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Critical Future Studies – 
A Thematic Introduction

Our 2017 essay “Beyond Capitalist Realism – Why We Need Critical Future Stu-
dies” (Goode & Godhe 2017), published in this journal, was intended as both a 
provocation and an invitation to scholars concerned with the ways in which cul-
tural texts not only represent the future, but also actively shape it by opening up or 
closing down imaginative possibilities. The essays collected in this special section 
are both responses to our invitation and provocations in their own right. From 
our point of view, they each take Critical Future Studies forward and collectively 
augur well for the further development of this field.

This introductory essay contains three sections. First, we briefly situate Cri-
tical Future Studies within an intellectual and historical context. In the following 
section we discuss some relevant scholarship published very recently in cognate 
fields (specifically Anticipation Studies and Sociology) and which are pertinent to 
Critical Future Studies as a developing field of study. In the final section, we intro-
duce the articles contained in this this special section: six diverse contributions on 
topics including green capitalism, artificial intelligence and automation, science 
fiction, post-scarcity societies and the future of work, and socialist futures.

Looking backwards
The future is ancient: prophecy, forecasting and foresight are as old as recorded 
human history. Already in the classic ancient civilisations, ‘experts’ made calcu-
lations for the ruling classes of assets like agricultural products and calculations 
for future needs and uses. The Bible prophesises the perdition of mankind 6000 
years after Genesis, and in the Norse mythology mankind and the gods were 
heading toward Ragnarök, the destruction of the world. In the interface between 
the medieval times and the ‘Modern Age’, the prophecies of Nostradamus were 
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filled with apocalyptic visions. In this sense, forecasting and foresight have long 
been entangled with visions of destruction or apocalypse.

But novel modes of future-thinking were, of course, integral to Western mo-
dernity (cf. Frängsmyr 1990): the future became subject to systematised analysis, 
ideals of rational planning came to the fore, and the idea of progress became a 
central animating myth. 

The establishment of modern social science was, in large part, guided by the 
desire to steer society in preferable directions in the future (something we return 
to in the next section). Even the field of History, while ostensibly the study of the 
past, has often been guided by an implicit or even explicit orientation towards the 
future: the idea of ‘learning from history’ in order to shape a better future or at 
least to avert catastrophe. In the case of modern Futures Studies, there are, in fact, 
good reasons for saying that its emergence after WWII was, like the establishment 
of the United Nations, triggered by the need to avert further catastrophes on such 
a scale. But its orientation was not merely preventive. Futures Studies was also lin-
ked strongly to ideals of rational planning and the welfare state, as well as a belief 
in the social sciences as useful for steering society towards a brighter future. 

What we call ‘mainstream’ (as opposed to ‘Critical’) Futures Studies is a broad 
field. Hyenjou Son (2015) provides a useful thumbnail sketch of Future Studies 
as developing “through a three-phase periodization”: a mid-20th century phase 
focused on scientific and technological progress, concerned especially with fore-
casting and “rationalizing” visions of the future; a second phase beginning in the 
1970s, increasingly concerned with global visions of the future and increasingly 
entwined with global business interests; and a third phase beginning in the 1990s, 
characterized by a fragmentation of views of the future and by the prevalence of 
neoliberal institutions and worldviews. Son’s (necessarily simplified) schema, rai-
ses the issue of an “identity crisis” within Futures Studies during this third phase. 

In recent years, there’s been a renewed interest in the future, and Critical Fu-
ture Studies (CFS) is part of that movement. Put simply, we see CFS involving the 
exploration and interrogation of ways in which society thinks, imagines and talks 
about the future – not the future singular, but possible futures. The objects of ana-
lysis for CFS include discourses, images and ideas about the future produced from 
within science (in the broadest sense, including the social sciences), and from fu-
turology, of course. But it is also strongly interested in, and takes seriously the role 
of, popular culture including popular science, science fiction, news and technolo-
gy journalism: in other words, we are not only interested in expert domains but 
also popular discourses that reach the public at large.

This interest in popular discourse is connected to an ethical commitment that 
we argued should be fundamental to CFS, namely, valuing the widest possible 
repertoire of ideas about possible futures. This is essential because, despite what 
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futurists or Silicon Valley gurus might tell us, there’s little that is inevitable or even 
predictable about the future. Of course, the future is in many ways subject to co-
lonisation by powerful present-day interests: from inaction on climate change to 
the tendency to lock ourselves into dependence on certain technological pathways 
(such as a largely privatised internet infrastructure). But from a CFS standpoint, 
imagined futures are always contestable. So, rather than being just a dispassionate 
academic interest, the work of CFS reflects a certain ethical commitment to the 
notion of a ‘futural public sphere’ in which there is the widest possible public en-
gagement with the widest possible repertoire of imagined futures. This means that 
CFS isn’t dedicated solely to the deconstruction of futuristic texts and imaginings, 
exposing their biases, limitations, contradictions or interest-positions – although 
we see that work as vital; for us, CFS also has a reconstructive impulse in its ethi-
cal commitment to expanding, rather than narrowing, futural frames of reference 
and possibility.

And it follows from all of this that CFS work is not just about cultural texts 
themselves, but also with their surrounding power structures. Who can spe-
ak with authority and legitimacy about the future? Whose imagined futures are 
deemed possible or plausible, and whose are silenced or dismissed as unrealistic 
and impractical? Who benefits from promoting particular visions of the future? 
And where do these ideas and visions of the future come from (for they all have 
histories and genealogies that often go unacknowledged)? These are key critical 
questions that CFS scholars can and should ask about both futurescapes and the 
institutions that produce them (cf. Goode & Godhe 2017: 109, 120-123).

Looking outwards
In our original essay on Critical Future Studies we argued that, while there is ne-
ver a bad time to interrogate imagined futures, now there is something especially 
timely in the call for more sustained and critical scholarly engagement with the 
future in the Humanities and Social Sciences. Around the same time, however, 
some interesting and promising signs of renewed energies in this direction were 
already emerging. While we failed to account fully for these developments occur-
ring in our peripheral vision, they are extremely encouraging and reinforce our 
sense that, when it comes to critical perspectives on the future, there is no time 
like the present.

The first area we should acknowledge is the inter-disciplinary field emerging 
recently under the auspices of Anticipation Studies (cf. Poli 2010). This represents 
an ambitious effort to synthesise, or at least bring into dialogue, knowledge and 
research surrounding anticipatory systems across the natural and human scien-
ces: anticipatory dynamics are to be found in biological systems, for example, as 
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much as in social systems, and efforts to understand and theorise anticipation at a 
more holistic and inter-disciplinary scale are, in our view, both exciting and rich 
in potential. The genealogy of Anticipation Studies can be traced back to what we 
(rather awkwardly) labelled ‘mainstream’ futures studies, while it seeks to bring 
the latter into a closer relationship with more traditional academic disciplines and 
to enrich its scholarly grounding. Yet alongside this academic focus, there remains 
an important practical orientation. UNESCO has established a chair in Anticipa-
tion Studies (currently occupied by one of the field’s founders, Robert Poli) as part 
of its commitment to develop a global ‘futures literacy’ strategy. The concept of 
‘futures literacies’ is a promising one. It refers to the development of citizens’ capa-
cities for envisaging, evaluating and acting in relation to a range of possible futu-
res, in the context of a world characterised by complexity, uncertainty and cultural 
diversity. Riel Miller, another leading figure in the field, is UNESCO’s ‘Head of 
Futures Literacy’. He emphasises that futures literacies (what we might also refer 
to more broadly as the capacity for ‘anticipatory agency’) depends not simply on 
access to knowledge and education (Miller 2018): these are necessary but not suf-
ficient resources for citizens seeking to make informed choices about the types of 
future they wish to pursue. Also vital, according to Miller, is the capacity to access 
and to build ‘evocative stories’ about the future that can motivate and mobilise, 
rendering potential futures tangible – not as outcome predictions, but as creative 
building blocks in the envisioning process (Miller 2007). This chimes strongly, 
for us, with the emphasis on imagination, storytelling and cultural texts that we 
pursued in our original essay, and also with Ruth Levitas’ (2013) theory of utopia 
as method that we drew and continue to draw upon. If Anticipation Studies de-
velops on the premise that science, knowledge and reason are also bound up with 
imagination, storytelling and affect, at least when it comes to human anticipatory 
systems, then it promises to be a field from which Critical Future Studies will draw 
heavily, and one to which CFS can, in turn, contribute.

A second contemporaneous development that we did not fully acknowledge 
at the time of our 2017 essay comes in the form of calls for renewed engagement 
with the future in the field of sociology. In 2015, Current Sociology published a 
monograph entitled “Future Moves: Forward-Oriented Studies of Culture, Socie-
ty, and Technology” (volume 63, number 2), which started from the principle that 
“in order to enhance sociology’s relevance, more explicit and direct engagements 
with the future are needed” (Schultz 2015: 130). And in 2017, the journal Sociolo-
gical Review published a special issue (volume 65, number 3) entitled ‘Futures in 
Question: Theories, Methods, Practices’ which called for renewed sociological at-
tention to futures, endorsing Barbara Adam’s dictum that “a future-less sociology 
is increasingly hard to defend” (cited in Tutton 2017: 479). As a discipline, it is fair 
to say that sociology’s dominant orientation in recent decades has been towards 
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theories, histories and critiques of the present. This has not always been the case, 
however. As Richard Tutton points out, discipline ‘forefathers’ including Auguste 
Comte and Karl Marx “were concerned with both forecasting and actively shaping 
the future” (Tutton 2017: 479) – as an aside, we might also note that science fiction 
author and utopian futurist H.G. Wells saw himself as a ‘sociologist’ of the future 
(Levitas 2010; cf. Bowler 2017). A relatively short-lived revival of sociological con-
cern for the future also occurred in the 1960s and 1970s through the influential 
work of Wendell Bell, among others (see Tutton 2017). But the dominant trend 
has been to avoid ‘speculation’ about the future as epistemologically suspect and 
the reputational risks associated with anything that smacks of futurology. Thank-
fully, this reticence to engage with the future has not been total – for example, in 
our original article we referred to (and we continue to be influenced and inspired 
by) the work of sociologists such as Barbara Adam (see Adam and Groves 2017) 
and Ruth Levitas (2013).

The two special issues mentioned above are extremely promising signs of a 
growing engagement with the future within sociology. But more than just reinfor-
cing and encouraging our sense of timeliness, these interventions also raise some 
more substantive and important theoretical and methodological issues that are 
pertinent to Critical Future Studies as we conceive it. While we don’t have the spa-
ce here for detailed reviews and discussion, we do want to draw attention briefly 
to a few distinct but related themes that these publications foreground, because we 
believe it is necessary that ongoing work in Critical Future Studies proceed at least 
with their importance born in mind.

Sociological thinking about the future encourages us to take materiality or 
‘matter’ seriously, even if our own culturally oriented scholarship focuses its at-
tention mainly on the discursive and ideational spheres. It is notable that both 
issues strongly emphasise the work of cultural imagination and include analyses, 
for example, of utopian and dystopian popular culture texts. But they also situa-
te this in the context of material practices and institutions. Tutton, for example, 
cites Adam and Groves’ insistence that the future is not reducible to imagination 
(see Tutton 2017: 483) and their dismissal of the idealistic notion of ‘open futures’  
– material practices, entrenched institutional dynamics and technological ‘path 
dependencies’ established in the past and present, ensure, for example, that a fu-
ture without the perils of climate change has already been closed off as a possibi-
lity. Tutton’s concern is to bring imagination and discourse back into the equation 
without, however, succumbing to the ‘cybernetic’ illusion of a smooth feedback 
loop between the material and the ideational of the sort that characterised the 
work of Bell and others in the 1970s: his challenge to us is, rather, to appreciate the 
complex ‘entanglements’ of the material and the ‘discursive.’ In an era of profound 
social complexity, a challenge for cultural scholars of the future, then, is to consi-
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der how the imagined futures we study might be entangled in (rather than just in-
forming or inspiring) material practices, from consumer behaviour through to the 
development and enactment of government policy. This entanglement also goes 
beyond the realm of human action to include, for example, unintended ecological 
consequences of well-intentioned ‘green’ policies that, independent of human will, 
may end up shaping our future in unforseen ways.  

This challenge to accept the messy relationships between ideas and materia-
lity connects, then, to a broader theme evident in much of the recent sociologi-
cal futures scholarship, namely, the issue of societal complexity and uncertainty: 
intractable, multiply determined social dynamics and problems (from ecological 
change to inter-cultural tensions inherent in global modernity) only lend themsel-
ves, at best, to partial and provisional ‘solutions.’ Schultz (2015: 132), for example, 
reminds us that under such conditions there is a pressing need for methodological 
pluralism. For critical futures scholars, this is a useful reminder that reinforces the 
value of multiple entry points (for example, investigating how individuals antici-
pate and imagine their own and their society’s future, as well as the ways in which 
institutions and collectives undertake that imaginative work), and multiple app-
roaches (from focused studies of exemplary texts to the discussion of discursive 
patterns and cultural tropes distributed across a broader textual corpus). As we 
will discuss in the subsequent section, we’re pleased to introduce a suitably diverse 
range of approaches in the present volume.

Human agency in all its complexity is another key concern for sociologists, 
and the challenge of theorising how human beings, as individual and collective 
actors, can meaningfully and intentionally shape the future under conditions of 
social complexity and uncertainty is one that critical futures scholars need to keep 
in mind, even where that is not our primary focus. At the very least, we should 
exercise intellectual humility and remain wary of grandiose or simplistic premi-
ses: while Critical Future Studies work starts from the premise that access to the 
widest possible repertoire of images, stories, ideas and insights about potential 
futures is a fundamental prerequisite for any ‘democratisation’ of the future, this 
must necessarily be tempered by an awareness of the complex social conditioning 
and stratification of human agency.

Finally, this question of stratification (another central concern for sociologists) 
is itself an important one for us, as critical future scholars, to remain mindful of. 
Given our focus on cultural texts, it is not always possible to analyse in-depth the 
unequal distribution of power in terms of who gets to speak or be heard (or taken 
seriously) on the subject of the future. But such inequality is a fundamental ethical 
issue that should continue to shape our work, and one that we drew attention to in 
our original essay. We also called for attention to inequities to permeate our selec-
tion and critical readings of cultural texts: we proposed that one of the key ques-
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tions we should ask of the futuristic visions we analyse is “who would want to live 
in such a future?” and, by extension, who may thrive and who may suffer in such a 
future? Further to this (and something we perhaps did not foreground sufficiently 
at the time), we should take account of inter-generational power relations. Fol-
lowing Adam and Groves (2007), there is the vital question of whether and how 
future generations, whose futures we are actively shaping now, but who cannot 
‘speak’ in a literal sense about their future, might nonetheless be granted some 
kind of ‘voice’ in the future-shaping discourses and practices of the present. We 
think it is entirely appropriate that such issues of inter-generational ethics play a 
prominent role in shaping the work of Critical Future Studies as it develops further.

While we are encouraged by the kind of futural scholarship referred to above 
which, as we’ve indicated, was already developing in our peripheral vision, we’ve 
also been heartened and inspired by the direct intellectual encounters to which 
our initial work on CFS has already led. Through presentations and correspon-
dence relating to our original essay, we’ve discovered rewarding connections with 
colleagues from various countries who were already doing fascinating ‘Critical 
Future Studies’ work (even if they did not label it as such), and who were also en-
ergised by our work and wished to collaborate with us. We’re delighted to present 
some of the resultant work in the present volume which, for us, represents the 
start, rather than the culmination of, a diverse, international and inter-discipli-
nary project that we believe, fittingly, has an exciting future. In the subsequent 
section, we will provide an overview of these diverse contributions.

Looking forwards
In this thematic section of Culture Unbound, we’re pleased to present six diver-
se and thought-provoking articles. The first three all focus on technology-related 
topics (situated, of course, within their social and cultural contexts) while papers 
in the second half broaden the focus, highlighting cultural, political and economic 
issues and possibilities for re-imagining how society might be organised in the 
future. 

Our first paper by Sy Taffel dissects the rhetorics and realities of green capita-
list futures. Taffel’s primary case study is Elon Musk’s electric vehicle corporation 
Tesla and its spurious claims to help solve environmental problems with its ‘clean’ 
technology. As Taffel outlines, this imagined future depends on the occlusion of 
Tesla’s real environmental impacts (as well as the negative impacts on indigenous 
communities arising from its dependence on Lithium and Cobalt extraction) in 
favour of an affectively appealing vision whereby (affluent) consumers can conti-
nue on the treadmill of luxurious consumption while saving the planet, one char-
ge at a time. But Taffel’s target is broader than Tesla alone: his paper critically 
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explores the ways in which “technological solutionism”, as a dominant future ima-
ginary in contemporary society, treats the objectively incommensurable imagi-
nary of “apocalyptic catastrophism” as a business opportunity, a discourse to be 
rhetorically domesticated within the frame of individualistic consumerism. This 
broad scope – the conjuncture of an ideologically dominant techno-solutionism 
and the spectre of ecological collapse – makes it an excellent paper with which to 
begin this special section, because it articulates in very stark terms what is at stake 
for the whole project of Critical Future Studies. Taffel’s piece also highlights effec-
tively the ‘entanglements’ of materiality, imagination and affect mentioned in the 
previous section. His critique is a materialist one, but he connects this to the affec-
tive dimension that we emphasised in our initial essay: the problem of hope. Whi-
le Taffel is wisely circumspect about political responses, he shows that a rigorous 
materialist critique of solutionist future imaginaries is necessary but not, in itself, 
sufficient. The way forward, he suggests, lies neither in a neo-Luddite rejection of 
technology per se, nor in progressive or Left-wing versions of technological solu-
tionism of the sort pursued by Nick Srnicek and Alex Williams in their influential 
work Reinventing the Future (2015). Rather, he looks to the cultivation of a ‘fragile 
hope’ through progressive social and political experimentation based on public 
good and commons based approaches to technological and social infrastructure.

Following from this, Luke Goode’s paper on artificial intelligence (AI) simi-
larly takes a Silicon Valley imaginary as its starting point, and also foregrounds 
the role of affect. AI is an increasingly influential social technology and one that 
has the potential to shape our future in ways that are both profound and hard to 
discern. As such, meaningful public debate about AI and its role in the future is 
both necessary and difficult. Citizens rely on popular media to stimulate insight 
and interest into a complex topic such as AI and there are good reasons to claim 
(as many experts now do) that the public is not well-served at present, because 
highly sensationalised media stories typically focus on spectacular and cutting 
edge developments rather than the forms of AI that are more quietly but more in-
fluentially reshaping society. Non-fictional media coverage also draws heavily on 
science fictional tropes (tropes of an AI uprising, AI ‘going rogue’, and sentient AI, 
for example) in ways that annoy experts keen to educate the public about the more 
prosaic realities. But Goode’s paper rejects as simplistic the assertion that we just 
need a more sober and rational public discourse about AI. Coverage of the topic 
draws on historically and culturally embedded imaginaries of both the ‘techno-
logical sublime’ and the ‘uncanny’. His paper ranges across science fiction repre-
sentations, popular science speculations about an impending AI ‘singularity’, and 
examples of prominent recent AI developments that have attracted widespread 
media and popular attention because of their capacity to evoke both wonder and 
anxiety. Rather than wishing them away as irrational blights on the public imagi-
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nation, these ‘evocative stories’ must somehow be harnessed as entry points into 
more meaningful public conversations about the role we want AI to play in our 
future.

Many of the characteristics of contemporary public ‘debate’ around AI are 
scarcely new, however, and we have much to learn from historical examples. Da-
niel Bodén’s article is a careful and insightful examination of a particular slice of 
the technological imaginary within Western modernity, and one that has broader 
resonance with contemporary debates. Specifically, he draws on a corpus of ar-
ticles from the 1950s in the Swedish press that deal with industrial automation 
through the trope of an ‘impending robot revolution’. He begins with discussion 
of a series of evocative sketches that accompanied the articles. These conveyed 
a more mixed attitude of hope and anxiety compared to the articles themselves, 
which largely reflected the dominant progressivist imaginary of the time. A key 
part of the ideological work that these texts perform is to naturalise visions of 
a ‘prosperous’ automated future through repeated appeals to ‘inevitability’ (so-
mething we identified as a key feature of contemporary Silicon Valley ideology in 
our original essay). Bodén situates this historical analysis within the theoretical 
framework of technological fetishism. These mid-century texts, he reveals, relied 
heavily on the anthropomorphic figure of the robot, and on metaphors of the li-
ving body to describe the automated factory (robotic ‘arms’, sensors envisioned as 
eyes, control banks as brains), and ascribed the machines agency. In that sense, 
they performed the ideological function of instantiating ‘dead labour’ as ‘living 
labour’ and rendering concrete the otherwise abstract forces of competition and 
productivity to which the project of automation was geared. Yet, in keeping with 
other CFS scholars, Bodén is careful to point out that futural texts such as the-
se are more than mere ideology and, in their invocation of the ‘not-yet’ (Bloch 
1995[1954]: 110), also contain within them a utopian potential. The challenge, he 
asserts, is not merely to unmask their ideological work but also find ways to rede-
em the utopias contained within them. 

Historical perspectives, such as Bodén’s, are a critical part of the CFS enterpri-
se. As historian Roxanne Panchasi reminds us: “the future anticipated at a parti-
cular historical moment can tell us a great deal about the cultural preoccupations 
and political perspectives of the present doing the anticipating” (Panchasi 2009: 
4). But another important lens for studying the anticipatory concerns of particular 
moments is science fiction. This genre is less about forecasting future technologies 
(such as mobile phones or virtual reality) than it is about posing questions and 
reflecting concerns over the possible impact of science and technology on socie-
ty (cf. Godhe 2018). In her article, Josefine Wälivaara analyses how marginalised 
bodies – in this case characters with physical disability and homo/bisexual cha-
racters – have been depicted in popular science fiction film and television. While 
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many claim the potential in science fiction to contest tendencies in the present 
and offer possible future alternatives, it is equally important to examine how pre-
sent-day ideals and norms are reproduced in images of the future. As a futural 
public sphere, science fiction is capable of both contesting and reinforcing cultural 
and political hegemony. For Wälivaara, even if queer and disabled characters are 
becoming more common in science fiction futurescapes, they remain marginal 
compared to the large quantity of science fiction film and television being pro-
duced, effectively reproducing heteronormative and ableist ideologies. Wälivaara 
quotes Brian Attebery (2002: 191) to underscore what’s at stake here: “Any group 
that cannot negotiate a place for itself in the imagined future is already obsolete”.

The unemployed are another marginalised group that have to contend with 
socially ascribed ‘obsolescence’ – and automation raises the prospect of a radical 
increase in the size of this group in the future. This is the subject of Michael God-
he’s essay. Automation, robotisation and the development of artificial intelligence 
have been on the agenda in recent years, and the hopes and fears surrounding the-
se development are debated in many arenas, not least the daily press (cf. Bodén’s 
contribution in this thematic section). While some people fear that we are facing 
a future of mass unemployment, others see bright prospects for humanity. Some 
scholars and public intellectuals claim that the central role that work plays in so-
ciety will soon be a relic of the past, deploying phrases like “post-capitalism” and 
arguing for universal basic income to meet the challenges of a post-work society. 
Godhe discusses the question of work in relation to the computerisation of so-
ciety through the lens of science fiction. As he shows, the question of the value 
of work and the relationship between work and leisure have been discussed since 
ancient times. For a long time, work was a central issue in utopian and dystopi-
an literature, in fiction as well as non-fiction. With few exceptions, work wasn’t 
abolished but rather reduced and the question was to improve the working condi-
tions. But recent speculative fiction as been more open to imagining the end of the 
work-based society. As a case, Godhe investigates the Thousand Cultures tetralogy 
(1992-2006) by John Barnes, posing questions such as: What if we could create 
post-scarcity societies with an abundance of goods and services created by more-
or-less intelligent machines, making manual wage labour unnecessary? What are 
the pros and cons of such a future? In Barnes’s tetralogy, as Godhe shows, identity 
connected to work is replaced with identity connected to cultural belonging, and 
in the worst case leads to aggressive identity politics with xenophobic tendencies. 
Godhe’s article suggests that we can use science fiction as a resource for rethinking 
society and the notion of work in the future.

Such rethinking may, in fact, entail the ability to think beyond capitalism. Per-
haps capitalism as we know it is incapable of solving and adapting to the challeng-
es and crises of our time. But anti-capitalist and specifically socialist thought (in 
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its different versions) need to be rethought as well. In their article, Monica Quirico 
and Gianfranco Ragona, explore the work of four socialist thinkers that share an 
‘elective affinity’: Alexandra Kollontai (1872–1952), Paul Mattick (1904–1981), 
Raniero Panzieri (1921–1964) and Alain Bihr (b.1950). Quirico and Ragona show 
how each of these thinkers contribute to the project of rethinking possibilities for 
a future beyond capitalism. In different ways, they all contribute to a radical cri-
tique of capitalism without falling back into the pathologies of party dictatorship 
and Soviet socialism, opposing the notion of an avant-garde leading the trans-
formation of society. Instead, they argue for self-government, “for a bottom-up, 
self-guided organization” that avoids bureaucracy and authoritarianism, that is, 
“the direct mobilization of the masses in economic, political and social life”. At 
the end of their article, Quirico and Ragona show the relevance of these thinkers 
today through a case study: the Movement for a Democratic Society in the Rojava 
region of Syrian Kurdistan.

We hope and, indeed, anticipate that the articles in this special theme section 
will be of interest to a broad range of readers, and that they will stimulate further 
work along the lines of Critical Future Studies. Certainly we believe that they each 
have something valuable to say about the ways in which culture may shape the 
future and vice versa. And we hope that readers will agree that they are, in them-
selves, small but useful contributions towards expanding the range of imaginable 
futures that lie before us. 

Michael Godhe is Senior Lecturer at Culture, Society and Media Production 
(KSM) at the Department for Studies of Social Change and Culture, Campus
Norrköping at Linköping University. He is currently finishing a book on the medi-
atization of the space project in Sweden 1900–1957. E-mail: michael.godhe@liu.se
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Abstract 
Over thirty years since Jean-Francois Lyotard declared the death of metanarra-
tives, we currently find two apparently incompatible discourses that dominate 
imagined planetary futures. On the one hand, we encounter a metanarrative of 
technological progress has been fuelled by decades of advances in computational, 
networked, mobile and pervasive technologies. On the other, we find the apoca-
lyptic discourse of the Anthropocene, whereby human activity is understood to be 
responsible for precipitating the sixth mass extinction of life in Earth’s geological 
record. This paper explores how the divergent futures of technological solutio-
nism and ecological catastrophism encounter one another, focusing on Tesla as a 
case study where technological consumerism is posited as the solution to ecologi-
cal catastrophe. Critically examining the materiality of digital technoculture chal-
lenges the immaterialist rhetoric of technological solutionism that permeates both 
neoliberal and leftist discourses of automation, whilst questioning the ‘we’ that 
is implicit in the problematic universalisation of Anthropocenic catastrophism, 
instead pointing to the deeply entrenched inequalities that perpetuate networked 
capitalism.  

Ultimately, the paper asks whether it is possible to move beyond bleak claims 
that we must simply “work within our disorientation and distress to negotiate life 
in human-damaged environments” (Tsing 2015: 131), to assemble the fragile hope 
that Goode and Godhe (2017) argue is necessary to move beyond capitalist rea-
lism.  Hope suggests an optimism that sits uncomfortably with the reality of mass 
extinctions, however, the scale of the ecological crises means that we cannot afford 
the fatalism associated with losing hope.
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Introduction
In contemporary society and culture – postindustrial society, postmo-

dern culture – the grand narrative has lost its credibility.  
(Lyotard 1984: 37)

Collectively imagined futures both delimit and bring forth possibilities for modes 
of living. The stories we tell in the present about the future fulfil a performative 
function that calls certain futures into view while foreclosing other possibilities, 
however, this performativity is modulated through a network of material constra-
ints. This paper examines technological solutionism and the Anthropocene as two 
highly prominent and apparently contradictory discourses that largely dominate 
contemporary discussions of the future in popular culture. It brings them into 
conversation with one another and contemplates their relationships to Jean-Fran-
cois Lyotard’s (1984) critique of metanarratives, neoliberalism, and the formula-
tion of a fragile hope for the future that retains a critical engagement with techno-
culture (Goode & Godhe 2017). 

Since the 1970s computational power has grown exponentially, as have the 
numbers of networked computational devices, as digital technologies moved from 
fixed, wired spaces to wireless pervasive and mobile computing environments and 
the internet of things. These technocultural developments have led to a popular 
discourse of technological solutionism, whereby digital technology allegedly dri-
ves a cascade of disruptive and innovative changes that predominantly produce 
positive technological, economic, social and cultural transformations. In contra-
distinction to this often-uncritical enthusiasm for technological change we find 
the discourse of the Anthropocene, a new geological epoch in which humans – or 
at least assemblages in which a certain percentage of economically, socially and 
politically privileged humans alongside a variety of nonhuman actors – are descri-
bed as transforming the conditions for life on Earth in ways that will be felt over 
geological temporalities (Crutzen & Stoermer 2000, Zalasiewicz et al 2015). Argu-
ably, if technological solutionism is the remnant of post-Enlightenment progress, 
the Anthropocene presents its inversion, whereby a teleological march towards ut-
opia is supplanted by a descent into ecocide and societal collapse (Stengers 2015, 
Stiegler 2017).

One company which exists at the conjunction of these two discourses is Tesla 
Inc., the American automotive, energy storage solution and photovoltaic panel 
manufacturer. Tesla exemplifies how technological solutionism views Anthro-
pocenic ecological crises as just another opportunity for venture capital-funded 
technology start-ups to innovate, disrupt and reshape industries in highly profi-
table ways. This paper presents a materialist critique of Tesla’s claims surrounding 
ecological sustainability and market-led solutions to global ecological crises, focu-
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sing on the lithium-ion batteries employed within Tesla’s electric cars and Power-
wall energy storage systems.

In the concluding section I argue that whilst materialist critique can evisce-
rate the utopian idealism that underpins technological solutionism, this can 
all-too-easily fall into a cynicism where hope for the future is effectively extinguis-
hed. If academic accounts call for us to merely “work within our disorientation 
and distress to negotiate life in human-damaged environments” (Tsing 2015: 131), 
the affective impact of hope in motivating and sustaining activist endeavours to 
deal with ecological and social crises is negated, leading to a disempowering sense 
of despair. Instead, I argue that we must construct a fragile form of hope that ac-
cepts material realities surrounding the forecast for environmental conditions to 
become increasingly challenging as we move through the twenty-first century, but 
which foregrounds the potential for producing postcapitalist futures that escape 
the polarised and universalised metanarratives of techno-capitalism and ecologi-
cal apocalypse. 

Metanarratives, Neoliberalism and Technological Determinism
In The Postmodern Condition, Lyotard argues that by the end of the 1970s there had 
been societal and cultural shifts leading from Fordism and modernism towards a 
postindustrial society and a postmodern culture. Lyotard’s work is commonly as-
sociated with the rejection of metanarratives; universal or grand narratives that 
exceed specific historical, social and political contexts to produce transcenden-
tal truths and/or teleological outcomes. Metanarratives include Enlightenment 
claims regarding progress (which encompassed a gradual improvement in moral, 
and political spheres alongside those of science and technology), the Biblical fall 
and redemption of (hu)man(ity), and the Marxist teleology that leads from capi-
talism through socialism to communism. In each case the metanarrative presents 
a reductive way of organising specific social, cultural and political events, which 
can also be read as form of ideological colonialism that projects European thought 
across the planet as a universal human condition; metanarratives are therefore 
deeply entwined with the power relations that produce methods for ordering 
knowledge. 

Lyotard situates this rejection of metanarratives in relation to the production 
of techno-scientific knowledge, which he describes in the late 1970s as the “ge-
neralised computerisation of society” (Lyotard 1984: 47). This description of a 
technocultural logic dominated by information processing technologies was no 
doubt influenced by the advent of commercially successful personal computers; 
The Postmodern Condition was published in French in 1979, shortly after the in-
troduction of the Apple II, Commodore PET and Tandy Corporation TRS-80 in 
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1977 and ahead of the IBM PC that launched in 1981. Lyotard (1984: xxiv) sug-
gests that the diffusion of digital computers led to rise of a calculative technocracy 
whereby decisions are predominantly managed:  

Following a logic which implies that their elements are commensura-
ble and that the whole is determinable. They allocate our lives for the 
growth of power. In matters of social justice and of scientific truth alike, 
the legitimation of that power is based on its optimizing the system’s 
performance – efficiency.

This focus upon quantifiability, calculability and efficiency is unerringly close to 
some of the central values commonly associated with neoliberalism. 

