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An Old Future
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The Future Now

“For it is the end of the world that is in question here; and that could be 
exhilarating if apocalypse were the only way of imagining that world’s 
disappearance…. Someone once said that it is easier to imagine the end of 
the world than to imagine the end of capitalism. We can now revise that and 
witness the attempt to imagine capitalism by way of imagining the end of 
the world.

But I think it would be better to characterize all this in terms of History, a 
History that we cannot imagine except as ending, and whose future seems 
to be nothing but a monotonous repetition of what is already here. The 
problem is then how to locate radical difference; how to jumpstart the sense 
of history so that it begins again to transmit feeble signals of time, of 
otherness, of change, of Utopia. The problem to be solved is that of 
breaking out of the windless present of the postmodern back into real 
historical time, and a history made by human beings.“

- Fredric Jameson, “Future City”
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The Future

“For it is the end of the world that is in question here; and that could be 
exhilarating if apocalypse were the only way of imagining that world’s 
disappearance…. Someone once said that it is easier to imagine the end of 
the world than to imagine the end of capitalism. We can now revise that and 
witness the attempt to imagine capitalism by way of imagining the end of 
the world.

But I think it would be better to characterize all this in terms of History, a 
History that we cannot imagine except as ending, and whose future seems 
to be nothing but a monotonous repetition of what is already here. The 
problem is then how to locate radical difference; how to jumpstart the sense 
of history so that it begins again to transmit feeble signals of time, of 
otherness, of change, of Utopia. The problem to be solved is that of 
breaking out of the windless present of the postmodern back into real 
historical time, and a history made by human beings.“

- Fredric Jameson, “Future City”

Lack of utopian thinking.
We cannot imagine a future that is not a replication of our present.
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Techno-
orientalism

§ “techno- orientalism”: a discourse that rose to cultural 
prominence in the 1980s with the emergence of cyberpunk 
fiction and film and that, in its earliest theorizations, named 
a cultural logic that imagined “Asia and Asians in hypo- or 
hyper-technological terms.”

§ Ridley Scott’s 1982 film Blade Runner and William Gibson’s 
1984 novel Neuromancer are often identified as exemplars 
of cyberpunk and techno-orientalist aesthetics more 
generally. 

§ Since David Morley and Kevin Robins coined the term in 
1995, techno-orientalism has come to operate more as a 
genre label, referring broadly to future- and 
technologically oriented narrative and visual genres that 
contain some element of orientalism—regardless of 
whether that orientalist content is conflated with 
technology at all. 
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“If the future is technological, and if technology 
has become ‘Japanised,’ then the syllogism 
would suggest that the future is now Japanese 
too. The postmodern era will be the Pacific era. 
Japan is the future, and it is a future that seems 
to be transcending and displacing Western 
modernity.” 

David Morley and Kevin Robins, “Techno-
Orientalism,” in Spaces of Identity (1995)

Techno-orientalism



Techno-
orientalism in the 
era of Asia’s rise.
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At the heart of techno-orientalism 
(and orientalism) is a colonial 

problem: how to control people who 
do not wish to be controlled.

At the literal heart of this novel (Sloosha’s Crossin’ 
and’ Everythin’ After), we get the heart of 

colonialism.

History <= Minority <= Colonialism
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Colonialism
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First Contact

14
What does it mean that at the literal center of Cloud Atlas, you get a colonial First Contact narrative?



Mapping and 
Colonialism

§ For three centuries European knowledge-making 
apparatuses had been construing the planet above all 
in navigational terms. These terms gave rise to two 
totalizing or planetary projects. One was circumnavi-
gation, a double deed that consists of sailing round the 
world then writing an account of it (the term 
“circumnavigation” refers either to the voyage or the 
book). Europeans have been repeating this double 
deed almost continually since it was first accomplished 
by Magellan in the 1520s. The second planetary project, 
equally dependent on ink and paper, was the mapping 
of the world’s coastlines, a collective task that was still 
underway in the eighteenth century, but known to be 
completable. 

§ Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes
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https://cloudatlas.fandom.com/wiki/Sloosha%27s_Crossin%27_an%27_Ev%27rythin%27_After

https://cloudatlas.fandom.com/wiki/Sloosha%27s_Crossin%27_an%27_Ev%27rythin%27_After


Klingon 
Shakespeare/

Hamlet
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What is the relationship 
between authorial mastery 

and colonial mastery?
Or, what does it mean that they coincide in Cloud 

Atlas at the very heart of the novel?
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