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Introduction 
 

 

Telecommunication technology has provided dystopian fiction with some of its most 

enduring symbols. The “cinematophote” in E.M. Forster’s “The Machine Stops” 

(1909), Big Brother and the “telescreen” in Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949), 

Clarke and Kubrick’s HAL 9000, cyberspace and the Matrix are all archetypal 

representations of dystopianness. While it would be an exaggeration to claim that the 

relationship between communication devices and dystopia is exclusive, there is a 

strong sense of the interplay between telecommunication technologies and such 

narratives. 

 The central concern of this study is the analysis of this intersection between a 

technology and a narrative tradition. Throughout this dissertation I argue that 

dystopian literature is characterized by a set of spatial attributes that overlap with the 

sense of space that the user perspectives of modern communication devices project. 

Because of these similarities, dystopian narrative has become strongly associated with 

communication devices and developed along with the subtly shifting user 

perspectives afforded by the telegraph, telephone, television and the Internet. I unpack 

these arguments over the course of five chapters. Chapters 1 and 2 explore the 

characteristics of dystopian narrative and show its relationship to emergent 

communication technologies. Chapters 3, 4 and 5 illustrate the historical development 

of this relationship and show how telecommunication technologies have informed 

different variations of dystopian narrative. Starting with the origins of the dystopian 

genre in the mid-to-late nineteenth century, these chapters show how communication 

technologies informed several variants of dystopian fiction throughout the twentieth 

and twenty-first centuries.   

 Chapter 1 begins by exploring the notion that dystopian narrative is 

characterized by certain spatial poetics. As I point out, this hypothesis conflicts with 

current critical theory on utopian and dystopian narrative. Predominantly, utopia 

scholars conceptualize utopia and dystopia as narratives about imagined societies that 

are “good” and “bad” respectively. I argue that while this categorization seems 

ostensibly very reasonable, it fails to accurately describe both literary traditions. In 

fact, utopian texts cannot in general be said to be about “good” societies. Thomas 

More’s Utopia (1516), for example, relies on the forced relocation of citizens, the 
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banishment of dissidents and their subjection to hierarchical patriarchy—

characteristics we normally associate with “bad” dystopian narratives—to maintain 

the “perfect” society. Indeed, both from the perspective of the author as well as that of 

the reader, it seems impossible to read Utopia, simply and unproblematically, as a text 

about a “good” imagined society. Similarly, dystopian narratives in the main cannot 

be said to be about “bad” societies. Certainly, films such as The Matrix (1999) 

seemingly “warn” about the dangers of technology by showing a post-apocalyptic 

future. However, this dystopian caution turns out to be only skin deep. While the 

movie warns against the dangers of computer technology, it presents itself as the most 

technologically advanced object of its time, citing computer-generated special effects 

as its main attraction. Arguably, then, the “bad” society of The Matrix only serves to 

provide the visual spectacle through which the power of computers and the Internet 

may be extolled. 

 This first chapter proposes that utopia and dystopia are better understood as 

forms of spatial poetics rather than as “good” and “bad” imagined societies. I refer to 

several textual and visual representations of what are commonly understood to be 

utopian societies in order to make the case that this narrative tradition is characterized 

by diegetic spaces that are isolated and uniform. These representations demonstrate 

that utopian spaces are islands, gardens, states, planets and cities that are separated 

from “normal” narrative and Euclidean space and whose isolation allows for 

ideological experimentation. Moreover, these utopian islands are characterized by a 

uniform topography that corresponds with the universal acceptance of this ideology. It 

is this isolated and uniform geography that is responsible for conveying a sense of 

utopianness rather than the “perfection” of utopian ideology. Concurrently, dystopian 

narrative is also characterized by specific representations of space. This form of 

narrative initially constructs a “utopian” space and subsequently disrupts its isolation 

and uniformity. This disruption takes shape as the physical compromise of Utopia’s 

outer border and inner structure. This chapter cites several examples of dystopian 

narrative in order to show how these texts make use of internal structural failure, 

external structural failure and leaking perimeters in the construction of dystopian 

spaces.  

