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1 INTRODUCTION

I live in times far more interesting, complex, and thought provoking than any fictional
future that critical designers have to offer. For myself and my colleagues [here in India],
the future suggests itself in the contours of the problems and crises that we face every
day in the problems of the present — the future is fluid and complex, it is open, not
bound by any particular taste regime, it is political and bound up with the project of
our emancipation and freedom. For us, futuring is critical because futuring is the way
forward dealing with the critical problems of the now. — Ahmed Ansari [9]

Speculative visions of future sociotechnical worlds are a core driver of contemporary techno-
scientific practice. Such speculation is attracting interest across scholarly communities. Science
& Technology (STS) scholars examine how speculative visions of technoscience motivate actors
and justify the expenditure of corporate or national resources [84, 113, 121, 129]. Anthropologists
analyze the downstream effects of such speculation on broader audiences [1, 142, 176]. Design
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researchers develop strategies to support technoscientific speculation [42, 98, 197], while also
leveraging speculation to criticize contemporary visions of technological development [12, 70, 71].

Across this work, technoscientific speculation is often framed as authored by Western elites: the
engineers and scientists who author ambitious visions for the future [113, 129, 141, 155] or academic
product designers whose training renders them uniquely capable of imagining alternative visions
to standard futures [12, 70, 71]. But a growing literature examines technoscientific speculation
from the perspective of the Global South [54, 55, 97, 142, 164, 176]. In CSCW, this work examines
how technology makers [15, 117, 139], state actors [82, 140], and citizen publics [82] are using
contemporary technological projects as sites to collaboratively construct alternative national
futures.

In this paper we explore how understandings of technoscientific speculation shift when we
center speculation by actors in the global periphery in our analysis. Prior work in postcolonial
computing [118, 165] has made clear that innovation in the Global South takes on different forms
than those valorized in the Global North, such as through repair rather than only invention [3, 119].
To analyze how technoscientific speculation is shaped in the Global South, we cross-inform STS,
speculative design, and postcolonial studies, in conversation with related work in CSCW. STS
provides tools for understanding speculation and future-making as performative practices shaping
national futures [84, 120, 121, 129]. Speculative design as a form of design research provides tactics
for using speculation to find alternatives to established futures and analyzes the mechanisms by
which such tactics work [12, 18, 60, 66, 70, 71, 80, 85, 103, 171, 210]. Both STS and speculative
design provide important conceptual insights and analytic lenses for understanding speculation,
but focus largely on Western cases. In contrast, postcolonial studies, both in [82, 117, 139, 140] and
beyond CSCW [54, 55, 142], demonstrates how stakeholders in the Global South are repurposing
speculation to stake their own claims for alternative futures. By cross-informing these literatures,
we aim to better illuminate the nature of speculation from the periphery.

We organize our analysis around two historical case studies of development projects in post-
colonial island states: the nation-state of Jamaica and the Canadian province of Newfoundland and
Labrador. The political leadership of both British ex-colonies invested heavily in state-sponsored
projects that leveraged technological imaginaries of potential modern, developed futures. Their
projections were bold, uncertain, and never realized. We approach these projects as forms of spec-
ulation on the periphery and analyze how states leveraged speculation to try to create a better
future for their citizens. We examine why it was leveraged given the serious pragmatic problems
these states faced, how this was done, and how the tactics promoted by speculative design play out
differently within the uneven power dynamics that characterize postcolonial contexts.

The core contribution of our paper is to show that speculation on the periphery must navigate
a tension between two conflicting orientations to technoscientific speculation. STS often frames
speculation as a core mechanism of normative technoscientific development. Speculative design
instead frames it as a critical alternative to that practice. Our cases reveal that these stances are
intermingled on the periphery. As in STS, actors actively leverage speculation to generate apparently
plausible new economic trajectories. But, as in speculative design, their speculations question long-
standing narratives about how technology produces presents and futures. The clashing frames
of these orientations lead to an innovative remix on the periphery, prompting stakeholders to
leverage fantasy for pragmatic ends, ground audacious fictions in imported realities, unmoor from
conventional understandings of linear technological progress, and use apparently conservative
strategies to contest the center’s narratives.

In the next section, we describe how these two different views on speculation emerge from the
literature, and how views of speculation are changing because of emerging work on speculation in
the Global South. Then, we describe the forms and outcomes of speculation in our two historical
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cases. Finally, we show how these approaches to speculation draw from and remix tactics of
speculation used in both normative technoscience and critical alternatives to it, in response to
specific conditions that arise because of these states’ location on the periphery.

2 SPECULATION AND ITS DISCONTENTS

In this paper, we understand speculation as the creative articulation of imaginary but coherent
future sociotechnical worlds, and the leveraging of those worlds to inform present-day action.
Adams, Murphy and Clarke influentially argue that anticipation, i.e. an affective state of living
towards speculative futures, has become a central feature of contemporary life [1]. It is perhaps no
surprise then that speculation has become a topic of scholarship in a wide variety of disciplines,
including sociology of technology, product and interaction design, literary and art criticism, and
postcolonial scholarship, as well as work influenced by these literatures in CSCW.

2.1 Constructing and contesting future worlds

Literatures on speculation have articulated (at least) two distinct modes of speculation. One approach
to speculation involves creating a specific vision of a sociotechnical future, and orienting action
towards making that world come about. While the futures proposed are uncertain, there is a
clear path of action that is believed to lead to that future, which its articulation is intended to
underwrite. For example, Jasanoff and Kim describe how “sociotechnical imaginaries” — shared
visions of a national future that a technology could realize — shape national policies of innovation
[120, 121]. More broadly, STS scholars describe how expectations [38, 128], visions [29, 72, 141],
and imaginaries [84, 113, 120, 121] about future sociotechnical worlds are constructed within and
around technoscientific practice [129].

These futures are performative: i.e., rather than simply predicting what is to come, future-
oriented discourses and practices have practical present effects on how technologies develop
and how societies make sense of them [129, 152, 154]. Visions of specific futures can be used
practically to legitimate planned programs of action by claiming their future value [113, 155], to
enroll stakeholders into supporting a project [113, 126], and to motivate and coordinate actors into
a shared program of action [141]. Within CSCW, Steinhardt and Jackson have demonstrated the
key role that “anticipation work,” or individual and collective orientations to the future, play in
collaborative infrastructure development [188]. CSCW researchers have also explored how specific,
collective imaginaries of technology shape technology design [68, 144], marketing [189], policy
[209], and use [100].

Construction of specific futures, along the lines of this approach, is a self-conscious part of
scientific and technical practice [113, 126, 129, 141, 155]. It is common in early phases of many
product and interaction design practices, as designers weave familiar imagery with futuristic
(i-e. not immediately market-ready) renderings to present a compelling image of what could be.
Methods of speculation such as scenarios [42, 98], personas [2], storyboards [197], and prototypes
[40] are used to explore and communicate the potential becomings of technology [33], with the
goal of shaping the products of tomorrow.

While the work just described primarily leverages futures in order to achieve them, the second
approach to speculation develops visions of sociotechnical futures in order to raise critical questions
about how futures are established in the first place and to promote viable alternatives. Building
on Seefried [182], Konrad et al. describe ‘emancipatory’ anticipation as “practices that unearth
and interrogate metanarratives which buttress dominant visions of technological progress” [129,
p- 482]. These approaches ramp up the innovation inherent in speculation into a tool for revolution
[1, 111, 201]. Taking, in Womack’s words, “imagination as a tool of resistance,” [208, p. 24] forms of
speculative fiction such as Afrofuturism [17, 37, 61, 77, 114, 158, 159, 208, 215], Chicano futurism
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[177], Indigenous futurism [24, 83, 134], and feminist utopianism [16, 21, 151] explore futures that
center protagonists, histories, experiences, and forms of agency elided from mainstream narratives
of our technologically mediated future.

