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Abstract. This paper develops a sociological reflection on the ‘memory of the future’, understood as the recollection 

of futures imagined in the past. Moving between memory studies and future studies, it argues that social action is shaped 

by horizons of expectation that are both historically situated and socially constructed. By revisiting past futures, the article 

highlights their role in interpreting meaning, identity, and generational dynamics. Drawing on authors such as Koselleck, 

Luhmann, and Benjamin, it shows how these memories function not only as historiographical tools but also as critical 

resources, preserving unrealized possibilities and ‘betrayed promises’. The paper ultimately suggests that recalling past 

futures can reactivate imagination and responsibility, opening alternative horizons in a time marked by a perceived crisis 

of the future. 
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Abstract. Questo contributo propone una riflessione sociologica sulla “memoria del futuro”, intesa come ricordo dei 

futuri immaginati nel passato. Collocandosi tra memory studies e future studies, l’articolo sostiene che l’azione sociale è 

orientata da orizzonti di aspettativa storicamente situati e socialmente costruiti. Il recupero dei futuri passati consente di 

comprendere il senso dell’azione, le dinamiche identitarie e i rapporti generazionali. Attraverso il confronto con autori 

come Koselleck, Luhmann e Benjamin, si evidenzia come tali memorie non siano solo strumenti storiografici, ma anche 

risorse critiche, capaci di conservare possibilità inespresse e “promesse tradite”. L’articolo conclude che il richiamo ai 

futuri del passato può riattivare immaginazione e responsabilità, riaprendo il campo delle possibilità in una fase segnata 

dalla crisi del futuro. 

Parole chiave: Memoria del futuro; Futuri passati; Orizzonti di aspettativa; Memoria collettiva; Studi sul futuro; 

Teoria sociale; Dinamiche generazionali; Memoria critica. 

 

 

 

1. Introduction 
 

In recent years, in Italy and Europe, it has become common to talk about a “crisis of the future”. 

In reality, this expression refers to several things: alongside the denunciation of an atrophy of utopian 

visions – or at least of large collective projects – there is a criticism of the results of current political, 

economic or technological trends. Although these discussions form the backdrop to what I am about 

to talk about, they are not my main focus. What we call the crisis of the future can only be fully 

understood when compared with other futures, those we imagined in the past. And this is precisely 

my argument: the memory of futures imagined in the past. 

This is a topic that, until now, has only been addressed sporadically and in a non-systematic way. 

What I will present here is what I would call a preliminary survey: a definition of the field and the 

concepts involved, together with some indications of possible problems and research prospects. To 

start the discussion, I will begin with a figure from cinematic narrative: Lulu, the last character in 
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Heimat, Edgar Reitz’s monumental work dedicated to the history of a German family throughout the 

20th century1. 

The three cycles of Heimat recount the lives of those who were unable, or chose not to tell the 

story they had lived. It is a story of recurrent aphasia towards the past, of an inability to process and 

articulate it: a gap that the work itself seeks to fill. At the end of the saga, however, it is no longer the 

past that resists narration, but the future that vanishes. It is at this moment that Lulu appears, the last 

descendant of the family whose story Reitz has told. 

We are in the third cycle of Heimat, entitled Chronicle of an Epochal Change, completed in 2004. 

In the penultimate scene of the final episode, Lulu is shown at the dawn of the new millennium, on 

New Year's Eve between 1999 and 2000. The dawn is cold, with an ashen light; the camera frames 

her and two friends standing near a river, against the hostile backdrop of steel and concrete 

skyscrapers. The three young people talk about the future. As she opens a bottle, Lulu observes that 

she is starting the new millennium “without a job and without a plan, without money and without 

help”. The viewer is struck by a sense of menace, by a world that is difficult to decipher. One remains 

silent, disoriented. 

The trilogy ends on this note of disorientation. Not quite, however: in 2006 Reitz presented an 

additional chapter, entitled Heimat-Fragmente. These are materials recovered from the earlier films 

– sometimes scenes cut from the final versions, sometimes further elaborations of episodes in the 

lives of certain characters. The editing follows Lulu’s own point of view: the Fragmente are 

photographs and stories she retrieves and around which her questioning revolves. 

Lulu calls herself an “archaeologist of the future”. After the impasse in which we left her at the 

close of the third cycle of Heimat, she seems to be seeking the energy to move forward by excavating 

the past that preceded her. But is it possible to search in the past for a future? Reitz thinks so – not 

because the past is the site of predestination, but because it is a repository of unfinished projects. His 

is a perspective that “denies the idea of a linear flow, a triumphant march forward that erases the past 

as a no-longer […]. The past can be laden with future, with not-yet” (Farinotti, 2007, p. 83)2. To 

return to the past in this sense means – however oxymoronic it may first appear – to remember the 

future. 
 