 Chapter 2 explores the correlation between telecommunication technology on 

the one hand and utopian and dystopian discourse on the other. I begin by proposing 
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that the user perspectives of telecommunication devices suggest new spaces of 

information exchange. Technologies like the telegraph, telephone and the Internet rely 

on a communication medium that stretches between sender and receiver, rather than a 

“traditional” medium that embodies a message, which then has to be transported 

through space. Consequently, such devices imply that space no longer imposes a 

constraint on the availability of information. In terms of user perspective, this 

verisimilitude of spatial independence comes to the fore as an imaginary data realm 

with which the user of the technology interacts (i.e. cyberspace, the global village, the 

matrix, etc.), and what I shall refer to as nil-space.  

 Following on from these observations and the critical framework developed in 

chapter 1, I suggest that the characteristics of this nil-space are similar to those of 

utopian and dystopian space. First, telecommunication technologies suggest a data 

realm that is isolated from “normal”, Euclidian space. Because of the dislocation of 

knowledge from space promised by such technologies, nil-space emerges as a new 

and secluded dimension where ordinary rules of spatial orientation do not apply. 

Second, this same disassociation of knowledge and location also suggests the uniform 

topography of nil-space. As all information is immediately available to all receivers 

from all sources, nil-space materializes as a homogeneous sea of information. 

Accordingly, telecommunication devices present user perspectives that are “surfed” 

rather than navigated. Nil-space is therefore characterized by the same basic 

characteristics that inform dystopian and utopian spatial poetics: spatial isolation and 

a uniform topography.  

 This chapter refers to several examples from different discursive fields that 

help explore the relationship between communication technology and utopian and 

dystopian narrative, as well as demonstrate the pervasive nature of this association. 

By close reading several examples that deal with telecommunication devices from 

fiction, critical theory, public speeches and commercial advertisement, I show how 

nil-space emerges in a range of incarnations, such as “cyberspace” and “the global 

village”. I also show how these spatial representations of user perspective are 

mobilized to activate paradigms of utopian and dystopian discourse.  

 Chapters 3, 4 and 5 use the ideas set out in the first two chapters to construct a 

history of telecommunication technology and dystopian narrative. As these chapters 

show, dystopian narrative and communication technology have developed side-by-
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side through their shared spatial poetics. Through its interaction with communication 

technology, the dystopian tradition developed several variations that are now read as 

staple examples of dystopian narrative. In these three chapters, E.M. Forster’s “The 

Machine Stops” (1909), George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949) and William 

Gibson’s Sprawl trilogy (1984-1988) serve as examples of such communication-

technology-inspired dystopian variations that engage with telegraph, television and 

Internet technologies respectively. I use these texts to provide historical cross-sections 

of the development of the dystopian genre in the twentieth century and show how 

communication technologies have not only become strongly associated with 

dystopianness, but have also begun to transform the notion of dystopian space. 

Throughout these chapters I show that the nature of this change is the contraction of 

dystopian space from the nineteenth-century concept of dystopian metropolitan space 

to phenomenological1 space, the body and, finally, spatial singularity.  

 Chapter 3 begins this analysis of the historical relationship between dystopian 

narrative and communication devices by investigating E.M. Forster’s short story “The 

Machine Stops”. I start by providing a concise overview of the origins of dystopian 

narrative and its relationship to space. Dystopian narrative has its roots in the mid-to-

late nineteenth century and was initially characterized by a fascination with the 

metropolis. I point towards texts such as Jules Verne’s Paris in the Twentieth Century 

(1863, 1994), Anna Bowman Dodd’s The Republic of the Future (1887) and Ignatius 

Donnelly’s Caesar’s Column (1890) to show how dystopian narrative initially took 

metropolitan Paris, London and New York for its settings. I link the predisposition for 

these urban backdrops with the central subject of neo-imperialism that informs these 

texts. Early dystopian narrative reveals a fascination with neo-colonial expansion as 

well as with the urban and transport technologies that support such projects. 