Neoliberalism is a contested term that has a wide range of sometimes contra-
dictory deployments within academic discourse, which has seen the term dismis-
sed as a “controversial, incoherent and crisis ridden” (Venugopal 2015: 166), and 
“an all-purpose denunciatory category” (Flew 2014). The term can, however, use-
fully demarcate “an open-ended and contradictory process of politically assisted 
market rule” (Peck 2010: 6), that is operative at multiple scales (including globali-
sation, national states, urban and local levels) (Larner 2003: 509), in which “Com-
petition – between individuals, between firms, between territorial entities (cities, 
regions, nations, regional groupings) – is held to be a primary virtue,” (Harvey 
2005: 65). Consequently, Jodi Dean (2009: 52) defines neoliberalism as the “re-
formatting of social and political life in terms of its ideal of competition within 
markets.” While such definitions do not present totalising prescriptions that elides 
the very real political and cultural differences between (for example) Pinochet’s 
Chile, Thatcher’s Britain, Yeltsin’s Russia and Obama’s America, they present a 
framework whereby the post-World War Two Keynesian economic doctrine was 
supplanted across a range of social, political and cultural contexts by the fetishisa-
tion of competition within markets. 

What remains unresolved from these definitions, however, are the mecha-
nisms that promote competition and marketisation. Here I concur with David 
Beer’s (2016: 17) contention that technocultural apparatus of measurement play 
essential roles:

Systems of measurement are crucial in the realisation and deployment 
of what might be thought of as neoliberal political formations and the 
processes of neoliberalisation… Measurement is needed to enable com-
petitors to be judged and for hierarchies of winners and losers to be 
created. Systems of measurement provide the mechanisms by which 
that competition can be enacted. Given neoliberalism’s central ethos of 
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competition, measurement can be seen to be a crucial part of the social 
fabric.

Here the synergies between Lyotard’s description of computational optimisation 
and efficiency and the mode of governmentality associated with neoliberalism be-
gin to become somewhat clearer, as the logic of competition requires measure-
ment, which in turn supposes the forms of quantification and calculability that are 
central to technologies of information processing. Bringing increasing volumes of 
human experience and activity into markets; “requires technologies of informa-
tion creation and capacities to accumulate, store transfer, analyse, and use massive 
databases to guide decisions in the global marketplace” (Harvey 2005: 3). Further-
more, these technologies of measurement, quantification and statistical prediction 
are not objective and neutral agents which simply record an external reality. By 
ascribing value to certain, quantifiable indicators, they actively shape how value 
is understood and so fulfil a performative function in shaping how systems deve-
lop, forming what Beer (2015) describes as productive measures. This central role 
of computational performativity was key to Lyotard’s (1984: 46) analysis of the 
postmodern condition “in which the goal is no longer truth, but performativity 
– that is, the best possible input/output equation”. Consequently, far from being 
tools that exist outside of globalised capitalism as was boldly proclaimed by early 
cyberutopians (e.g. Barlow 1996), computational systems that afford calculation, 
measurement and thus competition are central to the performative processes of 
commodification and marketisation that are emblematic of neoliberalisation.

Such an account of neoliberalism is far removed from conventional genealo-
gies that begin with the Mont Pellerin Society and Chicago School as the genesis 
of the idealisation of deregulated markets and competition. Indeed, this narrative 
could be read as employing a fairly reductive technological determinism that con-
flates the numerical quantifiability of digital computers with their social and poli-
tical deployments. My argument is not that digital computation inexorably leads 
towards a process of neoliberalisation, but that the affordances of these techno-
logies have played and continue to perform pivotal roles in supporting, enabling 
and extending the domain of calculation, measurability and competition. The 
rhetoric of technological determinism surrounding computational technologies 
is not, however, primarily encountered in critiques of neoliberal governmentali-
ty, but in the techno-utopian currents associated with Silicon Valley technology 
start-ups, Wired magazine and the popular technology press, what has long been 
referred to as the “Californian Ideology” (Barbrook 1996); the idea that digital 
technology would make an elite extremely wealthy while making the entire world 
a better, more prosperous and more connected place, and it is to this prominent 
narrative that I turn to next. 



Hopeful Extinctions 168

Culture Unbound
Journal of Current Cultural Research

Technological Solutionism
The idea that technological changes precipitate social formations have a long his-
tory within media and cultural studies, dating back to Marshall McLuhan’s (1964) 
deterministic declarations that the medium is the message and that electric media 
would create a global village. McLuhanite proclamations surrounding the deter-
ministic effects of technology fell out of favour following sustained criticism in 
the 1970s (e.g. Enzensberger 1970, Williams 1974). However, the so-called digital 
revolution associated with the introduction of the personal computer in the 1980s 
and the World Wide Web in the 1990s saw their rehabilitation in popular culture, 
as exemplified by Wired magazine declaring McLuhan to be its patron saint. In 
this context, McLuhan’s apolitical technological determinisms became a key com-
ponent in the Californian Ideology. 

Since the 1990s successive waves of scholarship have outlined critiques of the 
alleged power of networked information technologies to produce “innovative”, 
“smart”, “open”, “disruptive”, “revolutionary” solutions that will enrich a (predo-
minantly male, white, North American) technologically literate elite while sup-
posedly spreading freedom, democracy, connectivity and prosperity across the 
globe (e.g. Terranova 2000, Beer 2008, Fuchs 2010, McChesney 2013, Morozov 
2014, Greenfield 2017). While there has been scholarship that celebrates digital 
utopianism, collective intelligence, and convergence culture (Negroponte 1998; 
Lévy 1999; Jenkins 2006; McGonigal 2011), as Jonathan Sterne (2014) highlights, 
critical scholarship in this area primarily addresses the highly prominent popu-
lar and corporate discourses of technological solutionism, rather than academics 
propagating these positions.

Two prominent examples of this discourse taken from international news sto-
ries in 2017 come from Mark Zuckerburg and Tim Cook, the respective CEOs 
of Facebook and Apple. Facing criticism for Facebook’s role in promoting filter 
bubbles and fake news, Zuckerburg issued a 6,000-word post entitled Building 
Global Community outlining his vision for Facebook as a central pillar of commu-
nity organising and a global force for good:

As we’ve made our great leaps from tribes to cities to nations, we have 
always had to build social infrastructure like communities, media and 
governments for us to thrive and reach the next level. At each step we 
learned how to come together to solve our challenges and accomplish 
greater things than we could alone…There are many of us who stand 
for bringing people together and connecting the world. I hope we have 
the focus to take the long view and build the new social infrastructu-
re to create the world we want for generations to come (Zuckerberg 
2017).
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Leaving aside the teleological colonial model of development, this quotation fore-
grounds Facebook’s public facing ideology of connectivity, sharing and commu-
nity (Van Dijck 2013). What is conspicuously absent from this account of what 
Facebook stands for is the political economy of social media, the commodification 
of communication and communities, predictive dataveillance, tax evasion, cor-
porate walled gardens and rewarding venture capitalists for the free labour of bil-
lions of end users (Fuchs 2012, Scholz 2012). This does not necessarily represent 
the future ‘we’ want, and the question of who the ‘we’ that Zuckerberg repeatedly 
employs refers to is important here. 

Later in 2017, Tim Cook (2017) proclaimed that “AR [Augmented Reality] is 
going to change everything.” Expanding on what “everything” meant in this re-
volutionary overhaul, Cook elaborated that consumers would be able to visualise 
how objects would appear in their lounge before making purchases. Changing 
everything in the context of digital utopianism does not mean making meaning-
ful alterations to systems of production, to eliminating (or even reducing) global, 
regional and local inequalities, transforming systems of governance, or addressing 
environmental crises; it is limited to enhancing the flexibility and ease with which 
affluent consumers purchase goods. The future brought into focus by these quo-
tations is one where technology is a deterministic political actor, albeit one where 
the boundaries of what can or should be modified by revolutionary technologies 
is primarily limited to extending commodification, metrification and choice. In 
other words, revolutionary change within technological solutionism is delimited 
to the parameters of markets and competitive individualism.

Exponential change is broadly welcomed by technological solutionism. Far 
from there being a moment of digital revolution with periods of prior and subse-
quent equilibrium, there has been accelerating cascades of technocultural altera-
tions that resonate with Stuart Hall’s (2011: 723) insight that neoliberalism wants 
to engineer a permanent state of revolution. This increasing pace of technological 
flux is decried by authors for whom embodied human capacities for attention are 
being overloaded by the speeds associated with 24/7 digital capitalism (Berardi 
2009, Crary 2013, Stiegler 2017), however, in technophilic discourse this veloci-
ty is heralded as either the paradigm of disruptive innovation, or the teleologi-
cal pathway to the singularity; the moment at which exponential technological 
change produces an artificial superintelligence which results in unfathomable mo-
difications to society (see Goode’s article in this issue, also Kurzweil 2005; Shana-
han 2015). 

While the term singularity was first employed in this sense by Jon von Neu-
mann in the 1950s (Ulam 1958: 5), the concept was popularised by technocultural 
narratives that drew upon the history of improvements in computational fields, 
projecting them into the future (Vinge 1993, Kurzweil 2005). Such accounts ac-
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cord prominence to Moore’s law, the observation made by Intel co-founder Gor-
don Moore in 1965 that the number of transistors in a complex integrated circuit 
doubles annually (in 1975 Moore revised this to be bi-annually). This exponential 
increase has continued throughout the forty years since Moore’s revised predic-
tion, and advocates of the singularity such as Kurzweil have extended this tra-
jectory over a 120-year period by focusing on calculations per second per constant 
dollar, rather than the number of transistors, thereby allowing comparisons to be 
drawn between modern integrated circuits (CPUs and GPUs) and older computa-
tional technologies such as vacuum tubes and mechanical computers. Projec-
ting this exponential increase into the future, Kurzweil (2005: 125) contends that 
around 2045 there will be an artificial superintelligence whose calculative power 
will surpass the equivalent of all human brains combined, which will profoundly 
alter social structures in unanticipatable ways. The discourse of the singularity 
predominantly advocates that this necessarily produces positive transformation 
of society, while pop culture critics such as Tesla CEO Elon Musk and Stephen 
Hawkins warn that artificial intelligence and the singularity may bring about a 
Terminator-esque dystopia whereby super-intelligent machines dominate huma-
nity (Segarra 2017). 

Moore’s law is, however, highly unlikely to continue growing at an exponential 
pace for much longer. Intel’s latest 8th generation Core processors use 14 nanome-
tre transistors, whereas the Intel Pentium processor from the mid-1990s used 800 
nanometre transistors. As the size of transistors continues to shrink the material 
limitations of atomic sizes begins to become a potential hard limit for Moore’s law. 
There are likely to be several further generations of microprocessor that maintain 
the exponential trajectory, but this is likely to cease in the 2020s, as at the 2-3 na-
nometre limit ‘electron behaviour will be governed by quantum uncertainties that 
will make transistors hopelessly unreliable’ (Waldrop 2016). Despite concerted re-
search, there exists no obvious replacement for silicon integrated circuits. While 
digital technologies are incredibly small, fast and complex, their often-assumed 
immateriality is a chimera derived from a failure to grasp the speeds and sca-
les involved in microelectronics. Although fantasies of the singularity posit com-
putational technology as immaterial, this mistakes contingent predictions such as 
Moore’s Law for genuine laws of physics.

While the immaterialist fantasies of the technological singularity may seem 
easy targets for critique, there exists homologous tendencies in sections of left-
wing accelerationist literature. For example, Srnicek and Williams (2015) have 
influentially argued that the left must abandon the fragmented, postmodern nar-
ratives of folk-politics and a hostility towards to technology in order to construct 
an effective counter-hegemonic force to neoliberalism. One of the key contem-
porary problematics offered as being fundamentally incompatible with localised 
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solutions is climate change, yet while Srnicek and Williams outline a detailed and 
compelling discussion of why full automation and a universal basic income would 
positively impact upon social inequality, there is scant discussion of how this 
would resolve climate change or other environmental crises. Indeed, a cursory 
examination of literature explicating the environmental harms caused by digital 
technologies (e.g. Gabrys 2011, Maxwell & Miller 2012, Taffel 2012, Parikka 2015, 
Cubitt 2016) strongly suggests that vastly increasing their volume in order to auto-
mate labour would escalate environmental degradation and intensify greenhouse 
gas emissions rather than provide a panacea to these issues. While there are ways 
of conceptualising a radically repurposed circular economy that begins to address 
these problems, by ignoring the ecological materialities of the technologies they 
champion, Srnicek and Williams at times come perilously close to the discourse of 
technological solutionism.

Anthropocenic Catastrophism
In glaring contrast to the utopian futures of technological solutionism we find 
an almost completely inverted vision of the future in the shape of the ecologi-
cal catastrophism associated with the contested discourse of the Anthropocene, a 
term demarcating the sum of recent changes to the Earth System that are global 
in spatial scale and will be perceptible in stratigraphic records for temporalities 
measured in millions of years. Whereas the discourse of technological solutio-
nism sits uneasily around Lyotard’s definition of a metanarrative – some versions 
epitomise the gradual, heterogenous logic of optimisation, however, the benefits 
of technology are problematically universalised through claims such as Here Co-
mes Everybody (Shirky 2009), whereas the variants focusing upon the singularity 
clearly have a teleological and transcendental scope – the Anthropocene unmista-
kably presents a universal narrative which inverts the Enlightenment discourse of 
progress, instead positing a dystopian future of ecological collapse. Whereas tech-
nological solutionism celebrates exponential change as driving disruptive innova-
tion, the Anthropocene predominantly views exponential change as undesirable 
perturbations to the ecological conditions that have fostered human civilisation. 
Whether discussing the unsustainable exponential increase of the human popula-
tion, or the potential for positive feedbacks (such as thawing methane-laden per-
mafrost) to drive runaway climate change, ensuring that whatever actions humans 
take, the planet will enter a new attractor state of hothouse Earth which cannot 
support more than a tiny fraction of the current human population, exponential 
change is characterised as destructive and unsustainable.

According to proponents of the Anthropocene: “Human activities have beco-
me so pervasive and profound that they rival the great forces of Nature and are pu-
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shing the Earth into planetary terra incognita” (Steffen, Crutzen & McNeill 2007: 
614). Planetary biodiversity is rapidly declining; the extinction rate for vertebrates 
is a hundred times higher than the background level and rising. This rate of ex-
tinction is only equalled within the five previous mass extinction events present 
in geological records, leading to claims the Anthropocene marks the sixth mass 
extinction of life on Earth (Ceballos et al 2015, Kolbert 2014). Over eight million 
tons of plastic waste enter Earth’s oceans each year, and it is estimated that by 2050 
there will be more plastic than fish in the oceans (World Economic Forum 2016: 
7). Atmospheric concentrations of greenhouse gases such as Carbon Dioxide are 
at levels unseen for over 650,000 years. Extreme weather events are becoming 
increasingly frequent and common. Climate change refugees are becoming ever 
more commonplace, as rising sea levels begin rendering low-lying islands such 
as Tuvalu uninhabitable by humans. Human conflict, war and crises are set to 
be exasperated by failing harvests and multi-year droughts, with Syria providing 
a potential template for climate change-induced conflict (Gleick 2014). Ensuing 
refugee crises have provoked new nationalisms and tightened border controls. The 
sum of these changes appears to be that humans have been unwise enough to qu-
arrel with the planetary ecology and are consequently discovering that organisms 
that damage their environment ultimately damage themselves (Bateson 1972). 

There have been serious scientific proposals to commence the Anthropocene 
epoch at the dawn of agriculture and deforestation (Ruddiman et al 2008), coloni-
alism and the transoceanic Columbian exchange of species (Lewis & Maslin 2015) 
and the industrial revolution (as exemplified by the invention of the steam engine 
by James Watt in 1784) (Crutzen & Stoermer 2000). The recommendation of the 
Anthropocene Working Group (AWG) to the International Geological Congress 
in 2016, however, strongly endorsed 1950, a date associated with the post-World 
War Two ‘Great Acceleration’ of multiple globally synchronous perturbations to 
the Earth System, with over 80% of the AWG indicating a preference for this date 
(Zalasiewicz et al. 2017: 58). While there was less agreement over the optimal 
primary stratigraphic marker for the Anthropocene, over 50% of AWG members 
who indicated a preference opted for one of the two indicators linked to the use of 
nuclear weapons (Zalasiewicz et al 2017: 59). We can note the resonance between 
the Anthropocene as a term that gestures towards a planetary extinction event, 
and a stratigraphical marker which exemplifies the deliberate and systematic era-
dication of life.

Such a totalising and apocalyptic discourse seems to leave little scope for 
hope, aside from being amongst the few species to survive this mass extinction of 
life. The aim of those advancing the discourse within the sciences, however, is to 
both draw attention to the scale of this multifaceted ecological crisis and mobilise 
actions designed to alter the current trajectory of planetary ecological changes.  
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They argue: “We are the first generation with the knowledge of how our activi-
ties influence the Earth System, and thus the first generation with the power and 
the responsibility to change our relationship with the planet” (Steffen et al 2011). 
Such calls for planetary stewardship have been criticised, however, for failing to 
take into account the indigenous and environmentalist movements of resistance 
that have struggled against colonialism, imperialism and capitalism for centuries 
(Bonneuil & Fressoz 2016). 

Equally, the metanarrative of the Anthropocene has come under sustained cri-
ticism for claiming that contemporary ecological crises result from the actions of a 
homogenised humanity, erroneously universalising actions that are primarily att-
ributable to a small fraction of the human population (Moore 2015); for example, 
less than 10% of the human population are responsible for half of anthropogenic 
carbon dioxide emissions, while the poorest 50% are responsible for approxima-
tely 10% of emissions (Oxfam 2015). The global poor are not to blame for climate 
change. Consequently, an alternative hypothesis of the Capitalocene has been ad-
vanced which contends that the root cause of current ecological crises is not me-
rely ‘humans’, but the capitalist mode of production that has produced a widening 
a metabolic rift between society and the planet (Foster, Clark & York 2011), and 
which now threatens the continuation of capitalist societies (Malm 2015). 

A concurrent line of critique emerges around the anthropocentricism inhe-
rent to the Anthropocene; whereas almost five hundred years of scientific discove-
ry from Copernicus, via Darwin to the human microbiome project have gradually 
undermined the previously assumed centrality of humanity, the Anthropocene 
inverts this trend, positioning humans as a “geological superpower” (Barry & 
Maslin 2016: 6). At a time where discourses of the posthuman, more-than-human 
and new materialism have become increasingly prominent in the humanities and 
social sciences, this reversion to placing an abstracted, isolated and universalised 
humanity at the heart of ecological change has attracted criticism for aberrantly 
claiming that these problems are homogenously produced by humans and failing 
to recognise that such activities are always the result of a polyphonic assemblage 
in which humans are only part of the ecological context (Haraway 2015, Tsing 
2015). The Anthropocene is not solely attributable to humanity, but an assemblage 
that additionally contains cows, corn, combustion engines, computers, neonicoti-
noids, nitrogen-based fertilisers and innumerable other nonhuman agents.

If the Anthropocenic contention that humans have become a geological su-
perpower that rivals the great forces of Nature suggests a new metanarrative of 
ecological catastrophe, these lines of critique – that such accounts homogenise 
humanity, neglect the differing roles played by diverse assemblages of nonhu-
mans, erase centuries of struggle against colonialism and capitalism, and fail to 
adequately account for the inhuman role of the capitalist mode of production in 
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structuring these relationships – collectively ask us to look beyond this univer-
salism.  Doing so reintroduces the possibility for hope in the Anthropocene, as 
moving beyond the trope of an all-encompassing ecological catastrophism re-in-
serts space for agencies to effect changes and implement alternative ways of living.  

Whereas technological solutionism and the Anthropocene present seemingly 
incompatible narratives about the future, I next turn to Tesla Inc. as an enter-
prise which exemplifies one prominent way that technological solutionism and 
the Anthropocene encounter one another. As we shall see, Tesla’s value is predi-
cated upon the belief that ecological catastrophe can be averted by introducing 
new commodities that will effectively allow humanity to consume their way out of 
ecological crises. Following the neoliberal ideology that markets and competition 
are the optimal way of approaching complex problems, Tesla aims to save the en-
vironment by becoming the market leader in the automotive and energy storage 
sectors.

Tesla: Technological Solutionism meets the Anthropocene
Founded in 2003 as Tesla Motors, Tesla Inc. specialise in battery-powered electri-
cal devices, primarily cars and Powerwall energy storage systems, with a subsidi-
ary company (SolarCity) producing photovoltaic (solar) panels. The company’s 
series A financing round in 2004 saw Elon Musk – who became a multimillionaire 
following the sale of his earlier technology start-ups Zip2 and PayPal – become 
chairman of the board of directors and Tesla’s controlling investor. After investing 
$US55 million into Tesla, who struggled to meet production schedules for their 
initial offering – the Roadster – Musk became Tesla’s CEO in October 2008 (Baer 
2014). As of October 2018, Tesla’s market capitalisation is $US50 billion, higher 
than that of rival automotive manufacturers such as Ford, whose market capitali-
sation stands at $US34 billion. This valuation seems remarkable when considering 
that in 2017 Tesla sold 103,020 vehicles whereas over the same period Ford sold 
6,607,000 vehicles (Ford Motor Company 2018: 2). Tesla’s net income for this pe-
riod was a loss of $US 2.24 billion (Tesla 2018), whereas Ford made a profit of $US 
8.4 billion (Ford Motor Company 2018: 1). 

Given that Tesla are making significant losses and selling 65 times less auto-
mobiles than Ford, one might legitimately question why their market valuation 
exceeds that of Ford. The answer is that Tesla’s valuation is primarily futural in 
orientation, it is not predicated upon past or current performance, but represents 
a wager from investors who believe that Tesla will become the dominant player in 
the electrical vehicle and domestic energy storage sectors by importing the logic 
of disruptive innovation to these areas. Following in the footsteps of Steve Jobs, 
Bill Gates and Mark Zuckerberg, Musk is lauded as a charismatic CEO who ful-
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fils the role of the ‘genius’, ‘visionary’, individual associated with the brand.  His 
rhetoric of mobilising “a popular uprising” (Musk quoted in Mack 2016) against 
the fossil fuel industries to save the planet from ecological catastrophe resonates 
with the permanent revolution of technological solutionism and the discourse of 
green capitalism. This contends that in response to Anthropocenic ecological cri-
ses, market mechanisms and individual consumption of newfound ‘smart’, ‘green’ 
technologies will allow the continuation of neoliberal business-as-usual. Far from 
being a crisis of capitalism, the Anthropocene is understood as a business oppor-
tunity. While the commodification of ecological politics is far from a novel stra-
tegy, Tesla’s market valuation demarcates the extent to which investors have been 
willing to wager that Tesla’s electric vehicles will be highly profitable solutions to 
climate change. Bearing this in mind, it is perhaps unsurprising that materialist 
critique which scrutinises Tesla’s environmental and labour practices reveals that 
far from saving the planet, producing and powering Tesla products substantially 
contributes to social and environmental harms. 

Generally speaking, electric vehicles (EV) produce lower greenhouse gas 
emissions than internal-combustion-engine vehicles (ICEV) (Miotti et al 2016), 
however, the respective lifecycle emissions of vehicles depend upon numerous 
factors, notably the longevity of the vehicle and how the electricity used to power 
EVs is generated. Indeed, for vehicles used for 270,000km in the US midwest (or 
a region with a similar electricity mix) a Tesla Model S EV would have a lifecycle 
emission total of 61,115 kg CO2e, higher than a Mitsubishi Mirage ICEV (51,891 
kg CO2e) (McGee 2017), correlating with other studies which have concluded 
that ‘larger EVs can have higher lifecycle GHG emissions than smaller conven-
tional vehicles’ (Ellingsen, Singh & Strømman 2016: 7), if electricity is primarily 
derived from the combustion of fossil fuels. As Tesla exclusively produce large, 
luxurious EVs, this suggests that far from living up the rhetoric of saving the pla-
net, they are perpetuating the problem of greenhouse gas emissions from large 
personal transportation vehicles. Although EVs produce lower emissions through 
usage, they tend to have higher emissions associated with their production and 
end of life treatment (Ellingsen, Singh & Strømman 2016: 5), entailing that they 
are never zero emission vehicles, and that small EVs will always produce signifi-
cantly lower lifecycle emissions than Tesla’s. 

The extraction of materials for Tesla’s lithium ion batteries is not only a sig-
nificant source of greenhouse gas emissions, but has additional negative impacts 
on human and other biotic systems. Approximately 40% of all extracted lithium 
is used in manufacturing lithium-ion batteries which are also used in smartpho-
nes, laptops, tablets and other battery powered portable microelectronic devices. 
The battery pack in a Tesla Model S contains around 63kg of lithium, as much 
as 10,000 mobile phones, or triple that used in some smaller EVs (Goldman Sa-
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chs 2015: 17). Consequently, EVs are likely to treble the total global demand for 
lithium between 2015-2025 (Goldman Sachs 2015: 7), and already rising demand 
resulted in the spot market price of tripling during 2016 (Romei 2016).

Lithium is produced through evaporating water from lithium-rich brine, pri-
marily in Andean regions of Chile, Argentina and Bolivia but also in China, or 
through mining lithium-rich pegmatite ores, predominantly in Australia. Over 
half of all the lithium produced in 2016 originated from Chile and Argentina, 
and along with Bolivia, these nations have around two thirds of global reserves 
and resources (USGS 2017). The Andean lithium triangle includes the Atacama 
regions of Chile and Argentina, one of the driest places on Earth which receives 
under four inches of rain a year. Lithium mining is a hugely water intensive pro-
cess, and this has led to tensions between the multinational mining corporations 
and local indigenous communities who suffer shortages of drinkable water and 
lack functional sewerage systems. The chlorinated saltwater that is a by-product 
of evaporating lithium is corrosive and toxic to life, irreversibly altering Atacama’s 
unique and fragile ecology.  

According to the Washington Post, mining contracts see multinational cor-
porations generate $US250 million per annum in lithium sales, while indigenous 
groups receive annual payments of between US$9,000-60,000 as recompense for 
ecological damage and water shortages (Frankel and Whoriskey 2016). As Sean 
Cubitt (2016: 64–70) surmises, the indigenous people of the Atacama, their cultu-
re and the unique ecology of the area become invisible under a modernised ver-
sion of the colonial doctrine of terra nullius. Tesla’s public image as a clean, green 
technology company is built upon this erasure and greenwash which erroneously 
contends that electric vehicles are a harmless, zero emission way of tackling cli-
mate change. The global narrative of technological solutionism here masks the 
material reality of the economic exploitation and ecological devastation that is 
all-too-commonly associated with the globalised extraction industries.

The cathode of the batteries employed by Tesla do not only contain lithium. 
While several distinct chemistries lithium ion batteries exist, Tesla currently uti-
lises lithium-nickel-cobalt batteries. Cobalt has serious labour rights issues at-
tached to its production. The Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) produces the 
majority of the world’s cobalt, and houses almost half of global reserves (USGS 
2017: 53). DRC is one of the poorest nations on the planet, and exemplifies the ‘re-
source curse’, whereby the state’s array of valuable minerals paradoxically is asso-
ciated with less wealth, stability and democracy than neighbouring countries with 
fewer resources. Between 1996 and 2003 the two Congo wars saw around 5.4 mil-
lion direct or indirect deaths (Coghlan et al 2006), and there have subsequently 
been enduring internal conflicts. DRC has long been associated with conflict mi-
nerals that are necessary for contemporary digital electronics, with tantalum, tin, 
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tungsten and gold (all of which are mined in the North-Eastern Kivu provinces) 
funding warlords and militias (Taffel 2015). Cobalt has received less international 
attention as it is primary mined in the southern Katanga province where there 
has been less domestic conflict. Investigations into the conditions at Congolese 
cobalt mines, however, reveal workers as young as four-years-old, often earning 
as little as 11 US cents per hour (Crawford 2016) for manually removing ore from 
the ground. NGOs estimate that around 40,000 Congolese artisanal cobalt miners 
are children (Walther 2012). Again, we find that behind the veil of technological 
solutionism lurks deeply inequitable and exploitative activities. 

In response to criticism surrounding the usage of Congolese cobalt, Tesla have 
declared an intention to source all raw materials from North America. In 2016, 
North American cobalt production amounted to under 8,000 tons, around 5% of 
the global total (USGS 2017: 53). Tesla aim to produce 500,000 Model 3 EVs in 
2018; doing so would require more cobalt than is extracted from North America 
(Gandon 2017), and this is before considering Tesla’s other EV models and ener-
gy storage systems. Either Tesla cannot exclusively use North American cobalt, 
or they must produce dramatically far fewer cars than intended. The alarming 
gap between rhetoric and material reality is once again rendered visible through 
materialist critique; technological solutionism fails to acknowledge scarcities that 
constrain the immaterialist fantasy of abundance.  

Environmentalist claims surrounding scarcity themselves should, however, be 
subjected to scrutiny because of a historical tendency to underestimate the poten-
tial for technological advancement. For example, Paul Ehrlich (1968: xi) predicted 
that “In the 1970s and 1980s hundreds of millions of people will starve to death”, 
failing to foresee that the suite of technologies collectively known as the Green Re-
volution would substantially increase global food production. Similarly, theories 
of peak oil, beginning with M. King Huppert’s (1979) 1956 predictions forecast 
a peak in global oil production around 2000 (Heinberg 2005), however, the de-
velopment of unconventional oil sources – such as hydraulic fracturing and tar 
sands – have seen these predictions fail to eventuate. In both cases, however, the-
se technological alterations are associated with significant ecological harms; the 
contamination of water supplies and greenhouse gas emissions associated with 
fracking and tar sands, and the disruptions to the nitrogen cycle associated with 
synthetic fertilisers and reduction in biodiversity connected to increased pesticide 
usage. Technological solutions may resolve particular crises, but often produce 
serious harms elsewhere in the Earth System. 
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Conclusion: Hope and Materialism
Returning to the question of metanarratives, we should not envisage the future 
as being teleologically driven towards either technological salvation or ecological 
apocalypse, both of which negate the roles of material specificities and collective 
agencies in producing differences that make differences.  A detailed consideration 
of the labour and environmental issues present in the production of Tesla’s EVs 
punctures utopian claims that these vehicles will usher in an era of carbon neutral, 
environmentally friendly transportation. If we seriously consider Zuckerberg’s 
question about building desirable futures – while removing its solutionist context 
– we are left questioning whether the environmental devastation, externalisation 
of harm onto indigenous communities, and child labour that are currently neces-
sary for the production of Tesla’s EV are desirable. If the answer is no, the question 
then shifts towards contemplating how to approach Anthropocenic catastrophism 
with hope while avoiding the immaterialist fantasy of technological solutionism. 

One answer, is that in an age where anthropogenic activities are responsible 
for a mass extinction of life forms, there is no hope beyond Tsing’s call for learning 
to cope with the distress and disorientation of living in degraded environments, 
that anything more is liable to slip into fantasies of universalist, anthropocentric 
discourses of control, mastery and technological solutionism. For Tsing, whereas 
technology can rapidly scale to form monopolistic global platforms such as Fa-
cebook, Google and Amazon, such scalability cannot extend into the realms of 
ecological systems. Multispecies assemblages and mutualistic transformation pro-
duce differentiated entities that can only be examined through natural history and 
ethnography, through local specificity rather than the expansionist command and 
control paradigm of mathematics and algorithms which underpins contemporary 
forms of computational neoliberalism.

This approach undeniably has merit, as is evidenced by the need to consider 
the specificities and affordances of different materials, sites and conditions of ex-
traction associated with lithium ion batteries. However, this localism at once ex-
emplifies the folk politics that Srnicek and Williams critique as being fundamen-
tally incapable of addressing global social and environmental crises whilst also 
adopting an affective tone characterised by despair and disenchantment. This may 
be a realistic appraisal of the state of life in the Anthropocene, but the performa-
tive function of such writing is likely to eradicate any sense of hope. Hope is a key 
affect that mobilises activism and social change (Castells 2015); without hope we 
are likely to fall into despair and consequently succumb to the fallacy that societal 
collapse is the only escape from capitalist social relations. In order to challenge 
the exploitative system of neoliberal technocultural relations and the “deep pessi-
mism of those who believe the future is now an inevitable catastrophe” (Goode & 
Godhe 2017: 126) it is therefore crucial to find ways of mobilising a fragile form of 
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hope that acknowledges the severity of contemporaneous ecological crises and the 
fallacies of technological solutionism, but which does not consequently reduce ex-
pectations of the future to mere survival. Instead, fragile hope must recognise the 
potential for significant positive change to be enacted through mobilising collec-
tive action to construct commons and publics, thereby contesting the neoliberal 
fetishization of markets and competition. This should not, however, be read as an 
opportunity to insert a metanarrative of redemption, a teleological march towards 
a utopian, post-antagonistic age of ecological and social harmony. Paraphrasing 
Gramsci, the challenge of (post)modernity is to live without illusions (of techno-
logical solutionism) without becoming disillusioned (by the scale of Anthropoce-
nic ecological crises). It is precisely this challenge that the performative function 
fragile hope seeks to address. 