 

2. Between Memory and Future Studies 
 

The memory of the future is the memory of the futures we imagined in the past. As Barbara Adam 

and Chris Groves have written in a book significantly entitled Future Matters, it is 
 

«a perspective on the past that views it not as a collection of historical facts but rather as predecessors’ images, 

plans, visions, ambitions and concerns for the future, which either came to fruition or remained unrealized» 

(Adam & Groves, 2007, p. 217). 
 

Images of the future are projections: we cannot know in advance what will happen. Memory, in 

turn, is selection, interpretation, a construction of the past illuminated by the light that the present 

casts upon it. The memory of the future is therefore a crossing point of projections. It is a complex 

object. To address it requires the combined consideration of two fields of inquiry: those concerned 

with memory and those concerned with the future. 

 
1 The entire work is composed of Heimat (Heimat – Eine Chronik in elf Teilen, Germany, 1984); Heimat 2 (Die zweite 

Heimat – Chronik einer Jugend, Germany, 1992); Heimat 3 – Chronicle of an Epochal Turn (Heimat 3 – Chronik einer 

Zeitenwende, Germany, 2004). For an introduction, see Galli (2005); for a discussion, see Jedlowski (2009). 
2 Unless otherwise indicated in the bibliography, translations are by the author. 
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As far as memory is concerned, the scholarly literature is vast3. Today we know that what we call 

memory is in fact a set of multiple functions. Short-term and long-term memory, semantic memory, 

memories embedded in motor behaviors, and so forth are terms that refer to different yet 

interconnected physiological and psychological processes. When it comes to the life of groups, 

notions such as collective memory, social memory, cultural memory, public memory and others are 

less sharply distinguished, yet still refer to analytically distinct processes. 

In all cases, we know that every preservation of the past is an act of selection, interpretation, and 

continual reconstruction. Such reconstruction depends each time on the present and on social 

frameworks – essentially communicative in nature – which determine for each person what is 

plausible, relevant, or obligatory to remember. What we call memory, in short, now appears as the 

field of a complex temporal dialectic: the flow of life through time produces effects whereby the past 

shapes the future; yet it is the present that, time after time, gives form to the past by ordering, 

reconstructing, and interpreting its legacies. 

As for the future, the scholarly literature is less abundant. I am not referring here to “futurology” 

studies: these are probabilistic investigations aimed at predicting what, given certain trends and 

processes under way, is likely to come about in the future – an area to which economics and other 

sciences devote considerable attention4. I mean instead studies concerned with how the future is 

experienced, imagined, and produced. Prior to the book by Adam and Groves mentioned above, we 

had the classic contributions of Luhmann (1976), Merton (1984), and, in Italy, Mongardini (1984), 

but not much else5. 

What we know is that there is a circular relationship between the future and the present: the present 

produces the future through the actions we take, through the choices that gradually narrow the range 

of possibilities before us; but the future, as anticipated in the imagination, in turn produces the present, 

because “the way in which we act is determined by our anticipation of the future and by the reaction 

we have in the face of this anticipation” (Bosi, Deriu and Pellegrino 2009, 18). 

Using a term from phenomenology, we can call the futures we anticipate the horizon of 

expectations present at any given moment. In his celebrated Futures Past, Reinhart Koselleck (1979) 

explains the concept by relating it to that of the “space of experience.” “There is no history,” he writes, 

“that has not been constituted by experiences and expectations” (ibid., 301). Yet the two expressions 

are not exactly symmetrical. As for experience, it is 
 

«present past, whose events have been incorporated and can be remembered. Within experience a rational 

reworking is included, together with unconscious modes of conduct which do not have to be present in 

awareness. There, is also an element of alien experience contained and preserved in experience conveyed by 

generations or institutions» (Koselleck, 2004, p. 259). 
 

Expectation is in some respects analogous: 
 

«Similarly with expectation: at once person-specific and interpersonal, expectation also takes place in the today; 

it is the future made present; it directs itself to the not-yet, to the nonexperienced, to that which is to be revealed. 

Hope and fear, wishes and desires, cares and rational analysis, receptive display and curiosity: all enter into 

expectation and constitute it» (Koselleck, 2004, p. 259). 
 

