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One crucial difference between the past and the future is that events belonging to the past are beyond the control of our present actions. Although new meanings and interpretations can be assigned to them, the historical course of events is set and cannot be modified. Events can only be submitted to a “retrospective critique” (Reisigl & Wodak, 2001), not be altered or reordered. The past is thus the domain of knowledge, not action, and from the point of view of action, it is closed. The future, on the other hand, is subject to social actors’ current doings and to the ways they set the agenda of their future aims. It is not “merely imagined but also made” (p. xiii) and the decisions made in the present can have consequences extending very far beyond current circumstances. Indeed, they can affect sometimes generations to come. The way the future is related to thus raises very serious social, ethical and political issues. Notably, it begs answers to questions such as: Who has the power to create acceptable representations for events that, being yet to come, are thus also partially “up for definition”? How may future’s definitions “work to limit imagination and negotiation to accrue perception of power in the hands of the planner” (Scollon, 2007)? What is at stakes when we are dealing with events which have not come into existence yet and for which claims made can be brushed aside on the count that they are not falsifiable at the time they are made? 


Adam & Groves’ Future matters: Knowledge, Action, Ethics embarks us on a riveting intellectual journey into these questions and a wealth of other crucial ones through exploring how the future has been engaged with in the past, how it is engaged with now and how it could be engaged with in alternative ways. 


The book consists in nine rich and elegantly styled chapters, which contribute to the building of a coherent argument aiming to show how the contemporary ways of presenting the future as open, decontextualized, and emptied of content—and thus available for colonizing—is all but inevitable and should be challenged because of the consequences it leads to. 

The first five chapters provide a wide-ranging history of the future has it has been related to in the Western world. The discussion retraces how we have moved from a view of the future as pre-existing and available to be discovered through various techniques of divination and prophecy (the future told), to developing practices and knowledge providing a social frame for dealing with the uncertain and unknown, notably through moral codes, laws, habits, traditions and knowledge of social and natural cycles (the future tamed), to a commodification of the future making it available for calculation, trade, exchange, exploitation by divorcing it from context and emptying it from content (futures traded). The shift from a view of the future as pre-existing, contextual, and inscribed in wider natural, social and spiritual systems to the idea of the future as a blank space that can be shaped at will has important consequences. Once we decontextualize and empty the future, the authors argue in the chapters titled futures transformed and futures traversed, “we can forget that our future is the present of others,” we can traverse and “use and abuse it without feeling guilt or remorse” (p.13). In this process, however, futures may become “spoilt, foreshortened and even potentially eradicated” (p.92). We cease to attempt to understand connections and implications, and we begin transforming and altering the future, with all the unintended and unwanted consequences that may follow in the short, long or very long-term.


Chapters 7 to 9 (futures thought, futures tended, futures transcended) are critical in orientation. They seek to challenge the status quo by providing new metaphors and conceptual tools to give access to differing ways of apprehending the future that “restore a sense that the future matters” (p. 97). The authors thus alert us through the notions of lived future and living future that futures are always latent, processes in the making, on their way to emergence and that as such, rather than being disconnected from it, we are always already immersed in the future. If this is the case, we cannot longer maintain the illusion of an open and empty future and ignore the consequences of our actions, our responsibilities and obligations. We are ourselves de facto “implicated participants, responsible for the future in the making” (p. 15), carrying responsibilities for the “outcomes of our future-creating actions” (p. 165) even when these outcomes cannot be foreseen or known in the present. In that context, the authors prone to widen our horizon of concern and responsibility to encompass the generations of those yet unborn and to tend to our relationship with them in a spirit of “non-reciprocal, non-instrumental” care (chapter 8). More largely, they also invite us to question some of our usual assumptions about the future as a means to imagine new, more appropriate and less damaging ways of connecting to the future (chapter 9). A call for action follows in an epilogue portraying what a 21st Century expert on the future, concerned with transforming institutions “in ways that take account of long-term effects of scientific developments and their contemporary socio-technical applications” (p. 191), would need to develop as skills, knowledge, competencies and personality traits. The book closes with a useful glossary of key terms related to future matters that is revealing of the depth of the conceptual work accomplished by the authors in their endeavor to explore and “re-open” the future. Entries range from discussions of abstract future, care, dasein, divination, and foresight to habits of mind, latency, lived future, non-reciprocal responsibility, progress, Promethean power, structural irresponsibility, time-print or utopia. 


One strength of the book undeniably lies in its ability to depict convincingly different historical “logics” which have prevailed (and are still prevailing) in relation to conceptualizing the future. It finds ways to present these complex, multifaceted and historically/socially/culturally situated logics without reducing the debates or making the argument too abstract or too general to be grasped. The production of this kind of systemic knowledge seems essential with regards to the issues dealt with. In a world where “abbreviated knowledge” (Hassan, 2003) often dominates, the book powerfully demonstrates how thorough and systematic scholarship can illuminate social life and pave the way for taking more sensible actions. The book also has useful “rhetoric” qualities: it is persuasive in the way it is constructed but also enticing almost on an “emotional” level. The language used seems almost to be serving a deliberative/moral function: helping the reader deciding which actions should or should not be taken in relation to future matters in view of the  knowledge produced. This also shows the role of language in “projecting” certain (preferred) configurations into the world, a topic only addressed in the end by the authors but which suffuses all of their writing. The book shows in an exemplary manner how discourse about the future can “work to limit imagination” or on the contrary, play out in funneling opportunities for further, new and different experiences (Scollon, 2007). 

The largely-out-of-awareness presuppositions we hold about social practices, institutions in social life, etc. is one of the ways through which we keep these institutions, practices alive. Sociologist de Fornel (1993) proposes that each time we plan some form of action, commit to do something, we accomplish simultaneously two things. On the one hand, we engage the future by starting constituting it as a reality. If I promise some friends to come and visit them on a certain day and time, this promise binds me to be there and to behave between now and the date of the meeting in such a way as to be able to fulfill my promise. On the other hand, promises of this kind also contribute to a form of “conservatism”. Indeed, I will also simultaneously go under the assumption that I will be able to fulfill my promise because all other institutions will remain equal (there will no be a catastrophe in the world or in my life, the bus system will continue to run, etc. ). By indirectly and tacitly formulating in this way the conditions necessary for the accomplishment of our actions, we thus also unavoidably contribute to reinforce established structures and practices. On the contrary, each time we invent or show alternatives futures that contradict current ways of apprehending it, the world thus constructed or intuited may threaten to jeopardize those very same institutions and practices. Even the most banal of our everyday projections, in this case, thus amounts in the end to a form of subtle (conscious or unconscious) engagement in either reproducing or transforming social frames. In my view, Future matters constitutes important research because it has the power to resignify and reframe our present choices though challenging current practices and breaking the conservative line.  In the spirit of care set by its authors, I can only invite to pay close attention to it, as the issues discussed are most urgent to take into consideration. 
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