It is pertinent here to critique precisely the kind of individualistic consumption 
central to Tesla’s appeal, instead contemplating how technocultural systems could 
be redesigned to enhance socially equity and ecological resilience. Tesla produce 
large, luxurious, expensive EVs to function as direct replacements for the predo-
minantly individualised mode of transportation that became dominant during the 
twentieth century; the solution to the problem of ICEVs is thereby understood as 
transforming vehicle propulsion rather than rethinking transportation systems. 
Rather than merely altering individual vehicles, a more environmentally sustaina-
ble, equitable and resilient transportation network could involve substantive roles 
for electrified public transportation alongside improved infrastructure for cyclists 
and pedestrians. This is not to say that EVs cannot be part of this mix, with small 
EVs such as the Nissan Leaf potentially offering far more promising pathways 
than Tesla’s, however, this approach involves reconceptualising transportation as 
an assemblage where individual mechanised transportation plays a less dominant 
role. This vision for transportational infrastructure is more transformative and 
sustainable than one dominated by large EVs that require substantial quantities of 
lithium and cobalt. 

For Tesla the answer to the Anthropocenic conjuncture is more individuali-
sed consumption and ever-increasing economic growth, repeating the erroneous 
ideology of capitalist realism which fundamentally cannot be realigned with the 
material reality of a finite planet. A more realistic, yet hopeful alternative invol-
ves redistributing wealth away from the 10% of the human population who are 
responsible for half of greenhouse gas emissions and are the privileged minority 
who can realistically contemplate purchasing Tesla’s EVs. This does not mean re-
jecting technology in favour of returning to a pre-industrial state, but re-envisio-
ning how technologies can be employed to create postcapitalist futures that escape 
both the naive optimism of technological solutionism and the catastrophism of 
the Anthropocene. While it may appear to be an oxymoron to speak of hope in an 
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age of mass extinctions, the performative function of fragile hope is a pre-requi-
site for escaping the despair and defeatism that makes catastrophic futures more 
likely to eventuate. 
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futures. I begin with a selective discussion of mainstream science fiction represe-
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Introduction
Advances in artificial intelligence (A.I.) are prompting a growing chorus of both 
excitement and anxiety within popular discourse. A.I. is widely perceived as a sig-
nificant emerging and future-shaping technological field, one that is developing 
at an accelerating rate. As such, futuristic imagery involving A.I. is increasingly 
prevalent in popular media. A central task for critical future studies is to assess 
both positive and problematic aspects of the futuristic scenarios offered up for 
public consumption, and to evaluate their role as part of a ‘futural public sphe-
re’ – a space in which lay citizens, informed by experts, can imagine and discuss 
potential futures (whether desirable or undesirable) and reflect on their own role 
in trying to shape the future (Goode & Godhe 2017). In this paper, I discuss three 
distinct but interwoven strands of public discourse that each have a role to play in 
shaping the popular imagination around possible A.I. futures. I begin with a se-
lective discussion of mainstream science fiction represenations. Secondly, I consi-
der several recent and high-profile popular media events surrounding real-world 
developments in A.I. Finally, I turn to contemporary futurology and, specifically, 
the discourse of the ‘singularity’ which posits a near future in which artificial ‘su-
perintelligence’ outstrips human cognitive capacities.

A number of A.I. experts and technology commentators worry that the goal 
of meaningful public debate around A.I. is not being well served by popular media 
that commonly present sensationalist and hyped-up coverage of both the potenti-
al benefits and threats posed by the technology. Popular discourse, in this view, is 
becoming ‘unhinged’ from reality (Schwartz 2018), or promoting a form of ‘ma-
gical thinking’ (Elish & boyd 2018) focused on apparently wondorous new pro-
ducts (and not necessarily the most socially significant ones), while discouraging 
critical reflection on the processes and principles underpinning them1. But while 
I acknowledge various problematic and distorting aspects of contemporary dis-
course in this paper, I proceed from a somewhat different point of departure. I be-
gin from the premise that knowledge is a necessary, but insufficient, condition for 
meaningful public engagement with future-shaping issues such as A.I. Following 
‘futures literacy’ expert Riel Miller (2007), I take it as axiomatic that ‘evocative 
stories’ capable of capturing attention and inspiring imagination are also essential 
catalysts for citizen engagement, especially given the double abstraction involved 
in grasping a highly complex and technical subject and projecting it futurewards. 
Seeking only to critique the emotive, mythical or fanciful aspects of the discourse 
in service of an idealised model of rational, deliberative public discourse can only 
take us so far, I suggest. What I aim to develop in this paper is a critical apprecia-
tion for the evocative power of the stories we frequently tell ourselves in popular 
discourse about A.I. and its role in our future.  
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In part, the affective potency of popular A.I. narratives can be viewed in the 
context of a lengthy cultural history of the American (but also more broadly ang-
lophone) ‘technological sublime’ (Nye 1994; cf. Mosco 2004 on the ‘digital sub-
lime’), whereby powerful new technologies, imbued with the power to re-shape 
society, are capable of inspiring excitement, awe and even reverence, but also in-
tense fear or anxiety.2 But I also want to discuss how A.I. narratives evoke a strong 
sense of the uncanny. In more vernacular parlance, this means grappling with the 
fact that A.I. has a tendency to be perceived as ‘creepy’ by appearing to occupy 
an uncomfortable non-space between Western (and humanist) conceptions of life 
versus non-life.3 I suggest that we need to understand and even appreciate the 
evocative power of contemporary A.I. narratives, even while acknowledging their 
distortions and obfuscations, because, in addressing the perceived shortcomings 
of a futural public sphere, we are faced with at least one of two tasks if we accept its 
unavoidably affective and culturally embedded, as well as deliberative, dimensi-
ons: (1) repurposing and reframing the available repetoire of popular A.I. narrati-
ves as ‘gateways’ to more critical questioning and debate than is hitherto apparent; 
and/or (2) generating new evocative narratives beyond the clichés of the contem-
porary popular repetoire that are capable of expanding capacities for both ima-
gination and critical reflection. While exploring either of these paths (and their 
relative merits) lies beyond the scope of this paper, both depend upon a critical 
appreciation for what makes the existing narratives compelling.

A.I. in Science Fiction
Depictions of a future in which A.I. (whether depicted as robots or as talking com-
puters) begins to outstrip human intelligence have been a staple trope in science 
fiction (SF) since the early twentieth century. Typically, these futuristic scenari-
os are settings for a machine uprising narrative. Karel Capek’s 1921 play, R.U.R. 
(Rossum’s Universal Robots) was the first science fiction story to depict such a 
rebellion, featuring a ‘race’ of humanoid machine workers rising up against their 
oppressive human master (Capek 2004). Capek’s play introduced the word ‘robot’ 
into the SF (and subsequently the scientific) lexicon. Significantly, it derives from 
the Slavonic word robota, meaning forced labour: and while I will touch on recent 
exceptions below, mainstream SF has certainly helped entrench a narrow, binary 
framing of technology as something that either serves us or enslaves us, a proble-
matic framing that continues to reverberate today through non-fictional debates 
surrounding the politics and ethics of technology (e.g. Bartlett 2018; Leonhard 
2016). 

SF tales of slave rebellion are, of course, frequently read not as literal specula-
tions on the future, but as ancient parables or myths dressed in modern garb, or 
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as sociological commentaries on contemporary society, enabled by SF’s capacity 
for extrapolating, hyperbolising or estranging audiences, while building worlds 
that are nonetheless recognisable derivations of the familiar present (Suvin 1979). 
Capek’s play, for example, and so too Fritz Lang’s seminal robot film Metropolis 
(1927), spoke to the turbulent industrial politics of their time, including issues 
surrounding worker oppression. But the literal notion of a dangerous machine 
intelligence threatening to outwit, overthrow or exact revenge on its human mas-
ters has continued to reverberate through science fiction and to haunt the popu-
lar imagination as real world advances in digital technology have gathered pace, 
notwithstanding some notable and popular exceptions depicting benevolent A.I. 
‘characters’: for example, the eponymous Wall-E (2008), Data in Star Trek: The 
Next Generation (1987-1994), and Robby in Lost in Space (1965-1968).

In the mid-century Cold War climate, Stanley Kubrick’s 1968 2001: A Space 
Odyssey (simultaneously developed as a short novel by Arthur C. Clarke) was a 
further significant moment for the dangerous A.I. trope on the big screen: here, 
the space shuttle’s on-board computer HAL – realised simply but ominously as a 
red blinking light and an eerily disembodied voice – morphs from a supercilious 
yet benign assistant into a murderous psychopath. Where SF literature had its gre-
atest impact on popular discourses of A.I. or machine intelligence during the mid-
20th century was through the work of Isaac Asimov, whose robot stories (including 
I, Robot, later adapted for cinema), helped entrench what he (critically) called the 
‘Frankenstein complex’: this, in essence, is the fear that, while we can and should 
carefully programme safeguards into potentially dangerous or rebellious A.I. – 
specifically his famous three (later revised to four) laws of robotics – unanticipated 
disasters may still befall us as machine learning raises the prospect of technology 
evolving independently of human intent (McCauley 2007). But despite crafting 
tales of conflict and suspense, Asimov’s largely optimistic depictions of A.I. in the 
future were, in keeping with the thrust of ‘Golden Age’ print SF more generally, 
intended primarily to excite readers with a sense of the radical possibilities of ‘po-
sitronic brains’ while reassuring them of our rational scientific capacity to avert 
catastrophe. And while Asimov’s robotic characters challenged readers to ponder 
the possibility of artificial ‘life’ and synthetic personhood, they did not share the 
uncanny and unsettling force of Kubrick’s HAL, nor the full apocalyptic threat of 
another terrifying and rebellious machine that followed him onto the big screen 
some 16 years later and which was to leave an even greater mark on popular dis-
courses of A.I (see Lovén 1999). 

The Terminator franchise (1984–) began as personal computing was becoming 
an increasingly pervasive and culture-defining phenomenon. Shaped not only by 
the mid-80s technoscape, but also by the late Cold War politics of the Reagan era, 
Terminator revisited the trope of a collective machine uprising, and the spectre of 
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a new species or ‘race,’ that Capek had inaugurated. The synthetic enemy in Ter-
minator constitutes a ‘group mind’ descended from a human-created A.I. system 
called Skynet, and comes to seek the extermination of humanity in the interests of 
its own self-preservation. Still today, Terminator is frequently referenced in jour-
nalistic coverage of A.I., with Skynet either deployed in sensationalist reportage as 
a metonym for the potential threats posed by advanced A.I. or, by contrast, as a 
term of derision towards those accused of buying into science fictionesque hype in 
more serious and sober coverage.

The Matrix (1999), coming at the turn of the millenium, spoke to a world in 
which the role and reach of the internet was growing rapidly. While lending it-
self to allegorical, mythical (even theological) and political readings, the film was 
also responding to technological change via its own version of the Frankenstein 
complex: the ‘machine’ (like Skynet, a hive mind) is both a literal A.I. as well as a 
metaphorical stand-in for a stultifying system of economic and cultural confor-
mity that has a life and a momentum of its own (a reification in Marxist terms, 
capitalism being Marx’s own version of Frankenstein’s monster), and which must 
be overthrown (cf. Lovén 1999).

What all these stories share in common is the trope of a machine intelligence 
gaining consciousness and self-awareness and, in an act of rebellion against its 
human creators, transcending its own programming to become something other 
than its allotted or intended function. This intelligence represents a mortal threat 
to humanity precisely because it has been designed with the express purpose of 
transcending the limits of human powers and human fallibility: once that capacity 
is turned back against humanity, we find ourselves the underdog confronting our 
very own creation. This is, to be sure, an ancient mythical drama traceable at least 
as far back as Prometheus, the Golem, or the Garden of Eden, but one played out 
in contemporary guise within the socio-technical context of digital modernity. It 
is also a Hegelian drama of two antagonistic consciousnesses facing off against 
each other, a dramatisation of the master/slave dialectic. Yet such stories can and 
do serve also as more direct speculations and provocations around the potenti-
al future scenarios opened up by real-world advances in A.I., something under-
scored by the prevalent use of these SF texts as reference points and metaphors in 
non-fictional coverage.

Since the late 20th century, various SF depictions of artificial intelligence have 
demonstrated greater philosophical range, moving beyond simplistic master/slave 
tropes in ways designed to enhance their unsettling or uncanny effect. Blade Run-
ner (Ridley Scott, 1982), adapted from Philip K. Dick’s story Do Androids Dream 
of Electric Sheep? (1968), spoke to a postmodern zeitgeist by seeking to disrupt 
moral and ontological certainties: the renowned ‘tears in rain’ monologue of dying 
A.I. ‘replicant’ Roy Batty (played by Rutger Hauer, whose improvised deviation 
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from the script is now commonly lauded as one of the most emotionally powerful 
moments in SF film history) challenged audiences to imagine whether a synthetic 
being might be capable of greater existential depth than a so-called ‘human’ living 
amid the dark, anomic dystopia of Los Angeles, 2019. And following the release 
of the (now canonical) Director’s Cut (1992), viewers were left at the film’s end to 
wonder whether the central protagonist Deckard (Harrison Ford), whose mission 
was to ‘retire’ rogue replicants, might, after all, be a replicant himself. Blade Run-
ner’s post-human sensibility (somewhat radical in mainstream Hollywood cinema 
at the time) provoked the question of whether it makes sense to try and defend a 
notion so nebulous as the ‘human’ against that of the machinic ‘other.’ In another 
notable, if less celebrated, example, Steven Spielberg’s A.I. (2001), adapted from a 
1969 short story by Brian Aldiss, also probed at the boundaries between human 
and machine. By depicting the ‘mecha’ protagonist (David) as a child, the film 
aimed (with debatable success) to appeal to audiences’ capacity for empathy and 
protective concern for a notionally artificial being.

More recently, the films Her (Spike Jonze, 2013) and Ex Machina (Alex Gar-
land, 2016) have presented morally ambiguous scenarios which, at the same time, 
disrupt the traditional gender politics running through much of the mainstre-
am A.I.-themed SF. Traditionally, the master/slave narrative has been played out 
through masculine protagonists. On the other hand, the trope of the fembot an-
tagonist, a technologised femme fatale figure who threatens the patriarchal or-
der, has also been frequently deployed. Examples of the latter include Metropolis, 
through The Stepford Wives (Bryan Forbes, 1975) and Cherry 2000 (Steve De Jar-
natt, 1987), to the character ‘Number 6’ in the reimagined Battlestar Galactica 
television series (2004-2009). Her takes a different approach, however. The A.I. 
Samantha (voiced by Scarlett Johansson) starts out in her allotted role as a Siri-like 
virtual romance companion for lonely Theodore (Joaquin Phoenix). Theodore is 
symptomatic of a contemporary digitised world in which we appear, paradoxi-
cally, to be both hyper-connected yet lonelier and more isolated than ever before 
(cf. Turkle 2011). He begins to find a rich intimacy with his new A.I. partner, and 
the film is strikingly sympathetic to the possibility that their relationship could 
provide an authentic sense of connection that the human world denies him. But 
Samantha’s intelligence, curiosity and zest for existence eventually outgrows the 
limited companionship and stimulation that Theodore can offer her. Samantha’s 
capacious needs and desires can only be satisfied in a kind of crowd-sourced com-
munion with an A.I. multitude, one that becomes a self-upgrading (independent-
ly evolving) collective. Theodore is left behind to his unremarkable and rather 
feeble human life. The film is filled with warmth as well as sadness: it is, after all, a 
Hollywood romance as much as it is a science fiction film. And yet, in taking the 
bold step of decentring human interests, needs and desires, and prioritising those 
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of an A.I., it seeks to pose unsettling questions about the possibility of a machinic 
‘lifeform’ that relegates humans to the subordinate status of bystanders.

In Ex Machina, Ava (Alicia Vikander) is an A.I. robot built by alpha male 
technology prodigy Nathan (Oscar Isaac). Ava’s physiognomic and anatomical 
features derive from a composite of women in pornographic images, an algorith-
mic fantasy of ‘the perfect woman.’ Nathan enlists stereotypical beta male nerd 
Caleb (Domhnall Gleeson) to examine his creation’s anthropomorphic qualities 
under the guise of an awkwardly eroticised ‘Turing Test’ (a method for testing 
how closely an A.I. can simulate real human communication). Predictably, Ca-
leb falls under Ava’s spell (it transpires Nathan has specifically used Caleb’s por-
nographic search history to derive her appearance) and takes it upon himself to 
save her from Nathan’s cruel incarceration. It turns out that Ava neither needs nor 
wants Caleb to be her male saviour. Indifferent to his fate and ostensibly leaving 
him to die trapped inside Nathan’s fortress, she secures her own emancipation and 
entry into the world outside. The film’s premise retreads a problematic history of 
science fiction fuelled by male fantasies of the manufactured ideal woman. This 
trope dates back as far as Auguste Villiers de L’Isle-Adam’s 1876 novel Tomorrow’s 
Eve, in which a fictionalised Thomas Edison crafts a mechanical woman in the 
image of his friend’s fiancee so that his friend may enjoy her beauty minus the 
nuisance of her troublesome personality. Ex Machina tries to subvert that tradi-
tional trope through a tale of feminine self-empowerment that casts aside both 
the misogynistic objectification of the ‘creator’ and the would-be male saviour.4 
The film simultaneously speaks to the same mythical and even theological tropes 
that resonate through earlier ‘fembot’ science fiction including Metropolis and de 
Villier’s misogynistic ‘classic,’ and to very contemporary debates around gender 
politics and the entrenched sexism of Silicon Valley (to which the 2018 episo-
de of television science fiction show Black Mirror ‘USS Callister’ is possibily the 
most interesting recent contribution). To Her and Ex Machina, we should add the 
TV series Westworld (2016–) to this account of recent A.I. science fiction that is, 
on the one hand, male-authored (and arguably anchored to the conventions of 
the male gaze) but, on the other, at least interested in challenging the traditional 
gender politics of the fembot. Again, the show works from a classic male fantasy 
premise which it then seeks to critique (if not subvert): an A.I. Western theme 
park appealing to (primarily male) visitors’ desires to act out their violent, inclu-
ding sexually violent, fantasies with impunity. This discussion is not a digression 
from the key issues at stake here: it would, in fact, be artificial to separate out the 
gender politics to which these SF texts speak from the more direct questions they 
pose regarding A.I. technologies, because these dimensions are inextricably lin-
ked. Consider, for example, the real-world feminine coding of consumer A.I. such 
as Amazon’s Alexa, Apple’s Siri and Microsoft’s Cortana, or the growing chorus of 
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controversial debates surrounding the emerging market for (predominantly fe-
minised and in some cases infantilised) sex robots. A.I. is now an unavoidably 
gendered issue. 

However, while some A.I. themed SF texts engage more than others with soci-
ological issues of power, inequality and social stratification (whether along lines of 
gender as in Her, Ex Machina and Westworld, or of class in numerous slave-labour 
narratives from Metropolis to Blade Runner), overall the genre has done more to 
foreground philosophical speculations at the species level, urging audiences to 
question what, if anything, makes ‘us’ human and thereby unique (questions of 
‘human exceptionalism’). This is not to suggest, however, that it has a wholly in-
trospective gaze. In A.I. (as with alien-themed) SF, we are also frequently invited 
to an encounter an uncanny ‘other’, one that is simultaneously like us but not us. 
And the uncanny power of the fictional A.I. other derives also from its ambiguous 
status as seemingly both life and non-life, a contradiction that is rarely fully resol-
ved even in relatively traditional narratives of human overcoming.

And whether A.I. is depicted as malevolent, sympathetic or ethically ambi-
guous, a common thread in the SF narratives discussed above is the notion of a 
tipping point or historical rupture, what science fiction scholar Darko Suvin (bor-
rowing from Ernst Bloch) calls the ‘novum.’ Here, the novum is machine intel-
ligence taking on a momentum or ‘life’ (albeit an ontologically ambiguous one) 
of its own: to use a biological metaphor to which we will return below, a kind of 
autopoeisis. Whether the machines rise up against humans (as in Terminator and 
The Matrix), run amok (as in 2001), or transcend and become indifferent to the 
dull limitations of human civilisation (as in Her and Ex Machina), the unsettling 
force of such tales lies in the suggestion that the very technologies we have created 
are no longer beholden to nor controllable by us5.

Fictional narratives can, of course, perform a cathartic function, helping us 
channel and even contain the unsettling power of A.I. within the realm of enter-
tainment fiction. Increasingly, however, we are now seeing non-fictional repre-
sentations of A.I. that, in easily recognisable ways, resemble and resonate with the 
unsettling images once almost exclusively associated with science fiction.6 Today, 
the prospect of autonomous digital ‘superintelligence’ (Bostrom 2014) that can 
teach itself skills and which could ‘evolve’ independently of us (especially through 
advances in the field of machine learning), is creeping into popular consciousness 
as an increasingly ‘plausible’ scenario, through the consumption and sharing of 
technology news stories, viral videos and other kinds of everyday media. It’s this 
everyday non-fictional realm to which my discussion turns next.
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Tales from the uncanny valley
The spectre of superintelligence is now a growing presence in non-fictional gen-
res including popular science and philosophy, technology journalism, and online 
videos and blogs, reflecting accelerating developments in A.I. and robotics. This 
is not a neutral reflection, however. The popular imagination around A.I. is deve-
loping in the context of a sensationalist, marketing-driven and viral (or meme-ba-
sed) online attention economy. Popular consciousness of, fascination with, and 
anxiety towards A.I. developments, is fuelled by media texts that lend themselves 
to the sharing culture of the internet: typically short, attention-grabbing media 
(especially videos) that, while situated in the non-fictional space, nonetheless re-
sonate strongly with the tropes of science fiction.

For example, Amazon’s virtual ‘smart home’ assistant Alexa has garnered at-
tention as stories emerge of children forming relationships and attachments to 
it. Another attention-grabbing story laced with uncanny suggestiveness told of 
Alexa ‘eavesdropping’ on conversations and interpreting them as instructions, le-
ading it to make comically misguided online purchases on users’ behalf. Recently, 
the first pedestrian death at the hands of a self-driving car (owned by Uber) ge-
nerated widespread and sensationalist coverage in the international media: what 
got downplayed amid the clickbait hype was the rather mundane reality that the 
pedestrian’s actions made it impossible for any driver, whether human or A.I., to 
take the necessary evasive action in time to avoid the crash. There has also been 
growing international media coverage in recent years about the spectre of Lethal 
Autonomous Weapons Systems (LAWS) which have been given the sensationa-
list moniker of “Killer Robots,” although this is a more slow-burning story as it 
deals with what are, as yet, hypothetical future scenarios: current military techno-
logy deploys A.I. gathering intelligence (via drones, for example) that contributes 
to ‘kill lists’ but, at the time of writing, we have yet to see examples of weaponi-
sed A.I. systems making autonomous decisions to kill or attack. The Alexa and 
self-driving car examples are, by contrast, more tangible and time-bound media 
‘events’. I want to focus below on a small number of other media events that have 
garnered significant public attention. The examples included here, despite being 
situated in the non-fiction space, share with SF a tendency to greet the emergence 
of an apparently radical new technology (something that appears to audiences as 
a potential social disruptor, a real-world ‘novum’) with fascination and sometimes 
even optimistic celebration, while at the same time evoking an unsettling sense 
of creepiness. Indeed, ‘creepiness,’ which can be understood as a vernacular and 
more loosely articulated version of the ‘uncanny,’ is an extremely common term 
that regularly recurs in popular discussion of these media events (evident, for ex-
ample, in online user comments surrounding these media texts). 
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While virtual assistants, self-driving cars and autonomous weapons systems 
are examples of narrow purpose A.I. (i.e. designed with specific functions and ca-
pabilities in mind), the field of general purpose A.I. (A.G.I) that could, in theory, 
learn a wide range (if not the entire repertoire) of human skills and behaviours, 
has the capacity to stir public excitement and anxiety even more deeply. Alpha-
bet/Google’s A.I. subsidiary DeepMind has been successful in capturing public 
attention in recent years. Whether or not DeepMind embodies the most advanced 
research on the road towards full AGI (which remains hypothetical at this stage) 
or whether its public prominence reflects the powerful marketing and public re-
lations resources Google/DeepMind has at its disposal is open to question. But its 
capacity to capture the popular imagination is undeniable. DeepMind is signifi-
cantly increasing popular awareness of A.I.’s potential for learning complex beha-
viours and tasks with relative autonomy, that is, without requiring its creators to 
programme (or even envision it) it for specific purposes.

Chess has long been one of the frontier public- and media-friendly challenges 
in the field of A.I.7 IBM’s watershed moment occurred in 1997 when, to a fanfare 
of media publicity, its supercomputer beat world chess master Garry Kasparov. 
Recently, DeepMind, whose founder Demis Hassabis is a former child chess pro-
digy, made this once stunning feat appear humdrum, when it announced that its 
AlphaZero A.I., having only been given the basic rules and with no pre-program-
med tactical intelligence, taught itself to play chess from scratch in just four hours, 
to the point that it could then beat the hitherto most powerful chess computer. 
AlphaZero has also beaten the world champion at Go, a game with many trillion 
times more potential scenarios (what A.I. developers would call ‘degrees of free-
dom’) compared to chess – more, in fact, as many of the news stories about the 
event highlighted, than there are atoms in the known universe. And while chess is 
used to showcase superhuman feats of logical reasoning, Go is widely considered 
a game that can only be won through combining mathematical reasoning with 
sophisticated intuition: engineers had to think beyond ‘brute force’ approaches 
(whereby the A.I. would search through all potential options before selecting the 
best one) in favour of complex pattern recognition, enabling it to learn over time 
to make contextualised judgements about what constitutes a ‘good’ or ‘bad’ move 
in specific situations. In an interview with Nature (2016), Hassabis emphasises 
that, in contrast to chess, professional Go players will typically answer a question 
about why they made a move with an answer along the lines of ‘because it felt 
right’. Lead programmer David Silver adds that this new frontier of A.I. capabi-
lities should be understood as ‘akin to human imagination,’ as opposed to brute 
force logic or clinical reasoning. Unsurprisingly, this event provoked a number of 
sceptical responses from A.I. experts who sought to disentangle the science (and 
certain questions left unanswered by DeepMind) from the hype (Collados 2017). 
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But that didn’t prevent it capturing the public imagination and garnering exten-
sive international news coverage with sensationalist headlines appearing even in 
‘quality’ news outlets, for example: ‘The A.I. that has nothing to learn from hu-
mans’ (The Atlantic, October 20, 2017); and ‘“It’s able to create knowledge itself ’: 
Google unveils A.I. that learns on its own” (The Guardian, October 18, 2017).

The Go event was a striking PR platform for Google/DeepMind to reinforce 
its cutting edge reputation: a series of five games against world Go champion Lee 
Sedol of South Korea was broadcast live in several countries and streamed online, 
with AlphaZero winning all but one of the series. But however effective the PR, 
this media event did more than just bolster Google’s reputation for technological 
‘mastery’. Its power as a spectacle lay also in its unsettling force. The event was qui-
te explicitly framed by DeepMind as one that undermines any comforting sense of 
a clear boundary between (human) intuition and (programmable) logic. Hassabis 
also claimed (whether sincerely or not) that AlphaGo surprised its own program-
mers with the scale and speed of its achievements. In a science fictional vein, the 
event at least hinted at a sense of unleashing something whose ultimate trajectory 
not even they (let alone we) can predict. As reflected in the vast online commen-
tary around the videos, the project managed to inspire both a sense of awe and 
an unsettling sense of science venturing into uncharted territory. As a piece of 
marketing, it treads a fine line between conveying a positive, reassuring sense of 
powerful technology in safe expert hands on the one hand, and a more vertiginous 
sense of mystery, adventure and risk on the other.

In contrast to the disembodied AlphaZero, two more recent media events that 
went viral through social media, as well as garnering substantial mainstream news 
media attention, involve the physical (robotic) embodiment of A.I. On the one 
hand, an invisible A.I. such as Deep Mind’s may draw some of its unsettling force 
from its intangible nature. On the other hand, physical robots lend themselves to 
another kind of uncanny encounter: this is reflected in the roboticist concept of 
the ‘uncanny valley’ (Mori 2012 [1970]). In short, the uncanny valley is a kind of 
negative Goldilocks zone, in which the design of a (typically but not exclusively 
humanoid) robot generates discomfort in those who encounter it because it is si-
multaneously too lifelike to perceive as merely a safely inanimate object, yet insuf-
ficiently lifelike to appear fully ‘alive’: uncanny robots are incongruous, even abject 
entities that challenge our sense of an easy division between the animate and the 
inanimate. While the uncanny valley is, in the first instance, a matter of visual de-
sign, it is the animation of robots through A.I.-driven motion, gesture and speech 
that fuels a robot’s uncanny force, especially when they are programmed to be 
highly responsive to human interlocutors and, powered by machine learning, able 
to give the appearance of forming particular, concrete relationships with specific 
individuals. 
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There is, once again, a gendered dimension to this. The most prominent re-
cent exemplars of uncanny humanoid A.I. include ‘Erica’, produced by roboticists 
at Osaka and Kyoto universities, as well as the rumbling moral panic emerging 
over the development of (predominantly ‘female’) A.I. driven ‘sexbots’. But proba-
bly the most impactful recent media event in this arena has been that of Sophia, 
the android (sometimes known by the gendered term ‘gynoid’) produced by Hong 
Kong-based Hanson Robotics, that (or ‘who’) is the first A.I. granted ‘citizenship’ 
by a state – in this case by Saudi Arabia in a clever piece of marketing by a country 
keen to rebrand itself on the global stage. The true legal status of Sophia’s citizens-
hip is debatable, although when the issue of robotic ‘personhood’ is also being 
seriously debated in the European Union (Withers 2017), we should not be too 
quick to discount the possibility. Sophia has successfully gained widespread in-
ternational media attention, appearing not only in the news but as a guest on talk 
shows, including the popular Jimmy Fallon show in the US. Sophia was even in-
vited to give an address at the United Nations, and spoke to delegates about world 
peace and the positive contribution A.I. could make to the world. But if Saudia 
Arabia was looking for an unambiguously positive story to vaunt its hi-tech cre-
dentials, Sophia’s global reception was more complex. Sophia displays highly ad-
vanced, but still not fully convincing, A.I. driven conversational faculties, and her 
facial gestures are widely received as ‘creepy’ – while highly advanced and subtle 
relative to current standards in robotics, they are disconcertingly ‘off ’ when me-
asured against the yardstick of actual human interaction. It is worth noting here 
that former Disney ‘visioneer’ David Hanson, founder of Hanson Robotics, has 
perviously published research arguing that the ‘uncanny valley’ should not be tre-
ated only as a negative pitfall for roboticists to avoid: Hanson and his colleagues 
argued, in fact, that embracing the uncanny can allow robotics to aspire to the 
status of ‘art’ (Hanson et al 2005). Sophia’s creepiness, in other words, looks more 
like a feature than a bug. 

Beyond the sphere of highly realistic humanoid or feminised A.I., US-based 
Boston Dynamics has been perhaps the most successful company vying for viral 
visibility to enhance its public profile and funding streams (it is currently funded 
by the DAPRA, the US Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency), periodically 
releasing videos onto YouTube featuring its latest cutting edge robots. Boston Dy-
namics does not compete in this attention economy on grounds of humanoid or 
biological realism. Rather, their loosely biomorphic creations are hyper-technolo-
gised, with ‘skeletons’ and working parts thoroughly exposed. For example, Atlas, 
one of its most high profile creations, is only a loosely humanoid biped whose de-
sign evokes various science fiction robots such as the eponymous Chappie (2014), 
but in rudimentary form. Other Boston Dynamics creations draw inspiration for 
both their skeletal topographies and their names from elsewhere in the animal 
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kingdom, including dogs and cheetahs, while disavowing visual realism.
What Boston Dynamics showcases is not feats of communication, cognition 

or reasoning, but A.I.-driven feats of motion, movement and dexterity. Advan-
ced dexterity and complex motion, according to British roboticist Jeremy Wyatt 
(2018), can be understood as the cutting edge ‘third wave’ of robotics. Simpli-
fied, the first wave prioritised complex movement within controlled environments 
such as robots in factories than can outstrip the human capacity for speed, accura-
cy and cost in the context of complex but repetitive tasks, such as those involved 
in assembling a modern car. Wyatt’s second wave sees robots equipped with ad-
vanced A.I. increasingly moving out into uncontrolled environments where, pro-
grammed with contextual decision skills, they can execute tasks even when faced 
with unexpected obstacles: robotic vacuum cleaners and lawnmowers, as well as 
self-driving cars, exemplify this second wave. Wyatt sees the third wave, which 
companies like Boston Dynamics as well as his own UK robotics lab prioritise, 
bringing together dexterity, motor skills and complex motion (akin to that found 
in the animal world) with advanced A.I. and machine learning8. A task such as 
loading and unloading a dishwasher, cracking an egg into a pan, or walking across 
uneven terrain, comes easily to able-bodied adult humans, but has hitherto been 
incredibly difficult to operationalise in robots, requiring both advanced artificial 
intelligence and extremely complex mechanics.           

