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A B S T R A C T   

The practice of anticipation and futures literacy in postcolonial West Africa requires a conceptual 
framework capable of capturing and articulating recurrent phenomena from the past in the re-
gion’s postcolonial present-present. For this purpose, this article theorizes and operationalizes a 
framework termed the past futures framework (PFF). In this article, past futures are defined as final 
versions of anticipations that have completely manifested in the present-present, but now exist in 
the past. The theorization of the PFF builds on the combination of some heuristic principles of 
historical time, the Futures Literacy Framework (FLF) and the Discipline of Anticipation (DOA). 
Further, the operationalization of the past futures framework is achieved using the case study of 
Biafran secessionism in West Africa. Finally, the article argues that a core novelty of the past 
futures framework lies in its use for revisiting and decolonizing the present, with the aim of 
mitigating inattentional blindness in foresight practices that sustains conditions for the continual 
recurrence of past phenomena in the present-present within the region of West Africa.   

1. Introduction 

The history of the present in West Africa has traversed several colonial expeditions that have influenced the region’s structure and 
identity over time. Despite this regional indentation in its structural identity across history, the postcolonial era in most of the region of 
West Africa is presently organized around the concept of the independent ‘nation-state’. Further, these nation-states are encapsulated 
in borders that were constructed by European colonial powers during the oft-described “scramble for Africa between 1876− 1912” 
(Pakenham, 1991). From the 1960s till the present day, the governments of these independent nation-states have been persistent in 
their pursuit of desirable futures within inherited borders that they have not constructed themselves. 

However, an observation of some socio-political and economic challenges erupting from within these nation-states point to the fact 
that the ontological present as the starting point for their pursuit of desirable futures incubates incoherence. The character of inco-
herence in the ontological present is reflected by the recurrence of “a phenomenon that one might consider anachronistic but is 
actually still “alive”…” (d’Orsi, 2015, p. 7). Conflict represents one scale that captures the reality of this recurrence of phenomena in 
West Africa. 

This recurrence of past phenomena in the present is evident in some instances of recurring conflicts in West Africa such as the 
secessionist threats from the Igbos of Eastern Nigeria (Chiluwa, 2018; Heerten & Moses, 2014), as well as protracted secessionist 
conflicts from regions such as Ambazonia of Southern Cameroon (Awasom, 2002; Konings & Nyamnjoh, 1997; Mehler, 2014), the 
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Lower Casamance of Southern Senegal (d’Orsi, 2015; Theobald, 2015) and the Azawad region of Northern Mali (Lecocq & Klute, 2013; 
Livermore, 2013; Saraceno, 2015; Zounmenou, 2013) to mention but a few. 

Even though this article presents conflict as but one scale of this phenomenon of recurrence in West Africa, the evolution of these 
conflicts themselves generate several socio-political and economic challenges as they recur in the present. Some of these challenges 
include separatist violence, civil wars, social exclusion, civil unrest, ethnic tension, ethnic cleansing, religious and worldview clashes, 
marginalization, hunger, famine, genocide, and others. 

Due to the consistency in the recurrence of these challenges in Africa, the labelling of Africa as a ‘continent in crisis’ has become 
common place among media outlets. More so, the discipline of futures studies has for a long time attempted to ratify these challenges 
using long term thinking strategies such as the UNITAR Conference of 1977 on ‘Africa and the Problematique of the Future’ in Dakar 
Senegal, The Monrovia Symposium of 1979, which tackled the question of ‘What kind of Africa by the year 2000′ (Elmandjra, 1984), 
and the UNDP-sponsored African Futures project in 1990 (Blackman, 1994), among others institutions and organizations that promote 
futures studies nationally and on continental scales. 

More so, to quell the blame of the West for the continent’s problems, it has been asserted that Africans need to focus more on the 
future than the past (Blackman, 1994). However, one significant challenge that erupts as Africans and African foresight practitioners 
intensify their focus on investigating and pursuing the future is the recurrence of futures from the past in the present. These episodes of 
recurrence reveal a lack of efficient anticipatory frameworks for understanding the structure of the postcolonial present. As a result, 
this article attempts to contribute understanding as to how a re-visitation of the present using a conceptual framework termed the past 
futures framework (PFF) can enhance the robustness of the practices of anticipation in West Africa. The theorization of the conceptual 
framework in this article represents elementary developmental stages of a potential anticipatory tool developed for use in West African 
contexts. 

The workflow of this article is as follows. The next section introduces the concept of past futures and presents a discussion justifying 
the combination of the Futures Literacy Framework (FLF), the Discipline of Anticipation (DOA) and Jansen’s (1987) heuristic 
conception of historical time as elements used in the theorization of the PFF. The section also presents a theorization of the PFF as an 
element of futures literacy and further introduces a historical case study whose elements are later employed in operationalization of 
the framework. The case study highlights the re-emergence of several Biafran agitations for a sovereign state. Next, the third section 
renders an interpretation of Biafran secessionism in the terminology of the PFF. The PFF terminology under this section specifies a 
difference between ‘biafra’ and ‘Biafra’ as ontological states of secessionist agitation. Biafra with a capital letter ‘B’ represents the state 
of secessionism as past futures, while biafra with the small letter ‘b’ represents the state of secessionism as anticipation. Finally, the 
fourth section discusses the implications, novelty, and limitations of the PFF for West African foresight practitioners in their efforts to 
advance the Discipline of Anticipation and Futures Literacy in West Africa. 

2. Theorizing past futures 

The idea of past futures as explicated in this article is not entirely new in the futures literature. The concept has been hinted at and 
used in several ways to refer to some attributes of the future. For example, Miller (2015) mentions the term past futures and describes 
them as imaginary futures generated in the past that humans use in the present. Moreover, Sohail Inayatullah’s articulation of the term 
‘used future’ shares some insight with some of the ideas advocated in the past futures framework (PFF) in this article. He defines a used 
future as one that is not inherently owned by its users, but it is unconsciously borrowed from external traditions that are foreign to 
one’s own (Inayatullah, 2008). To understand the concept of the used future clearly, Sheraz, Inayatullah, and Shah (2013)) assert that 
the “used future is a second-hand future which is imported unconsciously from another culture/discourse, even though it does not fit 
into local political/social/cultural practice. The result of this colonisation of thought is that the sense of the possible and the preferable 
can be occupied unthinkingly, inappropriately, and in all likelihood damagingly, by concepts developed in another context (and 
pursuing other interests) altogether” (Sheraz et al., 2013, p. 180). 

Here, some semblance between Miller’s conception of past futures and Inayatullah’s used futures is discernible. While Miller simply 
describes past futures as imaginaries of the future from the past used in the present, Inayatullah instrumentalizes the utility of past 
futures as he emphasizes on the active use of imported foreign past futures by people in a different tradition. For instance, Inayatullah 
has argued that Asian cities unconsciously adopted the same urban development design patterns that western cities implemented 
generations ago (Inayatullah, 2004b). However, this unconscious importation of generation-old futures has also been criticized by 
Inayatullah for being colonial and inconsistent with the evolution of the realities of the local cultures in which they have been 
implemented (Inayatullah, 2008). 

Even further, Poli’s definition of past futures yet divulges some insight that are somewhat related to the ideas advocated in the 
theorization of the PFF in this article. He defines past futures as “…futures already underway in our present, set in motion but not visible 
because they have not yet materialized into empirically accessible phenomena” (Poli, 2015, p. 89). Poli’s definition of past futures here 
assumes the possibility of observing the trajectory of a future from its immaterial form to an empirically investigable form. While this 
definition does not specifically describe the core of the framework theorized in this article, it is no doubt somewhat related to the idea 
of a trajectory from anticipation to past futures which the past futures framework (PFF) advocates. 

