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Marco Cuevas-Hewitt

Towards a Futurology of the Present:

Notes on Writing, Movement, and Time

Has there ever been a revolution without its musicians, artists, and writers? Could we imagine the Zapatista movement without its poetry and lyricism? 

At this moment, I’m writing from the west coast of Australia, on land known to Aboriginal Australians as Beeliar Boodjar. Across the Indian Ocean, remarkable things are happening in North Africa. I listen on the internet to songs of freedom being sung in Tahrir Square, as well as to the young hip-hop artists who provided the soundtrack to the revolution in Tunisia. But their YouTube videos are not the only things going viral. Significantly, their mutant desires, of which their music is an expression, ripple outwards too. I feel it here at my kitchen table as I type. I see it happening on the evening news in Spain and Greece. Perhaps the alterglobalisation movement never died, but was simply laying in wait. Perhaps we’re only at the beginning. And perhaps there’s little real difference in our movements between making music and making change; between the creation of art and the creation of new social relations through our activisms. Our common art is the crafting of new ways of being, seeing, valuing; in short, the cultivation of new forms-of-life, despite and beyond the deadening structures all around us.

What I'll focus on here is the art of writing; more specifically, on the relationship between nonfiction writing and social movements. Movement produces writing which produces movement which produces writing, and so the loop turns; a constant feedback loop between action and reflection, experience and expression. To the relationship between writing and movement, I’d like to add the factor of time. Until very recently, radical writing practices have tended to operate in accordance with, and uncritically reproduce, some very particular ideas about time. One such idea is that it’s compartmentalised into discrete units. Another is that it’s linear and moves only in one direction. These are part of Gottfried Hegel’s dialectical logic
, which, via Karl Marx, has become the taken-for-granted folk theory of generations of activists. Linear, compartmentalised time has meant that we’ve come to see past, present, and future as three separate things – a division at the root of the means-ends distinction in traditional leftist politics. Only when present and future are treated as mutually-exclusive can means and ends be regarded likewise. Furthermore, for Hegel and Marx, one must negate in order to create; that is, the present must firstly be negated before the future is able to come into being.
 Revolutionary politics is therefore conceived in purely negative terms, and building a new world deferred until after the revolution. Social movements become equivalent to war rather than creation. When ends justify means, the present effectively becomes sacrificed at the altar of The Future – and this for the sake of utopian designs fabricated in the minds of a self-appointed few.

The temporal sensibility outlined above lies at the heart of the manifesto genre.
 It seems today, however, that people have grown tired of manifestos. I argue that the present context demands of us a fundamental rethinking of our modus operandi. In this article, I’ll critique not just the manifesto, but also the jeremiad – another literary form commonly produced by radical writers. Where the manifesto concerns the future, the jeremiad centres on the present. The intention of the latter, however, is usually only to serve as a diagnostic description upon which a prescription must be founded; an ‘is’ to be followed by an ‘ought’, hence leading us straight back to the manifesto. What happens to radical writing once we reject those dichotomies upon which the jeremiad-manifesto distinction is predicated – namely, those of is-ought, means-ends, and present-future? What happens when the writer treats present and future not as two separate things, but as conjoined in an indivisible flow within which means and ends are consonant? What I’d like to propose, then, is a new writerly practice; one which I’ve chosen to call the futurology of the present. 