Within product and technology design, speculation has been adopted as part of critically-oriented
design research that questions conventional technological narratives [18, 66, 74, 80, 103, 123, 169-
171, 210, 212], occasionally explicitly evoking speculative fiction [19, 20, 59, 205, 206]. Speculative
design [12] and allied approaches critical design [70] and design fiction [32] are used, among other
things, to envision design spaces unconstrained by the practical realities driving many real-world
design projects [36, 58, 66, 73, 74, 76, 95, 102, 104, 124, 130, 191, 193] and to critically reflect on
the limits of current approaches while suggesting alternatives [46, 51, 60, 85, 122, 132, 133, 168—
170, 200, 212, 214, 216]. While many forms of design research involve speculation, speculative
design in particular suspends the usual expectation that design should meet practical needs in
order to engage the reader or user in critical reflection [71, 85]. An explicit goal of speculative
design generally, and critically engaged forms of it in particular, is to use design to broaden our
imaginations about what is and could be. This may involve educating designers about the implicit
assumptions shaping what they believe is possible to design, and then attuning them to new options
[13, 32, 70, 85]. It can also be directed at a broader public: educating its members on the potential
of new technologies and expanding the range of technological possibilities that they could imagine
arguing for [63, 67, 153]. Typically speculative design is presented through modernist imagery of
polished technological prototypes that while technologically plausible in the near future, evoke a
possible but slightly strange social world of use. For example, a designer may evoke an exaggerated
version of a social world towards which contemporary technologies seem to be heading, in order
to raise questions about the desirability of such a direction.

2.2 Decolonizing speculation

The work described so far is largely concerned with speculation in the context of the Global North
[129, 175]. But the Global South has also been the object and site of speculation since at least the
16th century [11, 25]. A variety of authors are questioning Eurocentric perspectives of speculation,
forming specific answers to postcolonial computing’s call to rethink how perspectives from the
Global South can inform our understanding of technology and its relation to design [69, 118, 165].

For example, a lively debate has arisen about the limits of Eurocentric speculative design,
particularly around the forms of research related to critical design. An influential line of criticism
by Prado and Oliveira [59, 59, 174, 175] argues that speculative design has been almost exclusively
caught up in the problems of the intellectual Northern European middle classes. From the authors’
perspective, its often dystopic futures largely reflect anxieties of losing first-world privileges, while
“your dystopia is happening to us, right now” [175]. Given its aspirations, Prado and Oliveira contend,
its narrow topics of interest and forms of representation (often, design prototypes displayed in
gallery spaces) render it “curiously apathetic and apolitical” [175].

These critics and others [8, 9, 125, 195, 196] have argued that speculative design’s forms of
imagination are strongly limited by its narrow Eurocentric perspective. They contend that its
apparently neutral but totalizing perspective obscures how futures are imagined from, and speak
to, particular places [8, 9, 125, 195]. Kiem argues that despite its self-consciously revolutionary
orientation, speculative design lacks mechanisms to achieve such change and is satisfied to stay in
the realm of representation [125]. Tonkinwise sees it as too removed from people’s lives, commercial
practice, and public discourse to make any material differences [196] and too focused on futures
that should not happen rather than on laying out a course towards futures that should happen
[195]. Ansari contends that this is particularly an issue in the Global South, where problems are
immediate rather than far-off concerns that may or may not come to pass. [9]

Proc. ACM Hum.-Comput. Interact., Vol. 5, No. CSCW1, Article 121. Publication date: April 2021.



Speculation and the Design of Development 121:5

With this spirit in mind, speculative design is being adapted in and to postcolonial contexts.
These approaches are often more bottom-up and participatory than the designer-led models often
characteristic of speculative and critical design in the West [173, 174]. They are also more engaged
in practical engagement with pressing problems [9], recognizing that there is no safe distance from
practical issues to conduct disengaged critical reflection [75]. Researchers are finding opportunities
to understand vernacular design in the Global South as a legitimate form of speculation [30, 44-46].
Awareness of the need to think more broadly about where speculative design can come from, who
it speaks for, and the perspectives it represents is feeding back into theories of speculative design
[131, 211].

This critical work in speculative design suggests a need for moving beyond a focus on Euro-
American actors to think more broadly about who is implicated in speculation and how. One such
lens is provided by emerging work looking at how speculation is experienced in the Global South.
While the previous work tends to focus on the agency of scientists, technologists, and designers who
speculate, this postcolonial scholarship focuses on how financial and technoscientific speculation
affect populations who become, in Rajan’s words, the “subjects of speculation”[176]: easily accessed
and poorly protected targets for Western corporations [164].

But populations in the Global South are not simply the objects or victims of speculation. Specu-
lative projects are also sites for affective investment — places where people seeking a better life
entrust their hopes. CSCW has seen a rising interest in how stakeholders in the Global South
develop their own visions of postcolonial futures [14, 82, 139, 140]. In postcolonial studies, Cross
describes how speculative projects such as special economic zones become sites for a broad range
of stakeholders to invest their hopes. They are simultaneously “places in which people attempt to
know and master the unknowable future with technologies of planning, calculation, and prediction”
[55, p. 424] and “deeply affective spaces in which the future is felt, encountered, and inhabited,
in which the lived sensation of future prospects can seize bodies, persons, and selves, gripping
them with hope and desire, anxiety and fear” [55, p. 425]. The ambivalence of this reaction is
a reasonable response to the uncertainties of postcolonial development, where infrastructural
projects are promised but may never come [43], but nevertheless provide a foothold for gathering
concerns and dreams about one’s community, its practices, its future, and the role of the state in
assuring these [97].

As states in the Global South actively enroll citizens into speculation in order to satisfy their
desires for a better future, this enrollment can become a double-edged sword. For example, Lord
describes how local Nepalis are offered the chance to invest in a local infrastructural development
project in order to reduce community opposition. While this allows people to be authors rather than
targets of development, it also requires them to bear the burden of the risks it creates [142]. Closer
to CSCW, Irani describes how speculation in the form of entrepreneurial innovation is becoming a
dominant framing for addressing social problems in India. While this harnesses citizen energies and
gives a sense of agency, it marginalizes other forms of social organizing that could provide redress
[117]. Avle et al. describe how, as entrepreneurial approaches from the Global North are creatively
adapted in Global South contexts, this usage simultaneously reinforces the cultural authority of
those apparently universal methods [15]. And kaiying et al. describe how an artist collective’s
efforts to craft a uniquely Indonesian culture of making is simultaneously celebrated and co-opted
by better-resourced foreign institutions [139].

3 OUR APPROACH

To summarize, we have identified two significant strands of speculation in social science and design
research centered on the Global North: one focused on constructing paths towards specific imagined
sociotechnical futures, the other contesting dominant narratives of the future. When viewed from
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the Global South, however, even the critical traditions within technology design can seem hemmed
in — unexpectedly conservative. In and out of CSCW, when viewed from the ground in the Global
South, speculation becomes a complex and fraught space. In the charged and unequal spaces of
development, speculation simultaneously spins off hope and danger, desire and fear, agency and
exploitation. Across this variety of literatures, researchers identify mechanisms, practices, tactics,
and motivations for speculation in technoscientific development. This literature also suggests that
these mechanisms, practices, tactics, and motivations likely play out differently in spaces that are
not at the imagined centers of technoscientific development.

