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Preface

“Now Read on . . . into the Fantastic World of the Future!”

That’s how each of the three sections (Robots, Future Cities, Star Travel!) of The Usborne Book of the Future begin. Written by Kenneth Gatland and David Jefferis, it was published in 1979, and it was one of my favorite books when I was growing up.

Nothing dates faster than the future. And you can certainly play that game with The Book of the Future, subtitled A Trip in Time to the Year 2000 and Beyond. So no, our houses don’t yet have automated servants handing out trays of drinks, and there aren’t robot forest firefighters. Or everyday Space Shuttle flights, space elevators, factories in Earth orbit, or massive domed cities, let alone an Olympics on the Moon (anticipated for 2020). Many of the timescales for supposed technologies-to-come are way off, if they happen at all, although maybe one day we will inhabit cities in space (indeed, some of today’s big tech billionaires seem to be counting on it).

But what I realize now is that, even though it was a book for children and some of its predictions didn’t come to pass, in other respects the future was contained in its pages, and I had seen it all the way back then.

As The Book of the Future foresaw, we do carry minicomputers in our pockets, much more powerful than the ‘risto’ watches it featured, and our homes are full of networked gadgets. Robots have “increasingly take[n] over the jobs of skilled engineers in factories.” Artificial intelligence is advancing into our lives. Shopping is increasingly online (The Book of the Future confidently predicted that TVs will be “used to order shopping via a computerized shopping center a few kilometers away”). Electric vehicles will eventually become widespread (the book predicted an “almost totally electric world”). Computerized weapons systems are shaping the future of war. “Electronic conferencing” is finally common (prompted by the pandemic, not merely because of presumed “convenience”). And some people are experimenting with sea-borne living, akin to the floating pyramid cities featured in the book.

That it got at least some of these predictions largely right isn’t surprising. The Book of the Future was based on the research of scientists and organizations including Bell Aerospace, Boeing, and NASA, alongside Arthur C. Clarke and Omni magazine (co-author Kenneth Gatland was also a leading spaceflight theorist). But there were other things about the possible future that the book spent much less time discussing—with one important exception.

I was born in 1971. The generation before me, some of them at least, could still be excited about the future. As in The Book of the Future, they could plausibly believe they might one day become space tourists, as well as find ways to eliminate poverty, crime, war, and disease here on Earth. A generation later, as a child I still read comics about daring space adventurers, but I knew they had a decidedly retro, 1950s feel to them. They were yesterday’s future, not the actual future.

This was because, as I grew up, the actual future seemed to get darker, it was darker: the possibility of nuclear annihilation in the Second Cold War, demonstrations, strikes, mass unemployment, increasing inequality, and the growing sense, as the punk movement put it, of ‘no future.’

As we’ll see, this was reflected—and predicted—in fiction as well. From the late 1960s onward, there was a new adultness in science fiction, including at the movies. Technical advances in filmmaking helped, but the real progress was in the subject matter: there was much less fantasy about aliens, and much more fatalism about humanity and its future (or possible lack of it).

Today, young people may be even more anxious about what’s to come. Unfortunately, it’s probably worse than most of them imagine. In their future, they could see civilization—at least in its present, somewhat predictable form—collapse, due to everything from climate change to wars over dwindling resources. In some of its most fundamental warnings, the more adult, dystopian sci-fi of the 1970s is fast turning into fact. This is partly what this book is about.

To understand what happened to the future, we have to go back to when I was young, to a point when two very different futures were still possible and the choice between them was being made. In between its easy-to-mock certainty about coming Lunar Olympics and interstellar starships, it was this critical choice that The Book of the Future really got right. What really strikes me looking back at (and at the time, as I remember), is its double-page spread titled “Two trips to the 21st century”, and the stark contrast it presents between a “Garden city on a cared-for planet” and a “Polluted city of a dying world.”

In the latter, there’s overpopulation, vehicles trundle along still powered by gasoline (alternative energies were not pursued), the environment is dying (fake plastic trees line the roads), the air is a chokingly thick brown-orange (pedestrians wear gas masks), the brutalist urban infrastructure is decaying, and people are out of work and underfed. But in the former, fumeless hydrogen and electric powered vehicles glide through a refurbished, greenified city, beneath monorails and alongside walking and cycling lanes. The air is fresh spring blue, the plants and trees are vibrant green.