This practice involves unearthing the many living futures constantly coming into being in the present. Unlike the jeremiad, it doesn’t solely describe what is, but also what’s becoming. And unlike the manifesto, it doesn’t prescribe a single path, but instead reveals the multifarious pathways fanning outwards from any given moment. It starts with the creative insurgencies everywhere in our midst, and from there builds affinities between them. I draw inspiration here from Rebecca Solnit’s assertion that ‘the revolution exists in little bits everywhere, but not much has been done to connect its dots. We need to say that there are alternatives being realized all around us and theorize the underlying ideals and possibilities’
. This is an endeavour requiring a heightened sensitivity toward newness; toward those ‘moments when things do not yet have a name’
. This sensibility becomes especially important in our era of accelerated social change, pregnant with germinal, as-yet-unnamed phenomena. One cannot continue imposing anachronistic grids upon our ever-complexifying present without exacting a violent reductionism. Instead, says Félix Guattari, the upheavals of our times call for a method attuned ‘towards the future and the emergence of new social and aesthetic practices’
. My proposal for a futurology of the present is one attempt to concretely think through what such a method might look like. I certainly haven’t been alone in these efforts. Fellow travellers include Colectivo Situaciones, its practice of ‘militant research’ being defined as the search for ‘emerging traces of a new sociability’
. Consider too the mode of ethnography proposed by anarchist anthropologist, David Graeber. One role ‘for a radical intellectual’, he writes, might be ‘to look at those who are creating viable alternatives, try to figure out what might be the larger implications of what they are (already) doing, and then offer those ideas back, not as prescriptions, but as contributions, possibilities’
.  

Having skimmed the surface of my argument, what I’d like to do now is go deeper. Firstly, the concept of the ‘perpetual present’ – the temporality within which the futurology of the present is situated – will be introduced. From this basis, I’ll elucidate how modes of radical writing premised on compartmentalised, linear time might be overcome. In the second half, the futurology of the present will be related to the politics of hope, and finally to the art-activism nexus – the very note on which I began.

The Perpetual Present

In today’s movements, there’s an increasing call for harmonising means with ends, now widely understood as ‘prefigurative politics’
. This sensibility implies a radically different temporal schema; one in which present and future cease to be treated as two distinct entities, instead inhering in a common, indivisible flow. Drawing on Guattari, we could well say that both past and future inhere together in the ‘perpetual present’
, an enduring liquid moment containing memory and potentiality; traces of what has been, but also intimations of what could be, each indissolubly connected to the other. From this perspective, there’s no longer a revolutionary before, during, and after. Instead of activist strategy being delineated by discrete stages, means and ends become consonant within a permanent revolutionary process; a continual freeing-up of life wherever it’s imprisoned. As Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri write: ‘We must think of [pre-revolutionary] resistance, [revolutionary] insurrection and [post-revolutionary] constituent power as an indivisible process, in which these three are melded into a full counter-power and ultimately a new, alternative formation of society’.
 

The Roman god, Janus, could be taken as figurative of the perpetual present. He had one face looking forward towards the future and one face looking backward towards the past, yet both belonged to a single head. The terms ‘Janus-faced’ and ‘two-faced’ have become synonymous in recent times, but for the ancient Romans, Janus had an altogether different meaning. He was the god of thresholds and gateways, primarily symbolising change and transition. The perpetual present is always a threshold between that which is ceasing to be and that which is coming into being; at once the repository of memories and font of potentialities; a record of the past and map to the future. Friedrich Nietzsche is critical here: ‘I am of today and of the has-been’, he writes, ‘but there is something in me that is of tomorrow and of the day-after-tomorrow and of the shall-be’.
 This may well have been uttered by Janus himself. 

A word on Michel Foucault is apposite as well, particularly regarding his notion of genealogy, which he described as a ‘history of the present’.
 Despite first appearances, the history and futurology of the present are not at all in conflict. On the contrary, both are immanent within the perpetual present, since the multifarious routes by which the present is constructed are one and the same with those processes by which alternative futures come into being. The history and futurology of the present are hence akin to the faces of Janus. One gazes upstream towards the tributaries and the other downstream towards the delta, but both belong to a common body bobbing upon a single river. While the history of the present challenges linear history and its obsession with the origin, the futurology of the present does likewise with respect to linear futurology and its fixation with history’s projected end-point. There’s no Future with a capital ‘F’; only the delta, opening out onto the ocean’s infinite expanse. 

Below, I seek to articulate the implications of these ideas for radical writing practices. In so doing, I’ll focus firstly on the challenges that the futurology of the present poses to compartmentalised time (and those modes of writing premised on such a temporality), before doing likewise with respect to linear time.

