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In this chapter, we offer the first examination of a new corpus of pandemic-inspired
predictions from the anglophone world of our global shared future. COVID-19 and
the resulting pandemic offered a fertile arena for prediction, refocusing attention on
the limits of humanity and how societies should manage the long term at a moment
of considerable uncertainty. Across a wide range of media, which included news ar-
ticles, opinion pieces, blogs, social media, and creative outputs, commentators in
the first two waves speculated on life after the pandemic. Those making these pre-
dictions seized on the collective sense of crisis to present narratives that reveal a
complex layering of different interpretations. These are overdetermined by varying
social, political, economic, or ideological positions. What the future might hold is
core to the analysis presented here. Specifically, the corpus reveals the centrality of
climate, the environment, and the workplace to those who were offering a perspec-
tive on what the post-pandemic future might or should hold. These are the themes
we interrogate in detail here; first with a wider lens to explore COVID-19 and the
global environment and economy, and then through a narrowing of focus to inves-
tigate predictions based around the urban workplace as an environment and site of
capitalist response. As we do this, we extend recent work in the area of critical fu-
ture studies. We conclude that narratives compete with one another to take control
of the post-pandemic future. While there is a great deal of emerging scholarship
focused directly on COVID-19 and the pandemic, our intervention offers a new un-
derstanding of how the future beyond COVID-19 was understood in the lockdown
years (2020-2021).

In an opinion piece for the New Yorker in May 2020, Kim Stanley Robinson, sci-
ence fiction writer and the author of The Ministry for the Future (2020), a novel depict-
ing climate action in a carbon-fueled and chaotic future, connected COVID-19 to the
climate crisis. Robinson saw COVID-19 as a harbinger of climate shocks to come at
different future moments. Connections between the pandemic and anthropogenic
climate change are evident across numerous predictions for a post-pandemic fu-
ture, whether commentators were considering a near future with dangerous climate
tipping points or a more distant point in time depicting cataclysmic climate break-
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down. The narratives explored in this chapter highlight how, when it came to envi-
ronmental and societal crisis, many commentators during the first two waves of the
pandemic saw a clear link to the climate emergency and ecological breakdown asso-
ciated with the discourse surrounding the Anthropocene and its lasting—and poten-
tially irreversible—influence on the planet’s ecosystems, and biodiversity. In making
this connection, the virus and the pandemic were used to imagine a different future
relationship between humanity and the nonhuman world, but they remained impre-
cise as to when this future would occur. In these narratives, the virus was presented
as a last warning for society to change course, a precursor of future crises to come.
Yet, as our analysis reveals, both virus and pandemic were constructed as a moment
of transformative change; an example of the speed at which nations could act to step
back from catastrophe or individuals could see a different relationship with the non-
human world emerging. What becomes visible is both the varying social, political,
economic, or ideological positions these predictions reflected and the temporal di-
mension of each narrative: predictions changed depending upon the particular mo-
ment in the pandemic when they were created. Two key questions emerge: What
do these narratives tell us about how the post-pandemic future is being imagined
or predicted? What role do they play in promoting or making real the future they
foresee?

At the start of the pandemic, academic commentators were quick to try to an-
swer a fundamental question: what would the future look like? All aspects of soci-
ety, culture, politics, the economy, and the environment were considered. In their
predictions of a post-Covid future, dystopian and optimistic assessments competed
for attention. Medical historians offered critical insights into the history of pan-
demics, from the Black Death to the 1918/19 influenza pandemic in Western Europe
and North America, to draw lessons about what the future might hold. Environmen-
tal historians endeavored to provide context as the nonhuman crashed into the hu-
manworld, highlighting a future where we needed to be more conscious of the inter-
connections between the human and nonhuman, as well as between social, political,
racial, and environmental inequalities that the pandemic had further illuminated
(Alagonaetal.2020)." Literary scholars thought about the role of metaphor to enable
both analysis and representation of a time to come (Craig 2020; Kohlt 2023). Schol-
ars also moved quickly to show that history does not simply repeat itself; pandemics
differ in their social dynamics and political aftershocks (Arnold 2020). Others were
more explicitly political, setting out a manifesto for change that attacked neoliberal
models of healthcare, for example (Cooper and Szreter 2021). Many of these works
drew comparisons with previous pandemics to outline lessons for the future. Yet

1 The American Historical Association has collected these responses into a resource: “A Bib-
liography of Historians’ Responses to COVID-19,” https://www.historians.org/news-and-ad
vocacy/everything-has-a-history/a-bibliography-of-historians-responses-to-covid-19.
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while scholars drew on their own expertise to consider various potential futures,
the pandemic was already generating numerous predictions of what a post-Covid
future might hold. Such predictive narratives—written across multiple media and
emerging from numerous sources—are an invaluable record of pandemic perspec-
tives and demand both our curation and attention.

Before we explore the predictions embedded across a range of narratives, in the
first section of the chapter, we outline our corpus and our methodological fram-
ing. In doing so, we consider the key typologies—forecasting, backcasting, and fore-
sight—through which the future is predicted. Here we challenge simple binaries of
utopian versus dystopian to show how thinking about the future enables on the one
hand speculations on what might be different—undertaken by futurists or imagi-
neers—and on the other forecasts that draw more from trends underway and quan-
titative data. The coronavirus pandemic provided a potent, shifting arena for imagi-
neers and forecasters but, as we suggest, the future was open and precarious as dif-
ferent scientific, cultural, and political notions of the future collided or interacted in
the face of uncertainty. The next two sections provide critical examinations of pos-
sible post-pandemic futures that focused on the environment and the interconnec-
tions between COVID-19 and climate futures and between COVID-19 and the future
of the urban workplace. These sections unpick the temporality of ideas of utopia and
apocalypse, concealment and illumination, transformation and reversion, to explore
how familiar narrative tropes helped structure responses to the coronavirus pan-
demic and how different modes of prediction co-existed. Rather than seeing the fu-
ture predictions operating somewhere on a continuum between utopia and apoc-
alypse, we investigate what futures were at stake in the first two waves of the pan-
demic, and through them what political and ideological standpoints were being ad-
vanced. With multiple futures up for grabs, we argue that narrative forms play an
important role in controlling the future, shaping how both overlapping and contra-
dictory versions of the post-pandemic future are contested and realized.