There were two possible futures back then, it said, one darkly dystopian, the other much brighter—not a whizzy 1950s Jetsons-style techno-utopia, but still a pretty good one.

What I know now, and we’ll discuss in this book, is that these two possible futures were based on predictions set out in landmark publications like The Limits to Growth, published just a few years before in 1972. And we’ll examine how, contrary to their fierce critics at the time, the predictions made in these publications are increasingly coming true.

We didn’t heed these warnings, or those depicted in popular culture pretty much ever since. Fundamentally, this book is about why. The short answer is that, starting in the 1970s, an organized and well-funded campaign was mounted against recognizing, let alone doing anything serious about, the threats we faced, and it largely succeeded in persuading people that the future would effectively take care of itself.

Indeed, we’ll see how it was these predictions, both in fiction and nonfiction, of a dark future that helped to propel—in some ways helped to create—a new political movement, which until the 1970s had been relatively marginalized. What’s been neglected in many previous histories is how this movement’s attractive promises—that there were no limits to growth, and that technology would solve the major problems we face—were crucial in bringing them, and a new type of politician, to power. And so we set off towards one of the two futures depicted in my children’s book—the wrong one.

We can’t say we weren’t warned, including by some of the best science fiction films of the past fifty years, which we’ll use here to discuss what’s going to happen next. We’ll also uncover the sometimes surprising yet hidden-in-plain-sight meanings of these films—meanings that are, however else some of these films might seem dated, now more relevant than ever (inevitably, there are major spoilers for the films).

Of course, the films represent a personal collection of favorites, and, I hope, a pretty good selection based on their predictive power, for their ability to foresee the future. They’re also a way of telling the story presented here, of how we lost the future, or rather how it was taken from us. Indeed, at times they become part of the story; in some cases their warnings were (and still are) dismissed as alarmist, even part of a progressive ‘plot’ to end progress and immiserate millions. Obviously, their inclusion here is intended to indicate that they got more fundamentally right than wrong.

It’s not the future their creators wanted then, or we want now (most of us, anyway). But the more we understand what’s coming, the more we might be able to prepare for it.

So, read on, not into the fantastic, but definitely into the dramatic, world of the future.










Part I

“What . . . What Seems to Be the Problem?”










Chapter 1

“I’ve Seen Things You People Wouldn’t Believe”

Why We’re Stuck in a Blade Runner Future That’s Forty Years Old

We start in Blade Runner (1982), because that’s where today’s visions of the future started—and effectively ended. Blade Runner persists because its future remains our most likely future, and increasingly our present. The film vividly depicts a future of urban decay and under-investment, overpopulation, corporate domination, commodification, and alienation. It’s the distillation of all dystopias—the reason it still feels relevant. So the more fundamental question, and the central theme of this book, is why we don’t feel we can change these things, which is really a political question—and also the outcome of a particular political project.


“Los Angeles, November, 2019”

There’s the famous opening vista, described in the script as a “vast plain of industrialization, menacing shapes on the horizon, stacks belching flames five hundred feet into the sky the color of cigar ash”, crisscrossed by flying personal vehicles called spinners. Then we move toward the Tyrell Corporation’s towering pyramid. Inside, a Blade Runner, Holden (Morgan Paull), is interviewing a new employee using a special device, a Voight-Kampff analyzer. It’s designed to detect physical responses in test subjects to questions meant to cause an emotional reaction. After a few questions, the man being tested, Leon Kowalski (Brion James), becomes agitated. Suddenly, he stands and blasts Holden backwards through the wall.

We have to start in Blade Runner, because that’s where today’s visions of the future really started—and as we’ll discuss in this chapter, effectively ended. There’s a thousand (and many more) analyses of the film, from fan sites and entertainment blogs, to highly literary and impenetrable theoretical commentaries. But the obvious fact, hidden in plain sight, is that Blade Runner persists because its future remains our most likely future, and in many ways our present. It tells us what it’s always told us, and most importantly, points towards why we didn’t listen, why we didn’t try to change the future it warned us about.

