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Who gets to imagine the future? In the Philippines, there is a governance 
gap surrounding this question: government agencies for science, 

technology, and trade drive discussion of the future around innovation, 
growth, and "creative industries", while the agencies for culture and the 

arts are mandated to focus on the past and on culture as heritage. 
Drawing on Justin O'Connor's proposition* that culture is neither a luxury 
or an industry, but a foundational capability—one that equips citizens to 

participate in shared meaning-making and democratic decision-making, 
this talk argues that there is a potential for science institutions to be "safe 

spaces" where democratic futures are co-imagined, through artscience 
practiced on equal footing with cultural workers and artists.

*   See “After Growth: Culture as Foundational for Democracy” by  Justin O’Connor. 
     https://www.greeneuropeanjournal.eu/culture-after-growth/



The future belongs to all of us, that much is obvious. But this 
raises a crucial question: Who gets to imagine the future? We 

orient our actions and decisions along the axes of our 
imagination. We navigate toward desirable futures and away 

from undesirable ones. How we imagine the future shape policy, 
investment, and culture. Our imaginaries of the future are also a 

form of commons.  



In fact, how we imagine the future is important enough that 
UNESCO has established multiple chairs dedicated to it—for 
exampled one on "Images of the Futures and Co-creation" at 

Erasmus Brussels, another on "Visual Anticipation and Futures 
Literacy" at the Open University of Cyprus. These institutions 

signal something vital: imagining futures is a learnable, 
distributable capability. In the Philippines, who is encouraged 

and supported in imagining the future? And by whom?



So there are a few things you should probably know me and 
about where I'm from for the rest of my talk to make sense. I'm a 

professor of art, media, and design at the University of the 
Philippines and have my own artistic practice, but I also lead a  

research center on data science, artificial intelligence, and 
complex systems. This straddling of the arts and sciences is not 
typical well-supported in the Philippines academic institutions. 
For example, my undergraduate degree from Canada is a BS in 
Computing Science and Contemporary Dance. My PhD from 

the UK was completed at a cognitive science institute and 
resulted in a wearable technology for body awareness inspired 
by mind body practices. These kinds of intersectional degrees 

simply are not supported in the Philippines at the moment. 



And in case you you didn't know, the Philippines is a lower-
middle-income country of 115 million people in Southeast Asia. 

It's one of the most disaster-prone nations on Earth. We face 
typhoons, flooding, earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, and 

climate volatility with alarming regularity. We also have one of 
the highest income inequality rates in East Asia.  We need 

collective futures-making: How do we imagine resilient, 
equitable, livable futures in the face of cascading risks? 



The problem is that to a large extent, futures and strategic 
foresight work in the Philippines is dominated by science, 

technology, and economic agencies. In 2021, the Philippine 
government released PAGTANAW 2050—literally, "Looking 

Ahead 2050"—a flagship foresight document on science, 
technology, and innovation. It was commissioned by the 

Department of Science and Technology (DOST). The thing is, 
in the landmark foresight document, the words "arts" and 
"culture" do not appear at all. Not once. We could give the 

authors PAGTANAW 2050 the benefit of the doubt and argue 
that it never intended to plan for the future of culture and the 

arts. But then the question is, who is? 



The Philippine Development Plan by our Department of 
Economy, Planning, and Development acknowledges culture, but 

only in the context of social cohesion through heritage 
preservation and tourism. Nowhere does it position culture as a 
source for imagining futures. Instead, it confines culture to the 
past. On the other hand, our  Creative Industries Development 
Plan treats creative industries as essential to economic growth, 

global competitiveness, and so on. But this time, culture is 
mobilized for its economic and strategic value—for exports, soft 

power,  and job creation. If that is the only frame, then we are 
imagining the future in a very narrow bandwidth, wherein the 

value of the arts is reduced only to its economic utility--something 
that Venka had cautioned about yesterday.  Neither of these plans 
offer a pathway to support citizens in collectively imagining and 

governing their shared future.  



So what about government agencies for culture and the arts? What 
are they saying about the future of the country? Or at the very least 
the future of the cultural sector, of galleries, libraries, archives, and 

museums?  


The Philippines doesn't the equivalent of Hong Kong's Culture, 
Sports and Tourism Bureau, or Singapore's Ministry of Culture, 
Community and Youth. We do have a National Commission on 
Culture and the Arts (NCCA)—which is supposed to represent 

cultural interests in government—and a National Museum, both of 
which are focused on heritage preservation, cultural identity, and 

decolonial recovery. These are important. We were first a colony of 
Spain for 333 years, then a protectorate of the US for 50 years, then 

occupied by Japan for 3 years during World War II. Reclaiming 
cultural identity is reparative work, but it is inherently past-facing.



Contrast this with, say, how say, Brazil created the Museum of 
Tomorrow in Rio de Janeiro—a dedicated institution for public 
futures-making through science and artistic curation combined. 