Future Studies: Forecasting and Imagineerings

The Covid Future Narratives project run by the ScienceHumanities Initiative at
Cardiff University examined narratives produced and published across a range of
genres during the first two waves of COVID-19 (March 2020 to January 2021), which
broadly corresponded to the project timescale and funding. Unlike other projects
that used questionnaires or experiments to survey people about their expectations
of life after COVID-19 (Lewandowsky et al. 2021), we were interested exclusively in
narratives in the public domain that tried to predict the future. We did not limit our
narrative choices with other restrictions, aiming to capture as much as possible in
what we believed (or hoped) would be a short timeframe as the pandemic passed.
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By its very nature, the evidential basis for the corpus was broad: post-Covid futures
were present in a wide range of epistemic objects and materialities. Although lim-
ited to Anglophone material, the project collected and analyzed everything from
newspapers and magazine articles to academic writing and poetry to recorded me-
dia, film, social media, cartoons, and illustrations. The corpus included narratives
written from the perspectives of the Global North and Global South, although we
recognize that many of the predictions collected came from those in privileged
positions that allowed them to reflect on what the future might look like. Issues of
power—about who has the opportunity to predict the future, in what ways, and over
what timescales—are never far away in these predictions. While book-length works
were clearly underway during 2020, these were not published before the end of
our selected period. There were also numerous narratives dealing with life during
the pandemic, as opposed to the future beyond the pandemic.” These too were not
considered for our corpus. Employing the concepts from future studies offers a
starting point for analyzing this corpus but, as we reveal, a more critical reading
that incorporates the temporal is needed.

As scholars working on the sociology of futures highlight, how different soci-
eties predict the future, and how that future is realized and contested, offers crucial
insights into how societies view the challenges ahead. Where COVID-19 encouraged
sociologists to lay claim to analyzing the future, future studies is the manifestation
of the systematic and interdisciplinary study of social and technological trends, in-
cluding environmental trends, and how they will impact people and societies in the
future (Adam and Groves 2007; Andersson 2018; Beckett and Suckert 2021). As aloose
discipline, future studies has its roots in the nineteenth century but emerged in the
1960s with a boom in various forms of prediction. However, rather than being a way
to predict the future, future studies drew attention to future issues that had to be
faced in the present. Rejecting what was seen as the fantasy and superstition of ear-
lier speculations, the initial hope of future studies was to find a systematic and sci-
entificapproach to an “onrushing future” and the challenges humanity faced (Ander-
sson 2012, 1411; Andersson and Rindzeviiute 2012). What was initially at stake was a
desire to deal with socio-economic and political problems with the same confidence
as problems in the sciences. Predicting the future—then as now-was constructed as
offering a means of structuring action at a national, transnational, and global level
(Helmer 1967, 50—51; Andersson 2012).

Future studies not only brings an awareness of the typologies used to predict
the future—forecasting, backcasting (how actions in the present might bring about
specific futures), and foresight—it also shows us two competing visions of how the

2 There were exceptions, such as Bethany Clift’s dystopian Last One at the Party: Her New Life
Began at the End of the World (2021), which imagines a terrifying pandemic yet to come
and frames COVID-19 with a certain nostalgia.
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future has been thought about and predicted. This is more than a simple binary of
utopian and dystopian. As Jenny Andersson notes in the American Historical Review,
one vision is “of the future as an is: an object of science of which certain predeter-
mined traces could be found”; and a second of “the future as a becoming: an object of
the human imagination, creativity, and will” that helps “generate visions to explore
the action they can take to shape the future” (2012, 1413). What connects both is how
the future is always political and an arena for intervention, even if there has been
a radically different understanding of the ways in which visions of the future can
control or protest against certain futures. This political dimension is visible in the
work of the UK government’s Futures, Foresight and Horizon Scanning team, part
of the Government Office for Science (GO-Science), which is committed to future
thinking, foresight, and horizon scanning as tools of government. For the GO-Sci-
ence Futures team, “thinking about the future is fundamental to policymaking” (UK
Government, Futures, Foresight and Horizon Scanning), an approach that echoes
the implicit and explicit political messages found in a range of post-Covid narra-
tives explored here.

While these different approaches are tied up with the history of normalizing the
future since 1945, the coronavirus pandemic enabled each method of future predic-
tion identified by future studies to thrive. The post-pandemic future-especially of
social and environmental change—-is both an object to be identified by science and
also by a utopian- or dystopian-inspired imagination. In this sense, thinking about
the future enables, on the one hand, imaginative speculations on what might be dif-
ferent—undertaken by futurists we might call imagineers—and, on the other, fore-
casting, which tends to rely more on statistical data analyzed by futurists we might
call forecasters. The split between imagineers and forecasters often falls along lines
of political power: as we shall see, those holding political power during the pandemic
were more likely to stage their future narratives as forecasts. For imagineers, “[t]he
future must be composed not only of the necessary or the possible, but also of the
desirable and hopeful” (Andersson 2012, 1424). However, in both cases, anticipating
possible futures also contains the need for some form of action in the present as pre-
dictions about the future are folded into the present. What is often at stake is dif-
ferent scientific, cultural, and political notions of the future, the limits of humanity,
and how we manage questions relating to the long term. Such approaches are visible
in the post-pandemic narratives examined in this chapter.