Beyond Compartmentalised Time

My contention, as discussed previously, is that the means-ends disjuncture in traditional politics is informed by the past-present-future schema of time. Means and ends are regarded as mutually-exclusive only because present and future are regarded likewise. There has, as such, been a failure to recognise the necessary correspondence between the two; between how we act now and the kind of world we wish to see in the future. Since compartmentalised time was taken-for-granted in the past, radical nonfiction has tended to take three principle forms: historical treatises, jeremiads, and manifestos (each mapping with its own domain in the past-present-future trinary). What I’d like to do in this section is zoom in on the jeremiad form. Diagnostic jeremiads like Marx’s three-volume Das Kapital
 are meant only as a set of ‘is’ claims upon which prescriptive ‘oughts’ can be based. Marx’s jeremiad- and manifesto-style writings therefore go hand-in-hand. There’s an unthinking assumption that a complete, ‘objective’ understanding of the present is an indispensable prerequisite for effective action. Some jeremiad writers become so consumed with this task that they refuse the potential for alternative possible futures. What matters to them is to negate the present. 

Hence, aside from those jeremiads which function within the is-ought framework, there are also those based on ‘is’ descriptions alone; pure lamentations of the present state of things.
 The intention of the lamentative jeremiad is mostly to raise consciousness about a given issue such that the reader might be spurred into action, as if knowledge of society’s evils is all that’s required. How to act on this knowledge is left unanswered. Often, however, these works have the unintended, reverse effect of leaving readers feeling helpless and overwhelmed, even despite their conscientisation. The futurology of the present, in contrast, aims not to be merely descriptive or prescriptive, but rather, demonstrative. It seeks, that is, to fosters inspiration and hope through the demonstration of alternatives. Countless writers dedicate their lives, as Marx did, to writing about what’s wrong with the world. Far fewer care to write about what people are already doing to change the world or to bring to light the living, breathing examples of how things can be otherwise. Indeed, Harry Cleaver’s observation that Marx’s ‘historical analysis provided much more detail on capitalist domination than on working class subjectivity’
 is an understatement to say the least.

In contrast, the futurology of the present starts not with capitalism, but with the ideas and practices of those challenging it. It’s a project of fomenting hope. It destabilises the taken-for-grantedness of the present, albeit not in a way which disowns it, as Karl Marx and Frederick Engels do when they celebrate the communist movement as that ‘which abolishes the present state of things’
. Disavowing oneself of the present in this manner is what facilitates the disastrous disconnect between means and ends. Unlike the jeremiad form, the futurology of the present centres not on the negation of the present-day so much as on its continual reinvention. It remains within the perpetual present and aligns itself, as such, with the radical challenge that Nietzsche poses to Hegelian thought. In Hegel, negation precedes creation, but in Nietzsche, we’re presented with the possibility of creation itself as a means of negation.
 One creates in order to negate, not vice versa. In prefigurative politics, we prefigure our desired world through our actions in the present, while rendering redundant that which we leave behind. And in our futurologies of the present, we demonstrate these other worlds in construction without having to first negate. Such texts, furthermore, are themselves self-conscious creations. They’re not just about the world, but are added to it, thereby becoming part of its workings. The creative act – on the streets or the page – is already subversive. To practice creative subversion isn’t to overthrow, but to undercut. Most importantly of all, it’s to cultivate alternative futures and therefore to affirm life despite capitalism.