Consequently, these early examples of dystopian narrative are characterized by spatial 

configurations in which the metropolis functions as an isolated and architecturally 

uniform center of empire that gets set up for subversion. Through the introduction of 

sites of opposition into the city or through the physical destruction of its architecture, 

the metropolis is made fully dystopian in these narratives. 

                                                
1 I use “phenomenological” here—as well as in the rest of this dissertation—strictly as an adjective to 
denote a type of dystopian narrative that revolves around how and what characters in the narrative 
experience. It is not in any way intended to refer to Phenomenology, the philosophical school founded 
by Edmund Husserl. 
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 Chapter 3 goes on to propose the notion that Forster’s short story “The 

Machine Stops” introduces an important variation to the metropolitan dystopian 

tradition. A precursor of The Matrix, Forster’s text broaches the notion of a machine 

world where technology users are unable to distinguish between what is “real” and 

what is mediated. While the narrative retains some of the spatial characteristics of 

earlier dystopian narrative (i.e. a focus on urban structures, the translation of 

ideological positions onto architecture and its destruction) it breaks with this tradition 

as well. Forster’s story is the first major example of the merger between dystopian 

narrative and communication devices. By extrapolating contemporary telegraph and 

telephone technology, it presents a dystopian space enabled by technology and 

characterized by the dislocation of knowledge from space that these communication 

devices suggest. In this way, Forster’s text isolates the dystopian space as a distinct 

set of machine-produced sense data that is uniformly distributed throughout the 

machine world to suggest a phenomenological dystopian space. Consequently, 

undermining this isolation and uniformity, and breaking the machine, entails exposure 

to sense data from the “natural” world. To support this argument I describe how “The 

Machine Stops” manages the dystopian space of the text by analyzing the 

characteristics of its boundary, its internal organization, structural failure and the 

mobility of its characters. I also propose that “The Machine Stops” suggests a smaller 

dystopian space than earlier examples of dystopian narrative, contracting dystopia’s 

borders from city limits to that which can be seen and heard.  

 Chapter 4 continues this historical analysis of dystopian spaces by focusing on 

Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four as the next major stage in the development of the 

relationship between dystopian narrative and communication technology. Here I 

propose that Orwell’s classic novel represents a watershed event in the dystopian 

tradition because it introduces the idea that panoptic surveillance technology can be 

used to control ideological space. I argue that panoptic communication technology 

puts forward the body as the main site of ideological struggle, thus presenting 

dystopian narrative within a further contraction of dystopian space. 

 I begin this chapter by exploring how Nineteen Eighty-Four engages with 

television technology to construct a culture of constant and unverifiable surveillance. 

I refer to Jeremy Bentham’s and Michel Foucault’s notions of the Panopticon to 

explain the effects of unverifiable surveillance and show how this panoptic 



 10 

observation is different from other forms of observation. I also refer to Bentham and 

Foucault to help show that panoptic surveillance makes the body the primary site of 

control.  

 Concurrently, in Nineteen Eighty-Four panoptic surveillance comes to the fore 

as the desire to carefully control the human form in order to create what Foucault calls 

“docile bodies”. So, rather than control the geographical space of Oceania, Big 

Brother and the Party use the power of the “telescreen” to help enforce a state-

sanctioned set of bodily postures and movements. It is this carefully constructed 

choreography of disciplined and practiced human forms that marks subordination to 

dominant ideology and vicariously allows for the control of ideological space in 

Orwell’s text. Furthermore, dystopian subversion is also expressed through the body 

and its movements in Nineteen Eighty-Four. Just as conformity with dominant 

ideology takes shape as a carefully constructed choreography of movements, 

resistance to Party doctrine is likewise expressed by body rituals. Characters in 

