Invitation — PhD Course

Thinking in Future Tense: The Future as a Social
Phenomenon

7.5 credits

Course description

Over the past two decades there has been a growing academic interest across the social
sciences in studying the future as a social and cultural phenomenon. In times of impending
climate disaster, social upheaval and fast-paced technological advancements, understanding
how humans navigate, imagine and inhabit the future(s) in their everyday lives is as critical
as ever. From preppers, climate activists, and refugees to state institutions and international
organizations, such catastrophic futures are anticipated and acted upon in the present.
Meanwhile, futures may also be hopeful as seen in migrant trajectories, and in religious or
political movements. States and other authorities may distribute hope and govern through
futures, as when designing mega-cities and other utopian futures.

In this PhD course, we explore how we as social scientists can think about, through, with and
from the future — not in terms of prediction and calculation, but rather as social imaginaries,
affective encounters and quotidian orientations. How do people experience and navigate the
future(s) in situations of precarity? How is hope mobilized as affective momentum in social
movements? How are futures governed and how do futures become political? What is the
critical potential of speculation and imagining ‘otherwises,” and what sort of responsibility do
we as researchers have for intervening in the future?

The course covers the following themes:

1. The future as a cultural phenomenon: The first theme introduces classical and
contemporary anthropological and sociological approaches to temporality, historicity
and futurity.

2. Times of crisis: The second theme explores temporal orientations associated with
‘crisis’ and precarity, including anticipation, anxiety, waiting, urgency, imminence
and despair.

3. Governing (through) time: The third theme explores the ways in which time can
be both an object and tool of power as states and institutions govern, produce,
distribute, and regulate particular ideas of the future, determining whose futures are
possible, desired, deferred, or foreclosed.

4. Hope and potentiality: The fourth theme examines hope as an affective
orientation towards the future and a social practice. We consider the critical potential
of hope as well as the ambivalent and potentially constraining dimensions of hope
and optimism as blind or even cruel.

5. Utopia, imagination and social change: Engaging with concepts such as of
prefiguration, indigenous futurisms, real utopia and queer negativity, we will critically
examine the potential of utopic thinking to challenge dominant power structures and
imagine otherwise(s).

6. The future as method: The final theme introduces concrete methods for studying
the future empirically. We discuss the potential of creative and speculative research
methods to open alternative forms of knowledge as well as the challenges of studying
a future that has not yet materialized.



Course structure

The course is organized to allow substantial time for collective discussion and scholarly
exchange, and participants are expected to relate the theoretical and methodological
perspectives discussed in the course to their own research. They will have opportunities to
present and discuss their own research, receive feedback from teachers and other
participants, and develop scholarly networks across disciplinary and institutional boundaries.

The course consists of four online sessions in addition to an on-site workshop at Lund
University.

Online sessions

Over the course of four online sessions, participants will have an opportunity to engage with
the readings in depth and discuss how they relate to their own research. Ahead of course
start, students will be divided into groups according to their research interests, and each
group will be responsible for presenting the readings and facilitating the discussion for one
session.

e Tuesday, January 12, 10:00-12:00
e Thursday, January 14, 10:00-12:00
e Tuesday, January 19, 10:00-12:00

e Thursday, January 21, 10:00-12:00

On-site workshop

The three-day-long on-site workshop consists of a mix of guest lectures and paper
presentations by the students. Ahead of the workshop, students will share a paper with the
other participants, relating their own research to the contents of the course (5000 words, +/-
10%). The format of the paper is rather open and is meant as an opportunity for students to
get feedback on work in progress.

During the workshop, each participant will present their paper and act as discussant on at
least one other participant's paper.

e Wednesday, February 10, 10:00-16:00
e Thursday, February 11, 10:00-16:00
e Friday, February 12, 10:00-15:00

Examination

Assessment is based on active participation in the course, an individual written paper, an oral
presentation of the paper, and participation as discussant. Participants are expected to attend
all online and in-person course sessions and to contribute actively to these.

Instructors and examiners
Simon Turner

Guest lecturers



Application

The course is open to PhD candidates from across the social sciences. Participants from
different disciplinary and institutional backgrounds are encouraged to apply, particularly
where their research connects to questions of temporality, futurity, anticipation, hope, crisis,
social change or related themes. PhD students at the Department of Sociology, Gender
Studies and Anthropology at Lund University will be given priority

Students can apply for this course by sending an email to Simon Turner at
simon.turner@soc.lu.se. Please attach an abstract describing your research and how it relates
to the course theme.

Deadline for application

December 15, 2026
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