Beyond Linear Time

Aside from temporal compartmentalisation, we’ve also inherited from Hegel the idea that time moves in a straight line from origin to end-point. Where historical treatises often draw a rigid line between the origin and the present, the manifesto does likewise between the present and projected telos. The origin and telos alike are both employed in the construction of linear timelines in which the progressions from past to present and from present to future are cast as inevitable. The way Marx adapted these ideas is today the stuff of undergraduate textbooks: Guided by History’s invisible hand, we pass naturally through certain stages, one of which is our capitalist present, in order to eventually arrive at communism. Hence, even as Marxists denounce capitalism, they ironically naturalise the injustices it produces as necessary by-products of the forward impetus of time. This became ludicrously apparent to me in a recent Facebook debate in which one Marxist tried to reason with me that ‘slavery was a necessary stage in human history’. The history and futurology of the present each seek to disrupt this kind of linearity in their own ways. The former cares not for the single origin, but for the multiple tributaries which have converged upon the present. The latter, meanwhile, concerns itself not with the single telos, but with the deltaic openings spilling out on to oceanic infinity. In each case, the pathways between past, present and future are denaturalised and rendered contingent. Here, I’ll focus most especially on the movement between present and future. Hence, while in the preceding section I critiqued the jeremiad, it’s now the manifesto that will problematised. 

The manifesto could be conceived as akin to a children’s colouring book. When we’re issued a colouring book with the designs already pre-determined, all that remains to be done is to colour them in. Exactly such an idea was expressed by Marx himself: ‘It is not enough that thought strive to actualize itself; actuality must itself strive toward thought’
. What he meant was that History’s telos was already known and all that was required was for reality to catch up; that is, for the proletariat to fulfil its historic mission. This is a temporality in which the future, paradoxically enough, actually precedes the present, since the telos is always given a priori. As Alexandre Kojève puts it, ‘the historical movement arises from the Future and passes through the Past in order to realize itself in the Present’.
 The present is thus held in tow by someone or other’s personal utopia, usually cast as universal. As such, it might well be argued that the manifesto form is inherently authoritarian. Martin Luther King had a dream, but so did Mao Tse-Tung. The difference with the latter was that the dream rigidified into a nightmarish Plan. The telos upon which such plans are predicated becomes a transcendental ideal; a mirage on the horizon dictating a single path we’re to follow if ever we’re to reach it. The question is: Who decides upon such ideals and who’s enslaved by them? Do those enslaved by other people’s ideals not have dreams of their own? How might we avoid these dreams being steamrolled by march of History? 

The tyranny of linear time, according to Rosi Braidotti, is that it ‘functions like a black hole into which possible futures implode and disappear’
. To reject this conception of time is therefore to make ‘an ethical choice in favour of the richness of the possible’
. It means to move from the World Social Forum slogan of ‘Another World is Possible’ to the more open idea that many worlds are possible. In addition to the image of the delta invoked earlier, let’s also consider Jorge Luis Borges’ evocation of the ‘garden of forking paths’; one in which ‘time forks perpetually toward innumerable futures’
. Change at any point in time occurs through the contingent actualisation of countless possible futures, not through any kind of rational progression. To proceed in this garden isn’t to progress, since the paths lead not forward, but outward. Contra Hegel and Marx, then, history doesn’t consist of logical stages, nor does it move in one direction. There’s only omnidirectional movement; a protean creativity welling unceasingly out of the perpetual present. When revolution no longer has anything to do with linear timelines or the realisation of a pre-ordained telos, those self-proclaimed prophets of the hidden god of History cease to have any relevance. The futurology of the present, as such, could well represent a new form of non-vanguardist writerly practice. There are no experts diagnosing the present or prescribing the future, as with the jeremiad and manifesto forms respectively. Rather, the writer takes her lead from the autonomous participation of people in movements and countercultures of all kinds; ‘those crucibles of human sociability and creativity out of which the radically new emerges’
. 

Here, it’ll be worth lingering for a moment with the question of the new. In the introduction, I articulated that the futurology of the present requires a special sensitivity toward newness. In the linear time of the manifesto, there’s no such thing as novelty, since the work of activists is not conceptualised as the creation of new forms-of-life so much as the gradual fulfilment of an essential ‘species-being’
. This essence is deemed to have always been there, hidden beneath the veil of false consciousness. It’s the difference between drawing and simply colouring-in. I contend, though, that the production of novelty needs to be understood on its own terms. Once radical writing can dissociate itself from hidden gods, it can become instead a valuable means with which to bring to light the open-ended, indeterministic ways that grassroots actors creatively negotiate and construct their worlds. The value of this sensibility towards newness is that it charges the imagination with an enriched sense of possibilities and demonstrates how the world is forever open to reinvention. This is an antidote, not just to the sense of historical duty preached by manifesto writers, but also to the pervasive sense of hopelessness peddled by those whose interests lie with the status quo. 