Our goal is to build on these insights to better understand how speculation works in unequal
spaces on the global periphery. We do so by exploring two historical case studies of state-sponsored
projects that leveraged sociotechnical imaginaries of modern futures as developed states. Both case
studies involve recent British ex-colonies trying to move up the economic chain by shifting from
primary production to production of goods and services. The first involves development projects
in the 1950s-1960s that attempted to transform the new Canadian province of Newfoundland
and Labrador from its self-understanding as an impoverished backwater to a thriving, modern
economic center. The second begins in Jamaica in the 1970s and involves a series of national
development efforts to spur the country to developed nation status through tactical alliances with
foreign investment.

Previous work differentiates between Global North and Global South. To explore issues of
structural inequality, we deliberately juxtapose two cases across the Global North/South divide.
These states are nevertheless in a similar structural situation: remnants of the same colonial empire,
historical trading partners, and self-understood underdeveloped states seeking to achieve developed
status [4, 149].! Framing these cases as developing vs. developed would imply a historical trajectory
of progress towards development that these cases will call into question. Instead, we frame our cases
within the sociological center-periphery model [184]. This model differentiates centers, as places
with high levels of capital and wages and strong formal economies, from a periphery with low
capital and wages and a more informal economy often based in subsistence production. This model
sees centers as structurally using their powers to extract economic surpluses from the periphery,
e.g. by outsourcing labor to lower-wage regions. It thus calls attention to the power imbalances at
the core of our concerns.

There are many ways that speculation is leveraged across contemporary society. For the purposes
of these case studies, we focus on a specific form, which builds on CSCW work on speculation, STS
work on technoscience, and design research: practices that articulate, and aim to build towards, a
specific, collective, possible but uncertain future. This definition highlights three aspects: (1) vision:
the construction of a specific, imagined, sociotechnical future, (2) actions: actions in the present
which are justified by working toward that future, and (3) possibility, i.e. a sense that the futures
involved are risky, experimental, unproven, or uncertain.

‘Risk’ with relation to modern societies is often understood in terms of statistical risk, involving
ways to convert danger into calculable categories manageable through actuarial techniques [1, 86,
143]. But our focus here is not on financial speculation. We use the term ‘risky’ more generally to
highlight what is at stake in the uncertainty of speculation, what one of our actors will term ‘make
or break:” taking a long shot, hoping things will work out, while recognizing that if it does not, the
consequences will be serious.

In our approach, we integrate design, social science, and historical perspectives from the literature.
Design perspectives highlight choices made by actors in our cases to frame futures and to shape

INewfoundland and Labrador’s underdevelopment coexists with a colonizer relationship to its own Indigenous population,
a situation Vodden terms ‘nested peripheries’ [202]; this population was largely ignored in the projects we will describe.
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actions towards them. They give us a language for identifying and evaluating trade-offs in strategies
and tactics used. Social science perspectives help us look at how these actions are understood by a
broader set of actors and interact with ongoing social dynamics. By taking a historical perspective,
we are expanding the reference points of design research to consider how its tactics relate to
those explored at other times, in other places, and by other actors. This historical perspective also
enables us to consider the long-term workings of speculation on the periphery over the course of
decades. This work is inspired by and builds on work in HCI and CSCW that advocates for a greater
engagement with history in technology design [5, 7, 28, 34, 35, 65, 89-94, 179, 194, 210, 214].

We use these cases to explore how the unequal political playing field and the race to ‘catch up’
with other nations interplay with narratives of technological progress. In the following cases, we
trace how this context shapes the speculative strategies chosen by national governments, how those
speculative practices intersect with the reality of deeply pressing problems on the ground, and the
outcomes of these strategies and practices. In a combined discussion section that follows the case
studies, we describe key tensions in these cases, and use them to characterize how speculation
works from the periphery.

4 INDUSTRIALIZING NEWFOUNDLAND

Newfoundland and Labrador is a Canadian province whose economy was historically based in the
small-boat fishery. Never prosperous, the independent nation of Newfoundland went bankrupt
during the Great Depression and returned to British colonial rule. A damning report concluded that
Newfoundlanders were to blame for their own poverty [48]: Newfoundland was considered a failed
colony, its white colonizers having reduced themselves to the status of the colonized [56]. In 1949,
Newfoundland became the Canadian province of Newfoundland and Labrador. Its new premier,
Joey Smallwood, faced a huge challenge. He had promised to improve the lot of the “little man”
[96], understood as struggling rural whites — a problem that had bedeviled prior governments. He
faced new dangers as the economy of Newfoundland and Labrador was integrated with a more
powerful and prosperous Canada. There were no more tariff barriers to protect Newfoundland
industries from Canadian competition, and immigration barriers to stop its residents from leaving
en masse to seek a better life on the mainland [135, p. 7]. Next, we characterize the speculative
vision Smallwood developed to counter these problems. We then detail the speculative strategies
used to turn that vision into action in two specific projects, and describe their outcomes.

4.1 The vision of industrialization

Newfoundland and Labrador’s problems were common for ex-colonies: a faltering economy based
on natural resource extraction [4]. Poverty, malnutrition, and high child mortality rates were
endemic to the villages where many residents lived. At this time, international consensus saw
industrialization as the path to prosperity for underdeveloped regions [22, 213]. Smallwood believed
the province must industrialize as rapidly as possible. He saw the traditional fishing villages, or
‘outports,’ that then characterized Newfoundland and Labrador as hopelessly out of date. He
articulated a vision of a transformed province, with new industrial centers replacing outports,
steady-wage factory jobs replacing the independent fishery, and Newfoundlanders transformed
from rural peasants to consumers enjoying modern amenities. “Burn your boats!" Smallwood is
said to have exclaimed. "There’ll be two jobs for every man!” [147, p. 40]

This vision resonated with outport residents. The Depression years had been miserable. During
World War II, outporters flocked to employment on Canadian and American military bases; exposure
to North American standards of living raised new dissatisfaction with outport life [22, 112]. They
began to understand themselves as stuck in the past compared to their North American neighbors
[22, p. 97] [53]. Smallwood presented an optimistic view to solve the province’s problems that
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communicated respect for the potential of its citizens, in contrast to the colonial government’s
blame of Newfoundlanders for their troubles.

To imagine Newfoundland and Labrador at that point as potentially industrializable was auda-
cious, for opposition politicians even laughable [39, p. 133]. Much of the population lived in small
villages reachable only by sea and subject to harsh weather conditions. The province was rich in
some natural resources, but other goods had to be shipped in and out at high expense. Electrical
power was rare. While Labrador had waterfalls suitable for large-scale electrical production, the
island of Newfoundland would likely be dependent for power on expensive imported fuels. New-
foundland and Labrador lacked local labor trained to run factories or work in them [135, p. 35].
There were few local industries, and many of those went out of business on joining Canada because
they could not compete with mainland manufacturers working at scale [22, p. 98].