Most significantly, Sandford’s (2019) hinting at the term past futures implicitly incorporates more of the ideas proposed in this 
article as he reconciles the intertwined relationship between past, present, and future in the term ‘lived future’. Firstly, he argues from 
an anticipatory perspective stating that anticipation does not only emanate from our imaginations or images of the future, but that it 
also emanates from the material and affective aspects that are constitutive of social life particular to places and groups. He further 
argues that these aspects of social life particular to places and groups exhibit “anticipatory capabilities, in so far as they afford different 
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possibilities for action that are contingent on models of future circumstance, or suggest, through their design and structuring, certain 
futures over others” (Sandford, 2019, p. 74). In other words, Sandford suggests that these dynamics divulge the emergence of 
anticipatory environments. 

As a result, within these anticipatory environments, different futures become available to different parts of the environment at 
different points. In a complex web of interaction, these futures then influence possible futures in other parts of the system. Hence, 
Sandford argues that for people living within these multiple anticipatory systems, effective sense-making of the future requires an 
appreciation of the relationships between lived futures. In his own words, Sandford (2019) asserts that making “sense of the future, 
then, for those living within these multiple anticipatory systems (that is, all of us) requires considering the relationships between these 
different past futures and making sense of the past through the futures it made possible” (p. 74). Here, Sandford’s implicit description of 
‘lived futures’ as past futures can be discerned. 

In contrast to these uses of the term past futures, it should firstly be made clear that the motivation behind the theorization of the 
past futures framework (PFF) stems from the need to understand and ontologically explain the recurrence of phenomena from the past 
in the present as observed in some nations located in postcolonial West Africa. Hence, the meaning of past futures as advocated in this 
article differs from the concept of used futures because it abdicates from a perspective of importing past foreign imaginations of the 
future into its definition or meaning. Rather the PFF seeks to understand and contextualize the evolution of past futures within local 
cultures with the bid to propose sustainable solutions to the challenges, especially but not limited to ‘recurrence’, that erupt within the 
contexts and conditions of those local cultures or traditions. Further, the use of the concept of past futures in this article differs from 
Miller’s (2015) and Sandford’s (2019) usage of the term because the PFF advocates a feature of past futures that characterizes the 
potential of certain anticipations in the present-present to constantly deposit different versions of past futures to the past, while the initial 
anticipation still remains retained in the present-present. The present-present is an ontological category that helps differentiate between 
the state of the present that is designated to the past, and that which incubates the potential for the manifestation of anticipation into 
past futures. A further detailed discussion on the ontological phenomenon of the present-present and its relationship with the past is 
presented later on in this article. 

Finally, Poli’s (2015) definition of past futures differs from that theorized in this article because the concept of past futures here in 
this article refers to the visible, empirically investigable resultant versions of anticipations deposited in the past. In other words, this 
article describes past futures as anticipations that initially existed and manifested in the present-present, but are now inactive in the past. 
This is because in contrast to Poli’s definition of the term, the invisible forms of the future which are “underway” to becoming 
empirically investigable phenomena cannot remain invisible permanently. Otherwise, what would their final empirically investigable 
form be called? Hence the concept of past futures as theorized in the PFF recognizes the importance of this “underwayness” as a feature 
of past futures and describes this feature as the “trajectory” of past futures, which is also vital to understanding the concept. But in 
similarity to Poli’s (2015) description of “empirically accessible phenomena”, the PFF significantly describes the character of past 
futures as the end results of manifested anticipations in the present-present which are finally deposited in the past. 

Furthermore, the past futures framework (PFF) stems from the premise that every future has a history, articulated as a written 
account in the present based on bits and traces inherited from the past (Andersson & Rindzevičiūtė, 2015). But Miller (2018a) reminds 
us that the future cannot exist in the present since the “future qua future remains the potential that the later-than-now will arrive” 
(Miller, 2018b, p. 19). Thus, this article problematizes Andersson and Rindzevičiūtė’s (2015) assertion by posing two questions: (1) 
How can the history of the future that does not exist in the present be written in the present? and (2) Does the statement ‘every future has a 
history’ also include futures in the past? 

A possible answer to these questions extends from the notion of anticipation and presupposes the theorization of a conceptual 
framework that divulges the contents of the present and the past to reveal their known, latent knowable, and novel aspects. The 
conceptual framework theorized in this article attempts to concretely theorize the evolution of past futures from an ontological 
perspective, in a way that highlights the trajectory of immaterial anticipations from the present to their empirically accessible 
materialized forms as past futures deposited in the past. 

Moreover, the PFF theorized in this article incorporates some heuristic principles from Jansen’s (1987) conception of Historical 
Time as well as Miller, Poli, and Rossel’s (2018) Futures Literacy Framework (FLF) and Discipline of Anticipation (DOA). The moti-
vation behind the development of the PFF also stems from the need to decolonize the ontological present in postcolonial West Africa, 
thereby divulging its unknown unknowns. According to Miller, the emergence of unknown unknowns characterizes the essence of 
discontinuity (Miller, 2015). More so, ‘Decoloniality’ has been suggested as the future of Africa (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2015). Decoloniality 
in simple terms is concerned with disentangling an entity from a colonial grip or stronghold. “Colonial” here does not connote a 
simplistic rendering of the term referring to the historical imperial domination of Africa by the colonial machineries of Europe that 
began in the late nineteenth century. 

However, in relation to the past futures framework (PFF), ‘colonial’ refers to an ontological hegemony of the structure of the present- 
present as anticipations manifest into past futures. This is so because as anticipations manifest into past futures in the present-present, the 
structure of the present-present becomes altered, giving rise to a historical time flow of past-presents deposited to the past. This assertion 
will be made clearer in the Section 2.2 where the theorization of the PFF will be concisely presented. However, upon complete 
manifestation of past futures in the present-present, some parts of the ontological structure of the present-present become hegemonic, 
thereby colonizing that portion of its structure. 

Hence, this article advocates for the potency of the PFF to sharpen our awareness of the anticipatory assumptions that sustain the 
dominance of hegemonic structures of the present-present. By disentangling the present-present in West Africa from hegemonic structures 
inherited from the region’s colonial past, it could be possible to initiate some form of discontinuous change that enhances the capacity 
of West African foresight practitioners to expand the futures they imagine beyond the ontological constraints of a present that 
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significantly echoes a colonial past. In this regards, Decoloniality as a future for West Africa becomes understandable. 
Along this line of thought, the point should be clear to foresight practitioners in West Africa that their investigation into the future 

centers on navigating through the complexity of a postcolonial present in the postcolony. Underneath the postcolony in the many 
independent nation-states that constitute the region, lies historical rubrics of complexity which foresight practitioners must examine 
extensively to improve their understanding of the hegemonic characters of the present-present inherited from the region’s colonial past. 
To achieve this feat, it is essential that frameworks employed to investigate and anticipate the future in West Africa should be effi-
ciently customized to suit the conditions of the region. It is from this perspective of methodological customization that one novelty of 
the PFF stems. 

More so, studies that discuss the development of adequate theoretical frameworks for deconstructing the gestation of the post-
colonial present in West Africa is lacking in the futures literature. The present, as is well known is crucial to any study on the future, and 
foresight practitioners spend time articulating the past and present to design alternative futures for issues under inquiry. In his notable 
work titled On the Postcolony, Mbembe refers to the present as an experience of time which captures “precisely that moment when 
different forms of absence become mixed together: absence of those presences that are no longer so and that one remembers(the past), 
and absence of those others that are yet to come and are anticipated (the future).” (Mbembe, 2001, p. 16). 

In the terminology of the past futures framework (PFF), the present can be articulated as absence of degenerated but remembered 
presents (pasts) and absence of anticipated presents (futures). However, this absence in question is not indicative of an ontological 
inexistence, but rather a form of latency that can be discovered using past futures analysis and concepts from the FLF and the DOA. Such 
an understanding impacts the development of discourses employed to investigate and anticipate the future in West Africa. 