But here the analogies end, because the presence of the past is different from that of the future: 

“despite the possibility of prognosis, the accessibility of the future encounters an absolute limit, since 

 
3 For an extensive survey in Italian, see Agazzi and Fortunati (2007); with regard to social theory, see Grande and 

Affuso (2012). 
4 For a review on the subject, see Bell (2003). An interesting analysis of the social construction of scientific forecasts 

can be found in Fine (2006). 
5 For the beginnings of a sociology of the future in Italy, see, however, Leccardi (2009); Mandich (2010); De Leonardis 

and Deriu (2012). 
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it cannot be the object of experience” (ibidem, p. 306). We can experience our tension towards the 

future, but the future itself is, by definition, that of which we have not yet had experience. 

From these definitions we can draw at least two elements useful to our discussion. First, the 

emphasis on the fact that the horizon of expectation refers to what is not yet, but, in so far as it is 

perceived, is part of the now. The metaphor of the horizon should be taken literally. As Niklas 

Luhmann (1976) wrote, “the characteristic of every horizon is that we can never touch it, reach it, 

surpass it; but, despite this, it contributes to the definition of the situation in which we find ourselves” 

(p. 140). 

Such a horizon is not necessarily a coherent set of expectations; it may simultaneously encompass 

different temporal spans, and it is anything but stable. It differs across social groups. Moreover, it is 

made up of heterogeneous elements: forecasts, projects, ambitions, aspirations, commitments, hopes, 

and fears. It is shaped by stimuli and opportunities offered by the real world, but it also depends on 

the ability of individuals to interpret them. It includes expectations embedded in institutions, as well 

as visions of the future evoked in political manifestos, in fiction, in advertising, and in the arts. Public 

discourse and private discourse both contribute to it. Everyday life is immersed in it6. 

But this horizon is never purely individual. This is the second point to underline. As Arjun 

Appadurai has observed, in discussing the social nature of something that appears so subjective as 

aspirations, these too “always take shape in close connection with social life” (Appadurai, 2004, p. 

19). In other words, it is not possible to aspire to something in isolation from how the future around 

us is conceived – from the forecasts that make our goal appear plausible and from the very ideas of 

what it is considered reasonable to aspire to. The same holds true for every other element that 

constitutes the horizon of expectations. Every society, every group, every generation possesses and 

constructs different horizons of expectation. The social sciences have long recognized that there are 

social frameworks of memory (Halbwachs, 1924), but there are also social frameworks for the future. 
 

 

3. The Memory of Expected Futures 
 

At every moment we are immersed in a horizon of expectations, whether explicit or implicit, as 

we act. In relation to the discussion on memories of the future, the key point is this: when we 

remember moments from the past, we also evoke that horizon – the one we contemplated at the time 

or took for granted. 

As far as I know, it was Edmund Husserl who first observed this: every memory contains within 

itself the trace of the horizons of expectation within which past events took place. In truth, this is only 

a brief observation. As he wrote: 
 

«Thus there are already difficulties of intentional analysis here for the event considered separately, and then 

in a new way for the expectations that concern the succession of events up to the present: Recollection is not 

expectation, but it does have a horizon directed towards the future, specifically, towards the future of what is 

recollected; and this horizon is fixed» (Husserl, 1991 [1928], p. 55). 
 

Here Husserl had in mind above all the reconstructive nature of the mnemonic process: what we 

know now influences the image of the event we remember. This is an important element for our 

discussion, because retrospection does not leave the inheritance that time has given us unchanged. 

 
6 On the relationship between everyday life and the horizon of expectations, see Mandich (2012). This relationship 

manifests itself largely in the form of the practical anticipations implicit in our behaviour: expectations taken for granted, 

which recursively reaffirm the images of the future that make our actions plausible. In examining everyday behavior, it 

should also be noted that the expression “memories of the future” can take on a slightly different meaning from the one I 

will mainly refer to in this essay: it can, in fact, denote the ability to keep commitments in mind. This is a crucial capacity: 

if we were unable to remember past commitments for our future (appointments, promises, contracts, and so on), social 

life would become impossible (cf. Simmel, 1908). 
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However, some horizon of expectation was present in every past moment, and it is with this 

horizon, albeit in a mediated way, that memory allows us to engage. 

We can call this relationship the memory of a past future: of the future – or more than one – that 

was embedded in past events and contributed to their meaning. 

In his essay on the subject, Luhmann (1976) defined the “present future” as the future we 

contemplate at a given moment, that is, the range of possibilities that appear open to us, and the 

“present future” as the states of affairs that do not yet exist. The “future past” completes the picture: 

it is the range of possibilities that we have contemplated in the past. History has meant that some of 

these possibilities have been realized and others have not; expectations may have been disproved, but 

in memory the possibilities and expectations envisaged in the past remain potentially accessible, open 

to questioning, interpretation and even resumption, if the present suggests. 

