Wicked Futures: Meaning, Matter, and the Sociology of the Future

Abstract
Sociologists and futurists have come to see that ‘fabrications’ of the future as entirely open
to being remade in the present have become more difficult to sustain in a complex and
contingent world. Rather, new and more nuanced conceptualizations of the future are
required. To contribute to that task, I draw inspiration from Rittel and Webber’s 1973
paper in which they analyze social problems as ‘wicked problems’ to explore how
sociologists have found the future to be difficult and tricky, both conceptually and
empirically and have sought to overcome those difficulties through various analytical
strategies. I discuss the onto-epistemological status of the future in sociology, tracing major
shifts in theorizing of the future and suggest that what makes the future so wicked – so
difficult and pernicious - is that it is an ‘entanglement of matter and meaning’. In doing so, I
draw on insights from STS (science and technology studies) and other fields of inquiry to
propose a new conceptual language in which to do the sociology of the future.
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Introduction
On my first visit to New York City in 2014, I went to Corona Park to discover what
remained of what was once the future. Fifty years earlier, the World’s Fair had occupied
this site at which the likes of General Motors, IBM, , and Walt Disney projected their
techno-utopian visions of the future American life. Yet, in many ways it was the conflicts
and social movements beyond the Fair itself which shape that future life so much more
(Samuel 2007). The World’s Fair took place at the point Franco Berardi (2011) argues was
the cultural high water mark of the ‘myth of the progressive future’ that characterized the
twentieth century – a progressive future defined in terms of the extension of liberal
democracy and social welfare, and the power of technoscience to meet human needs and
wants. Berardi sees that, in this sense, the future is over – the hopes of progress dashed (at
least in the West), the utopian imagination turned dystopian. He claims that people ‘have
lost all trust in [..] the future: [it] no longer appears as a choice or a collective conscious
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action, but is a kind of unavoidable catastrophe that we cannot oppose in any way’ (Berardi
2011: 126). The New York’s World Fair is now imbued with a poignant nostalgia for a past
future that was, when one stops to think about it, supposed to be the present that we are
living in today. However, the Fair’s exhibitors’ imaginings of how our life would be like are
mostly unrealized.
In the decade that the New York World’s Fair took place, a few sociologists in both the US
and Britain responded to the writing of various futurists such as Fred Polak and Bernard de
Jouvenel to argue the case for a sociology of the future (Bell and James Mau 1971, Young
1968). These sociologists sought legitimacy for their interest in the future by looking back
to the work of the very first generation of sociologists. During the emergence of the
discipline in the nineteenth century, Auguste Comte,along with Karl Marx and Fredrich
Engels were concerned with both forecasting and actively shaping the future (Manuel
1964). Famously, Marx called on philosophers to not only interpret but to change the world
(Marx 1969). While Manuel (1964: x) characterizes the work of Comte and his
contemporaries in France as amounting to ‘wild, impractical fantasies’, they were committed
to the idea that what would become known as sociology should address how to bring a
better future into being. While Marx and Engels did not produce any kind of utopian
blueprint as such, their view of what a better future should look like, and the steps needed to
achieve it, became, as we know, a highly significant and contested one (Levitas 1990). The
rekindling of sociological interest in the future in the 1960s was shortlived and the
sociology of the future did not establish itself as a legitimate sub-field (Bell 1999). In light of
the perceived failure of Marxist anticipations of the future, John Urry (2008) claims that
sociologists retreated from making predictions themselves and became weary of imagined
alternative futures as misguided or obfuscating today’s social and economic struggles.
Despite this relative failure, since the late 1990s new strands of scholarship on the future
have come from STS, mobilities research and social theory of time. Today, as Barbara Adam
(2011: 592) argues, ‘a future-less sociology is increasingly hard to defend in a world where
socio-scientific products and their effects extend ever further futures while temporal
perspectives and concerns continue to narrow’.
