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In this article, we frame the discussion of the impact of new digital 

technologies within the rubric of ‘futurism’, which we take to be a 

philosophy that speculates about where humanity is headed in light of 

new digital technologies. We outline different ways of thinking about the 

future and discuss the ‘problem of history’. Expanding on this point, we 

explore different ways of relating history and the future, namely theology, 

historical materialism, the notion of inevitability, progress, historicism, and 

messianism, and do so by drawing upon the work of Benjamin’s Theses 

on the Philosophy of History. Building on this, we argue that the future 

of novel digital technologies can be, and indeed should be, divorced 

from metaphysical speculation on historical determinism, and/or utopian/

dystopian fantastical thought. Instead, we hope to situate the discussions 

in terms of normativity regarding human agency i.e. whatever will come to 

be is a product of the human will.

Keywords: Determinism, Agency, Historicism, Marxism, Walter 

Benjamin, AI, Blockchain, IoT, Philosophy of Science, Philosophy 

of Technology   
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When we discuss questions regarding the impact 
of new digital technologies, perhaps the most 
intuitive way of doing so is to conceive of impact as 
immediate impact. In other words, the tangible and 
describable effects on individuals and, in the broader 
sense, society. As such, responding to this we seek 
immediate and tangible mechanisms of avoiding 
potential harms and mitigating risk. This lends itself 
to questions regarding what should be done with 
respect to the impact of new digital technologies 
immediately at the doorstep of law and applied 
ethics – reflecting this, a burgeoning field of digital 
ethics has emerged. Driven by high-profile cases of 
digital adoption and entire industries emerging with 
such rapidity, the acuteness of these questions are 
understandable. Elsewhere we have offered comments 
precisely on these issues of immediacy, 
with practicality, engineering and legalisation in 
mind (Kazim & Koshiyama, 2021; Koshiyama et al., 
2021; Polle et al., 2021). 
In this article, we take a step back and offer 
commentary with consciousness of the greater 
historical moment. Our key conclusion is that 
speculation about the future of novel digital 
technologies can be, and indeed should be, 
divorced from metaphysical speculation on historical 
determinism, and/or utopian/dystopian fantastical 
thought. Instead, we hope to situate the discussions 
in terms of normativity regarding human agency 
i.e. whatever will come to be is a product of the 
human will. We hope that by doing so, practitioners 
and commentators on novel digital technologies 
will pause and reflect upon structures of thought 
and assumptions they may hold that are ingrained 
(perhaps subconsciously), and acknowledge that 
those holding them are unaware of the fact that such 
presuppositions are philosophically contentious. 
In order to forward our aim, we outline different 
ways of thinking about the future and how they are 
situated in the present. We then discuss the ‘problem 
of history’, namely, how does thinking about the past 
inform the future. Expanding on this point we explore 
different ways of relating history and the future. We do 
this by drawing upon the work of Benjamin’s ‘Theses 
on the Philosophy of History’ (1940), which we use 
as a vehicle throughout this text. 

1. Introduction
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As a point of departure, let us begin by sketching 
(simplistically) ways in which thinking about the 
future may occur. 

i. Prediction: What will happen? 
The future is something that is going to happen, it 
presents itself as a canvas upon which, from the 
perspective of the present, tomorrow will be painted. 
One approach to thinking about the future is to think 
about what might happen (Szpunar et al., 2018). 
‘Might’ is a loose word that suggests possibility i.e. 
that a number of different events and eventualities 
may come to pass. By thinking about what may come 
to pass, futurists (i.e. those who speculate about such 
things) may hope to prepare themselves, to catch the 
emerging wave, and best position themselves now so 
that they can come out best in this futuristic scenario. 
A good example of this kind of thinking is investors: 
they seek to predict and thereby increase their wealth 
by selecting the kinds of investments they speculate 
will increase in importance and value over time. 

