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Foreword by Darren Roos

I’d actually never thought much about the future. Like many of us, I was focused on next month, next quarter or perhaps my next holiday. As I got older and more career oriented, I extended that a few years to include my next job and the planning that was required. This meant thinking about my CV, my education, my title and my roles. But that was it. Beyond this was a place in time that I would deal with when I got there because, frankly, I couldn’t influence it. One day I got a call from Theo inviting me to do a TED talk and, in preparation, I started to think about ‘the future’ in the context of my son Luke, who was seven at the time. I reflected on how the future would impact his education, what kind of world he would live in, how he would date and meet his future partner and the type of job he would have. It was a wakeup call as it dawned on me that I had been oblivious to this uncertain reality that I would inevitably live through. What will my life look like in the future?

This realization brought about an awareness that, while I couldn’t necessarily have a meaningful impact on the future, I could definitely prepare for whatever this future may bring. Along with this reflection came a new interest in the concept of futurists and their diverse views of what the future will hold. Some things are undeniable: the future is coming, we don’t know exactly what it will look like, and the further out you look the less certain it is. But, irrespective of what the future brings, understanding the trajectory we are moving on and preparing ourselves and future generations undoubtedly gives us an enormous advantage over those that simply drift towards the future. Never before has the pace of change been so fast and yet it will never again be so slow. 

2020 brought with it immense change and turmoil. It shone a spotlight on the socio-economic divide, differing political value systems, growing nationalism, and climate change but most of all, it highlighted the speed with which the world can change. No longer can we reflect on the future as a point in time that may never arrive. The authors and contributors of this book provide a variety of ideas which provide valuable insights and importantly challenge the reader to think about what they believe the future will bring. The Future Starts Now shows how futurism is now more relevant than ever, and is the best preparation that we have for the future. 

Darren Roos, CEO, IFS


Foreword by Jon Christian

When people learn that I’m an editor for an online publication called Futurism, they often ask me what I think the future is going to be like.

‘I don’t know,’ I usually reply. ‘After all, it hasn’t happened yet.’

This is a lazy dodge, obviously, but it’s a very tricky question. Most people are terrible at predicting the future. Occasionally someone gets lucky and anticipates something more or less accurately decades before it happens – think E.M. Forster’s ominous novella The Machine Stops, which envisioned something very much like the internet back in 1909 – but most people who try end up being embarrassingly wrong. 

Personally, though I’ve always been fascinated by visions of the future, I have no urge to add to this sprawling graveyard of failed predictions. The way I look at it, the only thing journalists who cover the future have the power to do is to hunt for futuristic things that are already cropping up here in the present, and then report them as we would any other story: factually, contextually, and with a healthy dose of scepticism.

That’s a philosophy, I was encouraged to find, that is on full display in The Future Starts Now. You will find it not just in the chapters authored by the book’s many thoughtful and qualified contributors, but also in Theo and Bronwyn’s core proposition that the entire notion of predicting a specific, deterministic future is flawed from the get-go. Instead, in a framing they call ‘anti-futurist’ – a snappy neologism I may start using myself – they argue that it’s worth mapping out a plethora of potential futures precisely so that we may do battle, here in the present, to encourage the good outcomes and deter the bad ones.

That’s not a silver bullet – some readers are surely going to disagree about which futures are desirable, after all – but it is a heartening and pragmatic message for the dismal historical moment that we currently find ourselves in. An awful pandemic has swept the globe, reminding us that we still have little control over nature’s most chaotic processes, and even less over our own worst impulses toward misinformation and inequity. The environment seems to be degrading at such a speed that even the most optimistic projections doubt whether we are past the point of no return. Corporations appear to be amassing the power of minor gods, and with none of the wisdom or benevolence we might expect from traditional deities.

I should point out that, even though those types of broad-spectrum, civilization-shaking questions about the future are unquestionably important, they can also feel theoretical and remote from our everyday experiences. As journalists like myself are painfully aware, the future-oriented topics that attract the most popular attention tend to be farfetched and unorthodox, like sex robots and longevity treatments and space colonization. 

