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INTRODUCTION  

 

… an’ tho’ a cloud’s shape nor hue don’t stay the same it’s still a cloud an’ so is a soul.1 

 

And thus David Mitchell introduces us to his central metaphor for the human: complex 

arrangements of atoms, at once endlessly malleable and yet at the same time defined by an 

essential essence. It is this tension between conceptions of an inherent human nature and the 

manifest diversity of human cultural expression that drives and underlies Cloud Atlas’s 

philosophical meditations. As George Gessert observes in his review of the novel, its scope – 

both spatial and temporal – allows it to explore ‘the human condition’ in such a way as to 

‘suggest patterns that transcend historical circumstance’, and indeed the novel’s very title would 

seem to indicate that Mitchell is attempting nothing less than a mapping of those underlying 

inherencies.2    

If this can be said to be true, how might we evaluate Mitchell’s endeavour? What touchstones 

to invoke?  

 

I: Edward. O. Wilson, Evolutionary Psychology, and the Unity of Knowledge 

Turning to the contemporary sciences with questions of human nature, one cannot go far 

without encountering the name Edward O. Wilson. Author of On Human Nature (1978) and 

father of the body of theory now known as ‘evolutionary psychology’ (a discipline born of out of 

his own 1975 synthesis, ‘sociobiology’), Wilson has perhaps done more than anybody else in 

recent decades to empirically ground and theoretically refine the ‘hereditarian’ position on 

human mental development while simultaneously collapsing its artificial distinction from the 

seemingly-opposed ‘nurturist’ argument. 3 His work has certainly given the debate an 

unprecedented prominence in intellectual circles.4 

                                                
1 David Mitchell, Cloud Atlas (London: Sceptre, 2004), p.324. 
2 George Gessert, ‘Cloud Atlas (review)’, Leonardo, 38 (2005), 425-426 (p.425). 
3 Edward O. Wilson, On Human Nature (Harvard: Harvard University Press, 1978). 
Edward. O Wilson, Sociobiology: The New Synthesis (Harvard: Harvard University Press, 1975). 
Regarding his own selection of the terms ‘nurturist’ and ‘hereditarian’, Wilson notes with some amusement that 
‘Nurturists are sometimes called environmentalists; and hereditarians cannot be called naturists, unless they hold 
their conferences in the nude’ – Consilience: The Unity of Knowledge (New York: Knopf, 1998), p.142. 
4 For a full account of the sociobiology controversy, see Ullica Segerstråle, Defenders of the Truth: The Sociobiology Debate 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001). 
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Evolutionary psychology is elegantly defined by Leda Cosmides, John Tooby and Jerome H. 

Barkow in their introduction to The Adapted Mind (1992) as follows: 

Evolutionary psychology is simply psychology that is informed by the additional 

knowledge that evolutionary biology has to offer, in the expectation that understanding 

the process that designed the human mind will advance the discovery of its architecture.5  

Perhaps evolutionary psychology’s most basic assumption is that the adaptive problems our 

minds are shaped to deal with were those that arose during our two million year period as 

Pleistocene hunter-gatherers, and the several hundred million years prior spent as one kind of 

forager or another. The last few hundred thousand years of civilisation are to be recognised as 

an eye-blink in evolutionary time, and not expected to have resulted in any significant adaption 

to agricultural, or industrial living, for example.6  

Unlike the controversial sociobiology, however, evolutionary psychology ‘does not attempt to 

apply evolutionary biology directly to human social life’; it evades accusations of simplistic 

biological determinism by focussing instead upon the psychological mechanisms that give rise to 

culture rather than prescribe it.7 This is not to attribute any kind of transcendence to human 

psychology; only to recognise it as an essential causal link between biology and culture of which 

a full and comprehensive survey ought to be undertaken if one is to understand that complex 

interrelationship. 

For Wilson, this synthesis of psychology and evolutionary biology is a natural and 

unavoidable corollary of the Enlightenment goal of joined-up thinking, a theme he gives full 

consideration in his book, Consilience: The Unity of Knowledge (1999): 

The central idea of the consilience world view is that all tangible phenomena, from the 

birth of stars to the workings of social institutions, are based on material processes that are 

ultimately reducible, however long and tortuous the sequences, to the laws of physics.8 

As such, humanity’s various efforts to chart these phenomena ought to strive for a common 

language and mutual reinforcement; an ordered universe demands an ordered system of 

knowledge to describe it. If, as evolutionary biology has taught us, ‘humanity is kin to all other 

life forms by common descent’, then a knowledge of the human brain’s adaptive development 

                                                
5 Leda Cosmides, John Tooby and Jerome H. Barkow, ‘Introduction: Evolutionary Psychology and Conceptual 
Integration’, in The Adapted Mind: Evolutionary Psychology and the Generation of Culture, ed. by Cosmides, Tooby and 
Barkow (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), pp.3-15 (p.3). 
6 Cosmides, Tooby and Barkow, ‘Introduction: Evolutionary Psychology and Conceptual Integration’, p.5. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Consilience, p.266 
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ought to be of great interest to conventional psychology; at the very least as a rich source of 

information, and very probably as a fundamental organisational principle.9  

However, Wilson’s consilient ambition does not stop at evolutionary psychology. Bemoaning 

the institutionalised compartmentalisation of such intimately related fields as biology, social 

science, ethics and government policy (each of which have their ‘own practitioners, language, 

modes of analyses, and standards of validation’), Wilson proposes instead a common framework 

of explanation that extends from the natural sciences, through to the social sciences, and 

thenceforth to the humanities, and even the arts.10 A persuasive advocate of a union between the 

‘two cultures’, Wilson is careful to avoid suggesting anything so ‘unpleasantly self-conscious’ as a 

‘form of scientific art or artistic science’, instead identifying artistic interpretation as the most 

promising point of contact: 

When of high quality, criticism can be as inspired and idiosyncratic as the work it 

addresses. Further … it can also be part of science, and science part of it. Interpretation 

will be the more powerful when braided together from history, biography, personal 

confession – and science.11  

The use of evolutionary psychology as a tool of literary criticism thus proves perfectly in line 

with Wilson’s consilient project as a whole. It does, however, differ from his vision of scientific 

criticism in one important respect. Wilson envisions an interpretive scheme based upon an 

understanding of art’s appeal to human nature; one that would explain our attraction to certain 

transcultural archetypes in terms of their effectiveness in eliciting a genetically-determined 

emotional response.12 While this is an undoubtedly worthy area of research, what I should like to 

attempt instead is an assessment of the accuracy of David Mitchell’s depiction of human nature 

(using evolutionary psychology as a benchmark), rather than an evaluation of the efficacy with 

which it speaks to that nature. Of course, it may not be unreasonable to suggest that these two 

objectives are closely interrelated (in that an accurate depiction of human beings is likely to 

appeal more strongly to human beings), but for the purposes of this essay I make no 

assumptions. 

 

                                                
9 Ibid. 
10 Consilience, p.9. 
11 Consilience, p.211. 
12 Consilience, p.218. 
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II: Postmodernist Philosophy, the Suspicion of ‘Truth’ and the ‘Science Wars’ 

However, to speak of the unity of knowledge, a biologically fixed human nature and a novel’s 

truth value have all been controversial businesses in the academic climate that has prevailed in 

the humanities departments of many Anglo-American universities for the past few decades. As 

M. H. Abrams describes in his article The Transformation of English Studies (1997), since the late 

1960s literary studies has witnessed the influx of an unprecedented number of politically and 

philosophically-informed critical approaches to texts, amongst them gender, post-colonial and 

political studies; phenomenological, semiotic and structuralist theory.13 Scientific theory is 

conspicuous by its absence. Particularly dominant from the mid-1980s onwards has been the 

‘postmodern’ or ‘poststructural’ critical theory which, for Abrams, radically decentres the 

previously unchallenged ‘intellectual site and frame of reference … for dealing with literature’. 

All previous forms of criticism, from Aristotle onward, have taken for granted ‘a humanistic 

paradigm’ in which a ‘purposive human author addresses human recipients in an environing 

reality’. Postmodernism and poststructuralism, essentially nurturist in their attitudes toward the 

human subject, prefer instead to abstract literary texts to a ‘nonhuman’ site, such as the ‘play of 

language’ or ‘discourses already in being’.14 In their most radical formulations, the philosophies 

themselves would deny any suggestion of a human nature beneath cultural construction (positing 

instead endless mutability), while their literary derivatives – most notably Jacques Derrida’s 

‘deconstruction’ technique – would refute the possibility of a novel’s containing any fixed 

delineation of it. 

