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“You don’t see yet, Genry, why we perfected  
and practice foretelling?”

“No—” 
“To exhibit the perfect uselessness of knowing the answer to the 
wrong question.”
—Ursula K. Le Guin, The Left Hand of Darkness

After World War II, the Belgian politician and theorist  Hendrik 
de Man proposed that humanity had entered a stage of posthistoire. A for-
mer socialist who had turned fascist sympathizer and collaborator, de 
Man noted that history is man-made and that it no longer appeared pos-
sible to assert human agency in the wake of wwii and Hiroshima.1 In 
theorizing this notion, de Man invoked the nineteenth-century mathe-
matician  Antoine Augustin Cournot, a theorist of chance who had intro-
duced probability into economic analysis. Cournot argued that society 
keeps getting more organized and therefore more predictable, until it op-
erates “like a beehive, a virtually geometric pattern.”2 If Marx identi-
fied the “end of prehistory” with the end of the “antagonistic” bourgeois 
mode of production and the proletariat’s assertion of conscious historical 
agency, then Cournot likewise posited an end to antagonism, but it took 
a very different form: that of a society of permanent feedback and self- 
regulation.3 De Man interpreted this vision as a dystopia, as Perry  Anderson 
has stressed: “In de Man’s version of post-history, rational administration 
is emptied of its reason, and Cournot’s sceptical meliorism turns into nu-
clear  pessimism.”4 

The historicisms and futurisms that have proliferated in modernity 
are two sides of the same coin. The past may be history, but history cannot 
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be relegated to the past. In the modern conception of history, it is regarded 
as unfinished business, as an ongoing process, as Raymond Williams has 
emphasized.5 Not even the most ardent nineteenth-century idealist or 
Marxist would have assumed that the future possesses the same degree of 
historical reality as the past—though the latter is, of course, always subject 
to reinterpretation on the basis of traces that historical events have left be-
hind. Future history may be more or less teleologically preordained, but it 
still awaits is actualization. The council communist Anton Pannekoek, for 
instance, acknowledged that while the “significance of Marxism is often 
expressed, by saying that it presents, for the first time, a natural science of 
society,” this expression has to be taken with a grain of salt: 

Through the immense complication of social relations “laws” of 
society are much more difficult to discern, and they cannot now 
be put into the form of exact formulas. Still more than in nature 
they may be said to express not the future but our expectation 
about the future.6 

What, then, is the relation between the performative aspect of such “ex-
pectations” and the unfolding of history? 

Fredric Jameson has long insisted on the weakening of the “sense 
of history,” or of “historical consciousness,” in postmodernity, which is 
marked by a spatialization of culture and by a focus on presentness over 
long duration: “In this new dialectic of omnipresent space and the living 
or temporal present, history, historicity, the sense of history, is the loser: 
the past is gone, we can no longer imagine the future.”7 The sequence 

“history, historicity, the sense of history” is intriguing: it is not quite clear 
whether these are meant as synonyms or as a progression. Can history be 
equated with “the sense of history”? This very decline, with the concomi-
tant short-termism and blindness to consequences, produces a history de-
void of futurity, a history beyond human agency. What we see today is 
history racing forward, downward, despite, or because of, the decline of 
historical consciousness. 

One symptom of this decline would be the cartoon futurism known 
as accelerationism, which in some cases presents a caricature of a carica-
ture of Marx: the development of capitalism has to be accelerated before 
breakdown and radical change become possible. For Maurizio Lazzarato, 
this means that the accelerationists have picked the wrong century: they 
apply a linear, teleological, nineteenth-century approach to the present—
history as a train rushing into the future on a straight track.8 In fact, if one 
traces accelerationism’s antecedents, it becomes clear that it is a version 
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of nineteenth-century historicism.9 Both in its liberal-capitalist and in its 
socialist and communist versions, it ideologizes the transformative power 
of modern technocratic rationality. As good posthumanist and postcolo-
nial post-postmodernists, we may reject accelerationism’s “train theory 
of history” model, but our theoretical objections will not stop the train 
from hurtling down the tracks. The weaponized, transformative, opera-
tional logos of modern technoscience has redesigned the world, and in-
creasingly unmanageable side effects proliferate. 

Today’s expectations of the future—and current methods for as-
sessing future scenarios and risks—have a performative effect; they can 
challenge or perpetuate a seemingly entrenched present. Our graph cul-
ture revels in showing the accelerating crisis in the form of rising CO2 lev-
els and temperatures. Much neo-futurism and neo-futurology is in fact a 
disguised presentism: it is designed to prolong a privileged present into a 
predestined future that is the property of the Peter Thiels and Jeff Bezoses 
of this world. What, then, are the intellectual, cultural, social, and politi-
cal effects of contemporary strategies for projecting futures? As aesthetic 
strategies, how do they make sensible particular forms of historicity and 
futurity? What forms of aesthetic politics are at stake in the various his-
torical mappings and forecastings?