Nineteen Eighty-Four use unsanctioned forms of physical activity, such as writing 

and sexual intercourse, to subvert the dominant ideology. In this way, reading 

Nineteen Eighty-Four becomes an exercise in reading the body and recognizing the 

ritualized set of Party-approved movements—such as marching, physical exercise and 

labor—as well as the bodily performances of ideological dissent. In this chapter I also 

argue that by making the body and a panoptic-television analogue central to the 

construction of dystopian space, Nineteen Eighty-Four continues the contraction of 

dystopian space that Forster’s “The Machine Stops” initiated.  

 Chapter 5 looks towards the cyberpunk of the 1980s as the latest stage of this 

concentration of dystopian space. It uses William Gibson’s Sprawl trilogy as an 

example of dystopian fiction in which the dystopian space has contracted to the point 

of reaching singularity. In this chapter I suggest that this last stage in the development 

of the dystopian genre also represents a destabilization of dystopian spatial poetics. I 

argue that, in turn, this deterioration of the principles that inform dystopian narrative 

potentially undermines the concept of dystopia itself.  

 I begin my argument by investigating the idea of “technological singularity”. 

Cyberpunk fiction is generally informed by the idea of technological singularity, 

which entails the radical, technology-driven evolution of a greater-than-human 

intelligence. A recurrent idea in science fiction of the latter part of the twentieth 
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century as well as in popular futurology, technological singularity proposes an 

exponential increase in the speed of “evolution” and “progress”. Consequently, 

singularity pundits propose such an event to bring about a break with the 

“traditional”, historical progress of time. I argue that such developments would not 

just represent a temporal singularity, but stand for a spatial singularity as well. The 

idea of technological singularity is consistently envisioned as relying on 

communication technologies that ever more effectively suggest the dislocation of 

knowledge from space. As a result, technological singularity also comes to the fore as 

a spatial singularity where spatial coordinates no longer form a constraint on the 

propagation of knowledge.  

 This chapter mobilizes these ideas concerning technological singularity as a 

means of exploring William Gibson’s Sprawl trilogy and its effects on dystopian 

space. Gibson’s fiction engages with the idea of technological singularity by 

imagining greater-than-human intelligences living in computer networks. In the 

process it invokes the spatial transformations that go along with such developments in 

the construction of its dystopian space. By positioning computer and Internet 

technologies as radical agents of historical change, Gibson suggests a spatial 

singularity for a dystopian space in which space no longer functions as a stable 

referent. In this way, cyberspace on the one hand conforms to the conventional 

concept of dystopia as the thoroughgoing dislocation of knowledge presents a space 

that is isolated from “normal” space and is uniformly laid out. On the other hand, 

cyber“space” deemphasizes the importance of space to the extent that all locations in 

cyberspace overlap, including sites that are ideologically significant. In this way, sites 

of opposition begin to converge with spaces that represent ideological conformity and 

start to erode the concept of dystopia. Gibson’s Sprawl trilogy reifies this erosion by 

citing other, older forms of dystopian space and subsequently deconstructing them, as 

this chapter shows. First, Gibson’s fiction deconstructs traditional metropolitan 

dystopia by replacing its Modernist architecture with Postmodern data structures. 

Second, it deconstructs phenomenological space (the type of dystopian space in 

Forster’s “The Machine Stops”) by suggesting a disorientating and synesthetic set of 

sense data. Finally, the Sprawl deconstructs the body as an object and as a site of 

ideological control (the dystopian method used by for example Nineteen Eighty-Four) 

by replacing it with posthuman cyborgs and cyberbodies. I end this final chapter by 
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placing these deconstructive narrative strategies in contemporary critical theory on 

dystopian narrative.  

