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Phantasmapolis: Techno-Modernity and Techno-Orientalism

TAKAMORI Nobuo

What is our point of reference in discussions on the science fiction genre? In the words of American fim
theorist Vivian Sobchack, the sci-fi film genre “emphasizes actual, extrapolative, or speculative science and the
empirical method, interacting in a social context [...]"” ' Furthermore, Sobchack believes that though sci-fi films
in the American context seldom emphasize magical or religious transcendentalism, the films themselves are an
“attempt to reconcile man with the unknown.” > So how shall we approach discussions of science fiction in Asia?
Do discursive agency and significance exist when we discuss science fiction within the constraints of Asia as a
region?

By evoking Vivian Sobchack’s description of the “attempt to reconcile man with the unknown” in the
context of various cultures across Asia, initial associations may conjure legends and folklore in Asian cultures.
Whether the Indian epic Ramayana, or the Chinese folklore of the Peach Blossom Spring, or the Japanese tale
of Urashima Taro -- all are narratives that connect humans with the world of the unknown. The abovementioned
examples not only bring readers and audiences into a mysterious, uncharted realm, but also involve flight and
escape as well as otherworldly alien spaces and temporospatial relationships.

Taken in earnest, the examples epic tales and folklore mentioned above, as well as countless other classical
Asian texts, bear remarkable similarities to science fiction texts; so, what elements precludes these folk cultural
narratives from science fiction? The key aspect in Occidentalist narratives of science fiction necessitates a
connection to science. Hence, ancient Greek or Norse mythology in the Western tradition are also ruled out
as possible science fiction texts. Ever since Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, (1818), science fiction texts have
endeavored to process relationships between human beings and unknown technologies in the aftermath of the
scientific and industrial revolutions.

In other words, for those in the West, science fiction texts are rooted in Occidentalist techno-modernity. This
techno-modernity not only imagines the historical time trajectory to be progressive, but also a “progress” versus
“regression” binary opposition determined by society’s ability to harness modern technology and science. We
can also deduce that in the techno-modernity perspective, “modernity” is not limited to a temporal condition, but
a “technology/skil

I” issue where modernity equals that which is “scientific” and “technological.”

As such, in the progressive view of history under techno-modernity, the world-at-large beyond Europe and
the Americas has been regarded since the 19th century as passive receivers of techno-modernity. Which is to
say, as far as developing countries in Asia, Africa, and Latin America are concerned, their path to modernization
is limited to constantly absorbing and acquiring Western science and technological knowledge. They can only
“catch up” to the Western world and accomplish their own internal modernization in this manner. In other words,
the vast regions external to the Western world have long been designated as consumers of modern technologies
and expertise, and not as its producers and creators. These stereotypes and prejudices have been vigorously
contested since the Cold War.

1 Sobchack, V., Screening Space: The American Science Fiction Film (2nd ed.) (New York: The Ungar Publishing
Company, 1980), 63.

2 lbid.

Seismic shifts in the global economy during the Cold War gave rise to a burgeoning group of developed
countries and a robust economic/technological complex on the Asian continent which began with the rise of
the Japanese economy in the 1970s and ‘80s culminating in the peak of the Japanese bubble economy of the
1980s. This was followed by the emergence of the Four Asian Tigers from the 1970s through 1980s, which saw
the formation of an affluent economic corridor comprising South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Singapore. The
third wave of economic development in Asia, from the 1990s through the 2000s, revolved around China and, in
the 2010s, pivoted toward emerging markets in India and Southeast Asia.

Technological breakthroughs that accompanied this rapid economic development upended 19th century
global structures. For the first time since the Industrial Revolution, breakthroughs in technological fields and
applied engineering successively occurred in the non-Western world. These breakthroughs naturally caused
qualitative changes in the creation of science fiction texts. The 1984 Summer Olympics in Tokyo and the 1970
World Expo in Osaka were not only the first major events to be held in Japan, but also marked the first time that
international events of a grand scale were hosted in Asia. To showcase the results of their modernization, Japan
constructed modern infrastructure such as the Shuto Expressway, as well as invested in the world’s first practical
high-speed rail system, the Shinkansen.

Japan changed the global industrial structure with its technological and capital ascendancy. In addition to
high-tech capital industries such as consumer electronics and automobiles, in which Japanese products held an
indisputable advantage, Japanese capitalists also began purchasing American companies and land throughout
the 1980s, which generated a certain level of shock to the Western world. It was against this backdrop that an
amalgamation of Japanophobia with techno-Orientalism was born.

In the author’s years of engagement with contemporary art exchanges in Asia, any discussions with “Asia”
as a subject of focus would elicit immediate critique on whether the construct of an Asian subjectivity implied a
certain transnational nationalism, regionalism, or perhaps a greater East Asian/Pan-Asian restoration of power.
However, “Asia” for the author more often designated a state of reality constructed in response to Western
conditions of reality. In other words, “Asia” is rarely generated through an active process of self-construction,
but is a passively constructed framework. In the process of constructing a contemporary Asian culture, techno-
Orientalism has adopted a similar strategy.