Even though some scholars like Mbembe (2001) have initiated deep theoretical discussions on discourses streamlining the 
conceptualization of the present on the African postcolony, more theoretical and conceptual work still needs to be done to ensure a 
robust understanding of the complexity of the present in Africa. As a result, this article attempts to fill this gap in a twofold objective. 

Firstly, the article aims at combining the Futures Literacy Framework, the Discipline of Anticipation and Jansen’s heuristic con-
ceptions of historical time to coherently theorize the past futures framework (PFF) which offers the possibility to situate the future both 
in the present and past. This step is crucial as it enhances efforts to decolonize West Africa’s postcolonial present. Further, it not only 
allows efficient sense-making of the present through the futures the present made possible, but it also allows efficient sense-making of 
the colonial past through the present the past made possible. Secondly, the article establishes the PFF as an ontological framework for 
understanding and investigating the recurrence of phenomena from the past in the present in West Africa. The next section discusses 
the Futures Literacy Framework and the Discipline of Anticipation and presents their essential attributes as constitutive elements in the 
theorization of the PFF. 

2.1. Past futures, Futures Literacy Framework and the Discipline of Anticipation 

This section discusses the Futures Literacy Framework (FLF) and the Discipline of Anticipation (DOA) with an aim to establish 
understanding of the notion of using the future to revisit the present. Futures Literacy (FL) refers to the “the capability to ‘use-the- 
future’, for different reasons and in a variety of ways”. (Miller, 2018a, p. 2). The capability to be ‘futures literate’ and to understand and 
apply anticipatory systems is emergent (Miller, 2007, 2011). This is because the frames through which people invent fictions and 
imaginaries about the later-than-now are usually deeply ingrained, unremarked, and important for daily life, thereby increasing the 
difficulty to attain distance needed to observe and analyse ongoing happenings (Miller, 2018b). As a result, to effectively understand 
why and how the future is used, it is paramount to comprehend discourses of anticipatory systems (AS) theory (Fuller, 2017; Nadin, 
2016; Poli, 2014a; Rosen, 1985). Effective understanding of FL is dependent on advances in the theory and practices of anticipation. 

The phenomenon of anticipation cuts across diverse disciplines and research fields, few of which include psychology (Sutter, 1983), 
mathematical biology (Rosen, 1991) and creative economy (Henry & Bruin, 2011). The generality of anticipation has been questioned 
as it traverses various disciplinary boundaries to the extent of evolving as a possible framework to unify diverse disciplines (Poli, 
2014b). This disciplinary generality therefore results in challenges to associate universal definitions with the term. But as regards the 
future, Hodgson (2013) describes the word ‘anticipate’ as a keyword highlighting a way of looking at the future. He associates the term 
to decision-making as he asserts that it connotes “recognising what needs to be ready ahead of time to secure a robust decision” (p. 25). 

Poli (2010) however gives a simple distinction of two kinds of anticipation, namely implicit and explicit anticipation. He describes 
implicit anticipation as one which functions below the threshold of consciousness. Implicit anticipation is intrinsic to the functioning of 
a system and is sometimes active without the system being aware of its functioning. Explicit anticipation on the other hand is one 
which the system is aware of and is usable “as synonyms for predictions or expectations” (Poli, 2010, p. 12). 

While an advantage of explicit anticipation is the possibility to achieve fast goal-directed processing (Poli, 2010), the disadvantage 
of a goal-focused orientation is the paralysis it generates for perceiving things in plain sight, a phenomenon Simons and Chabris (1999) 
term ‘inattentional blindness’. Deepened inattentional blindness impedes our ability to envisage and possibly curtail the recurrence of 
phenomena in the present, thus challenging the essence of anticipation. 

The recurrence of phenomena in the present due to inattentional blindness is further aggravated by the generation of novelty 
(Bergson & Mitchell, 2005; Bergson, 1913; Tuomi, 2017) - a term describing emergent phenomena that happens because of the 
‘creative’ nature of our universe. Consequently, this attribute of creativity makes perfect anticipation of change theoretically and 
practically unachievable in our universe (Miller et al., 2018, p. 52). 

Novelty is an important term for both the Discipline of Anticipation (DOA) and Futures Literacy (FL). Novelty which can also be 
understood as “discontinuity that is unknowable in advance” (Miller et al., 2018, p. 61), is further linked to both complexity and the 
Futures Literacy Framework (FLF) by its description as “…one dimension of complexity that is directly implicated in the formation of 
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the FLF” (Ehresmaan, Tuomi, Miller, Béjean, & Vanbremeersch, 2018). As a dimension of complexity, novelty increases the inco-
herence of the present since it is inclusive of processes and structures that emerge from our activities and our corresponding actions 
with or upon them. 

Further, the essence of complexity is important for the DOA because it highlights the necessity to incorporate different anticipatory 
systems in efforts to effectively engage emergent novelty in the present. The incorporation of different anticipatory systems in the DOA 
helps to engage novelty multidimensionally in a way that takes into consideration, the existence of incompatible albeit coexisting 
systems as complexity evolves over time. Such an approach could help dispel the particularistic approach to engaging complexity and 
the problems or systems it generates in which output is perceived to be proportional to significant inputs, thus limiting the meth-
odological and theoretical robustness required to effectively engage novelty. 

As a result, to effectively anticipate emergent phenomena in the present, the development of disciplinary and conceptual tools and 
frameworks that expand our capacity to incorporate novelty in our perception and re-visit the present is a necessity. Further, sense- 
making of novelty requires the optimization of our “capacity to invent and explore openness in all its forms” (Miller et al., 2018, p. 
59), thereby enhancing our capacity to understand complexity and use the future in diverse creative ways. Consequently, efforts to 
develop the capacity to explore openness and ways of using the future to understand the present are foundationally condensed in the 
idea of the Futures Literacy Framework (FLF). 

Since past futures have been earlier described in this article as futures which initially existed in the present-present as anticipation, 
but are now deposited in the past, this article advocates past futures as one of the many kinds of futures to be explored in efforts to 
engage emergent novelty and enhance our understanding of the complexity of the present. We know that the interlinking of the three 
concepts- FL, FLF and the DOA is located in the assertion that while the FLF represents an analytical tool for understanding, describing 
and developing the capacity for humans to use the future, the Discipline of Anticipation (DOA) contributes to understanding the 
complexity of the present by exploring “different kinds of future that are associated with distinctive sets of anticipatory systems (AS)” 
(Miller, 2018a, p. 25). 

Hence, the connection of the concept of past futures to the Futures Literacy Framework and the Discipline of Anticipation discussed 
here lies in the fact that the concept of past futures not only encapsulates the idea of anticipation. But at the same time, it represents a 
kind of future that manifests in the present-present, thus maintaining some sort of existence in the present depending on the temporal 
patterns that govern its manifestation. As a constituent of the present-present (be it milliseconds or centuries), its utility in aiding 
humanity’s capacity to understand the complexity of the present and to make sense of emergent novelty is of vital significance for the 
development of futures literacy discourses and the capacity to consciously use the future in the present (Rossel, 2010). 

2.2. Theorizing the past futures framework 

As earlier mentioned, this article aims at theorizing the past futures framework (PFF) as an ontological tool for using the future to re- 
visit the present and engage with novelty in practices of anticipation. The previous section attempted to summarize the interconnection 
of the three concepts namely Futures Literacy (FL), Futures Literacy Framework (FLF) and the Discipline of Anticipation (DOA) to the 
concept of past futures. 

This section goes further to present a theorization of the PFF based on the interconnection of these three concepts, FL, FLF, DOA and 
Jansen’s (1987) heuristic conception of historical time. Before proceeding with theorizing the PFF in this section, it is worth 
mentioning that the PFF it is simply conceptual, and it is designed to explore the intermingling of the ontological categories - past, 
present, and future as underlying agents undergirding the re-emergence of phenomena from the past in the present in West African 
contexts. 