A Note on Hope

Hope is that intangible but very real feeling that our struggles remain worthwhile; that it’s still worth resisting assimilation into the soul-crushing tedium of the system and persisting in our efforts to prefigure alternatives. However, it’s in the interests of elites to maintain the status quo from which they benefit, a huge part of this being the effort to ‘destroy any sense of possible alternative futures’
. As such, the capitalists, politicians, police, media, and so on could even be said to constitute ‘a vast bureaucratic apparatus for the creation and maintenance of hopelessness’
. As Graeber succinctly puts it, ‘hopelessness isn’t natural. It needs to be produced’
.

I argue, though, that capitalism hasn’t been alone in producing hopelessness. 

Revolutionaries, too, are just as culpable. To the traditional Left, the story of the twentieth century is one of unfulfilled dreams. It’s not that the prophets of History overlooked hope’s importance to our movements, but rather that they propagated endless false hopes in a tomorrow that never comes. Reality was never able to live up to their manifestos. The prophets will fault reality for failing to fulfil their utopia, but it is instead their utopia that must be faulted for failing to correspond to reality. It was situated in the distant future, completely cut off from the living present. It was thought, furthermore, that it could be achieved only by means of negation. In practice, negating the present also meant negating oneself. Sacrifice and discipline were what was commanded. Revolutionaries came to conceive of their practice as war, rather than creation, and their creative desires were endlessly deferred until after the revolution. Many people have grown wary of self-appointed prophets, whose faith in the inevitability of History now seems more misguided than ever, but at the same time have yet to be convinced that alternative revolutionary practices are viable, worthwhile, or even possible. The result is apathy, but an apathy that could very well be political – a sensibility, perhaps, of profound antipathy towards the authoritarianism of both capitalism and the traditional Left, but one that lacks sufficient hope to be able to be enacted in alternatives. 

Writers who wish to avoid the authoritarianism of the manifesto tradition might feel their solution is to offer simple critiques, sans prescriptions. I’d like to argue, however, that failing to offer any hope at all is no alternative to offering false hope. Even Foucault, whom earlier I identified as an ally, oftentimes falls into this trap. A detailed knowledge about the workings of various forms of power, most notably ‘discipline’
, can only take us so far. What then? What about counterpower? Foucault tends to give the impression that power’s reach is total. His concept of the ‘carceral continuum’
 means we’re forever on the back foot and only able to resist in scattered, piecemeal fashion. But there are some great ironies here. The first is that, despite Foucault’s emphasis on contingency, his writings can often leave readers with the impression that relations of force are an inevitable aspect of social life. The second irony is as follows: Foucault knew as much as anyone that our discourses do not simply emerge from the world, but also serve to produce it. Therefore, if we do not allow enough discursive space in our work for subversion and counterpower, we only end up reproducing the very conditions of our own incarceration. What is perhaps needed, then, is to make a subtle, yet profound inversion: that it’s power that is on the back foot, forever in an attempt to contain our uncontainable vitality. Certainly, it’s of paramount importance to understand the systems of domination we’re up against, but if our writing stops there and avoids giving due attention to what people are doing to undo the status quo, then there’s the risk we’ll only leave our readers feeling disempowered – armed with knowledge, but starved of the hope necessary to act on this knowledge. An example drawn from personal experience – even despite it being in the context of teaching, rather than writing – will illustrate well the point I’m making here.