While future studies helps us detect the broad approaches of imagining and
forecasting (and also techniques employing backcasting and foresight), the inter-
disciplinary field of critical future studies, as conceptualized by Luke Goode and
Michael Godhe, encourages an examination of “the scope and constraints within
public culture for imagining and debating potential futures” (2017, 108). For Goode
and Godhe, if the ability to imagine an alternative future atrophied in the face
of neoliberal hegemony, global events from the Arab Spring to Black Lives Mat-
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ter sharpened contemporary sensitivity to possible futures (2017, 114). Mounting
evidence of anthropogenic climate change and fears of transgenic pandemics in
response to swine flu or SARS added further impetus, but this sensitivity to possible
futures was heightened by COVID-19 as an emergent phenomenon. COVID-19 was
an historical moment and crisis that generated a range of possible and shifting
futures claimed by forecasters and imagineers alike. Yet critical future studies
reminds us that imagined futures—or ‘futurescapes’-are founded on assumptions
from the past and present and are shaped by numerous contested and competing
discourses. Within this framing, critical future studies asserts how the future may
be more open-and perhaps more precarious—than previously envisaged, high-
lighting how ‘futurescapes’ are “found in almost any conceivable domain of culture”
with our capacity to imagine, desire, or forecast the future as much an affective as
it is a cognitive process (Goode and Godhe 2017, 120). However, as critical future
studies also suggests, it is important to differentiate between future imagined and
future imaginary. The latter, as Goode and Godhe suggest, is more negative. Equally,
we need to be conscious of the tensions between future presents, which are both
imagined and generated by present actions, and present futures, which are often
presented as seemingly inevitable as they extend current perceived trends (Adam
2010). While it is easy to focus on negative representations that present the future
as “a site of crisis” in Sherryl Vint’s words (2016, 12), as Goode and Godhe show, we
need to be equally sensitive to how radical alternatives of the future can be a form
of “utopian thinking” that expands our horizons (2017, 118).

These approaches offer a starting point to analyze our corpus of post-Covid nar-
ratives. Future and critical future studies provide a critical framing that reveal mul-
tiple and overlapping discourses, how they appear across multiple cultural domains,
their power to control or subvert possible post-pandemic futures, and the political
salience of these narratives. Where future studies and critical future studies draw at-
tention to how utopian and dystopian modes co-exist, they overlook the importance
of recognizing that possible futures are, as our analysis reveals, also precarious and
have shifting temporal frames, something overlooked in work which has surveyed
people’s expectations of life after COVID-19 (Lewandowsky et al. 2021). These tem-
poral frames operate in a number of ways. For example, when a post-pandemic fu-
ture would start was seldom defined in the narratives examined as, in the words of
James Mattis, former US defense secretary, the horizons being scanned remained
“uncertain” (Charters 2020; “COVID-19” 2022). This uncertainty and the period of
crisis generated by COVID-19 offered a productive space to explore starkly differ-
ent visions of a post-pandemic future to create a complex over-layering of predic-
tions as imagineers and forecasters jockeyed for authority over what a post-Covid
future might hold. The future, whether that be near or distant, operated as a space
that could be staked out or conquered. But our corpus also reveals how, when future
relationships between humans and the environment were envisaged across multi-
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ple contexts, larger questions were being asked about where the planetary and the
personal are placed. Equally, they draw attention to tensions between a sense of in-
evitably in the predictions being made and, as the British poet Kae Tempest asks,
“the scope for hope” in the future, imagined or forecast (2021). The next section of
this chapter provides a critical examination of how COVID-19 and the climate emer-
gency and economic response were interconnected in predictions of multiple post-
pandemic futures before we turn, in the final section, to a different type of environ-
ment, the urban workplace.

Covid and Climate Futures

The coronavirus pandemic provided renewed opportunities for commentators to
argue that transgenic pandemics, the climate emergency, and the destruction of
nature were inextricably linked. Such claims echoed fears that have been manifest
since at least the 1950s of the threat of looming ecocide in the future. In the early
months of the pandemic, when uncertainty was at its most acute, and against a back-
ground of increasing calls for precautionary action to limit the possible and imag-
ined futures of anthropogenic climate change (Adam and Groves 2007), the future
was imagined at a global level in apocalyptic terms. Canadian cartoonist Graeme
MacKay (2020) captured the parallels between the COVID-19 and climate emergen-
cies that characterized this strand of thinking about the future. The threat of climate
breakdown and biodiversity collapse was visualized via a familiar rhetoric of the
pandemic: the waves to come. MacKay’s initial political cartoon (Illustration XII.1)
drew on the recognizable visual language of a tsunami or tidal wave to envision an
economic emergency following the health emergency. The cartoon lent itself to being
memed and went viral. Twitter users developed the imaginary of the crisis, adding
future waves. In response, MacKay modified his cartoon in May 2020 to create a
new authorized version that added much larger, less manageable waves of climate
change and biodiversity collapse. The final cartoon (Illustration XII.2) borders on the
apocalyptic, visualizing a narrative, put forward in plain terms by the World Eco-
nomic Forum, that “more planetary crises are coming” (Dixson-Decléve et al. 2020).