Acceleration and Long Duration

In the 1930s, Alexandre Kojève interpreted Hegel’s master-slave 
dialectic as the fundamental principle of history, and posited an “end of 
history”: the cessation of conflict between masters and slaves and the real-
ization of the “universal and homogenous state.”10 In claiming that  Hegel 
had been convinced he ’d witnessed the end of history at the Battle of Jena, 
Kojève attributed a theory to his predecessor that was actually his own. 
Hendrik de Man, too, acted as a theoretical ventriloquist when he intro-
duced the notion of posthistoire, for Cournot had never used the term.11 
However, de Man does not misread Cournot as radically as Kojève does 
Hegel; Cournot did, in fact, argue that history as une histoire, chronicling 
deeds by heroic individuals, was ending as society approached a state 
marked by statistical data, regulations, and nominations to be logged in 
an official gazette.12 While Cournot’s view of society sometimes seems 
to prefigure later forms of socialist planning, it is also striking that his bee-
hive metaphor foreshadows contemporary notions of swarm intelligence, 
pattern recognition, and forecasting on the basis of big data. For de Man, it 
was clear that all of Cournot’s calculations and patterns do not amount to 
conscious human control over society. Hiroshima signaled that  posthistoire 
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would not be the end of history-as-conflict, but conflict unchained from 
any all-too-human sequence of events.  

At the time when de Man wrote his pessimistic late works,  Norbert 
Wiener and others were developing the discipline of cybernetics. Draw-
ing conclusions from their work in the war (on self-guided missiles, for 
instance), these intellectual technocrats sought to develop analytical tools 
and protocols for the “steersmanship” that was needed in the new age 
of communication and control.13 As Orit Halpern notes, the central cy-
bernetic notion of feedback as the adjustment of future conduct by past 
performance was supposed to have put an end to causality, but not to tel-
eology: rather than a causal universe ruled by intentional acts, Wiener’s 
cybernetics posited a probabilistic world of effects.14 The question of the 
extent to which the cybernetic paradigm was compatible with dialectics 
would preoccupy many during the 1960s and ’70s: could cybernetic feed-
back be “dialecticized”?15 In any case, de Man would likely have regarded 
cybernetics as a doomed attempt to control what was now a nest of hor-
nets rather than a beehive. 

While Cournot limited history to human history, and even to a 
“properly” historical phase between early primitive societies and the com-
ing era of statistical control, this anthropocentric perspective was chal-
lenged in the nineteenth century by the discovery of geological deep time 
and the reconstruction of extinct species. In the understanding of nature, 
time’s arrow triumphed over time’s cycle (to invoke Stephen Jay Gould’s 
classic study): the historicity of the nonhuman world was asserted.16 
While this led to a certain Darwinian naturalization of  nineteenth-century 
capitalism and colonialism, it was only with the widespread acknowl-
edgement of anthropogenic climate change in the early twenty-first  
century that, as Dipesh Chakrabarty put it, the collapse of the distinc-
tion between natural history and human history was sealed. Deep time 
accelerates; time ’s arrow begins to burn mid-flight.17 De Man’s book 
 Vermassung und Kulturverfall (Massification and Cultural Decline) con-
tains a schema of this acceleration of history: from the formation of the 
earth (two billion years ago) to the atom bomb (seven years ago, at that 
time), history progressed ever faster, with the periods becoming ever 
shorter once human life emerges (some 650,000 years ago, according to 
de Man’s diagram).18

For de Man, the data shows an accelerating movement that spirals 
even further out of control after Hiroshima, and must be near its end. It is 
a graphic illustration of a world running out of time after having reached 

“peak history.” The fact that de Man acknowledges the doubtful accu-
racy of his ancient data only makes their inclusion more striking: clearly 
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 something compelled him to begin his chart two billion years ago. Having 
recently worked for the Belgian branch of the “Thousand-Year Reich,” de 
Man must have been acutely aware of the ephemerality of world-historical 
projects in the vastness of time and space, and as his timeline runs out of 
history—human history—it surreptitiously becomes more anthropocen-
tric, and ultimately “anthropocenic.” Today, of course, the first successful 
atomic bomb test at Trinity Site, New Mexico, in 1945 is widely regarded 
as a crucial marker of the Anthropocene—or, to counter the problematic 
aspects of blame on “the human species” rather than on a certain mode 
of production wrought by the West upon the world: the Capitalocene.19 