For this group of scholars contemporary futurity looks very different to that of the 1960s:
rather than a set of progressive futures, we live in a time of what I call wicked futures. In
adopting this language of wickedness, I am allude to Horst Rittel, who coined the
expression ‘wicked problem’ to refer to that ‘class of social system problems which are illformulated, where the information is confusing, where there are many clients and decision
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makers with conflicting values, and where the ramifications in the whole system are
thoroughly confusing’ (Churchman 1967: 141). Rittel co-authored with Melvin Webber
(1973) a significant paper in which they elaborate on this original idea of the wicked
problem and delineate its defining features.2 For them, ‘open societal systems’ problems (the
example they give is that of poverty) are wicked in the sense of being malignant, vicious or
tricky in contrast to scientific problems which they characterize as ‘tame’, ‘benign’ and
ultimately solvable. They note that describing a wicked problem is difficult not least because
each wicked problem is a symptom of another (intractable) problem; such problems are
never solved only re-solved time and again, and what stops work on tackling them are
resources or time or political will; further, their resolution is judged not by objective criteria
but by different social actors’ own judgements of what is ‘good’ or ‘good enough’ or ‘bad’ or
‘worse’ compared to another and consensus is not likely to be reached; every re-solution
creates consequences, some or many of which are unintended and unforeseen; and there is
no fixed number of available re-solutions available to be tried out to re-solve these
problems.
Applying their characterization of wicked problems to some of the wicked futures we face
today, such as anthropomorphic climate change, would seem apt. However, it is not my aim
in this paper to do so. I keep several different meanings of the term wicked in play to reflect
on how the term wicked, with reference to character or action, also means actually or
potentially harmful, destructive, disastrous, or pernicious; difficult or dangerous; and,
crucially for my purposes here, once meant ‘difficult to do something with’. It is this last –
admittedly now obscure - meaning that interests me the most in the first part of this paper,
in which I explore how sociologists have found the future ‘difficult to do something with’,
both conceptually and empirically and have sought to overcome those difficulties through
various analytical strategies. I discuss the onto-epistemological status of the future in
sociology, tracing major shifts in theorizing of the future that engage with the vexed
question of whether the future should be understood as imaginary, in terms of being ‘of the
mind’, or as ‘real’, as having material form in the present. Given the constraints of space, my
discussion will not address the nevertheless interesting work being done in cognate fields
such as geography on anticipation (see Anderson 2010).
Drawing on this review of existing work I then diagram my own contribution to
conceptualizing the future in sociology. I suggest that the wickedness of the future – in
terms of how it is characterized as difficult, pernicious and dangerous is to be understood by
the way that the future is enacted through material-discursive practices. In doing so, I draw
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on insights from STS (science and technology studies) and other fields of inquiry to propose
a new conceptual language in which to do the sociology of the future that problematizes
established onto-epistemological distinctions between what is imagined and what is real. In
conclusion, I reflect on the relevance of this approach for engaging with our own
contemporary wicked futurity.
Sociology and the Wickedness of the Future
Bell and Mau’s Sociology of the Future, published in 1971, marks a significant contribution to
twentieth century sociological scholarship on the future. In contrast to Parsonian
functionalism and positivism which were dominant forces in US sociology at the time, they
drew inspiration from the science of cybernetics and made an impassioned plea for
sociologists to take seriously their role in not only anticipating the future but also in
bringing about a ‘peaceful and sustainable’ one. They conceive of society as ‘not only
repetition of social interactions and obligations organized by time and space, but also a
matter of emergence revealed in human expectations, hopes and fears for the future, choices
and decisions’ (Bell 1999: 306). In short, as Bell (1999: 308, 304) argues in his later work,
society is expectation, in which the ‘future is more or less open to human will, that people
are active agents in creating their own lives’ and that ‘the present is the domain of choice,
decision and action’.
Bell and Mau recognize that the future poses an onto-epistemological problem to sociology.
How does a sociologist study the ‘not yet’, that which has not yet happened, which has not
taken material form in the present time? What counts as knowledge of the future if the
future is not considered as already pre-existing? Unlike the Ancient Egyptians or Greeks,
for these American sociologists of the mid-twentieth century the future does not already
exist but is open to being remade through choices and actions of people living in the
present. Quoting philosopher Robert Brumbaugh, they argue that:
There is a genuine ontological difference in the kind and the definiteness of being
which past facts, present options, and future possibilities possess. Part of this
difference can be summarized by the assertion that there are no past possibilities,
and there are no future facts. (Brumbaugh in Bell and Mau 1971: 9)
In other words, the past is the domain of completed and achieved actions, although our
knowledge and understanding of these actions may change over time as we gain more
insight into what happened. Conversely, the future is the domain of what-is-yet-to-come.
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Bell and Mau (1971: 11) state that the future is real ‘to the extent to which present
alternatives or possibilities for the future are real’ and these can be known by analyzing
‘images of the future’ and how these orient social action.
