Introduction

The Future Taken Seriously

Humans are unique in the realm of:[i\'ing beings in knowing there is
a future. preop[e experience wotry and hope, it is because they realize the
future exists, that it can be better or worse, and that the outcome depends
to some extent on them. But having this lmc-w[edge does not I'mply that
rhey know what to do with it People often repress their awareness of the
future because thinkfng about it distorts the comfort of the now, which
tends to be more powerful than the future because it is present and because
it is certain. The future, on the other hand, must be imagined in advance
and, for that very reason, is always uncertain. Getting a[ong with the fu-
ture is not an easy task, nor is it one in which instinct prevents us from
blunders. That is why we so often have a poor relatioﬂship with the future
and are either more fearful than we need to be or allow ourselves to hope
against all evidence; we WOrry excessively or not enough; we fail to prec[icr
the future or to shape it as much as we are able.

Something similar happens to societies. They too heed to develop the
capacity to see beyc-nd the present moment, and their abiliry to do so var-
ies as well. Much of our discomfort and our limited collective rationaliry
stems from the fact that democratic societies do not enjoy a good working
relationshfp with the future. In the first place, this is because the whole po-
litical system and the culture in general are devoted to the immediate pres-
ent and because our relarionship with the collective future is not based on
hope and planﬂing, but on precaution and improvisation. The future be-
came a part of our agenda in the 1970s, but less as a possibility to be shaped
than as a problematic reality: limits to growth and dismal environmental
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developments demanded attention, risk factors were weighed, the whole
idea of progress was found to be in crisis. People tend to respond skeptf—
cally when rhey are pushed to achieve difficult, distant goals, and politi—
cians make the expedienr choice of al[c-wing their constituents to take the
lead in these matters. We react in humerous ways that p[ace the future in
social jeopardy, and we end up performing a true act of tempora[ expro-
priation against coming generations.

It is obvious that we are no longer in the era of triumphant modernity
that disdplined the future through techno[ogical innovations, the methodi-
cal investigation of nature, and the codification of laws and bureaucratical[y
c-rganized institutions. At present, the techniques that were designec[ by
modern societies to manage the furure seem useless. It is not thar the fu-
ture used to be better, as Karl Valentin noted I'roﬂically, but it was certairﬂy
clearer. There are many factors explaining why the old certainties regard-
ing the future have been lost. The experience of accelerated change creates
discomfort, but greater discomfort stems from knowing that that very ac-
celeration makes our capacity to meaniﬂgﬁﬂly shape the future even more
problematic. Our relationship with the future is now more complex, less
nafve. A risk society needs other means of prec[icrion to stop the future
from slipping irremediab[y from our hands.

The goa[ of this book is to contribute to a new theory of the most sa-
lient aspects of social time: how does society relate to its future, and how
does it predicr, determine, and conﬁgure it? From there, we will draw a se-
ries of conclusions that will help us reassess how we conceive of and carry
out political action. E.valuatiﬂg the use that societies make of the future is
key to developing a critical theory of saciety. All social theory today should
be a theory of time, particularly of the way we employ the future, because
our current politica[ crisis corresponds to a crisis of the future and its grow-
ing indecipherability. The transformation that democratic societies require
will come hand in hand with a wiﬂiﬂgness to consider the future as their
most interesting sphere of influence. This will be true if we establish ap-
propriate methods of freeing ourselves from the tyranny of the short term
and open ourselves toward the more ambitious horizon of the [-:Jng term.
That was the task Max Weber assigned to politics: it must manage and take
responsibi[iry for the furure. Doing so requires us to incorporate ways of
rhink.ing that allow for a reasonable consideration of the long term, be-
yond simple projections or implausible scenarios.
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Ultimately, our current chaﬂenge is nothfng less than a restructur-
ing of time in an age of g[obalization. The prfncipal task for democratic
po[itical systems is to reach an agreement among past legacies, present
priorities, and the cha[lenges of the future. It is no coincidence that the
crisis of democracy is taking place at a time when its abiliry’ to carry out
this rapprochement is more uncertain. Time, devoid of all orgaﬂfzational
criteria, pamdes past us, and we take our place within it with cynical op-
portunism or g[oomy acceptance, compensating our lack of effectiveness
with superﬁcial uprisings, replaciﬂg hope with the useless evocation of
that which is completely other.