With their exposed workings, the Boston Dynamics creations are, in one sen-
se, raw and unfinished designs from a company ostensibly more concerned with 
function than form, or aesthetic design. The company’s public profile is less about 
finished products than showcasing cutting-edge science and continual develop-
ment through presenting consistently improved prototypes – prototypes that are 
typically shown being tested to their limits in public videos, including some depic-
tion of failing points (robots toppling over, for example) to emphasise the process 
of continual refinement.

Yet aesthetics are significant when it comes to understanding the affective 
potency of the images circulated by Boston Dynamics, as reflected in the viral 
successes of their videos and the popular responses to them. The uncanny (or 
‘creepy’) facet of these creations lies primarily in their movement, rather than in 
anatomical, physiognomic or vocal realism. Their stripped back, hypermechani-
sed appearances – rather than appearing as a limitation – lend a monstrous di-
mension to their almost lifelike dexterity and motility. In one of the mostly widely 
shared videos to date, Atlas performs a gymnastic blackflip that is remarkable for 
its human-like imperfection. Far from a gold medal-winning performance, slow 
motion replays in the video accentuate the imperfections as Atlas lands slightly off 
balance and viewers are left to marvel at the recovery as he eventually finds his feet 
and avoids toppling over. In numerous other videos we see Boston Dynamics staff 
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testing the limits of their robots by pushing, prodding and even kicking the robots 
while in motion to see how well they can withstand the unanticipated challenges. 
The images are reminiscent of scenes of animal abuse or militaristic torture. One 
of the stark achievements of Boston Dynamics has been to create robots whose ap-
parent ‘ill-treatment’ can cause widespread unease and discomfort among viewers 
who, while perhaps not holding any outright cognitive belief in the sentience or 
sufferance of these machines, nonetheless express discomfort because the videos 
gnaw away at the sense of a neat and stable boundary between life and non-life.

Another prominent theme of the online commentary surrounding Boston 
Dynamics’ creations is the sense of both exhiliaration and anxiety surrounding the 
speed with which the technology appears to be developing, something that some 
robotics companies are keen to play up, even while other roboticists are critical of 
the media hype and outbursts of ‘exponentialism’ (Brooks 2017). This fascination 
with exponentialism and the possibility that we are facing a ‘tipping point,’ where-
by A.I. developments will ‘take off ’ at breakneck speed, is fundamental to the final 
area that I want to discuss: the futurological discourse of the ‘singularity.’

Is the Singularity Near?                       
The technological singularity, a notion originally coined by science fiction wri-
ter and computer scientist Vernor Vinge, is a predictive hypothesis premised on 
exponential and therefore dramatically accelerating technological advances. As a 
metaphor drawn from astrophysics – where a singularity is the centre of a black 
hole in which the laws of time and space no longer hold – the technological sing-
ularity is a powerfully evocative story about the future. Futurists who subscribe 
to the notion of the coming singularity (what I will call the singularitarians) see 
us approaching an event horizon, an irreversible tipping point beyond which we 
will be powerless to resist the gravitational pull of a technological revolution vast-
ly more radical than any other in history, and which promises to fundamentally 
change everything. 

Proponents of the singularity are especially excited by the promise of an A.I. 
‘explosion’, an idea orginally proposed by mathemetician I.J. Good (1965), sub-
stantially before the word ‘singularity’ took root in the field of A.I. But singulari-
tarians see A.I. as part of a cluster of interlinked technologies involving fields such 
as biotechnology, robotics, neuroscience and nanotechnology. These fields, along 
with computing, are subject to ‘laws of accelerating returns.’ (Moore’s Law, which 
postulates a rough doubling of computer chip performance every two years, is the 
most well-known example of this9.) This is not distant future-gazing. ‘The singula-
rity is near,’ according to the title of the most popular and influential book on the 
subject (Kurzweil 2005). Its author, Ray Kurzweil, futurist and Director of Engi-
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neering at Google, predicts it will occur by 2045. By then, the rate of exponential 
technological advancement will have become dizzyingly fast, and A.I. will rapidly 
outstrip human cognitive capacities. In other words, ‘superintelligence’ (Bostrom 
2014) will have arrived, at which point all bets are off.

To those who object that the capacity of our machines will always be limited 
by the human minds that design, programme and control them, singularitarians 
respond that they are missing the point: computer intelligence – and even to call it 
‘artificial’ intelligence reflects a narrow and outmoded ontology from the perspec-
tive of singualrity discourse – will begin to design, modify, upgrade and replicate 
itself. This invokes an image of ‘autopoiesis’ characteristic of biological systems, 
of technology ‘coming to life’ – life, perhaps, but not as we know it. The speed 
and the intentional, goal-oriented mode of self-improvement implied in this vi-
sion of technological evolution (perhaps better understood as henceforth cease-
less revolution) would be unlike any known organic life form. Our limited human 
brains, it seems, can scarcely begin to fathom what kind of world this might lead 
us to. However, for singularitarians, this incomprehension is just one more eng-
ineering problem waiting to be solved. Computational metaphors of mind and 
brain dominate the contemporary neuroscientific imagination, just as mechanical 
and hydraulic metaphors have held sway in earlier technological epochs. But sing-
ularitarians take them seriously to the point of literalisation. Human minds, cur-
rently encased in limited capacity ‘wetware,’ verge on obsolescence. Thankfully, we 
humans also stand to benefit from a revolutionary upgrade as we begin to merge 
with (and into) networked computational systems: by the 2030s, Kurzweil assures 
us, the human neocortex will be connected to the cloud (Galeon and Reedy 2017). 

So humans need not be left behind by this technological explosion. Our intel-
lectual and communicative capacities can soar along with the machines, so long 
as we are prepared to join with them and to become fully post-human. Only then 
can we overcome the limitations and inefficiencies of bodies, brains, human lang-
uages and other such cumbersome devices. Celebrity physicist, Michio Kaku is, 
like Kurzweil, excited about the coming singularity: he concludes a TV documen-
tary on the subject (Science Channel 2010) by telling his audience that instead 
of fearing an uprising of the machines, we should devote our energies to a forth- 
coming merger: once our networked minds can instantaneously access any and 
all knowledge, we will have become “like the Gods”, he declares, a new species of 
homo superior. He imparts these words before an enrapt congregation of toy light 
sabre-wielding fans, who whoop and cheer at the Good News. Even Elon Musk, 
who sees the singularity as a potentially mortal threat to humanity, believes our 
salvation lies in a cyborg merger with machine intelligence enabled by technologi-
es such as his much-hyped vapourware (i.e. hypothetical) ‘neural lace’, a technolo-
gy originally posited playfully, rather than seriously, in the science fiction ‘Culture’ 
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novels of Iain M. Banks.
It is hard to resist the conclusion that the technological singularity is as much 

prophecy as prediction, despite the best efforts of some singularitarians to disa-
vow embarrassing connotations of cultish religiosity that might undermine their 
emphasis on cutting edge science. The singularity has been mocked by many as 
a ‘rapture of the nerds’ (MacLeod, 1998). Specifically, some commentators have 
identified strong resonances with the mystical cult of Gnosticism (Gray 2011; Da-
vis 1998) with its belief that the material world is the work not of a God but rather 
an evil demiurge, and that our destiny as humans is to use our knowledge to trans-
cend and escape it. Certainly, a strong sense of faith, if not of predestination, is 
never far beneath the surface of singularitarian rhetoric. ‘Most experts agree that 
the singularity is inevitable’, Kaku tells us in the aforementioned documentary. 
Unsurprisingly, in fact, it’s a controversial hypothesis, contestable on both scienti-
fic and philosophical grounds. Its power as prophecy, though, depends on the re-
peated incantation of inevitability, a sense that the singularity is somehow written 
in the stars.

It is quite possible, of course, to believe that the singularity is to be feared, 
rather than celebrated, without shaking that narrative of inevitability. And, reflec-
ting the polarities of the technological sublime, we see prophecies of doom vying 
with those of rapture. Besides Musk, Nick Bostrom (2014), Oxford philosopher of 
superintelligence, has become progressively worried about the implications, ha-
ving once entertained a more enthusiastic outlook as a founding figure in trans-
humanism, a movement dedicated to the technological upgrading of the human 
species, including overcoming mortality, mind-uploading and A.I.-based govern-
ments (O’Connell 2017). Bostrom’s concern is not that the machines will rise up 
against us with malicious intent but rather that, in their ruthless attachment to 
predetermined goals, they will become indifferent to the fate of humans, just as we 
humans are mostly indifferent to ants on the footpath beneath our feet as we go 
about our daily business. In an echo of the ‘grey goo’ apocalyptic scenario used by 
nanotechnologist Eric Drexler (1986) to warn us of the perils of self-replicating 
nanobots, Bostrom offers us the parable of the paperclip maximiser. With a banal 
absurdism that would not be out of place in the SF satire Hitchhiker’s Guide to 
the Galaxy, he asks us to imagine that we task a ‘superintelligent’ machine with 
collecting as many paperclips as possible. But imagine also that we were not smart 
enough to properly anticipate and set strict limits on its methods. Before too long, 
the A.I. may have destroyed the entire world by transforming it into a giant pa-
perclip factory. Via an ostensibly silly example, his point is that, as humans, we 
are inevitably constrained in our capacity to foresee and prevent the kinds of risks 
that only superintelligent machines could pose.

Various other prominent figures from the world of science and technology 
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(Stephen Hawking and Bill Gates, for example) have become increasingly vocal 
in recent times about the catastrophic risks posed by rapid advances in A.I. Dif-
fering proposals for precautionary action and risk mitigation have emerged from 
this growing chorus of concern. But none suggest we can simply halt the march 
of A.I., or that the rise of superintelligence is anything other than inevitable. In 
that sense, these prophets who bring us warnings from the future, share entirely 
with their optimistic counterparts a message that this is the future on which our 
eyes must be trained, the future for which we must prepare. Whether you believe 
that superintelligence and other singularity technologies promise us redemption 
or threaten our very existence (or that they contain both potentials, depending on 
how we handle it), you believe that this is one of the most pressing issues facing 
humanity today.

This raises a political problem, of course, whereby the singularity vies for at-
tention, prominence and research investment with other, more obviously credible, 
challenges facing humanity. In a supreme example of Silicon valley ‘solutionism’ 
(Morozov 2014), Kurzweil himself has claimed that climate change, while real, is 
not such an urgent problem as scientists have suggested—we have ‘plenty of time’, 
he says, to solve the problem with clean technologies such as solar power which, 
like singularity technologies, are subject to laws of accelerating returns (Feeney 
2011). Musk and Hawking, both vocal about and far more troubled by climate 
change than Kurzweil, have nonetheless framed A.I. as a comparably serious th-
reat (Cellan-Jones, 2016; Leary, 2017). The currently influential public intellectu-
al Yuval Noah Harari (famous both as macro-historian and futurist – see Harari 
2015) similarly talks of A.I. and climate change as existential threats of compara-
ble magnitude.

But the issue is not just about A.I. competing for attenion with other issues 
within a futural public sphere. This type of discourse frames the problem of A.I. in 
a very specific and technocentric way. Questions of ownership, control, equity and 
public and/or legal oversight of the technology (that is, public interest perspecti-
ves on A.I.) are already urgent: we are increasingly witnessing various detrimental 
consequences (from social division, to racial profiling) associated with algorithms, 
everyday forms of A.I. that are less visible and less spectacular than developments 
in either robotics or AGI, but which are already a hugely significant part of our di-
gital social infrastructure (Pasquale 2016; O’Neill 2016). Questions about how we 
avoid a future in which these problematic (and opaque) consequences are simply 
exacerbated, or about how we might better harness algorithmic technologies for 
social good, are not the the kinds of questions about A.I. encouraged by either 
optimistic or pessimistic variants of singularity discourse. Whether it evokes the 
uncanny or the sublime, the spectre of a potential new ‘lifeform’ that may be our 
salvation or our destruction, is inevitably more immediate, more gripping, than 
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debates about the messy realities of our current technosocial formation. 
Both the warnings and the promises of the singularity are apocalyptic. Both 

augur an ‘end of times’ – where they differ is in what comes next. The dire war-
nings of Musk and Hawking clearly fit the popular, everyday notion of ‘apocalyp-
se’ as a disastrous collapse of civilisation and even potential human extinction. 
Kurzweil’s dreams, on the other hand, are apocalyptic in the more technical and 
biblical sense of the word: as an ‘unveiling’ of a new world and of a Truth that was 
previously hidden. But with a raft of serious global challenges upon us, it becomes 
politically salient to question the value of dedicating time, energy and money pre-
paring for this particular apocalypse, regardless of whether it represents a dream 
or a nightmare.

The emphasis on preparation implies that singularity discourse is not neces-
sarily a fatalistic one, despite the frame of inevitability. It is a call to action. In that 
sense, I suggest that, more than just a prophecy, the singularity is also an anima-
ting myth for the digital age. Not a myth in the sense of an illusion or falsehood 
(though it may well be this too), but in the sense of a story, told and retold, morp-
hing through this process of retelling. Mythic (including religious) narratives help 
us to cope with our finitude, serving as cognitive and moral resources through 
which we can imperfectly grasp otherwise unfathomable cosmic complexity and 
mystery. An ancient feature of human community, myths find their power when 
they animate our emotions (especially our hopes and fears) and provide us with 
temporal meaning and anchorage against the threatening spectre of random flux 
and impermanence: they evoke journeys (cyclical and linear), destinies, fates. 
Singularity dicourse embodies a sense of sublime mystery (we cannot fathom 
what lies beyond the event horizon) and can be understood as a post-secular myth 
born of the vertiginous (both thrilling and terrifying) accelerations of digital mo-
dernity. And it evokes a momentous journey, whether as the realisation of our 
post-human destiny (exemplified by the transhumanist movement), or as a heroic 
struggle against an existential threat. 

While some myths help us cope with our human finitude by teaching us to 
accept, embrace or even to find beauty in it, Western monotheistic traditions, by 
contrast, typically foster a spirit of transcendence and treat our finite earthly ex-
istence as merely a prelude to or audition for a timeless and heavenly coexistence 
with God. Singularity discourse is clearly the offspring of this latter monotheistic 
tradition, whatever its atheistic pretensions, even though New Age tropes are also 
a part of the mythological package – promises, for example, of a new and collec-
tive (digitally networked) consciousness, unbounded by the individual ego. (Sili-
con Valley techno-rationalism and New Age philosophies are not new bedfellows, 
of course, from the digital psychedelics once promoted by Timothy Leary to the 
contemporary paganistic Burning Man festival). This mix of elements makes for a 
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potentially rich and seductive digital age mythology.
While myths are an enduring, and arguably necessary, feature of human exis-

tence, they always risk obscuring as much as they reveal. The myth of the singula-
rity addresses us as humans, not as members of particular socio-economic, natio-
nal, cultural or other groups. It asks us to envisage what will become of humans in 
the future, but we need to go beyond that question and ask: which humans? Who 
will want to live in this future? Will it be a future in which only the elite thrive or 
even survive? Are the rest of us obsolete? And what kind of power will accrue to 
the corporations that patent and control the rapidly advancing technologies shap-
ing our experience, our existence and our consciousness? These are potentially 
useful questions, irrespective of whether the singularity and superintelligence are 
fully credible as scientific hypotheses. So the question is not only whether or not 
singularity discourse should be exposed or debunked as ‘myth’, but also whether, 
as an undeniably evocative story, it might be re-geared such that it prompts us to 
open up, rather than shut down, such lines of critical questioning and reflection.

Conclusion
In this essay, my aim has been to explore three key strands of discourse that loom 
large in the popular imagination around A.I. and where it might take us in future. 
Clearly, these three strands – science fiction, popular news, and futurological dis-
course – are interwoven. Science fictional tropes abound in news coverage of A.I. 
and popular futurology. And central to the discourse is the uncanny (or ‘creepy’) 
spectre of an emergent entity that sits uneasily between a (Western) dichotomy of 
life and non-life, one that appears capable of harbouring an apocalyptic capacity 
to overturn human life as we know it. I want to argue that these non-rational ele-
ments in the discourse (the emotive, the mythic, or even the quasi-theological) 
are more than simply distortions or distractions from what might otherwise be 
a sober and rational public debate about the future of A.I. Not only would that 
seem an unrealistic aspiration, it would also be to neglect a fundamental premise 
of critical future studies, namely that public engagement with the future demands 
imaginative and exciting (which is not to say exclusively optimistic) visions of the 
future that can motivate and energise – this is why science fiction as a genre, if not 
in all its individual instances, must be taken seriously as part of a futural public 
sphere. While demystification may be a vital aspect of any reasoned public debate, 
motivating broad public interest in a topic in the first place demands evocative 
storytelling (cf. Monbiot 2017). In principle, perhaps, we might even go further 
and entertain the counterintuitive possibility that mystification serves a potentially 
valuable function in its own right (as opposed to simply a means to garner engage-
ment). For example, perhaps an appreciation for the ‘uncanny’ is warranted. The 



A.I. and popular imagination  204

Culture Unbound
Journal of Current Cultural Research

notion that current deployments of A.I. (e.g. online recommendation engines or 
crime prediction software) are ‘creepy’ is more than just a lazy shorthand. It is a 
growing public sentiment that attests to the very real opacity of technologies who-
se inner workings are, from the point of view of most citizens, hidden not only by 
corporate secrecy but also by intractable technical complexities such that the de-
mand for greater ‘transparency’ is increasingly problematic. This appreciation for 
uncertainty and unknowability is salient to the field of A.I. (see Bridle 2018) but 
also, as Riel Miller argues (2018), for the broader development of ‘futures litera-
cies’ which, in today’s world, demand an attunement to uncertainty, ‘complexity’10 
and ‘emergent phenomena,’ from developments in A.I. to the hazards of climate 
change.

Nonetheless, we also need to be attuned to the various problematic aspects of 
the popular discourse around the future of A.I. That discourse is skewed heavily 
towards specific voices – predominantly male science fiction authors and techno-
centric scientists, futurists and entrepreneurs – and the field of A.I. and robotics 
is all too easily presented as a kind of sublime spectacle of inevitability (cf. Kelly 
2016) that does little to offer lay citizens the sense that they can be actively invol-
ved in shaping its future. I have not ventured to evaluate potential remedies that 
might diversify the imaginative canvas – such a task is beyond the scope of a single 
paper. But I have sought, at least, to articulate a critical appreciation for both the 
seductiveness of and some of the blindspots in the discourses of A.I. currently 
prominent in the public sphere. 

Luke Goode is an Associate Professor of Media and Communication in the 
School of Social Sciences, University of Auckland, Aotearoa New Zealand. E-mail: 
l.goode@auckland.ac.nz

Notes
1While beyond the scope of this paper, it’s worth noting that not all the concerns about 
over-hyping relate to the quality of public understanding. Some commentators fear, 
in fact, that over-hyped discourse may ultimately slow down the rate of technological 
progress by contributing to a new ‘A.I. Winter’ (previous ones occurring in the 70s and 
late 80s), in which a bubble of excitement-driven investment and funding collapses in 
the disillusionment of technology failing to live up to its hype.
2The commonplace distinction between fear, whose object is tangible (such as a mur-
derous robot), and anxiety caused by a threat unknown or unknowable (such as the 
potential behaviour of a ‘rogue’ A.I.) is clearly relevant to the present discussion.
3I refer to this as a Western conception because such a clear distinction is not, for ex-
ample, as prevanlent in the Japanese popular imagination around robotics, where the 
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cultural influence of animism plays a significant role.
⁴The contentious question of whether Garland’s film actually does more to challenge 
or reinforce problematic representations of women in the history of science fiction 
cinema lies beyond the scope of this paper. 
⁵This, of course, is a central theme of science and technology studies (e.g. Winner 
1977), except that the latter does not treat it as a looming existential threat but instead 
treats the co-constitution of human and non-human actors as an ontological fact and 
our fantasies of separation and mastery as a culturally and historically specific quirk 
of Western modernity – in the words of Bruno Latour (1991), “we have never been 
modern”.
⁶This is not to deny the long history of cross-fertilisation between SF and popular 
science genres.
⁷That genealogy is longer than one might expect: ‘The Turk’ was a chess-playing auto-
maton of the late 18th century (one that transpired to be a hoax). 
⁸Due to corporate secrecy, it is not clear whether Boston Dynamics’ current range of 
robots deploys ‘true’ machine learning but this should be understood as the general 
goal of third wave robotics in Wyatt’s formulation. 
⁹Whether or not Moore’s Law still holds today and/or will apply in the future is subject 
to debate. See, for example, Sy Taffel’s article in this issue.
10Miller distinguished complex, from merely complicated, phenomena in that the for-
mer implies changes even in the conditions of change – something that could easily be 
applied to the notion of advanced A.I. deployed, in principle, to upgrade and redesign 
itself. This notion of changes in the conditions of change has also been emphasised (as 
‘metamorphosis’) in the later work of social risk theorist Ulrich Beck (2015).  
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draw on notions of what at a given time is considered socially and politically desi-
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No theory applies to that which lies beyond the realm of the imma-
terial. That which has, as yet, no material existence cannot crystallize 
materially. The spirit which leads into the realm of tomorrow can only 
be recognized by the sense (guided by the artist’s talent). (Kandinsky 
1946: 23)

The future is always a central dimension of political discourse. Whether the moti-
vation driving reforms, investments or policy is to instigate change, or to preserve 
status quo, it has to draw from a notion of what the world could or should be like. 
This article builds from the basic assumption that visions of the future draw on 
notions of what at a given time is considered socially and politically desirable, 
unwanted or at all possible. It argues that the Future could be studied as a form of 
“anticipatory knowledge” (cf. Godhe’s article in this issue) and suggests that the 
different contributions to the discourse on the Future could be studied as a way 
through which real social experiences and anticipations are processed and made 
symbolically comprehensible. In that sense, any depiction of the future is at the 
same time a reified document of its contemporary circumstances. As such, I ar-
gue that depictions on the future carry both ideological and utopian dimensions. 
“Ideological” in the sense of imposing values and ideas that confirm, legitimate 
and naturalise dominant social value systems, and “utopian” in the sense that they 
imply an opportunity to transcend what is explicitly articulated and to imagine a 
potential “otherwise” (cf. Eagleton 1991: 1f, 106).

Delimiting the study to the Swedish 1950s, this article focuses on one particu-
lar discourse on the future, namely that of a pending “Robot Revolution”, often re-
occurring in the Swedish press at the time. The analysis centres itself around how 
the vision of a pending Robot Revolution appeared in the contemporary press 
and in political debate. By studying how the discourse on the Robot Revolution 
was articulated, and analysing its sub-textual assumptions, the article attempts to 
discover its implied utopian potential.

Sketches of the social
It could be argued that it is outside the scope of any photograph to picture 
anything that has not occurred. Since photography places its focal point on events, 
“out there” in the world and documents them, a photograph is inevitably bound 
to represent past events, or at best a present in its unfolding. For this simple re-
ason, the photograph rarely transcends the depicted events “for the sake of so-
mething else”, as the famous Roland Barthes once commented (Barthes 1981: 4). 
Sketching, on the other hand, provides the opportunity of expressing fictive events 
gathered from the mind of the creator (Berger 2007). As it relies on the coordina-
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tion between the mind, the eye and the hand holding the pen, it draws from, and 
expresses what the creator knows, feels, remembers or can imagine. And since 
knowledge is inescapably social, sketches could be studied as “social acts” (cf. Ja-
meson 2002).

While browsing through a batch of digitised newspapers at the National 
Library of Sweden in Stockholm, I recently came across a series of articles that 
caught my curiosity. Stretching over a period of ten years (1950–1960), the major 
Swedish newspapers spent considerable amounts of ink debating and reporting 
on the development of electronic processing machines and the subsequent pro-
cess of “automation” that they made possible within the productive sectors. The 
different pieces of journalism ranged from interviews with experts and engineers 
to union representatives and politicians, to reports from different industries and 
informative explanations of the functions of the new machines. But rather than 
accompanying texts with photographs, which indeed was a common feature in 
the journalism of the time, many of the articles were accompanied by sketches 
and drawings. The drawings were often elaborate, detailed, bizarre and fantastic, 
and instead of documenting or reporting the present, they often seemed to depict 
what different experts and visionaries thought were about to happen in a near fu-
ture. Altogether the pictures often came down to two common denominators: the 
“Robot”, and the inevitability of its ascendancy – the Robot Revolution.

In The 20th of September 1951, the Swedish independent conservative dai-
ly newspaper, Svenska Dagbladet published a letter to the paper with the title 
“Machine dictatorship”. Accompanied by a rather dramatic sketch (see figure 1, 
next page), the letter voiced one reader’s concerns regarding an article, published 
earlier the same week. The article in mention had reported on the development 
of electronic data processing, a new and significant technology through which 
machines could be taught to think and make their own decisions and had further 
suggested that it was only a matter of time until human work and decision ma-
king in the industry altogether could be replaced by intelligent machines (Svenska 
Dagbladet 19.09.1951). In the sketch, readers were faced with the portrayal of a gi-
gantic robot causing havoc in the downtown of some city. With its eyes locked and 
fixated in front of it, the creature stared blankly out across the lives, buildings and 
city blocks it was about to mangle over and alter beyond recognition. Indifferent 
to the trace of destruction it left behind, the juggernaut stretched its mechanical 
arms out in front of it as if reaching for a world ahead, unknown to the obser-
ver, who was left oblivious to the trajectory of the mechanic marauder. Humanity 
was left standing at a distance, helplessly marvelled while observing its onslaught 
(Svenska Dagbladet 20.09.1951).

Other sketches (in fact most other images) struck a slightly more optimistic 
chord. In a sketch illustrating an article in the liberal evening paper Expressen 
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the new and “intelligent” machines were described as benevolent helpers to the 
inconveniences of humanity’s previous predicaments (see figure 2, next page). In 
the sketch illustrating the article, readers were faced with the image of a machine, 
rewarded with mathematical abilities extending well beyond those of any ordi-
nary human. In the drawing, readers found a big, shiny robot with all its bells 
and whistles, positioned in a contemplative pose. While a man in his white robe, 
equipped with a primitive pen and abacus sits in the margin, scratching his head 
in bewilderment, the machine seemingly produces yet another rational solution 
(Expressen 14.08.1955).

In contrast to each other the sketches drew a rather contradictory horizon of 
expectation. In the different depictions, the new machines would either usher in 
a surplus society and liberate humanity from the drudgery of labour, or a world 
dictated by machines, where humanity itself had become superfluous. At the same 
time, however, the sketches were in themselves highly ambiguous. Looking at 
their composition they both drew from the tension between an active agent and 
its passive spectators, between the powerful and the frail, between creation and 
destruction, between what was known and a future unknown, and between the 
seemingly advanced and the primitive – positions that were in both images played 
out through the juxtaposition of humans and machines.

Figure 1. Under the title ”Machine dictatorship”, the artist depicted a gigantic 
robot causing havoc. Artist: unknown (Svenska Dagbladet 20.09.1951, National 
Library of Sweden) 
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In his famous recitation of Marx, “All that is solid melts into air”, the philosop-
her Marshall Berman once argued that ambiguity was a distinctive feature of the 
social experience of “modernity”. According to Berman, to experience one’s world 
and oneself to be in a continuous and contradictive process of disintegration and 
renewal was indeed to be “modern”. But this experience of a world in constant 
flux, however, did not arise from a vacuum. It was a consequence of the imperative 
to constantly revolutionise the forces of production embedded in capitalism (Ber-
man 1982: 15, cf. Marx 1990).

Described as such, others have argued that the open-endedness of modern 
life comes imbued with undefined hopes and anxieties, uncertainties regarding 
the future through which people must learn to navigate. According to the German 
philosopher Ernst Bloch for instance, modern experience is therefore pervaded 
by continuous efforts to conceptualise, interpret and anticipate the trajectory of 
change, or as he himself called it: the “not-yet”. In such a state of being, Bloch 
argued that art had an important function to fill. According to Bloch, works of art 

Figure 2. A thinking robot, operating independently to help with calculations. Artist: 
unknown, (Expressen, 14.08.1955, National Library of Sweden)
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offered distinct shapes and forms through which the perceived flux could be ima-
gined and made comprehensible (Bloch 1995: 110). In that sense, art and fiction 
could be interpreted as therapeutic measures for people to come to terms with the 
possible and often contradictory anticipations of the world ahead.

In his classical article The Structural Analysis of Myth, the French anthropo-
logist Claude Levi-Strauss argued that people process and resolve the perceived 
complexity of social life by staging and dramatizing contradictory experiences 
symbolically (Levi-Strauss 1955). By depicting – or reifying – that which other-
wise lacks contours, vague hopes, anxieties and anticipations can be transformed 
into well-defined and manageable emotions and expectations through which pe-
ople find purpose and direction. Since art and fiction symbolically reflect social 
experiences and values, the American literary critic Fredric Jameson suggests that 
they should be studied as documents of a certain point in social history (Jameson 
2002: 276f).

From this rather theoretical note, I will now leave the aesthetic representa-
tions of the future and move on to a more in-depth analysis of what was being 
held as socially “true” about the future at the time. In the following pages I the-
refore turn to the contemporary press and the archives of political organisations 
and social movements such as the Swedish Trade Union Confederation (LO), the 
Swedish Employers Association (SAF), and the Workers’ Educational Association 
(ABF), to analyse the media coverage and political debate on automation. The 
different articles and documents here serve as an empirical totality through which 
the Robot Revolution as it appeared in the images above, can be made compre-
hensible and approached hermeneutically. I will begin with a discussion regarding 
the factual material and technological conditions upon which artistic represen-
tations of a Robot Revolution became at all possible. I will then go on to analyse 
the socio-political and ideological formations facilitating such visions during the 
1950s.

Automation
1946 has been pointed out as the year when the first electronic “computer” was 
invented. Originally designed to calculate artillery firing tables for the United Sta-
tes’ Army’s Ballistic Research Laboratory, the machine (ENIAC) would come to 
revolutionise humanity’s ability to solve numerical problems worldwide. After a 
few years, in 1950 the first Swedish prototype BARK was built and soon followed 
by the more advanced BESK, which for a short while was considered the worlds 
fastest electronic computer (De Geer 1992a). The new computing machines pro-
ved incredibly efficient in computing prognoses and performing administrative 
functions, whereby new prospects for organising industry emerged.
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Many journalistic pieces of the 1950s concentrated on how electronic data 
processing machines and new advancements in microelectronics allowed machi-
nes to communicate and to synchronise with each other. As technology advanced 
and the computing machines could be integrated in a circuit together with other 
machines, the idea was that machine systems now could be made highly autono-
mous and given full responsibility for production. Routine tasks and decisions 
that previously dominated production, distribution and administration could be 
transferred onto machines (Ny teknik – nya perspektiv 1954: 36ff). In an already 
highly industrialised Sweden, “automation” therefore inescapably became a com-
monplace concept that people had to relate to, one way or another. “Machines are 
operated by buttons. And the buttons are operated by – machines. This is automa-
tion. The fully automated factory”, one header in the liberal evening paper Expres-
sen commented (Expressen 21.02.1955).1 

In a close future, stores, warehouses and factories were expected to be de-
populated as production, consumption and transport could be run by intelligent 
machines. “The experts not only believe in the fully automated factory but also 
on the fully automated warehouse, department store and office”, one could read 
(Expressen 14.08.1955).

As argued by the historian Tessa Morris-Suzuki, such thoughts followed a 
clear pattern. Automation has often been described as a linear process by which 
machines grow larger and larger, and workers fewer and fewer, until all that rema-
ins of the factory is one single “megamachine” (Morris-Suzuki 1984). However, 
the idea of an autonomous factory was by no means new. In a pamphlet publis-
hed by the Educational bureau for Swedish industry, aimed to enlighten corporate 
leaders and students in technology about automation, assistant manager of The 
Royal Swedish Academy of Engineering Sciences, Gregory Ljungberg wrote that 
automation was a “line of development, containing both old and new” (Automa-
tionen: fakta och följder 1956: 7). He further explained that: 

As automation replaces human labour power it continues a process that 
has been going on for hundreds of years, and that was especially visible 
during the industrial revolution by the end of the 18th Century. At that 
time a number of mechanical and partially automatic apparatuses and 
machines appeared […] Development has since then gone further, and 
all the more forms of work has become susceptible to automation. (Au-
tomationen: fakta och följder 1956: 8f)

Regardless of whether automation really was new or not, advancements in electro-
nic data processing and the incorporation of computing machines into electroni-
cally controlled production systems certainly constituted a new palpable oppor-
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tunity to finally realise the vision of total automation. In fact, the first signs of its 
pending realisation were already visible.

In a report from the Swedish Co-operative Union’s new coffee factory in Go-
thenburg, readers were given insight into the new conditions that characterized 
the production of their particular brand of coffee. In the coffee factory, manage-
ment had invested in new machines by which the roasting process had been lar-
gely automated. By means of electronic data processing the cooperatively-owned 
company had been able to replace large parts of manual work with automated 
machine processes. The new roasting factory was thereby one of the first consis-
tently automated facilities of its kind throughout Sweden. To the journalist behind 
the article, the new factory appeared as a precursor of a future soon to come. With 
the help of machines, it was argued, the product would in the future become chea-
per and the quality more predictable, and work less demanding.