But Smallwood believed that there was little choice; Newfoundland and Labrador must, in his
words, “develop or perish” [135, p. 7]. The only way forward was to industrialize as quickly as
possible, building factories and creating jobs before the population moved away [22, 135]. To do so
would, in Smallwood’s view, require attracting expertise and capital from outside the province. And
this was no easy task, since there were many more obvious places in which to invest. Smallwood
saw the circumstances as so dire that they necessitated taking risks: “People are not going to wait
forever for this development; if we don’t give it to them tomorrow, they get more and more out of
jobs and pull up their stakes; ... Our job is to back them; go right out, boots and all, make or break.
Here, what I mean by ‘make or break’, here is gamble” [22, p. 104].

This speculative vision of development was instantiated through numerous modernization
programs [49, 162, 213]. Here, we focus on two programs key to Smallwood’s legacy: one aimed to
eradicate aspects of provincial culture considered incompatible with an industrialized future, the
other aimed to jumpstart that future as quickly as possible.

4.2 Resettlement

The first approach the Smallwood government took towards this future vision was to restructure
present provincial society to meet it. Under Smallwood, there was a growing sense that small
outports were incompatible with modern society. Industrialization was thought to require a large,
mobile pool of labour [49]. It was also hard to imagine how to provide modern services - electricity,
telephone, medical care, education - in scattered settlements [110]. Government planners began to
believe outporters should resettle from fishing villages to larger centers where they could access
centrally supplied services and engage in factory labor [49, 204].

This program started modestly, in response to individual petitions arriving from outports asking
for financial help to move to larger towns. It was soon expanded and modified to more systematically
encourage resettlement, e.g. by requiring entire communities to resettle and prohibiting people
from moving back to their original communities [167]. The province began analyzing communities’
perceived economic potential to decide which should be ‘growth centres’ and which communities
should be encouraged to migrate, decisions reached in secret [204]. In 1965, financial incentives to
move were significantly increased, and thresholds for community consensus about resettlement
were dropped from 100% to 80% of households being willing to move [145, pp. 4-5].

Step by rational step, the government moved down a slippery slope from supporting to coercing
resettlement. Resettlement now pitted neighbor against neighbor: those who wanted to move
against those who wanted to stay [148, p. 2442]. Ostensibly residents were free to stay, but when
80% resettled, the few services had by the 20% who stayed behind in a gutted community were
eliminated as well [145, p. 5]. When the government decided a community should be resettled, it
often stopped maintaining or extending infrastructure such as post offices or wharves because that
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seemed wasteful when the community would anyway soon cease to exist [185, p 280]. Such actions
led to rumour-mongering and fear in potentially targeted communities.

From 1954-1975, around 250 communities with 27,500 total residents were resettled [145]. This
was a benefit to some: when life became so difficult that a household wanted to emigrate but could
not, financial support made it possible to start a new life elsewhere [31, 50]. But other resettlers
found that moving traded one set of problems for another. The factory jobs promised in larger
centers rarely materialized [110, 145]. Without access to traditional subsistence resources such as
fish, lumber, and fields, people who had rarely seen cash now desperately needed it [110].

When it began, resettlement was seen as a visionary approach to dire problems in rural commu-
nities (e.g. [199]). But the more the program was rationalized, the more problematic it became. As
communities felt under increasing pressure to move and the scope of changes taking place became
clear, opposition began to mount [148, p. 2442]. Focused on immediate practical benefits, planners
had not calculated in the emotional toll of uprooting deeply settled communities [31]. Like other
development projects at the time [181], the resettlement program’s rational implementation of a
state-sponsored speculative vision led to violent consequences [31, p. 242]. Today, “[w]hat tends to
be remembered are divisions within families and communities, social dislocation, the loss of a way
of life, and the abandonment of communities which, in some cases, had existed since the early days
of European settlement” [108]. While in retrospect some view the program positively, many see it
as a short-sighted abandonment of a central part of provincial culture to an industrial development
model ill-suited to the province [146, 148, 185].

4.3 New Industries

While resettlement focused on altering the historic conditions of society in the province to prepare
for a hoped-for future, the new industries program aimed to quickly make that future a present
reality. This program, launched in the early 1950’s, aimed to use startup capital received from
Canada on Confederation to jumpstart industrialization by stimulating factory construction.

The government began by directly funding 3 new industries, then looked for investors to generate
more. Smallwood had trouble finding them locally; provincial residents had little capital, while
Canadian, British, and American investors saw Newfoundland and Labrador as too risky for
investment [135, p. 16]. Smallwood decided the circumstances required more desperate measures.
“Since he could not ‘grab a man by the throat and compel him to invest his capital and start a new
industry, Smallwood was beginning to ponder different avenues. Temperament, conviction and
circumstance compelled him to consider taking greater risks” [22, p. 104]. He took advantage of
post-World-War-II chaos in Europe to attract investors and business experts from Germany and
what was now the Eastern bloc, by offering them the opportunity to emigrate to Canada through
Newfoundland and Labrador, a strategy Smallwood termed “fishing in troubled waters” [22, p. 113].
Through this route he recruited a Director General of Economic Development, Alfred Valdmanis
[22, p. 110], who had led Latvia’s successful industrialization project [22, p. 106].

Letto [135] provides a detailed analysis of the industrialization program. The government put
together generous financial packages to attract capital, which often involved the province taking
on much of the financial risk of the factory project and requiring little in outside or long-term
capital investment [135, p. 2]. Soon, amid much fanfare, a series of factories were built, intended to
produce products such as shoes, knitwear, and chocolate [135, pp. 31-32]. Factory projects were
proposed and approved at breakneck speed, apparently requiring little vetting [135, p. 27], [23,
p- 250]. As Valdmanis himself put it, “I was no civil servant. There were no rules, no regulations,
no contracts. I had to make a fast start” [23, p. 250].

The lack of vetting led to immediate problems with the factories. For example, a cement plant had
massive cost overruns [135, p. 24]. One hardwoods plant was subject to a government investigation,
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a strike and replacement of its technical manager in its first year; the second had problems with
materials it was too short of capital to fix [135, pp. 26—27]. A rubber plant “lurched from crisis
to crisis” [135, p. 31]. The optimistic estimates of factory employment motivating government
investments rarely played out; a battery plant promising 100 jobs employed 17 after 2 years [135,
p- 30], a tannery promising 200 jobs employed 21 after 4 years [135, p. 28], a textiles plant promising
800 jobs employed 100 after 6 years [135, p. 29]. While the government knew about the deep
problems the factories were facing, publicly Smallwood continued to produce glowing reports of
the success of the new industries [135, p. 34]. To do otherwise would have undermined his core
strategy to create an imagined industrial future: convincing Newfoundlanders and outside investors
it was realistic enough to be worth investing in.

By the mid-1950’s, however, problems were increasingly obvious, as the high costs of shipping
and the low availability of skilled labor took their toll [135, p. 35]. One by one, factories the
government established were rejected by potential investors as subpar and unprofitable, while
factories started by investors went out of business [135]. “[N]o level of optimism could counter
the disastrous results that started showing on the balance sheets of most of the companies” [135,
p- 42]. In the end, after a CAD$26 million public investment, only 4 of the 15 factories remained
in business, employing a few hundred people [135, p. 64]. Smallwood’s minister for development,
Valdmanis, went to prison for accepting kickbacks from plant builders [109]. The new industries
program started with a spectacular vision and ended as a spectacular disaster.

