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Spectral Futures An Introduction

Bernd Herzogenrath


There’s not one (visualization/expectation of the) future—there are many! There’s not even the choice only between a bright future (utopia) and a dark future (dystopia). The white light of the future is (and can only be?) seen through a prism, and what we see are speculations made visible as a manifold spectrum. Thus, we can imagine futures in all colors of the spectrum (where “color” might itself be seen as the effect [or even affect] of multispecies, in|human perceptions). This collection invites spectral speculations on green futures, black futures, red futures, orange futures, blue futures, and so on—but also on futures that lie outside of that well-regulated spectrum . . . why not dusty, sludgy, candy-colored, shimmering, and so on, futures? And besides, we might envision futures as spectral in such a way that they belong to the realm of ghosts. So, we also might need a hauntology that does not deal with the (specters of the) past but also with the (specters of the) future—hauntology meets the avenir (a haunting in the guise of a head-on collision). Like the color spectrum—taking into account its multiple different tones, shades, and hues (where every position on the spectral continuum is itself a vibrant multiplicity—imagine Dedekind’s Cut enacted on a palette)—‘the future” is an unfinished totality, without closure.

As Nietzsche reminds us, Fredric Jameson has argued, “whatever social and spatial form our future misery [or fortune and hope, B. H.] may take, it will not be alien because it will by definition be ours. Dasein ist je mein eigenes—defamiliarization, the shock of otherness, is a mere aesthetic effect and a lie.”1 Thus, if science fiction is seen only as a genre that “predicts” a future by extrapolating from the present—by prolonging the present on a straight line going from today, to tomorrow, to “the day after,” and so on, Jameson is surely right. Seen in this way, the “new” of the future is always something created along familiar lines, something always related to the present that creates it. This is why Nietzsche emphasizes the “untimely” as a corrective to the “all-too-human” conditions (such as history, essence, humanity, etc.)—all these are instances of a transcendent being which, if put into generic conventions, produce the new as something stale and well-known. In contrast, a focus on “becoming” (as the eternal return as the interplay of difference and repetition, of repetition as difference) does not so much predict and determine, but sets free the virtualities of and in the actual present. Such an envisioning of the future as “undetermined new” needs to muster all powers of the false, of speculation, to try and dislodge the patterns of recognition and rules of extrapolation, all the reactionary frameworks that prevent “the new” from overspilling the “been there—done that.” “Genuine philosophers . . . reach for the future with a creative hand and all that is and has been becomes a means for them, n instrument, a hammer. Their ‘knowing’ is creating.”2 Nietzsche is here speculating about a “philosophy of the future” (the subtitle of Beyond Good and Evil actually reads Prelude to a Philosophy of the Future in terms of a “philosophy yet to come”—but we might also read this as speculating about a philosophy not only dealing with but also coming from the future).

Timothy Morton has argued that a feeling is a thought from the future3—so maybe art, with its creation of affects and percepts, can tell us more about this “unconditional, undetermined new” of (the) future? Or, maybe not even “future” or “futures” (the actual), but futurities (the virtual)? Can art help us to “feel” a future? A future that is not just a lame repetition of past and present propositions, a continuation of the same errors (e-cars, flying cars, change through technology, etc.) . . . what is the future that the arts can “affectively imagine”? Deleuze has famously argued that a book of philosophy should be “a kind of science fiction”4—or vice versa?! The question that haunts Deleuze—like Nietzsche—is the following: “how else can one write but of those things which one doesn’t know, or knows badly? It is precisely there that we imagine having something to say. We write only at the frontiers of our knowledge, at the border which separates our knowledge from our ignorance and transforms the one into the other.”5 And how can one write of those things without fabulating, without speculating, without at least trying to leave behind the “all-too-human” condition? This is why this collection encouraged its authors to go for a more experimental approach: this collection will not (only) consist of “proper” academic papers—instead, we are opting for a more “sci-fi” approach, a mixture of academe and speculation . . . criti-science-fiction, science-fiction-criticism.