A few years ago, I was helping teach a course entitled ‘Environmental Issues in Asia’ – one of my earliest experiences as a university educator. In the last class of semester, I asked each student to share one thing they’d be taking away with them from the course. The response that most stood out to me went more or less as follows:

I came into this really interested in the environment; interested in learning more about the issues and exploring how I could get involved to make a difference. But I’m left feeling really overwhelmed. The issues are just so big and the scale of the challenges so great that I’ve almost lost hope. We’re all doomed.

Indeed, there seems to be an increasingly apocalyptic zeitgeist about the place these days, especially when it comes to climate change. I realised from this feedback that my colleagues and I had given too little thought to mitigating against this kind of counter-productive, fatalistic resignation. The content covered things like dam construction in China, the effects of glacier melt and rising sea levels on Bangladesh, deforestation and oil palm monocultures in Malaysian Borneo, and so on, but gave scant attention to what can be done about such issues, or how indigenous peoples and others are already fighting back. I realised how mistaken I’d been in thinking it was enough to simply convey content about the issues, without also conveying hope – not a false hope premised on some future utopia, but an immanent hope, grounded in real-life, real-world futures already in construction in the present. I resolved henceforth that, in both my teaching and writing, I wouldn’t limit myself to trying to conscientise people simply by pointing out what’s wrong with the world. Equally important would be showing what can and already is being done about injustices everywhere; that relations of force are never total and that new worlds are always in-the-making. Hope is what makes the difference between empowerment and mere conscientisation. And the propagation of such hope, through the exposition of alternative futures, is one very important role that radical educators and writers can play. 

The futurology of the present, then, is a practice of hope. It isn’t simply about the transfer of knowledge, but more significantly of affect. It’s animated by revolutionary desire, while simultaneously acting as a relay for desire to spread. It doesn’t speak about movements, but with them. It thinks with them, moves with them, and tries to inspire movement in turn. This is exactly what happened with a recent article by the CrimethInc Collective on the Really Really Free Market (RRFM)
 – an anarchist initiative best described as a celebratory potlatch in which nothing is bartered or sold and everything is free. People bring food, clothes, books, art, music, skills, services, or whatever else to share, and the rest takes care of itself. This is an example of prefigurative politics in that it embodies, in the here-and-now, what an alternative commons-based society would look like. There’s no question of waiting until after the revolution to begin building a new world. And it shows we don’t have to choose between Josef Stalin and Milton Friedman, but can opt for an alternative politics of liberating the commons from both state and market. Soon after the article’s appearance, RRFMs began popping up across North America, Australia, Indonesia, and elsewhere. The latest I have heard is that Philippine anarchists are now beginning to organise such events as well, of course adapting them to local conditions. 

In the example above, the writer’s role in relaying hope and inspiration cannot be discounted. To foment affect in this way is especially revolutionary considering the ‘veritable obsession on the part of the rulers of the world with ensuring that social movements cannot be seen to grow, to flourish, to propose alternatives’
. To actively help circulate and make visible the alternatives being realised all around us is to shatter any sense of inevitability. By this, I’m really referring to two things: the inevitability of the present promoted by elites and the inevitability of the future posited by the traditional Left. The former would say that there’s no alternative to the present; the latter that there’s but one destructive route to their prescribed future. The futurology of the present, in contrast, emphasises that there are always alternatives. It offers examples of creative subversion, but, unlike the manifesto form, refuses to channel movement in singular directions. To participate in the cultivation and propagation of new liberatory potentials is enough. What matters is that creativity remains free to flourish, rather than be domesticated or stultified.

In addition to the aforementioned CrimethInc article, another work I’d consider exemplary of the futurology of the present (to depart from my focus on writing for a moment) is The Take
, a documentary by Avi Lewis and Naomi Klein on the workers’ rebellion in Argentina following the financial meltdown of 2001. The Take’s activist filmmakers aimed to mobilise their audience not solely by rousing in them an indignation against the local elites and International Monetary Fund, but more importantly by highlighting the real alternatives to capitalist social relations that Argentinian workers are already building in the present. Through their appropriation and collective self-management of abandoned factories, these workers are setting about building a new kind of economy without having to first take state power. The bosses are simply made redundant – completely surplus to the needs of society. This is another instance, like the RRFM, of creative subversion. In demonstrating real alternatives and emergent futures, The Take stands in stark contrast to the long tradition of documentary realism amongst radical filmmakers, the goal of which is simply to raise consciousness and bear witness to a given situation of injustice, in much the same vein as the jeremiad. 