Smallwood’s strength as a leader was his ability to articulate a compelling vision of the future that
gave many residents hope and enrolled them into building towards that future. We described two
projects for achieving that vision; one attempted to eradicate aspects of Newfoundland and Labrador
society seen as incompatible with it, the other attempted to quickly bring that vision into reality.
The first program largely accomplished its goal; the second did not. This left an awkward situation
where prior economic coping strategies had been rendered impossible while promised new ones
were largely unavailable, a situation that arguably continues to hold in rural Newfoundland and
Labrador today [161]. Letto argues that while the province’s citizens may believe they were uniquely
gullible to believe in Smallwood [135, p. 65], such costly, uncertain, and ultimately unsuccessful
attempts to address underdevelopment are common in smaller states - as we will see next.

5 CREATING FUTURE JAMAICAN INDUSTRIES

The Newfoundland and Labrador case involved a desired shift from a subsistence economy on the
periphery to economic models modeled by the center. A compelling vision of this future was used to
enroll citizens and other stakeholders in state plans. Precious resources were invested in programs
of action to instantiate that vision, which failed spectacularly and at a high cost. Unfortunately,
we will also see these attributes at play in Jamaica. But this case will also highlight speculation
as an ongoing, contingent activity rather than a one time work of fiction. To have any chance at
success, planners had to situate their visions within a long-running internal conversation about the
country’s future. And the producers of these visions, as well as the leaders of the efforts to realize
them, had to maneuver within shifting constraints overdetermined by present realities created and
future trajectories proposed by international agents.

Like Newfoundland and Labrador, Jamaica’s forms of speculation have their historical roots in
their role in the British empire. The British captured Jamaica from the Spanish in the 1650s as part
of their empire’s broader build up of power across the Caribbean. The island became a significant
source of the empire’s wealth via the slave trade and the agriculture those bodies fueled. The
intensive production of sugar through slave labor shaped the social and economic trajectories of the
island and also the larger global economic frame within which the island could stake out a future
for itself. So while slavery was abolished on the island in the 1830s, and a nationalist movement
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eventually secured self-governance in 1962, neither form of formal independence brought significant
economic self-determination.

Jamaica’s leaders have since struggled to build a strong, independent economy outside of the
colonial relationship in which it had functioned for hundreds of years. The British had left behind
intentionally uneven industrial development along with significant socioeconomic and racial
inequities [78, 150]. Across decades, Jamaican leaders set out an array of development projects,
which featured a range of possible future Jamaican societies. These featured vastly different models
of economic and social engagements with a world beyond the colonial metropole, and different
versions of a Jamaican citizenry best suited for them.

In this section, we discuss two of those projects. They demonstrate how national leaders across
differences in scale and political orientation used speculative practices and fantastic imaginaries to
encourage present action by their citizens and the outside world. In both projects, planners ground
their speculations in the possible by referencing or repurposing key moments in national history or
by tapping into the country’s accumulated cultural capital. As in Newfoundland and Labrador, they
also used the fantastical and the fictional to provide their imagined futures with the lift necessary
to generate effective and affective engagements with other nations, international corporations, and
their own citizens.

In the first case, leaders charted a path for the island that emphasized resistance to imperialism and
the extremes of capitalism, and promoted the possibility — if not the inevitability — of harmonious
conjunction with other nations outside the binaries of West or East. The second case corrected
the first, after ambitious plans for a planned economy and self-sufficiency failed to find a stable
foothold. This future Jamaica featured an economy growing in tandem with the US, with citizens
who have “upskilled” and are newly relevant for keeping the nation ahead in a digital world.

5.1 “Better Must Come”

The first set of speculative projects were a reaction to the dominant modes of development in
the prior decades after WWIL As was common under colonial rule, Jamaica’s role was to be a
peripheral supplier of raw materials as inputs to industrial engines at the center [78]. The country’s
early nationalist leaders sought to change this narrative through an “industrialization by invitation”
strategy [138]: they provided incentives such as tax breaks, tariff protections, and subsidized
factory spaces to foreign corporations, in an attempt to transition from its agricultural base to
one that relied on manufacturing, mining, and tourism [150]. But popular consensus was that the
resulting prosperity had not been distributed to the island’s lower classes [47, 136]. A decade after
independence the Jamaican economy was still dominated by a sliver of the population and divided
by stark racial lines.

The ascendancy of Black power movements like the Universal Negro Improvement Association
(UNIA) had animated personal and national visions. A sense of possibility rested on Jamaica’s
significant bauxite reserves, combined with the commodity boom of the 1960s and 1970s which
had given many Third World countries the hope that they could turn trade to their advantage and
thus find economic reliance [6, 136, 190]. A growing movement across the Third World appeared
to be mobilizing alternatives to alignments with Western market capitalism.

In 1972, the People’s National Party (PNP) presented a vision of redress and redistribution in
their election campaign against the Jamaica Labour Party (JLP), who had been in power since
independence. Their campaign slogan, “Better Must Come,” was pitched to the largely Black lower
classes who had not benefited from the previous decades of foreign-led industrialisation. The PNP
won, and once in power, set about implementing and then expanding their vision for Jamaica. In
the years that followed election, Michael Manley, the leader of the PNP and the country’s Prime
Minister, argued that the Jamaican experience demonstrated that “capitalist strategies of political
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and economic management cannot solve the basic problems of our people” [27, 24]. The country’s
new leaders increased tariffs on the export of bauxite, nationalized key industries, and improved
worker’s rights and wages.

Manley placed the Jamaican people’s struggle within the broader context of Third World con-
cerns during the Cold War and a fight against imperialism and capitalism. He called for greater
coordination and cooperation among the primary producer nations that produced raw materials
for industrialization but did not benefit in proportion. He called for greater transparency and
accountability between international financial institutions like the IMF and the Global South. And,
he called for new south-to-south financial clusters, all grouped under his vision to “share the
wealth...[not]...spread the poverty” [166, 188].

Manley imagined a future for Jamaica outside of what he saw as a pattern of exploitation in the
region. Here, America was a symbol of the West and was responsible for continually reproducing
the unjust world order of the colonial era. Speaking at a conference for non-aligned countries held
in Cuba in 1979, Manley noted that while the leaders of developed countries were increasingly
adopting the “rhetoric of progress” and denouncing apartheid, none were taking significant action
against transnational corporations who operated there. “Clearly” then, Manley continued, “the
struggle is against unjust trade relations; unbridled, transnational corporate power; or any of the
other elements of the unjust system of world economic exchange” [198, 336-337]. For Manley, this
required that Third World countries develop self-reliant programs amongst themselves and thus
"change the equation of economic power".

But while the first years of the PNP administration were marked by the country’s highest
standard of living, this prosperity was short-lived [137]. Manley’s close relationship with Fidel
Castro and Cuba created tensions both at home and with the United States [6, 190]. The oil price
shocks of the early 1970s drastically raised the cost of imports, the global recession of the 1970s
engulfed the island as it did much of the then Third World [190], and the global demand for bauxite
plateaued while tourism contracted, choking the economic engine that supported the execution of
the party’s vision. With no turnaround in sight, the nation began its first borrowing agreement
with the International Monetary Fund (IMF) in 1978, requiring difficult economic adjustments that
included liberalization of trade, privatization of the economy, and austerity-oriented measures such
as cuts to social spending and other welfare reforms [105, 106, 137, 203].