Following Polak (1973 [1951]), Bell and Mau place ‘images of the future’ as central to their
account of social change. Polak argues that in the histories of Middle Eastern and European
cultures there have been two dominant images of the future: the eschatological – the
religious belief in the violent destruction of our present world and the establishment of a
new order such as the ‘Kingdom of Heaven’ – and the utopian - the belief that a new order
can be established here on Earth through the actions and choices of human beings. Over
time, Polak argues that there has been a major shift in these cultures in how people have
viewed the future – from seeing it as fixed and in the power of the gods or God to control,
to something which they could shape according to their own desires. However, it is the elite
of a society at any given time who produce images of the future and these images reflect
their own values and work not only on a cognitive basis but also invoke emotional
responses and can be aesthetically pleasurable. For Polak, images of the future are bound
up with social change: the ‘rise and fall’ of such images precedes the collapse of cultures or
entire civilisations.
Bell and Mau utilize a ‘cybernetic-decisional model’ of society as a way to analyse how
images of the future are implicated in change in contemporary society. They define images
as being ‘expectation[s] about the state of things to come at some future time’ (Bell and
Mau: 23). Through a series of feedback loops, Bell and Mau propose that beliefs about the
past and the present, which reflect societal values, shape the images of the future that are
made, which then inform the decision-making process that leads to action that produces the
‘actual future’. This, they note, is likely to depart from the images produced of what it will
be like - and this ‘actual future’ which people experience then feeds back into the process of
making new images of the future. Through this cybernetic model of societal decisionmaking they emphasize how, with ever-increasing human mastery over Nature, society will
become more rational and subject to ‘deliberate planning of political, economic, social and
cultural change’ (Bell and Mau 1971: 24).
In sum, to address the difficulties of studying the ‘not-yet’, Bell and Mau provide a
representational account of the future: the future is real in so far as social actors produce
representations of the future which have an effect on others’ actions in the present. As with
other representationalist accounts, they face a second difficulty in connecting up present
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representations of the future with what is done in practice. They acknowledge that this is a
problem since there are always competing images of the future which different social groups
produce, some of which they suggest might even be unstated. In the end, they leave open
questions about how images of the future actually make their way into decision-making
processes and ultimately help shape the way people behave either individually or
collectively.
In contrast to Bell and Mau’s approach, more recent scholarship in STS on what is called
the sociology of expectations has developed an important insight which previous
generations of sociologists also recognized about the onto-epistemology of the future: that
representing and acting to bring about a future are not distinct and separate from each
other (Moore 1966). In 1945 Robert K Merton (1948: 195) articulated the notion of the selffulfilling prophecy to describe the way that ‘public [..] prophecies or predictions become an
integral part of the situation and thus affect subsequent developments’. While Merton was
concerned with social actors making false, baseless predictions which, by influencing others’
behaviour, made them come true, scholars of the sociology of expectations begin from a
different starting point to explore the performativity of expectations.
As Harro van Lente (1993: 191) argues, ‘expectation statements are not only
representations of something that does not (yet) exist, they do something: advising,
showing direction, creating obligations’. In other words, expectations are also part of the
world of action not only of words: they are performative as they are ‘“constitutive” or
“performative” in attracting the interest of necessary allies (various actors in innovation
networks, investors, regulatory actors, users etc.) and in defining roles and in building
mutually binding obligations and agendas’ (Borup et al 2006: 289).
While they are performative, expectations are also open to contestation, although efforts to
refute or prove that they are warranted are not straightforward. In contrast to Merton, van
Lente (1993) suggests that it matters more what an actor is prepared to say publicly for
others to hear than whether someone is making a misleading statement about the future or
not, or whether they really believe what they are saying. Moreover, as Mads Borup and
colleagues (2006) argue the sociology of expectations rejects the realist distinction between
expectations of actors and the ‘underlying fundamentals’ of what something is really worth
and whether an untested technology will really work. They argue that it is ‘highly
problematic to calculate ‘the real worth’ of something independently from our expectations’
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(Borup et al 2006: 289) or to consign a claim about its potential as merely “hyperbole” (see
also Hedgecoe 2004).
For van Lente, then, expectations are words that do things: expectations consist of
statements which might contain scripts of particular roles to be played by various actors;
these are to be found in various media such as press releases, prospectuses, or scientific
review articles, and, he suggests, these scripts can be materialized into the design of
artefacts. Yet, as Neil Pollock and Robin Williams (2010) argue, taking issue with Merton’s
notion of self-fulfilling prophecy, it is not the case that any expectation if taken up by the
right actors could be materialized. As I noted at the outset the past is littered with failed
futures, which did not come to pass in the way their supporters imagined (Geels and Smit
2000). As Mads Borup and colleagues (2006: 295) remark: ‘the under-performance of the
future is itself to be expected’. Pollock and Williams (2010: 543) turn to Donald Mackenzie’s
work on the performative role of economics in shaping markets to think about the
‘complicated and highly uneven level of performativity associated with expectations’.