Simultaneously, these crises were seen as symptoms of the same underlying
cause. The complex origins of the pandemic, likely the result of a virus caused by
a zoonotic spill-over event that many have traced to the same extractive global
economy that is destroying wild places and warming the planet, presses at any easy
separation of these emergencies as separate events. This is at the heart of Bruno
Latour’s identification of the coronavirus pandemic in terms of “an ongoing and
irreversible ecological mutation” (2020)—a mutation in Earth systems and human-
ity’s relationship with them, but also, and perhaps more optimistically, a mutation
towards more ecologically attuned relations between capitalist society and the non-
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human world. In such predictions of the future, the apocalyptic, the desirable, and
the hopeful could overlap. This was especially evident in the spring of 2020, when
both the near and far future seemed most uncertain and the temporal space for
imagining alternative futures was, therefore, most open. For the English primatol-
ogist and anthropologist Jane Goodall, COVID-19 was thus both an expression of
wider socioecological breakdown, brought about by a diseased relationship between
humans and the rest of nature, and a chance to reset that relationship: “We may
think that nature is something separate and we can distance ourselves, and live in
our little bubble—it’s not true,” she says in the short documentary film We Are Nature
(Hodgson and Challenger 2021) alongside slow-motion footage of a bubble popping.
Goodall's words draw on an implicit organicism that historically constructs and
frames the relationship between the human and nonhuman world in terms of unity
and wholeness, as do many post-pandemic narratives of the relationship between
society and the environment. These narratives develop from a sense that all life is
interrelated, a vision of nature as an ordered system thrown out of balance by hu-
man action or, in more focused diagnoses, the extractive and exploitative workings
of global capitalism. In narratives such as Goodall’s, the spread of COVID-19 reveals
an organic unity belied by the false separation of the human from the nonhuman
world, a separation that is in turn considered part of the lineage of the pandemic’s
emergence.

This mode of thinking about a range of post-pandemic environmental futures
nevertheless supported starkly different visions. The documentary in which Goodall
made her diagnosis of socioecological breakdown argued for new-found appre-
ciation of the intricate connections joining the flourishing of humans and other
species, making the case for an ecological holism. By contrast, a BBC article on the
future of work-which is explored in more detail in the next section—envisioned an
environment where the many connections between human and nonhuman life are
limited and carefully policed (BBC Visual and Data Journalism Team 2020). Bacte-
rial sprays, antimicrobial surfaces, and touchless technology maintain a sanitized
workplace and a future that is the antithesis of Goodall’s message; a world where
life is lived in a bubble, as the article’s aesthetics seems to imply.

In this recurring rhetoric of bubbles and waves, the pandemic becomes a way of
defining the future, a kind of pattern for responding. In the lead-up to the United
Nations Climate Change Conference (COP26), the Guardian newspaper ran a series
of statistics on the climate emergency. The pandemic metrics of cases, hospitaliza-
tions, and deaths were repurposed, with the newspaper using an identical aesthetic
to capture changes in Atmospheric CO2, Arctic sea ice, and the proportion of the
UK’s energy needs being met by low-carbon electricity. Approached as a series of
narratives, readers of the newspaper’s website were invited to see this climate data,
notonly as a catalogue of the past but also as an insight into the future. These graphs,
as diagrammatic narratives of forecast, were designed to show the ongoing loss of
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melting ice caps, the transformative hope of low-carbon electricity. Part of the ter-
ror of the line denoting atmospheric CO2 surely stems from the uneasy feeling that
the viewer is looking at part of a wave—a wave that is a very long way from crest-
ing. However, this presentation of climate data proved ephemeral: after COP26, the
Guardian removed the data visualization from its homepage to its archive while the
COVID-19 data remained. There are clearly issues of temporality and representation
at stake, then: first in the aesthetics of the statistics generated for COP26, where the
data was presented as two near-identical bars to generate an implicit comparison
between COVID-19 and climate crises that inadvertently highlights their different
temporal scales; second, in how the data visualization proved transitory—appearing
and re-appearing at particular moments of political and global attention.

Hustration XI1.1: Editorial Cartoon by Graeme MacKay.

BE SURE
TO WASH YOUR
HANDS AND ALL

From The Hamilton Spectator, Wednesday, March 11, 2020.

The coronavirus pandemic also generated more hopeful, at times utopian, nar-
ratives of the future. This is especially prominent in writing from the early months
of the pandemic when predictions of a post-pandemic future were framed against a
pervading sense of crisis or trauma. Here the pandemic was repeatedly framed as a
chance for “structural systemic economic change” (Dixson-Decléve et al. 2020) and
a “transformational leap towards a sustainable society” (Vince 2020). One Twitter
user imagined an environmentally friendly city of tomorrow with lines from Back to
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the Future (1985) and images of an unusually quiet Birmingham traffic control cen-
ter (@Dongapalouza 2020). The Canadian author and journalist Naomi Klein (2020)
expressed this idea of an environmentally friendly city of the future in the text com-
mentary that accompanied the short film A Message from the Future II: the Years of Re-
pair on the online platform for The Intercept, a US non-profit news organization. The
film was a sequel to the Emmy-nominated short A Message from the Future with Alexan-
dria Ocasio-Cortez, which launched the optimistic Decade of the Green New Deal in
2019. In her 2020 text, Klein explains how in conceiving the sequel as a response to
COVID-19, she and the other producers wanted to explore the role of the utopian
imagination at a time of crisis. Founded on workers’ rights, reparations for racial
injustice, and environmental action, A Message from the Future II presented an opti-
mistic political message from four future commentators that highlight bottom-up
radical transformative and environmental change. In her text, Klein asks, “Do we
even have the right to be hopeful?” For Klein, COVID-19 had ushered in changes few
had imagined a year before. For her, this provided a space to think about and imag-
ine a “future worth fighting for” as an antidote to predictions that looked like “our
present, only worse.” As Klein explained, “If the only portrayals of the future we ever
see are of some mix-and-match fascism and ecological collapse, the forecasts start
to feel inevitable.” Where the Guardian’s statistics served in terms of forecast, then,
these examples are more in the imagineering mode of future studies—futures com-
posed, to return to Jenny Andersson’s words, “not only of the necessary or the possi-
ble, but also of the desirable and hopeful” (2012, 75). In response to the individual and
societal sense of crisis and trauma in the early months of the pandemic, imagineers
often thought on a global scale. They imagined hopeful futures that, rather than be-
ing exclusionary, presented the climate and ecological emergencies as opportunities
to address various economic, social, political, health, and racial inequalities.