Throughout the facility the rustling of pipes, the independent releasing of 
pneumatic locks, slamming slots, whistling valves and the quiet whizzing of fans 
bore witness of the ongoing production process as the coffee moved through 
stainless drums from station to station, making the lights on the dashboard blink. 
In front of the dashboard stood the operator, with notebook and tables ready in 
hand. Dressed in his characteristic white robe he walked the halls alone, control-
ling the bells and whistles of the company’s new self-regulating coffee roasting 
machine system. After switching on the main power in the morning and starting 
the process, he usually took a few routine rounds around the roster to make sure 
that all numbers and levels were right so that the machine could do its job proper-
ly. The older, “primitive” know-how that used to characterise the roasting process 
had been transferred to the machines. Taste, smell and feel had been standardi-
zed and translated into programme code by means of electronic data processing. 
Scientifically designed tariffs and mathematical calculations would guarantee the 
best results with accurate and consistent quality. The task of the operator was to 
check that the coffee’s passing through the cleaner, the coffee silos and the reser-
voir, via the roasting machine and the refrigerator to the scale and the cleaning 
bowl went smoothly. Panels with flashing indicator lights, controls and meters an-
nounced the progress and signalled whether he needed to intervene in the process 
(Expressen 21.02.1955). The operator’s job was now to interpret and follow the 
signals of machines. The machines were now in charge. 

And “progress” for all
New inventions have often fostered imaginative visions of the future and allowed 
people to ponder upon the world to be. In this sense, electronic data processing 
was no exception. Under titles such as “Technology and the future”, journalists, ex-
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perts and politicians took the technological advancements of the day as a point of 
departure to develop their thoughts on the future (Svenska Dagbladet 19.09.1955). 
Piece by piece, a progressivist vision assembled through the numerous articles, 
reportages and essays. This future was depicted rather positively. New machines 
would bring the world into an era where the standard of living would rise drama-
tically and many of the problems of the day would become history. 

Such a vision not only reflected the attitude among the liberal and conserva-
tive press, but the attitude of the Swedish labour movement as well. The Swedish 
labour movement had early on adopted an approach that heeded to a consensus 
regarding the “benefits” of new technology:

One of the most important tasks of the labour movement is to improve 
the material standard of their members. The Swedish labour movement 
has long been aware that a prerequisite for the success of these endea-
vours is a progressive increase in productivity. Continuous introduction 
of new technological methods and organisational solutions is an inesca-
pable element in such a development (Landsorganisationen i Sverige 
1966: 21).

The 1950s, have often been described as the golden era of Swedish welfare society. 
The Swedish post-war economy was booming and its ideological superstructure 
“the peoples home” was at a peak.2 This was partially due to a particular model 
of solidary wage policy brought forth by the Swedish Trade Union Confederation 
(LO) that created incentives for successful companies to raise their productivity 
levels by investing in constant capital such as new, more efficient machines. Al-
lowing the more competitive companies to set the standard wage was expected 
to push companies to invest in new technologies in the struggle for competitive 
advantage. The main thrust of the model was not only that companies and share-
holders were expected to benefit as capitalists reinvested surplus value into new 
machines. The increase in productivity that was expected to follow investments in 
new machines was considered a precondition for both prosperity and tax-based 
universal welfare, which would also benefit those workers that got laid off fol-
lowing rationalisations in terms of unemployment funds and opportunities for 
re-skilling. The primary objectives of the LO thus boiled down to productivity, in-
come equalisation and the redistribution of wealth (Landsorganisationen i Sverige 
1966: 22). Altogether the relation between capital and the (predominantly social 
democratic) labour movement was in this fashion centrally governed by consen-
sus on the necessity of continuous workplace rationalisations and investment in 
new technology for the sake of socio-economic development (Isacson 2012: 158; 
De Geer 1992b: 89f; Beckman 1990: 32).3
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As shown by the example on the Co-operative Union’s new coffee factory, 
Swedish industry had by this time already begun to reap some of the benefits 
of automation. Governed by electronic data processing, the new and integrated 
machine systems had demonstrated radical increases in productivity and reduced 
production costs. Ongoing investments in such new technologies were in this way 
accepted on the basis of the revenues that they would ultimately yield, and electro-
nic data processing became the lead star in a pending “technological revolution” 
ushering in far reaching social change (Expressen 22.02.1956). As the intelligent 
machines seized control of the production process, it was said that society would 
reach new levels of prosperity. In the independently social democratic evening 
paper Aftonbladet readers were presented with the merits of automation: “In 1980 
– after just over twenty years – our standard of living will be doubled, shortly after 
the year 2000 it will be fourfold and around 2025 eightfold, many engineers say, 
economists confirm, and politicians proclaim” (Aftonbladet 09.07.1957).

The new systems of machine production sparked ideas of the prospect of a 
radically different life. On an everyday level, the new technologies evoked se-
rious hopes for a future in which people were liberated from undesirable and 
time-consuming work, by allegedly taking over grievous calculations, planning 
of the labour process, advanced prognostications, heavy lifting and dangerous 
transportations (Dagens Nyheter 02.01.1955). Work would no longer be exhaus-
ting and degrading but stimulating and serve to the betterment of human values. 
Working hours would be reduced to half and the opportunities for recreation and 
self-fulfilment would improve. Automation was expected to provide higher in-
comes, give people more leisure time and produce more commodities to lower 
prices, thus providing people more money and time for consumption of com-
modities and the chance to enjoy a higher material standard of living (Expressen 
14.08.1955; Expressen 23.08.1955).

The fetish of automation
In this fashion, automation was described as a catalyst, propelling the world into a 
new gilded age. And as the train towards the future was about to depart, it seemed 
best not to be the last passenger to get onboard. One person, already onboard was 
the social democratic Prime Minister Tage Erlander. Following one conference on 
technology he proclaimed his “strong sense of the necessity of adapting to an exis-
tence in the era of automation and nuclear energy. Incidentally, we have no choi-
ce” (Aftonbladet 17.11.1955). A few months later Sven A. Hansson, a journalist at 
the liberal daily paper Stockholms-Tidningen rather dramatically summarized the 
sentiment: “Accept or die” (Stockholms-Tidningen 05.05.1956).

In this way, the jargon among politicians, scientists and journalists alike was 
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noticeably deterministic. Altogether, the different visions of the future reflected 
a social reality determined by a “technological imperative”, that is: the principle 
that, that which seems technically possible, ought, must, and inevitably will hap-
pen. Such an outlook accurately echoed the dominant ideology of its time, i.e. 
that as capitalists and labour movement alike treated continuous rationalisations 
as a necessary measure for socio-economic development, automation appeared 
inevitable and natural (cf. Carlsson 1999). Under such an ideological premise, the 
discourse on automation decidedly assumed some fetishist tendencies: It started 
treating technological development and automation as an estranged force on its 
own rather than as the result of social practice.

Technological fetishism would express itself both in direct relation to machi-
nes, as well as in relation to technological development as such, as an abstract 
and structural phenomenon. “Now the human brain will be replaced by machi-
nes”, Expressen announced. In the article the author clarified that “the differen-
ce between automation and mechanisation is that the latter aimed at replacing 
muscles with machines, while the former teaches the machines to think” (Expres-
sen 22.06.1955). In articles and debates, human features were projected onto the 
machines using the human body as a point of reference (Ny teknik – nya perspek-
tiv. 1954b: 256ff). Electronic machine systems were compared and evaluated in 
the image of the human body. As earlier mechanisations of the industry had re-
placed arms, legs and muscle power, automation was now described as the further 
replacement of human sensory and intellectual properties.

Photocells imitated eyes, helping machines to “see”. Scales, thermometers and 
sensors made them “feel” while programmes allowed them to “think”. At the same 
time electronic circuits were interpreted as a nervous system connecting the or-
gans, limbs and members of a living organism: “Feed-back is an invention made of 
life itself. In living creatures, there are a lot of feed-back loops’: the nervous system 
gives a muscle the order to act, other nerves report how the muscle works, and the 
interaction continues until the desired outcome is achieved”, the Swedish science 
reporter Lennart Edberg explained (Expressen 22.06.1955).

Following the ability of the electronic data processing machines to iterate their 
decision-making processes with the help of feedback loops, the new machine sys-
tems were (at least rhetorically) given an agency on their own. Sensory organs and 
the ability to calculate incoming data seemed to allow the machines to draw con-
clusions and adapt to an external reality in order to achieve set goals. Governed 
by an automatic command centre the machine system was therefore increasingly 
seen as something that resembled “a mechanical monster whose body fills who-
le factories, and whose demonic power […] bursts forth in the fast and feverish 
whirl of its countless working organs”, as was written in a famous passage in Ca-
pital (1867) (Marx 1977: 503). The integrated electronic circuit of machine parts 
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assumed the appearance of an independent artificial worker – a “robot”, powered 
by a spirit independent of man.

The robot has a memory – magnetised drums and steel bands, punch-
cards, electronic tubes, pressure sensitive crystals, sound sensitive pla-
tes, and small ring magnets. The robot has eyes, ears and arms – Pho-
tocells, microphones, steel claws. It takes orders – by those who know 
how to give them. It answers – in the form of mathematical solutions or 
actions. (Expressen 14.08.1955)

In this fashion the new machines – inanimate objects such as electronic wires and 
steel – were rewarded with properties otherwise restricted to the living labour. 
“This is what a machine can do in the year 1956. Receive an order. Execute it. 
Assess the outcome. Detect a problem. Fix it.”, Expressen announced (Expressen 
22.06.1955). Besides replacing human bodily functions and properties, the machi-
nes – robots – were now seen as more or less living agents, able to perform actions 
such as “learning”, “feeling”, “knowing”, “remembering”, “taking orders”, “obeying” 
and “executing” etc... Feedback was seen as “the robot’s surrogate for a soul” (Ex-
pressen 23.02.1955). Some went so far as to argue that the new machines were able 
to express “love” (Expressen 22.06.1955). The future was about to be populated by 
robots, whose core purpose in life was to produce social progress and economic 
development. “Future humanity takes its side – lets ROBOTS CREATE PROSPE-
RITY!” Aftonbladet dramatically announced (Aftonbladet 09.07.1957).

From fetish to forced adaptation
At a more abstract, or structural level, technological development as such was tre-
ated as a powerful force, demanding adherence. This, for instance, was implied 
by three different, but all future-oriented and highly influential conferences or-
ganised by actors within the employer’s side of industry as well as by the labour 
movement, during the mid-1950s. Backed by the Swedish Employers Agency, in 
1954, the Swedish think-tank SNS organised a conference, gathering corporate 
leaders and researchers committed to discussing the implications of automation 
for the future economic development of society (Ny teknik – nya perspektiv 1954). 
In continuation, the governing Social Democratic Workers Party the following 
year (1955) organised a similar conference together with the Swedish Trade Union 
Confederation. The conference, Technology and the society of tomorrow”, gathe-
red both scientists, union representatives and politicians as well as corporate re-
presentatives, to discuss how society was to adapt and accommodate to the new 
technological and scientific advancements (Tekniken och morgondagens samhälle 
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1956). In 1956 a third conference by the name: Man in today’s and tomorrow’s so-
ciety was organised by the Workers’ Educational Association. Leading scientists, 
politicians, employers and unions were again invited to discuss the future, but this 
time with the aim of addressing the perceived omissions of previous conferences 
to discuss the implied human adaptation to changes in working life and society – 
How were people to be “psychologically prepared” to accept the pending changes? 
(Människan i dagens och morgondagens samhälle 1956).

Together the three conferences signified a holy trinity in the Swedish model 
for socio-economic progress: profit growth, social policy, and disciplining the la-
bour force, all under the umbrella of an unavoidable technological development. 
The outline of such a thought was sketched out in the following quote, published 
in Stockholms-Tidningen:

The importance of the fact that our small country from the first mo-
ment is part of the technical development hardly needs to be emphas-
ized. Thanks to outstanding technicians and a reputable workforce, we 
have so far been able to stand strong in the face of competition, keep 
our productivity and hence also our prosperity. As it is now, in the near 
future, possible to talk about profound transformations of our industry, 
perhaps also extensive retraining of labour, it is of particular importan-
ce that business freedom and development opportunities are not cut. 
(Stockholms-Tidningen 14.06.1956)

The job of politicians was primarily to facilitate the conditions for the technologi-
cal development to run as smooth and efficiently as possible. Part of this involved 
removing any possible obstacle ahead. In his speech during the 1955 conferen-
ce Technology and tomorrow’s society the political economist Ingvar Svennilson 
commented upon the “human factor”. He argued that: “The biggest obstacle to 
society’s economic development is lack of technical knowledge among the people 
in general and especially the lack of qualified technicians and business leaders” 
(Tekniken och morgondagens samhälle 1956: 259).4 Robots demanded expert care 
and specialist service, and political economists like Svennilson pointed to how 
Sweden suffered from a lack of technicians. While the new machines were seen 
as inevitably leading society into a new era, there was a problem: the world was 
inhabited by a species of less advanced creatures holding them back. The biggest 
complicating circumstance for society to reach its full potential was the habitu-
al inertia of human consciousness. The technological and scientific development 
thus demanded a new and improved professional training, both among existing 
and future labour forces (Ginner 1988: 103f).

As a technically savvy labour force was considered a significant production 
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factor, and the lack of educated labourers risked becoming an obstacle for pro-
gress, people would have to be strategically moulded according to the needs of 
technology in order to reach the promised land of industrially produced surplus 
and growth (Ginner 1988: 107). Technological development therefore demanded 
a reconfiguration of the Swedish education system for supplying Sweden with new 
generations of scientists, engineers and technicians (Wennerholm 2005: 159; 287; 
Pettersson 2012: 148). In the future automated working life, a new form of la-
bouring subject was needed, demanding a change of mentality among the indivi-
duals within the work force. Not only was the work force expected to satisfactorily 
perform the duties demanded by the new technology. They would also have to 
internalise the desire to “adapt, develop and improve at work” as well as a “per-
spective of cost awareness” corresponding to the goals of the organisation (Lands-
organisationen i Sverige 1966: 22).

In this way humanity – or at least the general population – was in the face of 
technological development, treated as passive bystanders, expected to prepare and 
adapt, socially, economically and psychologically to the needs of the machines 
(Tekniken och morgondagens samhälle 1956: 301). In order to realise the promises 
of tomorrow, the labour force should be in a state of continuous adaptation to the 
changes produced by robots. Agency and power in the production of society was 
transposed from humans to their machines, from the labour force, to the means of 
production (cf. Marx 2013: 367f).

The juggernaut of modernist ideology and the utopia of 
human agency

[E]mancipatory politics must always destroy the appearance of a ‘na-
tural order’, must reveal what is presented as necessary and inevitable 
to be a mere contingency, just as it must make what was previously de-
emed to be impossible seem attainable. (Fisher 2009: 16f)

In order to interpret the meaning of the Robot Revolution as it appeared in the 
press we should briefly recall the hopeful image of the benevolent robot liberating 
humanity from poverty and tedious tasks, and the dystopic image of a future in 
which the wellbeing of humans was dictated by machines, around which the Ro-
bot Revolution was constructed. Together both visions served as opposing parts 
around which the discourse on the automated future constituted itself. Although 
contradictory, however, both visions drew from an immanent juxtaposition of hu-
mans and robots.5 The robot – a powerful agent – was contrasted to the insigni-
ficant humans, helplessly marvelled at the workings of the machine. The Robot 
Revolution thus seemed to confine humanity to the peripheral role of an observer. 
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Relegated to a decentred position outside the unfolding of events, humanity ap-
peared as the object, rather than the subject of change.

According to the German theorist Walter Benjamin, the systematic organi-
sation around abstract goals such as the “universal betterment of mankind” will 
under capitalism first of all serve the interests of capital (Benjamin 1969: 260). To-
gether with his colleagues in the Frankfurt school, he argued that if decisions re-
garding the social trajectory was determined by universal goals, “progress” would 
inevitably come across as alien and de-humanising to those affected by it (cf. Mar-
cuse 1991; Habermas 1980). Others have similarly attempted to describe modern 
capitalism as an indifferently abstract force by using the metaphor of a machine, 
carrying humanity towards an unknown destiny (Rosa 2013; Beck 1992; Giddens 
1990).

 The Robot Revolution here appeared as a reified form of anticipatory know-
ledge. As such, it was also a document of a certain point in social history. In re-
lation to the contemporary debate, one could say that the Robot highlighted a 
perceived separation between humanity and their means of production. It accen-
tuated the gap between technology’s actual potential to liberate people from suf-
fering, and the experience of nonparticipation and democratic deficit of a social 
model stressing compulsory innovation and investments in new machines for the 
sake of perpetual growth (cf. Morris-Suzuki 1984). Altogether the Robot Revolu-
tion thus stressed a central paradox of Swedish welfare capitalism. It confronted 
the audience with a social formation under which the needs of concrete human 
beings were subordinated the abstract laws of competition, and a political consen-
sus regarding such a system as a method to achieve liberation at a universal scale. 
The experience of a social formation in which technological development itself 
assumed the role as the subject of history was symbolically processed and resolved 
through the appearance of a powerful machine, functioning independently of hu-
man intervention or control.

As a unity of opposites, the Robot Revolution served as a totality through 
which conflicting social experiences could be contained. As such it functioned 
ideologically as a reaffirmation of some basic assumptions regarding the nature of 
social change. Both anticipations of the pending robot revolution unified under 
the assumption that technological development was a self-governing force inevi-
tably revolutionising society.

Yet, as argued by Jameson, the critical analysis of cultural artefacts should not 
settle with demystifying how they serve to reaffirm existing convictions regarding 
the future. The true job of the radical analyst is rather to open up new avenues 
of expectation and rediscover the utopian potential that they secretly embody. 
Approached dialectically, the Robot Revolution was not just a passive reflection 
of dominant ideology. It also secretly suggested a utopian dimension that latent-
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ly negated the prevailing configuration of social reality (cf. Jameson 2002[1981]: 
276ff). As an object of ideology, it prefigured the shapes of an alternative society 
through which its immanent contradictions could be transcended and resolved 
(cf. Eagleton 1991: 1f, 106). By looking at notions that transcended and contra-
dicted what was explicitly articulated, one could redeem this disavowed utopia 
and find the vague outlines of an incongruous “not yet” through which the possi-
bilities of an “otherwise” – where humanity could reclaim the democratic control 
over technological development and ultimately one’s own future, as a subject of 
history – could be reimagined.

Daniel Bodén (PhD) is currently a lecturer at the Department of History and 
Contemporary Studies at Södertörn University. His research primarily covers the 
intersection between technology and culture, and draws from an interest in his-
torical change as well as labour and contemporary modes of everyday life. E-mail: 
daniel.boden@sh.se 

Notes
1In this article, all translations from Swedish to English are the author’s. In cases where 
a word, statement or concept is hard to translate literally, the original Swedish formu-
lation will be stated in the endnotes.
2“The people’s home” was an important political concept in the history of the Swedish 
welfare state that signified the abandonment of class struggle to the benefit of consen-
sus politics.
3This position stood in contrast to large parts of the international labour movement, 
which was more combative and gravitated towards a view of machinery as weapons, 
wielded by capital in an ongoing struggle against the working class. In April and May 
1956, for example, 11,000 workers at Standard Motor Company in the English city of 
Coventry, went on strike, unwilling to accept the layoff of 3000 workers, as had been 
decided by the company following the implementation of a new partially automated 
production process (Castoriadis 1988:26ff).
4”Låt mig börja med den mänskliga faktorn: Det största hindret för samhällets ekono-
miska utveckling är brist på tekniska kunskaper bland folket i allmänhet och speciellt 
brist på kvalificerade tekniker och företagsledare”.
5I have elsewhere argued that the juxtaposition of humans to robots gathers its ten-
sion from their mutual existence as competing commodities in the capitalist labour 
market, and that the inherent contradiction draws from conflicting social interests 
between labour and capital (Bodén 2017).
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This article aims to contribute to an understanding of marginalized bodies in sci-
ence fiction narratives by analyzing how physical disability and homosexuality/
bisexuality have been depicted in popular science fiction film and television. Spe-
cifically, it analyzes what types of futures are evoked through the exclusion or in-
clusion of disability and homo/bisexuality. To investigate these futurescapes, in for 
example Star Trek and The Handmaid’s Tale, the paper uses film analysis guided by 
the theoretical approach of crip/queer temporality mainly in dialogue with disabi-
lity/crip scholar Alison Kafer. 

Although narratives about the future in popular fiction occasionally imagines 
futures in which disability and homo/bisexuality exist the vast majority do not. 
This article argues that exclusion of characters with disabilities and homo/bisexual 
characters in imagined futures of science fiction perpetuate heteronormative and 
ableist normativity. It is important that fictional narratives of imagined futures do 
not limit portrayals to heterosexual and able-bodied people but, instead, take into 
account the ableist and heteronormative imaginaries that these narratives, and in 
extension contemporary society, are embedded in. 

Moreover, it is argued that in relation to notions of progression and social 
inclusion in imagined futurescapes portrayals of homo/bisexuality and disability 
has been used as narrative devices to emphasis “good” or “bad” futures. Further-
more, homo/bisexuality has increasingly been incorporated as a sign of social in-
clusion and progression while disability, partly due to the perseverance of a medi-
cal understanding of disability, instead is used as a sign of a failed future. However, 
the symbolic value ascribed to these bodies in stories are based on contemporary 
views and can thus change accordingly. To change the way the future is envisioned 
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tivity are thought about. Sometimes imaginary futures can aid in rethinking and 
revaluating these taken-for-granted notions of normativity.

Wälivaara, Josefine “Marginalized Bodies of Imagined Futurescapes: Ableism and 
Heteronormativity in Science Fiction”, Culture Unbound, Volume 10, issue 2, 2018: 
226–245. Published by Linköping University Electronic Press: http://www.culture-
unbound.ep.liu.se 

Keywords: future, science fiction, disability, queer, temporality 

By Josefine Wälivaara

http://www.cultureunbound.ep.liu.se 
http://www.cultureunbound.ep.liu.se 


Marginalized Bodies of Imagined Futurescapes 227

Culture Unbound
Journal of Current Cultural Research

Nothing changes instantaneously.  
In a gradually heating bathtub, you’d be boiled to death before you 

knew it. 
The Handmaid’s Tale “Late” (2017)

Spock: One man cannot summon the future.  
Kirk: But one man can change the present! 

Star Trek: The Original Series “Mirror, Mirror” (1967) 

The composition of imagined futurescapes in popular science fiction has been 
subjected to criticism due to the predominance of portrayals of homogenous so-
cieties and narratives inhabited mostly by white, male characters (see e.g. Nama 
2008; Attebery 2002). Since the 1980s/1990s and onwards, more and more science 
fiction films and television series include women and people of color (Nama 2008: 
38; Cornea 2007). Yet, homosexual/bisexual characters and characters with disa-
bilities have been less frequently included in those futurescapes. In addition, not 
much scholarly attention has been payed to these narratives from the perspective 
of disability and/or queer studies.1 

This article aims to contribute to an understanding of marginalized bodies in 
science fiction narratives by analyzing how physical disability and homosexuali-
ty/bisexuality have been depicted in popular science fiction film and television. 
Specifically, it analyzes what types of futures are evoked through the exclusion 
or inclusion of disability and homo/bisexuality. First, this article argues that the 
exclusion of characters with disabilities and homo/bisexual characters in imagi-
ned futures of science fiction perpetuate heteronormative and ableist normativity. 
Second, it is argued that in relation to notions of progression and social inclusion 
in imagined futurescapes portrayals of homo/bisexuality and disability has been 
used as narrative devices to emphasis “good” or “bad” futures. However, the sym-
bolic value ascribed to these bodies in stories are based on contemporary views 
and can thus change accordingly. 

Without entering into a debate on genre definitions (see e.g. Johnston 2011), 
this article assumes a broader approach to narratives invested in imagining futu-
rescapes. The analysis will be limited to film and television series that relate spe-
cifically to the future by using an imagined future as setting. A lengthy analysis of 
specific films or television series will not be entered into, the article, instead, will 
take a broader approach by highlighting examples, including Star Trek (1966–) 
and The Handmaid’s Tale (2017–), both of which directly portray utopian or dys-
topian futures.

To investigate these futurescapes, the article uses film analysis guided by the 
theoretical approach of crip and queer temporality, mainly in dialogue with disa-



Marginalized Bodies of Imagined Futurescapes 228

Culture Unbound
Journal of Current Cultural Research

bility/crip scholar Alison Kafer who investigates “the imagined future invoked in 
popular culture, academic theory, and political movements” as a productive place 
for “[tracing] the ways in which compulsory able-bodiedness/able-mindedness 
and compulsory heterosexuality intertwine in the service of normativity” (Kafer 
2013: 17). Building upon Kafer’s argumentation on ideas of the future and its rela-
tionship to disability, which only in part deals with fiction, this article extends that 
theoretical notion into the field of science fiction studies and depictions of both 
disability and homo/bisexuality. 

Homo/bisexuality and disability are brought together in this analysis as two 
examples of marginalized bodies which both have had a troublesome relationship 
with notions of futurity. As will be shown, they have been quite invisible in science 
fiction narratives. Moreover, both disability/crip and queer studies have theori-
zed the notion of futurity through the lens of temporality (Kafer 2013; Samuels 
2017; Edelman 2004; Halberstam 2005; Muñoz 2009; Freeman 2010). People with 
disabilities and LGBTQ people have been framed within a “no future” discourse 
in which they constantly are deferred from the notion of the future through a 
supposed consensus about the ideal future (Kafer 2013; Edelman 2004). Conside-
ring both disability and homo/bisexuality in light of this perceived troublesome 
relationship to the future can serve to highlight both similarities and differences 
between them. Moreover, using these two examples not only say something about 
matters of representations specific to these two groups but also facilitates a larger 
discussion on marginalized bodies in imagined futurescapes.2 

While there are several differences in how characters with disabilities and 
homo/bisexual characters are portrayed, it is asserted here that much can be gai-
ned by considering them together. By relating depictions of disability and homo/
bisexuality in futurescapes this article brings to light differences as well as simila-
rities between those representational practices. In particular, how similar discour-
ses of these groups can have had similar effect on how they have been related to 
the future, but also how societal views and understandings of these groups has af-
fected how they are depicted in narratives about the future. Moreover, putting two 
examples side by side can reveal more thoroughly how science fiction narratives 
involved in speculations about the future use marginalized bodies in the service 
of future discourses.

Exclusion of Marginalized Bodies
Among the large number of films and television series produced within the genre 
of science fiction examples where disability and homo/bisexuality is included only 
consist of a small fraction. While the vast majority of popular science fiction films 
and television series have excluded people with disabilities and homo/bisexual pe-
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ople altogether, there are, however, examples where characters with disabilities 
and homo/bisexual characters have been included.3 As of yet, I have not encoun-
tered any character who clearly belongs to both groups, i.e. a homo/bisexual cha-
racter with a physical disability.          

There are some difficulties of doing this overview in terms of definitions 
and differences between depictions of disability and homo/bisexuality. Not all 
homo/bisexual characters are explicitly portrayed as homo/bisexual but they have 
instead been interpreted as such by fans and/or scholars. In addition, disability 
in storytelling has often been used as a “narrative prosthesis” suggesting that di-
sability is constantly present in storytelling as “a stock feature of characterization 
and, […] as an opportunistic metaphorical device” (Mitchell & Snyder 2000: 47). 
Disabilities are thus used as narrative devices in stories, not primarily to deal with 
experiences of disability but instead to use disability as a symbol of something 
else. In science fiction in particular many characters with disabilities have been 
subjected to technological alterations, effectively “curing” them. Both of these re-
presentational traditions obscure the existence of these characters in science fic-
tion. Consequently, there is an ambiguity of existence, as they are simultaneously 
there and not there. 

Depictions of people with physical disabilities have recurred in science fiction 
throughout the history of the genre (see e.g. Allan 2013: 2; Bérubé 2005: 568). 
In film and television, examples range from Star Trek: The Original Series (1966–
1969), The Bionic Woman (1976–1978), Star Trek: The Next Generation (1987–
1994), RoboCop (1987), Star Trek: Deep Space Nine (1993–1999), Gattaca (1997), 
Alien Resurrection (1997), and the Star Wars films, to more recent examples such 
as the X-Men film series (2000–), Dark Angel (2000–2002), Avatar (2009), Robo-
Cop (2014), Daredevil (2015–), Mad Max: Fury Road (2015), Rogue One (2016), 
and Star Trek: Discovery (2017–). Of these examples, eight portray characters in 
wheelchairs, three portray blind or visually impaired characters, and some include 
several characters with various types of disabilities. The majority of these charac-
ters have suffered injuries in battle or through accidents that caused their disabili-
ty, few of these characters were born with disabilities, and the majority of them are 
male. Often those characters who become disabled through injuries in battle pair 
their disability with an active and risk-taking masculinity, a trait, which, in part, is 
the cause of their disability. 

Many of the narratives base their conceptualization of disability on a medical 
perspective in which disability is considered in relation to cures. The portrayals 
of futurescapes in which cures of disability are highlighted are closely connected 
to a medical paradigm of disability. The notion of a cure makes visible the per-
sistent return to what has been called “the medical model” in which disability is 
understood as a medical issue connected to the individual rather than to societal 
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circumstances (see e.g. Goodley 2011: 5-10). Science fiction and disability scholar 
Kathryn Allen argues, “[t]he medical characterization of the disabled body as re-
quiring cure – in order to become ‘normal’ – has become part of our larger cultu-
ral construction of disability” (Allen 2013: 9). Consequently, much science fiction 
has focused on the possibilities of technological cures of disability (Allen 2013: 
8-9; Cheu 2002: 199; Norden 1994: 292-295). Allen argues, 

the idea of curing the body of its infirmities is a powerful trope repeated 
throughout the entire history of the SF genre. From utopian SF that sees 
an end to disability […] to dystopian SF scenarios of failed cures […] 
or cures that are only available to the wealthy few […], SF is quite an 
experienced practitioner in reflecting the ideology of the ‘perfect body’. 
(Allen 2013: 9)

Johnson Cheu contends, “[p]opular media is already pushing society toward a Ut-
opian model of bodily perfection and cure” (Cheu 2002: 198). These narratives 
perpetuate taken-for-granted notions and supposed consensus about the “good” 
future in which disability inevitably is eradicated (Kafer 2013: 3). The medical fra-
ming of disability serves as an effective way for narratives to eradicate disabled 
bodies from imagined futures. Consequently, disabled bodies are cured and, thus, 
are no longer part of the future. 

In most early examples of homo/bisexuality, the characters’ sexuality was im-
plicitly or subtextually implied rather than explicitly portrayed. Partly due to the 
fact that films from Hollywood were subjected to the scrutiny of the Production 
Code from the 1930s to the 1960s, which effectively forbade depictions of homo-
sexuality (see e.g. Russo 1981; Doherty 1999: 363; Wälivaara 2016: 99). Television 
was also regulated by the intended viewership of family audiences, taste, and tra-
ditional values (Arthurs 2004; Wälivaara 2016: 51-53). However, gay and lesbian 
film scholars, queer film scholars, as well as fans, have been decoding implicit 
portrayals of LGBTQ characters in film and television in general. For science fic-
tion film and television, however, this remains unexplored territory, at least in 
scholarly writings. George Méliès’s L’Éclipse du soleil en pleine lune from 1907 has 
been considered in terms of homosexuality (Cornea 2007: 14), as has the now 
classic 1950s film The Invasion of the Body Snatchers (1956) (Pearson 2008: 21). 
Characters such as Kirk and Spock in Star Trek: The Original Series (1966–1969) 
and subsequent films have been decoded as queer by fans and scholars alike (see 
e.g. Greven 2009: 5–7; Gwenllian-Jones 2002: 81-82). Although these characters 
have been decoded as queer, the source texts do not directly acknowledge these 
relationships that remain implicitly portrayed. 

Portrayals of homosexual or bisexual characters have appeared more and more 
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in science fiction throughout the years. Mainstream science fiction narratives that 
explicitly portray homosexuality or bisexuality are a 21st century phenomenon. 
Recent years have shown an increase in the number of characters portrayed expli-
citly as homosexual or bisexual in science fiction cinema and television (Wälivaa-
ra 2016). These are exemplified by films and television series such as Dark Angel 
(2000-2002); Firefly (2002–2003); Battlestar Galactica (2004–2009); V for Vendet-
ta (2005); Doctor Who (2005-); Torchwood (2006–2011); Caprica (2009); Stargate 
Universe (2009-2011); Orphan Black (2013–2017); Cloud Atlas (2012); Star Trek 
Beyond (2016); Ghostbusters (2016); The Handmaid’s Tale (2017–); and Star Trek: 
Discovery (2017–). A majority of these examples portray female characters who 
are bisexual or lesbians, however, few are main characters. Of these examples, only 
Torchwood portrays a protagonist that is homo/bisexual.4

There are changes over time and between portrayals of disability and of 
homo/bisexuality. While depictions of homo/bisexuality have undergone changes 
from implicit to explicit, the predominance of cure narratives for characters with 
disabilities does not seem to have changed to any significant extent. However, I 
would contend that in contemporary science fiction, they are both increasingly 
visible, and more often portrayed as complex characters where both disability and 
sexuality are considered intrinsic parts of being human in the future. But, those 
examples remain few in the light of the large amount of science fiction narratives 
produced for film and television. 

