italian fascists.
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‘Our civilisation,' writes the American futurist Allen Tough, ‘has enormous potential not only to flourish happily but also to deteriorate appallingly. In fact, humanity literally has the capacity to exterminate itself, thus joining many other species that have become extinct. However, our civilisation also has the capacity to avoid the worst dangers and to flourish peacefully for thousands of years. At this peculiar moment in human history, our two extreme potentials (for destroying everything and for achieving a highly positive future) may both be vaster than at any time during the past 10,000 years.'1 What will actually happen, to our civilization, our communities and societies, depends on the choices we make and the actions we take in the coming years and decades. Change is inevitable, but all of us have to participate in ensuring that change is constructive.
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But how do we study a subject that is so imperceptible, real but absent, that forces us to look backwards (in recent history) as well as forwards? The study of the future may appear, at first sight, to be quite daunting and problematic. But in many respects it is not all that different from other disciplines such as art, music, law, ethics, philosophy and religion, that deal with abstract ideas and phenomena that cannot be measured precisely. Just because the future has some perplexing characteristics, it does not mean we cannot study it in a disciplined, systematic manner, or conduct empirical research on trends and agents of change, or analyse critically the underlying assumptions about our perceptions, metaphors and images of the time ahead – just like any other discipline.


But unlike most established disciplines, such as biology, economics or sociology, the study of the future does not have fixed boundaries, theories, paradigms, authorities and well-established designated areas of research and thought. So it would be wrong to think of it as a discipline. Rather, the study of the future is a systematic but open-ended mode of inquiry. On the whole, what we actually study when we study the future is the ideas – yours, mine, theirs – about what society, world, humanity and planet will be like in the decades to come. As your ideas about the future are as important and valid as mine, and those of others, the future, and its exploration, becomes an area that is constantly and continuously negotiated and contested. Moreover, we cannot really study ‘the future’ in the abstract; we have to be explicit and talk about the future of something specific – an object, subject or situation – and then examine how it will change, develop and look in the decades to come. So we may, for example, look at the future of the internet, education, pensions, genetic technology, farming, water, climate and the Middle East. The subject on which we focus will of course have its own disciplinary requirements. We have to know something about economics or the politics of the Middle East before we can look at their future. Thus, the study of the future is, by definition, a multidisciplinary and transdisciplinary endeavour.


When most people think about the future they tend to think, almost by a reflex action, about predictions. This is partly due to the fact that historically the future has been associated with astrology, prophecy, crystal gazing and other arcane forms of divination and supernatural practices. And partly due to the fact that popular literature about the future is essentially about predictions. However, while any enterprise about the future would involve an attempt or two to predict the future based on extrapolation from present-day trends, predictions are only a small part of the story. Thinking more constructively about, as well as anticipating, the future requires us to go beyond predictions, not least because predictions are a hazardous business. In most cases, predictions and forecasts simply end up by projecting the (selected) past and the (often-privileged) present on to a linear future. A good example is provided in an article on ‘green predictions’ in the United Airlines in-flight magazine, Hemispheres, which I came across during a jaunt across the United States. ‘In the future,' it stated confidently, ‘here’s how it is going to work: sidewalks will power streetlights, buildings will eat smog, nuclear plants will run on nuclear waste, and endangered animals will be socially networked.'2


These predictions tell us nothing more than what technology is being developed at the moment, with added wishful thinking about their dissipation in society in the next few years. Of course, some of these developments will go by the wayside, others will face manufacturing problems, and still others (like the wonderful nuclear plant) will be resisted by pressure groups. Notice also that all of these predictions are about technology, which is usually the case with most predictions, and which is being projected as an autonomous and desirable force. One could also ask: whose future is being predicted? Would the sidewalks that turn pedestrian footfalls into electricity be used in Africa? Will the Indians embrace the ‘eco-friendly $345,000, lab-grown, cow-free hamburgers’ that nevertheless contain beef? One need not be a technological determinist to appreciate that these predictions present us with a one-dimensional trajectory that actually forecloses the future, which appears as little more than the transformation of society by new technologies. This is the main problem with predictions: they tend to give us a single picture of what is likely to happen on the assumption that there is only one possible future. But the future is pregnant with countless possibilities. The important point to realize is that our future is not predetermined, pre-ordained, or carved out in stone as these predictions seem to suggest; like clay it can be moulded and shaped to our needs and cherished values.


Consider the year 2054. It may turn out as depicted in the science fiction film Minority Report (2002), a fascinating exploration of free will and determinism. The film tells the story, or if you like presents a scenario, about 2054 when three bio-engineered young people, ‘pre-cogs’, are able to foresee murders. They are the main sources of a ‘pre-crime’ unit, based in Washington D.C., whose officers arrest people for murders they have not yet committed. However, the chief of the unit himself has to go on the run when the pre-cogs foresee him murdering someone he does not know in the near future. The plot turns on the legal and ethical issues involved in imprisoning people for crimes they have not actually committed.


Now, it may be that by 2054 we have developed a technique which tells us what is going to happen before it happens. Many of the technologies depicted in Minority Report, such as retinal scanners, electronic gloves, electronic spiders, flying hovercrafts and magnetic levitation may come to fruition. But again they may not. The film assumes that ‘technology will continue to be developed and deployed in advanced ways, but not everyone will benefit from it. Also, our world will, of course, be different half a century hence, but some things will remain more or less as they are now, a point illustrated by the fact that business people are still dressing in suits and ties like those they wear today. Similarly, the drugs may change, but drug addiction won’t.'3


But we can also make other equally viable assumptions. Minority Report offers us one possible picture of what might happen in 2054. But there are other possible futures for this particular date. In fact, there are countless alternative futures, possible or desirable, for 2054.