The speeding up of time, the shortening of intervals, has been ad-
dressed by a number of artistic and other practices from the context of neo-
avant-garde and counterculture. In the 1960s and ’70s, when the instant 
annihilation of all life on Earth had become a real geopolitical possibility, 
the temporal horizon of contemporary art started to expand drastically—
even beyond the stone age. Robert Smithson’s speculations on deep time, 
dinosaurs, and entropy in works such as the photo essay The Monuments of 
Passaic (1967) and the film Spiral Jetty (1970) placed art on timelines so ex-
tremely different from those of conventional Western art history, spanning 
from the Big Bang to the heat death of the universe. An extreme example of 
the “deep time turn” of art in this period is On Kawara’s One Million Years, 
 a chronological list of two million years in two parts: One  Million Years (Past)  
and One Million Years (Future), the former dedicated to “all those who 
have lived and died” and the latter to “the last one.” Physically, the work 
takes the form of twenty volumes, each of which contains binders of page 
after page of consecutive years. The piece was conceived in 1969 and fi-
nally published as an edition in 1999; the Past volume contains the years 
988,031 BC through 1969 AD, while Future comprises the years 1993 AD 
to 1,001,992 AD. There is a curious gap between 1969 and 1993: a blank 
space that one could  characterize as the piece ’s present, which happens to 
be coterminous with a period that marked the transition from the eman-
cipatory upheavals of the late 1960s to the fall of the Berlin Wall and the 
triumph of neoliberalism. 

Significantly, during this interim Kawara began to give the piece 
a different kind of temporal presence: in 1993, beginning at the Dia Art 
Foundation in New York, he started to organize public readings (and re-
cordings) from the volumes in museums and other art spaces.20 Some-
thing is happening here: the museum of the past becomes a museum of 
the present. Reading aloud Kawara’s past and future millennia contrib-
utes to a presentist event culture that is all about the modulation of time 
to create zones of intensity. These microevents do not mark a rupture, 
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which is what  historical macroevents do. The historical event is necessar-
ily anachronistic, an interruption of the scripts that manage the present. 
Peter Osborne has defined the true event as the dialectical negation of the 
expected.21 The event is, then, a crisis of any understanding of the dia-
lectic as a predictable unfolding of historical logic. Hence the importance 
of the notion of the event in contemporary theory at a time when the fu-
ture is in doubt and appears to be beyond conscious human control—or 
certainly the control of progressive forces. In Kawara’s piece, time con-
tinues to elapse, seemingly the same as it ever did, but the work’s sugges-
tion of vast duration is somewhat undercut by the readings and their part 
in the culture of microevents that negate the negation of the expected: a 
culture of short-termism, of bite-sized nuggets. 

If Kawara’s piece stages a disjunctive synthesis of represented deep 
time and microevents, Danny Hillis and Stewart Brand have attempted 
to make the slow march into the distant future sensible in real time by 
constructing a mechanical clock that would run for ten thousand years. 
 Created in the late 1990s, their Long Now Foundation argues that society 
is suffering from myopic short-termism: 

Civilization is revving itself into a pathologically short attention 
span. The trend might be coming from the acceleration of tech-
nology, the short-horizon perspective of market-driven economics, 
the next-election perspective of democracies, or the distractions 
of personal multitasking. All are on the increase. Some sort of bal-
ancing corrective to the short-sightedness is needed.22 

They also note that the ten-thousand-year span is “about the age of civili-
zation” (which presumably refers to the Neolithic revolution), so letting 
the clock run for another ten thousand years questions whether “civiliza-
tion” can survive that long.23 This line of questioning is clearly indebted 
to the 1972 Club of Rome report, The Limits to Growth. The project team 
at mit developed a “world model” called World3, which was used for com-
puter simulations of various futures—usually on the basis of expected ex-
ponential growth in population and pollution, and depletion of resources. 
Depending on what kind of feedback the world model was given, the 
seemingly unavoidable ending could be faster or slower—but on a planet 
that, in terms of resources, constituted a closed system, the depletion of 
resources was impossible to prevent altogether. The team sought to curb 

“the positive feedback loops that are generating the growth,” which meant 
reducing population growth and the growth of industrial capital.24 Differ-
ent scenarios were calculated and turned into graphs. Once technological 
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innovations were added to strict restrictions on population and industry, a 
“stabilized world model” resulted; a state of equilibrium in which resources 
decline at a slow and constant (rather than accelerating) rate, but in which 
the other factors are in balance. The chapter on “the state of global equi-
librium” adds a final figure after the graph that showed how sustainable 
equilibrium could be achieved. This was based on the assumption that the 
relevant policies would be instituted in 1975; the final figure, on the other 
hand, showed the consequences of delaying this until the year 2000, by 
which time “the equilibrium state is no longer sustainable.”25 

Brand has undercut his “long now” stance in various ways: by ad-
vocating space colonization in the 1970s, suggesting that the whole earth 
was destined to be left to its own entropic fate by an elite of (American) 
space pioneers; and, more recently, by his ted Talk–compatible pleas for 