As COVID-19 shut down nations and economies, there came a renewed aware-
ness of the agency of the nonhuman world. The virus exposed connections between
“species, countries and geopolitical issues,” explained the World Economic Forum
(Dixson-Decléve 2020), framing the coronavirus pandemic as an opportunity for its
‘Great Reset’ agenda, which we examine in more detail in the next section. But for
many, the action and spread of COVID-19 brought to light what was long hidden,
the racist inequality and exploitative labor on which the global economy is built.
These familiar narrative tropes—of disguise and illumination, revelation and with-
drawal-were used to make sense of the purportedly novel coronavirus situation. For
Klein, “Covid-19 acts as akind of character in the drama” (2020). This agency is part of
how the film A Message from the Future II seeks, in Klein's words, “to repair the broken
stories—of supremacy and dominance—that brought us to this harrowing precipice.”



Scown/Waddington/Willis: A World After the Pandemic

Nustration XI1.2: Revised editorial cartoon by Graeme MacKay.

BIODIVERSI
COLLAPSE

From https://mackaycartoons.net

While many of these narratives focus on the grand scales of planetary crisis
and historical process resonant with the Anthropocene, the pandemic ‘pause’ also
supported environmental narratives that were more personal in scope. In the
UK, the early months of the pandemic coincided with a glorious spring, a season
loaded with the narrative symbolism of nature’s emergence or—in widely circu-
lated photographs from the town of Llandudno-goats reclaiming deserted Welsh
streets (Stewart 2020). Writing for the BBC in June 2020, the media executive Emily
Kasriel in her advocacy of Deep Listening mused on how the “feeling of awe that
we experience when we spend time in the natural world’—as many did on daily
walks during the UK Spring 2020 lockdown-might lead to greater environmental
awareness and activism. At once haunting and reassuring, encounters with wild
animals reappearing in urban settings were read as a reminder that even in a global
crisis nonhuman nature was resilient. The claim ‘nature is healing quickly became a
meme, drawing on ideas that because of the absence of people the disruptive impact
of natural or environmental disasters left environments in peace, allowing them
to thrive. ‘Nature is healing was used to represent everything from an imagined
resurgence of the natural world, often (darkly) reminiscent of representations of
a post-apocalyptic future, to the more banal recording of the return of pasta and
toilet roll to British supermarket shelves.

But Kae Tempest was less optimistic, asking “What scope is there for hope?”
Tempest used poetry to formulate future possibilities for the excluded, employing
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what she calls “radical empathy” to engage her audience with “an idea of the fu-
ture that informs the present” (Spiers 2019, 108). As Emily Spiers notes, the present
and the past are “linked with the future through her self-stylized embodiment of the
poet-prophet figure” (2019, 108). In Tempest’s poem “2020,” she draws a Biblical par-
allel between “Noah stood back from the boat / Drowning in the doubt that his own
hands could make it float,” and the experience of living through a crisis of uncertain
duration and impact, with the uneasy feeling of more to come. This not only con-
nects the mythical past to the present but also the need to imagine a future that is
“embodied and embedded in processes and events” (Adam and Groves 2007, 11). By
drawing on an imaginary of waves and rising waters—latent in Tempest’s verse—par-
allels are invited in “2020” with melting icecaps and the ecological crisis unfolding
alongside, and through, the coronavirus pandemic.

As we explore in the concluding section, negative and positive predictions of
post-pandemic futures continued to be changeable within the pandemic itself. The
optimistic predictions of imagineers aimed to instill hope just as forecasters made
connections between COVID-19 and climate change to predict a more dangerous,
darker future in which the political implications of inaction were clear. At the same
time, as imagined futures also drew on apocalyptic visions of staccato climate disas-
ter, some forecasters saw in the spread of COVID-19 and rapid economic response
to the pandemic data support for action on the climate emergency. Amidst talk in
Britain of ‘Building Back Better’ from the pandemic (HM Treasury 2021)-or, as the
then British prime minister Boris Johnson stated in his keynote address at the 2021
Conservative party conference, “Building Back Beaver” (Curtis 2021)-multiple vi-
sions of the future relations between humans and other species, economics and the
environment, society, and the nonhuman world, were advanced. It was in this narra-
tive space, in the crossover and competition between these narratives, that forms of
environmental and climate action took shape. And, as the ‘Build Back Better’ agenda
with its promise of a more equitable and sustainable future suggests, the future of
the urban workplace was an important component of these narratives of COVID-19.
In the next section, we turn our attention to how the post-COVID-19 workplace was
forecast and imagined as a discrete but also interconnected environment.

