Five questions for Prof Sean Cubitt before his stay at Leuphana University of Liineburg
as Senior Fellow of the Centre for Digital Cultures (CDC) in December 2025

We are very much looking forward to welcoming you as Senior Fellow at the COC. How did you come into
contact with Prof Timon Beyes and the Centre? Were you already familiar with them before the invitation, or
had there been any previous scholarly collaboration?

| met Prof Timon Beyes online in February of 2022 through our mutual friend Wendy Hui Kyong Chun, who |
believe will also be at the Centre in December. | knew his wonderful book Organizing Color, which | endorsed
for Stanford University Press, and | have reviewed at least one manuscript for his book series. | had not
come into contact with the Centre previously, but was immediately impressed by the calibre of the
members, and the large number of esteemed friends and colleagues from London, Australia and around the
world who have visited as fellows.

In your work on media ecology and ecocriticism, you focus (among other things) on visions of the future in
pop cultural productions which often deal with the end of the human world. What do such ideas in films and
digital media tell us about today’s societies?

| am so glad you use the phrase ‘the end of the human world’! Many films also deal with the persistence of
humans after the end of the natural world — films like the Mad Max series — where something like faith in
something like humanity survives after some named or nameless finality. It is ironic that most of the Mad
Maxlandscape is in Australia: a land whose original inhabitants and native plants and animals were
already decimated by the arrival of Europeans. For indigenous peoples all over the world, as for Palestinians
after the Nakba, history is already over. There are historians who argue that global temperatures fell in the
decade after 1492 because so many people died in the Americas that the heat of their fires no longer
warmed the planet. In this sense we already live after the end of a certain human world.

It is possible that Europe too began to die after 1492; but if not then perhaps after about 1780 when the
power of steam truly began to make an impact on life, habitation and atmosphere. Already in 1629, the
pioneering botanist John Parkinson could write ‘our Citie of London can giue proofe sufficient, wherein
neither herbe nor tree will long prosper, nor hath done euer since the vse of sea-coales beganne to bee
frequent therein’ (Parkinson, John (1904 [1629]). Paradisi in sole Paradisis Terrestris. London: Methuen.
Available at Project Gutenberg [transliteration into modern English: “our city of London can give sufficient
proof, that neither herb nor tree will long prosper since the use of sea-coals began to be frequent there”]).
The advance of what we would now call light industry, powered by impure brown coal, also used for heating,
had a rapid, negative effect on London air twenty years before Cromwell and the execution of King Charles I.
A certain idea of Europe was already in the past by the mid-17th century, and would continue to both fade
and to be endlessly recalled in myths of Merry England for centuries to come.

In this regard, it is worth considering not only films about the end of the world but pop cultural expressions
of what might come after. The cultural phenomenon of the summer of 2023 was the simultaneous release of
Christopher Nolan’s Oppenheimerand Greta Gerwig's Barbie, the former a Cold War, end-of-the-world
movie, the latter presenting a kind of utopia. The historical Oppenheimer participated in the Trinity Tests of
1945, when scientists genuinely feared they might start a world-ending chain reaction. The original Barbie
doll was released in 1959. Barbieland is not just an elevation of an imaginary suburbia. Like most utopias,
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because of its perfection, there is no room for a narrative, and Gerwig had to apply all her inventiveness to
discovering a tale to structure the film around, nonetheless resulting in an almost perfectly circular
formation. Barbie’s plastic utopia is a post-apocalyptic world, as devastated as the badlands of Mad Max.
The end is not restricted to bad things: living in the end times, as we must, can also produce
accommodations to existing conditions that make survival more than eking out an existence in the rubble of
the past.

There will be an internal workshop with the team of Leuphana’s “Embracing Transformation” program
focusing on “Climate Futures in Digital Cultures.” What do you think of their thesis that the ability to
imagine a sustainable future is a (media and socio-) cultural skill?

| cannot recommend sustaining anything. | want to make things better.

For reasons that may perhaps already be clear from my previous answer, the word ‘sustainable’ is a risky
one. Does it mean sustaining the current state of environmental affairs? Does it imply ameliorating
ecological effects while sustaining the political economy that has brought us to the current pass? If we are
to embrace transformation, it may well be necessary to abandon the comforting belief that we can sustain
the lifestyles of the wealthy populations of the world, their social and political arrangements, and their
ways of doing business — we might have to sacrifice the paradis artificie/ of Barbieland.