ii. Prescription: What should happen?
As the future has not happened, by thinking about the 
future, people can prescribe what they want to happen. 
They can hope that by thinking in the present about 
the tomorrow they desire, that a respective, particular, 
tomorrow can come to be (Szpunar et al., 2018). A so-
called tomorrow of their desire. This kind of thinking is 
both positive and negative, insofar as the former may 
represent what people want to happen, and the latter 
may represent what people do not want to occur (to 
protect against). One dramatic example of this climate 
catastrophism, where a (secularised) apocalypse is 
nigh due to humankind’s abuse of nature. 

iii. Imagination: the world of science fiction! 
Here futuristic thinking comes in the form of science 
fiction. The world imagined in a manner that is 
radically distinct from the world of the present. 
The present conditions may indicate or suggest 
some realm of possibility (Szpunar et al., 2018), but 
the careful study of the present is not necessarily 
determinate with respect to what may come to 

be. Here, extravagant explorations are thoughts of 
flying cars, and humans that defy death through the 
uploading of consciousness into some cyber realm, 
etc. Such thinking can be subdivided into utopian and 
dystopian forms of imagining, where the former sees 
a future of a radically distinct world in positive terms 
and the latter in rather darker and desponded imagery. 
These three modes of futuristic thinking are simplistic 
ways of dividing the landscape of thought, however 
they suffice to show that futuristic thinking is forward 
looking – the psychology of forward looking positions 
itself in the present and turns its face toward the 
unknown. 

The extent to which futuristic thought is situated in 
the present depends on the overarching concern of 
the person (or even collective) doing the thinking. 
The predictive and prospective modes of thought are 
rooted in an understanding of the now - 
an intimate engagement with present conditions that 
directs, curtails and forms the basis of speculation 
regarding the future. The ‘fictitious’, third standpoint, 
is less concerned with a granular grasp of now; the 
now, from this perspective, represents a tree whose 
root is stationary and whose branches and leaves 
– however lateral they may come to grow – are still 
restricted by the root position. We may think of the 
predictive future-thinker asking where the branches 
will grow, the prospective future-thinker as arguing 
that we should prune the tree such that the branches 
grow in a particular way and the imaginative thinker 
as a tree radically transformed. 
The central point here is that the standpoint is 
forward looking from the standpoint of now, where 
we read the standpoint of now in terms of radical 
possibility. At the core, we believe that this is the ironic 
kernel of historical consciousness - that reflection 
on what appears static and determined (having 
already passed), is a muse for the impending and (in)
determinate future. 
We want to affirm human agency at the centre of 
thinking about the future and new digital technologies 
and, in order to do so, in the following section we pull 
apart various notions of ‘historical thinking’.  

2. Future Thinking
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3.The Problem of History

The challenge posed to futurism, in whatever form, 
is the problem of history. We can state history as a 
‘problem’ because a simple appeal to history – as a 
series of events that have occurred in the past, up 
until the present – is not available to us. History is of 
course more than the past: we can think of history 
in a multitude of ways; however, we must first think 
about what history is before we look to the past and 
determine the historical. Indeed, in the context of this 
discussion of futurism, we must think about what 
history is, or what the historical perspective is, before 
we bring the problem of history or historical thinking 
into the futurism debate. 
In order to stimulate the nuances of historical 
thinking, we will draw upon the work of Walter 
Benjamin, in particular his essay On the Concept of 
History, which is commonly referred to as the Theses 
on the Philosophy of History (1940). We will use this 
text as a vehicle to explore history and futurism, rather 
than to contribute to the scholastic debate regarding 
Benjamin’s ideas. Indeed, we are not interested in 
evoking Benjamin as some kind of authority or as a 
discursive tradition that we are to speak within. The 
idea here is to pull out some themes of his Theses and 
use these to stimulate the discussion further. 
Our key conclusion from this section is that 
speculation about the future of novel digital 
technologies can be, and indeed should be, divorced 
from metaphysical speculation on historical 
determinism, and/or utopian/dystopian fantastical 
thought. Instead, through the argument in this 
section, we hope to situate the discussions in terms of 
normativity regarding human agency. 

