THOMAS MOYNIHAN – VIDEO ABSTRACT TRANSCRIPT:
The future is of interest to everyone. This is because we are all headed there, whether we like it or not. So, too, is the concept of contingency of interest to everyone. We all apply it every day, every time we commit to a decision.
For example, I understand that, if I hadn’t stopped to buy a coffee, I would not have missed my bus. This is an application of the concept of contingency: of the understanding that things don’t have to play out the way they in fact do, that events can go otherwise hinging on chance or choice.
This notion underwrites – at the most fundamental level – our understanding of what it even is to be an agent. Without it, the idea of freedom and responsibility makes no sense. We impute culpability when we acknowledge that the culprit could have acted otherwise, and, if they had done so, their crime – and the consequent harm – would not have been committed.
These twin concepts, of contingency and futurity, are amongst the most important concepts we have. Historically speaking, their combined application has been responsible for the sparking of every single progressive movement, reformation, or renovation. It is only by understanding that the way of the world is not inevitable, and can thus be otherwise, that anyone has ever intentionally attempted to make it otherwise. Understanding this sits beneath all of history’s attempts to make the future a better, more just, place; it foments all attempts to overcome the errors and prejudices of the past.
This way, the concepts of contingency and futurity are also inextricably linked. In our personal lives, we care about our future because our decisions and actions influence that future. And actions only matter, or exert influence, if the consequences they unleash would not otherwise have happened. That is, if they are contingent. Their influence rests in the recognition that, had they not taken place, then everything afterward would have unfolded differently too. Moreover, they matter more in proportion to how lasting these impacts are – and peerlessly so if they cannot be reversed. Or, in other words are indelible.
Sometimes, applying these concepts is matter of life or death. I understand that if I injure myself severely enough, I may die prematurely, which is an outcome which cannot be reversed. Because I know such an outcome is not inevitable, I daily endeavour to avoid it.
We are very fluent with these concepts – of indelibility and contingency as applied to the future – when it comes to our own biographies. But, as we enter the so-called Anthropocene, our wider societies are increasingly struggling with the fact that they now undeniably must be applied much further beyond, to the biography of the planet itself.
That is, our societies now daily struggle with the fact that what happens now has the potential for alter the future for Earth’s entire biosphere. In forms of nuclear waste, climate disruption, resource extraction, and mass extinction, we now recognise the arena – wherein what comes before can influence everything coming after, in ways that aren’t inevitable – has expanded far beyond the traditional remit of human affairs: having spilt into the deeper past, and further future, of Earth’s unfolding biosphere. Humankind now has the power to indelibly scar the planet’s future. The concepts of ‘contingency’ and ‘consequence’ have, by awful necessity, been stretched to the scale of globe and giga-annum.
What follows is the story of how we got here. Even being aware of our predicament is a vast intellectual achievement, millennia and generations in the making. As with all concepts, our modern notions of contingency and futurity did not emerge from nowhere nor did they arrive fully formed. Concepts, like creatures, evolve: in that they are products of cumulated intricacy, and never arrive sui generis. Their evolution takes trial and error, and cumulation and constellation of evidence, which, in turn, takes time.
The following Element is titled The History of Contingency & Future Oriented Thought. It tells the story of how the modern scientific worldview’s notion of contingency was pieced together, thus ballooning not only our sense of how much time might be ahead, but also our estimation of how divergently it might permanently play out.
Indeed, properly grappling with the future is never just about gauging how much further time could be ahead. It also involves uncovering how divergently everything about the present would be if events in the past, which didn’t need to have happened, had played out differently. Because, only by coming to terms with this, do we grapple with just how open and contingent what’s ahead might also be.