More so, the terms past futures, present-present and past-present will be italicized throughout the rest of this article to distinguish them 
from other ontological categories. An interesting starting point for this theorization is Mozersky’s (2006) temporal explication of the 
intertwined relationship between future, present and past. He asserts that “as we interact with the world it appears as if time, in some 
non-metaphorical sense, passes; what was future becomes present and then passes” (Mozersky, 2006, p. 441). 

From Mozersky, the present is understood as the current manifested version of an experientially inert ‘yet-to-come now’ (Sandford, 
2019) that eventually passes to the past after becoming in the present, or after becoming the present. That is, the future is replete with 
potential to manifest in or colonize the present. Miller (2018a) describes this ‘potential’ further as he asserts that “the future does not 
exist in the present, but anticipation does. The form which the future takes in the present is anticipation” (p. 2). 

So according to Miller, the future exists in the present, albeit in a different form as anticipation. In its existence as anticipation in the 
present, the future possesses the capacity to impact the present in diverse ways. Anticipatory systems are thus, the vehicles through 
which the “integration of the later-than-now, be it a millisecond or a millennium, into the present is achieved” (Miller, 2018a, p. 2). 
Since Mozersky (2006) emphasizes the seeming notion of the future becoming the present, this can be reinterpreted in Miller’s (2018a) 
terms as the capacity of anticipation to manifest into resultant futures which either hegemonize (colonize) the present or exist as part of 
the present. 

Poli (2010) further asserts that anticipation can also manifest in different temporal patterns since anticipation “exhibits a variety of 
temporal patterns, from microanticipations embedded in perception to usually longer forms of social anticipation, ranging from 
seconds to years and decades” (p. 13). Regardless of their scales or patterns of materialization in the present, the manifestation of an 
anticipation into a resultant future alters the holistic state of the present. 

Now, of the three ontological categories (past, present, and future), the present alone possesses experiential privilege over the 
others because it is only in the present that we can experience occurrences or events (Mozersky, 2006). The past and future remain 
inert experientially as time evolves. This means that our capability for experiencing futures is only with that which manifests in the 
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present. This experiential privilege which the present characterizes thus makes the differentiation between past and future possible. 
Further, Jansen’s (1987) heuristic explication of historical time corroborates this thought by emphasizing the relevance of 

non-reproduceable changes as the feature of open systems that makes the distinction between past and future inevitable. Through his 
explication using memory as a self-organizing system, Jansen asserts that the non-reproduceable changes which all open 
self-organizing processes exhibit generate a sequence of irreversible and continuous developmental steps inherently linked to one 
another as the self-organizing process evolves. As a result of this continuous process, a historical time flow is thus generated. In his own 
words, he notes that historical time represents the “sequence of former and actual non-reproduceable changes, whereas time is a 
dimension of the observer’s description of changes” (Jansen, 1987, p. 210). 

The past futures framework (PFF) thus advances Jansen’s (1987) assumptions of non-reproduceable changes creating a historical 
time sequence to establish a differentiation between past and present states of the present, rather than an austere difference between 
past and future. This is because firstly, the present represents the hegemony of an anticipatory expression of the future that earlier 
existed as anticipation in the present. But despite this hegemony, the present is at the same time constitutive of diverse scales of 
anticipation. These scales of anticipation are either in contestation for a hegemony of the present or simply singular in their existence 
as time divulges their possible or probable transformation into resultant futures. 

What is passed into the past is therefore an altered state of the present due to the manifestation of singular or hegemonic antici-
pations. Following Jansen’s (1987) historical time conceptualization, a historical time flow is thus generated as diverse scales of 
anticipation manifest in the present as resultant futures. After their manifestation in the present, these resultant futures become 
deposited to the past either as planned futures or unknowable unknowns (Miller, 2018a), otherwise known as novelty. 

The conceptualization of resultant futures deposited in the past either as planned goals or novel non-goals stems from Miller’s 
(2018a) interpretation of Heidegger’s ‘Being vs beings’ distinction (Heidegger, 1962) as an explanatory schema to distinguish between 
the different kinds of explicit anticipation. While Miller (2018a) refers to these kinds of anticipation as anticipation-for-the-future (AfF) 
and anticipation-for-emergence (AfE), he identifies the beings which constitute their individual characters as being cognisant of 
futures. 

Thus, Miller describes the future (Being) of AfF as a planned goal which people utilize and integrate into their everyday lives just 
like when they prepare for the rain by deciding to wear a raincoat. In this case, the actual ‘wearing of the raincoat’ is the resultant 
future (Being) which stemmed from its initial AfF state. The future (Being) for AfF is consequently a planned goal constrained by 
desirabilities, which in a nutshell implies the colonization of tomorrow with today’s idea of tomorrow. On the other hand, Miller avers 
that the future (Being) for AfE is a non-goal that need not be construed by probabilities or desirabilities (Miller, 2018a, p. 20). 

More so, from Poli’s (2010) articulation of anticipation’s temporal patterns, it is therefore deducible that the past continually 
accumulates resultant futures as different temporal patterns and scales of anticipation manifest in the present-present in the form of 
planned, or emergent non-goals. As earlier mentioned, every manifestation of anticipation in the present-present alters the state of the 
present making the subsequent state of the present different from its previous states. Since what is passed into the past is simply then an 
altered state of the present due to the manifested patterns or scales of anticipation, the ontological conceptualization of the term ‘past’ 
gives logicality to a differentiation between the present-present and the past-present. 

The altered state of the present passed to the past represents the past-present while the present-present remains the zone of mani-
festation for the patterns and scales of anticipation encapsulated within it. Since “the future is embedded into all phenomena, conscious 
or unconscious, physical or ideational, as ‘anticipation’” (Miller et al., 2018, p. 52), the present-present is thus at every instance of its 
ontology constitutive of diverse scales of anticipation with a potential to manifest into specific resultant futures. 

These diverse temporal patterns or scales of anticipation are those earlier described to be either in contestation for a hegemony of 
the present-present, or independently existent and embedded as the potential to manifest singularly in the present-present. As a result, 
past-presents are deposited in the past as complex ontological containers encapsulating inactive hegemonic and non-hegemonic results 
of anticipations that either colonized the present-present or manifested singularly in the present-present as resultant non-goals or 
emergent novelties. 

Fig. 1. Historical time-flow based on Jansen’s (1987) heuristic assumptions of historical time showing past futures as final versions of anticipation 
deposited in the past. 
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Therefore, the continually emergent present-present sustains its attribute of experiential privilege (Mozersky, 2006) which ensures 
the differentiation between past and future. Further, the present-present at the point of emergence (either as novelty or planned) 
simultaneously adopts the structure of the resultant versions of its manifested anticipations, while maintaining its ontological identity 
as a new state of the present. As a result, prior to the emergence of its newer states, the present-present represents the delineating 
positional differential that determines which states of the present are designated to the past and which allows for the manifestation of 
its encapsulated anticipations. 

Fig. 1 Historical time-flow based on Jansen’s (1987) heuristic assumptions of historical time showing past futures as final versions 
of anticipation deposited in the past. 

The Fig. 1 above depicts the trajectory of the evolution of past futures deposited in the past from their initial existence as antici-
pations in the present-present. The black dots encapsulated in the smaller patterned squares represent anticipations existent in diverse 
temporal patterns and scales as described by Poli (2010). These anticipations are ontologically existent in the present-present, which is 
represented by the all-encapsulating outer rectangle. Upon the manifestation of any of these anticipations in their different temporal 
scales or patterns, the structure of the present-present is altered and immediately passes over to the past, giving way for a new version of 
the present-present. The continuous generation of these states of the present then allow for the development of historical time from 
which the past can be said to be constitutive of a cartography of past-presents. Recall that these past-presents have been formed because 
of the complete manifestation of anticipations in the present-present to become past futures. Hence, the completely manifested past--
futures are encapsulated in these past-presents, which are altogether deposited in the past. The manifested past futures are represented by 
the similar black dots encapsulated in the patterned box to the left labelled ‘PAST’. The scantiness of the squares in the rectangular 
boxes in the region designated as ‘PAST’ depicts the fact that the structure and contents of these past-presents are altered and different 
from the structure of the original present-present because they encapsulate only the completely manifested anticipations, which this 
article refers to as past futures. But the present-present still retains anticipations either still “underway” in their manifestation as past 
futures, or anticipations which are still unknown knowables or unknown unknowns. 