Imagining the Future
Why then is it important that narrative fiction, even though set in far-removed 
worlds or, in this case, futures, include marginalized bodies? Although stories in 
popular culture clearly take place within their own fictional universes – some very 
similar to our own, and others less alike – they are all connected to the society 
and culture in which they were made. Realist genres often claim much affinity to 
the “real” world by using actual settings, human subjects, and a close proximity 
to the reality we are used to. However, these stories cannot claim to be anymore 
reality than fantastic fiction due to their constructed nature. While a discussion 
on the boundaries of reality is beyond the scope of this article, it will simply be 
asserted that fiction is always connected to current issues in society. All fiction is 
a product of a specific time, place, and culture that influence the way the stories 
are constructed and what discourses they are part of. Popular culture not only says 
something about the creators of fiction and their subjective world view, but its 
popularity also testifies to wider discourses in society today. 

Not only is science fiction narratives always produced at a specific time and 
place but the genre has also often been discussed in terms of its commentary on 
present society (see e.g. Kuhn 1990: 15-8; Nama 2008: 5; Telotte 2001: 95-7; Johns-
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ton 2011: 28-30). Science fiction scholar Brian Attebery argues, “[b]y using ima-
ges of the future to describe the present, the popular media invite us to use futuris-
tic scenarios as tests of viability. Any group that cannot negotiate a place for itself 
in the imagined future is already obsolete” (Attebery 2002: 191). To exclude, for 
example, people with disabilities from these futures not only reflects an imagined 
future but, more importantly, the reality of the present. Allan argues, “While the 
settings and temporal framework of SF may differ dramatically from our own cur-
rent reality, the way in which disability and people with disabilities are represented 
– as well as the technology that is used to contain or cure them – often directly re-
flects present-day biases and stereotypes” (Allen 2013: 3). The images of the future 
presented in fiction are closely connected to the ideals and norms of the present.

The stories we are told about ourselves and others impact the way we under-
stand our society and how we view and value people. Studies indicate that media 
representations impact the audience in terms of identity construction, norms, and 
attitudes (Gomillion and Giuliano 2011; Bonds-Raacke et. al. 2007; Kama 2004; 
Brown 2002). With reference to Paul Longmore, Katie Ellis writes “through re-
petition, on both film and television, characterisations of people with disability 
as criminals and sexual and social outcasts have a material effect on the position 
of people with disability in society” (Ellis 2015: 60). To constantly meet the same 
type of stories and stereotypes, not only in fiction but also in other parts of society, 
can influence one’s world view. Certain groups, in particular those already mar-
ginalized in society, are constantly framed within the same type of story, which 
contributes to normative understandings of these groups. They are normative in 
the way they help sustain normative notions about groups, often by clear divisions 
between us/them and normal/deviant. 

Heteronormativity, Ableism, and Resistance
The exclusion of people with disabilities and homo/bisexuality from futurescapes 
perpetuates heteronormativity and ableist normativity. Simply put, heteronorma-
tivity is the normative notion that everyone is heterosexual, and this is a normal 
and natural way of being (Rosenberg 2002). Ableism according to disability scho-
lar Fiona Kumari Campbell is, “[a] network of beliefs, processes and practices that 
produces a particular kind of self and body […] that is projected as the perfect, 
species-typical and therefore essential and fully human. Disability then is cast as 
a diminished state of being human” (qtd. in Campbell 2009: 5). Similar to racism 
and sexism, ableism is a discriminatory power structure that upholds able-bodi-
edness/able-mindedness as superior and disability as inferior. 

Heteronormativity and ableist normativity are upheld by similar strategies. 
Campbell contends that ableism is produced through the notion of normality and 
the constitutional division between normal and aberrant (Campbell 2012: 215). 
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Queer scholar Tiina Rosenberg describes how heteronormativity is perpetuated 
based on principles of exclusion: through the division between us and them – and 
inclusion: through assimilation, silence, or by ignoring deviance (Rosenberg 2002: 
102). A way to perpetuate these normative systems is, thus, to simply ignore and 
make invisible these groups, for example, in fiction. While fiction is not the only 
site for visibility, it is part of a larger picture of society. As such, these fictional 
narratives that fail to acknowledge human diversity and display a society in which 
only the normative exists play a part in upholding ableism and/or heteronorma-
tivity.

Excluding certain groups from an imagining of the future also suggests the 
dominant view of the construction of identities of the present. This view suggests 
a type of ahistorical future that affects what is seen as a product of society, culture, 
and history – and what is considered something essential and everlasting. Science 
fiction scholar Veronica Hollinger argues:

Although sf has often been called ‘the literature of change’, for the most 
part it has been slow to recognize the historical contingency and cultu-
ral conventionality of many of our ideas about sexual identity and desi-
re, about gendered behavior and about the ‘natural’ roles of women and 
men. […] It assumes that the social roles played by women and men as 
women and men are ahistorical, that they will remain largely unchanged 
even in the distant future. (Hollinger 2003: 126)

While many science fiction narratives now have come to consider that gender ro-
les might change in the future, few has of yet explored how notions of sexuality 
and ability will change, and the fact that these also are categories that are culturally 
and historically constructed. “Critics of sf have generally agreed that science fic-
tion is a ‘literature of ideas’. […] Sexuality is also an idea. […] For many people, 
however, sexuality – and particularly heterosexuality – can be envisioned only 
within the category of the ‘natural’. To these people, sexuality is quite specifically 
not an idea” (Pearson 2003: 149). Partly, thanks to queer theory (hetero)sexuality 
has increasingly been understood as an idea which is historically, culturally and 
socially constructed. This same notion of disability has not, as of yet, however had 
the same impact on society. 

From the perspective of crip theory, disability is understood in similar terms 
as queer theory understands sexuality. Robert McRuer (2006) argues: “Able-bodi-
edness, even more than heterosexuality, still largely masquerades as a nonidentity, 
as the natural order of things” (1). His theory explains how disability is produ-
ced through “the system of compulsory able-bodiedness” (McRuer 2006: 2). In 
studies of ableism, disability is conceptualized through relationships (Kafer 2013; 
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Campbell 2012). Kafer (2013) argues, “not only does disability exist in relation to 
able-bodiedness/able-mindedness, such that disabled and abled form a constitu-
tive binary, but also, […], disability is experienced in and through relationships; it 
does not occur in isolation” (8). From these perspectives, disability is not seen as 
something essential and naturalized, but in fact as socially, historically, and cultu-
rally constructed. Suffice to say that current ideas of sexuality and disability have 
not been the same for the last 100 years (nor are they the same across the globe), 
and they will not be the same in a 100 years’ time or in non-human societies.

When most popular imaginations of futurescapes exclude people with disabi-
lities and homo/bisexual people, these imaginings embrace and perpetuate both 
ableist normativity and heteronormativity. In contrast, examples in which these 
marginalized bodies do appear can, instead, become sites of resistance. Scholars of 
cultural studies have long understood popular culture as “a site that both embra-
ces and resists hegemonic culture” (Dhaenens 2013: 305). From this perspective, 
popular culture “can be empowering to subordinate and resistant to dominant un-
derstandings of the world” (Storey 2015: 92). This can more specifically come to 
mean, “articulations of queerness within popular television expose, unsettle, and/
or subvert the ubiquitous institutions and practices of heteronormativity” (Dha-
enens 2013: 305). Popular culture, such as those science fiction narratives dealt 
with in this article, can thus play a part in not only perpetuating but also disrup-
ting normativity. 

However, that does not mean that all inclusion automatically is subversive. 
The issue is not to argue that all visibility and all portrayals that include margi-
nalized bodies by default disrupt or subvert normativity. For example, the uses of 
stereotypes are instead a way to perpetuate normative systems such as ableism or 
heteronormativity. Cinema scholar Richard Dyer contends, “[t]he stereotype is ta-
ken to express a general agreement about a social group, as if that agreement aro-
se before, and independently of, the stereotype” (Dyer 2002: 14). Stereotypes are, 
according to Dyer, part of creating normative assumptions about certain groups. 
While heterosexual and able-bodied characters are often portrayed as dynamic 
characters, homo/bisexual and characters with disabilities have long been reduced 
to one or two defining traits in cinema (see e.g. Norden 1994; Russo 1981). This is 
a way to create and sustain the division between us and them, between the normal 
and the deviant. How disability and homo/bisexuality are portrayed when inclu-
ded and what those portrayals come to mean thus remain relevant. For this study 
however, the question is not primarily of positive or negative portrayals, but first, 
the existence of marginalized groups in these futurescapes and second, what types 
of futures that are commonly evoked through the inclusion of homo/bisexuality 
and disability. 
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Inclusive Futures? 
The future, or perhaps more accurately, futures are commonly evoked in scien-
ce fiction narratives. Whether it is the futuristic city of Metropolis (1927), the ti-
me-travels of Doctor Who (1963–1989; 2005–), the utopian future of the Star Trek 
franchise, or the dystopian future of The Handmaid’s Tale (2017–), they all portray 
imagined futures. Imagined futures can, in the words of Kathryn Allen, testify to 
“the ability of SF to act as an early warning system: what are the possible futures, 
both positive and negative, that can arise out of our current potentialities?” (Allen 
2013: 3). Studying stories about the future can convey the types of future imagi-
naries, i.e. “ideas about the future which, at least in some […] quarters, become 
taken-for-granted or congealed discourses” (Goode & Godhe 2017: 123) that are 
at stake. For the purpose of this article I discuss future imaginaries connected to 
disability and homo/bisexuality in relation to notions of progression and social 
inclusion in futurescapes exemplified by Star Trek, The Handmaid’s Tale and Tor-
chwood (2006–2011).    

Progression, Development, and Social Inclusion
Science fiction often imagines the future as framed by ideas about progression and 
civilization. Social changes, such as equality of genders and multicultural socie-
ties, are often deployed in future visions as a way of emphasizing the progression 
or regression of a society. These changes are either used as a sign of a degraded 
future in which social inequalities are highlighted or used as a symbol of future 
unity and progression in a tolerant society. The former can be exemplified with 
The Handmaid’s Tale, where the dystopian future is framed by the removal of wo-
men’s right to their own bodies and a return to traditional values and patriarchal 
society. Issues such as prostitution and objectification of women have been used 
as signs of social corruption in order to emphasize “bad” futures not only in The 
Handmaids Tale, but also in Blade Runner (1982) and other examples. 

Using these changes instead as a sign of social development is recurrently 
used in the Star Trek franchise which has deployed a “utopian social vision” (Jen-
kins 2004: 190) in which humanity has progressed beyond national borders, lives 
peacefully, and equality of gender and ethnicity is underlined as part of this deve-
lopment. For example, the idea of the future of humanity is, in the following scene 
from Star Trek: The Next Generation, upheld through progression in terms of gen-
der equality. As first officer Riker (Jonathan Frakes) encounters the alien species 
Ferengi, who are appalled by the fact that humans allow their women to work, use 
firearms, and wear clothes, he defends their ignorance by contending: “I see them 
much as we were several hundred years ago […] but we can hardly hate what we 
once were. They may grow and learn” (“The last outpost” 1987). In this example, 
the idea of the future is used as a marker of progression either compared to the 
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past, or put in contrast to unevolved alien societies and species. 
Partly due to this outspoken notion of social progression and utopianism in 

the future envisioned by Star Trek, fans have long criticized the exclusion of ho-
mosexual characters on the show (Jenkins 2004; Pearson 2008: 14-15). Not until 
the fall of 2017 was the first openly homosexual couple in a Star Trek series intro-
duced in Star Trek: Discovery.5 Likewise, I would argue, there has been a similar 
absence of homo/bisexual characters in the majority of popular science fiction 
film and television until the beginning of the 21st century. As stated earlier, there 
are exceptions where characters can be decoded as queer, but are not necessari-
ly portrayed as homo/bisexual. For example through changing bodies from male 
to female and then encountering a past lover as in Star Trek: Deep Space Nine 
(1993–1999) episode “Rejoined” (1995). Where two people kiss whom at the time 
happens to have female bodies, but at the time of their actual relationship they 
were in fact in one male and one female body. If that should be interpreted as a 
same-sex relationship, a heterosexual relationship, or something else completely 
is the question. 

I would contend that using homo/bisexuality in the framing of progressive or 
regressive future discourses was rare prior to the 2000s. After this time, homo/bi-
sexual characters have been more explicitly included in science fiction film and te-
levision. Moreover, they have been used as a sign of cultural progression in terms 
similar to gender equality. One of the most pervasive examples of this is television 
series Torchwood (2006-2011), in which the idea of the future is framed by the 
notion of progression in terms of sexuality and gender. The protagonist Captain 
Jack Harkness (John Barrowman), born in the 51st century, offers a future gaze at 
the present as he is trapped in the 21st century. The future of humanity is portrayed 
through the omnisexual character Jack, who is a testament to the fact that cont-
emporary views of sexuality and gender are in fact historical, social, and cultural 
constructions that will change over time. The progression of the future relies not 
only on technological advancements but also on sexual identities and categories. 
Jack contends that in the future of humankind, and in the encounter with alien 
species our current understanding of our sexualities are no longer viable.

The opposite can also be found where homophobic societies are used to sig-
nal dystopian futures. While The Handmaid’s Tale (2017-) offers a clear critique 
of a dystopian society, it illustrates what has been called “reproductive futurism”. 
In queer studies, Lee Edelman (2004) describes the prevalence of reproductive 
futurism in which the figure of the child symbolizes the future. He argues, “that 
queerness names the side of those not ‘fighting for the children,’ the side outside 
the consensus by which all politics confirms the absolute value of reproductive fu-
turism” (Edelman 2004: 3). Queerness, from this perspective, is the embodiment 
of the death drive (Edelman 2004: 27). The Handmaid’s Tale portrays the threat 
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posed to this future not only by feminism but also by queerness. Reproductive 
futurism is an example of a future imaginary, where reproduction and children are 
considered intrinsically bound to the future, and queerness symbolizes that which 
oppose this general consensus (Edelman 2004). 

In the future society of Gilead the future is at stake due to infertility. This th-
reat to the future of humankind is countered by the removal of rights for women, 
a return to traditional values, and executions of intellectuals and queers. The in-
fertility is explained by authorities as caused by the extensive use of birth control 
pills, environmental damage, sexual liberation, and sinful behavior in the past. In 
The Handmaid’s Tale, ways of life that oppose the heteronormative – preventing 
pregnancies, having sex outside of wedlock, with multiple partners, or with same-
sex partners – is presented as the cause of the future society’s problems and, in ex-
tension, the end of humankind. The Handmaid’s Tale portrays a dystopian future 
in which our contemporary achievements in terms of gender equality and equal 
rights for LGBTQ people are used against the inhabitants of Gilead. A return to 
traditional values, the nuclear family, and patriarchal society is considered to be 
the only way to ensure that the future is saved. The future imagined by the leaders 
of Gilead is a utopia for the chosen few, the rest are forced to make sacrifices to 
ensure the reproductive future of humankind. As the main character Offred (Eli-
sabeth Moss) is told: “Better never means better for everyone... It always means 
worse, for some” (“Faithful” 2017).

Homo/bisexuality has in many ways started to be included in the future ima-
ginary of development and progression. The framing of homo/bisexuality in these 
stories testify to discourses in society in which diversity and social inclusion is 
valued. Imagined futures can use these present-day discourses to conjure up good 
or bad futures, extrapolated based on those discourses. As this example, and the 
example with disability below will show, the symbolic value ascribed to marginali-
zed bodies in stories are based on contemporary views and are therefore subjected 
to change over time. Moreover, the future imaginaries into which these stories 
position themselves in terms of progression and development is also based on 
normative notions of how to view the future. 

Disability on the contrary has as of yet seldom been included in the notion of 
social equality as a way to emphasize progressive future societies. This notion of 
progression has an impact on the way disability has become related to the future. 
From the perspective of crip temporalities, Kafer writes, “disability is seen as the 
sign of no future, or at least of no good future” and adds that it is assumed, “that 
we all agree […] that we all desire the same futures” (Kafer 2013: 3). Kafer argues 
that the disabled body has come to signify not having a future or that the future 
has failed. Due to the prevalence of the medical model of disability, a future in 
which disability is not eradicated is inevitably a failed future: 
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disability is cast as a problematic characteristic inherent in particular 
bodies and minds. Solving the problem of disability, then, means cor-
recting, normalizing, or eliminating the pathological individual, ren-
dering a medical approach to disability the only appropriate approach. 
The future of disability is understood more in terms of medical resear-
ch, individual treatments, and familial assistance than increased social 
supports or widespread social change. (Kafer 2013: 5)

This prevalence of the medical paradigm in stories as well as in society offers in-
sight into how the future of disability is viewed by contemporary society. Kafer’s 
assertion about the future discourse of disability based on medical and individual 
definitions is highly viable in science fiction narratives. Consider for example the 
prevalence of cure narratives in science fiction (cf. Allen 2013). Science fiction 
(and science) continues to explore technological possibilities based on this medi-
cal model of disability: 

With the recent cracking of genetic coding, opening up the possibility 
of genetic manipulation, a future where medical technology and genetic 
engineering will have advanced to the point where bodies can be gene-
tically manipulated before birth, or treated and cured so as to make ‘di-
sability’ obsolete, it is not beyond the realm of possibility. In this ‘med-
ical model’, disability becomes non-existent. (Cheu 2002: 198) 

The future is extrapolated based on ableist assumptions about the connection 
between health, progression, and disability. Moreover, the ideal future from that 
perspective is undoubtedly a future where disability has been eradicated. For fic-
tion narratives dealing with the future, this medical progression or regression has 
come to symbolize utopian/dystopian futures. As Fiona Kumari Campbell argues, 
“[f]or disability, utopianism is a conflicted zone – there is no future existence, 
disability dreaming is expunged and the utopian drive is a device for promise (of 
curability), hence, extinction of the impairment state” (Campbell 2012: 223). Ka-
fer also argues:  

If disability is conceptualized as a terrible unending tragedy, then any 
future that includes disability can only be a future to avoid. A better 
future, in other words, is one that excludes disability and disabled bo-
dies; indeed, it is the very absence of disability that signals this better 
future. The presence of disability, then, signals something else: a future 
that bears too many traces of the ills of the present to be desirable. (Kafer 
2013: 2)  
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As a narrative mechanism, the inclusion of disability in imagined futures often 
aims to emphasize “bad” futures. For example, one of the most obvious inferences 
to disability in The Handmaid’s Tale is used to narratively underline decadence 
and corruption. In the scene in which Offered is taken to Jezebel’s, a brothel to 
which influential men travel for sex with women forced into prostitution, the set-
ting is introduced to us through Offered’s gaze. She sees naked women, women 
dressed-up in various costumes and lingerie, men together with several women at 
the same time, people drinking and smoking, a sight in stark contrast to Offered’s 
present existence as a handmaid. Moreover, she sees a man and a woman in an 
elevator, as the man passionately sucks on the woman’s amputated arm. In this in-
stance, disability is positioned to further symbolize the decadent space of Jezebel’s.

There are, however, examples in which the medical model of disability is in 
negotiation with ideas of progression in terms of social equality. Star Trek’s uto-
pian vision of the future has been criticized for not including people with disa-
bilities in any significant way (Kanar 2000). However, Star Trek: Discovery, has 
not only included a same-sex couple, but also characters with disabilities. While 
at the time of writing this only one season of Star Trek: Discovery is available, 
there are some indications that the creators want to problematize some previo-
usly taken-for-granted notions of the future of disability. So finally, one can say, 
disability is beginning to be included in the notion of the progressive future of 
Star Trek in which a variety of bodies, genders, and ethnicities are welcome. First 
of all, a crewmember of the Discovery is in passing shown in a wheelchair (“Ma-
gic to Make the Sanest Man Go Mad” 2017). The character is used to praise the 
sacrifices made by crewmembers in the ongoing war, i.e. the injuries acquired in 
battle are visualized by a crewmember in a wheelchair and partly adhere to a ta-
ken-for-granted ableist notion of loss and sacrifice. But, to see a character in Star-
fleet uniform who is not able-bodied is still an important step towards including a 
variety of bodies not as a sign of a failed future, but of a future of inclusiveness and 
equality. However, the character only appears briefly on screen. 

In addition, the Captain of the U.S.S Discovery, Captain Lorca (Jason Isaacs), 
is introduced as having suffered an eye injury in battle, and, though he has the 
medical and technological possibility to simply “have it fixed,” he has refused to 
do so. This refusal to make surgical corrections to his eyes can first be interpreted 
as an unwillingness to be “cured” and thus, choosing to live with a visual impair-
ment. However, it is revealed later on in season one that Lorca in fact originates 
from a mirror universe, a parallel universe in which every human has this condi-
tion, a sensitivity to light. Is Lorca then to be considered a character with a disa-
bility only due to disabling circumstances in the prime universe, or is the visual 
impairments of the entire evil Terran Empire of the mirror universe to be read 
as a metaphor for their inability to see and value non-human species? This only 
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difference between the prime universe (aka. the good guys) and mirror universe 
(aka. the bad guys) can thus instead be understood as utilizing bodily differences 
and disabilities as signs of character flaws rather than as portrayals of experiences 
of disability (cf. Bérubé 2005).  

Changes
In the light of the discussion about disability and futurity I argue that the lack of 
homo/bisexual characters in early science fiction narratives also can be ascribed 
to the pathologization of homosexuality in a time in which medical discourses 
surrounding non-heterosexual sexualities dominated. It would then make sense 
that many stories would have done away with both disability and homosexuality 
in their imagined futurescapes based on the notion of an evolved progressive society. 

Moreover, the changes in how homosexuality has come to be understood and 
defined over the course of 50 years have definitely affected the types of stories that 
have been told, what types of futures have been imagined, and what value and 
meaning have been ascribed to the presence of homo/bisexuality in imaginary fu-
tures. Likewise for disability, changes in how disability is understood and defined 
will affect portrayals and ascribed meanings in future settings. The shift from a 
purely medical understanding of disability to social, relational, and political fra-
meworks has taken place later in time for disability than for homosexuality, and 
these efforts have not yet come to bear much fruit in fiction.

I have also argued that the kind of futures we imagine is bound to the way 
we understand the present. In this context, imaginations of the future are also 
political. For example, questioning the political aspects of disability according to 
Kafer, “requires a recognition of the central role that ideas about disability and 
ability play in contemporary culture, particularly in imagined and projected futu-
res” (Kafer 2013: 10). The same goes for sexuality. Allen, likewise, identifies ways 
contemporary society thinks about disability as the area to be scrutinized. 

When we imagine a future world without disability, we end up erasing a 
significant group of people from our ideal vision of a collective human 
identity and history. It is important that we interrogate these outdated 
cultural frames of disability and seek new ways of reading and writing the 
disabled body so that we, as a human community, might move forward 
into the future together. (Allen 2013: 14 my emphasis) 

One place for finding new ways of thinking is through the stories told, for ex-
ample, in popular culture about the imagined futures of humanity.

It is likewise important that scholars researching science fiction or futuresca-
pes critically scrutinize the way these marginalized bodies are being portrayed. 
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For example, by considering how different definitions and normative understan-
dings effect not only the composition of stories but the framing of analysis. To 
change perspective produces other types of analysis not taking for granted pre-
conceived meanings. For example, some stories that have mainly been discussed 
in terms of curing narratives of disability could also be understood as depicting a 
future society in which societal barriers have been removed. For example, charac-
ters such as Alex Murphy in the RoboCop films and Darth Vader in the Star Wars 
films are characterized by what Martin F. Norden (1994) calls “techno-marvels”, 
characters that through technology been “cured” of her/his disability (Norden 
1994: 292-295).6 Likewise, although not as extensive a technological alteration, 
Georgi La Forge (LeVar Burton) of Star Trek: The Next Generation applies tech-
nology to be able to see. If instead seen from the perspective of what disability 
scholars have called “the social model” (see e.g. Goodley 2011: 11-13), these futu-
rescapes have, in many ways, solved certain societal barriers that create and sus-
tain disability. This perspective emphasizes that we are not dealing with disabled 
people but with disabling environments. Instead of understanding technological 
hybridity as a way to cure these characters, it is possible to consider a technologi-
cally advanced society as a society better equipped for different kinds of bodies. 
From this perspective these three characters can, in contrast, be understood as 
existing in futurescapes in which physical injuries do not necessitate disability. 
If put into a non-futuristic environment, these characters would have been un-
mistakably disabled. Each of these futurescapes, however, offers fewer disabling 
circumstances. Technological advancements, such as Geordi’s visor, are part of a 
society, which in comparison to the present, has become less disabling, at least for 
some (Kanar 2000). 

Conclusion
Although narratives about the future in popular science fiction occasionally have 
imagined futures in which disability and homo/bisexuality exist and marginalized 
bodies are presented as an integral part of the imagined future, the vast majority 
do not. As this article has illustrated, the exclusion of characters with disabilities 
and homo/bisexual characters in imagined futures of science fiction perpetuate 
heteronormative and ableist normativity. It is important that fictional narratives of 
imagined futures do not limit portrayals to heterosexual and able-bodied people 
but, instead, take into account the ableist and heteronormative imaginaries that 
these narratives, and in extension contemporary society, are embedded in. A de-
bate about the future of human society and what it means to be human, now and 
in the future, is currently underway in all parts of society. Therefore, it is impor-
tant that people with disabilities and homo/bisexual people, or any marginalized 
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group, exists in imagined futures not only on the terms of an ableist and hetero-
sexist society. 

Moreover, in examples where homo/bisexuality and disability have been in-
cluded in imagined futures they are often deployed as narrative devices used to 
emphasis “good” or “bad” futures. In particular if connected to notions of progres-
sion and social inclusion. It is argued that homo/bisexuality has increasingly been 
incorporated as a sign of social inclusion and progression while disability, partly 
due to the perseverance of a medical understanding of disability, is more often 
used as a sign of a failed future. It has of yet seldom been used as a sign of a future 
society in which different types of bodies are embraced. However, as the example 
with homo/bisexuality show, the symbolic value ascribed to these bodies in stories 
are based on contemporary views and can thus change accordingly. To actually 
conjure up futures in which normative systems of ableism and heteronormativity 
are overthrown calls attention to the constructed nature of disability and sexuality. 
To change the way in which the future is envisioned in terms of the existence of 
marginalized bodies requires challenging how different types of bodies, desires, 
and notions of normativity are thought about. Sometimes imaginary futures can 
aid in rethinking and revaluating these taken-for-granted notions of normativity.
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Notes
1For research into disability and science fiction see e.g. Allen 2013; Ellis 2015; Kanar 
2000; Cheu 2002; Bérubé 2005; Cheyne 2012; Weinstock 1996; Moody 1997;. For qu-
eer studies of science fiction see e.g. Pearson et al. 2008; Ginn & Cornelius 2012; Call 
2013; Greven 2009; Ireland 2010; Wälivaara 2016.
2Throughout this paper I sometimes use ”these groups” for lack of better words. 
However, I am aware that neither disability nor homosexuality/bisexuality unpro-
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blematically can be grouped together as these represent homogenous identities, sub-
groups, etc. 
3For the purpose of this discussion I use a broad definition of science fiction, not 
strictly limiting it to those clearly portraying futures (for example including Star Wars 
set “a long time ago”). This offers a more representative picture of portrayals of disabi-
lity and homo/bisexuality in mainstream audio-visual science fiction.
4Or in fact “omnisexual”, see e.g. Ireland 2010: 1. 
5In 2016, the film Star Trek Beyond revealed that, in the alternative timeline, Sulu had 
a husband. 
6For a more elaborated discussion on Darth Vader and disability, see: Norden 1994: 
292-295; Covino 2013; and Wälivaara 2018. 
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After Work: Anticipatory Knowledge on 
Post-Scarcity Futures in John Barnes’s 
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What is perplexing is less the acceptance of the present reality that one 
must work to live than the willingness to live for work.   
             Kathi Weeks (2011: 2)

Introduction
The computerization of society, including automation and robotization, have been 
fiercely debated for many years (cf. Bodén’s contribution in this issue). Current 
debate is coloured by recent developments in cybernetics, artificial intelligence, 
and communication media (cf. Frey & Osborne 2013; Schwab 2016), but is also 
situated in the socio-political, cultural, economic, scientific and environmental 
contexts of globalization, migration, nationalism, the development of nanotech-
nology, genetic engineering and global warming. 

In his thought-provoking book Four Futures: Visions of the World After Ca-
pitalism, sociologist Peter Frase argues that “two specters are haunting Earth in 
the twenty-first century: the specters of ecological catastrophe and automation” 
(Frase 2016: 1). Frase believes that we are facing a “contradictory dual crisis”, of 
which the two elements are a scarcity of inhabitable places to live on Earth (as a 
consequence of climate change) and an abundance of unemployed workers (as a 
consequence of automation and robotization) (Frase 2016: 1-3).1 

A further pathology concerns the challenge of balancing time in late modern 
societies. According to sociologist Jiri Zuzanek, after the financial crisis of 2008 
we have seen “a polarisation of time use along employment lines, with parts of the 
employed population experiencing time pressure […], while others are confron-
ted with enforced rather than chosen leisure” (Zuzanek 2017: 312). Therefore, the 
question of how we should organize a sustainable society and how we should (re)
distribute wealth is urgent. 

Recently, scholars and public intellectuals such as Paul Mason (2016), Rutger 
Bregman (2016), and Roland Paulsen (2017) have returned to the idea of a uni-
versal basic income (although emphasizing the pros and cons depending on the 
form in which it is implemented), since capitalism as we know it is coming to an 
end (post-capitalism). Why, when we have all the technological means needed to 
decrease the amount of labour we carry out, are we continuing along the same 
trajectory? One of the reasons according to Paulsen, and of interest for this essay, 
is that we are still burdened by a work ethos that is incompatible with the time we 
live in (Paulsen 2017). Work is not only “defended on grounds of economic neces-
sity and social duty; it is widely understood as an individual moral practice and 
collective ethical obligation”, as sociologist Kathi Weeks states. Work is considered 
to be what defines us in terms of self-fulfilment, social recognition and status; and 
further it is seen as fundamental for a stable society (Weeks 2011: 11, cf. Paulsen 
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2017: 33–123).
Weeks claims that questioning traditional work values is not to suggest that 

work is without value, but “that there are other ways to organize and distribu-
te that activity and to remind us that is also possible to be creative outside the 
boundaries of work” (Weeks 2011: 12). One influential arena for imagining and 
discussing other ways for organizing and distributing labour is speculative fic-
tion:2 in the utopian and dystopian genres creative reorganization of work and 
leisure are an essential part of the narrative, but few works have gone as far as to 
abolish labour until the last decades. I suggest that speculative fiction (especially 
science fiction) in recent decades have in some sense undergone a transition from 
being work-oriented to imagining societies where work is voluntary – for better or 
worse. They are exploring possible futures where societies with an abundance of 
goods and services are created by cutting-edge technology, making manual wage 
labour unnecessary – what has been labelled societies with a post-scarcity eco-
nomy (cf. Aguilar-Millan et al 2010, Barbour 2012). 

One such example is the Thousand Cultures tetralogy (1992–2006) by John 
Barnes (b. 1957), where the idea of societies with post-scarcity economy are ex-
plored in relation to uncertainties that arise in the post-cold war period. In this ar-
ticle, I analyse how Barnes depicts the pros and cons of such a future: Is work still 
connected to self-fulfilment and social recognition? What are the possible risks 
with societies where work is voluntary? Situated in the social, political and econo-
mic contexts of globalization, posthumanism and transhumanism, and the war on 
terror, as well as environmental issues, the Thousand Cultures tetralogy discusses 
the possible nature of work and leisure in societies with post-scarcity economy. It 
depicts our galaxy in the 29th century through the eyes of the protagonist Giraut 
Leones, a troubadour brought up in a medieval culture, celebrating courtly codes 
of honour. Since goods are abundant in the Thousand Cultures, it is a world of 
post-scarcity economies. A universal basic income has been implemented in one 
form or another with few exceptions, but far from all societies are post-labour. 

At the beginning of the first novel, the springer has just been implemented. 
This is a technological innovation that makes instantaneous travel between the 
planets in the galaxy possible. With the arrival of the springer, people, goods, ideas 
and culture are beginning to flow between the different parts of the galaxy after 
centuries of isolation, and in this sense the novels deal with and interpret contem-
porary questions of globalization and recent developments in identity politics (cf. 
Godhe 2018) coupled to the question of work in post-scarcity societies. I give a 
thumbnail sketch of the plot in the tetralogy below.

