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Chapter 1: Defining Spaces 
 

 

Introduction 
This chapter begins the exploration of dystopia and its relationship with 

telecommunication technology by first asking the question what dystopian narrative 

is. If fictional communication devices such as the “cinematophote”, “telescreen” and 

HAL 9000 are representatives of a narrative tradition, how can this narrative practice 

be conceptualized and what are its characteristics? 

 In order to begin and formulate an answer to these questions I will look 

towards contemporary critical theory as well as juxtapose the dystopian tradition with 

utopian narrative in the section “Dystopia versus Utopia”. Established theory on 

utopia and dystopia conceptualizes these forms of discourse as imagined societies that 

are intended to be “better” or “worse” than contemporary reality by their authors. I 

will problematize these notions both in terms of their reliance on authorial intent and 

their dependence on subjective judgments. In the sections “Utopian Spatial Poetics” 

and “Dystopian Spatial Poetics” I will develop an alternative theory that positions 

utopia and dystopia as narrative traditions of space. Utopia, I will argue, is 

characterized by an isolation of diegetic space that allows for its ideological 

experimentation, and by a homogeneous topography that signals the uniform 

acceptance of this ideology. By extension, I will propose that dystopian narrative is 

concerned with interfering with such a homogeneous, isolated space and the 

destruction of its physical integrity. In the sections “Internal Structural Failure”, 

“External Structural Failure” and “Liquid Dystopia” I will flesh out these dystopian 

spatial poetics by showing the different ways in which dystopian narratives construct 

these spaces. 

 In terms of telecommunication’s dispositif, this chapter is concerned with the 

relationship between two of the dispositif’s parts, namely the discursive element in the 

form of narrative genres as well as their spatial representation. Throughout this 

chapter I will argue that this relationship is reciprocal; that utopian and dystopian 

discourse is characterized by certain spatial representations, and that certain spatial 

forms elicit what we understand to be utopian and dystopian responses. In the 

following chapters I will draw on these ideas to further describe the 
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telecommunication dispositif and the influence of its physical, material properties and 

user perspectives on utopian and dystopian discourse.  

 

Dystopia versus Utopia 
Any discussion of the dystopian genre and its development rests on the question of 

what makes a dystopian narrative dystopian. It begs the question: which textual 

characteristics lead us to read a text as a dystopian narrative, and how is dystopia 

different from utopian narratives? These questions are, of course, first and foremost 

an inquiry into the general nature of utopian literature because dystopian literature can 

only be defined in relation to its dialectical counterpart. Hence, both genres may be 

said to be similar to the extent that they share certain defining features. The familial 

ties between dystopian and utopian literature, in other words, imply that both genres 

revolve around the same core concept. 

 Utopian and dystopian literature are based on the core concept of imagined 

societies or places that deliberately contrast with the author’s contemporary life world 

in terms of their social, political, moral, economical, technological, sexual or legal 

practices and characteristics. Whether one looks at cyberpunk dystopias such as 

William Gibson’s Neuromancer (1984), modernist feminist utopias such as Herland 

(1915) by Charlotte Perkins Gilman, early modern utopias such as Francis Bacon’s 

New Atlantis (1624), or even their biblical precedents, what ties these texts together is 

their capacity to project a fictional domain that is purposefully different from the 

organization of the author’s society. Utopian literature presents places where social 

interaction is consistently and coherently organized in a way that is socially, 

politically, economically or morally “un-real”.  

 This is also precisely what sets utopian and dystopian literature apart from 

other “highly imaginative” or “allegorical” genres such as, for example, fairy tales.3 

Although the fictional worlds of fairy tales are obviously intentionally different from 

their contextual realities as well, their points of deviation are not to be found in social, 

moral or sexual values. Instead, fairy tales function precisely by reinforcing the social 

                                                
3 As a guide to what constitutes a fairy tale I will use Vladimir Propp’s definition of the “wondertale”, 
namely a subcategory of folktales that displays a predictable sequence of events, such as an exposition 
in which some harm or villainy is done to one of the characters; a subsequent encounter with a donor 
and magical agent; combat between hero and adversary; a return and pursuit. See Propp, Vladimir. 
Theory and History of Folklore. Trans. Ariadna Y. Martin and Richard P. Martin. Ed. Anatoly 
Liberman. Manchester: Manchester UP, 1984. 102. Print. 
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values of their contemporary contexts. So, while its setting, characters and chain of 

events are often far-fetched, the fairy tale serves to underline preexisting morals, not 

invent new ones. A tale such as “Little Red Riding Hood”, for example, juxtaposes 

itself to reality through anthropomorphism, magic, myth and symbolism. At the same 

time it uses these devices of Verfremdung in order to pass on a system of social 

relationships that is already in place. As a cautionary, reactionary tale about talking to 

strangers, or as a parable of sexual maturity, “Little Red Riding Hood” underlines 

established notions concerning social and sexual interaction instead of exploring 

alternatives.4 By contrast, texts like New Atlantis and Neuromancer investigate social 

fictions that are truly different from “reality”. While not necessarily advocating 

reform, these texts are progressive in the sense that their fictional societies actively 

displace aspects from their contemporaneous social contexts. Both the fairy tale and 

utopian literature, in short, are “different” from “reality”. However, utopian literature 

differentiates itself by introducing different codes of social conduct that contrast with 

the orthodoxy of other imaginative writings.  

 If “imagined society” is the core notion shared by both utopian and dystopian 

literature, the question remains as to what sets these genres apart. This issue tends to 

inspire the rather simplistic view that utopian literature is about “good” societies, 

while dystopian texts imagine societies that are “bad” in comparison to the author’s 

context. The editors of The Utopia Reader, for example, see these literatures as “the 

imaginative projection, positive or negative, of a society that is substantially different 

from the one in which the author lives” (Claeys and Sargent 1, my italics). Tom 

Moylan’s seminal study on dystopia posits that “[d]ystopia’s foremost truth lies in its 

ability to reflect upon the causes of social and ecological evil as systemic” (Moylan 

xii, my italics). Krishan Kumar claims that “[u]topia is a description of the best (or, in 

anti-utopia, the worst) society…” (Kumar 25). Edward Rothstein sees utopias as 

representing “an ideal toward which the mundane world must reach” (Rothstein, 

Muschamp and Marty 3, my italics). And, more recently, the editors of Dark Horizons 

contended that dystopia involves “the dark side of Utopia”, that it explores “accounts 

of places worse than the ones we live in” (Baccolini and Moylan 1, my italics). As 

                                                
4 I am principally referring here to the version of the fairy tale by the Brothers Grimm. Many other 
versions of the tale exist that fit into contemporary social fabrics in different ways. For a history of the 
fairy tale’s different versions refer to Catherine Orenstein’s exposition entitled Little Red Riding Hood 
Uncloaked: Sex, Morality and the Evolution of a Fairy Tale.  
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these definitional sound bites indicate, then, utopia and dystopia are commonly 

described with labels such as “good” and “bad”, “ideal” and “worse”, “perfect” and 

“evil” respectively. 

 Furthermore, this good-bad dichotomy is supported by an underlying notion 

that what is at stake in these discourses is the projection of fear and desire. Moylan, 

for example, suggests that what is “[c]rucial to dystopia’s vision in all its 

manifestations is this ability to register the impact of unseen and unexamined social 

systems on the everyday lives of everyday people” (Moylan xiii). Seen from this 

perspective, utopia, as the representation of “good” social systems, becomes the 

expression of hope, whereas, dystopia projects “a social ‘elsewhere’ that appears to be 

far worse than any in the ‘real’ world” (ibid.). According to this view, then, utopia 

and dystopia are discourses that are both occasioned by a desire for change, where 

one discourse uses persuasive, the other dissuasive arguments to make its point. 

 This view of the utopia-dystopia dichotomy is of course well understood from 

the perspective of the words’ etymologies. The idea that utopia and dystopia are about 

“good” and “bad” societies is bound to the words’ origins. Utopia’s Greek lineage 

reveals its combination of “ou” (not) and “eu” (good) with “topos” to denote the good 

place that does not exist. Dystopia, meanwhile, merges “topos” with “dys” (opposite, 

bad or harsh) to signify the place that is bad.5 As such, the combination of morphemes 

in “utopia” and “dystopia” clarifies the words’ functions as labels for expressing 

subjective sentiment towards specific kinds of societies, imagined or real.  

 There are, however, two problems associated with such a straightforward 

categorization of utopia and dystopia as being about “good” and “bad” societies. 

Firstly, if one considers the authorial point of view, is it safe to assume that the 

author’s mind was entirely made up that this imagined society was to be “better” or 

“worse”? More importantly, can we presume to have access to this intention? While 

Barthes’ diction that the author is dead has informed much of literary criticism since 

the 1960s and 70s, its value is generally underplayed in the field of utopian studies. 

Indeed, in the case of utopian literature, the temptation is strong to let go of Barthes’ 

                                                
5 The OED defines dystopia as “[a]n imaginary place or condition in which everything is as bad as 
possible; opp. Utopia” (“dystopia.” Oxford English Dictionary. http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/58909 
?redirectedFrom=dystopia#eid). As such, the “dys” prefix is a comment on dystopia’s negative 
relationship with utopia, as well as an expression of the common understanding of dystopia as a “bad” 
place. According to the OED, the first use of the word “dystopia” occurred in 1952 in Negley and 
Patrick’s study of imaginary societies entitled Quest for Utopia. 
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insight that the text is a “tissue of quotations” and resort to the idea that a text is “a 

line of words releasing a single theological meaning (the message of the Author-

God)” (Barthes 146). Presumably, utopian texts’ juxtaposition of a social text and 

context inspires a desire to narrow the space between these two social matrices to a 

single source of interest: if the imagined society in this text is differently organized 

than its context, what could have been the author’s intent in making these changes? 

What are the political or practical motivations of the person behind these fantasies? 

Yet, in light of Barthes’ insight that every text is “drawn from the innumerable centers 

of culture” (ibid.), can the utopian text ever be seen as the “truthful” representation of 

the author’s view of “good” and “bad”, and can we have unlimited and uncomplicated 

access to it? 

 In practical terms, this problem of authorial intent is perhaps best illustrated by 

Thomas More’s Utopia (1516). Although the genre’s canonical example, the extent to 

which Utopia can be said to express More’s “ideal” society has proved a persistent 

problem for the text’s interpreters. Ostensibly, Utopia juxtaposes a critique of 

contemporary English society in Book 1 with an account of an island society in Book 

2 in which the wrongs and ills of English society are rectified. As such, it feels natural 

to read the latter part of Utopia as the “better” alternative to More’s social reality. 