In summary, the following deductions are drawn from past futures framework (PFF):  

a) The ontological present-present possesses experiential advantage over the past and future.  
b) Multiple anticipations either contest for hegemony of the present-present or simply exist singularly in the present-present.  
c) Anticipations manifest in the present-present as resultant futures to be experienced.  
d) Past futures are resultant/final versions of initial anticipations which have completely manifested in the present-present.  
e) Past futures are finally deposited in the past after fully manifesting in the present-present. 

2.3. Introducing Biafra as a case study 

In this section, the past futures framework (PFF) was theorized. Past futures were described as the final versions of the future which 
once existed as anticipations in the present-present but are now deposited in the past. The next section discusses the case study of Biafran 
secessionism and presents its elements prior to interpreting it in the terminology of the PFF. As earlier mentioned in the introduction of 
this article, secessionist violence represents one scale of the recurrent challenges that is a prevalent phenomenon in West Africa. The 
case study therefore attempts to depict the recurrent secessionist violence erupting between the Igbos of Nigeria and the central 
government of the independent state. The recurrent violence between both factions echoes the historical clash that erupted in the 
1960s due to the resolve of some Igbo nationalists to establish a secessionist state called the Republic of Biafra. The republic existed 
between 1967 and 1970. 

The case of Biafran secessionism has been chosen for use to operationalize the elements of the PFF in this article because it explicitly 
reveals the problem of “recurrence” in the ontological evolution of the future from anticipation to past futures. The relevance of the case 
study lies in its potential to exemplify the possibility of anticipation to latently exist in and actively influence the present-present, despite 
its deposition of a series of resultant past futures in the past. Hence, the case study makes it clear for the reader to understand how the 
complexity of the present is fueled by this recurrence, and how this recurrence in the present-present relates to the concept of past 
futures. 

3. Narrating the case study 

This section presents a historical narrative of the ethno-political exclusion and marginalization of the Igbos and their several spasms 
of secessionist agitations in the postcolonial state of Nigeria. The case study is presented as an explanatory schema to highlight the re- 
emergence of a future from the past in the present. The ethno-political exclusion of the Igbos from the political affairs of the nation- 
state aggravated their pursuit for a revolutionary secessionist republic that existed between 30th May 1967 and January 1970 
(Amanambu, 2017) in south-eastern Nigeria. 

‘The Republic of Biafra’ was the name coined for the autonomous revolutionary state built out of the self-determination of Igbo 
nationalists who related their experience in Nigeria with the Jewish subjugation and holocaust (Harnischfeger, 2011). Today, biafra is 
a recurrent metaphor which still encapsulates anticipation for the attainment of a secessionist sovereign state in Nigeria. More so, the 
persistent pursuit of a secessionist state of Biafra by Igbo separatist organizations in Nigeria has generated recurring secessionist 
agitations since the late 1960s till present (Johnson & Olaniyan, 2017). 

The genesis of the secessionist agitations of the Igbos can be traced to the historical structure of the colonial and postcolonial state 
of Nigeria (Doron, 2014). The territory called Nigeria was unified by British colonial authorities in 1914 through the amalgamation of 
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the Northern and Southern protectorates that constituted the distinct peoples inhabiting different parts of the Niger basin (see Achebe, 
2012; Ejiogu, 2013). In 1960, Nigeria achieved independence as a state constitutive of the distinct ethnic nations and borders which 
territorially constituted its colonial past (Heerten & Moses, 2014). The three largest ethnic groups were the Hausas who occupied the 
north, the Yorubas who occupied the west and the Igbos who occupied the east. So, while the ‘state’ preceded the ‘nation’ at inde-
pendence (Alapiki, 2005), the past however became an active part of the present. 

Heerten and Moses (2014) further note that power-tussles and competition for control of resources fueled by oil revenues among 
the diverse ethnic groups constitutive of the postcolonial state of Nigeria, coupled with a level of nepotism and ethnic favoritism that 
was unfavorable to the Igbos resulted in their isolation to some degree. This ethnic favoritism might have begun with the 1952 
“Northernization Policy” which was instituted in major states located in the northern part of Nigeria. The policy mandated that 
essential civil employment positions previously held by Southern Nigerians (which includes the Igbos) should be replaced by workers 
of northern origin (Peel, 1988). This policy also resulted in spates of retrenchments from private firms in the North from where many 
Igbos living in the North lost their jobs or means of livelihood (Nnoli, 1978). 

According to Korieh (2013), the ethnic animosity and suspicion that existed among these ethnic groups seemed to peak on 15 
January 1966 when a military coup was staged by mainly Igbo officers which toppled Nigeria’s first Republic (Korieh, 2013). The 
murdered victims of the coup included two prominent northern leaders and a southern leader namely- Prime Minister, Abubakar 
Tafawa Balewa, Premier of the Northern Region, Sir Ahmadu Bello and Premier of the Western Region, Samuel Akintola respectively 
(Doron, 2014). The reasons for the coup are unclear, but the ethnic composition and the ethnic target of the coup-plotters gave reasons 
for many people in the North to believe that the coup was indicative of an ethnic-cleansing of northerners by the Igbos. 

As a result, a bloody countercoup staged by the Northern Region’s officers on 29 July 1966 placed General Yakubu Gowon, a 
Christian from the North in power. Further, northerners embarked on a massacre which resulted in the murder of about 80,000 to 
100,000 Igbos and other easterners living in the Northern Region between May and September 1966 (Levey, 2014). The violence 
against the Igbos peaked on 29 September 1966 (‘Black Thursday’) (Falola & Heaton, 2008, p. 174) and generated a refugee crisis in 
which between 700,000 to two million eastern refugees (Levey, 2014) returned to the Eastern Region as fears of a genocide aggravated 
(Heerten & Moses, 2014). 

After several failed deliberations to resolve the conflict (see Johnson & Olaniyan, 2017), the Eastern Region which was dominated 
by the Igbos was divided in three states in May 1967 (Achebe, 2012). The objective of this regional division was to weaken possible 
support for secession of the Igbos by other eastern groups located in the Eastern Region. As tensions further escalated between leaders 
of the Eastern Region of Nigeria and the central government, the Eastern Region’s military governor, Ojukwu declared the Eastern 
Region as the Republic of Biafra on 30 May 1967. His declaration marked the genesis of the thirty-month civil war commonly known as 
the Nigeria-Biafra civil war which claimed the lives of over three million Igbos (Aneke, 2007) and ended with Biafra’s surrender in 
1970. 

3.1. Massob: resurgence of a past-future 

After the war ended in 1970, the Igbos were re-integrated into Nigeria and assumed their new identity as Nigerians. In ontological 
terms, the Republic of Biafra now existed in the form of a past future swept to the past in Nigeria’s postcolonial history. But as time 
evolved, heightened complaints of diverse forms of oppression and marginalization levied against the government of Nigeria in the 
post-civil war Nigerian society resulted in arguments by the Igbo Diaspora on the impossibility to redeem the nation. Efforts were thus 
being made by the Igbos to once again fund the process of pursuing the Republic of Biafra (Offodile, 2016) - their past future. 

