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1.

It is not surprising, given the state of the world, that dystopian pessimism should be trumping
utopian optimism. In fiction, on television, in films, and in poetry we find hellish future worlds:
worlds of totalitarian gender warfare, human-made apocalypse, and vestigial life after climate
collapse. It is little surprise that ‘future worlds’ might be imagined this way: the current state of the
world calls for it.

Meanwhile, the past offers numerous warnings against those who seek to be architects of future
worlds. The Nazis and the Khmer Rouge imagined and partly delivered their versions of a future
world. Year One in the revolutionary calendar usually signals the beginning of a bloody epoch.
Closer to home, indeed on the very ground upon which this building stands, there is also evidence
of the bloody realities that imagined future worlds can produce. The sovereignty of this continent’s
land was never ceded to those who were looking for a new world, which, in fact, began as a penal
colony. New worlds, penal colonies, and detention centres have close ties.

Future worlds are large, serious things. What could be more important than the making of a new
world? How can literature, not to mention my own poems, have anything to say about future
worlds, revolutionary or otherwise, utopian or otherwise? | must admit to a certain embarrassment
in trying to make the connection.

2.

Embarrassment, this time linked to my own personal future, was something | felt some years ago
when | found myself in hospital after experiencing a ‘cardiac event’. A hospital, as both literary
trope and literal thing, is a kind of world that has a precarious hold on the notion of futurity. |
occupied a ward in one of those literal hospitals five times during that period of my life. In that
time, | was acutely aware that the hospital | was in was the product of other people’s vision of a
future world, one in which universal health care could save people’s lives.

When, with all the opportunism of a poet, | came to write about my experiences in that hospital, |
had nothing to say about the health system that allowed that hospital, and others like it, to function
as it did. What did these poems of mine have to say about future worlds? Only, | think, the obvious
insight that the future should not be taken for granted, and that all experiences—even life-
threatening ones—can be the stuff of poetry.



Having said that, the concept of the future is explicitly thematised in one of the poems from this
time. In a poem called ‘One Way or Another’ there is a reference to insects swarming outside my
house at night, ‘free of consciousness / and futurity’. Later in the poem an ambulance helicopter is
described as taking off in the night air, ‘heavy, and unhurried, / towards some unseen future’. It is
only now that | see the parallelism between the minute flying insects and the gigantic helicopter.
The belatedness of this insight suggests that poems are tiny worlds that contain fragments of the
future.

3.

The book this poem appears in is called Star Struck. To be star struck is to be overly fascinated with
famous people, especially actors. | have myself been star struck, but literal stars, which occupy the
futuristic worlds of outer space and science fiction, have also made their mark on me.

In the early 1970s, when | started school, | was asked what | wanted to be when | grew up. | replied,
‘an astronaut’. Interest in the space age was waning in these years after the moon landing (another
moment that prompted much speculation about future worlds), but its remnants could still be
found in songs such as Elton John’s ‘Rocket Man’ and the continued ubiquity of the opening fanfare
of Richard Strauss’s ‘Also Sprach Zarathustra’ on Australian televisions in the wake of its use in
Stanley Kubrick’s film, 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968). | was a child, quite literally, of science fiction.

4,

These autobiographical reflections on past ‘future worlds’ find me at a dead end, perhaps
appropriately so, given the history of the future that | sketched out in my opening comments.
So: let me begin again. Listening to an audio book yesterday, | heard the words ‘It is too late to
begin again.” One reaches an age where this sentiment becomes particularly poignant. But in the
world of politics and religion, demagogues and cult leaders will never cease from promising new
beginnings. Given the results of their projects, we may once again, be justly suspicious of such
promises.

But in daily life, and the daily life of writing, we continue to attempt new beginnings, and seek out
new worlds. We write new poems; new novels; new plays. Beginning again is what these creative
practices offer us; the chance to make something new. On the one hand, this ability to begin again,
to imagine future worlds, could be seen as a form of power; on the other, it could be seen as a way
of avoiding action in the material world.

5.

Since completing Star Struck, a little over three years ago, | have written little poetry. Initially, |
thought this lack of new work was simply the inevitable fallow time after being productive. But |
have come to feel increasingly unable to write in the ‘future world’ we have found ourselves in.
How can | write as if nothing is happening? But, then, how can | write about ‘what is happening’
without losing the freedom of creative play? This is perhaps a question that only the very privileged
can ask, but | am not so sure.



6.

Recently | came across Palestine + 100: Stories from a Century After the Nakba, an anthology
(almost-certainly the first) of Palestinian science fiction, in which twelve Palestinian writers offer
their responses to the question ‘what might your country look like in the year 20487’ That chosen
year, 2048, is a century after the Nakba, or the exodus and expulsion of over 700,000 Palestinian
Arabs from their homes in 1948 during the Palestinian War, the first war of the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict. In her introduction to Palestine + 100, the editor and translator, Basma Ghalayini, describes
science fiction as something that could be considered ‘a luxury’, one that Palestinians—so burdened
by the oppressive realities of the past and present—can’t afford to escape to. But as her anthology
shows, already living in a real-life dystopia, Palestinian writers are in fact well-placed to imagine
future worlds. And as the anthology also shows, the space of fiction allows Palestinian writers the
freedom to imagine future worlds in playful, radical, and liberating ways. Imagining future worlds in
such awful circumstances, they show how literary writing can overcome the most oppressive
demands of compliance.

Finding an answer to the question ‘How do we write now?’ offers a moment of hope, a light in the
darkness. And since the effects of any work of imaginative writing is unpredictable, then it’s
possible that such writing can be felt in some future world. For some, though, the possibility of a
wished-for future world is profoundly, and tragically, distant. As Palestine + 100 shows, to imagine a
future world should not be considered a privilege. Perhaps, in fact, it is a right; the final right to be
taken away from those who are profoundly oppressed.
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