It is here, through the suggestive entryway of the color spectrum, that the contributors speculate on nonanthropogenic futurities, with the colors guiding theoretical reflection on the richness of an essentially complex and disordered material universe. The conceit of a spectrum automatically provides organization. The inclusion of x-rays, ultraviolet, black, and white (where human visibility fails) helps to escape from a sole focus on humanism: the band of visible light within the electromagnetic spectrum is (relatively) small, and the collection indicates that much more information is being transmitted by electromagnetic radiation than what we see/what lets us see.

This volume will entertain a colorful palette of diverse critical approaches: speculative realism, oceanic biology, philosophy, politics, posthuman studies, queer theory, and so on. What all these approaches and contributions will have in common is a strong focus on materiality, the in|human, and the innovative possibilities that an emphasis upon this “fabulated spectrum” enables. These contributions combine the potentialities of philosophy, art, and science, in that they all forge a relation to chaos, or an undeterminable “new.”

As Val Plumwood has succinctly put it: “If our species does not survive the ecological crisis, it will probably be due to our failure to imagine and work out new ways to live with the earth, to rework ourselves and our high energy, high-consumption, and hyper-instrumental societies adaptively.”6


Welcome to the Spectrum!!



	wavelength: 0.001 nm

	 color: gamma rays

	 The Spectral Affectivity of Glaciers



Building on the emerging research on glacier radioactivity, Julita Skotarska’s essay speculates on how gamma rays—the most powerful and energetic form of light—can penetrate the dominant narratives of glaciers and thus our imaginary in the unfolding future of the climate crisis. She frames her analysis within the figure of the affective spectrum to shed light onto historically disregarded ways of seeing and becoming-with glaciers, coming from Indigenous peoples, writers, and poets. Breaking with familiar habits of thinking and representing, these portrayals represent glaciers as active participants in shaping human and nonhuman histories—actors capable of reciprocity, not merely discursive victims. Skotarska’s reflections are guided by contributions from posthumanist thinkers, predominantly Rosi Braidotti, but also Donna Haraway and Karen Barad.

Drawing on her personal experience of living in Iceland, where people come to see glaciers as they retreat due to rising temperatures, she draws attention to those narratives that go beyond the paradigm of vulnerability and victimhood. She considers the glaciers’ role in molding not only geological but also experiential landscapes: they are recognized as social through the accounts of Indigenous people and, in Jemma Wadham’s Ice Rivers, as agential. Skotarska considers the representation of glaciers in Anna Kavan’s apocalyptic vision in her novel Ice, where they function as biopolitically active and punitive. This makes it possible to draw certain parallels with the current situation of the unfolding climate crisis.


	wavelength: 100–400 nm

	color: ultraviolet

	Wild Light: Radiant Skin and the Domestication of Ultraviolet Futures



The year 2020 was a pivotal year for ultraviolet light. While scientists around the globe were buzzing about new studies regarding the germicidal potential of UV-C radiation on Covid-19, the author was beginning biweekly UV phototherapy treatments for an autoimmune skin disorder. In our popular imaginaries, we tend to think of ultraviolet as the proverbial “color out of space”—an inhuman glow imperceptible to the human eye, emitted by celestial bodies and studied by astrobiologists. But as UV light is increasingly brought indoors and into four-cornered rooms, our UV imaginaries are undergoing a tectonic shift. In this not-so-distant future that is already present, we undergo UV therapy to ward off seasonal depression and skin ailments, hold escalator handrails disinfected with UV-C LEDs, and turn UV cameras on each other to read messages on our skins. In her chapter, Lisa Yin Han contemplates how an ultraviolet media theory might take into account this cultural shift in our perceptions of UV from the more-than-human sublime of the universe, to mundane living spaces illuminated by the measured application of safekeeping UV wavelengths. To construct a vision of a UV future, she considers the history of how UV has mediated human kinships with nature and how this light was domesticated and integrated into medical and industrial settings. How might we think about the role of UV light in simultaneously connecting us to nonhuman worlds while also reifying the boundaries between humans and unsightly others? Han makes the case that in thinking of changing skins and shared experiences of exposure and deprivation, UV may be understood as a medium of connection and solidarity, capable of illuminating an alterity within as well as enfolding humans into a wider UV solar commons.