Mackenzie distinguishes three levels of performativity: generic performativity, whereby
theories when they are applied have little or no observable effect; effective performativity:
when applied theories do ‘make a difference’; and Barnesian performativity, which is a
practical use of economics that, in having an effect on economic processes, makes those
processes more like their depiction by economics. Accordingly, Pollock and Williams
consider the kinds of statements that actors are making about the future, how robustly they
are constructed, contrasting ‘provocations’ designed to capture interest to more carefully
produced expectations.
But the performativity of expectations is not only to be understood in these terms.
Expectations, while textual or visual in character, also depend on ‘the alignment of a range
of heterogeneous human and non-human actors and artefacts into stable socio-technical
networks (Hedgecoe and Martin 2003: 330; see also Brown and Michael 2003) for them to
be materialized. Authors such as Brown et al (2006) and Martin et al (2008) have offered
some suggestive reflections on the relation of imagination and materiality in the sociology
of expectations. They suggest that by meeting resistances from materialities, actors are
forced to re-imagine and to rearticulate their expectations in relation to changing material
conditions. Brown et al (2006: 333) point to the way that ‘our futures have historical
dimensions’. In their work on of present-day expectations of stem cells for future
therapeutic applications, they focus on the ‘embedding of innovative imagining in networks
of expertise, technique, economy and practice stretching back through time’, arguing that
7

previous experimental and conceptual models developed by successive researchers since the
1950s ‘prefigure’ contemporary expectations of stem cells.
This issue of material resistances resonates with other work in STS on the future, such as
by Brown, Rappert and Webster (2000) who draw on insights from the social construction
of technology (Mackenzie and Wacjman 1999), to discuss how the future is not simply open
but might be closed-off in various ways through technological path dependencies and the
‘lock-in’ of enduring and complex sociotechnical systems. While not working in STS itself,
Urry’s (2013, 2008) recent work on climate change, automobility, and energy futures
develops a renewed sociological interest in the future that is concerned with technoscientific
knowledge, practices and systems. Urry (2008: 275) departs from Bell and Mau’s
characterization of the future as ‘more or less open to human will’ and, in contrast to
Toffler’s ‘future shock’ discourses of the 1960s, emphasizes instead how ‘path dependent
mutually adapting systems’ become ‘locked-in’ over long periods of time, including
‘embedded social practices and traditions’.3 Urry cites the example of projected global
warming, in all of its complexity and uncertain consequences as one such locked-in future.
Barbara Adam (2004, 2007, 2011) is also concerned with forms of locked-in futures. In
contrast to sociologists writing in the 1960s, Adam does not strike a celebratory tone about
human mastery over nature. Challenging the emphasis which Bell gave to human choice and
control, she notes that, while today we have increasing power to act in the world, our
knowledge of the effects of these actions is far from complete (Adam 2011). Adam (2004)
takes issue with the sociological focus on the representation or the performativity of the
future in the present. She argues that:
The social psychology of people’s motives, intentions and actions guided by visions
of the future give us no purchase on the social world of our making that affects not
just our future but that of contemporaries across the globe as well as that of
successor generations of humans and fellow species for thousands of years to come.
(Adam 2004: 10)
Adam contends therefore that it is not enough to only consider what she calls ‘present
futures’ – in other words, statements, images, visions or expectations of the future that are
made and circulate in the present. Instead, she and Christopher Groves (2007) argue for a
much more materialist account of the future, emphasizing matter over imagination when it
comes to sociological thinking about the future. They observe that:
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Matter is our physical world - the earth we live on, the soil that feeds us, the air we
breathe, the water we depend on, the body we inhabit, the landscapes and cityscapes
we dwell in, the other beings we co-evolved and co-exist with and the socio-cultural
world of artefacts […] From a futures perspective this matter is to be understood
not just spatially as frozen in time but also temporally as extended and enduring,
interacting and regenerating, decaying and leaving a record, projecting and entailing
[..] futurity (Adam and Groves 2007: 178).
In other words, as I noted above, matter extends through time, sustaining path
dependencies and lock-ins through the long effects of infrastructure design or the release of
carbon dioxide into the atmosphere. This is how, to echo feminist STS scholar Karen Barad
(2003), matter comes to matter. Their materialist account of the future contrasts with
scholars such as George Herbert Mead (1959 [1932]), who have considered the future as
being of the ‘mind’, of imagination, and thus having no material existence.