Covid and Workplace Futures

Writing toward the end of March 2020, Bruno Latour explained how “it is right now
that we have to fight so that the economic recovery, once the crisis [of the pandemic]
has passed, does not bring back the same old climatic regime against which we were,
rather vainly, battling until now.” In explicitly linking anthropogenic climate change
to how during the early months of the coronavirus pandemic it became possible to
put the global economic system on hold, Latour not only imagined a different fu-
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ture but also reflected a body of COVID-19 narratives that focused on the future of
work and the workplace. While Latour’s desire for a different economic future of-
fered a vision on a grand scale, most narratives of the future of work were much
smaller in their ambition; they reflected on returning to the workplace and spec-
ulated on potential changes to work environments. Inevitably these narratives of
the future workplace coincided with the future of the environment: they recognized
(and sometimes elided) the relationship between commuting for work and fossil
fuel use, of the inhabitation of cities and their use of energy, and the interchange
of global business and its reliance on carbon use through air travel. Written against
the backdrop of global economy disruption, and during periods of social restrictions
to control the pandemic, these narratives were also focused on a relatively near fu-
ture; a return to the workplace that was a matter of months or a handful of years
away, rather than the further future of human/nonhuman restructuring imagined
in the narratives examined in the previous section. As narratives construct these
workplace futures, they most commonly use backcasting to tell a story of what might
be ahead of us by drawing on historic workplace change that had characterized the
decades from the 1950s; with the drive to automation and the introduction of new
technologies central. They are also forecasting narratives built on data rather than
the imagination. This is the most unsurprising element of future narratives about
work. As Jens Beckert showed in Imagined Futures (2016), forecasting has always been
an important tool for understanding the functioning of the capitalist system in the
here and now and in the face of uncertainty. In this sense, Beckert’s work suggests
that what was already happening in the workplace environment during the first two
waves of the pandemic can be seen as an effect of specific future narratives that cen-
ter on the problem of the contagious human body.

In many of the narratives of work in our corpus, the influence of the social dis-
tancing of COVID-19 comes to the fore in workplaces forecast to be inhabited by a
markedly reduced human population. At least in part, this emerged from a sense
that future workplaces would be disinfected spaces given the heightened sensitivity
inlockdowns of the human body as potential carrier of infection through human-to-
surface contact. One result of the dis-infection of future workspaces are their turn
towards automation—where potentially infectious biological organisms are replaced
by safer mechanical/digital avatars. A clear example of this is in the work of Jason
Schenker, chairman of The Futurist Institute and ranked first by Bloomberg News
as the key forecaster in the world. His book The Future After Covid (2020) was pub-
lished early in the pandemic. It argues for taking measures in the present to cre-
ate a specific and predictable future, or at least make that future more probable. In
his chapter on the future of work, Schenker argues that automation will expand in
the workplace, leading to a technological acceleration bordering on a further digi-
tal technological revolution. Schenker’s perspective is likely to be marked by his own
investment in such a future. He is also the author of Jobs for Robots (2020) and in pre-
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vious books on the future has predicted the rise of robots in the world of work. The
future forecast by Schenker is one that was already underway for many global busi-
nesses and, like those businesses, Shenker’s own success is linked with the likely suc-
cess of that already plausible future. This type of forecasting uses COVID-19 narra-
tives to extend an existing vision of the future rather than forecast or imagine one
afresh from new circumstances. It shows how those individuals and organizations
perceived to hold power were able to forecast and thus use the coronavirus pandemic
to engineer, rather than imagine, a certain future that legitimized the allocation of
resources, both in the present and in the future.

Although COVID-19 appeared to threaten high-carbon, high-consumption in-
dustries, Schenker was not alone in forecasting the rise of automation in the work-
place. The British-American management consultancy company Willis Towers Wat-
son (2020), in their infographic on the future after the pandemic, also claim that au-
tomation will rise. Management consultants appear particularly invested in post-
Covid automation. One of the most powerful, the US consultancy firm McKinsey, in
their “Future of Work After Covid-19” web presentation (2021), argue that “The pan-
demic accelerated trends in [...] automation.” Because of the “disruption” to “physi-

»” «

cal proximity,” “remote” and “virtual” working are much more likely future realities
in the workplace. For McKinsey’s consultants, this is positively regarded as a new
“flexible” mode of conducting business, which they enmesh within a “faster adoption
of automation and AI” In order to further the cause of the disinfected workplace,
argues McKinsey, “work arenas with high levels of human interaction are likely to
see the greatest acceleration in the adoption of automation and AI” Such vision-
ary insight is recursive; McKinsey and Willis Towers Watson aim to monetize their
forecasting through providing further consultancy support to companies who will
make their initial vision a future reality. As Willis Towers Watson argue in their ad-
vertising, “You see the future. We help you get there” (2020). This clearly parallels the
findings of Mariana Mazzucato and Rosie Collington in their book on management
consultancy, The Big Con (2023). They argue that management consultancy firms have
always repurposed their existing advice to take advantage of new business opportu-
nities, regardless of whether these are effective and productive strategies for future
work.

Forgotten in this drive toward a techno-utopia for our working future are the
environmental implications of the increasing use of energy by automated and com-
puter-driven technology, or of the mining necessary to support this Al revolution, or
even of the pollution generated. Notwithstanding a strand of predictions that linked
work to environmental change to imagine a greener post-Covid future (Dixson-De-
cléve 2020; European Commission 2020; Klein 2020; Tagliapietra et al. 2022), no
consideration is given in management consultancy visions of the post-Covid future
to whether a reconceived workplace could offer green solutions. While reductions in
the travel of people for work is often signaled as reducing carbon emissions, there is
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no connection made to the introduction of other environmental concerns that come
with an increase in the usage of technologies.