 To help explore the relationship between dystopian fiction, telecommunication 

technology and space, I make use of the concept of dispositif throughout this 

dissertation. My thesis presents a correlation between three distinct elements 

(technology, space and dystopian narrative) that I put forward as a dispositif of 

telecommunication technology. Following Jean-Louis Baudry’s concept of dispositif 

as a kind of “apparatus”, I propose that this idea helps to deploy telecommunication’s 

heterogeneous discursive elements as a more or less coherent configuration.  

 Baudry first proposed the notion of the dispositif as a way to describe some of 

the effects of cinema. Strictly speaking, he used the term to refer to the viewing 

position occasioned by this technology: 

 

In a general way, we distinguish the technological base, which is concerned 
with combining the apparatus and the operations necessary for the production 
of a film and its projection; the dispositif, which only concerns the projection 
and which includes the subject at whom the projection is directed. (Baudry 
31n, my translation) 

 

In practice, however, Baudry uses the notion of dispositif to mean not just to the 

user’s viewing position, but to describe the whole complex of technology, viewing 

positions and surrounding discourse. In this way, he presents an “apparatus” of 

cinema that consists of a technological substrate (l’appareil base), the user’s 

perspective on the technology (dispositif, projection) and the institutionalized forms 

of address (effets ideologiques) with which they interact.2 

 In this dissertation I adopt this configuration of technology, projection and 

discursive elements that Baudry’s notion of dispositif makes available and use it to 

help understand the unique relationship between communication technology and 

dystopian fiction. In order to do so, I propose that the “apparatus” of 

telecommunication devices correlates to the three basic elements Baudry identified 

for the cinema. First, telecommunication’s “apparatus” is deployed by its material 

base (l’appareil de base): telegraph, telephone, television, and Internet technology 

                                                
2 For Baudry, the specific dispositif of cinema consists of the technological base, i.e. the whole system 
of the camera, film, film development, editing and projection; the perspective in the form of the 
viewer’s relationship to the film screen; and Plato’s Allegory of the Cave as an institutionalized form 
of address that encodes the complex of originals and their copies that film technology invokes. 
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and hardware. Second, this technological substrate is accessed by users through a 

specific perspective (dispositif, projection). I argue that telecommunication devices 

are responsible for creating the conditions that determine users’ “viewing” positions. 

These positions, I show, take shape as spatial poetics that codify the users’ physical 

and spatial relationship to technology. Finally, dystopian literature coincides with the 

institutionalized forms of address that are part of telecommunication’s “apparatus” 

(effets ideologiques) as they share the spatial properties of telecommunication’s user 

perspectives. 

 The choice to make the notion of dispositif the conceptual linchpin of my 

dissertation was motivated by the term’s applicability to the research area. The 

relevance of dispositif lies primarily in its ability to identify a heterogeneous body of 

different statements working together as a system, while never losing sight of 

technological development as an important structuring element in this system. As a 

theoretical concept, dispositif emerged in the late 1960s and 1970s as a new way to 

think about technological change. It critiqued the notion of meaning in structuralist 

thinking by destabilizing the idea that the relationship between technological change 

and its cultural context resembled that of cause and effect. Instead of positing a 

technological determinism, it understands physical technologies, ideas and texts as 

having a reciprocal relationship that can, in spite of complex internal connections, still 

be characterized by some kind of organization. When asked to explain his use of 

dispositif in his Histoire de la sexualité, Michel Foucault explained the power 

dispositif as follows: 

 

What I try to pick out with this term is, firstly, a thoroughly heterogeneous 
ensemble consisting of discourses, institutions, architectural forms, regulatory 
decisions, laws, administrative measures, scientific statements, philosophical, 
moral and philanthropic propositions – in short, the said as much as the 
unsaid. Such are the elements of the apparatus. The apparatus itself is the 
system of relations that can be established between these elements. Secondly, 
what I am trying to identify in this apparatus is precisely the nature of the 
connection that can exist between these heterogeneous elements. [...] 
[B]etween these elements, whether discursive or non-discursive, there is a sort 
of interplay of shifts of position and modifications of function which can also 
vary very widely. Thirdly, I understand by the term “apparatus” a sort of—
shall we say—formation which has as its major function at a given historical 
moment that of responding to an urgent need. The apparatus thus has a 
dominant strategic function. (Foucault 1980: 194-95) 
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The main attraction of the dispositif, in other words, is its ability to help understand 

how a heterogeneous set of elements can form a system of relations, as well as how 

this system interacts with its historical context. 