However, their materialist account does not only deal with what is manifest in the world.
Adam and Groves also argue that sociologists need to critically examine ‘latent futures’ or
‘futures-in-the-making’, which are not pre-existing as in traditional sense of fate, but which
are nevertheless not merely an aspect of our imagination or desire. These ‘latent futures’ are
real but have not yet fully developed and become manifest and are still in process. These
latent futures would include ongoing carbon emissions warming the planet’s atmosphere,
and altering the chemical composition of the oceans; growing antimicrobial resistance; the
long term consequences of nuclear radiation from waste disposal or accident sites; or the
effect of ongoing dumping of plastic waste in the environment.
Adam and Groves’ notion of latent futures trouble further the onto-epistemological status of
the future in sociology as ‘such processes are neither mere aspects of our imagination nor
territories fully open to our influence, power or desire’ (Adam and Groves 2007: 36). These
futures do not fit well within Bell and Mau’s ontological distinction between what is done
and complete – the past – and what is yet to come – the future – that is still not yet ‘fact’ but
only a possibility that could turn out otherwise. Adam and Groves are not suggesting that
these are futures are already pre-given, but are processes characterized by certainties and
uncertainties, knowables and unknowables. These latent futures therefore pose their own
difficulties since they are not amenable to empirical study in the way that representations or
performative expectations of the future are able to be analysed. Adam (2011: 594) calls for

9

sociologists to develop new conceptual tools ‘to engage with the “produced future” in
progress that is latent and invisible until it materializes as fact sometime, somewhere’.
So far I have addressed how sociologists have found the future to be wicked, encountering
difficulties with the onto-epistemological status of the future in their work. I traced a shift
from representational thinking about the future to one that emphasizes a particular notion
of the performativity of the future, to another that draws attention to latent futures or
‘futures-in-the-making’. In the work discussed, there is a clear tension in terms of how to
think about the relationship between imagination and materiality, between how futures are
represented or performed in discursive practices, and their intended and unintended
material consequences. I argue that it is this tension which has made the future wicked for
sociology. Building on this work, in the final section of this paper, I explore a new
conceptualization of the future. This offers on one level a way out of the current state of
wickedness, but, I suggest, it also better characterizes just how wicked the future is when
we think about it as the ‘entanglement of matter and meaning’.

Futures as ‘Entanglements of Matter and Meaning’
When thinking about the future, I propose that sociologists should abandon the tradition
that sees it as the domain of the imaginary and, as such, as having no ‘real’ or material
existence. Building on the work of authors I have discussed so far, a number of whom are
also supportive of a materialist understanding of the future, I outline the case for thinking
sociologically about the future in material-discursive terms as enacted in practice rather than
in representationalist or performative terms as I have addressed so far. My inspiration for
this approach comes from a number of sources, both from within STS and beyond from
work in political philosophy and cultural anthropology on the concept of the imaginary. In
doing so, I seek to challenge the division between the real and the imaginary that permeates
the sociology of the future.
Even though, throughout their work, Adam and Groves constantly problematize
distinctions between the imaginary and the real, they too tend to reproduce certain
understandings of the imaginary that I wish to challenge. The following passage illustrates
well their approach to questions of matter and meaning. In their discussion of ‘latent
futures’ as forms of ‘virtual futures’, they argue that:
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The future as virtuality is therefore not ‘virtual reality’ in the sense of an unreal
simulation of what is real: it is, instead, the latent yet material dimension of that
which already exists, and which is always at work, creating patterns for near and
unimaginably distant futures. As [it] evolves into new, actual forms it may
eventually be lived by and take on significance for those individual ‘components’ that
share in it. When it is lived, once it becomes incorporated in bodies and in the social
meanings by which humans project and organise their lives, it may emerge as
beneficial or harmful. (Adam and Groves 2007: 174)
In this passage, Adam and Groves describe a process by which latent yet material
dimensions of the future begin by lacking both visibility and meaning. Over time, these
latent dimensions become ‘actual forms’ and they become meaningful as they are ‘lived’. In
practice, this is a complex and deeply contested process as many have documented in
relation to global warming. As James Lovelock (2014) observes, as early as the nineteenth
century a few scientists understood that the release of carbon dioxide from burning coal
would over time begin to warm the planet’s atmosphere. However, it took a far longer time,
before this matter came to matter, before it emerged as a matter of concern (Latour 2004).