5.2 “Deliverance is Near”

The second set of speculative projects arose in response to the perceived limitations of the first. In
the 1980 general election, the JLP won a violently contested referendum on two visions of Jamaican
society and the island’s position within a broader East-West tension. Campaigning under the slogan
“Deliverance is Near”, they promised Jamaicans an alternative to the preceding economic failures
under the PNP. This vision was addressed both to the working class on the island struggling with
food shortages and the effects of austerity, and to the mercantile class that had fled the country in
the previous decade fearing the trajectory of socialism.

This new idea for what Jamaica’s economy and people should become was in tandem with
the ‘Reaganomics’ of the nearby US and the ascendancy of market-oriented politics [99, 127, 178].
Edward Seaga, the newly installed Prime Minister, would be the first foreign head of state that
the US president received after taking office just a few months later; Reagan himself declared,
“Jamaica is making freedom work” [178]. In this joint vision for the island, Jamaica would become
an exemplar for free-market democracy principles centered around the US, growing as the US
would. Instead of proposing that Jamaica follow a different mode of development than the West,
this vision proposed that Jamaica’s success would be found within it.
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This new story was a reversal of the last. A key component was encouraging economic liberaliza-
tion and direct foreign investment through the promotion of Free Trade or Special Economic Zones:
areas of the country in which foreign companies could operate while receiving incentives and reduc-
ing taxes. While these underregulated areas had existed before, they found a speculative apex when
remade as sites for informatics work and a larger Business Process Outsourcing (BPO) industry. At
the time, companies in the US were increasingly externalizing their “back office” services following
advances in “electronification” technologies [107]. Jamaican planners envisioned a mutual benefit:
their trainable, English-speaking populace, combined with the region’s geographical and cultural
proximity to the United States, would allow a local “nearshoring” industry to grow alongside the
efficiency demands of American businesses. This would simultaneously achieve America’s goals
for informatization and Jamaica’s for national development [172, 180]. Multi-national firms would
employ and “upskill” citizens, facilitating technology transfers that would enable a local software
development and services industry [116].

This vision was directed at potential companies and investors. Marketing materials depicted
state dreams not yet realized: neoliberal tropical paradises with open economies and friendly
natives [88, 116, 127]. It was also directed at workers; both government promoters and business
managers accentuated the symbolic links between computers and white collar respectability. The
allure of “new” technology presented a new speculative arena for creating and manipulating
worker’s identities [81, 157]. The workers — largely women — were encouraged to see themselves
as white-collar employees, with the clothing to match, in the hope that this would circumvent the
development of a “militancy characteristic of organised industrial workers” [163, p. 61].

However, decades later, BPO, while a significant source of employment, has not delivered large-
scale transformations “up the skill ladder” [115, 193] for the nation or for workers [52]. In part,
this utopian data vision remained unrealized because hoped-for technology transfers failed to
materialize. In reality, most foreign firms only offered basic data entry and call-center services,
while much of the high-value services such as software development remained within the US.
And lower-priced competitors have emerged, spread across the globe but now readily accessible
following continuations in the improvements to the telecommunication networks that initially
made Jamaica a viable site [156]. While corporations have poured raw data into Jamaica, they have
not been keen to distribute the wealth and expertise that emerged from processing it.

6 DISCUSSION: SPECULATION FROM THE PERIPHERY

Both cases involve states on the periphery crafting specific imagined futures in which they have
arrived as developed economies. These imagined futures were deeply informed by events in
developed centers. Newfoundland and Labrador aimed to catch up with the rest of Canada, while
Jamaica first plotted an independent economic trajectory that countered visions from a First World
center, then sought to become indispensable to it. These imagined futures were used to underwrite
concrete programs of action that enrolled citizens and other actors in national development projects.
While both states poured enormous efforts into these projects, until now they have failed to establish
their hoped-for futures.

Each case’s approach to speculation was shaped in some ways by its unique cultural and historical
situation. Newfoundland and Labrador’s approach to development was shaped by its self-understood
whiteness. While the colony of Newfoundland participated in imperial slavery by supplying salt
cod as cheap protein for slaves in the West Indies, Newfoundland was itself colonized without
significant slavery. With its native population first decimated and then invisibilized, Newfoundland’s
impoverished settlers became a main source of cheap labor, considered the sign of a ’failed’ colony
[48, 57]. On Confederation with Canada, Newfoundland and Labrador engaged in a desperate
race to ‘catch up, to become like nearby white-dominated settler states. Its speculative strategy
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was to adopt directly forms of industrialization that had already succeeded in Canada and the US,
irrespective of whether they suited the local context.

This strategy contrasts with successive Jamaican governments’ embrace of alternative paths to
development tailored to its geographic, historic, and cultural situation. Jamaica is a Black nation,
born through slave labor, but with a history as a keystone of the British empire, and with outsized
cultural influence. In 1970s Jamaica, a century of travel around the commonwealth, combined
with the narratives from Black power movements, had animated personal and national visions of
untapped power that rendered bold alternative futures plausible [41, 101, 187, 192]. But through the
1980s and beyond, as Jamaican national debt mounted, anticipated futures became less ambitious
yet more unlikely, building on successive hopes that this time the tactic of becoming indispensable
to the centers of capital would work out [127, 183].

Speculation in both cases, while audacious, was tied to pressing problems that urgently needed
resolutions. In their marriage of audacity and necessity, these cases embody a mixture of stances
that can appear incongruous. As we will describe below, research on speculation has identified core
tensions within it between fantastical speculation and pragmatic problem-solving [79, 171, 196];
between reality and fiction [32, 188]; between attention to pasts and to futures [64, 113, 155, 174];
and between conservative and emancipatory orientations [129]. We see these very tensions arising
empirically in these projects as they appear, from moment to moment, in turn fictional and reality-
based, highly pragmatic and wildly fantastical, emancipatory and conservative, focused on the
future and wrapped up in the past.

Our core argument is that these incongruities come about because these projects on the periphery
were working together two different modes of speculation. The first mode is constructive, as in
normative technoscience, aiming to establish state and corporate futures. The second mode is
contesting, as in speculative design, and questions received futures. In the constructive mode, these
projects aimed to create a coherent vision of a future societal situation that could motivate and
underwrite action in the present. That action would establish the projected future by providing
a sense of certainty within the very real challenge of creating economic prosperity for smaller
postcolonial states painfully aware of their marginal roles on the world stage. In the contesting
mode, these projects envisioned alternatives to a status quo which would leave them stuck in
"developing’ status. These visions of themselves as established economic powers, or even as states
with full agency, questioned established realities and power structures.

Speculation from the periphery, we argue, necessarily tacks between these constructive and
contesting orientations. The ambivalence in these cases arises from clashes that arise when those
perspectives are worked together in practice. Here, we describe how the previously described
tensions of speculation are reworked in these cases, leading to 4 key consequences: (1) fantasy and
pragmatic goals become deeply yoked; (2) the center’s reality becomes the periphery’s fiction; (3)
speculation about the future is intertwined with speculation about the past; and (4) asserting the
center’s status quo becomes an emancipatory act.