This is why when we systematically explore and research the future we don’t actually study ‘the future’: we study futures, with the accent firmly on the plural. The singular term, ‘the future’, focuses our attention on only one future, has serious political implications and is conceptually rather limited. In contrast, the pluralization of futures, to use the words of the World Futures Studies Federation, ‘opens up the territory for envisioning and creating alternative and preferred futures’.4 Hence, the field of inquiry that critically investigates futures is best described as ‘futures studies’ (the appellation emphasises both the plurality of futures as well as the plurality of approaches to studying futures), sometimes reduced simply to ‘futures’. Those who engage in futures studies (academics and researchers, experts and professionals, activists and consultants) or futures are called futurists.


	Beyond positivism




The field of futures studies is the last bastard child of positivism growing up in a postmodern age. It was conceived during the time people believed in a science (predictive and controlling) of the future. We know now that this is not possible (about anything, certainly about the future!).


So we are struggling to find out what futures studies are, given the fact that so many people still want to be able to predict and control the future…Instead of predicting the future, futures studies help people envision and invent the future not as though one were creating an inevitable blueprint, but in order to give a sense of direction and control (not the reality of such) on the assumption that soon after you start heading towards your preferred future, you will experience new things, develop new ideas about a new preferred future, and want to discard the old one.


James Dator, ‘Futures studies: today and tomorrow’, Futuribili, 1993.
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There are, of course, some futurists who specialize in and do little else other than predictions and forecasts. But the majority study alternative futures, examine and imagine different future possibilities, create diverse images and stories about the future, analyse metaphors, myths and underlying assumptions about future worlds, develop methods for exploring futures, critique futures from different cultural, gender and political perspectives, and investigate as wide a range of scenarios and future histories as possible.


The purpose of futures studies is to keep the future open to all alternatives, and to ensure that ideas about the future do not simply become steps towards new forms of oppression. It is as much about the future as it is about our contemporary ideas, feelings, goals, vision and desires that might influence the future. It is about foresight and creative management of change. And, above all, it is about present actions, the changes we need to make in our daily lives, everyday practices, social norms and priorities so that we are empowered to usher and shape our preferred future.


The overall message of futures studies, and most futurists, is simple. It is best expressed by Fleetwood Mac’s enduring hit:


[image: image]


[image: image]  Jim Dator of The Hawaii Research Center for Futures Studies (image created by his students Cyrus Camp and Aaron Rosa).
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Don’t stop thinking about tomorrow.


It will soon be here.5
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Where is the future?


Beyond tomorrow, what are we actually talking about when we talk about the future? We are not talking about the past, a time associated with histories, memories, identity and personal achievements. We are not talking about the present, where we are bogged down with numerous problems and the toil and tribulations of everyday existence. We are thinking and looking forward. But the future extends from now to infinity and talking vaguely about ‘the future’ does not make much sense. We have to focus on a more meaningful timescale, a period we can study and try to grasp.


For most people, time is continuous, linear and moves in a single direction. Tomorrow invariably follows today, just as today has arrived after yesterday. But not all cultures see time in this particular way. Traditional cultures, for example, see time in terms of cycles: seasons, menstruation and rotation of the moon. Religious traditions such as Hinduism and Buddhism regard time as cyclical, consisting of ages that repeat themselves endlessly: history and future are integrated into a pattern. In some tribal cultures, time and history are related to land: the land decides and creates time, and time is counted according to the activities related to the land. For the Australian aborigines, dreamtime is a sacred era in which ancestral totemic spirits created the world. In some tribal cultures, the notion of time is conspicuous by its absence. For example, the Pirahã Tribe, located in the Amazon rainforest, do not have a notion of the past or the future. Everything exists in the present; it does not exist if it is not here right now. The language of the Brazilian tribe of the Amondawa has no word for time or for time periods such as month or year. As perceptions of time are shaped by culture, we do not have a unitary, uniform, worldwide understanding of time. People relate to time differently and problems can arise between cultures from their different relationships to time.


	Auden on Time




Time will say nothing but I told you so,


Time only knows the price we have to pay;


If I could tell you I would let you know.


W.H. Auden
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Our perception of time shapes our lives as well as society even though we give little thought to what time is and what it may mean for us. In the Arabian peninsula, for example, life is organized around daily ritual prayer. When someone says they will meet you after asr (afternoon) prayer, they mean anytime between asr prayer and maghrib (evening) prayer – a period of four to five hours. In Central Africa, people make appointments based on the activities of the most common animal in their society: cows. When someone makes a late afternoon appointment, they say ‘I will see you when the cows are out’. If a train arrives one minute after scheduled time in Japan, it is late. But in Britain even if it is late by a few minutes it is still ‘on time’. In western societies, ‘time is money’. But in most Latin American countries time and money are independent quantities. Just because you have a lot of time on your hands, it does not mean it should be devoted exclusively to work. You can give ‘time to time’ (dar tiempo al tiempo), as suggested by a Mexican saying, and have a siesta. In Indian religious traditions and philosophies, such as Hinduism and Buddhism, time is regarded as cyclic, consisting of repeated ages and often depicted as a wheel, for example, at the famous thirteenth-century Konark Sun Temple in Odisha.
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