Yet, one problem with this version of matter and meaning is that it implies a process
whereby matter precedes meaning – a latent material process becomes meaningful only
after a certain time and presumably under certain conditions. Arguably, what this overlooks
is how other meanings – for example, that the future is a ‘resource’ to be exploited for the
gain of those living in the present or that Nature is inexhaustible – might be at work and
are deeply implicated in the emergence of such latent processes. As Urry (2013: 239) notes,
for instance, ‘the twentieth century operated as though that entire century was a free
(liquid) lunch, especially of oil which could be burned with impunity’.
Rather than seeing meaning as following from matter, I stress how matter and meaning are
entangled with each other. Like Adam and Groves, Karen Barad (2003: 803) argues that
social scientists need to give ‘matter its due as an active participant in the world’s
becoming’. Finding her inspiration from the physicist Neils Bohr’s work, Barad aims to
counters the ‘linguistic’ or ‘semiotic’ turns in social theory (to which van Lente saw his work
on expectations contributing). She goes further than Brown and colleagues’ (2006)
argument about how matter might force actors to rearticulate their expectations, saying
that ‘matter is not a support, location, referent [..] for discourse’. Instead, Barad (822)
argues that: ‘the material and the discursive are mutually implicated […] The relationship
between the material and the discursive is one of mutual entailment. Neither is
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articulated/articulable in the absence of the other; matter and meaning are mutually
articulated.’
Barad is not alone in making this kind of argument. Donna Haraway (1987: 1), too, has long
been engaged with troubling the boundaries between materialism and idealism through her
work on feminist material-semiotics, beginning with her work on the figure of the cyborg as
the ‘condensed image of imagination and material reality’. Haraway (1985: 592) insists that
‘objects in the world’ should not be viewed as ‘a screen or a ground or a resource’ but
‘pictured as an actor and agent’. Accordingly, she notes, ‘accounts of a “real” world do not,
then, depend on a logic of “discovery” but on a power-charged social relation of
“conversation”’ (Haraway 1985: 592). Haraway (596) playfully suggests that: ‘the world
resists being reduced to mere resource because it is – not mother/matter/mutter - but
coyote, a figure of the always problematic, always potent tie between meanings and bodies’.
Her invocation of the coyote figure points to an important insight: that relations of matter
and meaning are difficult to do - to conceive of and act with. They rarely come easy. In
Haraway’s terms, the future is not a ‘free resource’ open to human will to simply re-fashion ,
but is wicked – it is difficult, dangerous and tricky to act on – a ‘problematic and potent tie’
between desires and dreams and the unintended material consequences of our actions (see
also Arendt (1958) for a more philosophical reading of the unpredictable relationship
between promises and outcomes).
Every materialized future leaves traces that cannot be undone (pace Rittel and Webber ),
these traces can become path interdependencies that ‘lock-in’ certain options and become
irreversible because resources used in one way cannot be used again. Each future followed is
another future not taken. Moreover, we can only come to a (admittedly contingent) verdict
about whether our hopes for the future were justified when it has already past; so we can
only act in the present in hope or take pre-emptive action to avoid undesirable futures. As
Bell (1999: 303-4) observes: ‘there are few – if any – final solutions. Rather there are
corrections, and, then, new designs and more corrections’. In short, our choices such as they
are constituted are made without a basis for comparison. We struggle to anticipate or fully
know the future consequences of our actions or those of others. We might act with the best
of intentions but our best intentions can produce unintended consequences, unforeseen
effects, and unanticipated events can stall, complicate, or end prematurely our dreams.
Moreover, the timescale over which futures unfold adds a further complication since what
might appear relatively benign over a fifty to hundred year duration, might become far more
pernicious over a much longer time.4
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What all this points to then is an understanding of how the future is enacted by what Adam
(2008: 7) calls ‘socio-political, legal, scientific, economic and everyday performative,
enacting practices’. This version of performativity is not the same as that found in Donald
Mackenzie’s work but is the one Judith Butler (1993) articulates in terms of mundane,
everyday re-enactments and repetition of certain practices as creating lived realities. It is
this understanding of performativity which scholars, associated with the so-called
‘ontological turn’ in STS (see Woolgar and Lezuan 2013), have taken up to move away from
questions of representation or knowledge to address the ‘way that objects are enacted in
practice’ (Mol in Woolgar and Lezuan 2013). These scholars are interested in world-making
and their insights might be useful for future-making as well. As Steve Woolgar and Javier
Lezuan (2013: 326) note, ‘material objects [..] should in principle be treated as practical
achievements, as qualities also “enacted in practices”’. In other words, ‘“materiality” [..]
needs to be understood as the contingent upshot of practices, rather than a bedrock reality’
on which meanings are then articulated.