Or how Singapore integrates culture into national foresight 
through its Arts Plan, or how it has a ArtScience Museum 

dedicated to  science and art as co-equal ways of knowing and 
working, or how it has a "Forward Singapore" initiative that 

treats culture as central to the nation's future.  This is the current 
exhibition at the ArtScience Musuem, called *Another World is 

Possible*,  highlight visions of the future that come from artists, 
designers, and policymakers from Singapore, Southeast Asia, 

and the Asia Pacific.



Consider this exhibition text from Another World is Possible.

https://www.marinabaysands.com/museum/exhibitions/another-world-is-possible.html 

The exhibit explores speculative genres such as Silkpunk, 
Spicepunk, and Islandpunk, which draw on regional 

mythologies, material cultures, and environmental contexts to 
imagine futures that are culturally specific to Asia. Where 

Afrofuturism engages with space, sound, and spiritual 
liberation, Silkpunk retools classical East Asian traditions 

through biomimetic technology and epic narrative. Spicepunk 
interrogates colonial trade legacies and maritime imaginaries in 
the archipelagic South, while Islandpunk reclaims Pacific and 
Southeast Asian island narratives through speculative design 
and environmental adaptation. Each of these genres rejects 

the notion of a singular, universal future, insisting instead that 
futures are plural, situated, and shaped by culture.  

“

”

https://www.marinabaysands.com/museum/exhibitions/another-world-is-possible.html


In the Philippines, there is a governance gap in two ways. First: 
cultural governance is absent from foresight. When the 

Philippines plans its future, cultural agencies have no seat at the 
table. Second: foresight is absent from cultural governance. 

When cultural agencies plan, they are tasked only with 
preservation, not anticipation. The result: culture is excluded 
from imagining the future, and the future is imagined without 

culture. There is no national cultural futures strategy. No 
sustained museum-based future-making initiatives. No GLAM 
institutions hosting consistently participatory futures labs or 

scenarios workshops. 



Mind Museum. Photo from https://res.klook.com/image/
upload/w_750,h_469,c_fill,q_85/
w_80,x_15,y_15,g_south_west,l_Klook_water_br_trans_
yhcmh3/activities/sck8ssh62eqiwe0dukh7.webp

Yesterday, I was having a conversation with Alexandra 
Seno, who suggests that when government gets in the 
picture, that's not always a good thing. However, 
across the world, governments are strategically 
investing in cultural institutions dedicated to futures 
thinking and art-science collaboration. In Dubai, the 
government built and  funds the Museum of the 
Future through the Dubai Future Foundation.  In the 
United Kingdom, the government funds the Science 
Museum Group, which regularly presents art-science 
exhibitions, as core public infrastructure. And in 
Brazil, the government partnered with the private 
sector to establish the Museum of Tomorrow in Rio, 
treating it as a civic asset for public futures 
engagement. Countries make this investment because 
imagination about the future is national 
infrastructure. Now consider the Philippines. The 
most prominent science-focused museum—The Mind 
Museum—is a private institution receives no core 
public funding from the  government. Instead of 
being supported as essential infrastructure, it is taxed 
and regulated, and must sustain itself entirely through 
ticket sales and private sponsorship.

Yesterday, I was having a conversation with Alexandra Seno, 
who suggests that when government gets in the picture, that's 
not always a good thing. However, across the world, 
governments are strategically investing in cultural institutions 
dedicated to futures thinking and art-science collaboration. In 
Dubai, the government built and  funds the Museum of the 
Future through the Dubai Future Foundation.  In the United 
Kingdom, the government funds the Science Museum Group, 
which regularly presents art-science exhibitions, as core public 
infrastructure. And in Brazil, the government partnered with the 
private sector to establish the Museum of Tomorrow in Rio, 
treating it as a civic asset for public futures engagement. 
Countries make this investment because imagination about the 
future is national infrastructure. 


Now consider the Philippines. The most prominent science-
focused museum—The Mind Museum—is a private institution 
receives no core public funding from the  government. Instead of 
being supported as essential infrastructure, it is taxed and 
regulated, and must sustain itself entirely through ticket sales 
and private sponsorship.



How might we address these governance gaps? I suspect there 
are multiple pathways, and yes, we obviously need to get the arts 

and culture sector seated at the strategic planning table 
alongside technoscientific and economic policy bureaucrats. 
But I want to propose something more immediate and that I 

myself can work on right now. What I'm interested in nurturing 
within my scientific and creative communities is a kind of 

disciplinary empathy. An epistemological empathy. Not just so 
that artists and scientists can appreciate and celebrate their 

different ways of thinking, working, and meaning-making. But 
also so they can discover and leverage their deep commonalities: 

discovery, experimentation, pursuit of insight, risk-taking, 
curiosity. And most of all: imagination. When you bring artists 
and scientists together as genuine intellectual equals—not as 

consultant and client, but as epistemological partners—
something shifts. They begin to imagine possible and preferable 

futures together. They ask different questions. They see 
possibilities that either discipline alone would miss. 