Whether the memory of these possibilities is actually activated is by no means certain. When 

Reinhart Koselleck devoted his book to the “future past”, it was in order to argue that, for moderns, 

it is almost mute: in the course of modernity, past horizons of expectation gradually tend to lose their 

relevance, because it is characteristic of modernity itself to set aside all previously acquired 

experience. His thesis was that 
 

«in the modern age, the gap between experience and expectation progressively widens; or, more precisely, the 

modern age can only be conceived as a new time from the moment when expectations have progressively 

moved away from all experience up to that point» (Koselleck, 1979, p. 309). 
 

In modernity, the space of experience and the horizon of expectation tend to diverge (to no longer 

be “coordinated”, as Koselleck says elsewhere). This is difficult to deny. But it does not follow that 

all traces of past horizons of expectation have been lost. The question, rather, is whether we want to 

bring them to light, whether we feel the curiosity, the urgency or the need to do so. 
 

 

4. Past futures 
 

I think I have sufficiently outlined the key terms: horizon of expectation, past future, memories of 

the future. What use can they be? 

Since the futures we imagined in the past were supported by specific social frameworks, attention 

to past futures is a tool that can serve the history of cultures, imaginaries and mentalities. One can 

write the history of past futures and this in turn enriches historiography as a whole. 

Take for example the characters in Heimat, the work by Reitz that I mentioned at the beginning. 

They are fictional characters, but the example may serve to illustrate the point. 

The first episode shows us a young man, Paul Simon, returning to his village from the trenches of 

the First World War7. He rediscovers his parents and their horizons of expectation: they are those of 

a rural, artisanal world (Koselleck [1979] describes them as sustained “by the experiences of the 

ancestors that have become those of their descendants” [p. 310]). But Paul was swept by the war into 

the vortex of modernity. His horizon of expectations is nourished by different experiences; it departs 

from those of his parents and is different, incomparable: it contains fantasies of change, escape and 

even self-realization. After a short period in which he tries to fit into his previous horizons (and even 

gets married), Paul leaves everyone behind and emigrates. 

Meanwhile, his father-in-law Wiegand has also entered a modern horizon, albeit by other means. 

Belonging to the landowning class, his aspirations are shaped by the fascination of technological 

novelties: he buys a motorbike, a radio and finally a car. When the National Socialist movement 

appears (with its horizon of expectations at first vindictive, aimed at avenging the affronts suffered 

 
7 For a complete summary of the complex plot of Heimat, see Galli (2005). 
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in the peace treaty, and then increasingly triumphalist), he faces it with enthusiasm, seeing in it career 

opportunities for himself and his son. 

After the Second World War, one of Paul's sons becomes an entrepreneur. The horizon of 

expectations within which his actions take shape is again another: that of post-war “reconstruction”. 

If he inherits, however indirectly, a certain sense of self-fulfilment from his father, the historical 

context offers him the opportunity to develop new aspirations. 

Hermann, the younger half-brother, however, has different expectations. Other conversations are 

also in the air. Hermann goes to Munich to study music and gets caught up in the counterculture of 

the 1960s - this is the focus of Heimat 2. With his new friends, he recognizes that the future envisaged 

by National Socialism is not just in the past: it has been repressed, something his older half-brother 

would never have thought to consider. From this alternative horizon of expectations, and from 

memories begging to be processed, will be born what will later be known as “Sixty-Eight”. 

Later, in the third cycle of Heimat, we meet the Germans of the defunct GDR after 1989. For them, 

there is a sudden transformation of every expectation horizon: from the state-supported economy of 

a totalitarian regime to the unpredictability of the market. For all of them, the threat of nuclear 

accidents looms (demonstrations break out near the Simon family's village). For Paul Simon's 

descendants, the new forms of globalized economy in turn threaten their acquired security. 

These are only brief sketches. They show that the futures of the past vary from generation to 

generation, that within each age cohort they can be formulated in different ways and that sometimes 

they are remembered while at other times they are forgotten. They lie at the intersection of social 

memory and the processing of the stimuli and opportunities offered by the historical context. The 

history of any country could be told in this way; I think these few indications are enough to suggest 

how “future pasts” are part of history and how their attention can enrich historiography. 

Paying attention to the futures of the past helps us understand the meaning that actions had for 

those who performed them, the background that made them plausible. It is not only historians who 

are interested. For those who practice sociology in the tradition of Max Weber, the question of the 

meaning each person attaches to their actions is inescapable; but part of the meaning each action 

possesses relates to the futures the subject imagines. 