3.1 Themes
According to our reading of the Theses, there are 
a number of themes and notions of history/the 

historical that are evoked: 
i. Theology: we read his evocation of theology as an 
approach to history that takes belief and the nature of 
God in mind. We do not think Benjamin is interested 
in biblical hermeneutics (neither are we). Instead, we 
take the theology of Benjamin as a discussion of the 
divine and even transcendence. 
ii. Historical Materialism: a Marxist methodology, or 
meta-approach, to the philosophy of history that takes 
history as a story about material conditions rather 
than ideas – unravelling in a necessary teleology.  
iii. Inevitability: this is the idea that history – in its 
totality of past, present and future – is determined. 
History is necessary, it had to be, and will be, a 
particular way (as determined by material conditions). 
iv. Progress: history is progressing, it is purposeful. 
This is the idea that history is not just a random series 
of events that follow one another, but rather a story of 
progress towards something, or from worse to better 
i.e. ‘improving’. 
v. Historicism: this is the idea that history is indeed 
just the story of the sequence of past events 
(Benjamin describes this as ‘beads on a thread’). 
vi. Messianism: the idea of a messiah, a notion taken 
from the biblical context of a saviour, redeemer. 
Typified by a global or cosmic event, a moment 
‘outside’ of history. In Benjamin’s secular or profane 
use of this term, the idea is one of an event that defies 
historical determinism or any notion of the ‘before’. 
These notions of history are weaved throughout the 
Theses and show just how contentious the idea of the 
‘historical’ actually is. In the subsequent sections, we 
elaborate on these themes in terms of Benjamin’s 
problematising of historical determinism, history as 
narrative, and the inherent superstitious nature of 
futurism.  
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3.2 Historical Determinism 
Benjamin rejects the notion of historical materialism 
as a form of ‘vulgar Marxism’ - it fails to read historical 
events as events in themselves. Instead, all previous 
events are nicely narrated as the inevitable precursor 
to Marxist utopia. Benjamin evokes the image of a 
puppet, representing the historical materialist; the 
puppet is always set to win a game of chess, when in 
fact there is a hermit that stands inside the clothes 
– animating, doing all the work – moving the pieces. 
The image of the dumb puppet is analogous to the 
vulgar Marxist who thinks the puppet is animate. We 
can think of the puppet in terms of the surface and 
the hermit in terms of the interior, the puppet as the 
material and the hermit as the spirit, or realm of ideas. 
Importantly, the image evokes intelligence and agency 
– there is nothing determinate; quite the opposite, 
there is great intelligence and will at work. 
The rejection of a determinist history, of one of 
inevitability, is coupled with a rejection of the Marxist 
notion of progress. As noted above, it profoundly 
dehumanises the historical subject – 
we are invited to reject thinking about historical 
events as precursors to the now, the present, and 
instead reflect on the event in and for itself. In the 
context of new digital technologies, we can read 
this in terms of a rejection of history as necessarily 
progressing through the furthering of science and 
application of empirical knowledge in technologies 
(technological determinism). Breaking this ideological 
stance opens up the question of what choices or 
events could have occurred that may have led to an 
alternative now. 
One can reflect upon human choices towards 
technology in the past as a means of evaluating 
human choices towards technology today if, and 
only if, one believes that choice is meaningful at all 
(something contrary to technological determinism). 
For example, one can reflect upon the suffering of 
those who have come before us (as Benjamin often 
does). Here the historical has been inherited – the 
history of the historians, the official history – and is 
presented as a history of the victorious. This is the 
history of those who write of success and victory, 
as documenters of ‘barbarism’ or ‘failure’. 
The ‘barbaric’ is evoked by Benjamin as a literary 
device to alert us to the suffering of the subalterns, 
who are forgotten or overlooked by history. Within this 
context, he tells us never to forget, or forgo anything in 