	wavelength: 380–750 nm

	color: rainbow

	Somewhere over the Rainbow



The rainbow is a lure that promises, proclaims, and symbolizes diversity. It is also an exemplary figure for contemplating the relationship between the material and the apparent, and the virtual and the actual. Shorthand for a glorious image of humanity dwelling in common, the rainbow is both an affirmation of difference and a figure for difference as the expression of an underlying same. What happens, Claire Colebrook asks in her chapter, if we start to think about the ways in which the white light generated rainbow precludes the thought of those differences irreducible or divergent from the substrate of the same? Rainbow humanism derives difference from a material and quantifiable quantity, thereby allowing difference to be contained within the spectrum of color.


	wavelength: 400–700 nm+

	color: white

	White • Rot



Amanda Boetzkes’ chapter will address “white” by way of its appearance at the limits of biopolitical thinking. She draws from Antonin Artaud’s vivid positioning of white as an excessive phenomenon that can be associated with the putrefaction of European culture. Artaud’s dialectic between the theater and its double—spectral appearances and reality—is an avenue into a discussion of white as a necropolitical force, an instrument of colonial occupation. Taking the Arctic as a planetary site at which biopolitical white has sedimented but where it can also be demythologized, Boetzkes suggests that melting glacier ice, a key scientific marker of global climate change, heralds the demise of white sensibility. Accordingly, she repositions the spectral future of white by suggesting the possibilities of reading it through the bones and teeth left by the necropolitical regime of European imperialism.


	wavelength: 420–700 nm

	color: sodium-silver

	Blank Screens and Spectral Skies: Hong Kong as a Postcolonial Locus of Transnational Asian Futures



Where, once, the East was construed as a continuous horizon of approach associated with daybreak and anteriority, the hyper-modernization of many East Asian cities has seen the region also increasingly understood as a sequence of discrete, metropolitan topographies, where constant ambient light interrupts cycles of waking and dreaming as much as it furthers a complicated distinction between the virtual and the real. Drawing analogies between skyglow, screens, and dreams, Dawn Chan’s essay offers open-ended reflections that leverage the practices of several contemporary artists to examine a transnational subjectivity mediated by Hong Kong’s unsettled postcolonial relationships to the future—in contrast to many decolonization narratives currently in vogue. The refiguring of blankness in skies and screens follows the identification of an emergent metaphoric, elliptical mode capacious enough both to accommodate surveilled uncertainties and to better analogize the specters of Hong Kong’s looming postcolonial not-yet-past.


	wavelength: 450 nm low latency (you know, for high-speed trading)

	color: CME blue (i.e., the blue that the Chicago Mercantile Exchange uses)

	A Brief and Speculative History of Making the Weather an Option



Orit Halpern’s essay is a brief and speculative mapping of how singular weather events became climates and then futures with options that are now markets. This is a story about the rationalization and reorganization of nature, territory, and time. But it is also about how futures are made and foreclosed.


	wavelength: 450–490 nm

	color: cobalt blue

	Afterimage



Mitchell Akiyama’s chapter is a speculative investigation into the disappearance of a color. In the year 2024, with the rate of global warming surpassing predicted levels, there is a demand for the raw materials required to manufacture the batteries intended to replace fossil fuels as the primary energy source. One of the crucial elements employed in the fabrication of lithium-based batteries is cobalt, a metal found most abundantly in the Democratic Republic of Congo, where labor is dangerous, and laborers are badly exploited.