Indeed, the whole of social theory can benefit from what our theme teaches. Human action is, by 

its very nature, oriented towards the “not yet”. As Barbara Adam has noted, studying it can present 

particular difficulties, but these “are no reason to keep the future out of social theory and mainstream 

research” (Adam, 2010, p. 48). Such difficulties seem to stem from the fact that the future lacks “the 

tangible materiality that empirical research requires” (ibid.); yet it is precisely here that consideration 

of past futures reveals its usefulness. Since they belong to the past, we have multiple traces of them 

(historical documents, testimonies, written projects, artistic products), from which we can extract 

useful material to refine theory. 

The focus on past futures also makes it possible to reformulate a particularly important issue: that 

of relations between generations. These consist, at least in part, precisely in a recurring confrontation 

of expectations. 

For the children, those of the parents sometimes weigh like boulders; or, more simply, they take 

the form of “family mandates”, a charge to redeem past failings (such as a father's desire to see his 

children educated, for example, to compensate for what he perceived as a deficiency, a form of social 

disability. To liken Heimat to an Italian novel, one might think of the protagonist of Vincenzo 

Rabito’s Terra matta)8. In other cases, what emerges is opposition and conflict: as in the refusal of 

young people to conform to their parents' expectations in the years around “Sixty-eight”, for example. 

 
8 Rabito (2007); the book was later adapted into a film of the same name (Terramatta; Il Novecento italiano di 

Vincenzo Rabito analfabeta siciliano, Italy, 2012). 
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In any case, the memory of the futures imagined by fathers and mothers is an element of the 

subjectivity of sons and daughters: taking this into account enriches the understanding of what the 

relationship between generations consists of. This is a point implicit in Karl Mannheim's (1927) 

classic definition of generation, but making it explicit is useful. A generation is not just a set of 

socialization experiences: it is formed in the perceived deviation from the horizon of expectations of 

the previous generation (which, in turn, defines itself as a distinct generation precisely on the basis 

of this perception). 

The theoretical problem here is how these changes in the horizons of expectation come about. We 

have already mentioned some of the factors: from the appearance of certain technological innovations 

to the spread of new cultural offerings; from economic changes to the formation of new constellations 

of class relations; from the possibility of new sensory experiences to the legitimization of new moral 

norms. Discussing changes in the horizon of readers' expectations within literary history, Hans Robert 

Jauss observed that these can take hold “because of the denial of familiar experiences or the awareness 

of experiences never before expressed” (Jauss, 1967, p. 45). I do not think the case is much different 

in social history. This is not the place for an in-depth examination (as I said, this is a preliminary 

investigation); but, even with respect to a topic like this, it seems that the development of our theme 

is quite promising. 

Each of us inherits the horizons of expectations that our predecessors have cultivated in the past 

but, of course, also the expectations that we ourselves have nurtured. Autobiographical narratives 

carry traces of both. Since autobiographical narratives are an important subject of methodologies and 

theories throughout the contemporary social sciences9, it is worth emphasizing this aspect as well. 

In these narratives, the future appears twice. On the one hand, the story we tell about ourselves is 

linked to what we still expect from life (and on which we perhaps intend to act precisely through 

narration). But on the other hand, they also contain images of the future that we expected in the past. 

Any retrospective definition of our identity normally includes questions and statements about 

futures that, over time, we have considered possible. It is in the comparison between these and 

realized futures that lies the work of reconciliation with one's own history, which corresponds to the 

deeper meaning of autobiographical discourse. But identity and future past can also have less 

conscious relations. I could give endless examples: I will choose the figure of Mrs. Pocket, a character 

from Charles Dickens' Great Expectations (1861). Her identity, in her speeches and in those of all 

who know her, is repeatedly defined by “the position her poor grandfather might have had”. The 

grandfather in question had not been a nobleman, but could have been. And so, too, could she have 

been. The fact that in the end she did not become one matters only marginally: Dickens' irony aside, 

the point is that the field of possibilities experienced in the past (expressed in the conditional past 

tense) is an established element of her identity. And this may be the same for many others. 

The same happens with collective identities. Ever since Maurice Halbwachs (1950), we have 

known how collective memory is an element of any group's identity; but often it is specifically the 

memory of past futures – that is, references to visions, aspirations or programs of predecessors or 

those whose heirs the group claims to be. Regret for a future that could have been sometimes 

converges in the political use of nostalgia10. Conversely, the revolutionary projects cultivated in the 

past are recalled in the discourses that forge the identity of each new movement. Walter Benjamin 

stated that every revolution is the heir of all the oppressed in history: it remembers the violence they 

have suffered and proposes their redemption. It is a memory of the future denied to the victims: a 

memory of what could have been but was not. 
 