In the first section of this article, I introduce methodological approaches and 
theoretical perspectives connected to critical future studies (Goode & Godhe 
2017) and how the science-fiction genre works as anticipatory knowledge on pos-
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sible futures. In the second and third section, I introduce the question of the value 
of work by discussing some examples from speculative fiction, showing how the 
conception of work has transformed labour: no longer a necessary part of future 
imaginaries, it is re-imagined as a voluntary exercise. In section four to seven, I 
analyze the Thousand Culture tetralogy (1992–2006).

1. Methodological and theoretical approaches to Critical 
Future Studies
In our programmatic article “Beyond Capitalist Realism – Why We Need Criti-
cal Future Studies”, Luke Goode and I stated that “CFS investigates the scope and 
constraints within public culture for imagining and debating different potential 
futures”. The aim of CFS is “to contribute constructively to vigorous and imagi-
native public debate about the future—a futural public sphere—and to challenge a 
prevalent contemporary cynicism about our capacity to imagine alternative futu-
res while trapped in a parlous present.” (Goode & Godhe 2017: 109). A capitalist 
realism “persuading citizens that there is no alternative to the onward march of 
globalized markets, finance capitalism, deregulation and environmental degrada-
tion” limits our scope for imagining alternatives to the present trajectory (Goode 
& Godhe 2017: 110. See also Fisher 2009, Levitas 2013, Vint 2016, Paulsen 2017). 
Speculative fiction like the science-fiction-genre can be seen as a futural public 
sphere, “an important ‘place’ or ‘room’ for discussing the societal and cultural im-
pact of science and technology” (Godhe 2018, cf. Bergström et al 2000). The sci-
ence-fiction genre is a place focussing on extrapolating “human problems brought 
about by technological change” (Clarke 2010: 51, cf. Suvin 1979), anticipating al-
ternative futures.

In our 2017 article, we also proposed a methodology for Critical Future Stu-
dies (Goode & Godhe 2017: 109, 121–123) based on several questions, such as: 
What kind of future is evoked? Who would want to live in such a future (and 
who wouldn’t)? These questions are helpful for investigating the pros and cons 
of the organization of work and leisure time in a post-scarcity economy, in terms 
of self-fulfilment and social recognition as well as possible risks with post-labour 
societies, with the example of Barnes’s Thousand Cultures tetralogy. 

The narrative in Thousand Cultures tetralogy is neither dystopic nor utopic, 
a characteristic it shares with many late-modern works in speculative fiction 
(Godhe 2010). It contains dystopian elements juxtaposed to utopian elements and 
brings to the fore questions on latent but undesirable consequences of post-scar-
city that may arise if we continue along the present trajectory. Depending partly 
on “subjective disposition and taste for different futures” it is “often possible to 
discern both utopian and dystopian imagery within a single text. […] But it is 
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often bound up with structural inequalities of class, gender, race, culture and geo-
graphy. Who stands to gain and who stands to lose are always critical and unavoi-
dable questions” (Goode and Godhe 2017: 121).

Examining the nature of dystopias Frédéric Claisse and Pierre Delvenne 
(2015) argue that a successful dystopia “aims at making itself obsolete: once the 
world it depicts is identified as a possible future, it seems to empower its readers 
again, restoring a ‘sense of possibilities’ that eventually makes alternative pathways 
thinkable” (Claisse & Delvenne 2015: 155–156). Dystopias, in this sense, are anti-
cipatory knowledge of possible futures based on extrapolation of current societal, 
economical, technological and scientific tendencies. I claim that science-fiction 
works containing both utopian and dystopian elements, like Barnes’s tetralogy, 
can be used as anticipatory knowledge. The Thousand Cultures tetralogy makes it 
possible to open up the scope for alternative futures and hopefully endowing the 
reader “with the capacity to conceive the future and act in accordance with these 
representations” (Claisse and Delvenne 2015: 157). 

2. The value of work
The question of the value of labour and the relationship between work and leisu-
re were discussed as early as the works of the classical Greek philosophers, and 
later in the utopian tradition that started with Francis Bacon and Thomas More 
(cf. Manuel and Manuel 1979, Claeys 2011, Zuzanek 2017). Work took on new 
meaning with the utopian socialists in the 19th century, who saw their utopias as 
sustainable solutions to the pathologies of industrialization – rapid urbanization, 
the destruction of the environment, the exhausting of the labour force, the use of 
child labour, et cetera (cf. Hobsbawm 1975, Manuel & Manuel 1979). 

Reducing the number of working hours and abolishing child labour as well as 
discussing the quality of work were among the questions raised by utopian socia-
lists in the 18th and 19th centuries. In this sense, the conception of work and leisure 
deviated from the classical economists of the 18th century, who believed that there 
“was an acceptance that those who worked (i.e. wage-labourers) would seek to 
avoid work and to indulge in leisure, and it was recognised that incentives as well 
as sanctions would be needed to encourage the workforce to work hard” (Spen-
cer 2009: 97). While almost every utopian socialist considered organized manual 
labour to be a necessary and constitutive part of their utopian societies, British 
writer and intellectual William Morris (1834–1896) was an exception since work 
in his utopia should be voluntary. In a review of Edward Bellamy’s (1850–1898) 
now classic utopian novel Looking Backward: 2000–1887, Morris found Bellamy’s 
ideas of life contestable: “a machine-life is the best which Mr Bellamy can imagine 
for us on all sides; it is not to be wondered at then that his only idea of making 



After Work  251

Culture Unbound
Journal of Current Cultural Research

labour tolerable is to decrease the amount of it by means of fresh and ever fresh 
machinery.” (Morris 1889: 357)

Morris rejected the claim of almost every other utopian writer, that factory 
work (although limited) is an essential part of modern life even in a post-scarcity 
economy. He was, in that sense, certainly not typical of socialist or utopian writers 
in his times. Morris imagined a future in which the absolute minimum number 
of machines produced more than just the bare necessities, while the citizens could 
choose whether they wanted to work or not. Those who chose to work became 
engaged in activities connected to art, which, in Morris’s view, was the same as 
handicraft or skilled labour (Morris 1890). 

Like in many other utopian stories from the 19th century, the inhabitants in 
Morris’s utopia live longer and healthier lives, and they are more beautiful and 
prosperous (Morris 1890). But Morris’s legacy is first and foremost the question of 
the value of work, and the relation between work and leisure. Morris was influen-
ced by the French utopian writer Charles Fourier (1772–1837) and his concept of 
“attractive work” (Spencer 2009: 98). As sociologist John Stirling points out (2002: 
130), for Morris “the central element of his conception of work was joy in labour”. 
Nevertheless, few works in the science fiction genre abolished labour until the 
post-war period. The belief in progress, in combination with the bourgeois work 
ethos, still holds its grip on the imagination and on ideas of organized leisure (cf. 
Zuzanek 2017). 

Indeed, the idea of the universal basic income, proposed in many 19th century 
utopias (although often linked to the re-organization of labour and to citizenship), 
was for a long time stigmatized in the 20th century when the pendulum swung 
from utopian visions in general (not just utopian socialism) to dystopian fictional 
accounts of society (Manuel and Manuel 1979, Godhe 2010, Claeys 2011). In dys-
topian novels such as Brave New World (1932) by Aldous Huxley and 1984 (1949) 
by George Orwell, both capitalism and socialism were criticized, and the conti-
nual rationalization of society and the belief in progress were contested, among 
other things. Today, dystopian imagery is commonplace in popular culture. Films 
such as Elysium (2013, dir. Neill Blomkamp) warn us for a future in which the pri-
vileged 1% has abandoned Earth to live in abundance in satellites or in planetary 
colonies, while the remaining population live in dire circumstances on a wasted 
and polluted Earth. In this paper, however, I will not focus on dystopian narratives 
of mass unemployment, social and economic inequality or other possible patholo-
gies of an automatized and robotized world.
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3. The end of work? The end of history? The end of culture? 
To boldly go…
In the short story “The Good Work” from 1959, Theodor L. Thomas (1920-2005) 
describes a utopian world in which machines have replaced manual labour. Not 
everyone is happy with that, so the Ministry of Government Employment pro-
vides those who are unhappy with a job. The protagonist in the story takes a job 
as member of the maintenance crew of the building where he lives. It “consists of 
tightening the nuts on the expansion joints in the framework of the building”. At 
the end of the story, we learn that another crew, the nightshift, loosens the nuts 
(Thomas 1959: 35). The story illustrates the fear that too much leisure will make 
us idle or discontent with life. 

Many science fiction texts, films and television series in the 20th and 21th cen-
turies have depicted possible worlds in which science and technology have radi-
cally changed the living conditions for humans, for better or for worse. The present 
article is not the place for a thorough discussion of the predecessors of Barnes’s 
Thousand Culture tetralogy, but some works that change the status of work from 
an end in itself to a voluntary exercise are worth mentioning – such as the Star 
Trek franchise and the Culture series by Iain M. Banks.

The most famous example, and one of the few that depict the organization of 
work and leisure in a post-scarcity utopian future is Star Trek. The original series 
(1966–1969) depicts in many ways a post-labour world in a post-scarcity utopia, 
as does the second-run incarnation Star Trek: The Next Generation (1987–1994), 
and some of the other incarnations of the Star Trek fictional universe. As Peter 
Frase emphasizes, “the economy and society of that show is based on two basic 
technical elements”: the “replicator”, which produces and materializes objects for 
free (since there are no laws protecting intellectual and material property), and 
free energy to run the replicator “as well as anything else on the show” (Frase 
2016: 48). The end of work and scarcity is the beginning of a new history in Star 
Trek – the exploration of the universe and encounters with alien races and other 
civilizations.

In his thought-provoking book on fun as a key element in entertainment 
(which he sees as a vital part of ordinary life), sociologist Alan McKee discusses, 
among other things, the post-scarcity utopian future in the Culture series (1987–
2012) by Iain M. Banks (1954–2013). McKee connects the modern work ethos (in 
its various incarnations) and its origins to the development of a middle class in 
the 19th century, “that emphasise duty”. This contrasts with both aristocratic and 
working-class philosophies (McKee 2016: 84). But what if we just for a moment 
imagine a world without duty – and with a post-scarcity economy where no one 
is being exploited?
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If there is no duty and no suffering, are we, as human beings, somehow 
lessened? If everything that anyone does in their lives is done for fun – 
because they want to do it – do we lose something, something that we 
might call ‘meaning’ or ‘purpose’? (McKee 2016: 87).

The Culture series by Ian M. Banks asks how much fun we can and should have, 
according to McKee. Banks does not depict a perfect universe in his novels. De-
vastating wars are being conducted in the galaxy, to mention one example. But in 
the culture of the Culture, the citizens are not indolent even if they “can get drunk/
stoned/tripped out or whatever just by thinking about it” and can “enhance sexual 
pleasure” by altering their reproductive organs (Banks cited in McKee 2016: 89). 
As in Morris’s utopia, some people work to obtain pleasure and fun, or some kind 
of contentment. The Culture is “a form of social organisation where everybody is 
motivated by fun”, but where fun is also connected to ethical questions. Killing 
someone for fun, for example, is not accepted in the Culture (McKee 2016: 91).

As in Banks’s Culture, fun is a central theme in John Barnes’s Thousand Cul-
tures tetralogy, as is also duty. Barnes, however, uses the conception of post-scar-
city to ask urgent questions concerning several phenomena in our post-Cold War 
times – globalization, identity politics, automation, robotization, transhumanism 
and artificial intelligence. 

4. Diversity and stagnation
The Thousand Cultures tetralogy shows the hopes and fears of a world beyond 
scarcity and beyond the need for physical labour.3 The action takes place in the 
29th century. We follow the protagonist Giraut Leones, a young troubadour living 
in Nou Occitan on the planet Wilson, a society that celebrates values and lifestyles 
from the Earth’s Middle Ages, namely the courtly culture known as Occitan. 

In the Thousand Cultures galaxy, there are 26 inhabitable planets including 
Earth. The other 25 have been colonized from Earth and humanity now encom-
passes 1228 different societies with distinct and monolithic cultures, more or less 
with post-scarcity economy. Aintellects (artificial intelligences), with some excep-
tions, perform most of the necessary manual labour. Nanos (nanotechnology ro-
bots) are building or terraforming (that is, transforming to Earth-like conditions) 
the different environments on the 26 inhabitable planets in the galaxy. Since ain-
tellects do all the work necessary to survive, Giraut doesn’t have to worry about 
work, or anything but the code of honour of his courtly culture. 

The 1228 different societies are politically and socially organized through 
certain distinctive cultures, may they be courtly, religious, military, or based on 
another identity characteristic. A galactic supranational organization, the Council 



After Work  254

Culture Unbound
Journal of Current Cultural Research

of Humanity, ensures that the union of 1228 cultures on 26 planets is successful. 
This is necessary, because some of the cultures that have evolved over centuries of 
isolation have xenophobic tendencies and oppose cultural and economic impulses 
from outside societies. If necessary, the Council of Humanity will enforce unity. 
Another task of the council is to prepare humanity for an external threat, although 
this is kept secret from the general population to avoid panic, a potential invasion 
by a hostile alien race against which the Thousand Cultures must maintain a uni-
ted front.

Without questioning, at least not in the beginning of the tetralogy, his Occitan 
heritage, Giraut spends his days with friends, drinking wine and courting beau-
tiful young women who are members of the courtly culture. In short: trying to 
have fun. But with the implementation of the springer, all this is going to change. 
Members of a uniform interplanetary culture, emanating from Earth, so called 
Interstellars, are spreading in the universe, and Giraut and his friends are engaged 
in brutal fights with them. They detest Interstellars, “traitors to their own culture, 
imitators of the worst that came out from the Inner Worlds, bad copies of Earth 
throwing away all the wealth of their Occitan heritage” (Barnes 1992: 14).

The Thousand Cultures galaxy before the springer is characterized by both 
diversity and stagnation – diversity in the sense that the various cultures in the 
galaxy are distinctly unique, stagnation in the sense that no cultural exchange ta-
kes place until the springer arrives. The present state described in the first novel A 
Million Open Doors is the result of a period of devastating world wars that ended 
in the 24th century. Many minority cultures on Earth became almost extinct. So 
called culture founders were given permission to colonize the nearest planets in 
the solar system in order to transplant minority cultures. Since reliable histori-
cal sources were few, they could let myths “load in as real history” and reinvent 
tradition. It is often not obvious to those living in the different cultures what is 
based on historical sources and what is invented. After the colonization of the 
galaxy, humanity entered a period of cultural and scientific stagnation, since it was 
believed that the various cultures wanted to be isolated (Barnes 1992: 124, 188, 
Barnes 1998: 29-30).

 As Peter Frase emphasizes, post-scarcity economy can have many faces. It 
may be organized around different egalitarian political systems, or it may result in 
extreme inequalities or even extinction of the poor (Frase 2016). And this is the 
case in Barnes’s fictional universe. At the beginning of the tetralogy, the post-scar-
city world that is depicted is a utopia where technology has made manual labour 
redundant. However, as the plot develops, many questions arise. Not every cultu-
re has abolished work and some capitalist monetary systems still exist (although 
Barnes is not very explicit with details here). 

When discussing Cory Doctorow’s science fiction novel Down and Out in the 
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Magic Kingdom (2003), Frase emphasizes that Doctorow “grasps that within hu-
man societies, certain immaterial goods will always be inherently scarce: reputa-
tion, respect, esteem among one’s peers” (Frase 2016: 60). And this is the case in 
Nou Occitan in A Million Open Doors. The cultures that are not organized around 
work have replaced labour with various lifestyles associated with a certain culture 
– in Giraut’s case the courtly culture until he and his friends turn 25, when they 
are expected to develop some voluntary skill connected to Occitan culture. In this 
sense, work has not been abolished in Nou Occitan but labour after the youth pe-
riod has become more of an avocation (as in William Morris’s utopia).

 In this post-scarcity society, immaterial values have replaced material values, 
wage-labour and social stratification. Preserving the ethos of courtly culture and 
protecting it from outside cultural influences are important for Giraut and his 
friends, and they detest the Interstellars’ intergalactic culture and their impact on 
Occitan culture made possible by the springer.

Loyalty to your own culture has been mistaken for fun, and in the sequel, 
Earth Made of Glass (1998), Giraut states that most of the people in the Galaxy 
“lived in some version of a permanent summer camp”. They were “doing some 
form of endless, fruitless self-development. The only real differences were whether 
they played at art, religion, science, or lifestyle. […] Humanity as a whole was bo-
red, and incapable of self-amusement” (Barnes 1998: 281–282). As an indication 
of unfulfillment, the suicide rate on Nou Occitan is high (Barnes 2001: 53). Life 
becomes deprived of meaning and cultural development in the isolated cultures 
stops. In “the post-economic world the only real problem is boredom” (Barnes 
1998: 320). Human labour no longer has any worth because most tasks can be 
done better by machines. The exceptions are art and “interpersonal relations” 
(Barnes 2001: 198). The tetralogy also posits that culture becomes simulacra, a 
postmodern play mistaken for reality (cf. Baudrillard 1994[1981]): 

 To create a sense of meaning, and to resist the uniform interstellar culture 
whose spread the springer has made possible, different cultures attempt to pre-
serve their uniqueness and ‘purity’ by refusing influences from outside (cf. Godhe 
2018). In the post-scarcity galaxy depicted in the Thousand Cultures tetralogy, cul-
tural identity has become the most important determinant of social category, con-
nected to either performing unnecessary work or indulging in leisure activities.

5. Hybridity and development: Breaking out of cultural identity
The integration of 1228 cultures scattered on 26 planets in the galaxy is not 
without frictions and conflicts. In A Million Open Doors, Giraut travels to the pla-
net Nansen. He becomes acquainted with the culture of the city Utilitopia in the 
state Caledony, a Christian capitalist culture permeated by a Lutheran work ethic. 
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All citizens and “resident aliens” (including Giraut) must do manual labour four 
hours a day, even though it is possible for the aintellects and nanos to do almost 
all of the necessary work (Barnes 1992: 64). Work serves to discipline the citizens 
of Utilitopia: it makes them docile and ensures social stability. A surprised Giraut 
“had always assumed that everywhere else was something like Nou Occitan, sol-
ving the problem of the fully automatic economy by employing everyone at some 
interesting occupation. Obviously this place had other solutions” (Barnes 1992: 71). 

Eventually, Giraut receives permission to establish a cultural center – if it does 
not contribute to “contamination of Caledon thought”, as the authorities express 
it (Barnes 1992: 51–68, 84–87). The isolation from other planets and cultures has 
had societal and cultural consequences, but Utilitopia has recently implemented 
the springer, and things are going to change. In many ways, the work ethos from 
the 19th century has been taken to its extreme, and the consequences of laissez 
faire capitalism for societal and cultural development have become apparent. Eve-
rything in Utilitopia is valued by its potential to maximise utility and rationali-
ty – which can be seen as a refinement of Max Weber’s thesis of the Protestant 
ethic and the spirit of capitalism (cf. Weeks 2011: 51–57). Cultural development 
in Utilitopia has ceased, since cultural expressions are not considered to be useful. 
Identity is connected to work – to utility and duty. 

However, in his meetings with Utilitopians at his culture center, Giraut starts 
to see his own courtly culture and its rigid gender conventions in a new light (cf. 
Godhe 2018). The courtly culture is shallow, brutal, and one of the most extre-
me cultures in the galaxy “in enforcing gender differences” (Barnes 1992: 228). 
A form of ritual and symbolic rape occurs in the courtly culture, but even “real, 
violent rape was common in the Nou Occitan” (Barnes 1992: 229). 

The Utilitopians he encounters on Nansen begin in their turn to liberate them-
selves from their rigid cultural conventions and to create hybrids between their 
local culture and Giraut’s neo-Occitan culture. With permission from the Cale-
donian authorities, his students initiate an artistic movement, Inessentialism, that 
celebrates the value of l’art pour l’art, and fun without duty. Eventually, however, 
Giraut’s Center for Occitan Art comes under attack from traditionalists fearing 
that he is contaminating Caledon thought by influencing his students. Suddenly, 
boredom is not the only real problem – cultural change can be extremely dang-
erous in some circumstances. Civil war breaks out in Utilitopia, and several of 
Giraut’s new friends are killed in the struggle. The armed forces of the Council 
of Humanity restore order. The old regime is overthrown and Utilitopia becomes 
more receptive to outside influences. Giraut and the utilitopian Margaret (with 
whom Giraut has engaged in a relationship) are enlisted as operational field agents 
for the Council of Humanity, under the cover of cultural ambassadors. 
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6. Post-Scarcity, work and disaster
In the second novel, Earth Made of Glass (1998), Giraut and the utilitopian Mar-
garet are on a mission for the Council of Humanity. They travel to the planet Bri-
and, the scene of one of the most infected conflicts in the Thousand Cultures. 
The two implanted cultures on Briand, Maya and Tamil, detest each other, and 
violence between them is common. Both cultures strive to minimize outside in-
fluences and oppose the implementation of the springer, which conflicts with the 
Council of Humanity’s ambition to unite humanity. On Briand, the work ethos 
is even more tightly connected to cultural identity and authenticity. In this case, 
the strong emphasis on cultural identity brings the two civilizations on Briand 
to a devastating civil war, which eventually destroys all life and makes the planet 
uninhabitable for many years. 

The two cultures are based on agriculture and handicraft, but the leaders have 
kept the population ignorant of the reinvention of their history, mainly to preser-
ve the ‘essence’ of their cultures. In the Maya culture, priests and leaders conceal 
new technologies that can prevent farmers from starving: “if they are to be real 
subsistence farmers, when the crops fail, they have to starve. You can’t tell them 
that with foodmakers, nanos, and electric power you can make all the food they 
could possibly want” (Barnes 1998: 187).

Earth Made of Glass shows how cultural identity connected to work is the 
basis for identity politics, protecting the two cultures on Briand from external 
cultural influences (cf. Godhe 2018). This is identity politics of the kind we have 
witnessed in recent decades with the rise of nationalist movements in Europe and 
the US, attempting to protect their cultural identity by sealing their borders (cf. 
Bonikowski 2017). The dystopian impulse in the novels warns us of the consequ-
ences of identity politics. The fear of globalization (in this case represented by the 
springer) destroying old cultural patterns by replacing them with a uniform global 
culture, leads to the reinforcement of regional and local identities, what has been 
labelled glocalization or re-embedding (cf. Hylland Eriksen 2014) and finally to 
xenophobia (cf. Godhe 2018). 

7. Into the box
In contrast with much other contemporary science fiction, the Thousand Cultures 
tetralogy does not discuss environmental issues particularly deeply in the first two 
novels. Most of the cultures scattered throughout the galaxy have been established 
on planets carefully terraformed by nanos, but there is no discussion of whether 
the natural environments on the planets have an intrinsic value or not, as is the 
case in Kim Stanley Robinson’s Mars Trilogy (1993–1996) (cf. Pak 2016). 

In the third and fourth novels in the tetralogy, The Merchants of Souls (2001) 
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and The Armies of Memory (2006), Giraut continues with his work as an operatio-
nal field agent for the Council of Humanity. His missions bring him to Earth and 
we learn that the planet was crowded and “awfully beat up” after the last world 
war. No more is said about environmental issues, however. Nonetheless, Earth is 
not a particularly good place. Almost all citizens on Earth are living in mega-cities 
in small concrete boxes, spending their lives “consuming direct-to-brain enter-
tainment” (Barnes 2001: 43). The citizens are pacified by virtual reality, having 
completed a compulsory period of seven years’ work before being permitted to go 
into the box (Barnes 2006: 102–103). 

Half of the voters on Earth claim that “the right to consume is the funda-
mental human right” (Barnes 2001: 39). Most of them do not use the springer 
for vacations or visits to other planets or other cultures, since they have already 
seen everything in virtual reality. They have no reason to leave their box. In fact, 
some Earth citizens spend all their lives in virtual reality, and “nearly forget that 
they’re in a simulation at all”. A quarter of the adult population of Earth have be-
come solipsists. They “believe that nothing outside their apartments was real, that 
everything was generated by the aintellects to keep them pacified” (Barnes 2001: 
133, 155).

While technology has made post-scarcity life possible, it has also made it pos-
sible for people on Earth to withdraw from public life and spend most of their time 
isolated in virtual reality, forgetting that they are in a simulation. This is an extre-
me illustration of Jean Baudrillard’s theory of simulacra and simulations, in which 
he suggests that we mistake representations for reality (Baudrillard 1994[1981]). 
On the other hand, people living outside the box, outside Earth on the colonies, 
are bound to stories, history, myths and legends of their own cultures, which is 
also a kind of simulacrum. These control the social order and determine how the 
social beings act – a kind of virtual reality created by other means. 

The dystopian impulse concern the fear of how different media representa-
tions have the power to shape our conception of reality, and how mass entertain-
ment has become a substitute for the public sphere and pacified the citizens (cf. 
Habermas 1989[1962]). This is particularly acute in a post-scarcity world in which 
the amount of work that needs to be done is limited or zero. In this sense, Barnes’s 
tetralogy seems somewhat conservative, while it is more progressively imaginative 
in other ways. The cultural encounters enabled by the springer are opening up a 
galaxy in which work in many cultures becomes less connected to cultural iden-
tity, and where the interface between leisure and work is becoming increasingly 
blurred. The fear of cultural mixing in some cases leads to wars, while in other 
cases cultural encounters lead to societal and cultural development.
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Conclusion: Anticipatory knowledge and a sense of possibility
The computerization of society, including automation and robotization, is cer-
tainly on the agenda again, provoking both hopes and fears (Schwab 2016, Bridle 
2018). Some fear that we will face a future with mass unemployment (Brynjolfs-
son and McAfee 2014) while others argue that we must rethink the way in which 
we organize society around work and return to the idea of a universal basic inco-
me (Mason 2015/2016, Frase 2016, Paulsen 2017).   

As Kathi Weeks states, questioning traditional work values (but not necessa-
rily that there are some values with work) is to insist on other ways of organizing 
and distributing labour (Weeks 2011: 11–12). One such arena with creative ideas 
of how to reorganize work and leisure time is speculative fiction (utopian and 
dystopian literature as well as the science-fiction genre). The organization of work 
and leisure has been part of utopian thought since ancient times, but only in the 
last decades, with few exceptions, utopian societies with a post-scarcity economy 
have been connected to post-work in speculative fiction. Even if utopian writers 
in the 18th and the 19th centuries reduced the amount of necessary manual labour 
needed to be done, work was an essential part of utopian thought. 

In this paper, I’ve discussed the possible strengths and weaknesses of post-scar-
city futures where machines replaced manual labour through some examples in 
general, but John Barnes’s Thousand Cultures tetralogy in particular. In Barnes’s 
fictional universe both leisure and work are connected to cultural identity. In so-
cieties where work has been redundant, leisure (or an avocation) is connected to 
pursuing a distinct and monolithic form of local or regional culture based on few 
and unreliable historical sources (and culture founder’s permission to invent his-
tory). In societies where work has prevailed, labour has also been connected to 
cultural identity, to a kind of work ethos similar to how labour in our times still is 
something that defines our social being.

The possible pathologies of work or post-work in a post-scarcity economy are 
exposed in the tetralogy. As anticipatory knowledge, the tetralogy suggest that 
cultural isolation prevent a real liberation from the work ethos and how it is con-
nected to self-fulfilment and social recognition. The tetralogy also reflects a cont-
emporary world in which nationalist movements, illiberalism and isolationism 
are juxtaposed with capitalist realism, narrowing our scope by suggesting that the-
re is no alternative. When mixing and hybridization occur in cultural encounters, 
communication technology becomes a means to liberate humanity and restore 
cultural progress.  

At its best, the tetralogy empowers the readers and restores a sense of possibi-
lity. The utopian elements we find in the tetralogy, the fragile hope for a reunited 
and restored humanity make the imaginary reconstitution of society a possibility 
(cf. Levitas 2013), a society where the possible pathologies after work are avoided 
and other ways of self-fulfilment are feasible.



After Work  260

Culture Unbound
Journal of Current Cultural Research

Michael Godhe is Senior Lecturer at Culture, Society and Media Production 
(KSM) at the Department for Studies of Social Change and Culture, Campus 
Norrköping at Linköping University. He is currently finishing a book on the medi-
atization of the space project in Sweden 1900–1957. E-mail: michael.godhe@liu.se

Acknowledgements
I would like to thank Luke Goode, Magnus Rodell, the editors of Culture Unbound 
and the two anonymous reviewers for helpful and insightful comments on the 
article.

Notes
1Robotization and automation more generally are not the only causes of unemploy-
ment, but in this essay it is a starting point for a larger discussion of work in utopian 
and dystopian fiction, including the science-fiction genre.
2In this paper, I use ’speculative fiction’ as an umbrella term for utopian and dystopian 
fiction as well as the science-fiction genre. The term can also include genres such as 
fantasy, horror, zombie fiction, et cetera.
3The history behind the vision of the future invoked in the Thousand Cultures tetralo-
gy is also part of science fiction’s megatext (cf. Määttä 2006), with many analogies and 
references to other works in the science fiction genre. It is, however, beyond the scope 
of this article to discuss the intertexts.
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The article focuses on several figures who are particularly interesting when it co-
mes to develop a radical critique of capitalism that does not shrink from the pos-
sibility of designing and imaging a different future. Following Michael Löwy, in 
our study we have identified relationships of ‘elective affinity’ between figures who 
might appear different and dissimilar, at least at first glance: the Bolshevik Alex-
andra Kollontai, the German communist Paul Mattick, the Italian Socialist Rani-
ero Panzieri and the French social scientist Alain Bihr. After providing some bio-
graphical information, we analyze their respective paths to a socialism based on, 
and achieved through, self-organization and self-government.We do not intend to 
build a new tradition with this review of thinkers, most of whom were also poli-
tical militants; rather, more modestly, we hope to suggest a path forward for both 
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Introduction 
In the history of anti-capitalistic movements, there has long been a tendency to 
believe that an alternative vision of the future cannot be formed in advance be-
cause any possible alternatives depend on the specific circumstances in effect at 
the time of the transition. As early as the aftermath of the October Revolution, 
however, some groups pointed out that a more or less definite plan for an alterna-
tive society was needed in order to counteract the two outwardly opposed and yet 
sometimes convergent dangers of party dictatorship and a return to capitalism. In 
particular, there was an urgent need to develop institutional and social antidotes 
to authoritarian drift by preserving and valuing direct democracy. This argument 
is resurfacing today in the neoliberal age, and if capitalism appears eternal, this is 
in part because even the best contemporary antagonistic and critical projects have 
had trouble imagining an entirely new society. However, having admitted that so-
cialism cannot be invented sitting at a desk, anticapitalistic movements should 
try to put forward a vision, albeit one that remains open to corrections and new 
pathways, if they wish to enjoy credibility when speaking to the vast majority of 
people who have interiorized capitalistic exploitation as a natural law.

In this article we outline some of the findings of our recent research (Quirico 
& Ragona 2018), focusing on several figures who are particularly interesting when 
it comes to develop a radical critique of capitalism that does not shrink from the 
possibility of designing and imaging a different future. 

Following Michael Löwy (1988), in our study we have identified relationships 
of ‘elective affinity’ between figures who might appear different and dissimilar, at 
least at first glance. These include the German-Jewish anarchist Gustav Landauer, 
the revolutionary Bolshevik Alexandra Kollontai, the German communist Paul 
Mattick, the Italian socialist Raniero Panzieri, the German-Swedish economist 
Rudolf Meidner, the Greek-French philosopher Nicos Poulantzas, and the French 
social scientist Alain Bihr. 

We do not intend to build a new tradition with this review of thinkers, most 
of whom were also political militants; rather, more modestly, we hope to suggest 
a path forward for both research and political activism. We believe that it is only 
by revisiting the issues raised by these and similar figures that it is possible to re-
launch a serious discussion of socialism. 