I want to point towards what that state of affairs looks like by 
talking about a few artistic projects initiated by Space Ecologies 

Art and Design, a network of artists, scientists, designer, 
engineers, and activists that I co-founded. 



This is Continuum, a tactile kinetic sculpture that attempts to 
make visible and palpable the passage of extraordinary lengths 

of time. The heart of the installation is a series of gears that 
rotate in time ranging from the very short (every 5 seconds) to 

the exceedingly long (every 21,425 years). Audiences are invited 
to touch or hold the installation and observe through their eyes 

and feel in their hands the passage of time, and reflect on our 
place in the universe. This mechanism is encased in a protective 

structure, which features biologically-inspired contours that 
evoke our fluid and subjective experience of time. The structure 
is meant to evoke fungi such as basket mushrooms, referencing 
the longevity of certain fungal species (e.g., Armillaria bulbosa) 

that live upwards of a thousand years.

seads.network/project/continuum



When we look at the problem of or sustainability, or the relationship 
between technology and nature, what we need is better systems literacy—
an understanding of how stakeholders and actors interact, of unintended 
consequences, of unusual synergies within complex ecosystems. And one 
powerful way to develop systems literacy is of course through hands-on 
exploration. This is Biomodd—a global series of art installations where 
computer technology and ecology converge. The core idea is to build 

computer networks from upcycled components, and embed living internal 
ecosystems within them. In a symbiotic exchange, plants and algae live 

alongside electronics and use the waste heat they generate to thrive. 
Sensors and robotics provide additional ways for the organisms and 
machines to interact—not as separate domains, but as co-evolving, 

interdependent wholes. Biomodd explores symbiosis, waste, and cycles of 
transformation are not just ecological concepts. They're frameworks for 

how we might imagine futures together—frameworks for more-than-human 
design. Biomodd asked a core question: How can artificial systems, living 

systems, and human social systems come together and support each other?

seads.network/hyperproject/biomodd



Seeker is a series of collaborative, participatory art installations— 
family of evolving nomadic starship habitats that people design, 
build, and then live in as part of a structured performance. The 

idea is to bring together small teams or communities and challenge 
them to inhabit these experimental, DIY starship environments for 

a limited time. It's creative play, survival simulation, systems 
thinking in action, and speculative art, all rolled into one. The 
starship then is exhibited in festivals or museums.  Seeker isn’t 

about perfecting closed systems. Instead, it’s about learning how 
you adapt in a ‘prototyped future’—how you negotiate space and 

resources, how you share the work of living, how you improvise 
rituals and routines when the future is literally something you have 

to invent together, day by day. Each Seeker habitat becomes a 
laboratory for collective hope, resourcefulness, and coexistence.

seads.network/hyperproject/seeker



Ēngines of Ēternity is a collaboration with space biologists from 
the University of Namur and Université Libre de Bruxelles who 

were conducting biological experiments with rotifers on the 
International Space Station. We piggybacked on their scientific 

work to explore artistic and philosophical dimensions. We sent a 
tiny artwork into outer space imprinted on the labels of the 

plastic bags containing remarkable micro-animals called rotifers. 
We also created data visualization artworks from the genomic 
data generated by their experiments, as well as a video essay 

reflecting on what it means for human civilization to 
contemplate deep space settlement and cultural immortality.

seads.network/project/engines-of-eternity



When artists and scientists work as 
epistemological equals, they produce 

frameworks for imagining futures that 
neither discipline could generate alone. 

The question becomes: How do we 
create the conditions for more of this 

work? 


As a leader of a science research center, 
what I'm going to work towards is 

creating dedicated institutional space 
and resources where artists, scientists, 

designers, and cultural workers 
convene as equal intellectual partners, 

mentor each other, experiment 
together, and co-author the future. 

Science institutions already have 
foresight mandates, research 

infrastructure, stable funding, and 
policy legitimacy, so they offer a 

potential to start such third spaces, 
safe spaces, where intellectually 

vulnerability is expected and valued.   


This is not about colonizing cultural 
work into science. It's about genuine 

co-governance—each discipline 
bringing irreducible ways of knowing 

to shared questions about what futures 
are possible, preferable, and necessary.Bukas Lab


bukas.upou.edu.ph

http://bukas.upou.edu.ph


(I have 
recommendations 
to make to our 
various policy, 
science + tech, and 
cultural sectors, but 
these are things I will 
bring to and discuss 
with them.)



I want to end with a story of 
the transformative potential 

of artscience in creating 
profound, affective, almost 
visceral responses in those 
who engage with it. I once 

went with a work colleague to 
this TeamLab exhibit in 

Tokyo. This work, Crystal 
Universe, is fully immersive 

experience of infinity. I 
noticed that she was quite 
teary while she was in the 

exhibit. I asked her what she 
was feeling and thinking. 


“I feel like I’m just a small 
speck in the universe,” she 

said, “but that nevertheless I 
still have to participate in it.” 


This is the potential power of 
deep engagements between 
art, science, and technology: 

to move us intellectually, 
affectively, and relationally. 


