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The Politics of Futurity: Constructing the Future within Epistemic Systems

Morteza Farrokhi’

Abstract

Despite the significant attention that various scientific disciplines dedicate to the
future, the concept itself suffers from both linguistic ambiguity and epistemological
fragmentation. The very question of “what is the future?” serves as a source of
considerable debate. Furthermore, every political theory constructs a fictional future
as its desired state, while simultaneously envisioning another fictional future as a
possible, undesirable outcome. All theories also claim veracity regarding the future
they depict. The central question of this article is: what role does the epistemological
system play in shaping the future? In response to this question, the article first
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examines the terminology surrounding the future. It then analyzes the axiomatic
principles that determine ontological and epistemological approaches, and their
resulting impact on the depiction of various futures. These foundations give rise to
divergent theoretical approaches and political schools of thought in the process of
global development, and in turn, shape distinct futures. The final section attempts to
demonstrate the relationship between political thought and thinking about the future.
The main claim (hypothesis) of this paper is that the process of envisioning the future,
and its characteristics, are contingent upon the theoretical foundations selected. This
article argues that a deeper understanding of the ontology and epistemology of the
future is critical for navigating the ongoing process of co-creating it. The primary
objective of the article is to pave the way for a more critical and conscious perspective
on the forces shaping our world, and its results can be considered in various fields,
including political science and futures studies. The research method is Qualitative
Comparative Analysis (QCA).

Keywords: Ontology, Epistemology, Terminology, Politics of Futurity, Futures
Literacy

Introduction

The future is not merely an object of academic inquiry; it is, fundamentally, the very
fabric of our lived experience. In a sense, we are perpetually living with and within
the future. Every decision we make, every policy we enact, every innovation we
deploy, is shaped by our anticipations, anxieties, and aspirations concerning what lies
ahead. This constant engagement with the future fuels the generation of new ideas
within the future itself. Every political theory constructs a fictional future as its desired
state, while simultaneously envisioning another fictional future as a possible,
undesirable outcome. All theories also claim veracity regarding the future they depict.

Upon addressing the foundational question of the field — “what is the future?” — a
multitude of new questions immediately arise. The point is that the future suffers from
both linguistic ambiguity and epistemological fragmentation. The very question of
“what is the future?” serves as a source of considerable debate within this domain.

It appears that studies in this area are not only limited in volume but also often lack
depth, necessitating greater attention. Especially the epistemological foundations of
this field, in our country, remain relatively under-explored.



Materials & Methods

In this article, the terminology of the future is first examined. Subsequently, different
theoretical foundations based on different ontological approaches to reality and the
future are presented, not only to contribute to greater clarity on the subject but also to
assert the central claim that envisioning the future is contingent upon the theoretical
foundations selected. This article argues that a deeper understanding of the ontology
and epistemology of the future is critical for navigating the ongoing process of co-
creation. By examining the fundamental nature of the future and the ways in which
we can access knowledge about it, we can gain a more critical and conscious
perspective on the forces shaping our world. Furthermore, we believe that a more
accurate understanding of these fundamental concepts is not merely an academic
exercise, but a necessary prerequisite for responsible and effective future-oriented
action.

The method used in this article is comparative analysis. Using this method, different
epistemological systems and their impact on envisioning the future are compared with
each other; this comparison requires the presentation of propositions regarding the
nature of knowledge, sources of cognition, and how to validate data (Lucas &
Szatrowski, 2014). Qualitative Comparative Analysis is designed to examine the
complex and multidimensional causes and factors that lead to a phenomenon. This
method allows for the comparison of different epistemological systems, focuses on
in-depth analysis of concepts, ideas, and relationships, and allows the researcher to
test the main hypothesis of the article (the process of envisioning the future depends
on the theoretical foundations selected) by examining patterns of combination of
conditions (epistemological systems) and results (envisioning the future).

Discussion & Result

Different intellectual traditions advance their own distinct epistemological and even
ontological claims regarding the future and its manifestations in the present
(Muiderman et al, 2020). Futures-oriented research is always “an intervention in the
present and an attempt to shape future times by creating technologies, tools, and
different forms of future experience” (Andersson, 2018: 4). This means that the
interpretation of the future always depends on the type of interventions carried out in
the present and how the formation of future times is imagined. Furthermore,
developing the future means actively creating meaning. Examining the future is
described as a supremely fundamental act. From this perspective, every source of



meaning-making presents a specific blueprint of the world, in which the intended
meanings transform the described world; this process leaves a representational trace
of itself so that this path can be followed again by others (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009:
20).

Various intellectual traditions and practices of futures-thinking have distinct
epistemological claims about the future and its manifestations in the present. Through
their different perspectives on analyzing, understanding, and influencing the future,
these diverse approaches exhibit fundamentally different attitudes toward what it
means to meaningfully engage with the future. Due to this diversity of attitudes toward
the future and the different possible states for engaging with the future, the knowledge
of future-thinking is more complex than it seems at first glance.

Thinking about the future is not exclusive to futures studies, and has a long history in
political thought. With a brief look at political thought, we find that one of the main
interests of political thought is examining the future. Political thought is linked to
different definitions of the future, and the nature of the future is implicit in the
ontological and epistemological foundations of each theoretical and philosophical
political approach.

Conclusion

Thinking about the future in political thought is not limited to merely predicting future
events, but seeks to identify and analyze macro-trends, structural transformations, and
the driving forces that can determine the course of political and social developments
in the future.

Thinking about the future can help to identify and assess different scenarios for the
future of political systems. Due to the complexity and inherent uncertainty of political
and social phenomena, one cannot speak with certainty about a specific future.
However, by using scenario-writing and simulation methods, it is possible to outline
a set of plausible scenarios for the future and examine the implications of each of
these scenarios for political systems and different societies. This approach helps
policymakers and decision-makers to act with greater readiness to face unexpected
developments and adopt flexible strategies that are adaptable to changing conditions.

While the accuracy of certain perspectives of the future is important for public
confidence in them, their main social function is to bring people together around



certain orientations for action — not to describe the most accurate future. The imagined
and foreseeable futures presented in various political theories and political thought in
general are an integral part of acting in the present. Theorizing in the field of politics
and political thought in general is largely contingent on the ability to distinguish
between different types of imagined futures and how those futures come to be, as well
as the reflective capacity to reflect on how futures that are imagined differently lead
to different outcomes and knowledge.
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