For reasons of space, I have offered but a few brief examples of what the futurologist of the present might look at. Social movements, often the hotbeds of cultural innovation, have been my main focus, but they certainly needn’t constitute the entirety of what the futurology of the present concerns itself with. Anywhere where there’s autonomous cultural production taking place, outside of the habituated channels by which the status quo reproduces itself, is a potential site for the futurologist of the present to involve herself in.

Revisiting the Art-Activism Nexus

Apart from hope, another point that’s been resurfacing is the vital place of creativity. This will now need to be expanded upon. The ways in which I’ve been using the term ‘creativity’ have really been operating on three levels. There is, firstly, the ontological creativity of the ‘chaosmos’
. Secondly, there’s the creativity of activists and countercultural deviants. Thirdly, there’s the creativity of artists and writers in their production and relaying of affect. Although each can be distinguished, it’s the relationships between them, not the categorical divisions, which are of paramount importance here. To begin with, activist practice aligns with creativity in the first sense in that to forge new forms-of-life outside of prevailing apparatuses of domination is to allow ontological processes of creation to continue flourishing without curtailment. From the moment there’s a reduction of life to state or market logics, there’s creative subversion. ‘Life revolts against everything that confines it’
, as Suely Rolnik felicitously puts it. The same could certainly be said of creativity in the artistic sense. 

Activists and artists converge in the figure of the creator – that inventor of values of the kind celebrated by Nietzsche
 – in that they self-consciously endeavour to bring newness into the world. Each intervenes into the material-semiotic realm we’re accustomed to calling ‘culture’ and there, works to shake up and reinvent conventional ways of seeing, thinking, feeling, valuing, doing. Hence, to revisit an earlier point, perhaps there’s little real difference between making art and making change. Perhaps the production of new forms-of-life by activists is itself art – not art that represents life, but art that’s indistinguishable from it. As such, the futurologist of the present doesn’t simply observe and describe at a distance the alternative futures arising in countercultural milieux, but rather, participates politically in their production and propagation. Before there were viral YouTube videos, there were the contagions of revolutionary desire that spread at lightning speed in 1848, 1968, 1989-1991, and 1999-2001, not to mention the Arab Spring currently underway. The principle, though, is the same. One important role that the radical writer can play, as I’ve suggested, is to act as a relay through which such contagions can spread – not as a representative of a given movement, but as a participant; an element amongst others, animated only by the winds of collective desire that fill her sails. 

At this point, yet further unpacking of the concept of creativity will be required. Implicit has been an idea of creativity defined in opposition to two separate, albeit related, aspects of Hegelian dialectics. The first is the primacy that Hegel accords to negation, while the second is his faith in an ultimate telos. I will discuss each of these in turn, zooming in firstly on creation beyond negation. It’s only owing to dialectics that we’ve come to conceptualise movement practice as war rather than creation. Had radical politics been based on alternative premises, history might’ve looked very different. From today’s standpoint, Tristan Tzara’s quip in the early twentieth century that ‘dialectics kills’
 seems strangely prescient of what was to ensue. Tzara was a key figure in the Dada movement, and what set Dadaists apart from other avant-gardes was precisely their anti-Hegelian stance. The Dada Manifesto wasn’t really even a manifesto, but a satirical imitation of one in which Tzara mocked his contemporaries for the weighty sense of historical self-importance that they accorded themselves.

