Critical futures research

Sohail Inayatullah,
The Communication Centre, Queensland University of Technology, 1999

Among other mapping schemes,’ we can divide futures studies into three overlapping
research dimensions: empirical, interpretive and critical.” Each dimension has different assumptions
about the real, about truth, about the role of the subject, about the nature of the universe, and about
the nature of the future.’

My own preference has been approaches that use all three - that contextualize data (the
predictive) with the meanings (interpretive) we give them, and then locate these in various historical
structures of power/knowledge - class, gender, varna and episteme (the critical).

The critical tradition is less concerned with disinterest, as in the empirical, or with creating
mutual understanding, as in the interpretive, but with creating distance from current categories.
This distance allows us to see current social practices as fragile, as particular, and not as universal
categories of thought - they are seen as discourse, a term similar to paradigm but inclusive of
epistemological assumptions.

In the critical approach, drawing from poststructuralism, the task is not prediction or
comparison (as in the interpretive) but one of making units of analysis problematic. The task is not
so much to better define the future but rather, at some level, to "undefine" the future. For example,
of importance are not population forecasts but how the category of "population" has become
historical valorised in discourse; for example, why population instead of community or people, we
might ask?

Taking a broader political view, we can also query why population is being predicted
anyway? Why are growth rates more important than levels of consumption? The role of the state
and other forms of power such as religious institutions in creating authoritative discourses - in
naturalizing certain questions and leaving unproblematic others - is central to understanding how a
particular future has become hegemonic. But more than forms of power, are epistemes or
structures of knowledge which frame what is knowable and what is not, which define and bind
intelligibility. Thus, while structures and institutions such as the modern state are useful tools for
analysis, they are seen not as universal but as particular to history, civilization and episteme (the
knowledge boundaries that frame our knowing). They too are situated.

The poststructural critical approach attempts to make problematic trend or events or events
given to us in the futures literature and not only to discern their class basis as in conventional neo-
Marxian critical research. The issue is not only what are other events/trends that could have been
put forth, but how an issue has been constructed as an event or trend in the first place as well as the
"cost" of that particular social construction - what paradigm is privileged by the nomination of a
trend or event as such.

Using other ways of knowing, particularly categories of knowledge from other civilizations,
is one of the most useful ways to create a distance from the present. For example, in our population
example, we can query "civilization", asking how do Confucian, Islamic, Pacific or Indic
civilizations constitute the population discourse? Scenarios about the future of population become
far more problematic since the underlying category of the scenario, in this case population, is
contested. At issue is how enumeration - the counting of people - has affected people's conception
of time and relations with self, other and state.*

The goal of critical research is thus to disturb present power relations through making



problematic our categories and evoking other places or scenarios of the future. Through this
historical, future and civilizational distance, the present becomes less rigid, indeed, it becomes
remarkable. This allows the spaces of reality to loosen and the new possibilities, ideas and
structures, to emerge. The issue is less what is the truth but how truth functions in particular policy
settings, how truth is evoked, who evokes it, how it circulates, and who gains and loses by
particular nominations of what is true, real and significant.

In this approach, language is not symbolic but constitutive of reality. This is quite different
from the empirical domain wherein language is seen as transparent, merely in a neutral way
describing reality, or as in the interpretive, where language is opaque, coloring reality in particular
ways.

Central to interpretive and critical approach is the notion of civilizational futures research.
Civilizational research makes problematic current categories since they are often based on the
dominant civilization (the West in this case). It informs us that behind the level of empirical reality is
cultural reality and behind that is worldview.

While the postmodern/poststructural turn in the social sciences has been discussed
exhaustively in many places,” the following effort is to simplify these complex social theories and
see if poststructuralism can be used as a method, even if it is considered anti-method by strict "non-

practitioners".’

The poststructural futures toolbox

The first term in a poststructural futures toolbox is deconstruction. In this we take a text
(here meaning anything that can be critiqued - a movie, a book, a worldview, a person - something
or someone that can be read) and break apart its components, asking what is visible and what is
invisible? Research questions that emerge from this perspective include:

DECONSTRUCTION

Who is privileged at the level of knowledge? Who gains at economic, social and other
levels? Who is silenced? What is the politics of truth?

In terms of futures studies, we ask: which future is privileged? Which assumptions of the
future are made preferable?

The second concept is genealogy. This is history; not a continuous history of events and
trends, but more a history of paradigms, if you will, of discerning which discourses have been
hegemonic and how the term under study has travelled through these various discourses. Thus for
Nietzche, it was not so much an issue of what is the moral, but a genealogy of the moral: how and
when the moral becomes contentious and through which discourses.



GENEALOGY

Which discourses have been victorious in constituting the present? How have they
travelled through history?

What have been the points in which the issue has become present, important or
contentious?

What might be the genealogies of the future?

The third crucial term is distance. Again, this is to differentiate between the disinterest of
empiricism and the mutuality of interpretative research. Distancing provides the theoretical link
between poststructural thought and futures studies. Scenarios become not forecasts but images of
the possible that critique the present, that make it remarkable, thus allowing other futures to
emerge. Distancing can be accomplished by utopias as well - "perfect”, "no", or far away places -
other spaces.

DISTANCE

Which scenarios make the present remarkable? Make it unfamiliar? Strange?

Denaturalize it?
Are these scenarios in historical space (the futures that could have been) or in present or
future space?

The fourth term is "alternative pasts and futures". While futures studies has focused only on
alternative futures, within the poststructural critical framework, just as the future is problematic, so
is the past. The past we see as truth is in fact the particular writing of history, often by the victors of
history. The questions that flow from this perspective are as below:

ALTERNATIVE PASTS AND FUTURES

Which interpretation of past is valorized? What histories make the present problematic?
Which vision of the future is used to maintain the present? Which explodes the unity of
the present?




The last concept - reordering knowledge - brings a different dimension to the future and is
similar to much of the work being done in civilizational futures research.” Reordering knowledge is
similar to deconstruction and genealogy in that it undoes particular categories, however, it focuses
particularly on how certain categories such as "civilization" or "stages in history" order knowledge.

REORDERING KNOWLEDGE

How does the ordering of knowledge differ across civilization, gender and episteme?
What or Who is othered? How does it denaturalize current orderings, making them
peculiar instead of universal?

These five concepts constitute the critical futures approach to thinking about the future -
they investigate deep worldview commitments behind surface phenomena,® even to the point of
questioning the idea of "worldview." Critical futures research, writes ... provides a richer account
of what is being studied than the more common empiricist or predictive orientation which merely
‘skims the surface'. But because mastery of the different layers calls for critical and hermeneutic
skills that originate in the humanities, some futures practitioners may find [it] challenging at first.’

Unlike empirical or interpretive perspectives, in critical futures research there is not final
forecast or ultimate meaning, the challenge is to continuously investigate our assumptions of what
we believe the future will or should be like.
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