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What if? – Freedom of thought and the power of renewal begin with this simple question. The 
letters to the future collected here are not prophecies but reflect a world in upheaval between 
hope and horror, transformation and speculation, they are also full of enthusiasm for the future. 
These ideas and thoughts from visionary people who call on us to use our mind and creativity to 
create a livable and sustainable future for everyone. 

Essays 
Ravi Agarwal, Annemarie Bucher, Ishita Chakraborty, Damian Christinger, Magali Dougoud, Hayat 
Erdoğan, Anne-Laure Franchette, Johannes M. Hedinger, Kim de l’Horizon, Josiane Imhasly, Monica 
Ursina Jäger, Dominik Landwehr, Joanna Leśnierowska, Paulina Lopez, Harald Welzer, André Wilkens. 
 
Dossier 
Marc Augé, Octavia E. Butler, David Graeber, Donna Haraway, Robin Wall Kimmerer, Roman Krznaric, 
Ursula K. Le Guin, Lesley Lokko, Achille Mbembe, Milo Rau, Nikolaj Schultz, Vandana Shiva, Edward 
Snowden, Rebecca Solnit, Greta Thunberg, Anne L. Tsing, Slavoj Žižek and others. 
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Jäger, Ola Maciejewska, Sujit Mallik, Vibeke Mascini, Farah Mulla, Ernesto Neto, QUARTO, Stefanie 
Salzman, Renae Shadler, Andrea Todisco, Huhtamaki Wab. 
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On the topic 
"What if?" is more than just a rhetorical question. The thought experiment implies an alternative 
reality and encourages us to think about major changes. What if... tomorrow the world is no 
longer the same?  What if… the earth defends itself against humans? What if ... there is a better, 
fairer life for everyone? 
 
The "letters to the future" collected here are not prophecies, but reflect a world in upheaval 
between hope and horror, transformation and speculation but they are also full of 
“Zukunftslust” (enthusiasm for the future). These ideas and thoughts from visionary people call 
on us to use our minds and creativity to create a livable and sustainable future for everyone.  
If one understands such (speculative) thinking as a mental space in which concepts for the 
future are tested in conjunction with a critical reflection on the present, regardless of what is 
currently feasible, it takes on immediate significance. And perhaps “What if?” can  
be understood as a method, similar to the concept of utopia. 
 
“What if…?” – Freedom of thought and the power of renewal begin with these simple words.  
Dealing with hypothetical questions and social changes is inherent in artistic practice, and the 
continuing development of utopian thought models is an important task of our civilized culture. 
“What if…?” can inspire us to actively shape the future instead of just reacting to it. The 
question invites us to think about possible scenarios and futures and find ways to build a viable 
and sustainable world. Not just for us, but especially for future generations. 
 

  
 
 
Structure and content 
“What if? Letters to the Future” was created in the follow-up of the fifth edition of the Art Safiental 
2024 Biennale. It carries the discourse beyond the temporary event by means of selected essays, 
short texts and art projects. 
 
The publication is divided into three parts: I) a collection of essays on the topic of possible 
futures, II) a dossier with around 130 short texts and III) documentation of the art projects of the 
fifth Art Safiental Biennale. The texts alternate (irregularly) between German and English. The 
foreword, the introduction to the exhibition and texts related to the art works (Part III) are printed 
in both languages, while the essays (Part I) and the short texts in the dossier (Part II) are each in 
the original language or in the available German or English version. At a later date, the essays 
will gradually be made available in the other language on the ILEA website. 



Part I:  ESSAYS  
brings together a total of twelve texts, nine of which were written for this publication or the 
Biennale. In her essay, Hayat Erdoğan questions the future for a shared aesthetic reality, a 
society as a work of art. In their joint text, artist Ravi Agarwal and glaciologist Paulina Lopez 
reflect on the interplay between the ecological crisis, different knowledge systems and 
subjective experiences of the world. Johannes M. Hedinger writes a letter to his four-and-a-
half-year-old son, the content, questions and speculations of which his offspring will only be 
able to understand and verify in a few years' time. Magali Dougoud's text is the libretto of her 
contribution to the Biennale: an opera about cross-species “Zombie Mermaids” who rebel 
against established power relations and dominant ways of life. In his contribution, originally 
written as a column, Harald Welzer advises us to look back in order to make statements for 
tomorrow; his proposal is called reconciliation. The four curators of the Biennale, Anne-Laure 
Franchette, Johannes M. Hedinger, Josiane Imhasly and Joanna Leśnierowska, embarked on 
a collective writing experiment in which they created a new song of the future. Kim de l'Horizon, 
advocates “Quiet Quitting” in their text against fear of the future, and provides us a witch's spell 
for this purpose. Monica Ursina Jäger's text, co-written with Damian Christinger for the video 
she made for the Biennale, deals with the life cycles of trees and the rhythms of the earth. In her 
essay, Annemarie Bucher reflects on the development of the Safiental and the Alpine region 
and the possibility of a new ecotopia. Ishita Chakraborty directs our attention to the Global 
South and uses examples from the Amazon and the Sundarbans to report on alternative 
knowledge systems and an understanding of the future beyond the Anthropocene. Dominik 
Landwehr's contribution provides an insight into the oral history research project “Safientaler 
Gespräche”, with a selection of voices commenting on change and the future sustainability of 
life in the Safiental. In an epilogue, André Wilkens reflects on the end of history and the last 
human. In times of crisis, culture is the key to change. 

Part II:  DOSSIER  
brings together around 130 text fragments, quotations, speculations, warnings and hopes about 
possible futures. The earliest surviving voices are over 2,500 years old. However, the collection 
of texts does not end with the present day: an AI text program was also used to generate voices 
from the future that look far into the 23rd century. The texts of the thinkers, scientists, artists, 
activists, politicians, clergy and universalists gathered in the dossier represent a cross-section 
of the ever-growing ILEA Institute library. The collection of texts in this book covers neither the 
entire field of research nor all cultural circles and discourses. It is intended as a subjectively 
colored interim status report on a current debate that is constantly changing. 

Part III: ART WORKS 
documents the 13 main works of the Art Safiental Biennale 2024, What if? Songs from 
Tomorrowlands. After a brief curatorial introduction, an overview map locates the sites of the 
works in the Safiental, each of which is documented with a short description of the work, two 
illustrations and credits. 
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About ILEA and ILEA Press 
ILEA (Institute for Land and Environmental Art) is a competence and research center in the field of 
art & ecology. The institute organizes exhibitions, workshops, residencies and symposia, produces art 
projects and publications, initiates research projects and is a think and do tank for socio-ecological 
transformation through art and culture. Institute founder and director is Johannes M. Hedinger. 
From 2020-2024, ILEA was based in Tenna in Safiental, from 2025 it will operate from Zurich. From 
2016 to 2024, ILEA organized the five editions of the outdoor biennial ART SAFIENTAL and the 
international summer school ALPS ART ACADEMY. The growing RESEARCH PROGRAM includes 
multi-year transdisciplinary projects, a recurring symposium (ILEA Talks), a residency and exhibition 
program (ILEA Residency, ILEA Gallery) and a publishing house (ILEA Press) in cooperation with 
Vexer Verlag. 
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