Tzara’s distaste for Hegel was likely inherited from Nietzsche, a well-known influence on Dada. The idea that dialectics kills has echoes of Nietzsche all through it, perhaps no better illustrated than when he affirmed: ‘We have art in order not to die of the truth’
. For Hegel, truth meant dialectics and the law of negation, to which Nietzsche counterposed an affirmative philosophy of creation. He upheld creativity and the artistic sensibility as alternatives to those modes of thought which attempt to reduce reality to a stable set of laws and equations. For Hegel, creation is suspended till after negation, but Nietzsche’s radical contribution was to free creativity from the negative, while at the same time freeing temporality from the past-present-future trinary. Jeremiad writers are amongst those who enslave their creative sensibilities to the negative, their practice bound by an unthinking adherence to Hegelian folk theories. Their imperative of needing to first negate the present means they fail to appreciate the creativity happening all around them. They lose sight of the intimations of alternative futures continually coming into being in our midst. Once our vision’s restored, our actions cease to be rendered as means to an end, but instead become means without end – a protean creativity that knows no discrete temporal stages, no telos, no hidden god. When means and ends are severed, we forget that both inhere within the perpetual present. Creativity needs to flourish, and to do so it must be liberated from negation. This is the place of means without end, of prefigurative politics, of the futurology of the present, and of all art that ceases to become abstracted from life and instead becomes life itself. 

Having discussed creation beyond negation, I’ll direct my attention now to creation beyond teleology. To free temporality from the telos of linear time is to do away with the idea that there’s any kind of intrinsic point to history. Earlier, I recounted a debate I had with a Marxist who insisted that slavery was a necessary stage in human history. In this case, the African peoples trafficked to the Americas were literally the slaves of someone else’s future. This was, however, a contingent, non-inevitable event, not a rational progression toward an ultimate telos (no matter whether that of colonialists or Marxists). For the prophets of History to naturalise the entire past only makes them the strange bedfellows of slave-masters. And their naturalisation of the future only makes all of us slaves, condemned to playing catch-up with their version of how the future should look. 

In this schema, there can never be anything new, since the future is foreordained and simply awaits realisation. Only when we unmoor ourselves from hidden gods and illusory tomorrows can we really embrace creativity and appreciate the production of novelty on its own terms. From the instant that the god of History is dethroned by Janus, infinite horizons fan out in all directions. And our creativity becomes creativity per se, not the mere fulfilment of a telos. Earlier, I characterised this as drawing, rather than simply colouring-in. The blank sketchbook knows no a priori designs; only the a posteriori marks that we leave behind as we move. In activism, this sensibility is embodied in the practice of prefigurative politics. What it means for radical writing, meanwhile, is to do away with manifestos and instead tune our attention into the profound creativity everywhere in our midst. Unlike in the manifesto tradition, the futurology of the present does not prescribe a single monolithic future, but tries instead to articulate the many alternative futures continually emerging in the perpetual present. The goal of this endeavour is to make visible the living alternatives all around us, while at the same time fomenting an immanent hope that can spread virally and be enacted elsewhere. 

To sacrifice today in the name of an illusory tomorrow just isn’t the point anymore. The point is to draw, not simply to colour-in. It’s to re-invent reality from within reality, not from some external standpoint such as that mystical realm where invisible hands and hidden gods reside. It’s to discard traditional notions of what an artist is, and instead realise ourselves as artists of the present, which all of us already are in our own ways. ‘One creates new modalities of subjectivity in the same way that an artist creates new forms from the palette’, writes Guattari. The parallel he draws between art and social transformation mustn’t be taken as mere metaphor, though. What he calls for is a merging of art with life, his contention being that the great issues of our times can’t be addressed ‘without a mutation of mentality, without promoting a new art of living in society’
. To the ends of forging a more habitable, convivial present, the cross-fertilisations between artistic and activist practices need to continue proliferating, and creativity must remain free to flourish. The question becomes whether to resign ourselves to the life-denying ossification of creativity under capitalism and the traditional Left alike, or, to liberate life wherever it’s imprisoned and engage passionately and deliberately in the production of the new.
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