The ‘postmodern’ position has not been without its critics, however, drawing vehement 

opposition from notable figureheads in the sciences especially. Sweeping accusations of 

obfuscation, elitism and pseudo-scientific posturing – not to mention political apathy and cultism 

– abound. Richard Dawkins, in his review of Alan Sokal and Jean Bricmont’s Intellectual 

Impostures: Postmodern Philosophers' Abuse of Science (1999), dares go where those authors carefully did 

not, suggesting that if the wider philosophies of Jacques Lacan, Julie Kristeva, Jean Baudrillard, 

Gilles Deleuze et al. are as shaky as Sokal and Bricmont demonstrate their grasp of science to 

be, then they have ‘for my money, blown [their] credentials when it comes to things that I don't 

know anything about’.15 Likewise, Noam Chomsky, in a forum post on the left-wing bulletin 

                                                
13 M. H. Abrams, ‘The Transformation of English Studies: 1930-1995’ (1997), in American Academic Culture in 
Transformation: Fifty Years, Four Disciplines, ed. by Thomas Bender and Carl E. Schorske (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1998), pp.123-49 (pp.130-2). 
14 Abrams, 1998, p.133.  
15 Alan Sokal and Jean Bricmont, Intellectual Impostures: Postmodern Philosophers' Abuse of Science (1999), New Ed. 
(London: Profile, 2003). 
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board Z-Net, has offered a wide-ranging and damning critique of the ‘Parisian school’, for much 

the same reasons. Postmodern critical theory, for him, appears incapable of outlining its 

methods or results ‘in plain words that I can understand’ or demonstrating ‘why they are 

different from, or better than, what others had been doing long before and have continued to do 

since without three-syllable words, incoherent sentences [and] inflated rhetoric that (to me, at 

least) is largely meaningless’.16 Perhaps Chomsky’s most stinging criticism, given credence by his 

own widely respected intellectual work in this area, is that postmodern critical theory lacks any 

relevance for real world problems, or indeed for anyone outside of certain ‘remarkably self-

contained intellectual circles’.17 

Even Wilson, so generous with his offer of consilience toward every other sector of the 

humanities, from history to semiotics, artistic interpretation to social science, nevertheless raises 

the drawbridge on sight of the postmodern advance. Damning with faint praise (‘what better 

way to strengthen organised knowledge than continually to defend it from hostile forces?’) he 

nevertheless condemns the ‘postmodern hypothesis’ as ‘blissfully free of existing information on 

how the mind works’.18 Derrida, in particular, comes in for some particularly savage criticism: 

His new ‘science’ of grammatology is the opposite of science, rendered in fragments with 

the incoherence of a dream, at once banal and fantastical. It is innocent of the science of 

mind and language developed elsewhere in the civilised world, rather like the 

pronouncements of a faith healer unaware of the location of the pancreas.19 

On one level, the scientific suspicion of the postmodern is not surprising. If, as Wilson is, one 

is comfortable reducing the broad spectrum of works frequently described as postmodernism to 

such a ‘hypothesis’ (specifically that ‘truth’ is a social construct, and therefore vulnerable to 

authorship by dominant genders, races, or ruling elites) then the threat it represents to scientific 

thought comes into sharp focus. As Christopher Norris describes in his Reclaiming Truth: 

Contribution to a Critique Of Cultural Relativism (1996), a direct consequence of this position, ‘whether 

derived from Saussure, Foucault, Rorty, or Lyotard’, is a dismissal of science as ‘just the name 

that one attaches to one (currently prestigious) language game or discourse’.20 

                                                                                                                                                      
Richard Dawkins, ‘Postmodernism Disrobed’, Nature, 394 (1998), 141-143 (p.142). 
16 Noam Chomsky, ‘Noam Chomsky on Postmodernism’, Libcom.org, http://libcom.org/library/noam-chomsky-
postmodernism [accessed July 2009]. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Consilience, p.214. 
19 Consilience, p.41. 
20 Christopher Norris, Reclaiming Truth: A Contribution to a Critique of Cultural Relativism (London: Lawrence and 
Wishart, 1996), p.167. 
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Thus, at the heart of what is often dubbed the ‘science wars’ lies a fundamental question 

about the nature of knowledge – and something of a paradox.21 If one starts at the postmodern 

premise, the attacks of a Sokal, Bricmont, Dawkins, Chomsky or Wilson might appear as the 

unsurprising reaction of a discourse desperate to protect its own hegemony. Why should 

Derrida, for example, pay attention to contemporary advances in sciences of the mind and 

language (as opposed to continental philosophy and early twentieth century linguistics) when all 

modes of analysis are essentially ‘language games’ anyway? If, however, scientific truth claims 

are to be considered epistemologically grounded in a way their postmodern counterparts are 

not, then one could be forgiven for suspecting the postmodernist philosophers’ stressing of 

discursive relativity to be something of a defence mechanism: an awareness that any rigorous 

engagement with scientific knowledge of the brain, or human nature, for example, would soon 

dispel the foundations upon which their work rests.  

 

III: Beyond Consilience and Reading Cloud Atlas 

All the above makes approaching Cloud Atlas with a view to elucidating its depiction of human 

nature somewhat problematic. Caught between two seemingly irreconcilable perspectives, the 

scientific and the postmodern, is there any way forward? Can the human be scientifically 

defined, or does any such attempt say more about the self-interest of the speaker than our 

inherent nature? Without recourse to a philosophically rigorous grounding of science of the sort 

which even Wilson admits is not – yet – forthcoming, how is the paradox to be resolved?22  

In many ways, the debates concerning postmodernism have already moved on. In Anglo-

American philosophy departments they were never taken too seriously.23 Analytic philosophy 

(and its direct offspring, philosophy of science), from Bertrand Russell through to Daniel 

Dennett, has long aligned itself with the natural sciences.24 Literary departments, too, are 

                                                
21 Keith Parsons, The Science Wars: Debating Scientific Knowledge and Technology (Michigan: Prometheus Books, 2003). 
22 Of the attempt to philosophically ground science, Wilson relates Logical Positivism’s failure: ‘The fatal flaw was 
in the semantic linchpin of the whole system: The founders and the followers could not agree on the basic 
distinctions between fact and concept, between empirical generalisation and mathematical truth, between theory 
and speculation, and from a coalition of all these fog-shrouded dichotomies, the differences between scientific and 
non-scientific statements’. Wilson remains optimistic, however, that this problem may one day find an empirical 
rather than a philosophical solution in a knowledge of the brain’s information processing systems - Consilience, p.63-
5. 
23 Steven Law, ‘Interview: Nigel Warburton’, http://stephenlaw.blogspot.com/2007/04/interview-nigel-
warburton.html [accessed January 2010]. 
24 Michael Dummett, Origins of Analytical Philosophy (Harvard: Harvard University Press, 1996). 
R. B. Braithwaite, ‘Bertrand Russell as Philosopher of Science’, The British Journal for the Philosophy of Science, 21 (1970) 
129-132. 
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beginning to witness a movement away from postmodernism. As Alex Murray notes, in his 

Recalling London (2007), ‘There has been in recent years something of a shift in the academic field 

that engages contemporary British literature’ toward a more thorough engagement with ‘the 

specific social, cultural, economic and political contexts’ of a text than the postmodern caution 

of stable meaning and historiography have recently allowed.25 One might hope that with this re-

embracing of history, a long-overdue embracing of science might follow.  

Nevertheless, in order for this to happen a few ghosts need to be laid to rest and the 

postmodern challenge to knowledge taken seriously. The first step to resolving the paradox 

should be to acknowledge that unlike the natural sciences, which are (at least in principle) 

internally consistent, postmodern philosophy is not a homogenous entity, and a determined 

interrogation of an individual thinker ought to prove more productive than speaking (as Wilson 

does) of an all-encompassing postmodern ‘hypothesis’. Perhaps then at least some elements (the 

most important, one would hope) of postmodern thought might not prove beyond consilience 

with the scientific outlook after all.  