Elizabeth Shove and colleagues (Shove et al 2013) have been very much engaged with
thinking about practice, building on a long tradition of work in sociology. Shove et al (2013:
7) define practice as a ‘temporally and spatially dispersed nexus of doings and sayings’,
which are sustained over time by their repeated performance, entailing both human actors
and material entities. An important part of this focus on practice is the meanings people give
to them and how they make sense of them. This connection between meaning and practice is
reflected in debates beyond sociology about the concept of the imaginary.
Since Immanuel Kant, scholars have tended to distinguish the imaginary from what is real,
but more recent work such as that by philosopher Charles Taylor (2003: 32) challenges the
opposition between
Ideas and material factors as rival causal agencies. In fact, what we see in human
history is ranges of human practices that are both at once, that is, material practices
carried out by human beings in space and time, and very often coercively maintained,
and at the same time, self-conceptions, modes of understanding.
As opposed to seeing the imaginary as that which is ‘of the mind’, Taylor (2002: 106) argues
for a socialized notion of the imaginary, which describes ‘the ways in which people imagine
their social existence [..] how things go on between them and their fellows, the
expectations that are normally met, and the deeper normative notions and images that
underlie these expectations.’ This imaginary ‘enables us to carry out the collective practices
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that make up our social life’ (Taylor: 106). As Taylor’s language of expectations implies, this
imaginary is not only about the present but is also very much about the future as part of our
everyday lives. The cultural anthropologist Arjun Appadurai (1996:29) makes a similar
argument that imagination should be understood as ‘an organized field of social practices’.
So, while from Mead onwards scholars have tended to treat the future as being only ‘of the
mind’ because it is a time that people imagine beyond the reality of their present, Taylor and
Appadurai’s work provides an alternative way to think about how imagination is a social
practice, and is thus implicated in enacting the future in a different way.
In sum, bringing together these different bodies of work from STS and other fields, I have
begun to outline the case for an understanding of the future as enacted through particular
material-discursive practices. Discursive constructions of the future are not simply
imaginative in the traditional sense but are thoroughly social practices. These practices are
in turn implicated in forming certain materialities and with letting loose both intended and
unintended consequences. But, having now outlined this approach in diagrammatic terms
given the space available, what might this mean for sociology’s engagements with
contemporary futurity?
Woolgar and Lezaun (2013: 326) argue that STS scholars’ concern with ontology has been
bound up with the field’s long standing commitment to the notion that ‘it could be
otherwise’. Being concerned with the practices of world-making also prompts questions
about ‘in which world would you like to live, and what can you do to bring such a world
into being?’ This would strike a chord with some sociologists of the future such as Wendell
Bell who argues that sociologists should not only make ‘contingent predictions of specific
alternative futures’ (Bell 1999: 306) but also create their own images to help bring out a
better future. While acknowledging that sociologists have become weary of imagined
alternative futures as misguided or obfuscating today’s social and economic struggles, Urry
too sees that sociology has an important role to play in challenging policy advisors’ often
technologically deterministic and sociologically deficient accounts of future change. Adam
and Groves (2007) argue that sociologists and others need to adopt the standpoint of a
future present in order to figure the potential impact on future generations of processes set in
train now. For them, this can not only be an act of imagination (as they understand it), but
must relate to ‘deeds and processes already on the way’ (Adam and Groves: 176). This is as
much an ethical as intellectual position as ‘only the standpoint of the future present, we need
to appreciate, enables us to accompany our actions to their potential destinies and know
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ourselves as responsible for their time-space distantiated impacts’ (Adam and Groves: 176) .
But how to do this?
In his recent work, Urry has developed scenarios of alternative, possible social futures, with
the aim of imagining a form of social life that could emerge to better manage the impact of
global warming or fossil fuel depletion. In crafting such accounts of alternative futures,
Urry is emphasizing the importance of practices and the complexity of interdependent
sociotechnical systems. However, how successfully these ‘sociologies of the future’ help us to
imagine how it could be otherwise is debateable. In Haraway’s terms, taking the standpoint
of a future present as Adam and Groves call for, absolutely require imaginative figurations –
replete with metaphor, visual images, and stories – to bring that future present into being
and to connect it to what is in process today. As Haraway appreciates, often science fiction
writers are well placed to conjure future presents in a way that often convey important
issues of transgenerational responsibility. Take, for instance, how in News from the Squares
(the second book in his “utopian” trilogy), British author Robert Llewellyn (2014) depicts a
scene in which the narrator from our present, who has travelled to a future present (to a
society, incidentally, which is led exclusively by women), joins a museum tour. On this tour
he is introduced to his present as their distant past: he finds how this society has had to
assume responsibility for the nuclear waste produced in his time. In caverns below
Trondheim are thousands of barrels of radioactive material, decaying slowly, leaking out
into the earth around them; a counter reads that there are 49,782 years left before the waste
is no longer dangerous. Llewellyn captures well the dissonance that the narrator
experiences between his expectations of the benefits of nuclear power and the way that
members of this future society see it as a failed technology and a pernicious legacy.