Conrempomry societies must work with time because, in order to se-
cure their own survival and well—being, they must increasingly include the
future in their calculations. But designs for the future are scarce. The future
has poor advocates in the present, and it suffers from chronic weakness.
The prob[em with our democracies is that our po[itica[ antagonisms are
bound to the present. We live at the expense of the future; our relatic-nship
to it is completely irrespoﬂsible. The [cﬁgic of the short term and of “ju.st in
time” is revealed through very diverse phenomena: we see the hegemony of
financial market strategies being imposed on other areas of the ECONOMY;
we see the pressure exerted by media deadlines and the polirical sysrenfs
troublfng I'rlabi[iry to chaﬂenge these time frames; we see the sensational-
ism that prioritizes specracu[ar or carastrophic events over the measured
support of long-rerm c[eve[opmenrs; we find the instantaneist conception
of c[emocracy manifest in the fact that po[itical decisions are tied to elec-
toral time frames. The logic of the urgent undermines our J:'elationship with
time, which is always dependent on the present moment.

This is the context in which we inscribe our societies” lack of collec-
tive ambition, the exhaustion of desire, our widespread fear, our retreat on
the question of individual interests, and our lack ofperspective. One could
say that process has triumphed over planning and that we favor an outlook
that is post- (postmodern, post-expressionist . . . ) rather than pro- [pro-
active, prc-jecr—orienred el Anriciparc-rjf behaviors seem to favor preven-
tion and precaution rather than planning and preparation. That temporal
shortsightedﬂess is aﬁ:ecting our ability to represent the future. It is not
that urgency stands in the way of elaborating long-term plans, but our
absence of plans subjugates us to the tyranny of the present. Contempo-
rary activity and the endless adaptatfon to chaﬂge that is required of us are
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experienced through a prism of survival, not of hope. Since, as it is said,
the “grand narratives” have died out, their p[ace has been filled by a defense
of u:u::quired rights.” The opening that was meant to accommeodate the vi-
sualization of the future has been overrun by concern about our current
moment. When one does not prepare for the future, the polftical system is
reduced to managing the present.

Who then should be exposed as enemies of the future? It is worth
noting that the future’s enemies must first be uncovered among those who
would seem to be its most fervent supporters. They are found anywhere
the future is trivialized and amid those who promote unproductfve accel-
erations with no concern for the costs of modernization. Artacks on the fu-
ture are launched from the most diverse trenches, and counterattacks come
from unsuspected authorities.

A good deal of the rhetoric of innovation, for example, constitutes
a trivialization of the future when it is not inserted into a meaningfu[ s0-
cial context. The future is discussed pen‘asively, with an extensive range of
meanings, including instances where what is being referenced is actually
the precise opposite of future: attempts are made to invoke the future as
a clear and insistent force to which we must yield. The fact is that if there
is true future, we should be cc-nfrc-nring somerhing unknown and surpris-
ing, but this does not seem to be the case with a certain rhetoric of innova-
tion that makes use of the [aﬂguage of necessity. This expansionistic use of
the term “future” derives from the fact thar the technical and commercial
meanings of the word have taken over. There is the sense thar furure p[an—
ning is only realized nowadays through technological promises or forecasts
of economic growth. If modernist utopias regarded the future fundamen-
ral[y in terms of social innovation, our current rhetoric about the future
seems to have restricted it to the areas of rechnological innovation or ex-
pansive marketp[aces.