“de-extinction” as a viable strategy for bringing back everything from di-
nosaurs to the dodo.26 Deep time becomes instant time; within the An-
thropocene, millions of years become reversible. As if to dispel the uneasy 
sense that we might ourselves be dinosaurs, we dream of bringing back the 
T. rex and diplodocus. Perhaps the name “Long Now” is more apt than its 
authors realized; the logic at play here is ultimately one of prolongation 
of our now. Brand’s universalizing abstractions barely gloss over the fact 
that what is proposed is the temporal extension of a corporate-liberal sta-
tus quo. It is more urgent to reverse engineer extinct dinosaurs or to pre-
pare an escape from the current planet of primates than to address ever 
exacerbating inequalities. Tellingly, Brand’s old pet project of space col-
onization has been taken up once more by Silicon Valley entrepreneurs 
such as Elon Musk. The long now belongs to the global superelite, which 
is already preparing to shed an uninhabitable Earth while the rest of us are 
living from day to day on a dying planet.27 

Trevor Paglen’s 2012 project The Last Pictures, which involved 
shooting a collection of images into orbit around Earth on a communi-
cations satellite, forms an intriguing counterpart to Brand and Hillis’s 
 endeavor. For all his critical claims, Paglen has a techno-sublime fetish for 
the computational prowess of algorithmic intelligence, and for the mon-
umental vastness of a posthuman future: “Our communications satellites 
will, in all likelihood, really be in orbit around Earth for the next four or 
five billion years.”28 Paglen characterizes his orbital archive, which con-
tains images of cave paintings as well as of twentieth-century life and 
events, as a collection of images in orbit for the “descendants of future 
dino saurs or giant squid to find.”29 Yet although Paglen aims explicitly for 
a posthuman future—a contrast to Brand and Hillis—the project’s real in-
tended audience does not, in fact, consist of future cephalopod  astronauts. 
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Produced by Creative Time, The Last Pictures is part of today’s attention 
economy; those viewers who don’t have access to private bunkers, islands, 
or space pods get the thrill of their own obsolescence. 

Forecasts and Scenarios

Brand and Hillis’s Long Now is informed by two developments 
in which the duo has participated: the emergence of futurology and “sce-
nario planning” in the Cold War, and the rise of high-speed computing. 
Brand and Hillis’s consternation at short-termism was all the greater as 
they had placed much stock in the emancipatory potential of the digi-
tal revolution—with Brand, of course, being the key mover behind 
the Whole Earth Catalog in the late 1960s, and the well (Whole Earth 
’ Lectronic Link) in 1985.30 By that time, Hillis, the clock’s designer, was 
working on parallel computing, which is at the basis of today’s superfast 
computers that enable algorithmic trading; Hillis is a veteran of acceler-
ation. The Long Now is a thus a direct response to the preponderance of 
algorithmic trading: banking with and on timespans beneath the thresh-
old of human perception, measured in micro- or milliseconds.31 The 
future is ever shrinking, moving even closer to the micro level, and short-
termist microfutures are everywhere: in finance and economic policy, in 
climate politics. 

With “microfutures” I refer not only to financial speculation on the 
scale of milliseconds but also to the general reversal of futurity into a se-
ries of “shorts,” momentary advantages to the detriment of anything that 
might constitute a bigger picture. The general logic of techno- financial 
microfutures has also asserted itself in the rise of options and futures 
markets (in contrast to futures, options grant the right—but not the ob-
ligation—to buy shares at a fixed price on a set date). Joseph Vogl has 
pointed out the importance of Milton Friedman’s 1971 plea on behalf of 
the  Chicago Mercantile Exchange to use the end of the Bretton Woods 
system, and the resulting volatile exchange rates, as the basis for the “cre-
ation of new financial markets and futures trading in foreign currencies,” 
specifically markets for currency futures contracts.32 It was not only cur-
rencies that were subjected to this second-degree abstraction; stocks, too, 
became the basis for financial derivatives such as options. Today’s options 
markets rely on algorithms based on the mathematical model developed by 
Fischer Black and Myron Scholes in the early 1970s. They devised a for-
mula that calculated the average volatility of stock, thus allowing investors 
to predict a future price. This made the options market much more attrac-
tive. The model had a performative effect on the construction of derivates 
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markets.33 As Brian Holmes has put it, the Black–Scholes model was in ef-
fect a “world model” that became a reality.34 Yet the reality created by the 
model is limited and fragile. It assumes a statistic regularity and continu-
ity based on the past; it cannot predict crashes, or any of the social, politi-
cal, and ecological upheavals that might have an impact on the seemingly 
autonomous and automated sphere of finance. As Warren Buffett noted, 
it is also not accurate on large time scales: “If the formula is applied to ex-
tended time periods […] it can produce absurd results.”35 Meanwhile, al-
gorithmic trading can trigger flash crashes. 