 The dispositif, then, bears a strong resemblance to other poststructuralist 

concepts that seek to describe systems of heterogeneous elements. Foucault’s own 

“discursive formation”, for example, and also Deleuze’s notion of the “rhizome”, 

perform similar theoretical work as the dispositif: all of these concepts are engaged in 

identifying some kind of order in a diverse set of statements without resorting to rigid 

structures or simplistic cause and effect relationships. Yet, there are two reasons why 

the dispositif is still the more appropriate analytical tool in the case of 

telecommunication technology and dystopian literature.  

 First, the dispositif is a notion that is uniquely suited for considering the 

interplay between technology and text. The concept foregrounds the relationship 

between a technological substrate and the discursive statements with which it 

interacts. In this way, the concept is well suited to a project that attempts to interpret 

non-fiction and fiction side by side; a project that seeks to explore the relationship 

between telecommunication technology and dystopian fiction.  

 Second, the notion of the dispositif is more appropriate for the task at hand 

than the discursive formation or the rhizome structure because it identifies the crucial 

role of space when considering the technological apparatus. By foregrounding the 

importance of the perspective that the technology grants the user, Baudry’s notion of 

dispositif, by design, incorporates spatial relationships. This focal point is significant 

for my dissertation as it will be my contention that dystopian fiction shares many of 

the spatial characteristics that telecommunication technology presents. In contrast to 

discursive networks and rhizome structures, the dispositif is already concerned with 

projections, perspectives and spaces and so emerges as a convenient theoretical tool to 

help explore why HAL, the telescreen and the Matrix are such effective dystopian 

symbols.  

 Before I begin to explore the significance of space in utopian and dystopian 

fiction, however, I want to take a moment to explain my choice of objects for this 

task. For, while chapters 3, 4 and 5 sit fairly comfortably within the realm of literary 

studies, chapters 1 and 2 rely on a more mixed set of sources. In order to explain the 

concept of dystopia I refer to the Bible, a first-person shooter computer game, classic 
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Early Modern utopias, twentieth-century dystopian science fiction as well as 

contemporary film. The eclectic nature of this primary material is not intended to 

confuse or offend, but rather is the result of my desire to offer the best possible 

illustration to my argument. In order to emphasize certain characteristics of the 

dystopian narrative it was often beneficial to use an example from outside of the 

medium that we perhaps associate most closely with the genre, namely that of prose 

fiction. Moreover, as chapters 1 and 2 deal with concepts of space and aesthetics, it 

frequently made sense to provide visual as well as textual support, which informed 

my use of film and games for outlining the dystopian genre.  

 Implicit in my choice of research objects is the view that the notions of utopia 

and dystopia are larger than any medium. Although I do believe in medium specificity 

and the ability of media to be—part of—the “massage” as McLuhan proposed, I also 

think that certain narrative strategies are stronger than any medium. I hold, in other 

words, that dystopia is a narrative construct that can be “told” by prose text, film and 

games. This is of course not to say that medium is necessarily insignificant in light of 

an examination of dystopian discourse. It does mean, however, that there is a “critical 

mass” of principles at work around the idea of dystopia and that these principles can 

operate independently of a narrative medium. As such, I hope that the diverse nature 

of the primary material in the theoretical part of my dissertation is not viewed as a 

hindrance but seen as a useful addition to the exploration of key components of 

dystopian narratives, and how these components interact with different media, space, 

and communication technologies to form a dispositif. 
 

 

 

 

 