Yet, as Susan Bruce points out, Utopia is infamous for foiling any attempt to link its 

utopian descriptions with More’s authorial intent: 

 

Like More’s life, Utopia itself is a tissue of paradox and contradiction, and 
since its first publication in 1516, More’s purpose in its creation has been a 
perennial problem for its readers. Utopia is the most slippery of texts: in no 
other literary work is the question of authorial intention at once more pressing 
and more unanswerable. Its playful juxtaposition of the real with the 
imaginary; the nature of Utopian society itself; the incongruence between 
“ideal” Utopian practices and what we know of More’s life and beliefs; the 
relation between Books 1 and 2 of the text: all of these things encourage 
Utopia’s readers to ask themselves what More meant by this text, and 
simultaneously preclude attempts to answer that question with any certainty. 
(Bruce xix) 

 

 Some of the “slipperiness” that Bruce is referring to here is the result of the 

incongruity between the ideals suggested by Utopia and More’s life. For example, 
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while More preaches religious freedom—though not religiousness—in Utopia,6 the 

bitterness of his attack on Lutheranism seriously calls into question both the strength 

and the genuineness of such convictions. Especially during his time as Lord 

Chancellor, More acquired a reputation for the cruel treatment of what he considered 

heretics. For refusing to recant, More ordered a total of six Protestants to be burned at 

the stake. Although this, in itself, was not necessarily considered harsh treatment of 

non-believers, More’s apparent delight in the matter signals a malice that is 

incompatible with the Utopians’ tolerant religious attitudes. For example, of one of 

the offenders, John Tewkesbury, More remarked: “he was delyuered at laste vnto the 

secular handes and burned, as there was neuer wretche I wene better worthy” (More 

1973: 21). Moreover, More’s use of the label “worthy” here suggests a level of 

religious self-righteousness which stands in stark contrast to Utopia’s more “refined” 

and “principled” interpretation of God’s commandments. Consider, for example, the 

assessment by the text’s virtuous hero, Hythloday, of England’s use of the death 

penalty: 

 

God said, “Thou shalt not kill” – does the theft of a little money make it quite 
all right for us to do so? If it’s said that this commandment applies only to 
illegal killing, what’s to prevent human beings from similarly agreeing among 
themselves to legalize certain types of rape, adultery, or perjury? Considering 
that God has forbidden us even to kill ourselves, can we really believe that 
purely human arrangements for the regulation of mutual slaughter are enough, 
without any divine authority, to exempt executioners from the sixth 
commandment? Isn’t that rather like saying that this particular commandment 
has no more validity than human laws allow it? – in which case the principle 
can be extended indefinitely, until in all spheres of life human beings decide 
just how far God’s commandments may conveniently be observed. (More 
2003: 28 - 29) 

 

Here, Hythloday argues against the application of the death penalty as it conflicts with 

the sixth commandment: in Utopia no law of man may take precedence over divine 

laws. Yet, in his own religious practice, this is precisely what More permits. As part 

of his campaign against the Reformation, More professed no scruples against the 

murder of religious opponents, apparently feeling justified and exempt out of the 

                                                
6 More remarks of utopian religious practices: “There are several different religions on the island, and 
indeed in each town. There are sun-worshippers, moon-worshippers, and worshippers of various other 
planets. There are people who regard some great or good man of the past not merely as god but as the 
supreme god” (More 2003: 98). 
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bonds and danger of God’s commandment because protestants were “worthy” of such 

a fate. How does More’s religious practice then reflect on the utopian status of 

Utopia? Is it still safe to assume that his representation of religious freedom is sincere 

and “eutopic”?7 Certainly, as Utopia “includes a celebration of religious tolerance by 

a man who pursued heretics”, the text appears to be engendered at least in part by a 

narrative strategy that is not practical or programmatic in nature, or represents a 

“eutopic” agenda (Rothstein, Muschamp and Marty 58). Indeed, More’s religious 

polemics seriously question the extent to which Utopia may ever reveal an 

unequivocally ideal—religious—society, even if only in intent. 

 More appears to have been aware of this divide between his fictional and real 

world practices. Indeed, the very name of Utopia seems to be a playful reminder both 

of the fiction’s aspirations to “perfection” (eutopia), and its difficulty in connecting 

with the “real” world (outopia). Indeed, embedded in Utopia’s name is the realization 

that this fiction is inherently different from the author’s reality.  

 Even Utopia’s paratexts directly articulate the text’s ambiguous relationship to 

More’s daily life. Subtitled Libellus vere aureus, nec minus salutaris quam festivus, 

de optimo rei publicae statu deque nova insula,8 More’s text professes to contain not 

just practical (salutaris) elements, but also purports to entertain its reader (festivus). In 

this declaration of its function, then, Utopia combines aspects of both the guide or 

expository text and of fictional prose. As such, it allows for the merger of the sincere 

expression of convictions with the imaginative narrative strategies, irony, sarcasm and 

banter that typify both More’s naming conventions in Utopia, and the text’s 

sensitivity to multiple, ambiguous interpretations. Small wonder, then, that Utopia has 

been so successful at engendering contemporary scholarship’s opinion that the text 

constitutes “a tissue of paradox and contradiction” (Bruce xix). Certainly, the space 

between the text’s two distinct, stated discursive ambitions challenges its ability to 

express a single purpose and, perhaps even more importantly, our ability to have 

access to this goal.  

                                                
7 Besides freedom of religion, there are a number of other discrepancies between More’s and the 
Utopians’ religious practices. For example, the Utopians are revealed to be open to euthanasia and 
divorce under certain conditions (More 2003: 83, 85), notions that are highly polemical in relation to 
More’s zealous Catholicism. 
8 A truly golden little book, no less beneficial than entertaining, on the highest state of the republic and 
on the new island of Utopia (my translation). 
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 The problem of classifying utopia and dystopia as “good” and “bad” is further 

exacerbated by the subjectivity inherent in the creation of such labels. Hence, even 

Thomas More’s Utopia fails to unambiguously make true its authoritative status in 

utopian literature on the basis of these rudimentary categories of aesthetic and ethical 

appreciation. For example, More’s views on demographics and family life in Utopia 

seem no longer to deserve—or, indeed, never have deserved—the label “good”: 

 

Each town consists of six thousand households, not counting the country ones, 
and to keep the population fairly steady there’s a law that no household shall 
contain less than ten or more than sixteen adults […] This law is observed by 
simply moving supernumerary adults to smaller households. If the town gets 
too full, the surplus population is transferred to a town that’s comparatively 
empty. If the whole island becomes over-populated, they tell off a certain 
number of people from each town to go and start a colony at the nearest point 
on the mainland […] If the natives won’t do what they’re told, they’re 
expelled from the area marked out for annexation. If they try to resist, the 
Utopians declare war […] Husbands are responsible for punishing their wives, 
and parents for punishing their children, unless the offense is so serious that it 
has to be dealt with by the authorities, in the interests of public morality. The 
normal penalty for any major crime is slavery. (More 2003: 60, 85)  
 

More envisions life in Utopia to be regulated on three levels: on that of the patriarchal 

father, that of the local community, and on that of the national government. In each 

case, the discourse encodes the power relationships that force relocation, punishment 

and war on certain groups, especially on women, children and non-utopians. 

Certainly, these strict levels of control and their Othering of anyone who is not an 

adult male give one cause to consider under which conditions More’s Utopia can ever 

be read as utopian if such a reading would necessarily entail the “positive” projection 

of ideals.9 Indeed, if anything, More’s fantasy prefigures the social mechanisms of 

control and the encoding of normalcy that Foucault identifies as informing the reform 

of the modern, Western penal system.10 More’s proposed multi-tiered system of 

regulation suggests the presence of a state’s panoptic gaze to favor a particular 

contingent of Utopia’s citizenry while at the same time marginalizing those who do 

                                                
9 Terry Eagleton has argued that all utopias are inherently incapable of presenting perfection: “[o]ne 
should think twice before expressing the apparent generous-hearted wish to live in a social order which 
has passed beyond tragedy. For it is by no means clear that you could root out tragedy without 
extirpating the sense of human value on which it depends” (Eagleton 35). 
10 See Foucault, Michel. Discipline and Punish. Trans. Alan Sheridan. London: Penguin Books, 1991. 
195-228. Print. 
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not conform to this narrow vision. This, then, is not a society in which individuals are 

free to pursue their ideals and desires. Instead, More’s insistence on control and 

conformity turns Utopia into a model incarceratorial society, making its claims to 

perfection dubious at best.  

 More’s Utopia is not alone in its “failure” to achieve “perfection” without the 

negative connotation of state-enforced conformity. Even the most—ostensibly—

political utopias leave open the door to the suspicion that their “perfection” is 

balanced out by severe restrictive measures. For example, while Perkins Gilman’s 

Herland powerfully critiques twentieth century American gender roles and 

stereotypes, it manages to do so only by portraying its “perfect” female society as 

being as restrictive as it is liberating. Herland exists only by virtue of its ability to 

forcefully mold its society, going as far as to forbid its citizens to procreate or to care 

for their own children: 

 

“We have, of course, made it our first business to train out, to breed out, when 
possible the lowest type.” 
“Bread out?” I asked. “How could you—with parthenogenesis?” 
“If the girl showing the bad qualities had still the power to appreciate social 
duty, we appealed to her, by that, to renounce motherhood. Some of the worst 
types were, fortunately, unable to reproduce.” (Perkins Gilman 83) 

 

Herland’s “perfection”, in other words, is perfect only for the lucky few. Those unfit 

for society are rooted out and denied existence through strict forms of genetic control, 

or are simply made infertile by the narrative. As such, Herland invokes an unease 

about totalitarian control that, as Rothstein argues, underlies all forms of utopianism: 

 

Look too closely at this utopia or any other, and one begins to shiver at the 
possibility. The last century’s worst horrors—including Nazi Germany, the 
Soviet regime, the Maoist Cultural Revolution—grew out of utopian visions. 
With such examples in mind, the philosopher Isaiah Berlin argued that 
utopianism leads not to freedom but to tyranny. (Rothstein, Muschamp and 
Marty 5) 

 

Clearly, both Utopia and Herland have need of a degree of tyrannical oppression in 

order to make possible their social “realities”. As such, any interpretation of More’s 

and Perkins Gilman’s societies as “perfect” is difficult to maintain, as these fantasy 

worlds are also governed by restrictive measures.  
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 This issue can be traced back to the religious paradigm that appears to underlie 

all Western utopian literature. In the main, utopian narratives subscribe to the Biblical 

notion that any state of perfection requires a level of ignorance on the part of its 

subjects in order to be successful. That is, the notion of utopia seems to be informed 

by the idea that a belief in divine perfection calls for the relinquishment of free will. 

In Genesis, for example, Adam and Eve are entitled to their place in the Garden of 

Eden, in proto-utopia, as long as they make no claims to the ability to judge their 

environment as perfect or imperfect: 

 

And the Lord God commanded the man, saying, Of every tree of the garden 
thou mayest freely eat: But of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, thou 
shalt not eat of it: for in the day that thou eatest thereof thou shalt surely die. 
(King James, Gen. 2.16-17) 

 

Utopia can only exist, in other words, when its subjects allow for their idea of 

“perfection” to be guided by utopia’s creator. How likely, however, is this consensus 

in the case of free will? In the Bible, this conundrum is solved in terms of faith. Being 

able to enjoy God’s perfection entails having faith in the creator’s own appraisal of 

creation without second-guessing or the need for clarification. Indeed, Adam and 

Eve’s initial conformity to God’s rules is built on the agreement that they will remain 

ignorant of the knowledge with which they might judge Eden’s characteristics for 

themselves. Concurrently, Adam and Eve’s awakening and their ambitions for 

autonomy are met with their expulsion from the utopian garden. Indeed, as soon as 

Eve has performed her act of “Promethean defiance”, what remains is for God to be 

“merciful” in the punishment of his children. What the allegory of the Tree of 

Knowledge illustrates, then, is that free will and conformity with the will of the 

utopia’s creator are mutually exclusive. Developing free will automatically entails 

expulsion from utopia into the “real” world. As a result, Utopia can never be 

“perfect”: in order for it to function, its inhabitants have to relinquish the agency 

required to independently appraise utopia’s perfection. 