Some features of the marginalization experienced by the Igbos in Nigeria from 1970 onwards include a botched reconciliation and 
rehabilitation scheme meant to reconstruct the Eastern Region from the damages it had sustained during the civil war. The scheme was 
never implemented (Obi-Ani, 2009). Moreover, some abandoned properties owned by the Igbos in other parts of Nigeria were illegally 
appropriated when they fled for their lives in fears of a genocide prior to the Biafra civil war. Even further, a systematic economic 
crippling of the Igbos that were re-integrated into the Nigerian state was initiated in the form of a disbursal of a 20-pound flat fee of 
Nigerian currency regardless of the amount of Biafran pounds the Igbos were willing to exchange (Anthony, Nwefuru, & Ogbonnaya, 
2018). More so, a banking policy was set in motion that mandated the deactivation of several bank accounts that were operative during 
the civil war. According to Achebe’s (1983) analysis of the situation, this banking policy economically crippled the Igbo middle class 
who had re-adopted their identity as Nigerians after the war (Achebe, 1983). 

Other forms of ethno-political exclusion levied against the re-integrated Igbos into the nation state of Nigeria include selective 
geographical exclusion from developmental and infrastructural projects during which the eastern states were usually ignored or 
partially included. Such infrastructures include police stations, police posts, health care facilities, seaports and airports among others 
which have been left under-developed in most eastern regions of the country. Moreover, many Igbo officers and political represen-
tatives have been continually and systematically excluded from taking up government positions in the central government despite 
being re-integrated into the nation state. In other words, the representation by Igbos at the Federal Government level for a nation state 
as ethnically diverse as Nigeria has been disproportionate (Anthony et al., 2018). 

As a result, while calls for Biafran secession slowly built up among locals and the Igbo diaspora alike, an organization called 
MASSOB (Movement for the Actualization of the Sovereign State of Biafra) erupted as a south-eastern secessionist movement founded 
around 1999 (Heerten & Moses, 2014). The founder of MASSOB was an Indian-trained lawyer, Ralph Uwazuruike, who was inspired by 
Mahatma Ghandi’s non-violent revolutionary approaches. Hence the organization sought to achieve the liberation of Biafra through 
peaceful means (Chiluwa, 2018). 

The movement, MASSOB garnered substantial membership quickly as it appeared at a time when the collective bitterness of the 

M. Kwazema                                                                                                                                                                                                            



Futures 132 (2021) 102815

9

Igbos as unwanted, unacknowledged, and unappreciated citizens of Nigeria was high. In a 2020 edition of the Nigerian Vanguard 
newspaper interview titled WHY I FOUNDED MASSOB - UWAZURUIKE, Ralph noted that “…Biafra will be a sovereign state in no 
distant time” (Nkwopara, 2020). Uwazuruike was eventually charged with treason and detained from 2005 to 2007 (Offodile, 2016). 

3.2. IPOB: 2nd resurgence of a past-future 

The Indigenous People of Biafra (IPOB) was founded as another secessionist organization in 2012 (Jacob, Nwobi, & Igboji, 2020) 
partly as a result of the failure in the ‘modus operandi’ of MASSOB in its pursuit for the restoration of the secessionist Republic of Biafra 
(Ekpo & Agorye, 2019). IPOB is still operative till date and its leader is a British Nigerian activist by name Nnamdi Kanu. 

Kanu engages the use of a popular online radio station stationed in London by name ‘Radio Biafra’ and other digital platforms as his 
source of offence against the Nigerian government. At the early days of his activism through IPOB, he vehemently made constant calls 
for Biafran independence and criticized some of the policies of the Nigeria government (Jacob et al., 2020). Despite the profiling of 
Radio Biafra as an unlicensed station engaged in the broadcasting of provocative messages laden with hate speech and anti-Nigeria 
sentiments (Crawford, 2006), Kanu was adamant in his belligerent rhetoric against the Nigerian government and his call to revive 
the visions of Biafra. 

In response, the central government of Nigeria forcefully quelled IPOBs separatist agitations and Kanu was arrested in October 
2015 (Home Office, 2020). Kanu’s arrest sparked nationwide protests which led to several instances of clashes between the secessionist 
protesters and Nigeria’s security operatives. Even though, Kanu’s 18-month imprisonment without trial ended in April 2017 (Egwu, 
2020), ‘biafra’ as an anticipatory metaphor continues to linger in the present-present, resulting in chains of recurring secessionist 
violence and confrontations between the separatists and government security agents in the post-civil war society of Nigeria. 

3.3. Interpreting the case study using the past futures framework 

This article has attempted to contextualize what Okonta (2012, p. 10) terms the “persistence of the past” in the discussions on 
recurrent phenomena from the past in the present. Further, the past futures framework (PFF) has been theorized in the previous section 
to support arguments for the possibility of recurrence of phenomena from the past in the present through a combination of concepts 
from Futures Literacy (FL), Futures Literacy Framework (FLF), Discipline of Anticipation (DOA) and Jansen’s (1987) heuristic as-
sumptions of historical time. 

However, the uniqueness of the PFF as a tool for re-visiting and understanding the present in postcolonial West Africa lies in the 
idea that, ‘regardless of the number of past futures deposited in the past, it is possible for their initial anticipations to remain retained in 
the present-present thereby influencing it in many ways’. Also, the PFF advocates that under certain conditions, the manifestation of 
latent anticipations in the present-present can be ignited and set underway. Before proceeding further, it is worth recalling the dif-
ferences between the uses of the concepts, Biafra and biafra as described in the introduction of this article. These two terms, one with a 
capital ‘B’ and one with a small ‘b’ signify the ‘past future’ (Biafra) and the ‘anticipation’ (biafra) respectively as ontological states of 
secessionist agitation. 

The resurgence of pro-Biafran secessionist rhetoric in the post-civil war society of Nigeria and the consequent recurring secessionist 
clashes between the Biafran separatists and the Nigerian government indicates the presence of an underlying phenomenon in the 
ontological present-present. This phenomenon in question is articulated in this article as anticipation. The re-emergence of ‘biafra’ as a 
secessionist metaphor in post-civil war Nigerian society highlights the fact that the anticipation for a secessionist state of Biafra was not 
eliminated despite the surrender of the leaders of the Republic and its subsequent collapse in 1970. The anticipation ‘biafra’ remained 
retained latently as an unknown knowable in the present. It was only made discoverable by MASSOB and IPOB as secessionist or-
ganizations pursuing similar objectives as the leaders of the actual short-lived Republic of Biafra (past future) in the late 1960s. 

Given the historical analysis behind recurrent secessionist agitations for the attainment of the secessionist Republic of Biafra, this 
section attempts to interpret the recurrence of ‘biafra’ as anticipation using the conceptual terminology of the PFF. To commence with 
this interpretation, it is helpful to periodize the ethno-political exclusion experienced by the Igbos in a temporal fashion. The peri-
odization of the Igbo ethno-political exclusion in Nigeria is done to highlight the conditions under which the anticipation ‘biafra’ was 
ignited and its manifestation into past futures was set underway in the present-present. 

For this article, the exclusion and marginalization experienced by the Igbos in Nigeria’s postcolonial history will be divided into 
Exclusion 1953–1967, Exclusion 1970–1999, and Exclusion 2007–2012. The period 1953–1967 encapsulates the character and 
conditions of marginalization experienced by the Igbos prior to the emergence of the Republic of Biafra (past future) which lasted from 
1967− 1970. Moreover, the period 1970–1999 encapsulates the character of marginalization experienced by the Igbos prior to the 
emergence of MASSOB as a secessionist movement in 1999. Finally, the period 2007–2012 encapsulates the character of marginali-
zation experienced by the Igbos prior to the emergence of IPOB as a secessionist organization in 2012. 

As described in the previous section, the emergence of MASSOB as a secessionist organization is described not only as a past future, 
but as the ‘recurrence’ of an anticipation (biafra) in the present-present even till present day. Furthermore, the periodization of these 
conditions of marginalization of the Igbos in Nigeria is done to aid an explanation in historical time, of the evolution of the present- 
present, and to depict the conditions under which the manifestation of the anticipation- ‘biafra’ in the present-present was set underway 
to generate multiple past futures. 