One name in particular emerges: Michel Foucault. As a representative of the humanities’ 

current preoccupations he is unsurpassed (he was found by The Times Higher Education Supplement 

to be the most cited author in the humanities in 2007), and from amongst the postmodernists he 

would seem to boast the widest appeal outside of his field.26 Acknowledged by Wilson as ‘the 

great interpreter of political power in the history of ideas’, and even by Chomsky as the most 

approachable of the ‘Parisian school’ on account of his comparative lucidity and active 

engagement with ideas and political causes beyond his peers’ somewhat self-contained 

intellectual arena, he is uniquely placed to act as a bridging point between the two approaches.27 

In addition, his particular interest in Nietzsche’s conception of the ‘will to power’ makes him 

doubly suitable for a discussion of Cloud Atlas given Mitchell’s own extensive debt to the same 

philosophical source material.  

In Chapter One of this essay I will establish those elements of Foucault’s methodology (as 

opposed to his specific histories of madness, criminality and sexuality) most pertinent to the 

debate, namely his conceptions of truth, morality and the nature of ‘power’. Taking issue with 

Foucault’s attitudes to ‘truth’, I will proceed to argue that evolutionary psychology is sufficiently 

                                                
25 Alex Murray, Recalling London: Literature and History in the Work of Peter Ackroyd and Iain Sinclair (London: Continuum, 
2007), pp.1-2. 
26 ‘Most cited authors of books in the humanities, 2007’, Times Higher Education Online,  
http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/story.asp?storyCode=405956&sectioncode=26 [accessed January 2010]. 
27 Consilience, p.43.  
‘Noam Chomsky on Postmodernism’, Libcom.org. 
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grounded to provide a robust challenge to the twin notions of morality’s cultural contingency 

and power’s omnipresence. In Chapter Two, I will proceed to explore the implications of 

evolutionary psychology for Foucault’s conceptions of power structures and ‘power/knowledge’. 

I will conclude with a reappraisal of the humanities’ philosophical and political tasks in the light 

of my findings. Throughout, Cloud Atlas’s role will be two-fold: in addition to evaluating its 

depiction of human nature with evolutionary psychology’s models, I wish to understand how 

Mitchell positions himself within the various debates and how he may further them. 
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CHAPTER ONE: NATURE, NURTURE AND NIETZSCHE 

 

1.1: Foucault’s Premises 

In his seminal essay, Nietzsche, Genealogy, History (1971), Michel Foucault seeks to take up 

Nietzsche’s philosophical quest against the search for physiological or metaphysical ‘origins’ of 

morality. Instead, he proclaims, we must seek the history in those areas that we ‘tend to feel’ are 

without it: ‘in sentiments, love, conscience, instincts’.28 With Nietzsche he stands against any 

attempt ‘to capture the exact essence of things’, because this search would assume ‘the existence 

of immobile forms’ that precede history, ‘a primordial truth fully adequate to its nature’.29 

A genealogist, meanwhile, his ear to history, will learn that ‘reason’, ‘truth’ and ‘the scientific 

method’ arose ‘from the passion of scholars, their reciprocal hatred, their fanatical and unending 

discussions, and their spirit of competition’.30 ‘Liberty’, too, is ‘an invention of the ruling classes’ 

and ‘not fundamental to man’s nature or at the root of his attachment to being and truth’.31 As 

such Foucault is at his most Nietzschean; whether the ‘will to power’ is to be considered a 

metaphysical or simply historically-emergent process, it lies, for Foucault, at the heart of all 

action and all knowledge. As Foucault specialist Paul Rabinow surmises, ‘his basic metaphor is 

one of battle and not conversion. The point of engaging in power struggles – and Foucault 

thinks we are engaged in them all the time … – is to alter power relations’.32 Foucault himself 

puts it more bluntly: when confronted, in his 1971 debate with Chomsky, with the idea that the 

principle of ‘justice’ might be fundamental to human nature and thus used to justify 

emancipatory social action his reply is as unflinching as it is disturbing: 

One makes war to win, not because it is just … When the proletariat takes power, it may 

be quite possible that it will exert towards the classes over which it has just triumphed, a 

violent, dictatorial and bloody power. I cannot see what objection one could make to 

this.33 

                                                
28 Foucault, ‘Nietzsche, Genealogy, History’, in The Foucault Reader, ed. by Paul Rabinow (London: Penguin, 1984), 
pp.76-100 (p.76). 
29 ‘Nietzsche, Genealogy, History’, p.78. 
30 Ibid. 
31 ‘Nietzsche, Genealogy, History’, p.79. 
32 Paul Rabinow, ‘Introduction’, in The Foucault Reader, ed. by Rabinow, pp.3-29 (p.6). 
33 Noam Chomsky and Michel Foucault, ‘Human Nature: Justice versus Power’, Chomsky.info, 
http://www.chomsky.info/debates/1971xxxx.htm [accessed August 2009]. 
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Such nihilism aside, perhaps the most interesting thing about Foucault’s positions on ‘power’ 

and ‘human nature’ in the debate with Chomsky is the strange paradox they produce. Foucault 

would refute the notion of ‘human nature’ on the grounds that it serves as more of a disciplinary 

boundary than a scientific concept; a tool of biology, for example, to protect its territory from 

theology or history.34 And yet he would understand all of human action in terms of power 

struggle, thus implicitly positing the ‘will to power’ as the nature of man.    

Of the three somewhat contentious pronouncements outlined in these instances – the cultural 

contingency of morality, the ubiquity of power struggles, and the relativity of truth – the latter is 

perhaps the most fundamental, and ought to be dealt with first.  

 

1.2: On the Relativity of ‘Truth’  

Foucault is particularly cynical about the notion of ‘truth’. He considers it an ‘adolescent’ 

quest, that ‘makes possible a field knowledge whose function is to recover it, but always in false 

recognition due to the excesses of its own speech’.35 His central image is one of the historian (or 

genealogist) lost in this ‘excess’ of speech, adrift amongst ‘a field of confused and entangled 

parchments, on documents that have been scratched over and recopied many times’. Foucault’s 

position is essentially one of extreme scepticism: since our only access to ‘truth’ is through a 

hugely diverse array of contradictory sources, each of which would stake its own (transparently 

biased) claim to a ‘truth’ of its own, the idea that one can pronounce with absolute certainty 

upon anything begins to look startlingly naïve. As Cloud Atlas’s Adam Ewing remarks upon a 

conversation concerning notions of race and colonialism, ‘As many truths as men. Occasionally, 

I glimpse a truer Truth, hiding in imperfect simulacrums of itself, but as I approach, it bestirs 

itself & moves deeper into the thorny swamp of dissent’.36 

Indeed, this concern with the nature of truth runs right through Cloud Atlas. An almost exact 

echo of Foucault’s position can be found in the second half of the Louisa Rey narrative, 

attributed to the character of Isaac Sachs:  

Exposition: the workings of the actual past + the virtual past may be illustrated by an event 

well known to collective history, such as the sinking of the Titanic. The disaster as it 

actually occurred descends into obscurity as its eyewitnesses die off, documents perish + 

the wreck of the ship dissolves in its Atlantic grave. Yet a virtual sinking of the Titanic, 

                                                
34 Ibid. 
35 ‘Nietzsche, Genealogy, History’, p.79. 
36 Mitchell, p.17. 
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created from reworked memories, papers, hearsay, fiction – in short, belief – grows ever 

‘truer’ … The present presses the virtual past into its own service, to lend credence to its 

mythologies + legitimacy to the imposition of will. Power seeks + is the right to 

‘landscape’ the virtual past. (He who pays the historian calls the tune.)37 

However, unlike, Foucault, who remains deliberately vague on the issue, both Ewing and Sachs 

maintain a distinction between ‘truths’ and a ‘truer Truth’, or the ‘virtual past’ and the ‘actual 

past’. Likewise, Mitchell’s post-apocalyptic centrepiece, Sloosha’s Crossin’ an’ Ev’rythin’ After, 

explores in detail the difference between the ‘true true’ and the ‘seemin’ true’38 as the 

Valleysman Zachry attempts to prove to his fellows his delusional conspiracy theories 

concerning the presence of the ‘Prescient’ Meronym in his village. Tellingly, after Zachry has 

come to his senses and completed his pilgrimage up ‘Mauna Kea’ with Meronym, Mitchell has 

Zachry’s younger sister and her school friends invent a game based on those self-same events, 

only to be reprimanded by their ‘Abbess’ on the grounds that ‘times are pretendin’ can bend 

bein’’. Thus Cloud Atlas readily acknowledges the difficulty of reaching a point of certainty and 

the vulnerability of seemingly objective representation to corrupting influences. The principle of 

truth itself, however, remains unchallenged.  