 As such, defining utopia, and by extension dystopia, in terms of their roles as 

dream and nightmare societies is problematic both from the perspective of the author 

and of the reader. On the one hand, it seems impossible to pinpoint exactly what, for 

example, More’s intentions were with Utopia. Even if we brush aside major 

theoretical concerns, anything like a clear set of authorial intentions underlying the 
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text never emerges from behind the major incongruities between it and what is known 

of More’s life. On the other hand, taking the readerly perspective also foils an 

effective categorization. Indeed, as Rothstein points out, “one man’s utopia is another 

man’s dystopia” (Rothstein, Muschamp and Marty 4). Hence, while More’s Utopia, 

or Marx and Engels’ The Communist Manifesto (1848) or Gernsback’s Ralph 124C 

41+ (1925), may represent an ideal for some, they may simultaneously represent 

imperfection for others. Certainly, the levels of social conformity required by the 

utopian construct seem to a priori defeat its purpose by denying utopia’s citizens the 

agency required to disagree with the dominant understanding of perfection. The good-

bad dichotomy, in short, seems particularly inadequate to the task of describing what 

it is we mean by utopian and dystopian literature. Rather than accurately describe 

these cultural practices these terms present an array of theoretical and interpretative 

difficulties that remove the notions of utopia and dystopia ever further from their 

productive application to the study of literature. 

 Academia has responded to these manifold difficulties by suggesting ever 

more detailed taxonomies of utopian literature. Increasingly aware of the dangers of 

seeing any given text as simply “perfect” or “imperfect”, scholars have sought to 

invent more sophisticated and fruitful categories. In this way, the problems associated 

with determining authorial intentions or readerly interpretations have led to the 

proposal of increasingly detailed classifications. Sargent’s watershed articles “The 

Three Faces of Utopianism” and “The Three Faces of Utopianism Revisited”, have 

led the charge in this respect. He proposes the following categories which continue to 

serve as the academic norms for utopian classification:  

 

Utopia—a non-existent society described in considerable detail and normally 
located in time and space. 
 
Eutopia or positive utopia—a non-existent society described in considerable 
detail and normally located in time and space that the author intended a 
contemporaneous reader to view as considerably better than the society in 
which that reader lived. 
 
Dystopia or negative utopia—a non-existent society described in considerable 
detail and normally located in time and space that the author intended a 
contemporaneous reader to view as considerably worse than the society in 
which that reader lived. 
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Utopian satire— a non-existent society described in considerable detail and 
normally located in time and space that the author intended a 
contemporaneous reader to view as criticism of that contemporary society. 
 
Anti-utopia— a non-existent society described in considerable detail and 
normally located in time and space that the author intended a 
contemporaneous reader to view as criticism of utopianism or of some 
particular eutopia. 
 
Critical utopia— a non-existent society described in considerable detail and 
normally located in time and space that the author intended a 
contemporaneous reader to view as better than contemporary society but with 
difficult problems that the described society may or may not be able to solve 
and which takes a critical view of the utopian genre. (Sargent 1993: 9) 

 

Recently, both Sargent and Moylan have seen the opportunity to extend this system 

even further with an additional lemma, the “critical dystopia”.11 In this model there 

exists an addition form of utopian literature, “a textual mutation that self-reflexively 

takes on the present system and offers not only astute critiques of the border of things 

but also explorations of the oppositional spaces and possibilities from which the next 

round of political activism can derive imaginative sustenance and inspiration” 

(Moylan xv). 

 To my mind, this taxonomy is problematic for three reasons. First, although it 

is finely grained, it still allows for a significant amount of overlap and ambiguity 

between categories to the extent that their usefulness becomes complicated. For 

example, if “utopian satire” is a form of criticism on contemporary society, how can 

this form of discourse be differentiated from dystopia? That is, assuming that dystopia 

is “worse” than the society of a contemporaneous reader in some way, this genre, 

through extrapolation, could convey a criticism of contemporary society by rendering 

utopian desire in a satirical light. As such, is Gulliver’s Travels (1726) “simply” a 

“utopian satire”, or does it contain elements of dystopia—along the lines of Sargent’s 

description of this genre—as well? Similarly, as both “anti-utopia” and “critical 

utopia” are principally concerned with the critique of utopia, the question remains as 

to what degree these terms point to literary practices that are inherently different. Is 

                                                
11 Sargent and Moylan both credit each other with first identifying “critical dystopia” as a separate 
category of literature. I have been unable to discover the first original use of the term. See Sargent, 
Lyman Tower. “The Three Faces of Utopianism Revisited.” Utopian Studies 5.1 (1994): 9. Print. and 
Moylan, Tom. Scraps of Untainted Sky: Science Fiction, Utopia, Dystopia. Boulder: Westview Press, 
2000. xv. Print. 
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Gulliver’s Travels, again, by virtue of being a “critical utopia”, not also “anti-

utopian”? Certainly, there seems to be an inordinate amount of critical space in which 

to shift Sargent’s definitions. In this way, the terms’ boundaries blur to the extent that 

their usefulness for critical analysis becomes questionable. Rather than provide the 

tools for textual interpretation, these categories therefore run the risk of inspiring 

endless debates on texts’ precise classification.  

 Second, Sargent fails to establish a clear distinction between textual analysis 

on the one hand and political and social activism on the other. That is, for Sargent, 

utopian literature is part of the larger project of utopianism: “utopian literature should 

be treated as a subset of a broader phenomenon” (Sargent 1993: 3). In so doing, 

Sargent sees utopian texts as “social dreaming—the dreams and nightmares that 

concern the ways in which groups of people arrange their lives and which usually 

envision a radically different society than the one in which the dreamers live” (ibib.). 

Sargent’s system of utopian literature, therefore, is informed by a notion of social 

agency. If utopian literature is part of utopianism, then it is actively concerned with 

how “groups of people arrange their lives” (ibid.). This leads Sargent to investigate 

fiction alongside with what he considers to be non-fictional categories of utopianism, 

such as “instructions to princes”, “political philosophy”, “urban planning” and 

“visionary architecture”, without considering how these forms of social dreaming 

might relate differently to social activism (Sargent 1993: 12). Sargent’s categorization 

of the utopia phenomenon, in other words, suggests a clear-cut political and practical 

component to utopian literature. It proposes literature’s role as blueprint, daydream, 

or thought experiment that uncomplicatedly reflects a desire for real change, and runs 

counter to the idea that literature is principally an imaginative and creative project. 

This is of course not to say literature, as an imaginative project, lacks a political 

dimension or indeed that any form of aesthetic representation is incompatible with 

political content. Clearly, this is not the case. Yet, Sargent’s taxonomy, over-

emphasizes literature’s pragmatic political potential by mentioning it in the same 

breath as social activism. In this way, Sargent’s system is principally a structuralist 

tool of anthropology or sociology—in the same vein as, for instance, Lévi-Strauss’ 

system of mythemes—rather than an instrument of textual interpretation or 

interdisciplinary cultural analysis.   
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 Third, and perhaps most significantly, Sargent’s approach confounds the 

problems that inform naive concepts about utopian literature rather than address them. 

In an effort to move beyond the unsophisticated idea that utopia and dystopia are 

about “perfect” and “bad” imagined societies, Sargent increasingly relies on the 

notions of authorial intent and subjective reader responses which inform them. Instead 

of trying to solve these issues, or bypass them altogether, Sargent’s taxonomy stresses 

precisely what the “author intended” and how a “contemporaneous reader” might 

view the text. In response to these problematic concepts, in other words, utopian 

studies have developed towards a toolset that deals in increasing detail with such 

difficulties, thereby escalating its dependency on these difficulties in this area of study 

(Sargent 1993: 9). 

 Interestingly, Sargent does acknowledge the problems linked to his approach. 

He begins his analysis with the following observation: 

 

Many literary scholars in North America are particularly bothered by the use 
of intention because one of the dominant methodologies in the field in this 
part of the world says that authorial intent is unknowable. But since other 
methodologies in North America and dominant methodologies in other parts 
of the world and in other disciplines (utopian studies is, after all, an 
interdisciplinary field) accept that authorial intention is important if difficult, 
it is possible, and, I believe, essential to use it when and where it is possible. 
Utopias (and intentional communities) are historical artifacts that are brought 
into being at particular times and places and usually by identifiable people 
whose reasons for doing so are in principle knowable. (Sargent 1993: 6) 

  

So, while Sargent is aware of potential objections to his method, he remains reluctant 

to engage with them. In essence, his response to the “dominant methodologies” (i.e. 

structural and post-structuralist criticism) that problematize his project consists of 

gesturing towards the possibility of alternative methodologies without actually 

engaging with them. For Sargent, authorial intent is troublesome in name, yet 

unproblematic in practice. As it is in principle knowable, Sargent allows authorial 

intent to continue to serve as the basis of his system of classification. 

 It is this search for a detailed specification of utopian texts that has informed 

much of recent utopian studies, rather than analyses of the actual discourse. The 

friction between the desire to move beyond authorial intent and a continued reliance 

on it has led to the search for ever more specific textual descriptors. In fact, the field’s 

self-appointed task to describe utopian discourse in exhaustive detail has at times 
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resulted in the creation of new literary categories, ad nauseam and ad absurdum. 

Moylan, for example, recently went so far as to suggest the existence of “anti-utopian 

dystopia” and “utopian dystopia” (Moylan xiii). Moylan’s combination of the 

taxonomy’s supposed opposites here illustrates that the limits of the system have been 

reached rather than providing a useful extension. In fact, Moylan’s suggestion seems 

to indicate that the system is starting to collapse under the weight of too many 

categories based on fickle methods of differentiation.  

 Such taxonomies, then, are balanced precariously on subjective labels of 

appreciation (“better”, “worse”), and a confident belief in the accessibility of both the 

author’s intentions and the reader’s perceptions. However, as such notions are already 

problematic for the genre’s eponymous text, it is uncertain to what degree they may 

be useful in supporting critical investigation. Given the inherent uncertainty of, for 

example, authorial intent, it remains doubtful how such increasingly detailed 

classifications can ever be productively employed to help understand utopian and 

dystopian discourse. 

 Thus the issues of intentionality and subjectivity ultimately lead to the 

question of wish and form. That is, in trying to identify what is utopian or dystopian, 

should we be attempting to outline the literary expression of desire and fear, or should 

we be trying to identify a method of literary expression? Are utopia and dystopia, in 

other words, defined by the intentions of their author, or by their poetics?  