To effectively interpret the Biafran case study in the terminology of the PFF, it is also helpful to commence from the condition of the 
ontological present at Nigeria’s independence in October 1960 as a starting point. According to regular ontological understanding, it is 
discernible that the moment when Nigeria attained independence from the British, formal ties with the colonial era should be broken. 
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That is, the newly created postcolonial nation-state of Nigeria was generally perceived to have broken off from its dependent colonial 
past, hence its status as ‘independent’. 

However, the sustenance of the ethnic heterogeneity from the colonial era which the postcolonial state of Nigeria encapsulated at 
independence renders the nation’s supposed breakage from its colonial past cosmetic. Thus, the ontological present-present at Nigeria’s 
independence inherited most of its characteristic structures from its colonial past. Further, it is worth remembering that this colonial 
past in question was characteristic of an amalgamation of the distinct nationalities and peoples who inhabited different parts of the 
Niger basin (Ejiogu, 2013). This is clear from Achebe (2012) in his picturesque description of the gloomy character of this amal-
gamation as he asserts that “Animists, Muslims, and Christians alike were held together by a delicate, some say artificial, lattice” (p. 2). 

Thus, through a perusal of the historical narrative of the formation of the independent postcolonial state of Nigeria, the ontological 
present-present at independence reflected inherited structures from its immediate colonial past-present now deposited to the past. More 
so, this inherited present-present at independence was constitutive of latent anticipations nurtured by other distinct ethnic nationalities 
which constituted the postcolonial nation-state of Nigeria. This is evident in Aremu’s (2017) description of the series of secessionist 
threats to the Nigerian state right before and after the independent state was declared in 1960. He notes that there were at least five 
secessionist threats between 1950–1964 from various ethnic groups in the Northern, Western and Eastern parts of the Federation (pp. 
166–167). 

In other words, the present-present during this time incubated secessionist anticipations with potentials to manifest as resultant 
futures. These instances of secessionist agitation are ontologically interpreted as competing anticipations existent in the present-present 
either in contestation for a hegemony of its structure or singular in their existence in the present-present. In addition to these antici-
pations in the present-present was the gradual build-up of Biafran visions of the future which was resultant of the systematic 
marginalization of the Igbos of Nigeria. In a similar Heideggerian differentiation between being and Being as exemplified in the PFF, 
‘biafra’ (being) thus existed as anticipation in the nation’s ontological present-present prior to 30 May 1967 (Heerten & Moses, 2014) 
when the Republic of Biafra (Being) was declared. 

Equally, the attainment of the short-lived Republic of Biafra was thus the resultant future stemming from the initial anticipation 
(biafra) for a seceded republic. Recall that Miller (2018a) posits two kinds of explicit anticipation which are Anticipation for the future 
(AfF) and Anticipation for Emergence (AfE). He also invokes Heidegger’s (1962) Beings versus beings distinction in differentiating 
between these anticipations and their consequent futures. These differences have also been incorporated in the theorization of the PFF 
as well. So, to the leadership of the Biafran people, the establishment of the Republic of Biafra was the Being (that is, the resultant 
future) of AfF (Anticipation for the future) in the present-present. This is because the attainment of the Republic of Biafra was a 
planned/desired future (Miller, 2018a) that was anticipated by the leaders of the republic and was ontologically driven by the 
anticipation - biafra (being) in the present-present at the time. 

On the other hand, the surrender of the Republic of Biafra in 1970 and its subsequent reabsorption into the nation-state of Nigeria 
was the Being (resultant future) for AfE (Anticipation for Emergence). This is because both the Biafran surrender and the collapse of the 
secessionist republic was an emergent novelty to both warring sides, that is, the Biafran leadership at the time and the Nigeria state 
which they fought against. At the inception of the war, neither side knew with absolute certainty, the resultant outcomes of the war. 
Biafra’s victory against the Nigerian military was not a given beforehand. Both factions however anticipated and hoped to be victorious 
in the war. Hence, the collapse of the Republic of Biafra in 1970 was an instance of the future for AfE (Anticipation for Emergence) 
existent in the present-present which eventually became an emergent novelty. 

Now, with the seeming erasure of Biafran secessionist anticipations in the present-present after the civil war in 1970, the silence of 

Fig. 2. Illustration showing the deposition of the past futures of biafra while ’biafra’ latently exists in the present-present as anticipation.  
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‘biafra’ in the past coupled with the deposition of the Republic of Biafra to the past as a past-future would be expected. However, the 
anticipation ‘biafra’ re-emerged later in the present-present through MASSOB and IPOB as secessionist organizations in 1999 and 2012 
respectively. As explained earlier, MASSOB and IPOB simply took advantage of the collective despair of the marginalized Igbos in 
Nigeria to make the anticipation - ‘biafra’ discoverable in the present-present. Therefore, the resurgence of ‘biafra’ as a secessionist 
metaphor several years later represents an instance of the recurrence of anticipation in the present-present despite a deposition of 
several past futures along a historical time flow. Rather than existing as an unknowable unknown (novelty) in post-civil war Nigerian 
society, it was latently existent as an unknown knowable retained in the present-present. 

To further aid understanding of the interpretation of the Biafran case study in the terminology of the PFF, the Fig. 2 below attempts 
to pictorially contextualize these ontological relationships with the objective to show how particular representations or metaphors of 
anticipations can latently exist in the present-present, in a way that they ontologically represent root causes of recurring instances of 
violence or other social challenges in West Africa. 

Fig. 2 Illustration showing the deposition of the past futures of biafra while ’biafra’ latently exists in the present-present as 
anticipation. 

The Fig. 2 above depicts the present-present and other past-present states deposited in the past. The dashed line serves as a 
demarcation to distinguish between the past-presents deposited in the past, and the present-present. The black dots encapsulated by 
patterned squares in the region labelled ‘PRESENT-PRESENT’ represent anticipations existent in different temporal scales and patterns 
that influence the evolution of the present-present. On the other hand, the black dots encapsulated in scanty patterned squares 
encapsulated in the rectangles on the region labelled ‘PAST’ represent completely manifested anticipations otherwise termed past 
futures. Further, the figure shows that ‘biafra’ latently exists as anticipation among other latently existent anticipations in the present- 
present. Under certain conditions periodized as Exclusion 1953–1967, Exclusion 1970–1999 and Exclusion 2007–2012, the manifes-
tation of ‘biafra’ was set underway, forming the different past-futures depicted in the illustration as “Republic of Biafra 1967− 1970”, 
“Rise of MASSOB 1999− 2005” and “Rise of IPOB 2012− 2017” respectively. Finally, the figure attempts to depict the fact that despite 
the deposition of the completely manifested past futures of biafra in the past, ‘biafra’ still remains existent in the present-present as one of 
the numerous anticipations that significantly influences the evolution of events in the present-present. 

4. Discussion 

Poli (2011) asserts that “…elements of ontology should become part and parcel of the set of categorical tools that any working 
futurist should have at his or her disposal” (Poli, 2011, p. 75). As a result, this article has attempted to present the past futures 
framework (PFF) as an appendage to the Futures Literacy Framework (FLF) and the Discipline of Anticipation (DOA). This article 
further advocates that in efforts focused on cultivating futures literacy as a capability in West Africa, past futures should also be 
recognized as one of the kinds of futures that can be used to re-visit and make sense of the complexity of the postcolonial present-present 
in West African contexts. 