In some ways, it’s strange that Blade Runner persists. It’s not the most entertaining film; it’s cold, dour, and distant, with at times a faux seriousness and profundity. It lacks an engaging protagonist and has an air of fundamental fatalism. As the author of the definitive book on the movie, Future Noir: The Making of Blade Runner (1996), Paul M. Sammon, puts it, in terms of people’s reactions it’s a “love it or who cares?” kind of experience. Neither was it the first film to depict the future in dark, gritty, disturbing terms; as we’ll see, in many ways Blade Runner represents the culmination of over a decade of pessimistically prescient sci-fi. Unsurprisingly, at the time it wasn’t a commercial success.

But from its opening moments, it has amazing production design. There’s a solidity and credibility to its future. As is well known, the industrial designer and ‘visual futurist’ Syd Mead played a critical role in this. His modernist, optimistic commercial design work (often focusing on urban transportation) was incorporated into a dank and dying world in which the future isn’t what it once was, what was promised (Mead liked to call science fiction “reality ahead of schedule”). And it’s this that points to the film’s recurring relevance.

Blade Runner vividly depicts a future of urban decay and under-investment, overpopulation, corporate domination, commodification, and alienation. The lack of flying cars in our own time isn’t the point. Described by director Ridley Scott as “Hong Kong on a very bad day,” the film depicts a future Los Angles of soaring inequality, environmental degradation, pollution, urban sprawl, absent government, and (literally) dehumanizing technological progress. It’s the distillation of all dystopias—the reason it still feels relevant, even if (or perhaps because) it might now be too late to act as a warning.



“Not Very Sporting to Fire on an Unarmed Opponent”

Rick Deckard (Harrison Ford), a former Blade Runner, eats on the street at a noodle bar, when Gaff (Edward James Olmos) tells him he’s under arrest. Deckard tries to ignore Gaff, but when he hears that Bryant is asking for him, he gives in. Gaff flies Deckard to the police headquarters. Police boss Bryant (M. Emmet Walsh) tells Deckard there are four “skin jobs” (derogatory slang for Replicants) loose, and he needs him to retire them. Deckard refuses—until Bryant pressures him into accepting with a veiled threat.

As Scott remarks, “I’ve said this before, but a lot of the overall environment we came up with for Blade Runner was simply a forecasting of what I’d already seen in high density urban centers throughout the world” – the financial center of Hong Kong, Tokyo’s Ginza district, London’s Piccadilly Circus, New York’s Times Square, and Milan’s business area.

The Philip K. Dick novel on which the film is loosely based (the script went through many different versions), Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?, was written in the late 1960s—a time of rising environmental consciousness. Alongside its themes of artificial intelligence and “future shock” (perhaps post-traumatic stress disorder is a better way of putting it), its environmental theme was there from the beginning (Dick stated that he was particularly provoked by the dumping of barrels of nuclear waste into the oceans and how this would affect future generations).

Hence, in this future, artificial animals are created as expensive playthings for the rich. And as we’ll see, the major themes of Dick’s 1968 novel, those of consciousness and ecology (people prove their humanity by how much they care for animals), would in the 1970s be at the center of a battle for the future, one that ultimately would be lost.

Bryant explains that six Nexus-6 Replicants murdered twenty-three people on an off-world colony, then stole a shuttle to Earth. Four Replicants survived and disappeared. Suspecting they might try to infiltrate the Tyrell Corporation, Holden was testing new employees. Bryant tells Deckard that although the Nexus-6s are designed without emotions, they’re so advanced they develop them within a few years. As a safety mechanism, they’re designed with only a four-year lifespan. But why they risked returning to Earth is a mystery.

Indeed, because Blade Runner’s Los Angeles is both overcrowded and strangely depopulated. The streets are packed with people, but old buildings are vacant and crumbling, rain pouring relentlessly through collapsing ceilings. The rich and healthy former residents have left the planet for off-world colonies; it’s mainly only the poor and the broken who are left.