 For most scholars, utopianism securely remains the domain of the expression 

of wish and non-wish. Moylan, for instance, sees E.M. Forster’s short story “The 

Machine Stops” (1909) as the straightforward expression of its author’s desires and 

fears: “Yet, even as he [Forster] foregrounds his apocalyptic horror at the unraveling 

of the world he knows, he clings, at least in his closing paragraphs, to the prophetic 

possibility that one day humanity will again prevail” (Moylan 111). To a large extent, 

this interpretation seems occasioned by genre’s association with science fiction. For 

example, Darko Suvin positions utopian discourse as a sub-branch of science fiction 

that complies with the aesthetic of “cognitive estrangement”: the empirical 

exploration of a contemporaneous context through Verfremdung.12 Suvin explains: 

 
                                                
12 For a general outline of Suvin’s concept of cognitive estrangement see Suvin, Darko. 
Metamorphoses of Science Fiction: On the Poetics and History of a Literary Genre. New Haven: Yale 
UP, 1979. 3-15. Print. 
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Utopia operates by example and demonstration, deictically. At the basis of all 
utopian debates, in its open or hidden dialogues is a gesture of pointing, a 
wide-eyed glance from here to there, a “traveling shot” moving from the 
author’s everyday lookout to the wondrous panorama of a far-off land. (Suvin 
37) 
 

Seen in this light, utopia and dystopia are the expression of wishes and non-wishes 

that serve to present a condition that is different from, yet vitally related to, the 

author’s “real” circumstances. However, such an approach, for the reasons outlined 

earlier, seems to a certain degree reductive of the complexities of historiography and 

discursive formation. To what extent is it ever possible to reliably determine the 

trajectory of a “traveling shot” back to a single point of origin? And to what degree 

does such an approach ignore the ability of texts to shape their own literary tradition? 

 This thesis aims to circumvent the issues involved in such constricted personal 

wish-motivated models of utopia and dystopia by building on Fredric Jameson’s 

conception of utopian literature. For Jameson, utopian texts are a form of discourse 

that is rooted in both broad, historical contexts and in the formal conventions of its 

literary tradition. On the one hand, claims Jameson, utopias “seem to be the by-

products of Western modernity”, and, as such, require us to “get some idea of the 

specific situations and circumstances under which their composition is possible” 

(Jameson 2007: 11). In this respect, Jameson’s approach pays tribute to Suvin’s 

concept of “cognitive estrangement” for providing the basic framework by which the 

historical contemporaneity of utopian discourse can be understood.13 Crucially, 

however, Jameson shifts this concept away from the limited boundaries of specific 

authors to the more generic, socio-economic and political contexts in which texts 

were written. While Jameson does not deny the significance of individual authors, he 

acknowledges the practical and theoretical difficulties involved in determining their 

thoughts and intentions. His solution to this problem involves the casting of a larger 

net to include not just author, but also the larger contours of the political, 

technological, social and economic realities in which the text occurs. In this way, he is 

able to retain the useful notion that utopian discourse is a specific sub-branch of the 

family of texts that conveys a Verfremdungs effect, while simultaneously proposing 

                                                
13 For details on Jameson’s use of Suvin’s theory of science fiction refer to Jameson’s Archaeologies of 
the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions. London and New York: Verso, 
2007. pp. xiv, 63, 410. Print. 
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that Das Heimliche, the subject of such exploration, is not the forthright corollary of 

authorial intent. For Jameson, utopia’s pointing action is not the result of logical 

operations on a singular point of departure, but is instead engendered by a broader 

cultural complex.  

 In this way, it becomes possible to see utopia and dystopia not as the 

expressions of an author’s wish or fear for “good” and “bad” respectively. Rather, by 

making the concept of cognitive estrangement productive through larger contexts, 

Jameson’s approach positions utopia and dystopia as forms of discourse that present 

themselves as both subjective and more generic articulations of fundamental social 

change within a contemporary discursive matrix. Seen from this perspective, 

understanding these genres becomes a matter of seeing them in relation to the broader 

conditions that have allowed for their possibility, and not just the laborious excavation 

of biographical data. As such, Jameson identifies the material of utopianism as an 

amalgam of individual perception and social reality:  

 

Laws, labor, marriage, industrial and institutional organization, trade and 
exchange, even subjective raw materials such as characterological 
organization, habits of practice, talents, gender attitudes: all become, at one 
point or another in the story of utopias, grist for the Utopian mill and 
substances out of which the Utopian construction can be fashioned. (Jameson 
2007: 14) 

 

Jameson, in other words, positions utopianism not as an illustration of a single 

person’s wishes or fears, but proposes the discourses to be a form of collective 

expression. What utopia and dystopia express, in short, is “some idea” of collective 

tendencies towards hope and despair within a specific historical context (Jameson 

2007: 11, my italics).  

 On the other hand, Jameson notes that the form of utopianism is significant to 

its character as well. Alongside their ability to articulate broad-scale, collective 

dreams and nightmares, utopian texts are defined by their relationship to the literary 

tradition: 

 

It is not only the social and historical raw materials of the Utopian construct 
which are of interest from this perspective; but also the representational 
relations established between them—such as closure, narrative and exclusion 
or inversion. Here as elsewhere in narrative analysis what is most revealing is 
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not what is said, but what cannot be said, what does not register on the 
narrative apparatus. (Jameson 2007: xiii) 

 

By highlighting the importance of what can and cannot be said of utopia’s 

representational relations, Jameson is of course invoking Foucault’s understanding of 

the discursive formation. In this light, one can see that what is involved in the 

establishment of these literary traditions is the interplay between discursive relations, 

which “offer it objects of which it can speak” and help “determine the group of 

relations that discourse must establish in order to speak of this or that object” 

(Foucault 1972: 46). In this way, utopian and dystopian texts can be said to be defined 

as much by their ability to interact with the long durée, diachronic representational 

relations within their respective traditions, as they are by specific synchronic, 

contextual circumstances. As such, what makes a text dystopian or not is to a large 

extent dependent on the ability of its representational form to “register on the 

[dystopian] narrative apparatus” (Jameson 2007: xiii).  

 I want to suggest that the representational relationship that has been most 

successful at differentiating utopia and dystopia from other genres is their projection 

of totality. In the case of utopia, the literary tradition is characterized by its ability to 

convey some kind of alternative to contemporary reality, in a completely unrestricted 

way. As Jameson indicates, it is this notion of totality that is so characteristic of 

utopian aesthetics: 

 

…it is precisely this category of totality that presides over the forms of 
Utopian realization: the Utopian city, the Utopian revolution, the Utopian 
commune or village, and of course the Utopian text itself, in all its radical and 
unacceptable difference from the more lawful and aesthetically satisfying 
literary genres. (Jameson 2007: 5) 

 

Momentarily setting aside Jameson’s low regard for the “beauty” of utopian literature, 

it is clear that the genre is indeed principally set apart from other discourses by its 

presentation of absolute totality. Indeed, as indicated earlier, it is in fact this aspect of 

totality that inspires the restrictive measures that make it so inherently difficult to 

label utopia as “perfect”.  

 This sense of totality is not necessarily limited to utopian literature but may be 

identified in the larger category of utopianism as well. That is, totality does not just 

characterize utopian fiction but also informs utopian social and political activism, 



 34 

forms of discourse that openly proclaim their desire and intent to establish actual 

change. Žižek rightly identifies a belief in the possibility of universality as the cause 

of this phenomenon. In relation to socialism he explains: 

 

…in the Marxian perspective, utopian socialism consists in the very belief 
that a society is possible in which the relations of exchange are universalized 
and production for the market predominates, but workers themselves none the 
less remain proprietors of their means of production and are therefore not 
exploited - in short, 'utopian' conveys a belief in the possibility of a 
universality without its symptom, without the point of exception functioning as 
its internal negation. (Žižek 2008: 18) 

 

Totality, then, is fundamental to all utopian expressions. Whether in fiction or social-

political treatise, the utopian idea is characterized by a societal organization that 

operates without a single exception to its system. 

 Dystopia, conversely, is characterized precisely by its making visible the 

exception, what Žižek calls the “symptom” of utopia (ibid.). Rather than project 

totality, dystopia is concerned with the subversion of totalitarianism. So, texts such as 

Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949) and Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451 (1953) are, in 

the main, distinguished as dystopian literature because they represent the subversion 

of imagined, totalitarian societies.  

 I want to propose that utopian and dystopian relationships with totality are 

predominantly brought to the fore by the discourses’ treatment of space. As already 

hinted at by Jameson, utopia’s totality is intricately linked to its spatial dimensions. 

Typically, utopia is comprised of gardens, cities, islands, communes, villages and 

planets. These localities bind utopian texts into a single discourse by offering objects 

through which utopias can speak of totality. By erecting barriers around utopia, the 

text is able to explore and suggest the “perfection” or, rather, totality of the utopian 

society by showing nothing other than the system at work. Dystopia, on the contrary, 

works through the subversion of such totalitarian, “utopian” spaces. Dystopia is a 

discourse that speaks of the disruption of totalitarian spaces, of cracks, seepage, 

hideouts, subversion, and the destruction of containment. This does not mean, 

however, that utopia and dystopia are each other’s binary opposites. Rather, utopia 

and dystopia are two variations of the same narrative strategy, namely the isolation of 

diegetic space. In the case of the former, the walls around the diegetic space work to 
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keep the rest of the world out. In the case of the dystopian variety, walls attempt to 

keep the diegetic space from falling apart.  

 The close link between utopia and spatial paradigms suggests the significance 

of poetics for our understanding of utopian literature. That is, utopia’s reliance on 

islands, planets and cities indicates that the discursive formation is not principally 

based upon problematic rules of aesthetic and moral appraisal (i.e. “perfect”, “good”, 

“better than”) that have their origins in authorial intent, but is rather characterized 

largely by its method of encoding spatial relationships. As such, the rules of the 

utopian genre are founded on spatial relationships, not authorial intent or reader 

response. Similarly, dystopian literature appears to be delineated primarily not in the 

author’s intention to imagine a society worse than that of the contemporary reader, 

but rather through its poetics of spatial subversion. This is of course not to say that the 

poetics of utopian and dystopian discourse are “just” spatial constructs and 

meaningless as literary devices, or that such texts cannot be made subject to 

hermeneutic disclosure. Rather, focusing on the treatment of space in utopian and 

dystopian texts allows their relationship to totalitarianism to be brought to the fore 

and made available for literary and cultural analysis. An examination of a text’s 

spatial poetics, in other words, can lead to a better understanding of its relationship to 

statements of totalitarianism and subversion in the matrix of surrounding 

contemporary discourses.  

 In accordance with Jameson’s approach to utopian literature, then, I intend to 

position utopian and dystopian texts as types discourse that are, to a large extent, 

defined by their form. In the following two sections I will provide an outline of the 

spatial poetics of utopian and dystopian discourse respectively, and begin to 

investigate how these can be used to analyze texts in their cultural contexts.  

 

Utopian Spatial Poetics 
The central importance of spatial poetics to the utopian society is perhaps best 

indicated, again, by the genre’s eponymous text, Utopia. An island nation, Utopia 

stands comparatively isolated from the rest of the—non-utopian—world. It is striking 

to see how much of the narrative is spent in relating not Utopia’s economics, politics 

or art, but in the detailed description of the island’s circumference and topography. 