Unlike the Orientalism (1978) defined by Edward Said, techno-Orientalism not only refers to an Orient® of
difference, but also to technological conditions that exist between the two sides, which have been reversed to
a degree. The term “Orientalism” evokes the 19th century Eurocentric exotification of the Near East and other
Asian regions. From this exotified perspective, the Near East is often depicted in paintings as a sensual world
constructed through cacophonous bazaars, snake charmers, slave traders, and coquettish nudes. This viewing
structure not only satiated the voyeuristic desires of 19th century Europeans, but also served the historical
perspective of technological progress. Under the historical narrative of technological progress, the East was
regarded as an underdeveloped entity that required technological assistance.

3 Oirientalism was primarily a discussion on the relationship between the West and the Near East, whereas the
emphasis of “techno-Orientalism” is more often on the Far East encompassing Japan.
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As the Western world entered into the cinematic era, sci-fi fllms became a primary genre. Early sci-fi fims
had little to do with Asia. For example, though “Babylon” appears as a concept in the sci-fi classic Metropolis
(1929), the allusion revolved for the most part around the rhetorical metaphor of “tyranny” in the European
literary tradition. Jean-Luc Godard’s masterpiece, Alphaville (1965), was a reflection of French anxiety upon entry
into the Cold War modernist system. The Star Wars series that began in 1977 offered a glimpse of traditional
Orientalist perspectives as integrated into the Tatooine and other “less advanced” planets in the Universe.

Japan’s post war bubble economy prompted a series of Hollywood films in the 1980s that depicted contact
and conflict with Japanese culture. These included The Karate Kid (1984) series, Gung Ho (1986), Black Rain
(1989), Mr. Baseball (1992), and Rising Sun (1993), etc. These films typically depicted an American protagonist
compelled by circumstance into troublesome situations requiring them to work for Japanese employers,
or alongside Japanese partners. These films revealed underlying fears of the Japanese economic “sharp
power” that gripped American mainstream society at the time, but which were tempered by the curious Cold
War alliance between Japan and the United States, the plot development typically evolved from situations of
misunderstanding and conflict toward a mutual respect and trust for the other’s culture.

Contemporary dramas that dealt with the US-Japan war might have reached a happy resolution, but the
American sci-fi films spearheaded by Blade Runner (1982) precipitated a techno-Orientalism perspective. Blade
Runner depicted Los Angeles in 2019 as an exotic dystopian city. No longer located in the Arabian bazaars
of Raiders of the Lost Ark, protagonist Harrison Ford was, instead, mired in a world with East Asian script
on billboards, crowded with pedestrians and chaotic Asian-style street stalls. The setting of Blade Runner
responded to the Japanophobia of 1980s United States by projecting a future world in the film occupied by
predominantly Japanese Asian ethnic groups; and this Asian-dominated future was portrayed as a “high tech,
low life,” cyberpunk dystopia.

This cyberpunk scenario as a reflection of contemporary Japan did not only appear in Hollywood films.
In the documentary Tokyo-Ga (1985), German fimmaker Wim Wenders ostensibly paid dedicated homage to
renowned Japanese fimmaker Yasujiro Ozu, but was himself mesmerized with a techno-Orientalist perspective
of Tokyo’s streets. An inordinate amount of footage in Tokyo-Ga was devoted to creating a sense nostalgia that
no longer existed in Ozu’s fiims by detailing scenes of technological entertainment, such as pachinko parlors and
golf driving ranges, that Western viewers find exotic. Wim Wenders's infatuation with the dystopian Japanese
scenario reappeared in his work Until the End of the World (1991).

These films transformed the fear of the Asian into the formation of a certain chaotic and unspeakable future
scenario. Though techno-Orientalism does not negate technological, industrial, and capitalist advancements in
Asian countries, it presupposes a future world dominated by Asia to be a dystopia marked by regression in the
quality of human lives. The world of the future in Hollywood films without Asian elements, is often constructed
through shining cities, comfortable living spaces, and people in stylish Western-style clothing. Regardless of the
narrative logic, Asian bodies rarely have opportunities to become protagonists in these cinematic future worlds.

Hence, the current “Asian Art Biennial,” “Phantasmapolis” (2021), hopes to break from techno-Orientalism
tropes to re-contemplate a science fiction perspective in Asian contemporary art. This is not only an extension of
a traditional decolonization deconstructionist project, but also a project that hope to undertake a redefinition of
techno-modernity. In other words, what “Phantasmapolis” will confront are not only internal issues of modernity
in Asia, but also a further disenchantment of a contemporary world dominated by techno-modernity through
Asian issues.