The Black–Scholes model became operational in the context of the 
Chicago Board Options Exchange, which opened in 1973; Holmes points 
out that Fischer Black sold traders paper printouts of his estimates.36 
 Zachary Formwalt references the opening of the options exchange in 
 Chicago in his film An Unknown Quantity (2015), which was shot in ar-
chitect H. P. Berlage ’s 1903 Amsterdam exchange building. Formwalt 
scanned the empty hall of the former grain exchange, and later options 
exchange, with a GigaPan camera, generating a hyperreal panning and 
zooming movement through frozen space.37 Part of Formwalt’s voice-
over concerns the development of the stock index. The index is a represen-
tation of the movement of prices on the market. However, its indexicality 
is a mediated one: it is an abstraction based on cumulative results. The old 
stock ticker has been digitized, and the stock index itself has become an 
option, traded on the options market. Market movement becomes specu-
lation on future movement; microfuture eats itself. Though Formwalt’s 
film appears to be based on a rather familiar narrative about a shift from 
concretion to abstraction, from grain trade to rarefied financial products, 
the film shows how technoscientific abstraction reshapes concretion it-
self—literally so in the GigaPan remapping of Berlage ’s space.

In 2011, Andrea Fraser published the graph Index, which shows a 
correlation between the rise in the Mei Moses All Art index and rises in US 
income inequality and the S&P 500 Total Return index during the same de-
cades. Financial indexicality times two. Correlation may not be causation, 
but it seems clear that forms of “deregulation” have been good for the 
1 percent, or the 0.1 percent, and, as a consequence, for the art market. In 
other words, “what has been good for art has been disastrous for the rest 
of the world.”38 Now that growth has been replaced by ongoing wealth re-
distribution and by “jobless recovery” after each crisis, resulting in a pro-
liferation of both surplus populations and surplus capital and a breakdown 
in the reproduction of the capital-labor relation, the autonomy of art has 
been perversely realized as the autonomy of finance: art as a financialized 
product seemingly immune from crisis. However, as Eric de Bruyn notes 
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concerning Formwalt’s work, with reference to Joseph Vogl, as much as 
financial (media) technology may attempt to suppress noise, the “radical 
contingency of an uncertain future” will end up reasserting itself over al-
gorithmic risk management—in art as in finance, and in art-as-finance.39 
Financialized art’s seeming autonomy from crisis is in fact dependent on 
a careful concealment of the heteronomous factors that enable it. 

Elena Esposito has argued that human forecasting of the future 
(for instance, in the form of Marxist projections) is ultimately impossible; 
we keep projecting present futures but cannot arrive at the future present. 
Nonetheless, in a more recent lecture, Esposito has sketched a Cournot-
style probabilistic world in which algorithmic prediction is perfectly feasible 
and operational, and far outstrips human forecasting. By processing vast 
quantities of data, algorithms can detect patterns such as “vegetarians miss 
fewer flights.”40 Find the correlation, and you don’t need a  theory. Fore-
casting might provide a reasonable estimate of how many ice cream cones 
will be sold in Berlin next summer, but prediction will tell interested par-
ties which Berliners will buy an ice cream, and when.41 Or indeed, which 
Facebook users might respond to which form of micro targeting during 
an election campaign. Consumers already get suggestions on a daily basis 
about what they may want to buy next, and each purchase makes the pre-
dictive apparatus more accurate.

Andrea Fraser, Index, published anonymously in Artforum, Summer 2011.
Produced for “24 Advertisements,” a project by Jacob Fabricius,  
with design assistance by Santiago Pérez Gomes-de Silva, Studio Manuel Raeder
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The conceptual pairing posited by Esposito needs to be treated di-
alectically. In her previous work, Esposito has in fact emphasized that the 
lack of information in economic decision-making and the non-acknowl-
edgment of circularity (of the projection of the future influencing the actual 
future) and the resulting indeterminacy.42 As Esposito suggests, predic-
tion’s blindness to its recursive effects frequently ends up pro ducing unpre-
dictability—thus reintroducing an element of forecasting into prediction. 
As a model, Black–Scholes produces forecasts, not predictions in Esposito’s  
sense. The model is a matter of risk management. It does not abolish risk, 
obviously, but rather seeks to tame it, making the future less uncertain by 
forever updating the model and adjusting strategies accordingly.43 To re-
turn to the ice cream example: What if terrorist attacks lead to a collapse of 
tourism? What if the uncontrollable dynamic of  human-induced climate 
change makes it more difficult to anticipate consumer demand, or makes 
cooling systems collapse? Such volatility can have consequences for art 
(for instance, for a biennial) as well as for ice cream. 