What is more, these two elements, the utopian space’s outer border and its internal 
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layout, seem much more effective at defining the utopian nation state than 

Hythloday’s often inconsistent descriptions of the Utopians and their social 

organization.14  

 My formal analysis of utopian fiction, as well as that of dystopian fiction for 

that matter, might give the impression that I view such narratives as devoid of 

ideology; as empty diegetic spaces that are merely fulfilling some poetic expectation 

in the reader. However, this is not the case. In positioning utopia and dystopia as 

primarily spatial narrative constructs I favor the form of these narratives in my 

attempt to define them, but it is not my intention to suggest that we should therefore 

simply ignore their content. As pointed out earlier, there are numerous objections to 

be put forward against categorizing such narratives purely on the basis of their 

ideological content, both from the perspective of the author’s ideology as well as that 

of the reader. But this is of course not to say that ideology is therefore lacking from 

these narrative forms entirely, or even that form and function can be so easily 

separated. My point, merely is that interpretation of the ideology of these narratives is 

preceded by their adherence to certain spatial principles. In essence, my argument 

reflects the logic behind the spatial turn that took place in geography, social theory 

and philosophy in the late 1970s, 80s and 90s. Here, thinkers such as Henri Lefebvre 

and Edward W. Soja began to steer scholarly interest in modernity, urbanity and 

economy towards the notion of space. Their insightful analyses of space in for 

example The Production of Space (Lefebvre) and Thirdspace (Soja) focus attention 

on the social production of space. Rather than see space as a preexisting and purely 

physical condition that awaits social, political and economic content, Lefebvre and 

Soja propose that space is fundamentally constitutive of social life and that social life 

is fundamentally constitutive of space. In this way, the physical dimensions of spaces 

become intricately interlinked with the social conditions that have helped to shape 

them. My point in privileging the “physical” properties of utopian and dystopian 

spaces is not to deny the social and political forces with which they interact, but to 

                                                
14 For example, as Stephen Greenblatt points out in Renaissance Self-Fashioning, while the Utopians’ 
workday ostensibly compares favorably to that of the English peasantry, if one adds all the hours that 
More allocates for work they are in fact the same: “The endless day prescribed by the Statute of 
Artificers is scarcely longer than envisaged here, though one should add that there is, after supper, an 
hour’s recreation, in the summer in the gardens, in the winter in the dining halls” (40). Such 
inconsistencies in the description of the “perfect” society question the extent to which Utopia is defined 
by its societal characteristics.  
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underline how important these dimensions have become in recognizing utopian and 

dystopian content. So, while the interpretation of the ideological forces that give rise 

to the notions of utopia and dystopia are subjective and fluid, their physical 

representations have become so recognizable that these now form the litmus test. 

Utopia and dystopia, in short, are spaces that are constructed by social and ideological 

forces, but it is the result of these forces, their physical appearance, that has come to 

precede their interpretation as such.  

 The authority of formal spatial properties to suggest utopianness, regardless of 

ideological content, may for example be observed in Utopia’s borders. In Utopia, a 

clearly defined perimeter provides the enclave in which the social fantasy can take 

place. The second book, therefore, starts with an accurate description of the island’s 

dimensions and its limits. Crucially, these borders are perceived to be hazards that 

contribute to the island’s isolation and limit its contact with other societies: 

 

The harbour mouth is alarmingly full of rocks and shoals. One of these rocks 
presents no danger to shipping, for it rises high out of the water, almost in the 
middle of the gap, and has a tower built on it, which is permanently 
garrisoned. But the other rocks are deadly, because you can’t see them. Only 
the Utopians know where the safe channels are, so without a Utopian pilot it’s 
practically impossible for a foreign ship to enter the harbour. It would be risky 
enough even for the local inhabitants, if it weren’t for certain landmarks 
erected on the shore – and by simply shifting these landmarks they could lure 
any number of enemy warships to destruction. Of course, there are plenty of 
harbours on the other side of the island, but they are so well fortified, either 
naturally or artificially, that a handful of men could easily prevent a huge 
invading force from landing at any of them. (More 2003: 40) 
 

Utopia, in other words, is impenetrable. Its shores are a maze of rock, shelves and 

currents so formidable a defense that only a single garrison of men is required to 

guard against invasion. In this way, Utopia is construed principally not as an “ideal” 

society but as a fortress of ideological purity and experimentative gameplay: the 

island’s defenses keep the neighbors out in order to provide the substrate for More’s 

social extrapolation. 

 More’s Utopia makes the need for this fortification of ideological space 

exceedingly explicit in its narrative. Although Hythloday’s rendition of the island’s 

defenses may suggest Utopia to be a natural island with natural protection from the 
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sea, the protagonist goes on to reveal that Utopia, in fact, was at first not an island at 

all: 

 

They say, though, and one can actually see for oneself, that Utopia was 
originally not an island but a peninsula. However, it was conquered by 
somebody called Utopos, who gave it its present name—it used to be called 
Sansculottia—and was also responsible for transforming a pack of ignorant 
savages into what is now, perhaps, the most civilized nation in the world. The 
moment he landed and got control of the country, he immediately had a 
channel cut through the fifteen-mile isthmus connecting Utopia with the 
mainland, so that the sea could flow all round it. (More 2003: 50) 

 

Utopia, then, is artificial. More importantly, the text makes a point of showing Utopia 

to be an artificial rather than a natural island. As such, the textual real estate invested 

in detailing Utopia’s creation narrative emphasizes the importance of seeing Utopia as 

isolated from the “real” world, as well as the island’s subsequent ability to transform a 

nation of savages into “the most civilized nation in the world (ibid.)”. In other words, 

Utopia’s function as an imagined society and ideological experiment is preceded by 

its spatial properties, in particular its forceful separation from non-utopian space. And 

again, as with Utopia’s defenses of rocks, waterways and military garrisons, it seems 

to be the creation of this isolated space which primarily informs our understanding of 

Utopia as utopian rather than the precise ideological content of this space.   

 The significance of Utopia’s insular status is further underlined by Utopia’s 

paratext as well. Numerous editions of More’s text are embellished with illustrations. 

It is striking to see that these illustrations are predominantly of the island rather than 

any of the main characters or of the utopians and their society. This leads to the 

conclusion that what is important in the visual representation of More’s Utopia is not 

so much the qualities of the social, political or religious characteristics of the 

imagined society but simply the fact that Utopia is an island. Using bird’s-eye views, 

illustrators show Utopia in situ with some of its topography but with none of the 

particulars of its interior. 
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Fig. 1: Woodcut by Ambrosius Holbein from the 1524 German edition of More’s Utopia. 

Source: More, Thomas. Utopia. Basel: Johann Bebel, 1524. Facsimile courtesy of the Rare Books 
Collection of the University of Amsterdam. 

 

For example, Holbein’s woodcut for the 1524 edition of Utopia shows the island in 

the center of the frame, leaving an ample margin of water to help illustrate Utopia’s 

island status. And while some of the characters of the narrative are present in the 

scene, they take up only marginal positions in the lower left and lower right corners of 

the mise-en-scène.15 This has the effect of these characters simply framing the central 

object instead of forming an integral part of Utopia’s representation. Their function is 

merely to guide the gaze of the viewer towards the central object, namely the utopian 

space and the visual demarcation of its borders in the shape of coastline, ocean and 

                                                
15 In the frame we can see Hythloday in the lower left corner, and, presumably, Peter Giles to his right, 
Amerigo Vespucci on the ship, and More himself in the lower right corner.  
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sailing vessels. In this way, Holbein’s woodcut emphasizes the importance of Utopia 

as an island, and offers the reader the vital paratextual clue that understanding a 

construct as utopian entails seeing it as a cut-off and isolated space.  

 I want to propose that this emphasis on Utopia’s spatial isolation through 

artificiality may be recognized in the text’s play with contemporary geographical 

knowledge as well. Throughout the text, More positions his social experiment in 

relation to far-off, exotic landmarks. For some scholars, Utopia’s relative—if still 

rather vague—position on the globe signals More’s desire to present the utopian space 

as plausible and authentic. Bruce, for example, argues:  

 

The writers of such texts [early modern utopias] felt impelled to offer a 
plausible explanation for the fact that the imaginary lands they described were 
unknown to the audiences to whom they described them, and to posit an 
unknown nation in the middle of the Indian Ocean or off the coast of the 
Americas is self-evidently more credible than it would be to situate such a 
community in a village in the Alps, or an island in the middle of the 
Mediterranean sea. (Bruce ix-x) 

 

Indeed, More positions Utopia somewhere along the east coast of South America. By 

detailing Hythloday’s encounter with Amerigo Vespucci and his southerly direction 

of travel, Utopia’s location can be approximately deduced (More 2003: 17). Yet 

rather than lend an air of “self-evident credibility”, I want to suggest that Utopia’s 

place in the new world in fact signals its status as fiction and artificial social 

experiment. For More, the new world would not have represented the opportunity to 

render Utopia in a credible light, but instead would have given him the greatest 

artistic and imaginative license possible. Freely mixing early modern travel narratives 

with classical Greek mythology, More sees South America as the place where 

“nothing is more easy to be found than be barking Scyllas, ravening Celaenos, and 

Laestrygons, devourers of people, and suchlike great and incredible monsters” (More 

2008: 14).16 As a place where there be monsters, the Americas are precisely not a 

setting that allows Utopia to acquire “credibility” but rather allows the island to obtain 
                                                
16 I quote here from the Oxford collection of Early Modern utopias rather than the Penguin Classics 
edition I referred to earlier as this is one of the few translations that retains the collection of monsters 
of the original Latin. While I, overall, prefer Paul Turner’s translation, his version of More’s Utopia 
exchanges the specific mythical creatures of the original for “horrible creatures who pray on human 
beings, snatch away their food, or devour whole populations” (More 2003: 19). This abridged 
translation seems unfortunate in light of Utopia’s setting: More’s engagement with the horrors from 
Greek mythology is important in establishing the relationship between Utopia and the “real world”. 
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the isolation from the known world that its existence requires. So, while the discovery 

of the Indies may have been the economic, technological and political inspiration for 

many early modern utopias, their location in the new world is not an argument for the 

fictions’ trustworthiness. Instead, utopias’ exotic locations underline the idea that 

“utopia” is dependent upon a separate, impenetrable space.  

 In fact, the argument might be made that the rise of the utopian genre in the 

Early Modern period is directly linked to the abundant, new source of texts in the 

form of the discourse of The Americas. For example, Kumar sees European colonial 

enterprises as activating certain paradigms of social self-reflection that are crucial to 

utopian literature: 

 

…the encounter with exotic and even outlandish places and cultures was 
bound sooner or later to affect utopian conceptions. It had been standard 
literary practice since the time of Herodotus to use the customs and 
institutions of distant lands, real or invented, as a critical or satirical 
commentary on one’s own age and people. The European voyages revived this 
practice by adding immeasurably to the store of knowledge of strange 
worlds—not to mention the sense of possibility they opened up with their 
vistas of vast spaces still to be explored and perhaps settled. European ships 
returned regularly with colorful accounts of the ways of far-flung cultures, 
East and West. A vast new literature and culture of the voyages of discovery 
began to accumulate […] The alien forms of distant cultures enabled the 
utopian writer to establish the crucial “critical distance” from his own society, 
while often suggesting something of the constructive alternative that his 
utopia aimed to present. (Kumar 23) 

 

As Kumar shows, then, the ready availability of the Other inspired a wave of 

seventeenth-century authors to speculate on the Self. Again, it is not so much the 

credibility of travel narratives that is of importance here. Rather, it is their capacity to 

present “exotic and even outlandish places” that serve the utopian author (ibid.). It is 

these qualities in particular that signal utopia’s nature as a non-ubiquitous, artificial 

construction.  