For Christopher Norris, this is a sensible position – far from ‘adolescent’. Taking issue with 

Foucault’s The Order of Things (1966) in particular, he argues that Foucault’s scepticism is a fallacy 

based upon the over-extension of two somewhat simplistic premises (‘confusions’ that Norris 

would assure us undermine Foucault’s entire project).39  Firstly, by seeking to ‘locate truth in 

propositions about things, rather than in the things themselves’ he proceeds without justification 

to relativise ‘all our concepts, categories, ontological commitments and so forth’ to ‘fictive 

constructs out of one such arbitrary discourse or another’. Secondly, just because one might 

plausibly identify instances of ideological motivation in disciplines such as ‘philology, economics, 

and biology’ (as Foucault does), the argument has no right to ‘lay claim to a generalised validity 

for branches of knowledge outside and beyond’ the human sciences. Indeed, Foucault 

conspicuously ignores the ‘‘hard’ disciplines of … physics or chemistry’ (those written, it would 

seem, on a rather more orderly set of parchments).40  

It is interesting to note that in this instance Norris, following Foucault’s lead, classifies 

‘biology’ as one of those ‘ambivalent regions of enquiry’ beyond the certainty of the ‘hard’ 

                                                
37 Mitchell, pp.408-9. 
38 Mitchell, p.287-8. 
39 Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences (1966) (London: Routledge, 2002).  
40 Norris, p.167-8. 
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sciences. For Wilson, biology is undoubtedly a hard science; that ground is already ceded. The 

manifold interrelated advancements in genetics and cellular chemistry, for example, have made 

empirical Darwin’s speculative theory.41 The reach of unified knowledge at the beginning of the 

twenty-first century now extends well into territory that Foucault would not have believed 

possible: to psychology, and the origins of morality.  

 

1.3: Evolutionary Psychology as a Challenge to the Purely Cultural Construction 

of Morality and the Reductiveness of ‘Power’ as an Explanatory Principle of 

Behaviour 

In Nietzsche, Genealogy, History, Foucault cites Nietzsche’s use of Darwin to undo the 

metaphysics of origin: ‘We wished to awaken the feeling of man’s sovereignty by showing his 

divine birth: the path is now forbidden, since a monkey stands at the entrance’.42 And thus 

Foucault uses Nietzsche to deride the possibility of a physiologically grounded morality. What 

Nietzsche could not have predicted, however, would be the twentieth century’s discovery of 

genetically hardwired altruistic instincts in certain mammalian species; there was a kind of 

morality rooted in the monkey after all, as we shall see.  

In The Adapted Mind, Cosmides, Tooby and Barkow explain that ‘For many people, Darwin’s 

view of life conjures up images of a Hobbesian war of all against all, where life is ‘solitary, poor, 

nasty, brutish and short,’ and of a ‘nature red in tooth and claw’’ – perfectly compatible with a 

Nietzschean cynicism. However, ‘for the community of evolutionary biologists, the persistence of 

these popular stereotypes into the 1990s is paradoxical … for more than a quarter of a century 

evolutionary biologists have been keenly interested in understanding such phenomena as 

altruism and cooperation’.43  

While one ought not to blame Foucault for the kind of departmental segregation (so criticised 

by Wilson) that would have kept a student of the humanities such as himself from recent 

developments in biology, he cannot be so easily excused as Nietzsche; the first work on ‘social 

donorism’ was being published in 1957, four years prior to Foucault’s first book, Madness and 

Civilisation (1961).44 As Wilson’s critique of Derrida reveals, the fundamental failure of 

                                                
41 Consilience, p.266. 
42 Friedrich Nietzsche, cited in ‘Nietzsche, Genealogy, History’, p.79. 
43 Leda Cosmides, John Tooby and Jerome H. Barkow, ‘Cooperation’, in The Adapted Mind, ed. by Cosmides, 
Tooby and Barkow, pp.161-2 (p.161). 
44 Williams and Williams, cited in ‘Cooperation’, p.161. 
Michel Foucault, Madness and Civilization: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason (1961) (London: Routledge, 2001).  
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postmodern philosophy (as with so many of its continental forebears) is this failure to look 

outside of its own discourse. In a moment of admirable prescience in Nietzsche, Genealogy, History, 

Foucault points toward Nietzsche’s own warnings against the dangers of overdependence on 

one’s intellectual forebears, and it is indeed difficult to avoid seeing this as the postmodernists’ 

fundamental problem: ‘injustice or instability in the minds of certain men,’ says Nietzsche, ‘their 

disorder and lack of decorum, are the final consequences of their ancestors’ numberless logical 

inaccuracies, hasty conclusions, and superficiality’.45  

To summarise evolutionary psychology’s theories of altruism (as outlined by Cosmides and 

Tooby in their essay Cognitive Adaptions for Social Exchange), there are two types of evolved social 

instincts in humans: kin altruism and reciprocal altruism. The former accounts for truly selfless 

behaviour: genes which encouraged our ancestors to sacrifice themselves in order to protect 

their families would have proliferated because those families that survived as a result of that 

sacrifice would likely have possessed those genes. The latter, reciprocal altruism, accounts for 

humans’ skill in forming coalitions for mutual benefit: genes which enabled tribes to work more 

effectively together than in fruitless competition would necessarily have spread. 46  

With altruism thus naturalised, ought then the concept of ‘power’ be abandoned altogether? 

Repositioned, perhaps. As hardly needs pointing out, natural selection also offers many an 

explanation for rapacious or competitive behaviour. The point of interest ought then to lie in 

understanding the circumstances in which either altruistic or competitive behaviours are prone to 

arise. Evolutionary psychology has some answers. 

 

1.4: ‘Power’ as In-Group/Out-Group Tribalism 

As Richard Dawkins describes, the tribal nature of altruism, having evolved in hunter-

gatherer groups of approximately eighty people where most of one’s fellow band members 

would have been either kin or lifetime companions, makes it ‘very easy to see why our 

prehistoric ancestors would have been good to their own in-group – but bad to the point of 

xenophobia – towards other groups’.47 In light of this formulation, if ‘power’ is to have a 

continued conceptual use, then it ought to be understood as a primarily cross-group 

phenomenon. 

                                                
45 Friedrich Nietzsche, cited in ‘Nietzsche, Genealogy, History’, p.82. 
46 Leda Cosmides and John Tooby, ‘Cognitive Adaptions for Social Exchange’, in The Adapted Mind, ed. by 
Cosmides, Tooby and Barkow, pp.163-268. 
47 Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion (London: Bantam, 2006), pp.251-2. 
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Such a union of Nietzsche and evolutionary biology is manifest everywhere in Cloud Atlas, 

with Mitchell (unlike Foucault) perfectly happy to treat ‘the will to power’ and ‘human nature’ as 

much the same thing. Various speeches on the subject are attributed a variety of characters, 

most notably Albert Grimaldi, Henry Goose and Morty Dhondt. To quote Dhondt: 

‘Another war is always coming, Robert. They are never properly extinguished. What 

sparks wars? The will to power, the backbone of human nature. The threat of violence, 

the fear of violence, or actual violence, is the instrument of this dreadful will. You can see 

the will to power in bedrooms, kitchens, factories, unions and the borders of states … 

Thus it ever was, so ever shall it be.’48 

Cloud Atlas’s individual plots, in addition, display an unrelenting concern with what Mitchell 

himself identifies as his central theme: ‘predacity ... individuals prey on individuals, groups on 

groups, nations on nations’.49 In the Adam Ewing chapters alone, one might point to the 

predator-prey relationships between the Maori and the Moriori, the Christian missionaries and 

native Polynesians, Mr Boerhaave and the young sailor Rafael, and Henry Goose and Adam 

himself as examples. Similar instances saturate each of the remaining narratives, with notable 

dominated ‘out-groups’ including the elderly inhabitants of Timothy Cavendish’s retirement 

home, the ‘fabricants’ of Sonmi~451’s ‘Corpocracy’, and Zachry’s Valleysmen as massacred by 

the rival Kona tribe.    