Set in a near future in which cobalt supplies are nearly fully depleted, Akiyama follows an unnamed narrator who experiences a spontaneous and jarring visual hallucination while gazing at a piece of Chinese blue and white porcelain. The afterimage inexplicably manifests as an orange hue—the complementary color of the vessel’s cobalt blue. The narrator’s musings on color, perception, and subjectivity are intercut with the musings of elemental cobalt, an emergent nonhuman voice that meditates on its historical use and exploitation for pigment, industrial applications, and ultimately for battery production. Both are witness to the eventual exhaustion of global cobalt supplies, which leads cultural institutions across the world to liquidate their collections of ceramics containing the precious material. Reacting to the disappearance of authentic cobalt blue from the color spectrum, the narrator perpetrates a quiet and futile gesture of sensorial commemoration.


	 wavelength: 490 nm

	 color: supra-blue minor

	 Meshes of Light and Death, by Oceanic Bacteria



Jeremie Brugidou invites us on a voyage in darkness and spectral emergence. The ocean can be a space for luminous encounters, provided we kill our idol, the white light. We do not know what our relationship to light is until we’ve met it in other forms: light is situated, light matters. The ocean is a tale of light in a vast darkness where many different stories are told. Through a remote sensing of the ocean, some of these stories travel along pathways of transduction ending at our eyes and open up a craving shared beyond the human.


	wavelength: 492 nm

	color: infragreen

	An Infragreen and Bipolar Tale of the Future



The future is already here, but it is not equally distributed, as the dictum goes. It is already here for some and not for others. And it is the latter that interest me here: all those beings which are out of phase with the reality of the future—and, increasingly, by “those beings,” Thierry Bardini does not mean us humans. He addresses those forms of life which we could doubly call, after David Lapoujade, “lesser existences.” First, because indeed, we humans only consider them with a calculating, condescending gaze: primitive, archaic, unevolved beings of limited or no usefulness—like a fern or an insect. Secondly, because we often do not even bother to think of them when we imagine futures: they have somehow no future, or better put, they have no predictable future useful to humans; their future is totally contingent; they do not even seem to have futurities.

In the science fiction Bardini offers here, he picked one such form of life, usually beneath our notice: Tortella tortuosa. This moss happens to be what botanists call “bipolar bryophytes,” mosses showing a disjointed distribution on earth: growing in the circumpolar regions of both hemispheres. They are quite common; bryologists estimate that 45 percent of all mosses growing in the Antarctic are bipolar. Yet, they cannot explain why, or the mechanisms of how, they became split across these extreme bipolar distributions. Moreover, they have no clue of what will become of them: their habitat is warming up faster than anywhere else on earth. The state of their future is on a cusp far more brittle than that of a polar bear.

Of course, as Bardini is fully aware, “bipolar” is one of the signatures of our time—who isn’t, these days, always on the wrong side of the fence, alternatively slightly over-enthused, slightly too depressed? Bardini is wary of two kinds of “supra-green trends” he encounters too often: the catastrophist (aka the collapsologie—it is now a neologism in French!) and the technological solutionist, California style. He knows that the ecological catastrophe is coming, but he does not see any point in the gloom for the sake of gloom; Bardini cares for technology, and yet he does not think that technology alone will solve the problem. He is “critically bipolar” with regard to the ecological catastrophe and its technological fixes—alternatively for one or the other, and for none. So, here Bardini proposes an ironic statement that seems unfortunately relevant to our present condition: bipolar or not, catastrophist or techno-optimist, it’s still business as usual.