Nevertheless, there are visions of an automated future that strike a more cau-
tionary note. The Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) group, for instance,
undertook a survey on work after COVID-19, which they also released as an Info-
graphic (2020). APEC is an inter-governmental forum for member economies in the
Pacific Rim that promotes free trade throughout the Asia-Pacific region. APEC also
identified technology as a key factor in the future of work—the fetish of technologi-
cal solutions for social and economic problems is very much at the fore in future of
work narratives. But in their forecast, there is a clear sense of the potential conse-
quences for the vulnerable communities of Asia were this future to be implemented.
APEC claim that any speeding-up of automation (which they identify as the fourth
industrial revolution) would see certain vulnerable groups disadvantaged: women,
youth workers, those with chronic health concerns, and the elderly. Their concern
is the long-told historical story of automation leading to joblessness; not a consid-
eration of those promoting an increasingly automotive or artificially intelligent fu-
ture. As a counter to the perspective from Global North management consultants,
APEC’s post-Covid future narrative is more expressly cautious. This emerges from
its focus on the powerless rather than the powerful. Their narrative reveals the dif-
ferent potentialities of the future after the pandemic and expressly highlights how
forecasting springs from specific political positions as well as from data.

More obviously in the territory of the imagineer than the forecaster, the BBC’s
analysis of the future of working lives aimed to avoid advocating for or opposing any
particular form of Al or automotive working future (BBC Visual and Data Journal-
ism Team 2020). Instead, it drew inspiration from the early months of the pandemic
to consider how the abandoned workplaces of the UK might, in the near future, be
re-inhabited in new ways. The BBC imagines the future through a largely dystopian
aesthetics. Using a combination of text, illustration and animation, the BBC’s vision
of the office of the post-pandemic future is of a space heavily dis-infected by health
management protocols. Offices of the future, in this vision of workplaces to come,
rely upon body scanners, digital viral monitors and temperature checkers—a techno-
logical health cordon-to sanitize office spaces. The article’s illustrations make clear
that this imagined future also depends upon self-isolation. The article’s key human
character, Laila, an office worker, is almost exclusively seen alone in the office of the
future-she is imagined as the single inhabitant of a largely abandoned cityscape, a
lonely biological body in a world of automated technologies.

In several other imaginaries of the future of work created approximately a year
into the coronavirus pandemic (spring to summer 2021), there is a similar sense of
the potential hollowing out of cities—especially of city centers. Another BBC web ar-
ticle from the summer of 2021 captured the views of a range of corporate workers
from the UK’s capital: “In the City of London, also known as the Square Mile, the
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drop in people commuting to the offices of big firms has hampered shops, cafes and
restaurants, which are reliant on workers to stay in business” (Race 2021). This sort
of rhetoric, often repeated in similar news stories, gives rise over many narrative
moments to images of abandoned cities reminiscent of apocalyptic film and tv. “The
Office is Dead” exclaimed one commentator in such a narrative (Dishman 2020).
Perhaps undead is nearer the mark as those narratives of city center abandonment
interrupted only by the lone hero (like Laila the lonely office worker) coincide with
zombie horror films such as 28 Days Later (2002) and I Am Legend (2007) or the HBO
series The Last of Us (2023).

These imaginative renderings of the future of work are opposed, however, by al-
ternative visions that see environmental advantages to reduced commuter travel.
When Apple, for example, decided that all workers should be returning to the office
in the summer of 2021, some employees responded very negatively. One claimed that
the company’s Chief Executive Tim Cook had just cancelled the future: “And what
about pollution? What about global warming? Does Tim Cook genuinely care about
the environment-or does he merely pretend to do so for PR purposes?” (Jameson
2021). These individual responses were often joined by other voices who suggested
future economies and future workplaces are the present-day battleground for an im-
proved environmental future. Despite its references to the energy and confidence
of the Victorians, this improved future is evident in the British government’s net-
zero carbon plan for growth, ‘Build Back Better’ (HM Treasury 2021), but this was
equally visible in the corporate world. The World Economic Forum, to give one cor-
porate example, argued in March 2020 that “we can do much better” (Dixson-De-
cléve et al. 2020). Seeing COVID-19 as an opportunity for its ‘Great Reset’ agenda,
the World Economic Forum, went on to explain, “Rather than simply reacting to dis-
asters, we can use the science to design economies that will mitigate the threats of
climate change, biodiversity loss, and pandemics. We must start investing in what
matters, by laying the foundation for a green, circular economy that is anchored in
nature-based solutions and geared toward the public good.” These visions of a future
where environmental protections succeed economic interest view the abandoned
workplace very differently. For these imagineers, the empty office is a signifier of
having chosen a better climate future—spaces of the undead are transformed into
sites of green renewal.

What is perhaps most significant in these different renderings of the future of
work, and in particular of the differing perspectives on the empty workplace of the
future, is how they draw upon a very common trope in contemporary narratives
that explore scenarios of environmental apocalypse. Often, climate apocalypse fic-
tions—the film The Day After Tomorrow (2004), Cormac McCarthy’s The Road (2006),
or, more recently, Jessie Greengrass’s The High House (2021)-render the bleakness of
environmental collapse through images of deserted cities. Such images instantiate
disaster and are rendered to warn against the kinds of human activity that might
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further accelerate environmental harm. Yet in visions of the future of work, this
trope of the deserted city as a signifier of environmental disaster is inverted to sig-
nal a green agenda on working practices that no longer requires commuting into the
center of cities. Imagineered or forecast futures of work, then, are already trans-
forming powerful generic tropes for alternative purposes—a clear example of how
powerful narratives of a post-Covid future are fundamentally changing perceptions.
The implications of this we now consider in our conclusion.