That’s not to say these more salacious stories are unimportant, but treating them constructively requires a steady editorial hand – and this collection pulls off a prestigious move by delicately touching upon such topics in order to draw readers into larger conversations about more pressing and significant concerns. And rest assured that it’s never dull; the essays herein indeed grapple with everything from rarefied economic questions to virtual sex appeal and space explosions, all of which I’m sure will be at least somewhat relevant as the actual future unfolds.

As it threads that needle between the accessible and the rarefied, a recurring theme in this book is that the seeds of our destruction are often closely linked with our best hopes. Genetic science may allow tomorrow’s terrorists to create terrifying bioweapons, but it also helped physicians develop COVID-19 vaccines in record time. Advances in automation could eliminate the livelihoods of workers and consolidate power in the hands of megacorporations, or they could let us construct a fairer society that liberates everybody to do what they love.

Dazzled yet? Frankly, it breaks my little journalist brain. With all apologies to W.B. Yeats, I’ve started getting a sense that we’re all turning and turning in various widening gyres, and it’s difficult to imagine that this will last forever. At worst, I fear a rapid arms race between the good and bad uses of new technologies that will eventually escalate to some terrible and apocalyptic conclusion. At best, perhaps we’ll discover some new sense of equilibrium – and maybe, if we’re lucky and listen to our better angels, it’ll be one that nudges the world in a gentler and more prosperous direction.

It’s also worth noting that the future, by necessity, needs to deal with the past. This book spills a good deal of ink, both explicitly and implicitly, about the legacy of cyberpunk, a speculative fiction subgenre characterized by an ambivalent relationship toward capitalism and a penchant toward ‘used futures’ with messy, evocative histories. I won’t muddy the waters further except to agree that whatever future our children inherit, it will never represent a tabula rasa. Instead, like every future before it ossified into the present and eventually receded into the past, it will surely be built on the rubble of everything that came before it.

Suffice to say that I enjoyed the book, and I hope you will too – and that the next time someone asks me about the future, I may have a new answer.

‘I’m not sure,’ I might say. ‘But there’s a new essay collection you might want to check out.’

Jon Christian, freelance journalist 

and news editor at Futurism


Introduction

The choices we make today – as individuals, as businesses, and as members of society – ripple out all around us, amplifying over time. What will future generations – our children and our grandchildren (indeed, even our future selves, should we live long enough) – make of the choices we are making on their behalf?

The truth is, the future is not fixed: it is neither as bleak as the prophets of doom predict, nor as shiny and brilliant as the optimistic smooth-talking ‘singularity’ soothsayers promise. Despite what powerful, power-hungry politicians and high-profile, profit-hungry business personalities tell us, nothing is inevitable, except for death and taxes (and even then, advances in extreme longevity science and radical economic models could feasibly change that in the not too distant future).

This means that exponential growth is not guaranteed; universal basic income is not the only solution to surviving the robot uprising; moving to a Mars colony is not the only way to save the human race from climate change; you will probably never own a flying car; and submitting to an omniscient surveillance state is not the only way to protect our babies from the big bad world outside.
 
We can surely do better than these limited overly optimistic and overly pessimistic visions will have us believe.

We also have the power to change the future of the future to a future that works for more of us.

That is why we have gathered together a carefully selected group of disillusioned futurists from all over the world to bring you this book, as both an apology to future generations – and a warning to our own.

This book is designed to get us thinking about the futures we don’t want to live in, as well as those that we do want to create – and to suggest some actionable solutions we can implement today to make sure we end up in the future we want for ourselves, our careers, our businesses, our societies, and our dependents.


Now, the future needs you.



Letters from the Editors

Haunted by Hauntology
 
When I first envisioned this book, it was meant to be a series of statements of apology, written from the perspective of a future self and sent back in time to a younger generation, for the mistakes we’ve made and how not to repeat them. This seemed like a logical framework and solid idea but was ultimately doomed to become a very long-winded and regretful monologue.

The next idea came from discovering the term ‘hauntology’ in reference to the future. 

