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In what ways, if at all, can enacting futures 
studies provide ontological security in the 
context of wicked problems?

Ontological security: Have a reliable sense 
of ‘knowing’ and therefore anticipatory 
capacity in relation to the environment and 
resolutions of disharmony

Wicked problems: issues damaging 
humanity that may be caused by complex 
interdependencies, which in themselves 
can create unexpected, unwanted and 
unintended consequences

The question



Worlds of reified 
knowledge; 
conceptualised into 
submission and used 
as ordered 
centralising power

The inter-subjectivity 
of disciplines 

Explaining 
phenomena by 
causal extraction

Worlds of dynamic 
information and agency; 
reified self-interest 
producing risk and 
uncertainty through open 
multiple performances

The inter-subjectivity of 
actors perspectives

Explanations ‘attached’ to 
phenomena themselves

** Ravetz, J. R. (1999), Ravetz, J R and Funtowicz, S O (1999), 
Sardar, Z (2010)

Experience of 
Worlds of Wicked 
Problems, of ‘post-
normal’ 
science/times**

Natural Worlds Socio-cultural worlds

expectations

disruptions

Ontological tensions

“contradictions” “complexity”

“chaos”



“Three notable human preoccupations that 
shape the future as a cultural fact […] 
imagination, 

anticipation and 

aspiration…”

“… We need not only to examine the 
emotions that accompany the future as a 
cultural form but also the sensations that it 
produces: awe, vertigo… [p237]”

In socio-cultural worlds
“The Future as Cultural Fact”*

*Arjun Appadurai (2013)



Communal Life and value structures

Alienworlds and Homeworlds

Natural Life - customary

Professional Life – material well-being

Vocational Life – purposeful 

Ethical Life– ethical renewal – transforming 
one’s relation to oneself – “**best possible”

Lifeworlds*:
Lebenswelt
Experienced worlds

*Husserl, Edmund. (1936/1970). 
** Heinämaa, Sara (2015)



Anticipation

Anticipation as part of the temporality of 
being (Cf Heidegger)

Anticipation is (therefore) an ontological 
feature of living entities. .. each involving 
(theoretically) a model of itself in its 
environment (Cf. Rosen 1985, Poli 2010)

Intersubjective experience has also an 
anticipatory structure.. .embodied 
“empathetic apperception” 
(Heinämaa 2015; Stein 1917) 

Anticipation gives absence meaning

Anticipation causes effects



Re-adjusting perspectives

Knowledge 
about futures

Relationships 
with futures

Natural Worlds: 
what it means to 
control nature, as 
if humans had no 
intersubjectivity

Socio-cultural ‘human’
worlds: what it means to 
be human and massively 
intersubjective



Ontological characteristics (1) [Work in progress]?

Cognitive Experienced Anticipated

Ontological 

Security

Analytical 
interpretation

 Experiments and 
existential 
feelings (2)

 Interplay 
between 
expectation and 
fulfilment(2)

Epistemic 
security

Belief  
/Paradigms

 Reflexivity  Values 

Sensation of 
coherence

Accurate 
signifiers

 Resonance (aha)  Visceral

Ethical 
security

Transparent

Socially 
regulated

Effective power 
and resistance

Existential 
courage 
‘Personal 
weight’ (3)



Ontological characteristics (1) [Work in progress]?

Cognitive Experienced Anticipated

Ontological 

Security

Analytical 
interpretation

 Experiments and 
existential 
feelings (2)

 Interplay 
between 
expectation and 
fulfilment(2)

Epistemic 
security

Belief  
/Paradigms

 Reflexivity  Value(s) 

Sensation of 
coherence

Accurate 
signifiers

 Resonance (aha)  Visceral

Ethical 
security

Transparent

Socially 
regulated

Effective power 
and resistance

Existential 
courage 
‘Personal 
weight’ (3)

(1) Following Fuller and Rossel 2007, Fuller et al 2011
(2) Ratcliffe 2008
(3) Schumpeter 1934 



Futures Studies and…

Experience of 
Worlds of Wicked 
Problems

Natural Worlds Socio-cultural worlds

Current dominant 
futures tropes:

Pre-knowledge as 
Scenarios

Coherent stories…

Layers…

Controlled 
possibilities…

Etc…

Current dominant 
futures tropes:

Participation…

Hopes and fears…

Anticipation…

Imagination..

Consciousness

Etc…

expectations

disruptions



Re-adjusting perspectives

Knowledge 
about futures

Relationships 
with futures

On ethics in Futures Studies – forthcoming Special 
Issue of Futures Journal 2015

Gary et al : Hines and Gold (2013) noted that 
Professional Futurists (as a body) lacked, among 
other things, professional ethics (inter alia)
Bateman “to focus more broadly on expanding and 
deepening the choices of what students learn” [by 
relinquishing control] 
Celaschi and Celi: “Advanced Design communicates 
directly […] in an attempt to re-establish common 
interests and virtuous relationships”
Poli: Be sure that the relevant agents are 
generating their [own] future. Or at least, that the 
generation of new futures exceeds the consumption 
of the available future



Wicked problems arise because of our differing 
experiences of intersubjectivity

The global village has increased intersubjective 
tensions; multiplicity of values, and implicit rules 
inherent in all socio-cultural human encounters

When we see the future as fundamentally 
uncertain and open-ended, the spaces of 
possibilities can be “personally filled” - in a 
responsive manner - requiring ontological, critical 
and ethical self-reflection 

“Sustainable communal existence is not merely a 
matter of imaginary utopia, but is already here, 
to be uncovered, re-energized and connected to 
the whole from within” (Saarikoski 2015)

Summary



Re-adjusting perspectives:

Question:

What are the characteristics of ‘Futures Studies” when 
concerned with humanities’ relationship with its 
futures and the individual’s relationship with 
themselves and their communal life?

Knowledge 
about futures

Relationships 
with futures

Thank you
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