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Future imaginaries: Todays learning materials
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Diagnosis: shrinking futures?

There are two dominant future-narratives in western societies

Techno solutionism: AI, Digitalization, Innovation as ‚the solution‘ (AGI)

Dystopian collapse: ecological, social, democratic breakdown

While these narratives describe different futures, they have in common a 

marginalization of collective action and shared agency

„It‘s not my job“, „it‘s way too late to do anything“, „that‘s not for me to decide“
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Finnerty et al. (2024); Bareis & Katzenbach (2022); Köstler & Ossewaarde (2022) 



Diagnosis: shrinking futures?

In both scenarios: the future is already decided, for better or for worse

Futures ‚shrink‘ to the extent that the discourse is narrowly organized around

(tech-)utopias/dystopias

„futurecide“; „crisis of imagination“

We are trying to adress the crisis of imagination as a problem for democratic

education
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Haiven (2014); Kumar et al. (2025); Hopkins (2019; 2025) 
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Why futures shrink: anticipatory regimes…

Education policy frames the future as something to be anticipated and 

adapted to

Students are positioned as investors in their own human capital, trained to

optimize their learning for predefined outcomes

The role of students as ‚worldmakers‘ is systemically marginalized
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Adams et al. (2009); Amsler/Facer (2017); Bernotaite & Karseth (2025)



…and techno solutionism (again)
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Selwyn (2022; 2024); Rosa (2020); Bulathwela et al. (2024)

AI is not a solution, but part of the problem

By design: AI in education naturalizes goals that are subject to democratic

negotiation

In discourse: Tech solutionism does not ask „What is education for?“ but „how can

we optimize education in ways machines can understand?“

For societies: acceleration, individualization, algorithmic discrimination

undermines democratic principles



Shrinking futures: empirical data

Young people are optimistic for themselves, but hopeless for us all

This ‚optimism paradox‘ is the result of a neoliberal driven individualization of

hope

The future is often thought of as a personal crisis to be managed or a personal gain

to be won, but not as shared horizon
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Jones (2023); Poletti et al. (2023); Keating & Melis (2022); Calmbach et al. (2024); Pimlott-Wilson (2017)



Shrinking futures and democratic education

Shrinking futures are a challenge for democratic education

Techno solutionism encourages visions of programmable citizens

Crisis framings risk shifting attention from freedom and equality toward bare 

survival, making curtailment of rights easier to justify

Anticipatory regimes steer students toward adaption to fixed outcomes, producing

a feeling of powerlessness

The central question is: How can we contest shrinking futures?
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Democratic education as imaginative practice
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Wenzel et al. (2025);  Fenton-O‘Creevy & Tuckett (2022)

Democratic education must reclaim future-making as a collective, open-ended 

practice

This requires space for uncertainty, ambivalence, and plurality (not optimization)

The focus is not „what will the future be?“ but „what futures do we want to pursue

together as worth living in and fighting for?“

Where and how can these capacities be exercised?



Imagination literacy as part of artistic citizenship
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Campbell & Martin (2006); Elliott et al. (2016); Facer (2011) Gebhard & Hoppstock (2026)

Our framing concept: Artistic citizenship

Aesthetic-artistic practice as ethical practice

Artists and educators as agents for the common good

Imagination not as a private, mental capacity but as a social, collective, 

learnable skill  literacy

Arts Education in the sense of artistic citizenship fosters imagination of 

different, plural, marginalized futures



Dear Future: Principles in practice
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Summary

P E R F O R M A N C E  |  R E S E A R C H  |  E D U C A T I O N

The main challenge for democratic education is not technological, but 

imaginative. In order to align democratic education with contemporary 

challenges, we need to ask how we can foster potentials to (re)invent futures 

as ever-changing outcomes of collective-ethical practice.
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