 
9 The literature is vast: for a recent review in Italian, see Merrill and West (2009), with a useful preface by Laura 

Formenti. 
10 See Petri (2010). Note that nostalgia, however, can also lend itself to critical uses: see Atia and Davies (2010); see 

also Affuso (2012). 
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5. The memory of the future as a reservoir of betrayed promises and potentialities 
 

But this last reference to Benjamin invites us to shift the level of the discussion. In Benjamin, in 

fact, the memory of past futures corresponds to the reactivation of a messianic impulse (however 

secular and historicized). As he wrote in Theses on the Philosophy of History: “The past carries with 

it a temporal index by which it is referred to redemption” (Benjamin, 1940, p. 63). 

It is therefore not merely a matter of historiographical curiosity, nor of the recognition of certain 

elements of meaning in action or of certain identity functions that the memory of the future can 

perform. Here we enter into a different kind of reflection, a different kind of interest in our theme. 

What matters is not so much the history of past futures as their living memory. 

In order to understand what may be at stake, it is useful to return to what we noted at the beginning 

regarding Edgar Reitz’s intentions: the past can sometimes be perceived as laden with a “not yet” that 

awaits something. 

Vladimir Jankélévitch (1974) wrote: “The past [...] does not only ask to be sought, but to be 

completed” (p. 302). This is not just a cognitive completion, a purely hermeneutic task. 

The past can be seen as a repertoire of unrealized possibilities from which to draw inspiration for 

the present and for action. 

This idea is at the origins of British cultural studies. As Antonis Liakos has noted in reflecting on 

the work of E.P. Thompson, according to the latter's ideas, “the past was to be redeemed as a 

repository of diverse potentialities, unrealized but capable of possible future realization” (Liakos, 

2010, p. 68). From this perspective, the memory of past futures is a tool to promote sensitivity to the 

difference between what is and what should or could be. It is a perspective in which the consideration 

of the past becomes capable of ‘unleashing, under certain conditions, subversive dynamics’ (ibid., p. 

70). 

Before it appeared in cultural studies, the theme of the subversive power of memory was present 

in Herbert Marcuse. As he wrote, the deeper truth of memory lies “in its specific function of 

preserving promises and potentialities that have been betrayed” (Marcuse 1955, 65). As with all 

Frankfurt School authors, there is a reference to Freud here. Memory has a therapeutic function, 

particularly the memory of childhood: where the memory of having desired happiness remains, 

however nebulous. A desire whose expectation is denied by that to which the mature, “civilized” 

individual must conform, but which remains the source of all criticism of the current state of things. 

Revisiting the promises and potentialities contained in the past corresponds to the reactivation of 

the desire that animated them. And perhaps it is precisely the ability to charge the future with desire 

that is felt most urgently today, at least in countries that we still call “advanced”. Our drve towards 

the future seems weakened. It is in this perspective, then, that probably lies the greatest interest in the 

theme we are exploring. From the memory of once expected futures, we can ask to reactivate this 

drive. 
 

 

6. Critical memories 
 

Memory, however, should not be considered in a one-sided way. The memory of past futures - 

especially that of plans, desires and dreams - can be misleading if its other competence is not also 

brought into play: the knowledge of how things actually turned out. It is true that memory retains 

traces of “betrayed promises and potentialities”, but what, how and why they were betrayed is 

something that the present can and must assess. 

Not all futures imagined in the past are worth recalling; and even for those that are, the present 

cannot forget what it knows about what the visions of the past may have caused and the unintended 

outcomes that resulted. Memories of the future are not only useful to redeem unrealized potential: 
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they also serve to acknowledge mistakes made and responsibilities. A memory that neglects to 

consider the heterogenesis of ends it invokes is missing an essential part of itself. 

This also applies to the memory of the futures imagined in movements such as those of the so-

called “Sixty-eight”. It is the memory of the last collective impulse of a utopian nature known in the 

West: if we speak of a renewal of the drive towards the future, it is certainly a relevant memory. But 

even this memory must include some self-critical elements. As for the analytical errors and practical 

perversions into which, in countries like Italy or Germany, some armed fringes born from those 

movements have fallen, there is no need to dwell: they are obvious. But, more generally, the memory 

of those movements must question the role of utopia in history: utopia is a critical imagination with 

respect to the existing, and as such inspires and guides action, but taken literally it is 

counterproductive11. 