The specifics of digital cultures in the 21 century are not themselves ecologically nor perhaps politically
and economically sustainable. Data harvesting as the core business of social media; high-bandwidth
subscription services (streaming, software as a service); and the now notorious energy requirements of
artificial intelligence training and delivery programmes are significant. So too are the immense
infrastructures of trans-oceanic fibre-optics and geo-stationary satellite networks of the scale of Starlink (I
hope to speak about indigenous critiques of close-orbit space technologies while in residence). If we
consider contemporary artificial intelligence, for example, it is designed to pass one of two tests, and
sometimes both. First and most important, it must make profits. That means that the energy costs and the
minerals, glasses, plastics and other materials it is made of in such vast quantities must in the end be less
than the revenues it generates. Other costs like intellectual labour have their own histories: the enclosure of
‘intelligence’ in proprietary black boxes and the ugly contradiction of ‘intellectual property’ are only the
beginning of the exploitation and radical restriction of the powers of common knowledge.

From this pessimistic viewpoint, digital technologies are dead set against any kind of climate future. Like
all profit, income from Al is structured as future income for past expenditure, meaning that the future is
already structured as debt. So long as the only economic future is debt, and so long as governments apply
normative economic criteria to the test of whether policies are ‘realistic’, there is no future, climatic or
otherwise.

The second test of at least some Al is the Turing Test: can a machine pass as human to another human
user? The bar is set very low, not least because of the immense socio-cultural energies expended on
ensuring that humans ask as few questions about their condition as possible.

For these reasons, the challenge is not to produce a future capable of sustaining rates of profit and social

stability. It is to imagine — and beyond that to begin to make — ways of living better. To anticipate your next

question, this will require re-imagining the future as something other than an extension of the present.
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This requires two preliminary stages. | already mentioned the enclosure and repression of common
knowledge in machinery like Al. There is much to say on this topic, but the political project is clear: to
liberate the power of the general intellect from its corporate slavery. The second stage concerns the parallel
enslaving of the natural world and its forced subservience to profit maximisation. We need to liberate
nature from the chains of exploitation. Only in relation to these conditions can the third stage come into
vision: the unmaking of human privilege. We know that by no means all humans share the privileges of the
wealthy, but we humans are at least promised that we are the crown of creation. Only when we realise that
there is no crown — no hierarchy, no presidents or kings — among technologies, ecologies and communities
will there be anything like a liveable Earth.

You will also give two public lectures during your stay. Could you already give us a brief insight into 1. what
you mean by “Posthumous Media™ and 2. how beauty and politics’ might be related?

The previous answer will give you a preliminary response to the question of what Posthumous Media might
mean. A great deal of cultural production has been about and for the dead, starting from what we know of
the earliest art of the Palaeolithic. Recognising that we make culture out of dead things is a preliminary to
making culture for the dead, to recognise ancestors, human and otherwise. Recognising that the living are
that privileged generation existing between past and future should help understand that we living mortals
have obligations to the world that went before and the world that comes after us.

| am currently writing a trilogy on aesthetic politics: 7rwth, Good and the one I'm writing now, Beauty. Truth
concludes that the only road to truth is consideration: to think carefully, to look at all aspects, to listen to all
voices and to continue evolving new ways to meet ourselves and the worlds that we inhabit and that inhabit
us. Science, statistics and brutality seek to enforce single, unambiguous truths. There are no such things.
The second volume, Good, initially circled around the idea of hope, but finally developed into the practice of
imagination: that the good life, living well, for all humans and non-humans requires a common project of
dreaming up other ways to be. Ernst Bloch wrote ‘Hope would not be hope if it could not be disappointed,’
but imagination is only imagination if it can be realised.

The current draft of Beautyis shaped by four ideas: the abject (the obverse of ‘sublime’), object, subject
and project. Each has a claim to naming an essential quality of beauty which | chase through various
cultural practices and creative works. In the chapter on the project, the key word is, as things stand,
making. After considering, after imagining, there is the work of making a world that is true to its many
inhabitants, good for everything that lives, has lived, or lives in ways we can only imagine. Beauty is
sensual and intellectual joy in and for the living and the dead, people, mountains, rivers ....

What do you expect of your research stay at Leuphana University of Lineburg? And what are you looking
forward to the most?

Much of the most important work in computational cultures in the English-speaking world has been
technical, and though colleagues like Matt Fuller and Olga Goriunova have made important writings on its

Public lecture “On posthumous media and climate change” on December 2, 2025, from 2 to 4 pm at the Climate Futures
Colloquium, CDC.
2 Public lecture “On Beauty and ecocritical aesthetic politics” on December 9, 2025, from 2 to 4 pm at the CDC and the Center for
Critical Studies (CCS).
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articulation with ecological issues, | am convinced that the Leuphana project will be opening new ways of
thinking through the integration of these themes.

| grew up in a flat, low-lying part of England — a slightly drier part of the North Sea. | imagine December on
the fringes of the Baltic will bring back memories of those years. | am also fascinated by the roots of
globalisation along the Silk Road, and look forward to understanding more about the Hanseatic traders
along the Northern route.

| am deeply grateful to the Centre for this opportunity to share in their investigations.

Thank you very much.
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