6.1 The fantastic as pragmatic

In speculative design, speculation is often considered different from, and sometimes opposed to,
direct, instrumental problem-solving [79, 171, 196]. The choice of speculating is often framed
explicitly as unconcerned with solving the practical problems of the present in order to offer
alternative viewpoints on what the future could hold [76, 85, 104, 193]. This orientation underwrites
the formulation of more audacious, less probable futures. On the surface, these cases seem instead
to follow what we have described as the constructive path of technoscience. Instead of separating
speculation from the mundane, practical realities of everyday life and its problems, actors in these
states used speculation as a means to address them. Yet in Newfoundland and Labrador, the futures
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imagined were so speculative as to seem fictional, even to contemporaries. Given the enormous
practical problems Newfoundland and Labrador faced, why did state actors try to solve them
with speculative visions that seemed so improbable? One reason they built on an unlikely future
was because they had little choice. In postcolonial Newfoundland and Labrador there was no
clear route to a prosperous future, aside from outmigration. Unlikely futures were the only way
forward, and this licensed possibilities that otherwise would seem impossible. As Simone writes
about contemporary Kinshasa, when there are no viable futures that institutions can underwrite,
“everyday life becomes intensely experimental” [186, p. 122]. Such speculation is rooted in “a
freedom not won by virtue of some alternative path or ability to be impervious to the predominant
forms of rule. Rather, it is a space opened up by virtue of turning uncertainty into a resource” [186,
p- 123]. A similar dynamic characterizes Jamaican speculation; when ambitious but plausible futures
were derailed and as mounting national debt reduced the room to maneuver, planners shifted to
ever more unlikely imaginings of a road to upskilled prosperity through attracting offshore capital.

In speculative design, speculation is explicitly used to break out of the limits placed by pragmatic
concerns. When speculation is understood as necessary for survival, however, the line between
what is speculative and what is practical becomes difficult to discern. In our cases, speculation
was leveraged to fulfill pragmatic roles. Most crucially, it enrolled a wide array of actors into
otherwise difficult or impossible future-making exercises. In both states, their largest exports were
their people [87, 160]. Their speculative fictions harnessed affect to help citizens see themselves
as part of their state’s future story. In Newfoundland and Labrador, this work staved off a flux of
outmigration and emigration to other parts of North America and enrolled citizens to work towards
these futures in the periphery rather than leaving for better economic prospects in the center. In
Jamaica, where identity and location are diasporic in character, efforts in the 1970s not only unified
Jamaicans abroad with those at home, but also enrolled a larger Pan-African diaspora in a common
project of liberation. In both states, efforts enrolled external economic actors — refugee East Bloc
investors, multinational firms, Jamaican expatriates — to invest in local economic activities.

Enrolling affect is a typical role for speculation, whether as a part of technoscientific programs
[113, 121, 141, 155], development projects [97, 142], or design [62, 70]. On the periphery, these
questions of affect become particularly urgent, because they are tied to the desperate conditions
that speculation is intended to address. Smallwood, for one, had an urgent problem to address:
the expected outmigration of a large portion of his province’s population on Confederation with
Canada. “Every opportunity was seized to dispel apprehensions ‘that the future here was dull or
uninspiring, or that this was a place to leave, or that this was a sinking ship™ [22, p. 104]. When
speculation proceeds from such desperation, arguably the ambition of the vision must appear in
proportion to the scale of the felt problem that it addresses. The very desperateness of the practical
situation requires a truly fantastical vision to counterbalance its affective pull.

6.2 Reality as fictional

In these cases, we also see a striking intertwining of fiction and reality. Not-yet-existing, possibly-
fictional futures motivate real, existing programs of action that are intended to actualize them.
This may in fact be true for all design projects that aspire to create change in the world [141, 188],
but the landscape shifts when the gap between those imaginaries and the dire economic straits
they were intended to practically address becomes profound. Speculative design similarly widens
the fictional gap between present reality and future circumstance, but this is done to generate
dissonance that undercuts the inevitability of those futures. A similar dissonance is unintentionally
produced by the gap between vision and reality in these development cases.

State actors in these cases, then, faced a tactical dilemma. In Newfoundland and Labrador, state
actors needed to generate enough affective investment to counteract an overwhelming impulse to
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migrate. Jamaica needed to generate a vision large enough to generate common bonds across the
seemingly intractable socioeconomic differences of its citizenry: the bigger the vision, the more
likely everyone could eat. They had to think big. But the bigger the vision, the more far-fetched it
would seem, particularly in contrast with pressing problems on the ground. How did they create a
reality effect around these visions to make them seem plausible?

One answer is suggested by Beckert’s analysis of the role of speculation in economic decision-
making [26]. Beckert argues that it is a mistake to see fiction and reality as in conflict. Instead, they
are intertwined. Fiction is defined, not by its counterfactuality, but by the creation of its own world,
a reality one can experience in imagination. Fictions are necessary in economic decision-making
because the future is uncertain; they represent the future as if it were true so that actors can act
today with reference to an otherwise uncertain future. What makes a fiction ‘realistic,” then, is not
whether it is true but whether it can create a sense that it could become true. In particular, Beckert
argues, fiction becomes credible when it is coherent and embeds references to the non-fictional.

In our cases, the fictions driving economic decision-making draw on clear references to neigh-
boring states as specific coherent, non-fictional realities. In Newfoundland and Labrador, the power
of images of an industrial future were fed by its citizens’ growing awareness of North American
standards of living and their comparative poverty. Confederation with Canada created expectations
of similar standards in their own future. Crocker argues that in Newfoundland and Labrador, as in
other postcolonial spaces, “[t]he future was not an unknown space of experience; it was visible
elsewhere” [53, p. 83].

Jamaica at first rejected this idea of copying the center’s realities to instead create an ambitious
but plausible future in collaboration with its peripheral neighbors. But when these plans became
untenable and imagined futures more improbable, it grounded those less likely visions in an
industrial trajectory that built on the capitalist expansions of the nearby United States and its
imaginations about the role peripheral locations would play in them. In both Newfoundland and
Labrador and in post-1970s Jamaica, then, state actors established legitimacy for audacious visions
in the face of dire straits by linking realities elsewhere to fictions at home. The center’s reality in
these cases motivated and underwrote the periphery’s aspirational fiction.

6.3 Envisioning the future by envisioning the past

The manner in which the center’s present reality became worked into the periphery’s future
unsettles the assumed orientation to past, present, and future that often underlie strategies of
speculation at the center. Typically speculation is framed as a future-oriented enterprise, such
as when Dunne and Raby introduce speculative design as oriented around envisioning possible
futures [71, pp. 2-6], or Jasanoff and Kim describe sociotechnical imaginaries as inherently futuristic
[120, p. 123]. But despite the emphasis on futuring in speculation, orientations to the past are also
implicitly present. Speculative design, for example, references contemporary styles in its future
imaginings [64], while sociotechnical visions of the future ground their plausibility in past collective
experiences of technology that shape what can seem possible [113, 155]. But, Prado and Oliveira
argue, while speculation always incorporates references to the past and present, its historical
narratives in the West orient around a linear progression from past to present to future, referencing
the fundamental progress narrative around which technoscience is commonly organized [174].
Speculation in our cases is similarly oriented towards breaking from the past to establish a more
promising future. In Newfoundland this involved shifting from primary production to industri-
alization. In Jamaica in the ’80s and ’90s, it involved leaving the heat of the plantation and the
manufactory behind for the cool, temperate work of informatics. On the surface these seem like
standard progress narratives. But, Oliveira and Prado argue, linear progress narratives quickly go
wrong in the Global South, whose people are understood as “constantly trying to catch up with
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time, but inevitably fall[ing] back” [59]. In writing about time sense in Newfoundland and Labrador,
Crocker, drawing on Appadurai [10], describes how the reliance on the central present to shape
peripheral futures creates “a new colonial sense of progress as repetition.... of a process that has
already taken place elsewhere” [53, pp. 85-86]. This shift from linear to repetitive understandings of
progress leads to an odd splitting of experienced global time, in which some localities are apparently
‘in the present’ while others are simultaneously ‘in the past’ [53, pp. 85]. The compelling desire to
join the present elsewhere creates unsettling temporal effects on the periphery. “Backward peoples
skip stages and jump historical intervals in order, as Trotsky once said, ‘to adopt whatever is ready
in advance of the specified date’ ” [53, pp. 86].