Global warming models project various likely and possible futures, 
with varying predictions concerning rising sea levels, depending on the 
smaller or greater rise in temperatures. For a number of years in a row now, 
each summer has been hotter than the next, but there is no guarantee that 
there will not be a temporary interruption of the trend. The complexity of 
the climate as a system generates barely predictable meteorological events: 
this is the nonlinearity of climate change, in which an increase in one factor 
(say, CO2 levels) does not necessarily result in an equivalent increase in 
the other (temperature) on a yearly basis. Furthermore, accelerating and 
compacting trends may lead to cascade effects and tipping points. Faced 
with such uncertainty, better to run through different possible scenarios.

The World3 model depended on factors being constant or increas-
ing or decreasing with some regularity; it has to exclude the contingent. 
By the early 1970s, however, Royal Dutch Shell was already engaging in 
Planspiele that focused precisely on predicting the unpredictable. In corpo-
rate histories, this is often presented as a temporal extension beyond Shell’s 
own previous computer model, which only predicted developments over 
a period of six years. The key difference, however, is not in the temporal 
scale but in the method. With the charismatic Pierre Wack as its key in-
tellect, the scenario planning team at Shell did not feed data into a com-
puter but imagined likely and unlikely plots that included one with a sharp 
decrease in oil delivery from opec countries. This is said to have helped 
Shell master the 1973 oil crisis better than their competitors, and scenario 
planning remained part of Shell’s corporate culture.44  Peter Schwartz took 
over from Wack in 1982; later, Schwartz authored The Art of the Long View: 
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Planning for the Future in an Uncertain World (1991) and became a sparring 
partner for Brand and Hillis in the Long Now  Foundation.45 Brand and 
Hillis’s long now, then, has strong connections with the corporate version 
of postwar futurology.

Schwartz was critical of the futurological emphasis on extrapo-
lating from trends, insisting instead on plotting multiple scenarios to pre-
pare for an uncertain future. This is long-termism within the framework 
of disaster capitalism. For the scenario planners, World3’s suggestion 
of rigorously scientific long-term prediction was a sham, and not con-
ducive to meeting any actual challenges. Was it not the final manifesta-
tion of a postwar Keynesian capitalism with its focus on planning? Had a 
new world of neoliberal volatility not been inaugurated in 1971? Rather 
than weap onizing statistics along the lines of the Black–Scholes formula 
(which might work for options prices under certain conditions, but not for 
a company navigating an excessively complex world), scenario planners 
used the writer’s craft to prepare for future crises, trying to get decision- 
makers to consider “alternative images” rather than “extrapolate the trends 
of the present.” “Scenarios are not predictions,” Schwartz maintained.46 
Scenarios are about surviving unpredictability. If the long now is suffused 
with the spirit of corporate idealism, scenario planning is capitalist realism. 

Flatlining

All critiques notwithstanding, the World3 approach of extrapola-
tion and visualization has proven to have considerable agency. We seem 
to live inside its world model. Anthropocenic capitalism—the Capitalo-

Left: Annual average GDP growth of 20 OECD countries, 1972–2010, from Wolfgang Streeck,  
“How Will Capitalism End?,” 2014. Right: Earth system trends, 1750–2010, from Will Steffen et al., 
“The Trajectory of the Anthropocene,” 2015
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cene—has seen a resurgence of timelines, of attempts to plot long-term 
developments in their seemingly inexorable linearity. With “linearity” I 
do not refer to linear as opposed to nonlinear graphs in a mathemati-
cal sense, but rather to the fundamentally linear nature of all graphs in 
which data are plotted on a temporal axis, on time’s arrow—whether they 
show regularly climbing lines, exponential curves, or wild oscillations. 
Non linear processes, too, follow the direction of time’s arrow. Tempo-
ral graphs have their own efficacy, agency, and allure. They can project 
future scenarios with a suggestion of spellbinding inexorability, even as 
they present several alternatives and seek to promote political action to 
prevent the worst from happening. 

Today’s graph-strewn visual culture validates the World3 model 
on a daily basis while we reproduce the response to the Club of Rome’s 
diagrams in the 1970s: one of fascinated petrifaction. In Pedro Neves 
Marques’s animation The Limits to Growth—made for an exhibition 
with Mariana Silva—the lines from the World3 model projections be-
come purely abstract, colored lines moving from left to right, droop-
ing or climbing without giving any information about what is supposed 
to be represented by them.47 They make sensible the pure fascination of 
linear time, of curves spanning decades, or centuries, that unfold in sec-
onds—a fascination that doubtless contributed to the success of Al  Gore’s 
An  Inconvenient Truth (2006), and which has profoundly ambiguous re-
sults; after all, these curves appear to move autonomously, beyond human 
agency. This is the fetishism of graphs; curves forecasting various futures 
continue to cast a spell in scientific as well as popular contexts.