	wavelength: 530 nm

	color: pure gold

	Hyper-Vanguard: The Future of a Thousand Sects



Jason Bahbak Mohaghegh’s piece explores the formulation of a hypothetical city of a thousand sects as the keystone to a certain futurity. Thus, the spatial contours of reality itself break into the zones of secret societies and their maps of radical factionalism, a drive to micro-territoriality in which infinite vanguards rise and fall, each with their own convoluted vows, rituals, philosophies, and control rooms. Some sectors align according to technical or scientific obsessions, still others by architectural or artisanal practices, others by aesthetic dimensions of appearance or confidential emblems, others by a single mystical hallucination: yet each following a lone watchword that forms one signpost to the future (time, space, movement, image, illusion, cosmos, body). The result is the inexorable segmentation of the city into intricately detailed and intimately fanatical strata, each with their own careful orchestrations of consciousness surrounding their chosen passcode. Moreover, each bloc would oversee its own unique theater of operation guided by certain specific visual images, object worlds, performative or ceremonial choreographies, classified records, and enigmatic doctrines. In opposition to the homicidal archetypes of nation or empire (which presume totalitarian, world-unifying projects), these hyper-vanguards would exist in states of creative encounter, subterranean trade, fatal conspiracy, or rivalry with one another. Accordingly, the internal structures of such alliances would also become increasingly susceptible to fragmentation, transformation, intensification, and sectarian twists (following the breaking patterns of crystal lattice arrangements or the serpentine design of mazes). Rather than consolidate authoritarian regimes into the monolith of a Republic, here one dreams of a mesmerizing series of counter-enclaves where the carnivalesque proliferation of sects would leave the order of things suspended in lighter conditions of vulnerability, chaos, treachery, metamorphosis, intrigue, and evanescence. This is also the connection to the color of pure gold, as the early alchemists too inscribed a covert plane of hidden libraries and forbidden schools of thought to unlock futural powers like no other.


	wavelength: 555 nm

	color: chartreuse green

	Pale Green Dots



The scenario explored in Abelardo Gil-Fournier’s critifictional short story is that of a massive upwelling into the atmosphere of colonies of photosynthetic marine phytoplankton-like particles as a consequence of the eutrophication of the oceans and the rise in the global temperature of the planet. The most characteristic effect of this event is that the planet’s atmosphere turns green. Within this setting, the text explores the relationship that the inhabitants of this transformed planet have with the images of their past and their new conditions of visuality.

The story postulates the premise that climate change can be understood as an ongoing transformation of radiant regimes characterized by massive atmospheric events, such as the reddening of the sky due to episodes of haze. The Anthropocene as a radiant regime is explored to operate in this speculative story as a filter, a veiling or a change in ambient light: an environmental transformation in the experience of sunlight that highlights the tight links between images, environment, and knowledge.


	wavelength: 580 nm

	color: yellow

	Specters of Solar Futurity: Yellow–Black–Yellow



Sunlight, scientists tell us, is white, but what we see, through the filter of the atmosphere, is yellow, and that is how it is absorbed by cultures. Ukraine’s blue and yellow flag is taken to refer to the blue sky and the yellow fields of grains that grow from the fertile black soil. Sky, fields, and soil are all part of a circuit of solar energy that has been absorbed and mobilized in multiple ways. What futures can be envisioned in and on the sun’s yellow rays, in this country subjected, as we write, to intense imperial aggression? To gauge possible futures, Asia Bazdyrieva, Adrian Ivakhiv, and Svitlana Matviyenko trace a history by which Russian imperial science, and later Soviet science, contributed to making the earth what it has become for Ukraine: foundational, contested, coveted, resourcified, and resistant. Unlike the cosmist inclinations of Vasily Dokuchaev and other Russian imperial scientists, Ukrainian artists, from Pavlo Tychyna to Fedir Tetianych, have perceived the sun and earth as poetry, as music, as “solar clarinets.” Between the past resourcification of light and soil into agro-industry, and its potential resourcification as solar energy and biofuels, there has always been the wild field, from which emanates a future-otherwise.


	wavelength: 590 nm

	color: amber

	Memory of a Stone



Fabien Clouette once encountered a strange stone during his ethnographic fieldwork aboard commercial fishing vessels in France. It was in the middle of the Celtic Sea. The fishermen and he had not seen land in ten days, and their only connection to society or humanity was through television shows that were constantly playing on the small kitchen TV. The two were working near the abandoned Kinsale gas rigs, not far from the Lusitania wreck site and, suddenly, big chunks of amber started falling off from the trawl, among tons of fish, seaweed, garbage or pieces of wreckage, and other oddities and monstrosities from the “AnthopOcean.” “Take one piece, you’ll make a necklace for your girl at home when we’re back,” said a deckhand as he handed Clouette a big shiny smelly rock. That moment has since been a great source of inspiration for him for theory-fiction. Clouette imagined what could have been the story of this stone that human wrested out from the abyss. Lately, he started an investigation around this stone, following geological but also economic and anthropogenic tracks, leading to several surprises concerning the ocean floors.