With their temporal ordering unsettled in these ways, states in our cases of speculation on the
periphery not only speculate about the future, but also about the past. Planners posit a future to
which citizens can aspire, or that delineate what the province or nation hopes to become. At the
same time, these visions are clearly framed against ideas about the past, what is worth retaining,
and what should be abandoned.

At their best, such strategies rejigger imposed historical narratives to tell new stories of the past
and its potential legacies for the future. Aspects of this past can then be called on as key elements
of national identity to be preserved or built on for the future, such as Jamaica’s rich history as
a vital node in the network of global trade. Oliveira and Prado go further, arguing for a strategy
of deliberate anachronism in speculation in the Global South to break the hold of linear progress
narratives [174]. For example, they present newly designed prototypes not in imagined futures
but in past political and cultural contexts such as the Latin American military dictatorships of the
1970s. These strategies are intended to break the temporal stranglehold in which far-away futures
are valorized over the continually recurring past.

At other times, however, these strategies result in an internal repetition of the external temporal
sort that places peripheries in a less desirable past. In response, states may feel a necessity to reject
the past-which-is-present-here in order to achieve modern futures which already exist elsewhere.
Then, particular people, places, and practices can be seen as things that need to be left behind in
order to achieve the projected future; the small villages which were a traditional cornerstone of
the Newfoundland and Labrador landscape are a literal example. In this way, on the periphery
it becomes particularly clear how, as Bardzell has warned us [20, p. 6:15], the alternative futures
embodied in speculation underwrite violence against people and ways of being deemed out of date.

6.4 Constructing as contesting

Within STS, distinctions are drawn between the forms of speculation that reinforce current narra-
tives of technological progress, and ‘emancipatory’ approaches which question those narratives
and present alternatives [129, p. 483]. This distinction is congruent with designers Dunne and
Raby’s imprecise but evocative distinction between ‘affirmative’ design, which “reinforces how
things are now, [conforming] to cultural, social, technical and economic expectation,” and ‘critical’
design, which “rejects how things are now as being the only possibility” [p. 58][70]. Here, we will
argue that, instead, the unique temporal relationship set up by speculation on the periphery —
your present is our future — sets development projects up to be simultaneously emancipatory and
conservative, affirmative and critical.

Such a mixture of emancipation with an embrace of the status quo is actually characteristic
of speculation at the center, too. Speculation from the center often understands itself as revo-
lutionary: scientists promise radically new ways of living supported by their innovations [121],
while speculative designers question established futures and propose alternatives [71]. But, as we
saw, technoscientific visions are grounded in past expectations of technologies, while speculative
design is subject to an inherent conservatism, arising from its tactics of framing alternatives within
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exaggerated versions of the normative expectations of design [64, 174]. But the periphery generates
unique circumstances for the emancipatory and the conservative to collide.

In our cases on the periphery, the most emancipatory future-making was that of Manley and
the PNP in 1970s Jamaica. While their imagination of Black and national power contradicted the
expectations of the US and most of the world, it was not speculative, in the sense of apparently
unlikely. But when their plans were undone, and without alternatives felt to be viable, the Jamaican
government changed course to a conservative strategy which adopted logics of development arising
from the center. Similarly, the Smallwood government took an industrial future as existed on the
mainland as a necessary given if the province were to survive; its industrialization plan was the
only means it could imagine to reach that future. While these projects were certainly speculative,
they were simultaneously conservative, in that they were constructing futures along given lines.

But there is something inherently emancipatory about even these projects which adopted devel-
opment strategies from elsewhere. They were emancipatory, in that they imagined industrial and
liberal powerhouses not just in global developed centers but also right where they were: ex-colonies
on the edge of the Atlantic. Even, and perhaps especially, at their most affirmative, the projects’
contortions and systemic failures lay bare the structural difficulty of peripheral places fitting into
promulgated definitions of global economic success.

Wodiczko argues that in situations of gross inequality, responsible design can provide only
“unacceptable and contradictory ‘solutions’ ” [207, p. 17]. Its goal should not be to ‘solve’ problems
but to scandalize, attracting attention to the unacceptable conditions of the design context. The
scandal in these cases is that the governments of Jamaica and Newfoundland and Labrador took the
ideologies of industrial and liberal development seriously. They didn’t accept the unspoken truth
that those ideologies were only intended to work for those at the center of the global order. Critics
commonly write that Smallwood’s downfall, for example, was that he believed that the centralized
model of industrial development, where resources are brought to the center and shipped back as
products to the periphery, could work in the periphery as well [135, p. 86]. However unintentionally,
such projects demonstrate how the game is rigged.

At both the center and the periphery, then, speculation inhabits an ambiguous space that is
simultaneously conservative and emancipatory. The version at the center prides itself on its
innovation but rests within normative frames that limit the degree to which true change is possible.
The version on the periphery is conservative in that it adopts frames of innovation from the center
which may not fit locally. But it is emancipatory precisely in its commitment that those frames
should work there. To construct futures based on the center’s standard lines on the periphery
inherently contests narratives of how futures are constructed and who can be their author.

7 CONCLUSION

Prior work in CSCW has traced how collectively shared futures are articulated through and shape
everyday practices related to technologies. Envisioned futures are used to coordinate action that
shapes what technologies will be and how they will be taken up. CSCW work on speculation in the
Global South in particular has begun to suggest how such future-making is taken up in fraught
spaces of development. A recurring trope in this work is the complex double bind of speculation in
the periphery: it is leveraged to construct futures outside of a Western hegemony, but often caught
up in power geometries that unintentionally reinforce it.

Our case studies reveal a core dynamic underlying this double bind, rooted in a fundamental
ambiguity in speculation between constructing and contesting futures. We show that the issues
identified by researchers of the Global South are not limited to particular geographical locations
but are tied to power differences between the center and the periphery. At the center, powerful
stakeholders focus primarily on constructing futures. On the periphery, pressing problems also
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provide powerful incentives to construct futures. But, like it or not, their creators must simulta-
neously contest the apparently natural ordering of their states as ‘behind, and therefore as less
authoritative architects of the future.

In the end, speculation from the periphery is constrained by economic resources and the actions
of geopolitical powers. But it is simultaneously freed from long-standing narratives about how
technology produces presents and futures. Innovation from the center looks like constructing
futures, but on the periphery, it contests even while it constructs. Necessity leads these forms of
speculation to be knitted together inventively. Our cases demonstrate how this tension leads to
specific dilemmas, and to practices that resolve those dilemmas. In our cases, stakeholders addressed
the pressing problems of the present by imagining audacious futures which invited citizens and
other stakeholders to invest in the states’ plans. These futures’ fantastic elements were made to feel
real by constructing coherent and compelling fictions responding to and building on realities in
other places. States relegated to the past sometimes found ways to incorporate elements of that past
in future visions, and other times eradicated aspects of the present understood as incompatible with
the future. Even when most conservative, in copying features of narratives of the future produced
elsewhere, these states moved audaciously by laying claim to those futures for themselves.
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