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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Abstract  The introduction gives an overview of the problem and the 
structure of the book.

Keywords  Introduction • Structure • Content • Book

Imagination is more important than knowledge.
Knowledge is limited.

Imagination encircles the world.
—Einstein (1929, 117)

Everything we know about the future is formed by our imagination. The 
reason for this is simple. The information we have about the future and 
the control we have over the future is limited (Rescher 1998, 3). When we 
want to know something about the future, we have to make something 
absent present. To make the inexistent exist: the imagination does just 
that. The imagination makes it possible for us to reach beyond a given 
state and picture things that are (still) absent or inexistent.

The future is real in the sense that it does not not exist but rather not 
yet (Rescher 1998, 71). What we know about future things and develop-
ments is by no means always wrong. In many fields, we can harbor justified 
expectations that the future will take shape at least in a way similar to how 
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we imagine it. But history also teaches us that the future holds the possi-
bility of a sometimes limited, sometimes drastic “otherness” (Castoriadis 
1987, 190). The future always holds unforeseen events. It changes exist-
ing relationships and surprises us with the “new.” All knowledge about the 
future is thus also knowledge about this uncertainty.

In light of these assumptions, inquiry into “media futures” may sound 
like unfounded speculation. Who can predict what future media will be? 
In contrast to other aspects of the future that we can know with somewhat 
greater certainty—for example, the fairly certain course of stars—develop-
ments in the area of media technologies are characterized by a much 
greater degree of uncertainty. Yet this unpredictability represents an 
opportunity. For even if one cannot say with a great deal of certainty what 
form future media will take or which media will dominate in the future, it 
is nevertheless possible to show how future media are imagined. This 
imagination of future media is the subject of the present book.

Speaking of “future media” means, for us, speaking of the processes of 
the imagination that are undertaken—setting out from a present—in rela-
tion to said future media. This present need not be our present. The his-
torical look back at “past futures” provides us with important insights: just 
as it is helpful to ask how we imagine future media today, it is important 
to ask how future media were imagined in the past.

The internet is full of amusing examples of wrong predictions.1 The 
telephone was seen as a superfluous plaything. Television was considered 
a technological impossibility or too boring for viewers. Some thought that 
the computer could never weigh less than a ton and a half, or that no more 
than 5000 computers would ever be sold. Moreover, it would be absurd 
to have such devices at home. No one would wear them on their body, 
either. It was said of the internet that it would collapse and disappear. And 
competitors said of the iPhone that no one should expect it to be a market 
success.2

From today’s perspective, we can smirk at these examples. It should 
also be recognized, however, that under other circumstances these predic-
tions could have turned out to be correct. Even completely misguided 
predictions can give us valuable insights into the expectations of their era. 
Not least, these wrong predictions reveal the hurdles to hopes for change: 
the persistence and constancy of relations that do not change or disappear 
despite prognoses to the contrary are often underestimated in discourses 
about the future.

  C. ERNST AND J. SCHRÖTER
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The philosopher Nicholas Rescher therefore reminds us how difficult it 
is to predict specific events (not general trends) on the basis of social pro-
cesses (Rescher 1998, 63, 90, 2012, 151–2). According to Rescher, there 
is an “epistemic gap” between the information available in a historical situ-
ation for making a prediction and the actual circumstances that lead to a 
prediction being warranted or unwarranted (Rescher 1998, 58). It is only 
in rare cases that we have sufficient information to make correct predic-
tions. In the present society, it is fairly certain that there will be scientific 
discoveries in the future. Which ones they will be, by contrast, can hardly 
be predicted (Rescher 1998, 149, 2009, 2012, 150). For that reason, 
Rescher warns us that whenever we look back at history, we need to take 
seriously the inscrutability of the future for people at the time.

This epistemic gap is filled by an “amalgamation” of hopes,3 fears, 
visions, and fantasies that form around new technology.4 This amalgama-
tion is incomparably denser than the small detail of an accurate or mis-
guided prediction. In what follows, we will call it the “imaginary” of a 
given era. In the form of specific ideas—so-called imaginaries—about the 
future that are common in a culture and in a society, the imaginary forms 
a framework for our concepts of the technological future. This framework 
is in effect when an “image” of a future media technology is created.

When one speaks of “imagination,” the “imaginary, and of “imaginar-
ies,” it is necessary to dispel from the outset a common misunderstanding. 
In the reading proposed here, these three terms refer not to a world of 
appearance, fantasy, illusion, and deception that should be replaced by 
“true” knowledge. Rather, it is about the assumption that processes of 
imagination are constitutive of and productive for human knowledge. In 
connection to arguments of cultural and social theory, we pursue the idea 
that processes of imagination also occur in large collectives. Imagination, 
the imaginary, and imaginaries have an essential role in determining what 
collectives are prepared to or indeed able to imagine at all at a given his-
torical point in time.

That would bring us back to the context of insufficient knowledge 
about the future and the imagination. For if the imagination steps in as a 
framework to give us an understanding of the future, then it should not be 
overlooked that at that moment it also influences our actions. The paradox 
is obvious: at the very moment one believes one knows with certainty 
something about the future, one behaves in a way that itself has effects on 
said future. Lurking in the background is the even more profound prob-
lem of a tradeoff between the certainty and the originality of a prediction. 

1  INTRODUCTION 