	wavelength: 605.34 nm

	color: vermilion

	Vermilion Times: Memoranda from the Future



Christine Reeh-Peters & Isabel Machado present a multifaceted sci-fi tale consisting of a literary text and an experimental video that can be accessed via a QR code. They felt inspired by the color variations of the cinnabar crystal, a toxic form of mercury sulfide, to follow a multilayered logic that interweaves philosophical, ethical, ecological, sociopolitical, cultural, and aesthetic concerns. The fictional story was written in collaboration with ChatGPT-4 and is set in a not-too-distant future, in an urban world shrouded in a mysterious fog veiled by toxic vermilion clouds. Unknown beings from the future, who call themselves “the spectrals,” transmit an enigmatic account of a journey through time that is not yet complete. The video is an assemblage of real images captured by the authors and synthetic images created in dialog with the ChatGPT-4 by uploading a drawing called “Vermillion Times” by Adrian Peters to Open AI. In this way, the authors created “with” the digital realm of machine ghosts, just as the characters in the narrative become “with” and communicate “through” some novel technological possibilities.


	wavelength: 680 nm

	color: flesh red

	Excoriating Red: A Note on Russian Futurity



Andrey Logutov’s chapter explores the dual connotations of the color red in Russia’s political and biological spheres to examine its impact on the nation’s past and futurities. Politically, red symbolized alertness during the French Revolution and later became entrenched in Russian discourse through the Bolshevik Revolution, eventually defining the Soviet era’s visual and ideological landscape. Biologically, red represents the commonality of flesh and blood, unifying living beings in a cycle of life and death. He argues that the interplay between these connotations manifests as an “itch-scratch cycle,” a compulsion to revisit and reassert the significance of Soviet symbolism within post-Soviet Russia.

This cycle not only characterizes the nation’s grappling with its Soviet past—nostalgically reinterpreted in popular culture—but also influences its authoritarian shift and the ongoing conflict in Eastern Europe. In modern Russia, red has become emblematic of both political unity, in the form of shared communist ideals, and biological unity, symbolized by blood and ancestry. This merger is evident in state rhetoric, particularly in discussions of the Russian-Ukrainian war, where the political red of the past is interwoven with a biological red of genealogical connections.

Logutov further posits that Russia’s


	wavelength: none, multiple

	color: gray

	Dead or Alive? Gray Futures





	wavelength: 0 nm – 400 nm – ≥ 700 nm

	color: blackless

	Blackless: The Present-Absence of Blackness in an African Tomorrow





	wavelength: 595 nm

	color: black hole black

	Black Hole Black (Disco Ball Lightning)





	wavelength: 6000∘A nm

	color: transparent

	The Color of Breath, the Color of Air







	 wavelength: n/a

	 color: luminous darkness

	 Exploring the Metaphysics of Afrofuturism through Howard Thurman’s Luminous Darkness





	wavelength: n/a

	color: iridescence

	The Future Iridesces






	wavelength: (khaki)—575.4 nm

	wavelength: (dark gray)—nil

	Soliloquies of a Lone Diner and the Specters of Thomas Sankara
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		16 Wavelength: None, Multiple | Color: Gray: Dead or Alive? Gray Futures


		17 Wavelength: 0 nm – 400 nm – ≥ 700 nm | Color: Blackless: Blackless: The Present-Absence of Blackness in an African Tomorrow


		18 Wavelength: 595 nm | Color: Black Hole Black: Black Hole Black (Disco Ball Lightning)


		19 Wavelength: 6000∘A nm | Color: Transparent: The Color of Breath, the Color of Air


		20 Wavelength: n/a | Color: Luminous Darkness: Exploring the Metaphysics of Afrofuturism through Howard Thurman’s Luminous Darkness


		21 Wavelength: n/a | Color: Iridescence: The Future Iridesces


		22 Wavelength (Khaki): 575.4nm∞Wavelength (Dark Gray)-nil: Soliloquies of a Lone Diner and the Specters of Thomas Sankara
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