I would also not overlook another observation. The anti-authoritarian movements of the “Sixty-

Eight” created an unprecedented and well-defined space of freedom for their members. But this 

contained ambivalent aspects. I am not so much referring to the fact that once the support provided 

to individuals by a collective movement has disappeared, the freedom experienced can turn into bitter 

disillusionment. Rather, I am thinking of the fact that those who seek to be free generate resentment 

in those who are not free or do not feel free. In many people who were excluded or who excluded 

themselves from the movements of the time, a lasting resentment was generated: those who recognize 

their desires arouse in those who do not allow themselves to do so a hatred equal to the violence with 

which the latter represses themselves. Exemplary 1968 films such as Easy Rider (USA, 1969) and 

Zabriskie Point (Italy, 1970) were aware of this: in both cases, the protagonists end up being shot 

dead. Disregarding the aversion generated was, in the end, a mistake, the recognition of which could 

be instructive. 

Past futures need not be taken back: they are often to be criticized – with irony, if desired. As in 

Daniel Pennac's latest play, The Sixth Continent, where a family of soap manufacturers, obsessed 

with spreading hygiene around the world, ends up contributing to pollution by scattering waste, 

packaging and their own detergents into the sea from washing machines around the world. The “sixth 

continent” of the title evokes the double island - with a total area of more than one million square 

kilometres - recently discovered by a sailor and brought to the attention of the international 

community by Greenpeace, floating in the North Pacific Ocean, consisting of an immense amount of 

waste. 

Here the future recalled is the one envisaged by the mainstream culture of modernity: a future 

imagined as ever greater wealth, well-being, and consumption. Pennac’s work is a powerful metaphor 

for the contradictions inherent in the visions that animated modernity, and for the critical tasks that 

await our memories of past futures. The futures we once imagined can be summed up in a single word, 

development: to recall them also means to ask what that word signifies. 

As with every other theme I have touched upon, I cannot here retrace the critical debate which, for 

decades, has accompanied the notion of development12. Yet on closer inspection, that very debate is 

itself a memory of the future: a revisiting of the projects, dreams, and aspirations – in a word, the 

visions of the future – that sustained modernity and legitimized it in the eyes of those who acted in 

its name. One cannot deny the passion (not only for economic development, indeed, but also for 

emancipation, participation, and individuation) that underpinned modernity; what can be observed, 

however, are the effects that were produced. This is precisely what the memory of the future entails: 

a recognition of the horizons of expectation of the past, and an interrogation of them in the light of 

 
11 The function of utopia is exquisitely critical: it is an elsewhere that, strictly speaking, has nothing to do with the 

future; but since the imagination of an elsewhere serves to criticize the here and now, it becomes a point of reference for 

projects aimed at transforming the present. On the difficulties generated by this transformation, i.e. the relationship 

between utopian imagination and political praxis, I refer to Jameson (2005). 
12 For an overview, see Di Meglio (1997). 
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the questions that the present – generated at least in part by those expectations – now compels us to 

ask. 

As for development, one must not forget the ways in which it established itself outside the West – 

desired, yet also, and in many respects, imposed. The memory of Western futures is also the memory 

of colonialisms (or at least it should be; in reality, it is more often a matter of forgetting). In the areas 

subjected to colonization, the futures anticipated by oppressed populations were, to put it briefly (and 

somewhat euphemistically), overlaid by a future imagined for them. 

This imposition has continued into the post-colonial period. As Dipesh Chakrabarty has observed, 

the policies still today sought to be imposed internationally on so-called “developing” countries all 

have this in common: that their future is conceived as a repetition of what the West has already 

achieved. It is “something that has already happened elsewhere” (Chakrabarty, 2000, p. 60): it is 

already known, in other words. The open character of the future, the “disruption” of which it consists 

(to use an expression of Jürgen Habermas [1985]), is thereby confiscated. 

But resistance to this logic, too, is bound up with certain memories of the future: in the precolonial 

past, or in the more or less explicit movements of resistance to colonialism, one can discern traces or 

fragments of other imagined futures, to which it is possible to reconnect. Not that there are original 

projects ready to be simply patched back together—that would mean falling into misleading identity 

myths. The visions of the future possible today are in any case the product of responses to encounters, 

hybrid and mixed constructions. The future that is now concretely imagined and built outside the 

West resembles none of the futures once envisaged, whether by the former colonizers or by the former 

colonized. Yet it remains true that, for the purposes of our theme, a discussion of memories of the 

future finds here too abundant material. 
 

 

7. Estrangements 
 

What memories of the future teach us, after all, is that the future has never been just one. And, by 

showing that the past is a reservoir of possibilities, they tell us the same about the present. 