Operationalized within the context of Biafran secessionism as a case study in this article, the novelty of the PFF lies in the fact that it 
captures how the anticipation ‘biafra’ continually generates different past futures that are now deposited in the past, while still existing 
latently in the present-present. In its existence as anticipation, ‘biafra’ actively influences the evolution of national unity in Nigeria till 
date. For example, Campbell and Quinn (2021) report that violent clashes escalated between IPOB and the federal police and army in 
the year 2020. They also report that a paramilitary wing of the IPOB separatist movement called the Eastern Security Network (ESN) 
was announced in the same year. The ESN was set up by the founder of IPOB, Nnamdi Kanu to provide security for the Igbos in Eastern 
Nigeria against insurgents from Northern Nigeria. Even further, they report that in late January 2021, violent clashes were already 
ongoing between the ESN and the Federal Government of Nigeria in one of the states located in Eastern Nigeria, resulting in the 
displacement of several Igbo residents in the region. Finally, they assert that “…Many Igbo continue to believe that they are disad-
vantaged in Nigeria, and there continues to be residual support for Biafran independence” (Campbell & Quinn, 2021). 

By this assertion, it is discernible that the conditions that set of the manifestation of the anticipation ‘biafra’ into the past futures that 
are highlighted in the Fig. 2 in this article, are still prevalent in the ontological present-present in Nigeria. This means that there is a 
likelihood that more past futures of biafra might be generated as time evolves, which would further deepen the socio-economic, po-
litical, and cultural instability that the nation of Nigeria has experienced since its independence. 

4.1. Novelty of the past futures framework 

The novelty of the past futures framework (PFF) is threefold. First the framework has the potential to facilitate an effective 
decolonization of the the structure of the present-present from hegemonic or colonial elements. For example, the Biafra case study which 
has been employed to operationalize the elements of the PFF in the article, highlighted the recurrence of ‘biafra’ as an anticipatory 
secessionist metaphor years after the declaration of the actual Republic of Biafra that existed from 1967 – 1970. The roots of the 
ontological emergence of ‘biafra’ as an anticipation is located in the discrepancies of the colonial era from which the postcolonial 
nation of Nigeria attained independence. The capturing and description of the recurrence of biafra as anticipation in present-present, 
and its subsequent deposition of different past futures in the past, delivers more insight into ways with which hegemonic, colonial 
discrepancies recreate themselves and recur in the present-present. Hence, the PFF could be used as a tool for divulging the colonial 
character of the present-present, thus aiding efforts to effectively imagine futures geared at its decolonization. 

Second, the past futures framework (PFF) is novel because of its capacity to allow for the deployment of past futures for use in 
context-specific knowledge creation processes (KCP). In these KCPs, foresight professionals in West Africa can attain robust awareness 
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of the tacit anticipatory assumptions (Miller, 2018a) that constrain the frames through which they imagine and invent trans-
formational alternative futures for the region. According to Miller (2018a), anticipatory assumptions are the basic analytical units of 
the Futures Literacy Framework. They define the frames and models employed “to invent the content of the fictions that are conscious 
human anticipation” (Miller, 2018a, p. 24). Miller further asserts that only on the basis of different kinds of anticipatory assumptions 
can conscious human anticipation occur. 

Hence, by increasing awareness of these tacit anticipatory assumptions, and making them explicit through the effective use of past 
futures in knowledge creation processes, West African foresight practitioners could be properly equipped to escape the inattentional 
blindness (Bergson & Mitchell, 2005; Bergson, 1913; Tuomi, 2017) that weakens their ability to anticipate and capture the conditions 
that allow for the continual ontological recurrence of past phenomena in the present-present. One of such knowledge creation processes 
is the Collective Intelligence Knowledge Creation (CIKC) that is based on the idea that “learning is more likely to occur and occur more 
efficiently if it is done collectively” (Miller, 2018a, p. 37). Therefore, the tacit anticipatory assumptions that are made explicit through 
the conscious use of past futures could be infused into CIKC processes aimed at cultivating futures literacy, with the objective to hunt for 
latent anticipations existent in the present-present prior to their evolution into fully manifested past futures. The process of hunting for 
latent anticipations in this manner is helpful for opening transformational fictional spaces for inventing disruptive futures. These 
disruptive futures could consequently reduce or possibly eliminate the emergence of shocks, surprises or novelty that degenerate into a 
myriad of challenges in different sectors of society in West Africa. 

Finally, because some prevalent socio-political and cultural challenges in West Africa such as ethnic violence, hunger, mass dis-
placements, refugee crises and others, influence the ways with which social policy is analyzed, debated, and addressed (Saunders, 
2008), the past futures framework (PFF) could also be utilized as an analytical research tool for effective social policy design. This is so 
because the process of thinking about the present-present through the past futures it made possible improves understanding on how the 
challenges experienced in West Africa are reflective of retained latent anticipations in the present-present that still influence the 
evolution of events in diverse ways. 

4.2. Limitations of the past futures framework 

In reflecting on the development of the Causal Layered Analysis (CLA) methodology, Inayatullah asserted that methods strongly 
situated in theory are “developed through doing” (Inayatullah, 2004a, p. 11). In a similar vein, the past futures framework (PFF) re-
quires more practice to facilitate its development as an element of futures literacy. As mentioned earlier in the introduction of this 
article, the framework is still at an elementary stage in its development. This article represents the initial effort to lay out and 
operationalize the elements of the framework within the contexts of Futures Literacy and the Discipline of Anticipation. 

A central limitation of the framework lies in the source of its motivation being the need to understand the recurrence of phenomena 
from the past in the present-present within West African contexts. Contextualized within the confines of recurrent secessionist violence 
as has been depicted through the Biafran case study in this article, the utility of the past futures framework is focused on enhancing West 
African futurists’ capacity to be futures literate in their efforts to understand the prevalence of recurrent challenges in the region. It is 
worth noting at this point that the framework is not being advocated as a universal all-encompassing tool for understanding the 
recurrence of past phenomena within all the nations of Africa. However, the theorization of the framework done in this article rep-
resents a starting point for the development of customized futures research methodologies and practices of anticipation that are 
context-specific and suitable for the conditions and challenges experienced within the region of West Africa. 

5. Conclusion 

In this article, the past futures framework (PFF) has been theorized as an element of futures literacy. The framework has also been 
presented as an ontological tool to assist foresight practitioners in West Africa to effectively cultivate futures literacy surrounding the 
region’s challenges. The theorization of the framework represents elementary steps towards developing customized foresight meth-
odologies suitable for the complexities and conditions of West Africa. 

Furthermore, the theorization of the past futures framework in this article employed a combination of the Futures Literacy 
Framework (FLF), the Disciple of Anticipation (DOA) and Jansen’s 1987 heuristic assumptions of Historical Time. Using the recurrent 
secessionist agitations of Biafran nationalists in the West African nation-state of Nigeria, the elements of the past futures framework 
were operationalized and interpreted using the terminologies of the framework. 

The significance of the past futures framework for foresight practitioners in West Africa lies in the assertion that recurrent phe-
nomena in West Africa are rooted in the retained latent anticipations existent in the present-present, regardless of the frequency of past 
futures generated by these same anticipations. By consciously using past futures to understand the present-present, foresight practitioners 
in the region can acquire deeper understanding of ‘recurrence’ in the challenges experienced in the region from an ontological level. 

Even though the operationalization of the framework in this article has been done within the confines of secessionist violence in 
West Africa, the past futures framework could also be utilized in non-West African contexts by foresight researchers interested in using 
the elements of the framework to disentangle the present-present from hegemonic, colonial structures embedded within it. 

Further, the past futures framework advocates that by consciously using past futures in collective intelligence knowledge creation 
processes designed to understand the complexity of the present-present, an awareness of the tacit anticipatory assumptions that 
constrain the imaginary fictions through which West African foresight practitioners invent transformational alternative futures could 
be sharpened. This sharpening can thus help them mitigate the inattentional blindness that sustains the conditions for the recurrence of 
the socio-economic, political, and cultural challenges prevalent in West Africa. 
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Finally, by adopting an ontological starting point for analyzing recurrent challenges in West Africa using the past futures framework, 
foresight practitioners in the region can utilize the framework as a research tool for drafting out, testing, and designing policies that 
effectively tackle the root causes of the socio-economic and humanitarian challenges prevalent in West Africa. 
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