Needless to say, this is only half of the story. Within each of Mitchell’s ‘tribes’ exist very real 

and very strong altruistic instincts and moral codes. This is particularly true of the various small-

scale self-sufficient pre- (or post-) industrial communities that pepper the narrative, namely the 

Moriori of Chatham isles’ Rekohu, the ‘monastery’ on the outskirts of Nea So Copros, and the 

Valleysmen of ‘Ol’ Ha-Why’. Mitchell’s hypothesis would seem to be that in localised, face-to-

face environments, kindness and generosity will out. Sonmi~451’s ‘Archivist’, tasked with 

recording her final testimony, is shocked to learn that a ‘micro-society’ such as the monastery 

could function ‘without enforcers and hierarchy’. Her response is as follows:  

I am sure problems arose, but the colonists treasured their independence and were 

resolved to protect it from slackers within or exploiters without … Yes, the colonists 

bicker and grieve as people will. But they do it in a community. Nea So Copros has no 

communities; it only has the state’.50 

                                                
48 Mitchell, p.462. 
49 David Mitchell, appearing on Book Club. BBC Radio 4. 3 Jun 2007. 
50 Mitchell, p.347.  
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This kind of cooperation is perfectly in line with evolutionary psychology’s expectations for 

reciprocal altruism: the colonists of the monastery have the genetically hardwired social skills 

needed to put aside self-interest in order to work together for mutual benefit. Likewise, the 

codified moralities of the Moriori and the Valleysmen follow the principles of reciprocal altruism 

in a similar way, only with an added cultural reinforcement of cooperation with a religious belief 

in the equivalent worth of all men. Of the Moriori, we are informed: ‘Since time immemorial, 

[their] priestly caste dictated that whosoever spilt a man’s blood killed his own mana – his 

honour, his worth, his standing & his soul’.51 Meanwhile, Zachry the Valleysman’s deliberations 

on whether to kill a sleeping Kona soldier reveal a similar code: ‘I knowed why I shudn’t kill this 

Kona … It’d stony my cussed soul. If I’d been rebirthed a Kona in this life he could be me an’ 

I’d be killin’ myself’.52 In addition, Zachry displays a perfect example of the kin altruism impulse 

in his willingness to risk his life in order to seek out his (probably murdered) family rather than 

accept the Prescients’ offer of an escape.53  

Of course, there are two possible objections to this neat, if over-simple, model of in-group 

altruism and out-group hostility: instances of predacity amongst in-groups, and kindness across 

tribal boundaries. Both occur in Cloud Atlas. To take an example of the former instance, Adam 

finds in Dr Henry Goose a seemingly perfect companion; his only equal in background and 

education thus far encountered on his Pacific voyage: ‘I vouchsafe,’ Adam declares, ‘he is the 

only other gentleman on this latitude east of Sydney & west of Valparaiso’. And yet Goose is a 

conman who proceeds to ‘cure’ Ewing’s mysterious ‘Ailment’ by means of administering a 

poison in order to steal from him the money in the his possession. How might evolutionary 

psychology account for such behaviour? Cosmides and Tooby’s work on ‘cheater detection’ goes 

some way. Beyond the physiological inclination toward cooperative behaviour, reciprocal altruism 

works, in addition, on the principle that individuals in a community must also be psychologically 

adept at the conscious calculation of the benefits and hazards in any potential social exchange. 

Consequently, one must be able to ‘store information about the history of one’s past exchanges 

with other individuals (in order to know when to cooperate, when to defect, and when to punish 

defection)’.54 If such ‘cheater detection’ had not emerged, neither could any sort of cooperative 

ability – otherwise the survival advantages of cooperation would have been nullified by those 

                                                
51 Mitchell, p.12. 
An account of the Moriori’s genuine historically documented pacifism may be found in Jared Diamond, Guns, 
Germs, and Steel: The Fates of Human Societies (New York: Norton, 1997), p.53. 
52 Mitchell, p.316. 
53 Mitchell, p.311.  
54 Mitchell, p.177. 
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who took from agreements without giving back.55 Goose, despite the education that so fools his 

victim into considering him as one of the tribe, has not had any past exchanges with Adam and 

as a result has no reason, per se, to act altruistically toward him. Any natural inclination to 

cooperativeness is simply outweighed by greed. Adam on the other hand, is given every reason 

to like and trust his exploiter; the genius of Goose’s plan is to make his taking look like giving, 

thereby overriding Adam’s capacity for cheater detection and putting him in significant social 

debt. 

 What, then, of altruistic acts between members of different groups? As A. S. Byatt has 

observed of the novel, Mitchell’s focus is very much upon those ‘individual acts of heroism and 

rescue’ that seem to transcend the ubiquitous tribalism of nature, standing ‘against tooth and 

claw across the narrative web’.56 Adam’s bond with Autua – in direct contrast to his one with 

Henry – is a powerful example of genuine reciprocal altruism between the unlikeliest of allies; 

each saves the other’s life. Similarly, Meronym, the ‘Prescient’ outsider to the Valleysmen, is 

forced to break her code of non-intervention when Zachry’s younger sister falls ill, choosing to 

save the life of a Valleysman rather than uphold her loyalty to her own mysterious ‘pres’dent’ 

and ‘faculty’. 57 In strict Darwinian terms, such acts makes little sense; neither Adam nor 

Meronym has anything to gain, in terms of survival or reproduction, by helping an outsider to 

their tribe. However, as Dawkins describes, evolutionary psychology, like all evolutionary 

biology, accounts only for ‘rules of thumb’: 

Rules of thumb, by their nature, sometimes misfire. In a bird's brain, the rule ‘Look after 

small squawking things in your nest, and drop food into their red gapes’ typically has the 

effect of preserving the genes that built the rule, because the squawking, gaping objects in 

an adult bird's nest are normally its own offspring. The rule misfires if another baby bird 

somehow gets into the nest, a circumstance that is positively engineered by cuckoos. 

Could it be that our Good Samaritan urges are misfirings, analogous to the misfiring of a 

reed warbler's parental instincts when it works itself to the bone for a young cuckoo?58 

Thus Cloud Atlas would point toward the suggestion that those ‘rules of thumb’ that tell us to be 

good toward members of an in-group and bad towards out-groups have much more to do with 

proximity and familiarity than a hardwired fear of difference. As Adam watches Autua whipped 

by the tattooed Maori chief, something astonishing happens: 

                                                
55 Ibid. 
56 A. S. Byatt, ‘Overlapping Lives’, Guardian Online, 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2004/mar/06/fiction.asbyatt [accessed January 2010]. 
57 Mitchell, p.281. 
58 The God Delusion, p.252. 
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I confess, I swooned under each fall of the lash. Then a peculiar thing occurred. The 

beaten savage raised his slumped head, found my eye & shone me a look of uncanny, 

amicable knowing! As if a theatrical performer saw a long-lost friend in the Royal Box 

and, undetected by the audience, communicated his recognition’.59 

A mutual recognition of common humanity is formed by simple eye-contact. As Autua puts it 

later with powerful simplicity, ‘You know I, you seen I, aye – you pity I’.60 On the flipside, 

hostility emerges in those instances where direct contact is missing. As Sonmi~451 puts it ‘In the 

beginning there is ignorance. Ignorance engenders fear. Fear engenders hatred, and hatred 

engenders violence’.61  

With ‘power’ as the fundamental principle of individual and group behaviour thus balanced 

out by a more complicated and multi-faceted tribalism (which moral codes would tend to codify 

rather than create), what to make of Foucault’s pronouncements on power’s relationship with 

larger-scale social hierarchies, and the role of knowledges and moralities in their maintenance? 

 

  

                                                
59 Mitchell, p.6. 
60 Mitchell, p.27. 
61 Mitchell, pp.360-1. 
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CHAPTER TWO: POWER STRUCTURES AND POWER/KNOWLEDGE 

 

2.1: Understanding Social Hierarchies 

For Foucault, in The History of Sexuality, political hegemony is defined as the emergent effect of 

a ‘multiplicity of force relations’; it is a ‘concatenation that rests on each of them and seeks in 

turn to arrest their movement’.62 Thus class structures, though formidable, are historically 

contingent, essentially malleable, and therefore vulnerable to opposition on the plane of 

knowledge. As he declares in his debate with Chomsky, his task as academic is to make visible 

those apparently neutral and independent ‘points of support of class power’ in the justice system, 

the education system and medical practices, amongst others, so that ‘one can fight against them’. 