the past (which we read as an inversion of the 
vulgar Marxists smooth story of history as a proto – 
and/or full-blown - class struggle). 
We cannot think of history as ‘progressing’ and as 
‘inevitable’ not only because it defies the humanity 
of those who have suffered before us, but because it 
precludes us from taking history seriously. Each and 
every historical event is essentially the same and is, 
paradoxically, a positive moment in this inevitable 
progress to utopia. In fact, Benjamin argues that 
the notion of ‘progress’ itself retards progress from 
happening precisely because it views things as 
inevitable. This is the paradox of vulgar Marxism, 
most explicitly stated – it calls for revolution, for 
mobilisation, for action, when in fact it thinks the 
utopia is guaranteed. Why act, why risk, why venue 
in this context? Progress, the belief in it, immobilises 
the historical actor. The irony of this is shared in 
modern-day tech utopians, who often, simultaneously, 
hold the view that maximal and maximising 
technology adoption should be promoted, and that 
maximal technology adoption is inevitable 
(e.g. European Economic & European Economic 
and Social Committee, 2018).  

3.3 History as Narrative 
Consciousness of the historical, a weaving of a neat 
story defined by progress, should not provide us with 
succour. Instead, consciousness of the historical 
should be an act of remembrance, a source of 
(sombre) reflection, on human suffering and failure, 
of barbarism. If any lesson or narrative is to be teased 
out, it is in fact one of an impending-ness of suffering 
and barbarity. In his discussions, Benjamin is 
problematising history as narrative – as the beads on a 
thread, whether that thread be historical materialism 
or some other ‘victors’ narrative. He is also clefing 
historical thinking with time itself. 
There is an implied commitment to time as 
progressing when history is understood as a narrative; 
if nothing else, there is a progression from yesterday 
to today and one that will progress to tomorrow. 
History is a situating of events in time and as such our 
present is the situation of the past as it progresses to 
the future. In quite dramatic language, he describes 
revolutionaries – dare we say pejoratively - true 
revolutionaries (in the lineage of the Robespierrian 
tradition), as ‘exploding’ the ‘continuum of history’. 
Here time is not one of ‘historical time-lapse’, rather 
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the calendar of revolution is one of a ‘new calendar’. 
The event is a monument that stands against time. 
This is the ‘universal history’ that has no ‘theoretical 
armature’. The study of history for lessons that will 
tell us what is going to happen, or what we should 
do, is ruptured – in the moment, which we can read 
as the revolutionary moment, there is crystallisation 
of a monad (an irreducible and basic quanta). New 
time is created, ‘messianic time’ that blasts open 
the continuum of history – a Messianic cessation of 
happening. To reiterate, we are reading Benjamin in 
such a way as not to be denouncing history, or rather 
the study of history, rather we are reading him as 
simply alerting us to the non-inevitability of the future 
– as he tells us ‘the nourishing fruit of the historically 
understood contains time as a precious but tasteless 
seed’. Indeed, elsewhere, at the end of the Theses, he 
chastises those who believe in futuristic thinking 
and prediction by describing them as soothsaying – 
literally associating the self-proclaimed ‘scientific’ 
historical materialist with premodern forms of the 
occult (a heavy blow to ‘scientific’ Marxism indeed). 
He then, ironically, evokes the study of the old 
testament:

We know the Jews were prohibited from investigating 
the future. The Torah and the prayers instruct them in 
remembrance, however. This stripped the future of its magic, 
to which all those succumb who turn to the soothsayers for 
enlightenment. This does not imply, however, that for the Jews 
the future turned into homogeneous, empty time. For every 
second of time was the strait gate through which Messiah 
might enter.

We can think of Benjamin’s evocation of messianic 
time (an explosion of time as a continuum), as a 
repudiation of futurology in terms of technological 
(and general) determinism. A rejection of the study, 
prediction and belief in the inevitability of what is 
going to come. In particular, Benjamin’s description 
of the study of history as a tasteless seed can be read 
in terms of the sombre nature, and evidence from 
history, of deep suffering, and methodologically as one 
that does not aid us in predicting the future. This is of 
course ironic – he inverts the Talmudic tradition of the 
awaiting of the messiah and salvation. 