The future is ﬁ'equent[y associated with acceleration. Seen thus, a
late arrival on the n"lerrjhgo‘rounc[ of competition implies an immediate
lack of future. The psychological and social complexity of human time has
been enormously simplified in this way. It is immediately apparent that
this point of view confronts us with a choice between acceleration and de-
celeration, considerab[y reducing our true options. Acceleration does not
constitute a “carching—up” to the future but is, instead, one of its princi-
pal enemies. In addition to the choice between acceleration and decelera-
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tion, there is the choice between true and false motion, which suggests that
sometimes an increase in speed can be a sigh of confusion, while reflection
may lay the groundwork for more profound change. The future must also
always be distinguished from its mere appearance. Only in that way can we
exp[ain, for example, the paradox that highly destructive technologies can
be presented as bearers of the future, while eﬂvironmentaﬂy friend.ly strate-
gies, which serve to assure the future, may appear to be conservative in na-
ture. This explains the Widespread sensation thar the acceleration of social
time is not truly signiﬁcant since it merely constitutes a false mobi[ity. Ttis
simply forward motion that conceals an incapacity to confront needed re-
forms and to shape our collective future. For that reason, confronting false
motion is one of our most important crirical rasks.

The future’s worst enemies also include those who insist on neutral-
izing its open and unpredicrab[e nature at all costs. The best cognitive and
pracrical strategies in recent years have been speciﬁca[ly articulated in mod-
els that respect the opaque and inaccessible nature of the future. Concepts
such as resilience, risk, emergency, or governance have been suggested in
response to the failure of deterministic planﬂing, but the goa[ of ﬁﬂdfhg
an inte[ligem: and respc-nsible way ofmanaging the furure has not been re-
nounced. Itisa question ofrethinlcing the future as a place of [iberry, a hy-
pothesis, of a promise, not as a decisive reality. The best evidence we have
of this is the fact that the past is full of futures that were never realized.
We need only examine the Futuro[ogy that was pracriced at any time in
the past to confirm that the majority of its predicrions and promises were
unsuccessful. The fact that reality disappoints us in this way is what makes
it susceptible to human mﬂﬁguring. From this perspective, the future’s
current enemies would not be the people who try to stop us from advanc-
ing toward a particular future that dc-gmatic progressivism helps us envi-
sion c.[early. Instead, the enemies of the future are the peop[e who conceive
of it without ta_king its complexiry seriously, those who handle it thought—
less[y (either because rhey view it as a mere continuation or because they
mortgage it recldessly), those who p[an it without respecting its opaque-
ness, but also those who comfortably accept the supposed natural progres-
sion of things.

If that is true, then we should reformulate the polirical antago-
nism that has, since the beginning of the modern era, been fixed into a

right—left dua[ity defined on the basis of the perceived progress of history.
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Progressives and conservatives exist aiong the entire iength of the poiiticai
spectrum, and reactionaries on both ends often form coalitions to defend
themselves against the unknown. Moreover, champions of the right and
left sometimes compromise in order to embrace the future without exces-
sive concern about eiiminating its least manageable aspects. What is ideo-
logically crucial at the present time is not whether one defines oneself in
terms of progress or status quo, but in terms of the contrast between move-
ment toward the future and movement that is not going anywhere. The fu-
ture is no longer forged by a struggle against those who defend the past, but
against those who appear to be on one’s side and who defend the future,
bur do so poc-riy. Nowac[ays, progressivism is found wherever processes are
put into effect to shape the unknown future and whenever uncertainty is
manageci responsibly. There are, however, new disparities that give way to
ideoiogicai divides that go beyond the labels currenl:i;,r in use; these are not
the comfortable distinctions of traditional parliamentary topography or
the geostrategic labels of the cold war. They serve only to perpetuate cur-
rent models of government and its critics.

The Foiiowing pages defend a poiitics of optimism and hope at a
time when confidence in the maiieabiiiry of the future has been under-
mined. ﬂaey were written in opposition to the belief that the world is be-
yond uncierstanciing or conﬁguration. What we need is a poiitica_i system
that makes the future its fundamental task, determined to i{eep actions
from becoming insigniﬁcant reactions and pians from degenerating into
utopian idealism.

This book stems from a course that Eric Marquer offered me the op-
portunity to teach at the University of the Sorbonne (Paris I) during the
20072008 academic year. I also owe a great deal to my colleague Serge
Champeau and to Frédéric Joly, from Editions Climats-Flammarion. Their
kindnesses far exceed the simple conventions of reciprocity.