If one fails in this task, ‘one risks allowing them to continue to exist; and to see this class power 

reconstitute itself even after an apparent revolutionary process’. In illustration of the power of 

such knowledges, Foucault attributes the failure of twentieth-century socialist revolutions, such 

as the Soviet Union’s, to their dream of ‘an ultimately liberated human nature’ (as currently 

alienated under capitalism):   

What model did it use to conceive, project, and eventually realise that human nature? It 

was in fact the bourgeois model … a sexuality of a bourgeois type, a family of a bourgeois 

type, an aesthetic of a bourgeois type … a kind of society has been reconstituted which 

has been transposed from the bourgeois society of the nineteenth century. The 

universalisation of the model of the bourgeois has been the utopia which has animated 

the constitution of Soviet society. 63 

Thus Foucault preserves the possibility of political resistance to class structures by virtue of his 

nurturist position; hierarchy did not reconstitute itself in the Soviet Union because of a fixed 

human nature, but because of an inadvertent transposition of capitalist bourgeois culture. At the 

risk of appearing as just one more institutional prop for the socio-political status quo, 

evolutionary psychology would have to disagree.  

In one of The Adapted Mind’s most astonishing passages, less than a page in length (and cited in 

full at the end of this essay: see Appendix One), Jerome H. Barkow makes use of three simple 

premises (the tendencies to seek rank, to privilege one’s own children, and to form coalitions for 

mutual benefit) to account for nothing less than the generation and crystallisation of social class 

                                                
62 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality (1976) (London: Allen Lane, 1979), pp.92-3. 
63 Chomsky and Foucault, ‘Human Nature: Justice versus Power’, Chomsky.info. 
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across all cultures.64 In short, he concludes that whenever a society ‘achieves a relationship 

among its population density, environment, and technology such that a surplus production of 

food and other goods reliably results, the psychology of our species makes it very likely that 

social inequality and, eventually, social stratification will soon follow’.65 This owes to the fact 

that once ownership of the surplus falls into the hands of certain groups, the capacity to 

maintain ownership via complex societal coalitions and the tendency toward intergenerational 

nepotism will keep it that way. Revolution may upset the balance of power, but will lead – by 

this model – inevitably toward a recrystallisation of almost identical structures due to our 

inherent (and not learnt) nature. 

Cloud Atlas would seem to conform to Barkow’s explanatory framework, tracing as it does the 

development of capitalist societal structures from the nineteenth-century, through to the 

twentieth, and thenceforth to the dystopian ‘Corpocracy’ of Sonmi~451’s narrative. Each of 

Mitchell’s well-functioning, self-contained societies (the Moriori, the monastery, the Valleysmen) 

are either pre-agricultural hunter-gatherers, or primitive farmers with little surplus produce. The 

inherent limitation of their production capacity prevents their tribes reaching sizes that would 

result in certain factions hoarding resources. In the second half of the Adam Ewing narrative, we 

bear witness to the Christian missionaries on Raiatea upsetting that pre-agricultural balance for 

the native Polynesians. Through the self-aggrandising bluster of Preacher Horrox and his wife, 

we learn that the mission arrived on the island, over-powered the natives with their firepower, 

make sick many more with disease, and then had the audacity to offer their material goods as 

charity. Those ‘goods’ turn out to include the tobacco that is soon to be in production on the 

island, given to the natives in small quantities in order to corrupt their culture of self-sufficiency 

with addiction.66 Tellingly, an intermediate social strata immediately springs up in the form of 

those natives most willing to engage in reciprocation with their oppressors; Mrs Horrox makes 

reference to the ‘Guards of Christ … certain natives who prove themselves faithful servants of 

the Church’ and enforce the missionaries’ ‘laws in return for credit at my husband’s store’.67 

                                                
64 Should the ‘tendency to seek rank’ be confused with a biological ‘will to power’, it ought to be noted that this 
particular instinct is only linked with certain males at certain times. ‘Power struggles’ are not ever present. As Wilson 
makes clear, though achieving superiority brings with it the evolutionary advantages of food, space and mating 
rights, the instinct to be good to one’s superiors is to be considered equally grounded in that it ensures (like all 
reciprocal altruism) against mutually harmful competition – Consilience, pp.259-60. 
65 Jerome H. Barkow, ‘Beneath New Culture is Old Psychology: Gossip and Social Stratification’, in The Adapted 
Mind, ed. by Cosmides, Tooby and Barkow, pp.625-637 (p.634).  
66 Mitchell, p.501. 
67 Mitchell, p.498. 
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Fast-forwarding to 1960s America, Mitchell has the three ‘Henderson brothers’ of Louisa 

Rey’s (reluctant) acquaintance espouse the following capitalist ideology:  

The corporation is the future. We need to let the business run the country and establish a 

true meritocracy … A culture that is not ashamed to acknowledge that wealth attracts 

power … and that the wealthmakers – us – are rewarded.68 

Despite their advocating of a ‘meritocracy’, the brothers’ circular logic (in which wealth attracts 

power, and power generates wealth) illustrates only too plainly the fixed nature of post-industrial 

social hierarchies.  

And thus Mitchell takes us further forward still to Nea So Copros, described by Sonmi~451’s 

archivist as the ‘the most stable state Pyramid in the history of civilisation’ in which a rigidly 

stratified series of consumer classes sit atop a base of ‘genomed’ fabricants, slave labourers in the 

irradiated Production Zones of Africa and Indonesia, and the Untermensch of Huamdonggil: ‘a 

chemical toilet where unwanted human waste disintegrates, discreetly; yet not quite invisibly. 

Untermensch slums motivate downstrata consumers by showing them what befalls those who fail to 

spend and work like good citizens’.69 In such a hierarchy, the lack of face-to-face contact 

between stratas (replaced by a mere dim awareness) prevents natural altruistic instincts 

manifesting themselves, hence the aforementioned inability of Sonmi’s archivist to comprehend 

a micro-society functioning without reinforcement. 

Whether or not such a society as Nea So Copros’s might be reconstituted after its collapse is a 

question Mitchell leaves unanswered, but this would certainly seem to be the concern of the 

Prescients in Sloosha’s Crossin’, who, no longer able to ignore the lessons of history are unwilling to 

offer the Valleysmen any medicine or other technology ‘Smarter’n anythin’ ready on Big I’, i.e. 

anything that might lead to an increase in population.70 That this has everything to do with 

human nature, and little to do with a transposition of an obdurate ideology is certainly the 

opinion of Meronym who recognises that while ‘human hunger birthed the Civ'lize, … human 

hunger killed it too’.71 

 

                                                
68 Mitchell, p.420. 
69 Mitchell, p.342. 
Mitchell, p.341. 
70 Mitchell, p.259. 
71 Mitchell, p.286. 
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2.2: Power/Knowledge 

Evolutionary psychology’s model for societal hierarchies produces a number of paradoxes 

when compared with Foucault’s. On one level, the fact that hierarchies form as a result of at 

least partly altruistic and cooperative instincts would, once again, seem to undermine any theory 

based upon the ubiquity of power. However, that the ‘will’ to political power rests not so much 

in individuals as in an emergent web of relationships finds a great deal of support in Barkow, for 

example. Foucault’s conception of ‘power/knowledge’ is likewise problematised and validated at 

once. Sara Mills identifies Foucault’s position on the issue as resting upon two important 

assumptions: firstly, ‘where there are imbalances of power relations between groups of people or 

between institutions/states, there will be a production of knowledge’, and secondly that this very 

process plays a significant role in the maintenance of these relations.72 By Barkow’s reasoning, 

the weight of the latter claim is somewhat diminished. Knowledge is less instrumental in the 

architecture of hierarchy than biology. However, in such a hierarchy, it would not be 

unreasonable to expect that certain ‘seemingly-objective’ knowledges (particularly of human 

nature) may well be corrupted by a psychological need to reconcile the morally indebted elites 

and the materially deprived subordinates with their respective evolutionarily-unanticipated 

social stations. Thus Foucault redivivus.  

With regards to the Christian missionaries and the Polynesians, for example, the Christian 

religion itself serves to legitimise the colonisation of Raiatea for both oppressor and oppressed 

alike; as Preacher Horrox describes, the natives work on the missionaries’ plantation in return 

for ‘Bible study & church’.73 Likewise, the Hendersons’ talk of ‘meritocracy’ simply acts as a 

justification for the dominance of the already-rich. 