Hauntology (haunting + ontology), a term coined by the French philosopher Jacques Derrida, is the feeling or lamentation for futures that we were promised but which have never materialized – lost futures, in a sense. As futurists, we often hear people ask, ‘Where are the flying cars and jetpacks we were promised?’ (fellow futurist Doug Vining explores this concept further in Chapter 10) and this is a typical pop-culture view of something that has generally been accepted as a window to the future, or certainly one possible future. Somehow, many optimistic predictions and inventions touted during the late 1930s and early 1940s at the famous World’s Fair exhibition, Futurama, have been lost to time and as a result we feel like we were robbed of a brighter tomorrow. Hence, hauntology, and a sense of lost opportunities.

Again, though, an entire book dedicated to listing all our undelivered potential wouldn’t make for very positive reading.

However, after chatting through some ideas with Bronwyn one afternoon, via a ropy Skype connection, about the overall concept and goal for the book, we both came to the conclusion that in order to tackle something of this magnitude and diversity we would need the input of people of equal magnitude and diversity of thought in order to deliver something valuable to the reader – something that wasn’t written from a singular point of view or with an overabundance of misery.

And so The Future Starts 
Now was born: a book that examines the future from multiple perspectives, and through the diverse voices of many amateur and professional futurists alike. We invited a roster of very different people, across different continents, to cover topics they felt strongly about that touched upon the main themes: how will our current paths and ideals affect business, society and technology, and what can we do to learn from them? 

This book is a journey, the futurist’s version of Homer’s Odyssey or Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales.

It will develop your understanding of the impact of changes and how these ripple into the future and whether these possible futures are good, bad or somewhere in-between. 

It will leave you questioning what you see around you today, and will hopefully galvanize your thinking and motivation to change the world around you for the better. 

It provides rich insight from people you may never have heard of before, and will leave you wanting to discover more from them as a result.

Above all else, it is meant to change how you view the future and persuade you that, with the right frame of mind and tools at your side, you too can envision and work towards a better one.

The future does indeed start now, and it starts with you.

Theo Priestley, 2021

The Inertia of Postalgia
 
Postalgia is a term used by science fiction writer William Gibson to explain the future fatigue plaguing contemporary culture.

Postalgia is similar to nostalgia; however, where nostalgia is a hankering after the lost past, postalgia is a hankering after the transient present. Postalgia is, in other words, the sense that things right now are as good as they will ever get. 

This increasingly prevalent pessimistic world view is the result of the long slow decline in productivity and equality of progress we have seen in much of the developed world in recent decades. It is the result of the hopelessness of postmodernism; the pointlessness of existence without belief in anything beyond the here and now; the trap of being caught in the endless now. Postalgia is the curse of a civilization without a past it can be proud of and without a future worth believing in; a society left without any unifying grand narrative to follow or substantial positive vision to work towards. 

However, I firmly believe that the inertia of postalgia can be defeated with pragmatic optimism about the future of humanity. And it was this belief that the future not only can but has to be better (not just bigger, mind you, but really better) than the present that drove me to work with Theo to put this book together. It was this simple thought that sent us on a virtual journey around the world to find more like-minded futurists and anti-futurists who both understand the very real problems facing the world and have some rather interesting ideas about what we can do to fix them.

This rather practical view of the future deviates from mainstream shiny pop futurism (of the sort that has popularized the fairy tales of never-ending exponential growth) and instead involves exploring pragmatic protopias, which recognize that perfect utopias are a mirage. Designing protopias requires us to recognize the limitations of our own brilliance, and to replace the idea of what is perfect for you or me with more practical and inclusive shared future ideas. This in turn means we need to understand the potential dangers of current trends and trajectories; use foresight to extrapolate the intended and unintended consequences of our pet policies and favoured choices; and stretch our imaginations to explore the limits of possible, preferable alternatives. 

Right now, the world is desperate for good public and private sector leaders with clear – and desirable – visions of what the future could and should be. Humans have a deep desire for something worth believing in, something worth working towards, something worth building together. This means the future is a huge source of competition for individuals and organizations with the courage and the
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