 This is of course not to say that this travel narrative trope is limited to early 

modern texts per se. In the main, literary utopias spend considerable resources on 

emphasizing their spatial isolation as a way to make their social experiment viable, 

not credible. Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s experiment with an all-female society, for 

example, relies on geographical premises that are just as unlikely as those of More’s, 
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yet allow her to pursue feminist utopia nonetheless. In Herland, the utopian land is 

made possible by an event similar to Utopia’s forceful separation from the mainland: 

 

…no nation can stand up against what steamship companies call “an act of 
God”. While the whole fighting force was doing its best to defend their 
mountain pathway, there occurred a volcanic outburst, with some local 
tremors, and the result was the complete filling up of the pass—their only 
outlet. (Perkins Gilman 56) 

 

Again, as with More, Perkins Gilman’s purpose here appears to be not that of 

rendering a credible tale. Rather, Herland’s location in the Amazonian forests, its 

God-given isolation, and the text’s invocation of colonial methods of transportation 

signal Perkins Gilman’s desire for a free imaginative reign. It is the physical act of 

separation, then, which separates utopia from the “realistic” mainland and the 

orthodox social relations that its contains.  

 It is precisely these aspects of exploration and imagination that Foucault also 

identifies as some of the main characteristics of the heterotopias, of “places that do 

exist and that are formed in the very founding of society - which are something like 

counter-sites” (Foucault “Of Other Spaces, Heterotopias”). These counter-sites, 

claims Foucault, are made tangible particularly in modes of travel as these allow the 

heterotopia to be a separate space that retains a function to “ordinary” space, while 

simultaneously stirring the imagination that allows it to be separate from the world 

around it:  

 

Brothels and colonies are two extreme types of heterotopia, and if we think, 
after all, that the boat is a floating piece of space, a place without a place, that 
exists by itself, that is closed in on itself and at the same time is given over to 
the infinity of the sea and that, from port to port, from tack to tack, from 
brothel to brothel, it goes as far as the colonies in search of the most precious 
treasures they conceal in their gardens, you will understand why the boat has 
not only been for our civilization, from the sixteenth century until the present, 
the great instrument of economic development […], but has been 
simultaneously the greatest reserve of the imagination. The ship is the 
heterotopia par excellence. In civilizations without boats, dreams dry up, 
espionage takes the place of adventure, and the police take the place of 
pirates. (ibid.) 

 

Foucault’s interest in seafaring and colonization in the identification of heterotopias, 

then, underlines their significance in establishing utopia as counter-site, rather than as 
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a “credible” place. Utopia’s position on the globe, in other words, signifies the 

imaginative leap evoked by the journey to the West Indies and the possibilities of 

such a journey in creating a space that is related to, yet vitally excluded from, 

ordinary cultural spaces. So, while not an actual place, utopia shares with motel 

rooms, cemeteries, churches, brothels, museums, libraries, fairgrounds and gardens 

the isolation of a space “in which the real sites, all the other real sites that can be 

found within the culture, are simultaneously represented, contested, and inverted” 

(ibid.). 

 Besides its outer borders, the utopian space is also defined by its internal 

consistency. As utopia proposes complete accord with its social organization, it 

ensures that its extrapolated collective is entirely homogeneous. This social invariance 

can be seen reflected in the topography of utopian space. Standardized and 

homogeneous, the utopian topography is the featureless representation of ideological 

strictness. In More’s Utopia, for example, it is made clear that, while the city of 

Amaurote serves as an example to Hythloday’s communication, Utopian cities are 

characterized principally by their similarities: 

 

There are fifty-four splendid big towns on the island, all with the same 
language, laws, customs and institutions. They’re all built on the same plan, 
and, as so far as the sites will allow, they all look exactly alike. The minimum 
distance between towns is twenty-four miles, and the maximum, no more than 
a day’s walk. (More 2003: 50)  

 

Utopia, in other words, through its strict regulation of social interaction, projects 

uniformity on its internal space. As modes of communication, social decorum and 

laws have all been standardized in Utopia, the precise location of its cities has become 

irrelevant, rendering the island’s topography as a homogenized desert of uncritical, 

ideological conformity. 

 This uniform topography may be identified even in utopian spaces that are not 

described in such detail as More’s Utopia. Henry Neville’s The Isle of Pines (1668), 

for example, manages to conjure up images of homogenized space in spite of a 

general lack of topographic information. Neville’s utopian island serves principally as 

the site of a sublimated fantasy about class mobility. George Pine, the island’s 

patriarch, a bookkeeper, finds himself shipwrecked with his master’s fourteen-year-

old daughter, his two maidservants, and his female African slave, all others in the 
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ship’s company having conveniently drowned. Sexually acquiring the most valuable 

signs of his former master’s status, the middle class bookkeeper populates the island 

with the products of his class and racial rebellion. In terms of spatial poetics, the Pine 

island here is constructed precisely around the principles of spatial isolation: the 

island’s remoteness allows for the sexual fantasy to be “fulfilled” and starts to play 

with the idea of a society that consists just of the middle classes. In this way, the 

text’s spatial isolation allows for the expression of a brief moment of personal anxiety 

and social crisis that Jameson sees as the ideological content of all utopian texts: 

 

There can be no escape from ideology, that is to say from our rationalization 
of the blood guilt of our own positioning and class situation in this society; the 
moment of truth is rare enough and fleeting—moments of personal anxiety 
and of social crisis about which it must also be affirmed that they cannot be 
retained or built on for any secure and durable kind of truth…(Jameson 1994: 
77) 

 

 Alongside its spatial isolation, The Isle of Pines also manages to conform to 

the homogenization of utopian spatial poetics, in spite of an overall lack of 

topographic description. Neville presents the island as a locus amoenus, a place so 

uniformly bounteous that its inhabitants are free to concern themselves only with 

social—or, rather, sexual—interaction. Concurrently, the entire island becomes a 

single space of homogeneous, Cokaygnesque abundant productivity and reproduction. 

Along with the island’s fertility, exact spatial coordinates have become a moot point: 

every place on the island is as bounteous as the next. While lacking the topographic 

descriptions to help underline this spatial uniformity, Neville’s The Isle of Pines 

conveys the same notion through its title. The Isle of Pines really is an island that is 

unvaryingly full of pines. Filled to the brim with the inbred descendants of its 

patriarch, the island’s uniform and prolific genetic stock represents the outcome of 

Neville’s rudimentary social experiment. Also when considered anagrammatically 

(pines = penis), the island’s name underscores its uniform topography. Neville’s 

utopian space is covered with a forest of phallic symbols that reflects both the text’s 

pedophilic and bigamous sexual fantasies, as well as their role in the fulfillment of 

class envy through sexual gratification. 

 It is the combination of such spatial isolation and internal homogeneity which 

defines the utopian poetic and distinguishes it from other forms of literary discourse. 
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Non-utopian genres encode their fictional worlds with different, non-utopian spatial 

characteristics. To again use the fairy tale by way of illustration-by-contrast, its 

standard invocation of “once upon a time in a land far, far away” mediates its 

imagined society differently from a utopian text in a number of ways. Firstly, the fairy 

tale isolates its fictional realm to the point of it having an ambiguous spatial 

relationship with the “real” world. The utopian construct signals its isolation by 

deliberately contrasting its position with known points on a map, thereby affirming 

the artificial status of its imagined society and its nature as an extrapolative thought 

experiment. The fairy tale, however, places itself in dimensional limbo, willing to 

neither occupy a clearly described spatial or temporal position. As a result, the fairy 

tale’s fictional realm is not isolated so much as it is of indistinct location. Fairy tales 

take place in a never-never land that is and was somewhere, just not here and now. 

This ambiguous spatial location appears to signify the desire to read fairy tales as 

universally applicable moral guidance. That is, the fairy tale’s reluctance to occupy a 

specific location suggests that its spatial dimensions should be seen as not inherently 

separate from the “real” world. Rather, its ambiguous isolation (far, far away) appears 

to be a function of the genre’s strong allegorical nature. A text such as “Little Red 

Riding Hood” makes an independent moral value the exponent of the text’s spatial 

dimensions. It takes the idea that it is bad to talk to strangers and raises it 

“exponentially” in space so that it becomes a universally applicable value. The fact 

that the space in which this lesson is learned is not defined in relation to the “real” 

world, then, signals the message’s significance regardless of space. The ambiguous 

position of the fairy tale’s fictional world, in short, mediates the universal 

applicability of the story’s moral values.  

 Second, in terms of internal make-up, the distinctiveness of utopian poetics 

can again be brought to the fore by contrasting it with the characteristics of the fairy 

tale. Whereas the utopian space is typified by a homogeneous lay-out, the fairy tale 

typically uses uniform spaces of mystery and moral threat that are pocked with 

enclaves of special significance in which the outside threat is allowed to culminate in 

action. In “Little Red Riding Hood”, for instance, the forest forms a background of 

permanent, ominous menace intent on subverting the moral standards of those who 

travel within. Crucially, in this respect, distance in the forest is, in essence, 

meaningless: travel takes as long as is required to expose a character to a test of moral 
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codes, rather than how long it would “actually” take to reach the destination. The 

purpose of taking a path in the forest is not to get somewhere but to weigh the 

consequences of taking one path rather than another, hence the fairy tale trope of 

getting lost and finding one’s way out. As with its ambiguous spatial position, then, 

the fairy tale transposes its system of moral codes unto the topography of its diegetic 

space. 

 Yet, the fairy tale’s homogeneous internal space is differentiated from utopia’s 

interior consistency by its inclusion of places that are “different”. Generally speaking, 

the fairy tale resolves the tension created in the forest or faerie land in one or more 

places that disrupt its otherwise homogeneous internal space of moral challenges. The 

house of Little Red Riding Hood’s grandmother, the gingerbread house in “Hansel 

and Gretel”, and the castle in “Sleeping Beauty”: these are the prototypical locations 

where threats to the social fabric are ultimately challenged and resolved. So, while 

these tales’ moral confrontations (in their most simplistic interpretations, respectively: 

do not speak to strangers; do not abandon your children in hardship; abide by rules of 

common courtesy) are generated in the ominous and oppressive outdoor environment, 

these conflicts are ultimately resolved indoors where the “correct” social behavior is 

allowed to emerge.17 The monotony of the universally morally decrepit forest, in other 

words, is interrupted by concrete locations where this decay can be challenged. In this 

way, the fairy tale manages its allegorical nature through its spatial poetics by 

projecting its moral content onto a uniform topography that is dotted with locations of 

condensed moral struggle. 