The use of ‘science’ toward a similar end features prominently in Cloud Atlas. A second prop 

to Preacher Horrox’s subjugation of the Polynesians is a philosophy typical of nineteenth-

century race science: 

Highest of all the races on this ladder [of ‘Civilization’] stands the Anglo-Saxon. The Latins are a 

rung or two below … Lower down, we have the Negro … Our own century shall witness 

humanity’s tribes fulfil those prophesies writ in their racial traits … The superior shall relegate 

the overpopulous savage to their natural numbers … A glorious order shall follow.74 

                                                
72 Sara Mills, Michel Foucault (London: Routledge, 2003), p.69. 
73 Mitchell, p.499. 
74 Mitchell, pp.508-9. 
Horrox’s race science resembles that of Robert Knox especially - From ‘The Races of Men (1850), in Literature and 
Science in the Nineteenth Century: An Anthology, ed. by Laura Otis (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), pp.475-478. 
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In An Orison of Sonmi~451 we bear witness to the ultimate end of Preacher Horrox’s horrific 

vision: an entire social hierarchy legitimised by a pseudo-scientific knowledge of ‘genomic’ 

differences.75 Such examples render the postmodern suspicion of science and the unity of 

knowledge as intrinsically totalitarian readily understandable.76 How closely Mitchell’s 

‘psychogenomics’ and ‘biomathematics’, responsible for the legitimisation of the hierarchy and 

the creation of the fabricants at its lowest rung, smack of the consilience of disciplines, and even 

‘evolutionary psychology’ itself!77 Ought Wilson’s most successful synthesis be accused of the 

‘biological legitimation of the social status quo’, as it indeed it has been by various leftist groups 

well beyond the postmodern enclave? 78 

Chomsky, wading into the debate between Wilson and his critics, came to the former’s 

defence in 1976 on the simple basis that ‘We need a clear view of human needs in order to know 

what kind of society we want’.79 As becomes very clear from his exchange with Foucault, 

Chomsky conceives of the problem of societal and global organisation as one of ‘maximising 

decent human instincts’, such as sympathy and justice, while finding ways to avoid ‘maximising 

one of the worst human instincts, namely the instinct of rapaciousness, of destructiveness, of 

accumulating power to oneself and destroying others’.80 To this end, it would be difficult to 

conceive of a more useful tool than a thorough mapping of the principles of human behaviour, 

and in what contexts particular behaviours make themselves manifest. If evolutionary 

psychology’s models for social hierarchy formation are correct, the most dangerous thing that 

leftwing activists could do would be to ignore them. 

In addition, as far as Cloud Atlas is concerned, that science’s ‘will to knowledge’ should be so 

unproblematically linked with the ‘will to power’ (to use Foucault’s equation as outlined in The 

History of Sexuality) is certainly a horrific oversimplification. If one hears in ‘psychogenomics’ a 

portentous echo of ‘evolutionary psychology’, then one ought also to hear Wilson’s genuine and 

honest love of learning (‘Creative thought is forever precious, and all knowledge has value’) 

speaking through Sloosha’s Crossin’s Meronym: ‘The learnin’ mind is the livin’ mind’ she informs 

                                                
75 Mitchell, p.231. 
76 A position perhaps more closely associated with Jean-François Lyotard than Foucault. For Tim Woods, Lyotard 
would dismiss science (and all ‘total explanations’ of reality) as ‘violent and tyrannical’ in its ‘imposition of a … false 
universality on actions, events and things’ – Tim Woods, Beginning Postmodernism (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1999), p.21. 
77 Mitchell, p.214. 
Mitchell, p.230. 
78 Segerstråle, p.265. 
79 Noam Chomsky, citied in Segerstråle, p.205. 
80 Chomsky and Foucault, ‘Human Nature: Justice versus Power’, Chomsky.info. 
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Zachry, ‘an’ any sort o’ Smart is truesome Smart’.81 Mitchell characterises the Prescients’ 

anthropological endeavour to understand the Valleysmen as the best kind of science: a love of 

learning coupled with a social conscience (as displayed in their aforementioned responsibility 

with the technology afforded the Valleysmen). It is by no means a matter of domination, 

subsumed or otherwise. 

Nevertheless, it is on the question of power/knowledge that the most ground ought to be 

ceded to Foucault and the postmodernists. While it remains ironically reductionist to conflate 

genuine science with all of its political misuses, Wilson’s Consilience, for example, does 

conspicuously fail to take into account the dangers of ideological moulding or misappropriation 

of knowledge, casually dismissing Foucault’s concern with power as an ‘existential despair’ to 

which the advance of science would have provided an anodyne.82 Indeed, Wilson’s project as a 

whole proves a perfect antithesis of Foucault’s, for if the latter’s underlying metaphor is one of 

battle, then the former’s is most certainly conversation. On the issues of global overpopulation, 

climate change and species extinction (to take a pressing contemporary example very close to his 

heart) Wilson proffers as a solution the utopian vision of joined up thinking; one in which in 

which we ought to be able to move with ease… 

… from the recognition of environmental problems and the need for soundly based 

policy; to the selection of solutions based on moral reasoning; to the biological 

foundations of that reasoning; to a grasp of social institutions as the products of biology, 

environment, and history. And thence back to environment policy.83  

In this unified framework, economics, for example, would be brought into contact with the 

principles of ecology and population size, and thus prevented from basing its mathematical 

models on ‘abstract worlds that do not exist’ i.e. those that can sustain perpetual economic 

growth.84 However, as beautiful and persuasive as Wilson’s argument may have been a decade 

ago, one only need look to the small-minded tribal behaviour of certain nations at the 2009 UN 

climate summit at Copenhagen, or to the power of the climate change denial industry, to realise 

                                                
81 Consilience, p.22.  
Mitchell, p.263 
82 ‘To Foucault I would say, if I could (and without meaning to sound patronising), it’s not so bad. Once we get over 
the shock of discovering that the universe was not made with us in mind … The true will be sorted from the false, 
and we will understand one another very well, the more quickly because we are all of the same species and possess 
biologically similar brains’ – Consilience, p.43. 
83 Consilience, p.10. 
Wilson’s ecological concerns are best set out in his The Future of Life (New York: Vintage Books, 2003). 
84 Consilience, pp.290-2. 
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that on a matter of such import, clear thinking is not enough.85 Unified knowledge is necessary 

to point the way, but it may take a fight to get us there. 

Is Foucault the answer? Perhaps not. However, while his particular conception of ‘power’ 

lacks the balance and nuance of evolutionary psychology’s alternatives (and, as Chomsky argues, 

any explanatory capacity in specific real-world instances such as ‘intervention and aggression, 

exploitation and terror, ‘free market’ scams, and so on’), his concern with the vulnerability of 

knowledge to barely perceptible corrupting influences ought not to be so easily swept aside.86 

Indeed, as I have shown, evolutionary psychology may offer it a great deal of support, and if 

anything ought to be saved from the ashes of postmodernism and brought into consilient union 

with the natural sciences it such an attempt at a theory of theories. Rather than fruitlessly 

undermining the objectivity of knowledge, perhaps an evolutionarily-informed policing of the 

psychological biases inherent in certain truth claims may one day safeguard it.87 

                                                
85 John Vidal, Allegra Stratton and Suzanne Goldenberg, ‘Low Targets, Goals Dropped: Copenhagen Ends in 
Failure’, Guardian Online, http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2009/dec/18/copenhagen-deal [accessed 
January 2010].  
George Monbiot, ‘The Real Climate Scandal’, Monbiot.com, http://www.monbiot.com/archives/2009/12/07/the-
real-climate-scandal [accessed January 2010]. 
86 ‘Noam Chomsky on Postmodernism’, Libcom.org. 
87 One might, for instance, distil from Foucault’s sweeping claim that ‘truth’ arises from scholars’ ‘reciprocal hatred’ 
a more systematic and productive highlighting of the ways in which the rhetorical emphasis of scientific discourse 
may allow itself to be moulded by its opposition. It is extremely interesting to note that while both Dawkins’ The God 
Delusion and The Adapted Mind relate evolutionary psychology’s grounding of physiological and psychological 
altruistic tendencies, Dawkins pays more attention to the former, while Cosmides and Tooby focus in on the latter. 
It might not be unreasonable to suggest that Dawkins’ opposition to Judeo-Christian religion fires his need to 
suggest that atheists truly ‘feel’ moral imperatives as strongly as theists, just as The Adapted Mind’s stated intent to 
undo the central assumption of the Standard Social Science Model (namely that humans have generalised rather 
than problem-specific reasoning capacities) motivates their focus on the hardwired bargaining skills involved in 
social exchange. 
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CONCLUSION: THE VALUE OF UTOPIA 

In Chapter One of this essay, I demonstrated that while the competitive and rapacious 

instincts grounded by Darwin have long given credence to a Nietzschean (and subsequently 

Foucauldian) pessimism about the ubiquity of power struggles, twentieth century research into 

Homo sapiens’ altruistic tendencies has irretrievably complicated this reductionist formulation with 

an evolutionarily-grounded account of a variety of tribal instincts. In Chapter Two, I used 

Jerome H. Barkow’s models to undo Foucault’s nurturist assertion that knowledge and moralities 

create social hierarchies: their existence has far more to do with the playing out of hardwired in-

group and out-group instincts in post-agricultural societies.  