What mattered to the authors of the Club of Rome report was the 
adoption of policies that would slow down undesirable developments to a 
pace that would benefit at least the next few generations. Four decades later, 
this liberal-technocratic appeal to reason and moderation has evidently 
been an abject failure. As Will Steffen and his co-authors demonstrate in a 
2015 article, the “Great Acceleration” that truly kicked the  Anthropocene 
into gear around 1950 shows no sign of abating.48 The timeline in the ac-
companying graphs always starts in 1750. A page of graphs of “socio-
economic trends” show accelerating population growth, gdp, energy use, 
water use, tourism, and so on. A similar picture emerges from the graphs 
showing “Earth System trends”: the carbon dioxide curve merrily keeps 
on climbing, as do the lines for nitrous oxide, ocean acidification, and sur-
face temperature. If a curve flattens out, like the one for marine fish cap-
ture, it is not necessarily a good sign, it does so not because of quota but 
because of overfishing. 
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A longue durée view that begins in 1750 minimizes a recent trend 
foregrounded by Marxist theorists such as Gopal Balakrishnan, who 
 argues that “the latest phase of capitalism got an ersatz form of growth 
primarily through credit-card consumerism and asset bubbles,” and that 
China alone cannot make up for the decline of the West.49 In any look at 
societal deep time, this registers at most as a blip at the end. In a 2014 ar-
ticle, Wolfgang Streeck likewise foregrounds a persistent decline in the 
rate of economic growth in industrial or recently deindustrialized coun-
tries, aggravated by the events of 2008, by using graphs that focus on the 
last half-century. Streeck also tracks related trends, such as an equally per-
sistent rise in “overall indebtedness in leading capitalist states, where gov-
ernments, private households and non-financial as well as financial firms 
have, over forty years, continued to pile up financial obligations,” and fi-
nally, a rise in “economic inequality, of both income and wealth.”50 One 
of Streeck’s charts shows the average annual growth rates of twenty oecd 
countries since 1972—the year of The Limits to Growth, which is somewhat 
ironic, given Streeck’s neglect of ecology and his focus on economic data.

Perversely, the long-term graphs by Steffen et al. seem to show a 
system that is healthy from a purely economic perspective. Steffen’s graph 
of the “real gdp” of oecd countries, brics, and the rest of the world shows 
a tiny halt, or decline, at the very end of the curves for all three blocs—so 
small that it barely seems to register or be relevant for the overall trend, 
which spans more than two hundred and fifty years. Streeck’s shorter time 
span and focus not on real gdp but on declining growth suggests a differ-
ent picture. With some ups and downs, this curve plummets from 4.5 per-
cent to 0 percent.51 Thus, for Streeck, the slowing down or stopping of 
growth (at least within the oecd) signals a possibly fatal crisis of capital-
ism; on the other hand, in conjunction with all the other data visualizations, 
Steffen et al.’s climbing gdp curve is part of a global catastrophic picture. 
That I’m comparing the incompatible is precisely the point, or the prob-
lem. Capitalism has always depended on the relegation of key resources 
into the seemingly extra-economic realm, with the latter attaining a du-
bious autonomy: this is the logic of “cheap nature,” in Jason Moore ’s ter-
minology.52

In his 2013 work Monument to Capital, Jonas Staal focuses on fi-
nance capital as materialized in successive “world’s highest buildings.” 
Rising in defiance of anything that would make social or ecological sense, 
these constructions seem to embody the autonomy of finance:
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The British multinational Barclays, which provides banking and 
financial services worldwide, annually publishes the Skyscraper 
Index. It was first developed in 1999 and according the Barclays 
it shows the “unhealthy correlation between construction of the 
next world’s tallest building and an impending financial crisis: New 
York 1930; Chicago 1974; Kuala Lumpur 1997 and Dubai 2010.”53 

Alongside a photomontage in a light box, Monument to Capital consists 
of a digital animation that shows a line standing for the Dow Jones in-
dex unfold across the screen, accompanied by the relevant skyscrapers. 
This animated timeline shows the unfolding of a frighteningly linear his-
tory—but with cyclical elements of bust and boom, as each new peak in 
the “ Monument to Capital” that can be formed by lining up these build-
ings is a symptom of crisis. For the moment, the monument peaks in the 
Burj Khalifa in Dubai, at least as far as actually built buildings are con-
cerned: “The competition between countries to shape the expansion of the 
global Monument to Capital has in itself become completely speculative, 
in which new, higher designs are constantly announced without any one of 
them actually being built.”54 The shift into a virtual register of pure spec-
ulation is disconcerting, yet the realized buildings are of course also ma-
terial indicators of spoliation and exploitation. In contrast to a Dow curve, 
these concrete abstractions can be linked fairly directly to ecological folly, 
autocracy, and brutal working conditions. Staal proposes a desublimation 
of the global skyline by constructing the Monument to Capital in reverse:
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Screenshot from Jonas Staal, Monument to Capital, 2013. HD animation, 4:42 min.
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To force a turning point, I propose to build against growth: to start 
building downward. Step by step, from the Burj Khalifa on, we for-
malise the Monument to Capital and force history to a halt: a break-
through out of history, against history:

Next to the Burj Khalifa we build the Taipei 101.
Next to Taipei 101 we build the Petronas Towers.
Next to the Petronas Towers we build the Sears Tower.
Next to the Sears Tower we build the World Trade Center. 
Next to the World Trade Center we build the Empire State  
Building.
Next to the Empire State Building we build the Chrysler  
Building.
Next to the Chrysler Building we build 40 Wall Street.
Next to the 40 Wall Street we build the Woolworth Building.
Next to the Woolworth Building we build the Metropolitan Life 
Building.
Next to the Metropolitan Life Building we build the Singer Building.
Next to the Singer Building we build Philadelphia City Hall.
Next to Philadelphia City Hall we build the Park Row Building.
Next to the Park Row Building we build the Milwaukee City Hall.
Next to Milwaukee City Hall we build Manhattan Life Insurance 
Building.
Next to Manhattan Life Insurance Building we build the New York 
World Building.
Next to the New York World Building we build the Auditorium 
Building.
Next to the Auditorium Building we build the Equitable Life Building.

We complete the history commemorated by the current Monument 
to Capital by extending its history into the future.55 

Reversing the timeline in this manner, countering its suggestion of accel-
erationist and possibly posthistorical fate, is no fantasy of “turning back 
time” along the lines of “de-extinction” plans. Rather, it is an opening-up 
of historicity, of becoming. Staal’s reversal suggests instead that history is 
reversible—that time’s arrow can be rewound. In literal terms this is ab-
surd, but the proposal of retracing steps along a linear path is clearly an 
invitation to recover alternatives never considered, timelines branching 
off into alternate histories, into real histories. “Actually existing history” 
is a nightmare from which we have yet to awake. It is a history of capitalist 
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imperialism, colonial violence, cultural erasures, and ecological destruc-
tion—and the Anthropocene, or Capitalocene, is its proud product. In 
the accelerating Capitalocene, microfutures are complemented by vari-
ous “long now” projections that seek to perpetuate that same short-termist 
society, somehow magically stabilizing and “civilizing” it, and by grim 
graphs that show the seeming impossibility of achieving this. The proj-
ect of rethinking and remaking historicity and futurity has barely begun.

In a discussion on “the post-contemporary,” theory hucksters 
Armen Avanessian and Suhail Malik claim: “We no longer have a linear 
time, in the sense of the past being followed by the present and then the 
future. It’s rather the other way around: the future happens before the 
present, time arrives from the future.” The Left can only see this “specu-
lative complexification of time” as “an extension of the present rather than 
its thinning out by the forcing of the future or the disestablishment of the 
past,” which means that it won’t have “traction on the speculative pres-
ent.”56 While this may seem like a supercharged version of the celebra-
tion of nonlinearity and anachronicity that has been prevalent in theory 
for some time, it is striking that Avanessian and Malik have a kind of alli-
ance with the self-identified leftist accelerationists Nick Srnicek and Alex 
Williams, whose projections and demands would seem to be an extreme 
example of linearity.57 In contrast to Avanessian and Malik, the  Thomson 
and Thompson of accelerationism still accord their readers the privilege 
and the duty to “demand the future,” which is indeed the only form of 
agency they appear to have left. As much as the alliance between the two 
duos may be due to a shared habitus of gaming the art world with theory 
bites, there is a more fundamental complicity based on a tendency to posit 
and glorify “the future” as de facto inevitability, as something that is be-
yond real contestation and thus beyond human agency. 

Still, in their mythifying register, Avanessian and Malik get it ex-
actly right. Future tipping points cast ripples in the present. A future dom-
inated by Musk, Thiel, Trump, and Putin is indeed all but pre-given; with 
accelerated linearity, history has been made before most of the world has 
caught up with it. Scientific projections mingle with utopian and eschato-
logical imaginaries: the space colonization beloved by Musk and  Branson 
is a case in point. Meanwhile, Indigenous movements insist that they are 
not part of the anthropos that made the Anthropocene, and that there are 
different temporalities, different futurities. In contemporary art, a cer-
tain “indigenism” often seems to function like a “woke” version of early 
twentieth-century primitivism.58 As the obverse of speculo- accelerationist 
neo-futurisms, this indigenism can be equally one-sided. Nonetheless, 
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while the futurists exhibit great pride in knowing all the answers to the 
wrong questions, it is on the side of those who were traditionally not 
given tickets for the train of history that a futurity beyond the Future can 
be glimpsed: a futurity after the end of the world, on the wrong side of 
the frontier.59 
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