 It is striking to see then that, while utopia and the fairy tale are both highly 

allegorical narratives, they develop distinct forms of spatial poetics that can be seen as 

representative of their political and moral interests. In the case of utopia, this 

transposition involves spatial isolation and internal homogeneity. Spatial isolation is 

the projection of utopia’s nature as a social thought experiment, whereas its uniform 

topography reflects a universal conformity to its social rules.   

 

                                                
17 In this respect, fairy tales reflect the medieval practice of dichotomizing spaces that protect against 
outside influence. As Foucault points out, “in the Middle Ages there was a hierarchic ensemble of 
places: sacred places and profane plates [sic]; protected places and open, exposed places; urban places 
and rural places….” (“Of Other Spaces, Heterotopias”). It is especially the juxtaposition of safe and 
urban on the one hand, rural and exposed on the other that is captured by the fairy tale.  
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Dystopian Spatial Poetics 

If utopia and dystopia are literary constructs that both revolve around the notion of 

imagined society, it is in their spatial poetics that they can be differentiated. As with 

utopia, dystopian literature is characterized by its distinct use of space in order to 

reflect the social conditions of its world.  

 However, as with utopian literature, the urge to define dystopia in terms of 

authorial intent lurks enticingly beneath the surface. Raffaella Baccolini, for example, 

posits that the literature’s “function is to warn readers about the possible outcomes of 

our present world and entails an extrapolation of key features of contemporary 

society” (Baccolini 115). As such, she continues, dystopia “clearly appears as a 

critique of history—of the history shaping the society of the dystopian writer in 

particular” (ibid.). From the outset, then, Baccolini wants to place dystopia’s social 

experiment within the framework of the author’s personal history, and proposes the 

teleological movement from a single point of original discontent, towards the 

supposedly unambiguous warning of the literary text. Yet, as is the case with utopian 

literature, dystopian discourse resists explicit messages of authorial intent. Indeed, 

Baccolini’s object of research here, Le Guin’s novel The Telling (2000), is 

conspicuously difficult to pin down. While on the surface it contains the prototypical 

dystopian elements—evil corporation, repressive state capitalism—these features 

hardly seem to work towards a coherent, extrapolated warning that early twenty-first 

century American politics and economics may lead to plutocracy. Such a reading 

would oversimplify both the narrative itself and its relation to context. Concurrently, 

Baccolini gives a reading of Le Guin’s novel that complicates her earlier focus on the 

text as a statement in direct relation to Le Guin’s personal history, underlining instead 

The Telling’s open-endedness and ambiguous message. As Baccolini’s about-face 

illustrates, then, the process of interpreting dystopia involves more than the 

identification of a warning against a perceived, personally identified, threat.  

 The difficulties involved in the identification of dystopia in terms of authorial 

intent raise the issue of how the genre is culturally defined and perceived. Being of 

the same family of texts as utopia, dystopia can also to a great extent be identified as a 

particular type of literature through its use of space. That is, readers have come to 

identify dystopia not as a form of narrative that is about “bad” societies, but as a 

textual style that deals with space in specific ways. As I hinted at earlier, the spatial 
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attribute with which dystopia is principally associated is the disruption of spatial 

totality. In contrast to utopia, dystopia is concerned with rendering a space of totality 

that is unstable and forcefully threatened with collapse: 

 
Whether dystopia is an Orwellian place of fear and deprivation or a Huxleyan 
one of vapid contentment and plenitude, the individual who would choose or 
act “otherwise”…will be reprogrammed, exiled, or killed, so that the social 
fabric may maintain its impenetrability. (Jacobs 92) 

 

As Jacob indicates, then, dystopia is concerned with the threat of destruction to 

totalitarian spaces. That is, protagonists Bernard Marx and Winston Smith help to 

define Brave New World (1932) and Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949) respectively as 

dystopian novels by providing the penetrative force with which to threaten the texts’ 

otherwise totalitarian spatial dimensions. The World State and Airstrip One are 

required to protect their ideological space against rebellion, and it is this act of 

protecting the uniformity of the text’s possible world that is so characteristic for 

dystopian fantasies. 

 This may suggest that the way in which dystopia treats space is hardly 

different from utopian spatial poetics. After all, is Utopia not also characterized by an 

effort to protect certain ideologies through spatial isolation? Do its walls not seek to 

shut out influences that could disrupt the uniform topography within? However, while 

dystopia’s and utopia’s spatial poetics may, on the surface, bear similarities, they are 

in fact inspired by entirely different sets of concerns. In the case of utopia, an 

imaginative space is created in which a social experiment can be performed 

unhindered. Utopia is required to safeguard its own isolation in order that its 

experiment may remain uncontaminated by outside influences and so protect the 

“validity” of its “results”. As such, even minor incursions such as Hythloday’s visit to 

the island of Utopia are never imagined in terms of insurgency or disruption of the 

utopian space. Rather, in More’s Utopia the outside visitor only serves to further 

underline the island’s geographical distinctiveness and coherency. As Hythloday 

relates his travels to More and Peter Giles, his status as a foreigner in Utopia does 

nothing to interfere with the utopian space but only enhances it further. Here, the 

travel narrative format helps to affirm Utopia’s position as a distant, different, and 

homogeneous spatial identity by using the foreigner to highlight Utopia’s 

experimentative dimensions.  
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 By contrast, dystopia is characterized by spatial properties that, while they 

initially project coherency and uniformity, are either disrupted or about to be 

disrupted. For example, Winston Smith and Bernard Marx interrupt the totalitarianism 

of Airstrip One and The World State by constructing sites of opposition. These 

spaces—the savage reservation in Brave New World and Smith’s personal apartment 

and the room above the antique shop in Nineteen Eighty-Four—form pockets of 

resistance that inform the texts’ dystopian spatial poetics. It is in these spaces that the 

tension between the uniformity of totalitarianism on the one hand and the disruption 

of this uniformity on the other begins to emerge. As such, dystopia is typified by a 

homogeneous space that is similar to that of utopian constructs, but that, crucially, 

seems unable to contain the social experiment within. In the case of Huxley’s novel, 

for example, The World State constitutes a space that is as uniform as is, say, More’s 

Utopia. To be sure, the kernel of Huxley’s nation is the standardization of this 

imagined society through birth control, breeding programs, social classes, and state 

controlled work, “leisure” time and recreational activities. As such, The World State 

seems little different from More’s Utopia. However, what marks Brave New World as 

a dystopian novel is the failure of The World State to maintain the containment of its 

dominant ideology. In spatial terms, The World State is denied the status of utopian 

narrative because it harbors within its borders certain sites of opposition that 

contaminate its social “reality”. Specifically, the “savage reservations” in Brave New 

World break up The World State’s otherwise spatial and ideological uniformity. 

These reservations contain in them society’s outcasts and rejects, and in this way 

constitute resistance to mainstream beliefs. They pock and mark the nation’s 

homogeneous topography and, when Bernard Marx brings back two of the “savages” 

to “civilization”, they are permitted to pollute the state’s carefully controlled 

ideological landscape. Reversing the utopian travel narrative trope, then, Bernard 

Marx travels inward into seemingly uniform space to identify the flaws in its 

consistency. In doing so, he brings to the fore the spatial inconsistency that we 

identify with dystopian societies. Therefore, although dystopia’s spatial dimensions 

might resemble those of the utopian construct somewhat, the similarities are only skin 

deep. Unlike utopia, dystopia is concerned with communicating a sense of spatial 

disruption as it lacks the latter’s inbuilt stability. The uniform totality of the dystopian 

space, in short, is continually under threat of destruction, disruption and interference.  
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 The examples I have referred to so far are canonical texts of utopian and 

dystopian discourse and sit quite comfortably within the framework of spatial poetics 

that I have sketched. The islands, cities and states of Utopia, Herland, The Isle of 

Pines, Brave New World and Nineteen Eighty-Four consistently present isolated, 

uniform diegetic spaces and their subversion. In order to flesh out these dynamics 

further and also present some of the mechanics behind dystopian spatial construction I 

will now outline a number of different ways in which dystopian narratives manage 

their diegetic space. To support my theory of dystopian spatial poetics, I will show 

how dystopian narratives have different ways of causing damage to ideologically 

isolated and uniform spaces. In the sections “Internal Structural Failure”, “External 

Structural Failure” and “Liquid Dystopia” I will provide a general impression of these 

various methods of dystopian spatial subversion.  

 

Internal Structural Failure 

My first example of dystopian spatial subversion takes the form of internal structural 

failure. In this case, the totalitarian space of the dystopian ideology is under threat 

from corrosive forces within. The structural basis of such dystopias predominantly 

concurs with the spatial poetics sketched out earlier: the narrative is set in a space that 

is—initially, ostensibly—isolated and homogeneous. Isolation here is sometimes 

literal, as in for example David Pinner’s novel Ritual (1967), its movie adaptation The 

Wicker Man (1973) and its 2006 Hollywood remake.18 In this case, the dystopian text 

mirrors the travel narrative trope that so heavily informed Early Modern utopias, and 

makes the space in which the dominant segment of the narrative is set a destination, a 

space to be traveled into by protagonist and reader. In this way, dystopian ideology 

finds expression in the form of an enclave, an exotic space that stands in stark contrast 

to the point of departure and its ideological premises.  

 Alternatively, dystopian isolation is achieved by implication. In these cases, 

there is no travel narrative subtext to help establish dystopia’s insular quality. Instead, 

dystopia is experienced from within the dystopian construct: there is no outsider 

traveling inward; characters and reader are continually “present” in the dystopian 

realm and denied an outside perspective. Here, dystopia’s isolation is established by 
                                                
18 In many ways, Ritual and The Wicker Man are the dystopian counterparts of Perkins Gilman’s 
Herland. By suggesting that ideology’s limits can act both as protection as well as prison walls, these 
narratives reverse the spatial representation of the matriarchal society in Herland. 
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implying the presence of its borders rather than by showing them. For example, in 

Nineteen Eighty-Four, totalitarian space is created through the suggesting of isolation 

instead of its explicit expression through borders, walls and limits. Of the isolation of 

Airstrip One, the narrator simply remarks: 

 

Everything had been different then. Even the names of countries, and their 
shapes on the map, had been different. Airstrip One, for instance, had not been 
so called in those days: it had been called England or Britain, though London, 
he felt fairly certain, had always been called London. (Orwell 1977: 32) 
 

While the argument might be made that the insularity of Britain here already gestures 

towards the possibility of ideological isolation, it is in fact the narrator’s repetitive 

insistence on difference that primarily helps to set up the dystopian space. The text 

enforces the notion that Airstrip One’s shape and name on the map are different, and 

so marks the territory and its ideology as atypical and disconnected from the rest of 

the world. In this way, dystopia is able to manage its isolation without explicitly 

referring to borders.  