But what hope, one may reasonably ask, of a solution? If the genealogist’s task is reduced to 

the exposing of knowledges and moralities that only reinforce, and do not create, social 

hierarchy, and if cross-group acts of compassion are to be explained in terms of a familiarity 

inevitably frustrated by such hierarchies, how is one to proceed? 

 Cloud Atlas itself is paralysed by the dilemma. In keeping with his underlying theme of 

spiritual transcendence, Mitchell concludes his novel with Adam’s Ewing’s sentiment that the 

vision of humanity as a ‘ladder of tribes’, forever doomed to ‘confrontation, exploitation & 

bestiality’ is not a destiny ‘written within our nature’ but rather a matter of ‘belief’: ‘If we believe 

that humanity may transcend tooth & claw … such a world will come to pass’.88 And yet, as I 

have demonstrated throughout this essay, Cloud Atlas displays a remarkable conformity to 

evolutionary psychology’s strictly materialistic models of human behaviour, and as such it 

cannot help but base its imagined trajectory for human history (tending to extreme stratification 

and ultimate self-destruction) on this admittedly pessimistic basis. 

Mitchell is certainly aware of the contradiction, and a closer reading of the novel provides a 

response worth considering in terms of its wider application. Though Cloud Atlas’s optimism is 

greatly informed by its tentative recourse to eastern religion, it is not reducible to it.89 Indeed, 

                                                
88 Mitchell, pp.527-8. 
89 A telling indication of Cloud Atlas’s particularly Hindu influence can be found toward the end of Half Lives, in 
which Mitchell has his character Hester Van Zhandt quote the nineteenth-century transcendentalist poet, Ralph 
Waldo Emerson: ‘If the red slayer thinks he slays, / Or if the slain think he is slain / They do not know the subtle 
ways / I keep, and pass, and turn again’.  The ‘I’ of the poem refers to ‘The Over Soul’, a concept derived from 
Hinduism and given full explication in Emerson’s 1841 essay of the same name: ‘We live in succession, in division, 
in parts, in particles. Meantime within man is the soul of the whole; the wise silence; the universal beauty, to which 
every part and particle is equally related; the eternal one’. Emerson’s purpose in formulating his metaphysics thus is 
to use this deep feeling of interconnectedness to ground an optimism for social change against ‘the argument which 
is always forthcoming to silence those who conceive extraordinary hopes of man, namely, the appeal to experience’ 
– Ralph Waldo Emerson, ‘The Over Soul’ (1841), The Complete Works of Ralph Waldo Emerson, 
http://www.rwe.org/works/Essays-1st_Series_09_The_Over-Soul.htm [accessed January 2010]. Mitchell’s 
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the notion that each of Mitchell’s characters are in fact reincarnations of each is other is 

humorously problematised in the Timothy Cavendish chapters.90 Mitchell’s conclusion would 

appear to be that the mere idea that we may transcend our biology and inevitable self-destruction 

might be enough in itself to engender positive action. As Isaac Sachs’s aforementioned 

philosophising makes clear, virtual futures – Utopias or Dystopias – ‘may influence the actual 

future, as in a self-fulfilling prophecy’.91 Chomsky would agree. In opposition to Foucault’s 

cautiousness regarding the dangers of formulating any fixed conception of human nature, 

Chomsky stresses the absolute importance of a tentatively-sketched utopia (based upon ‘some 

firm and humane concept of the human essence’) in enabling any kind of social action; ‘we must 

know what impossible goals we're trying to achieve, if we hope to achieve some of the possible 

goals’.92 

Of academia’s impossible goals, then, consilience ought to be of the highest priority. In terms 

of self-fulfilling prophecies, surely Wilson’s academic utopianism (kept in check by a thorough 

awareness of its dangers) is preferable to postmodernism’s characterisation of disciplines as 

essentially competitive? In drawing attention to the territorial nature of the disputes between 

biology and history, for example, Foucault may (especially in the humanities) simply perpetuate 

exactly the small-minded and – dare I say it – tribal behaviour that he would criticise. Confused 

and threatened by each other’s methods, languages and influence, all that is needed between the 

two cultures is, as Cloud Atlas would have it, familiarity.  

For Wilson, the only approach is to ‘view the boundary between scientific and literary 

cultures not as a territorial line but as a broad and mostly unexplored terrain awaiting 

cooperative entry from both sides’.93 The potential rewards of reciprocation are as great as the 

dangers of futile competition. The intractability of the problems of power, oppression and 

hierarchy (and indeed overpopulation and climate change) is diminished by their being correctly 

posed. They are undeniable expressions of our nature. If a new expression is to be conceived, 

the importance of the humanities grasping the grammar of that nature is not to be 

underestimated. 

                                                                                                                                                      
conclusion to Cloud Atlas borrows from Emerson extensively, with Adam Ewing becoming (like Emerson himself) an 
abolitionist, and declaring the recourse to history a profound fallacy: ‘Scholars discern motions in history & 
formulate these motions into rules that govern the rises & falls of civilizations. My belief runs contrary however. To 
wit: history admits no rules; only outcomes’ – Mitchell, pp.527-8. 
90 ‘I, too, have a birthmark, below my left armpit, but no lover ever compared it to a comet. Georgette nicknamed it 
Timbo’s Turd’ - Mitchell, p.373. 
91 Mitchell, p.409. 
92 Chomsky and Foucault, ‘Human Nature: Justice versus Power’, Chomsky.info. 
93 Consilience, p.126. 
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Appendix One: The Generation of Social Stratification, from Jerome H. Barkow, 

‘Beneath New Culture is Old Psychology: Gossip and Social Stratification’, The 

Adapted Mind, pp.625-637 (p.634) 

Here is how the three evolved psychological roots of social stratification [seeking rank, favouring 

kin, and forming coalitions] may interact, under certain historical circumstances, to generate 

elites. Individuals seek relative high standing. They engage in social exchange with others in 

order to achieve and maintain such standing and to transmit it to their children and other close 

kin. These tendencies are presumably universal. In some societies, however, there is some 

surplus production. High relative standing automatically would tend to involve some control 

over that surplus. The social exchanges through which individuals maintain their high standing 

now have a strong economic component. Enter nepotism. Those who achieve high standing and 

control over resources seek to transmit these advantages to their offspring and to other close kin. 

Social exchange facilitates that transmission, too, as reciprocal altruism merges with kin altruism 

so that members of the elite aid one another’s children. Higher-ranking individuals exchange aid 

with people of all ranks but the low-ranking cannot afford large debts and have much less to 

offer than do other higher-ranking individuals and families, and when the relative rank of the 

participants is unequal then often so too are the exchanges. Among themselves, the higher-

ranking favour exchanges that eventually cement themselves and their families (despite rivalries) 

into relatively coherent, self-interested elites or upper classes. These elites favour their own close 

kin while striving to reduce or eliminate competition from the progeny of the lower strata, 

producing barriers to social mobility.  Thus, whenever a society achieves a relationship among 

its population density, environment, and technology such that a surplus production of food and 

other goods reliably results, the psychology of our species makes it very likely that social 

inequality and, eventually, social stratification will soon follow. For archaeologists and other 

social scientists, the question arises of under precisely what conditions of environment, 

population density, and technology did social stratification first emerge in the various regions of 

the world, but essaying an answer would be well beyond the scope of this contribution. 
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