To borrow a phrase from Svetlana Boym, I would say that memories of the future are able 

retrospectively to recognize and reactivate certain “detours into the unexplored possibilities of the 

modern project” (Boym, 2010, p. 85). They possess a power of estrangement: they allow us to imagine 

the future beyond the ways in which it is usually anticipated, according to dominant ideologies and 

common sense. 

It was precisely this estrangement that Lulu – the young woman with whose evocation I began – 

was in need of. For her, the recollection of past futures is essential: a memory that “flashes up at a 

moment of danger” (Benjamin, 1940, p. 74). What she must find is a way of escaping the idea that 

the future is already written, for, as it appears inscribed in the present situation, for people like her it 

is a “non-future.” 

The crisis of the future in which Lulu – and we along with her – struggles has many layers. It is 

not the same in every part of the world: to speak of it in Asia, South America or Africa would in some 

cases make no sense, and in others a different kind of sense altogether. In certain respects, it is a crisis 

that calls into question the entire model of development to which modernity has been committed. It 

demands a critical re-examination of ideas such as development and even “progress”13, and perhaps 

requires a rethinking of the very notion of the future itself: the abstract, measurable, empty future 

conceived by modern economic and scientific thought ought to be replaced with a more concrete, 

plural idea of the future – one attuned to the consequences of actions and projects, and imbued with 

a sense of responsibility. 

 
13 On the centrality of a re-examination of the notion of progress for any discussion concerning the ways in which we 

have imagined the future, I would refer the reader to Jedlowski (2012). Among the various reflections on this topic, I 

would highlight in particular Taguieff (2004). 
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On this word, responsibility, Adam and Groves conclude the book I cited at the beginning, Future 

Matters, whose subtitle, not by chance, includes the word ethics. To be responsible means both to 

answer for the consequences of what has been done in the past and to take into account the 

consequences, in the future, of our present actions. On both fronts, there is an interweaving of memory 

and anticipation (see Barazzetti & Leccardi, 1997). In this respect, the memories of the future we 

have been discussing are particularly instructive: by prompting us to evaluate the consequences of 

past actions and projects, they train us to be responsible for the consequences that present actions and 

projects will have tomorrow. 

As far as Europe is concerned, the crisis of the future that we now perceive is perhaps less the 

necessary outcome of the developments and contradictions of modernity than the result of social 

conflict and the actions of elites intent on creating new inequalities (Gallino, 2012). In this conflict, 

the definition of possible futures is both an instrument and a stake. In any case, the future is the result 

of systemic relations among an infinite set of factors; what in the future is possible, probable, or 

impossible is anything but an incontrovertible given: statements on the matter are ways of interpreting 

what lies before us. Since such interpretation will influence courses of action, and thus the actual 

presents to come, everyone struggles to disseminate the interpretation most advantageous to them. 

Catastrophic interpretations are probably closest to the truth, and in any case have the merit of 

prompting actions capable of averting the worst. Yet they must be accompanied by a renewed 

capacity to produce images of desirable futures. As Bosi, Deriu & Pellegrino (2009) observe: 
 

«We must remember the catastrophe that awaits us so that it does not occur in reality, but at the same time we 

must continue to imagine “a sweet future” that no one any longer believes possible, so that it may become 

realizable» (p. 19). 
 

Hannah Arendt wrote that the fact human beings are capable of acting means that “the unexpected 

can be expected from them” (Arendt, 1958, p. 129). The forgetting of possibilities glimpsed in the 

past is part of the struggle of those who seek to deny this capacity: to discredit the futures that were 

once possible is to suggest that the future can only ever be one. This is made easier by the widespread 

tendency in our countries today to focus solely on the nearest memories and futures, relinquishing 

broader perspectives (Leccardi, 2009). Yet there is no reason why this tendency should necessarily 

continue. 

And here I could conclude, for now. The inquiry into memories of the future interweaves fields of 

study otherwise separate: memory studies and future studies, but others as well. I believe it can 

generate fertile insights. It belongs to the study of the experience of time, and it is essential to a theory 

of action. But it also has political implications: recalling futures once anticipated reopens the range 

of possibilities, lends impetus, and at the same time provides both critical and self-critical tools. 

Of course, for some, the recollection of unfulfilled hopes may suggest a melancholic attitude. 

Melancholy is a form of memory that holds the future in check: it is the stance of those who reject 

the present while at the same time believing that nothing could have been, nor therefore can ever be, 

different. For the melancholic, the future has lost all relevance: it “crouches in an indifferent present” 

(Said, 2004, p. 118). But for those who do not share this attitude, the memory of the future is an 

invitation to act. 
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