 3.4 Futurism and Fantasy 
The above discussion, problematising the notion 
of history as a narrative, closely correlates to a 
third perspective of futuristic thinking, namely, the 
imaginative (as introduced in the second section). This 
‘science fiction’-esque way of thinking can be thought 
of as being criticized by translating Benjamin’s Theses 
such that it condemns such imaginative thought as 
a form of historical inevitability. This cuts in both the 
utopian and dystopian directions; both forms are quite 
radical forms of fantastical thinking, indeed they are 
occultist. Further, when considering the first category 
in our sketch of future thinking, namely the predictive 
form of futurology (what will happen?), although 
situated in the present, this kind of thinking is still 
liable to be thought of as a form of soothsaying. In 
truth, we read Benjamin as effectively asserting that 
a total knowledge of the present, if it were even 
possible to attain such a knowledge, would not allow 
us to predict the future. 
It is worth lingering on this point. For too many in 
the analytic tradition of philosophy - and those who 
hold a Scientistic view of the world (Hanna & Kazim, 
2021), which we read as accidentally aligned with 
technological determinism - all one has to know is 
all the (materialist) conditions of a current state, and 
the laws of physics, in order to predict the future. The 
view implies a form of materialism, not dissimilar to 
vulgar Marxism, insofar as there is no effect that is not 
irreducible to some (material) cause. Without entering 
into a metaphysical discussion of cause and effect, 
and indeed, the nature of the natural world (including 
humans), we want simply to state that this is surely a 
poor and vulgar form of thinking. Indeed, we contend, 
even without harnessing an argument, that this view 
is patently and manifestly false. 
We can think of Benjamin’s themes, as we have taken 
them in the above, as problematising historical 
thinking in terms of determinism and fantastical 
thought. We have done this to open the space between 
thinking about history to learn from the past and 
speculate on the future, and the commitment to some 
kind of historical determinism.
In the next section, we discuss themes in the Theses 
with respect to the normative question i.e. what ought 
to happen… what we should do. 
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4. The Normative 

If determinism and deterministic forms of thinking 
about history are defeated (or on our reading 
shunned), the perspective ‘what should be done (?)’ 
is posed. The question can be posed, at all - in itself 
-, by the very fact that of the indeterminacy of the 
moment (c.f. messianic time) and ‘history’ itself. 
Such indeterminacy is transformed into the normative 
‘ought’ when human agency is postulated.  
In order to explore the normative, we want to draw
 on Benjamin’s breaking of the continuum of time 
in a metaphorical sense. We want to argue that 
although we cannot know – indeed, that there is 
nothing inevitable about the future - we can still 
imagine and that such imaging requires an openness 
to possibility and that whatever will come to be is a 
product of the human will. Moreover, we want to assert 
that the ‘explosiveness’ and breaking of the bond 
between history and time need not rely on fantastical 
thinking (as this would bring us back to utopian/
dystopian fantasy). Instead, challenging Benjamin’s 
idea of history as sombre mediation on past suffering, 
we want to argue that history is to be evoked as a 
conditioning and bringing about of agency i.e. the need 
to think primarily that humans are responsible for the 
world that will come about.  
What we mean by agency is the ability to act and bring 
one’s ends into realisation i.e. to will something and 
practically bring that thing into reality. Here we can 
think of the ability to act as acting within space and 
time, or in other words, within our historical situation. 
As humans, we are socially and historically situated, 
we are also body bound i.e. there are conditions to our 
being, such as when we were born, where we were born, 
how we have spent our time, who have we interacted 
with, what social norms we have internalised, what 
political structure have we existed within, what has 
been the nature of our education and what continues 
to shape and curate our thoughts; with respect to the 
body, we can think of our physical and psychological 
vulnerability, the experience of pain and suffering, 
of moving through space and occupying places 
at various points in our lives, the impending and 
haunting spectre of death, the loss of loved ones, 
buried or cremated bodies which were once animate/
alive, etc. 