“The Last Thing to Do Is Repeat the Exact Same Thing
We Were Doing Before": Conclusions

From March 2020, the UK’s Office for National Statistics began asking alarge sample
of people in Britain when they thoughtlife would return to normal; effectively asking
when a post-Covid future would start. Before January 2021, most thought in terms
of a year, reflecting individual hopes that the pandemic would quickly be brought
under control. As the virus mutated, repeated waves of COVID-19 challenged such
assumptions. New variants pushed predictions of the shift from COVID-19 as a pan-
demic to an endemic disease forward in time. Within this context, optimistic pre-
dictions by conservative-learning commentators of getting back to normal by the
end of 2021 may have offered an emotional lifeline, but they looked increasingly un-
likely. In the face of new variants, new predictions started to be made from Febru-
ary 2022 about living with COVID-19 (HM Government 2022; Charumilind 2021),
echoing James Manyika’s earlier assessment for the International Monetary Fund
in June 2020 that “the world after COVID-19 is unlikely to return to the world that
was” (Susskind et al. 2020). The forecasting of a return to normal served to foreclose
on the future in opposition to people in Britain and the United States broadly fa-
voring a more progressive future (Lewandowsky et al. 2021). By predicting when the
pandemic would end, these forecasters and commentators simultaneously neutered
the potential futures of the imagineers and advanced their own agendas for a future
they would prefer to inhabit. There was resistance to these efforts to claim the future.
This resistance can be seen in the rather blandly unprophetic proclamations of hav-
ing to live with COVID-19 or in ongoing alternative futures such as those that began
to appear in slower, longer-form imaginative productions, such as Sarah Hall’s novel
Burnicoat, published in October 2021, or Ali Smith's novel Companion Piece, which
reached bookshelves in May 2022.

What both connects and complicates the forecasting and imagineering of the
future is the central influence of their temporal frame. There are two temporal con-
texts for each narrative, regardless of type. There is the time of the production of
the narrative prediction. There is also the future time period being explored by the
narrative. The longer the pandemic continued, the greater was the accumulation of

293



294

Coming to Terms with a Crisis

narratives with different temporal frames. They also came to varying conclusions,
often through the accretion of data (for forecasting narratives) and the continual
generation of novel experiences under pandemic conditions (for imagineering nar-
ratives). Attempting to offer a typology of Covid future narratives becomes an ex-
ercise focused on the granular detail of dates and time periods; a form of narrative
stratigraphy.

Just as the binary of utopian and dystopian fails to capture the complexities of
the post-Covid narratives explored in this chapter, one result of these different tem-
poralities was that there appeared to be no single clear narrative direction of travel
toward a homogenous future. This is where the organizing principles of future stud-
ies are at their most powerful. By developing the narrative paradigms of forecasting
and imagineering, future studies provides a division of narrative that supports fur-
ther analysis of our corpus. For example, forecasting narratives within the corpus
focus on a definite and near future that emerges from the acceleration of trends
already underway-be that climate change or automation. Conversely, imagineers
looked further ahead to a more distant future. In their visions of a world after the
pandemic, they set out possible futures in which the apocalyptic and the hopeful,
the global and the personal, shifted and overlapped. As predictions of the future
were made with greater confidence, and as there appeared to be more data available
about what the future might hold, imagineers increasingly lost ground and control
of the near future to forecasters. Many of the increasingly dominant predictions had
a clear political or corporatist framing: uncertainty and crisis were being replaced
by forecasts that gave the impression of data-driven reliability. Imagineering narra-
tives, on the other hand, enable contemplation of a more distant future (sometimes
drawing inspiration from a distant past, as Smith’s novel does). These more spec-
ulative potential futures pose vital questions about the journeys we might take by
inviting a consideration of the choices societies will make in the near future.

What we reveal in this chapter is how different narrative futures exist not just or
simply simultaneously, but rather how they work as a palimpsest with considerable
and complex over-layering of one upon another, some with extensions into further
futures and others returning to the nearest possible future. Narratives could be op-
positional to one another, certainly, as were some of those which read automation as
either positive or negative, but they were not always or even often to be found in such
simple binary patterns. Many did not contradict one other directly, but deviated
away from each other, sometimes to return to common points. If the scalar nature
of the changes predicted varied—from changes to the office and the nature of work
to large-scale environmental and economic change—it is clear from the evidence ex-
plored in this chapter that throughout the first two waves of the pandemic, there
was a battle over ownership of the post-Covid future and what that meant for the
future relations of the human and nonhuman world. Such a reading offers new ways
of understanding how reality and knowledge are created in a social way and in the
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meeting of society and the more-than-human. Forecasting and imagineering both
shape futures from particular ideologies and politics that are themselves shaped by
the particular moments of socio-economic crisis that COVID-19 engendered and the
resulting pandemic represented. It is in this interrogative territory that critical fu-
ture studies sits. This interdisciplinary field reminds us that questions of potential
futures are always questions of power. In predicting a post-Covid future, the very
different social, political, economic, or ideological narratives examined here were
all fighting for the virgin territory of the world after the end of the pandemic. Who
has purchase on the future, where, and with whom, become key questions in de-
termining the shape of dominant narratives. Future research, drawing on the work
within critical future studies, is essential to come to a wider understanding of the
role of narrative prediction in enabling different societies to understand their own
journey both through COVID-19 and into the future beyond it (or alongside it). This
first analysis of one corpus of COVID-19 future narratives is a point of departure, the
first map of this critical territory. Further reflection, and in particular of non-Anglo-
phone narratives, or of the territories of the Global South, is needed to understand
how disease, environment, and the control of the future interweave.
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