In a time in which, as Berardi suggests, western cultural imagination has turned dystopian,
Llewellyn’s writing marks an attempt to articulate a renewed utopianism by imagining, as
he remarks, ‘a world where we eventually get it right [..] we don’t rip the planet to shreds
to maintain our way of life and we don’t need to rely on endless growth to achieve
contentment. In the current turmoil it could be argued that such optimism could only be
suggested by a fool, indeed, such benign developments may not be very likely, but we may
need to be reminded that they are entirely possible’ (Llewellyn 2009). Llewellyn is indeed an
optimist compared to how sociologists see the future. While Urry (2013: 240) figures that:
‘the only possible way forward is through a pervasive powering down to a “low carbon civil
society”’, he goes on to acknowledge that: ‘the odds of this “low carbon civil society” [..] are
very low, but fortunately not quite zero’. Yet this is far more positive than Berardi (2011)
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who views the future as an ‘unavoidable catastrophe’, with ‘no way out’. Similarly, Slavoj
Zizek (2011) is at best ambivalent about resolving our wicked futures. Sharing Berardi’s
sense of impending catastrophe, he argues that global capitalism itself is reaching the
apocalyptic end-point because of various ecological crises, the consequences of biogenetic
modification of human and non-human species, global and local struggles over increasingly
scarce resources, and the intensification of economic and social inequalities. As Urry (2008:
276) puts it pithily: ‘there are no good outcomes, only degrees of bad’.
Part of the difficulty is that even with figuring future presents as the outcomes of latent
processes today, ‘knowing what will engender desired global change is almost
impossible’(Urry 2008: 266). This is in part because, as Fredric Jameson (1982: 152) argues,
‘the present moment [is] unavailable to us for contemplation in its own right because the
sheer quantitative immensity of objects and individual lives it comprises is untotalizable and
hence unimaginable’. Zizek also notes that any attempt at resolving global warming and its
effects requires making a significant change to contemporary capitalism. Yet, he wryly
observes (2010: 334), quoting Jameson again, that: ‘“it is easier to imagine a total
catastrophe which ends all life on earth than it is to imagine a real change in capitalist
relations”’. However, his analysis is not a call to do nothing but to do something truly
radical: there is no middle ground when responding to the threat of global warming.
In short, then, figuring future presents is one thing, finding our way through the tangles of
matter and meaning in our wicked futurity is another thing altogether.
Conclusion
Arguably, there can be no conclusions to a paper on the future. There is only a temporary
resolution of the issues raised in the preceding pages: in this paper, I adopted the language
of wickedness in order to explore how sociologists have grappled with tensions in the
concept of the future in their work over the past half-century. I traced major shifts in
sociological thinking from representationalism, performativity, to materialism and
diagrammed my own account of a material-discursive understanding of the future that
attempts to break out of existing onto-epistemological categories. While this account is no
more than an indicative one, designed to prompt further debate, I contend that this
approach to the future builds on and departs from existing sociological analyses and
connects debates about the future to concerns of other scholars in sociology, STS and
beyond. As sociologists both past and present argue persuasively, sociologists need to
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engage with the future, both conceptually and empirically, and my aim has been to initiate a
new contribution to that engagement.
Notes
1. However, we might question the separation between tame scientific and wicked
social problems in the first place. As Xiang (2013: 2) comments: ‘the ubiquity of
wicked problems is the norm, and present in almost every pressing issue area that
matters to [,..] human society today, such as global climate change, sustainability,
stem cell research and usage, resource management, terrorism, and urbanization’.
2. By path dependence, historians of technology are describing the influence past
events have over ‘technological paths’ adopted, with the consequence that adopting
alternative paths becomes more difficult and costly to do over time (see Mackenzie
and Wajcman 1999)
3.

I am grateful to an anonymous reviewer of the paper for this observation.
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