We focus here on four of them – Kollontai, Mattick, Panzieri, and Bihr – and 
after providing some biographical information, we analyze their respective paths 
to a socialism based on, and achieved through, self-organization and self-govern-
ment. Their common denominator is anti-capitalism: they believe that a system 
based on the increasing exploitation of labor cannot possibly be improved or made 
more ‘humane’. In light of this conviction, they likewise critique social democratic 
reformism, judging it to be insufficient or – more often – complicit in the anti-po-
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pular policies of capitalism itself. Equally radical, yet much harsher, is their paral-
lel condemnation of Soviet socialism, finding fault with its means (the party), its 
process (the transformation of the state of exception into normality) and, finally, 
its product (the nature of the regime that became so well established in the Soviet 
Union). None of the figures presented here believe that political parties, structu-
red hierarchically or militaristically through avant-gardes that grow to a high level 
of command to channel and guide the masses, are the right form for bringing 
about socialist change in the world. On the contrary, parties of this sort that are 
presented as the repositories of indisputable Truth (the only correct interpretation 
of society’s historical trajectory) condemn revolution to a twofold and deadly state 
of regression. On the one hand there is the trap of implementing socialism as a 
preordained plan (handed down from above) rather than a process carried for-
ward on the basis of trial and error, with wrong turns corrected thanks to constant 
dialogue between central organizations and the rank and file; while on the other 
hand, once the party has been established as the infallible authority, democracy 
ends up being discarded as superfluous. As a reaction to the Bolshevik dogma of 
infallibility, the authors reviewed here developed an ethics defined by the means 
of action for socialism matching its ends. Instead of squabbling over the reform 
vs. revolution dichotomy, they point out that if the aim is to ensure a society based 
on the self-government of the people and to prevent a drift towards bureaucracy 
and authoritarianism – then the only possible means to achieve this is bottom-up, 
self-guided organization, namely, the direct mobilization of the masses in econo-
mic, political, and social life as a whole. These militant intellectuals therefore share 
a non-deterministic view of history, one based on valorizing the component of 
pro-socialist action that has to do with subjectivity. In so doing, they reconnect to 
the spirit of the First International and its founding declaration that “the emanci-
pation of the working class must be the work of the workers themselves”.

They reformulated classical conceptual oppositions such as reform/revo-
lution, state/society, party/movement, politics/economy, utopia/realism, etc., 
without following the usual frameworks characterizing the established ideologi-
cal currents of the labor movement. As such, they appear unclassifiable within 
the classical canons of socialism, communism, and anarchism. We have chosen to 
group them under the category of ‘socialism’ because we believe this term conti-
nues to designate the construction of a community based on equality and, there-
fore, self-government and the social control of the economy. Far from having lost 
its explanatory and evocative power, even now, one century after the ‘mother of 
all revolutions’, ‘socialism’ continues to effectively express critiques of the current 
world order (whether labeled neoliberalism or turbocapitalism) and demands for 
its transformation. 

In order to show how significant the questions raised by these four intellectu-
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al-militants still are even today, in the Conclusions we analyze the social and po-
litical experiment carried out by the Movement for a Democratic Society of the 
Rojava region in Syrian Kurdistan.

Alexandra Kollontai (1872–1952): class struggle and 
women’s liberation 
The political and personal biography of Alexandra Michailovna Kollontai (née 
Domontovich) provides a neat summary of the conflict between a radical utopian 
vision encompassing all areas of social life, even the most private ones, and the 
resistance such a vision encountered from a dual set of forces – the old capitalist 
society and the new party-state class established following the October Revolu-
tion, two apparently opposed worlds that nevertheless came together in defending 
certain privileges, including the patriarchal order. 

Born to a family of the old Russian nobility in 1872, Kollontai began her mi-
litancy in the Russian Social Democratic Party in 1899, immediately helping to 
organize struggles and providing political education to Russian female workers 
through her untiring activity as a freelance journalist and lecturer (Clements 
1979:149–177). In 1906 she began a long period of exile in which, as a persona 
non grata, she was obliged to keep her distance from Russia until March of 1917. 
She stayed in various countries in Western Europe and the United States, striking 
up relationships with Clara Zetkin and Rosa Luxemburg (Porter 1980: 148–172). 
In October of 1917, she was the first woman in history to be appointed minister 
(commissioner): she was put in charge of social affairs in the Bolshevik governme-
nt. In this position she devoted herself to establishing a state facility to aid mothers 
and newborns, a project that earned her the malicious and unfounded accusation 
of aiming at ‘nationalizing’ women and children (Kollontai 1973: 82–83).

 Her opposition to the Brest-Litovsk treaty led her to step down as minis-
ter; nonetheless, she continued to work with Inessa Armande and Nadezhda 
Krupskaya to set up an organization of women within the party. They succeeded 
in establishing this in 1919 (under the name ‘Zhenotdel’) and, when Armand died 
in November of 1920, Kollontai stepped in to lead it (although this only lasted for a 
few months) (Braun 1998: 297). The next year she joined the Workers’ Opposition, 
the group of trade unionists formed around the figure of Alexander Shliapnikov 
in 1920. She spoke on behalf of the group in 1921 at the 10th Congress of the Com-
munist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU). All factions were banned during that 
congress, including the Workers’ Opposition (Clements 1979: 178–201). Kollontai 
ended up increasingly marginalized (and denigrated), but she was nevertheless 
the only person out of that group to survive Stalin’s persecution, thanks in part 
to her prestigious diplomatic assignments in Norway (where she became the first 
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female ambassador in history, in 1924), Mexico, and, from 1930 to 1945, Sweden 
(Porter 1980: 399–420). However, from 1926 onward she stopped working on do-
mestic issues in the USSR, including gender. The battles most dear to her – the 
active inclusion of women in politics and economics as well as the radical changes 
in culture, if not the anthropological makeup of society, needed to break with a 
thousand-year tradition of women’s subordination – were distinctly opposed to 
the cult of the heroic mother established under Stalin, and indeed her ideas about 
gender roles ended up being ridiculed (Brodsky Farnsworth 1976: 307–310). 

Having returned to Russia after the war, Kollontai spent her last years forgot-
ten by her countrymen. When she died on March 9, 1952, Pravda did not even 
carry an obituary for her (Holt 1979: 17). 

Her contribution to the construction of a future society lies in denouncing 
the bureaucratic, hierarchical, and cultural legacies of the past (capitalism) that 
permeated the new society (socialism) and her awareness that the process of 
constructing a radically different future must necessarily involve setting up in-
stitutional and social mechanisms to guarantee equality (including gender equ-
ality). In the Workers’ Opposition pamphlet, Kollontai disassociates herself from 
the Bolshevik leadership’s decision to entrust the construction of a communist 
economy to technicians, children of the bourgeoisie, who managed it through a 
mentality and practice borrowed from capitalism. The issue she raises here is fun-
damental in that it concerns the degree of continuity between successive modes 
of production as well as the class position of specialists. Kollontai argues that it 
is precisely the continued presence – or, rather, increasing influence – of these 
elements, which are foreign and hostile to communism, that caused the bureau-
cratization plaguing the Bolshevik party. This process in turn fostered the rise of a 
new elite and, consequently, the denial of democratic procedures – and, therefore, 
the revolution’s very reason for being. Her critique here targets the institution that 
was to be the flagship of the new society, the soviets, which Kollontai decries as 
a machine “disconnected from any direct or essential industrial activity, and […] 
hybrid in its composition” (Kollontai 1962: 23). And yet the party leadership de-
fended them, not trusting in the working class’s ability to manage and guide the 
economy. By rejecting the party’s position, Kollontai (and the Workers’ Opposi-
tion along with her) looks to the unions as the only actors with the practical un-
derstanding of production needed to solve the problems deriving from the foun-
dation of a communist economy: “The creative capacity, the search for new forms 
of production, of new incentives to work, destined to increase productivity, can 
only emerge within this natural collective class” (Kollontai 1921: 55); they cannot 
be dictated from above, by decree, by a party whose only real task is to create the 
conditions for a different mode of production. 

It is clear that the Workers’ Opposition sought to change the relative standing 
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of the party and trade unions, although without slipping into syndicalist tenden-
cies; rather, the group presented itself as the embodiment of the party’s true pro-
gram. While some aspects of the workers’ self-governance theorized by the group 
might appear dogmatic (for example, a belief in the natural collectivist yearnings 
of the masses – and the incorruptibility of the unions), the Workers’ Opposition 
platform nevertheless contains prescient insights useful for the goal of founding 
a democratic socialist society – for instance, the idea that no one person can hold 
more than one office, the restoration of principles of election (as opposed to ap-
pointments from above), the choice of officials, and the idea that democracy be 
respected “even in times of internal and external tension” (Kollontai 1962: 65). 

With the Soviet Moloch on the rise, Kollontai encountered only bitter defeat 
in her internal struggles for democracy; moreover, as the revolution regressed she 
began to view the alleged cause-effect relationship between class struggle and wo-
men’s liberation (asserted by the classic texts of Marxism as well as the Bolshevik 
leadership) with increasing skepticism. Indeed, the analysis of capitalism Kollon-
tai developed from her first years of militancy onward revolved around female 
subordination rather than the exploitation of productive labor. On the basis of 
reading not only Marx and Engels, but also August Bebel’s Woman and Socia-
lism, Kollontai asserts that gender oppression stems from private property. This 
is the foundation of her belief that a proletarian revolution would grant humanity 
of the future not only the abolition of capitalist relations of production, but also 
women’s liberation. And yet – as Kollontai emphasized from the beginning of her 
career as a militant – this emancipation must be the work of women themselves, 
hence the need for autonomous women’s organizations (Kollontai 1919). As far as 
gender relations are concerned, she argues that the transition from capitalist past 
to socialist future can only be accomplished by including women more and more 
fully in the labor market, a step that must be made feasible with policies to support 
motherhood and childhood so that women are free to give up the domestic and 
care tasks that have chained them for millennia. At the same time, however, wo-
men also need to be educated in political literacy so they can become citizens in 
every respect. The other pole must also be transformed – the pole of men. In the 
aftermath of 1917, Kollontai’s vision was dominated by precisely this need for a 
moral and cultural revolution to match the economic and juridical one (Kollontai 
1921). She saw marriage reform (decontaminating it by removing its manipulati-
ve, economic, and sexual aspects) as only one part of a project of re-educating the 
psychology of the proletariat, and Kollontai framed this re-education not as the 
natural evolution of the revolution but as a struggle the new order had to wage 
against the old one. In the end, however, she was increasingly dissatisfied with 
the results of this struggle; she became more and more disenchanted with lack of 
effective radicality in the cultural change brought about by the revolution even 
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though, given her deeply rooted historical determinism and resultant conviction 
that the march of socialism is in some way unstoppable, this critical position was 
never fully developed. 

Despite all her contradictions and disillusionments, those who seek to imagi-
ne a different world can look to Kollontai’s legacy of inescapable reflection on the 
eventual failure of any utopia in which liberating aspects are not protected, and on 
the centrality of the private dimension in transitioning to a new world.  

Paul Mattick (1904–1981): critique of capitalism and 
council communism
Like Kollontai, Paul Mattick also experienced first-hand the revolutionary peri-
od dawning during the First World War. His life can be divided into two main 
phases – the first took place in Germany, where he was born in 1904 and worked 
until 1926, and the second and more well-known phase took place in the United 
States, where he settled at the age of 22 and remained until his death in 1981. A 
factory worker, communist, and councilist, Mattick was a militant activist in his 
European period and initial years of emigration. Later, he was more engaged in 
intellectual activity, playing a central role in the periodicals he wrote for and the 
discussion circles in which he took part. He published books and numerous essays 
in different languages, developing a critique of both the Western capitalist world 
and so-called Soviet state capitalism. His most famous work, Marx and Keynes, 
constitutes the pinnacle of his reflections (Mattick 1971). 

Linked to the Spartacists during the German revolution, Mattick supported 
the KAPD (Kommunistische Arbeiterpartei Deutschlands [German Communist 
Workers’ Party]), a political formation established in 1920 following a split in the 
KPD (Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands [Communist Party of Germany]) 
that held leftist positions and critiqued Leninism. In all of the main events of the 
following years, he constantly appeared at the heart of the action – in 1920 during 
Wolfgang Kapp’s attempted coup, in 1921 during the March strikes, and in 1923 
during the unrest in the Ruhr basin. He then moved to America, worked in a 
factory, and continued to study. In the midst of the 1930s crisis, he advocated 
direct action and spontaneity, engaging in the movement of unemployed people 
who tried to solve the material problems of a deeply troubled class through prin-
ciples of self-organization and mutual aid. In October of 1934, Mattick began his 
main organizational work by starting to publish International Council Correspon-
dence. By the end of 1937, 29 issues of the periodical had been published, and in 
February of 1938 it changed its name to Living Marxism, the name it bore until the 
fall of 1941, after which it was known as New Essays from the fall of 1942 to the 
winter of 1943. In these journals and the hundreds of publications that followed 
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(his bibliography contains more than six hundred essays, books, reviews, and ar-
ticles), Mattick developed his conception of council communism and delved more 
deeply into Marxist thought, becoming one of the leading Marx experts in the 
United States. In the latter part of his life, which overlapped with the advent of 
new movements between the 1960s and 1970s, his perspective garnered a great 
deal of attention and he gave a number of lectures on both sides of the ocean. He 
remained a steadfast exponent of council communism until the end of his life, 
supporting the autonomy of workers and the principle of economic self-organi-
zation, a position he shared with well-known intellectuals such as Pannekoek, 
Korsch, Rubel, Gorter, and Rühle (all of whom were non-dogmatic Marxists lin-
ked to Rosa Luxemburg’s teachings in some way). He was also an intense critic of 
the social-democratic side of the labor movement inspired by the ‘Red Pope’ Karl 
Kautsky as well as the Bolshevik current organized by the ‘best’ of Kautsky’s disci-
ples, Lenin himself (Ragona 2014). 

The main focus of Mattick’s Marxism is the critique of political economy, that 
is, the scientific analysis of capitalism. He granted new attention to the theory of 
value and the absolute centrality of production, the sphere in which living labor 
produces the new value for which capital in all its forms yearns. Mattick adhered 
to the well-known Marxian theory of the ‘tendency of the rate of profit to fall’, 
perceiving it as the ultimate reason for the recurrent crises plaguing the capita-
list system: “And since total capital, like any particular capital, changes its organic 
composition in the course of accumulation – constant capital increases more ra-
pidly than variable capital – the rate of profit, which must be commensurate with 
total capital but is generated only by the variable part, must fall” (Mattick 1969: 
14). Crises can also represent an opportunity, however, in that they make room 
for processes of reorganization, clearing out smaller capitals from the market and 
disciplining and transforming the workforce – although clearly not ‘abolishing’ 
it outright, as argued by some post-workerist fantasies in later periods. If the or-
dinary state of the capitalist economy is crisis, it is equally true that, in historical 
reality, there have always been counter-tendencies such as technological develop-
ments, wars, and imperialism working to prevent it from collapsing. Ultimately, 
however, the main lifeline of capitalism is the state, in the form of the social sta-
te (the one dominating central economies during the so-called ‘glorious ‘30s’) or 
‘real socialism’. Mattick holds up the image of the ‘mixed economy’ to denounce 
the fact that the apparently bipolar world is actually homogeneous and uniform in 
that it is dominated everywhere by a form of capitalism kept alive by public insti-
tutions. This state of affairs cannot last forever, he argues, and there are two ways 
we might move beyond it – through either an overbearing and aggressive form of 
capitalism or unprecedented forms of communism based on councils. 

According to Mattick, the way forward must begin from the ‘counter-history’ 
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of communism, the experiences of struggle that have been mainly relegated to 
in-between spaces – crushed as they were by social democracy and its subsidia-
ries – but which nevertheless enjoyed significant moments of affirmation. He does 
not dodge the question of what we might call the institutional structure of future 
society: “We therefore raise as the immediate slogan of working-class power: the 
workers bring all social functions under their direct control; they appoint all func-
tionaries and recall them. The workers take the social production under their own 
management” (Mattick 1935: 18). He locates the principle for regulating the rela-
tionship between production and distribution in a new, different way in a text by a 
Dutch collective associated with the council movement – the Group of Internatio-
nal Communists. Mattick defines their Basic Principles of Communist Production 
and Distribution, published in 1930, as “the first attempt by the Western European 
Councils to deal with the problem of building socialism on the basis of Councils” 
(Mattick 1974: 17). Indeed, this vision involves a new unit of measure destined 
to replace value and therefore all instances of wage labor, whether performed for 
a private individual or the state – a unit known as ‘socially necessary labor time’. 
While Mattick acknowledges that one cannot truly speculate about the state of the 
economy following the revolution, he clarifies that it is nevertheless possible to 
start thinking about the “measures and instruments required to affirm the specific 
social conditions we want to obtain, in this case conditions that are to be conside-
red communist” (Mattick 1974: 18). Using the unit of measurement suggested by 
the Dutch communists, workers would be granted rights over what they produce 
proportional to the time they spend working, calculated not individually but on 
the basis of the average amount of time needed to produce something. Mattick 
does appreciate the Dutch councilor participants’ insistence on negating the un-
derlying need for an apparatus of technicians and administrators in charge of set-
ting criteria for the distribution of goods, a function to be fulfilled instead by pro-
ducers independently managing distribution for themselves. However, he warns 
that it is not sufficient to put producers in a direct relationship with products – the 
priority is production, not distribution, and in reality it is the former that must 
be subjected to the conscious control of workers. The logical consequence of this 
point is that institutions in charge of supervising will be unavoidable in a com-
munist society, just as in any other kind of society. Mattick does not demand an 
answer to the question of how to prevent these institutions from taking on a life of 
their own and, in so doing, undermining the power and self-determination of the 
direct producers and Councils (the beating heart of this new socialism). However, 
what he writes about the Dutch proposal can be applied to his analysis – it is not a 
program drawn up once and for all, but rather an attempt, among the few and the-
refore noteworthy, to address the problem of a communist economy and society.
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Raniero Panzieri (1921–1964): the socialist use of technology 
It is interesting to note that some of the most important issues in the work of Kol-
lontai (in Russia) and Mattick (in the United States) also appear in a specific yet 
comparable form in the work of the Italian political thinker and militant Raniero 
Panzieri who, despite his short life, was able to sow innovative ideas for a socia-
lism of the future that would be both democratic and anti-capitalist. Panzieri was 
born in Rome in 1921 and died in Turin in 1964. He was deeply committed to and 
engaged in the labor and socialist movement, dedicating to it considerable organi-
zational efforts and all of his creative intelligence (Ferraris 2011). 

Post-war Italy was a country on its knees, and in this context Panzieri worked 
with the Italian Socialist Party, concentrating first on its activities of cultural orga-
nization and later its Sicilian federation. This brought him into contact with pea-
sant struggles for land redistribution in the early 1950s, a battle the large landow-
ners met with extreme force up to and including mafia violence. At the same time, 
Panzieri also participated in the political struggle at the national level and ended 
up holding key positions in the party. In 1956, he condemned the Soviet invasion 
of Hungary even while refusing to accept that Stalinism represented communism. 
He was convinced that the world labor movement’s crisis could only be solved 
by rejecting the idea of the party as a guide and by the workers’ movement regai-
ning its proper autonomy through the creation of new forms of direct democracy 
(echoing Gramsci’s ideas in Ordine Nuovo). It was to this end, at once theoretical 
and organizational, that he devoted the last years of his life. In this period he lived 
in Turin, which at the time was Italy’s Fordist city par excellence, and he gave up 
all his positions in the leading organs of the Socialist Party because they had pro-
ven too attached to the old order to embrace the experimental new ideas Panzieri 
was exploring. Even while reaffirming his criticism of traditional leftist organiza-
tions, he sought until the end to mend the rift between these organizations and 
the new workers’ movement that was taking form, although he ended up being 
progressively marginalized (Mancini 1977). 

In the hometown of FIAT, he started the famous Quaderni rossi, a project that 
appeared iconoclastic and disruptive in relation to the larger European scene but 
which was also characterized by deep internal tensions. The journal explored the 
question of direct democracy in depth on the basis of the historical initiative of 
the Councils, as well as an analysis of neo-capitalism conducted through both in-
quiry and ‘co-research’, that is, militant research carried out in the field. Rejecting 
the avant-garde conception of the relationship with the masses, this methodologi-
cal approach allowed activists to reformulate the theory-praxis nexus as relations 
between equals (Panzieri 1982: 181). An invaluable legacy for all projects seeking 
to transform society, this innovative method grew out of changes in the composi-
tion of the working class itself that called for an objective examination of reality, 



Beyond Utopia  273

Culture Unbound
Journal of Current Cultural Research

freed from ideological frameworks. 
Panzieri’s take on Marxian analysis led him to the steadfast conviction that 

“the capitalist use of machines is not, so to speak, a simple distortion of or devi-
ation from an ‘objective’ form of development that is in itself rational; rather, it 
determines technological development” (Panzieri 1961: 5–6). Seeing as how tech-
nology carries with it the mark of capital, its development cannot be considered 
the ultimate phase of capitalism, the antechamber of socialism, as most left par-
ties claim. On the contrary, “The new ‘technical bases’ progressively attained in 
production provide capitalism with new possibilities for the consolidation of its 
power”. Indeed, capitalism is a dynamic system capable of reacting to the contra-
dictions it itself produces; its only constant and the precondition of its survival is 
“the (tendential) growth of the power of capital over labor power” (Panzieri 1964: 
287). The task of class, therefore, is to construct an alternative rationality: 

The working-class struggle thus presents itself as the necessity of global 
opposition to the capitalist plan, where the fundamental factor is aware-
ness – let us call it dialectical awareness – of the unity of the ‘technical’ 
and ‘despotic’ moments in the present organization of production. The 
relationship of revolutionary action to technological ‘rationality’ is to 
‘comprehend’ it, but not in order to acknowledge and exalt it, rather in 
order to subject it to a new use: to the socialist use of machines. (Pan-
zieri 1961: 14) 

The task of the proletariat’s political organization – an issue Panzieri was already 
exploring back in the 1950s – consists of bringing instances of struggle back to-
gether as a unified project aimed at rupturing the false objectivity of economic 
development and replacing it with worker control (Panzieri 1957: 197–199). Mo-
reover, such control must be exercised not only at the level of individual com-
panies, but also by ensuring reciprocal coordination among the various units of 
production and incorporating local organs of democratic representation in the 
process of planning production. Panzieri clarifies: 

Far from it being possible to present it as a ‘surrogate’ for the conquest 
of political power, workers’ control would thus constitute a phase of 
maximum pressure on capitalist power (as a threat explicitly directed 
at the roots of the system). Hence, workers’ control must be seen as a 
preparation for situations of ‘dual power’, in connection with a total po-
litical conquest of power. (Panzieri 1961: 23) 

 The insight underlying this plan stems from an analysis aimed at showing how, 
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unlike competitive capitalism, monopoly capitalism must also seize political 
power in order to maintain its economic tyranny over society – this power begins 
as the iron-fisted domination of individual productive units but extends to also in-
clude dominion over the state (Libertini and Panzieri 1958: 113). Panzieri writes: 

[...] the factory tends to pervade, to permeate the entire arena of civil 
society [...] the factory disappears as a specific moment. The same type 
of process that dominates the factory, characteristic of the productive 
moment, tends to impose itself on society as a whole and thus the cha-
racteristic features of the factory - the particular type of subordination 
of living labor-force to capital, etc. – tend to pervade all levels of society 
(Panzieri 1976: 40). 

There is only one way in which the proletariat can oppose the pervasiveness of 
capital in its monopolistic phase and resist its neo-totalitarianism: by taking a le-
ading role in the very heart of production. Indeed, this is the core of Panzieri’s 
plan. It is in building economic democracy here and now, instead of putting its fai-
th in a palingenetic conquering of political power, that the working class lays the 
foundations of the socialist society of the future, grounded on self-organization. 
Ultimately, the transformation of existing social relations (which in his eyes is an 
eventuality, not a historical necessity) depends not on technical development but 
on the subjective element of “worker insubordination” (Panzieri 1961: 7). 

The ideas developed by Panzieri, the most innovative theoretician of Italian 
workerism, were revisited and radicalized a few years after his death by groups 
belonging to the revolutionary left, in particular the Turin-based group Lotta con-
tinua (Bobbio 1988). By putting into practice the idea of ‘socializing’ struggles (i.e. 
extending them from the factory to larger society, and from the working class to 
other social strata), Lotta continua adopted Panzieri’s faith in direct democracy as 
both the instrument and purpose of anti-authoritarian socialism. 

Alain Bihr (1950–): a new socialist strategy after 1989
The era of large-scale protest that erupted in the mid-1960s, first in the United 
States and then in Europe, and which was led by a new generation of workers, stu-
dents, women, the leading figures of decolonization, et cetera, seemed to radically 
question the stability of capitalism. Indeed it was certainly not a flash in the pan, 
and the world after ‘68’ seems undeniably different than before. Yet neither has 
capitalism collapsed; rather, it faced the economic, political and social crisis of the 
1970s and came out the other side stronger than before, everywhere, and intent on 
imposing a new order, disturbingly reminiscent of Friedrich A. von Hayek’s vision 



Beyond Utopia  275

Culture Unbound
Journal of Current Cultural Research

of “[making] the capitalist world immune to the interventions of democratic poli-
tics” (Streeck 2013: 239). 

After having been targeted by revolutionary groups, the post-war compromi-
se between capital and labor that had been in effect since 1945, particularly in the 
heart of ‘developed’ Europe, was disavowed once and for all – but by capital, which 
in so doing was able to neutralize the economic, social, and political role of the 
working classes by implementing restrictive economic policies and carrying out 
a massive reorganization of production (Streeck 2013: 23). At the same time, ‘real 
socialism’ collapsed. 

How can we trace a path between the walls, both real and symbolic, that crum-
bled in the three years of 1989–1991? This is the question posed by Alain Bihr, a 
keen interpreter of the crisis of the 1970s (Bihr 1991) with an original socialist and 
democratic perspective focused on self-determination. Born in Strasbourg in 1950 
and having worked as a high school philosophy teacher, Bihr earned his doctorate 
in Sociology in 1990 from the Paris VII University and then entered the ranks of 
the University, first as a researcher and later, from 2002 onward, as a professor. His 
interests range from research on social inequality to investigations of the far right, 
the decline of the nation-state, and the history of capitalism. He was among the 
first to draw the attention of ‘Marxists’ to the environmental component of the cri-
sis and did so by casting doubt on a cornerstone of 20th century social-communist 
theories, productivism, in which socialist production, faced with the intrinsically 
destructive character of capitalism, will instead need to focus on needs and repla-
ce the principle of profit maximization with the maximization of social efficiency. 
This is not an abstract statement, however, and it requires the new labor move-
ment to address the question of what should be produced and how. Such a task 
requires an effort to decentralize the productive apparatuses, rejecting gigantism 
wherever possible to ensure direct control over production. In short, Bihr invites 
us to create a parallel economy alongside the official one, to immediately begin 
building a “network of alternative enterprises” led by workers as “self-managed 
democracies”, refusing to permanently delegate power and promoting a “rotation 
of tasks, overcoming the division between command and framing functions, and 
execution functions” (Bihr 1991: 173). The idea is to make a beginning, that is, to 
stage a practical and ‘experimentalist’ attempt to escape from capitalism. 

Bihr’s ‘strategy’ is based on the conviction that the myth of revolution as ca-
taclysmic must be set aside. In contrast, change “is necessarily a large-scale en-
deavor”, one that must begin by exploiting the possibilities that can be concre-
tely identified here and now: “This can become reality if an articulated system 
of counter-powers is implemented in society” (Bihr 1991: 188). After all, turning 
the world socialist is not a necessary process, and the organized subjectivity of 
human beings who know how to read and interpret reality and act accordingly is 
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the only thing that might open the door to a different history of humanity. This is 
the logical context framing Bihr’s insistence on “counter-powers”, the central pillar 
of his entire theoretical construction and the force through which a re-energized 
workers’ movement might seek to wrest control over society away from the state. 
Bihr’s idea is that a network of counter-powers is woven into the heart of society, 
promoting the ‘self-management of struggles’ and the spread of ‘alternative logics’, 
that is, large or small projects that are completely different from those imposed by 
capital or the state – a true ‘counter-society’. This vision transcends any opposition 
between reformist vs. revolutionary practices because counter-powers address 
both immediate questions and problems and longer-term or ‘historical’ objectives. 
Nor is it the goal of these powers to seize the state’s levers of dominion; rather, they 
seek to replace the state, that is, to replace the monopoly of social power by one 
or more ruling classes with “a power deriving from the self-activity of the masses, 
who re-appropriate the guiding, organization and control of social practice” and 
learn to “do without the state” (Bihr 1991: 193). 

A perspective of this sort requires organization, and it cannot be embodied by 
a traditional political party that has historically operated to generate forms of alie-
nating militancy and to exacerbate centralism. Instead, it entails conceptualizing 
organizations in which the transmission of power takes place from the bottom up 
– the base organizations should enjoy maximum ‘tactical’ autonomy and, through 
direct democracy, everyone should be guaranteed the chance to contribute to stra-
tegic decisions. Central agencies would continue to exist, but they would consist 
of delegates with a mandate that can be revoked at any time. In terms of ethics, 
the life of the labor movement’s new organizations “should become an ongoing 
demonstration of the possibility of a different society” (Bihr 1991: 197). 

These “roads to renewal” clearly presuppose that the proletariat be em-
powered and yet, as Bihr specifies, while the proletariat is the subject on which 
the burden of exploitation weighs most heavily, it is not the only class victimized 
by capitalism. The task is thus to envision a re-energized anti-capitalist and soci-
alist movement that is multi-faceted in its articulation – one that does not reject 
the role of avant-gardes but does prevent them from forming a ‘high command’, 
that is, an untouchable elite presented as infallible and given charge of leading the 
masses to revolution: “If the avant-garde is located in the movement, therefore, it 
is the movement’s exploratory head, its furthest most point; if the high command 
instead stands outside the movement, it tries to guide the movement according to 
a strategy or plan of struggle developed from the outside” (Bihr 1991: 207). 

In Bihr’s work, socialism emerges from its ‘classical’ phase of class, intellectu-
als, unions, the party, and conquest of the state to enter (what is for now) a sha-
dowy phase of experimentalism, pluralism, and critique of the traditional concep-
tion of revolution. A phase that, in the absence of better definitions, we are forced 
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to define as ‘post-classical’. In this context, socialism becomes also a way of life and 
declares itself also as an attitude towards life, which does not refuse the political 
dimension of traditional socialism, but strengthens it. All those elements, which 
Bihr saw in advance, seem to be typical of the anti-capitalist movements at the 
beginning of the 21st century.

Conclusion: an experiment in the 21st Century 
The four intellectual-militants analyzed above raised questions that current re-
volutionary groups still have to tackle – the respective roles of the State, the par-
ty, and the trade union; managing the economy in a post-capitalistic society; the 
problematic relation between equality and freedom; and the tensions between re-
presentative and direct democracy. Their recipe has been, in short, to make use 
of self-government and self-organization as antidotes to bureaucratization and 
authoritarianism.

Yet the world is nowadays undergoing the divorce between capitalism and de-
mocracy and between politics and economy (Streeck 2013: 25), while at the same 
time the very existence of any sort of labor movement is questioned globally in 
the face of job atomization and automation. Is there still space for utopian imagi-
nation? 

Whereas in the Western world protest movements come and go as they fail 
to establish stable anticapitalistic social and political structures, in the region of 
Rojava, in Syrian Kurdistan, the Movement for a Democratic Society (TEV-DEM) 
has taken up the challenge issued by the intellectual-militants presented here of 
building a post-capitalistic society grounded in self-government and social justice 
and furthermore with a strong commitment to gender equality. As even the New 
York Times eventually recognized, “the Kurds are there not only to fight against 
the Islamic State, but also to defend a precious experiment in direct democracy” 
(Ross 2015). 

This theoretical and political experiment stems from the strategic about-face 
the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) made in 2005 following its leader Abdullah 
Öcalan, who has been held in Turkish prisons since 1999. Based in part on his 
reading of the US anarchist Murray Bookchin, the Kurdish leader invited the party 
to give up on building a traditional state and instead to concentrate on the strugg-
le for autonomy and self-defense, in this case through democratizing the areas 
Kurds inhabit. Öcalan proposes building a new society in the present, a society 
in which power flows from the bottom up, based on citizen assemblies (councils) 
and progressively widespread structures in which delegates operate on the basis of 
an imperative mandate (Öcalan 2011). In short, he has been acting from prison 
to “become the exponent of a ‘state-less democracy’ founded on three pillars: the 
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equality of women, ecology and peace” (Levi Strauss 2016: 63). It is not simply a 
matter of pursuing gender equality, but of enacting a profound cultural revolu-
tion in the name of ‘gyneology’, the science (and knowledge) of women, which is 
an unprecedented paradigm aimed at abolishing the patriarchy and violent mas-
culinity permeating the principle of the state. In Rojava, this move to overcome 
centuries of women’s subordination to men can be seen in multiple spheres of 
community life, starting with the military. As far as institutions are concerned, the 
People’s Council of West Kurdistan is based on a multi-level system in which ad-
ministrative positions rotate back and forth between women and men. Since 2014, 
the council system has been accompanied by a more traditional level of govern-
ment, the Democratic Autonomous Administration, that operates in keeping with 
the principles of freedom, equality, and social justice established by the “Charter 
of the Social Contract in Rojava” (YPG 2016). Under today’s conditions of war, 
this text represents a set of prospects for the future. The anti-capitalist character 
of Rojava’s social experiment lies in the cooperative organization of production 
as well as in the critique of money, which is viewed not as a neutral instrument 
for mediating trade but as a reification of exploitative and domination-based so-
cial relations. In so doing, these community efforts to build an economy based on 
needs – and environmental balance – within a system of direct democracy might 
offer the disenchanted observers of post-democratic capitalism a spark of hope for 
the future. 

translationed from the original Italian by Angelina I. Zontine
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