This situatedness, and that we are situated, can 
be consciously or unconsciously efficacious. In the 
conscious form we are aware of these things; in the 
non-conscious form we are unaware. It is impossible 
to be fully conscious and thus fully aware. However, 
one can inculcate a disposition of awareness: one 
of reflection and questioning, which progressively 
increases the level of awareness, with respect to our 
situated state. The contention here is that by being 
aware, by inculcating a disposition of questioning, 
the forces of conditioning become spaces of potential 
change and self-formation. By knowing via historical 
consciousness and awareness of bodily situatedness 
(our ephemeral materiality), one is developing and 
opening the possibility of agency/action. 
Historical consciousness is translated into self-awareness 
and volitional possibility. 
From this we contend two things: 
i. Historical consciousness begets an awareness of 
individual agency: to think of the study of history, our 
situatedness, as a means to understand our condition 
and how we are conditioned. To be clear, to understand 
the now, i.e. the present, understanding the past and 
how things have come to be, allows one to understand 
that things can be different – how I am, what I think, 
etc… does not have to be solely a product of my 
conditioning. 
ii. History must be respected for itself: to respect historical 
events as events that have their own internal logic 
and validity, rather than as a precursor for the now. 
This was the point that Benjamin raised in terms 
of humanising historical experience and suffering. 
Building upon this, and the notion of remembrance; 
we take the study and respect of the historical in 
and of itself, as an opening to the story of humanity 
as responding to their historical condition. What we 
mean by this is that each epoch (period of history), 
is for the people who are situated within it – as 
we are conditioned today, so have humans been 
conditioned in their own time, and the response to this 
conditioning – passively, unconsciously existing, as 
oppose to awareness and agency (all along a spectrum 
of high degrees of awareness/unawareness) – is what 
characterises the time (or that which happens in that 
time). 
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The thrust of these contentions is that an awareness 
of the concept of history – through an abstraction of 
the content of history, of ‘past’ and of our situatedness 
in time and space – brings forth an awareness of Self 
that is free of historical/material determinism. It 
brings forth the agent. 
The argument here is not that modernity has begotten 
the individual. Indeed, we are not arguing that 
subjectivity is a modern phenomenon (incidentally 
also a line of thinking that collapses into historical 
determinism), but rather that the awareness of one’s 
situatedness in abstracto is a kind of higher-order 
awareness that one can refer to in terms of genuine 
agency. 
 
This is not an argument that all of history is the 
same. Quite the contrary, each period is unique and 
unto itself. We cannot make the argument that just 
as Benjamin was responding to his time – with all of 
that epoch’s technological innovations – that we are 
responding likewise or similarly. Indeed, we cannot 
argue that we must even respond in any similar 
fashion. The technology Benjamin is responding to,
 the political and social movements and structures 
of his time, are unique unto itself and for that time. 
As such, how we respond – in normative terms, 
how we ought to respond - to the advent of new 
digital technology is not analogous to how thinkers 
responded to modern industrialised technologies, or 
to how people responded to the advent of the printing 
press, paper, the sundial etc… the lessons are not 
historical, they are, instead, a remembrance that one 
must respond to one’s time as someone aware and 
conscious of one’s conditions and time. Indeed our 
strong argument is that futuristic thinking should 
be liberated from determinism and fantasy, to one of 
forward thinking with respect to human agency as 
radical possibility. 
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In this article, we framed the discussion of the impact of new digital technologies 

within the rubric of ‘futurism’, which we took to be a philosophy that speculates 

about where humanity is headed in light of new digital technologies. We outlined 

different ways of thinking about the future and discussed the ‘problem of history’. 

Expanding on this point, we explored different ways of relating history and the 

future, namely theology, historical materialism, the notion of inevitability, progress, 

historicism, and messianism, and did so by drawing upon the work of Benjamin’s 

Theses on the Philosophy of History. Building on this, we argued that the future 

of novel digital technologies can be, and indeed should be, divorced from 

metaphysical speculation on historical determinism, and/or utopian/dystopian 

fantastical thought. Instead, we sought to situate the discussions in terms of 

normativity regarding human agency i.e. whatever will come to be is a product 
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