One detail that’s often missed in this obsessed-over film is that the capsules seductively swallowed by beautifully made-up geisha girls displayed on towering video screens on the sides of skyscrapers are birth-control pills, presumably public information pleas to try to manage this already heaving metropolis. Unfortunately, the film employs a dated shorthand of using predominantly Asian crowds to signify urban overpopulation, as well as perhaps pointing to Japan’s rise as a global economic power in the 1980s.

Even so, Blade Runner is still our vision of the future because the future it was warning us about hasn’t changed—because the ideological political-economic project that came to the fore around the time the film was released has determined our future, is still with us, and still dominates.



“Wake Up! Time to Die!”

Since Blade Runner is set in 2019 (the seminal 1988 Japanese anime Akira also takes place in a dystopian 2019), it’s also our past, a future that’s already happened, one we can’t rewrite. The Future hasn’t changed, because the conceivable future hasn’t changed.

This is all the more incredible when we consider both sci-fi forty years before Blade Runner (which, with a few notable exceptions, bears no relation to our world), and because we were warned by both fictional and nonfictional accounts about where we were heading—and now, where we’ve (nearly) arrived. Sci-fi dystopias are usually comfortably decades in the future. Until suddenly, they’re not.

So why didn’t we listen? In the 2015 movie Tomorrowland (named after the futuristic land in Disney theme parks), the character played by Hugh Laurie, the governor of a once fantastical city which is now in a state of decay, laments the failure of his plan to prevent a catastrophic future by projecting images of disaster to humanity as a warning. Instead, as he notes, “They didn’t fear their demise, they repackaged it. It can be enjoyed as video games, as TV shows, books, movies. The entire world wholeheartedly embraced the apocalypse and sprinted towards it with gleeful abandon.”

But were the dystopic visions, or the audiences that consumed them, most to blame?

To Pauline Kael’s (longtime film critic for The New Yorker) famous review.1 Kael’s influence casts as long a shadow on film criticism as Blade Runner does on contemporary sci-fi. She recognized the significance of its groundbreaking production design, of course: “The congested-megalopolis sets are extraordinary, and they’re lovingly, perhaps obsessively, detailed; this is the future as a black market, made up of scrambled sordid aspects of the past.” But Kael dismissed its story: “[W]e’re not caught up in the pulpy suspense plot . . . Blade Runner is a suspenseless thriller; it appears to be a victim of its own imaginative use of hardware and miniatures and mattes.” Reacting to its lack of warmth, Kael’s most controversial line was catty, as she could be: “If anybody comes around with a test to detect humanoids, maybe Ridley Scott and his associates should hide.” But her most astute point was about the film’s fatalism: “Here we are—only forty years from now—in a horrible electronic slum, and Blade Runner never asks, ‘How did this happen?’ The picture treats this grimy, retrograde future as a given—a foregone conclusion, which we’re not meant to question. . . . The sci-fi movies of the past were often utopian or cautionary; this film seems indifferent, blasé, and maybe,  . . . satisfied in a slightly vengeful way.”



“Is This to Be an Empathy Test?”

Scott acknowledges being affected by the review: “Pauline Kael spent three pages destroying Blade Runner and me.  . . . I couldn’t believe it, it was personal. I never met her in my life and it was really distressing.  . . . But after that moment, I never, ever read press again.”

But it’s possible to interpret, or extend, Kael’s insight in a less negative way. Blade Runner isn’t indifferent, rather it reflects our indifference about humankind as Earth spoiler, about this future as a given, because that, at the start of the











“If Only You Could See What I’ve Seen with Your Eyes”










“I Had in Mind Something a Little More Radical”







“Gosh, You’ve . . . Got Some Really Nice Toys Here”









“I’m Not in the Business. I Am the Business.”









“No Choice, Pal”













“What Do You Mean, I’m Not Helping?”











“Can the Maker Repair What He Makes?”











“All I Could Do Was Sit There and Watch Him Die”












“It’s a Shame She Won’t Live. But Then Again, Who Does?”









“Maybe in Those Last Moments He Loved Life More Than He Ever Had Before”
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