 In terms of isolation, in short, this first method of dystopian construction bears 

many resemblances to utopias. However, dystopian spatial poetics by internal 

structural failure begins to distinguish itself from utopian spatial paradigms as it 

disrupts its totalitarian space as well. It begins by suggesting a homogeneous space, 

and then allows this space to disperse into heterogeneity. Whereas utopia is 

characterized by a space that is isolated and homogeneous, this type of dystopian 

narrative provides isolation with only the suggestion of internal uniformity. That is, 

this type of narrative offers an intimation of social order, spatially expressed, in order 

to subsequently demonstrate the impurity of the construct. Earlier, Brave New World 

was used as a general example of dystopian spatial subversion: the uniformity of 

Airstrip One is challenged by the savage reservations that ultimately help to subvert 

the dystopian ideology. It is important to note, however, that this narrative serves not 

just as a general illustration of dystopian spatial poetics, but is an example of this 

particular type of spatial subversion as well. It shows how dystopian narratives 

manage to interrupt totalitarian ideology from within by projecting resistance to 

dominant ideology unto internal, spatial incoherence.  

 The upshot of such spatial poetics is the introduction of a level of contingency 

to ideology. That is, dystopian narratives of this first type suggest that the purity of 
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ideology is under threat not from outside criticism, but that belief systems are 

inherently unstable. It proposes that the very rules of society, imagined or real, 

necessitate the possibility of breaking those rules and, in this way, the text introduces 

an element of emergency to an otherwise stable entity. The inability of Airstrip One to 

maintain its internal space, for example, bespeaks this dialectical moment in 

ideological construction: the existence of the Oceania and its politics is affirmed not 

by the positive reinforcement of its rules but by the spaces where such rules can be 

broken. The savage reservations, in other words, are the spatial representation of a 

negative ideological image, which by extension and contrast also serve to illustrate 

the dominant ideology. As such, having rules that guarantee compliance, uniformity 

and stability necessarily entails the possibility of breaking those rules. Any attempt to 

increase compliance with regulatory concepts only produces an equally greater 

chance of subversion. In a sense, dystopia here works along the lines of what Žižek 

has called “positive codification” in relation to the Hollywood Production Code: 

 

The infamous Hollywood Production Code of the 30s and 40s was not simply 
a negative censorship code, but also a positive (productive, as Michel 
Foucault would have put it) codification and regulation that generated the very 
excess whose direct depiction it hindered. The prohibition, in order to function 
properly, had to rely on a clear awareness about what really did happen at the 
level of the prohibited narrative line. The Production Code did not simply 
prohibit some contents, it rather codified their cyphered articulation… (Žižek, 
“How to Read Lacan”) 

 

Dystopian spatial poetics of internal structural failure, then, might be interpreted as 

the spatial representation of the “positive codification” of an ideology’s enforcement 

of rules. By proposing internal sites of subversion in opposition to totalitarianism, 

these narratives demonstrate that any form of ideological control automatically entails 

the codification of the object that the control system seeks to exclude. 

 As a result of its spatial projection of ideological concerns, this type of 

dystopian poetic tends to engender readings that focus on the failure of specific 

ideologies. The spatial expression of positive codification brings to the fore specific 

points of failure in the dystopian regime that, in their specificity, encourage readings 

which match these particular concerns with aspects of the text’s contemporary 

context. In this way, reading Nineteen Eighty-Four becomes an exercise in identifying 

in it elements of, for example, Cold War rhetoric, or aspects of Second World War 
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fascism. The criticism of explicit ideological concerns through the savage 

reservations, in short, encourages us to seek the “real world” analogues to the text’s 

spaces. What are Oceania and Airstrip One “meant” to represent? Which function do 

we attribute to the savage reservations when placing the narrative in its contemporary 

context? Indeed, it is the suggestion of proximity between ideological spaces and 

specific contextual concerns which characterizes this type of dystopian dynamic.  

 It is this first form of spatial poetics that we appear to associate most 

powerfully with dystopian literature. The genre’s prototypical examples—Zamyatin’s 

We (1924), Huxley’s Brave New World (1932), Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451 (1953) 

and Orwell’s Animal Farm (1945) and Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949)—all display this 

particular type of interaction between ideology and space. Presumably, the canonical 

status of these texts in dystopian discourse is due precisely to their abilities to 

unambiguously render isolated, homogeneous spaces that represent particular 

ideologies, and the pockets of resistance which destabilize them. Due to their heavy 

allegorical nature, these texts invite readers to consider the connection between their 

“real-world” historical contexts and the construction of their diegetic spaces. So, We 

is read in relation to the Russian Revolution of 1917, Brave New World in 

combination with Futurism, and Animal Farm in relation to Stalinism. As an upshot 

of these readily available and straightforward correlations between space and 

ideology, such texts continue to inform our notion of what constitutes dystopian 

literature: their strong allegorical content makes them eminently suitable for high 

school and university curricula, and so ensures their continued position in the canon, 

while their sustained popularity maintains their spatial paradigms as the dystopian 

norm. In this way, internal structural failure has come to represent the “classic” form 

of dystopia.  

  

External Structural Failure 
My second example of dystopian subversion takes the form of external structural 

failure. Here, as with internal structural failure, the narrative suggests the existence of 

a utopian space only to expose its incapacity to maintain itself. In contrast to internal 

structural failure, however, external failure entails a disruption of the totalitarian 

space that emanates from outside of the construct. In these narratives, the pretense of 

uniformity is disrupted by ventilation shafts, secret doorways and cracks in the wall 
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that allow the system to become aware of and contaminated by the outside world. In 

this case, the exception which subverts uniformity originates not from within the 

system, as with internal structural failure, but enters the totalitarian space from the 

outside.  

 Unlike subversion through internal disruption, this second type of dystopian 

spatial poetic exists purely by virtue of its explicit—initial—isolation from the outside 

world. That is, in order for the subversive element to make its way into the totalitarian 

space, what is required is the explicit demarcation of the system’s limits. The 

subversion of dystopian space here is equal to the transgression of dystopia’s borders. 

Consequently, such narratives in the main make a point of emphasizing the physical 

representation of the dystopia’s limits. In fact, these texts essentially revolve around 

the demise of a clearly delineated space. For example, Forster’s short story “The 

Machine Stops” deals with the destruction of a dystopian space in this fashion. By 

permitting a character to leave its dystopian construct by means of an air vent, the text 

creates an element that has the potential to subvert and disrupt. Subsequent to the 

character’s transversal of the dystopian threshold, the machine controlled, 

subterranean space loses coherency and its walls begin to crumble: 

 

The disintegration went on, accompanied by horrible cracks and rumbling. 
The valves that restrained the Medical Apparatus must have weakened, for it 
ruptured and hung hideously from the ceiling. The floor heaved and fell and 
flung her [Vashti, one of the protagonists] from the chair. A tube oozed 
towards her serpent fashion. And at last the final horror approached - light 
began to ebb, and she knew that civilization's long day was closing […] The 
uproar outside was increasing, and even penetrated the wall. (Forster 110) 

 

“The Machine Stops”, then, spends considerable narrative space on detailing 

dystopia’s outer wall by focusing on its transversal and disruption.  

 Similarly, The Truman Show (1998) directed by Peter Weir revolves around 

the explicit presence of dystopia’s outer limits. The protagonist’s quest to locate an 

exit from his dystopian environment originates from the failure of its external 

structure. As a piece of machinery breaks off dystopia’s dome, the character is made 

aware of his confinement and begins his search for the physical limits of the system.  
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Fig. 2: The protagonist of The Truman Show becomes aware of his confinement as the external 
structure of his dystopian prison begins to lose integrity. 
Source: The Truman Show. Dir. Peter Weir. Paramount Pictures, 1998. DVD. 
 

 
Fig. 3: As the narrative revolves around the breakdown of dystopia’s outer structure, The 
Truman Show is heavily invested in the literal, explicit representation of the limits of totalitarian 
space. 
Source: The Truman Show. Dir. Peter Weir. Paramount Pictures, 1998. DVD. 
 

As a result, the action in The Truman Show is guided by the explicit representation of 

dystopia’s borders. Unlike internal structural failure, then, external structural failure 

involves the overt physical representation of dystopia’s isolation. As the breach of this 
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isolation is what informs these narratives, showing the walls that encompass the 

ideological space is of crucial importance.  

 The breaking through of dystopia’s outer limits in these narratives entails a 

disruption of both the isolation and uniformity of the initial totalitarian space. By 

breaking dystopia’s walls, such narratives allow the world outside of the ideological 

construct to come in, destroying dystopia’s segregation as well as its ability to project 

a belief system on a uniform space. Hence, this spatial paradigm entails reading 

strategies that are markedly different from other forms of dystopian spatial poetics. 

Whereas subversion by internal structural failure tends to guide readers to an 

understanding of the specific connections with narratives’ cultural contexts, external 

structural failure tends to inform readings which focus more generally on issues of 

epistemology. Indeed, it is striking to see that a trope that continually surfaces in 

narratives that focus on the failure of dystopia’s external structure is a severe form of 

epistemological anxiety: how do I know that what I know is real? “The Machine 

Stops”, for example, juxtaposes the technologically mediated transfer of knowledge 

with veridical perception outside of the machine controlled environment. In doing so, 

it allows the characters to reflect on the status of knowledge and the value of their 

various methods of knowledge acquisition. Similarly, The Truman Show is 

characterized by the search for “truth” in light of the discovery of dystopia’s walls. 

The passage through walls, vents and doorways, in other words, appears to be the 

physical representation of the investigation of what separates opinion, in the form of 

ideological suppression, from justified belief in the form of extra-ideological 

epiphany. 

 This correlation between dystopian external structural failure and the quest for 

truth appears to have its precedent in proto-utopian discourse. Specifically, Plato’s 

Republic and the allegory of the cave effectively prefigure the concerns of later 

dystopian texts using this particular type of spatial dynamics. By projecting the search 

for true knowledge unto physical dimensions, Plato’s allegory anticipates the basic 

structure of narratives such as “The Machine Stops” and The Truman Show. Forster’s 

short story, especially, is exceedingly effective in reactivating Plato’s main concerns. 

The philosopher king, the ignorance of others, the hard, physical delineation of a 

deceptive knowledge structuring system, the liberation which looms outside of the 

ignorance in the cave: all these elements resurface in “The Machine Stops”.  
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 Forster’s short story, in fact, makes a number of explicit references to Plato’s 

text and establishes an intertextual link. For example, Forster’s text opens with the 

instruction to “[i]magine, if you can, a small room hexagonal in shape like the cell of 

a bee”, echoing Plato’s command at the start of the cave allegory to “[i]magine people 

living in a cavernous cell down under the ground” (Forster 87, Plato 64). This 

intertextual reference is perhaps somewhat tenuous and would be easily overlooked if 

not for the consistency with which the “The Machine Stops” draws attention to the 

parallels between the spaces that the reader is required to envision. The relationship 

between Plato’s cave and Forster’s underground beehive is brought to the reader’s 

attention through continual emphasis on the juxtaposition of light and dark, outside 

and underground, knowledge and ignorance, reality and illusion.  

 Any ambiguity as to the level with which Plato’s cave may be said to operate 

in Forster’s text is dispelled by the latter’s open admission of its debt to the former. 

During the “airship episode” in which one of the characters uses an airship to travel 

from one part of the world to the other (another instance in which the uniform 

topography of utopia is discontinued so as to allow for a breakdown of the system), 

Forster shows his allegiance. As the character flies over the Greek peninsula and 

islands, she exclaims: “‘[n]o ideas here’” (Forster 98). In this passage, then, Forster 

creates an ironic tension by suggesting that—classical—Greece has not been 

productive in the creation of ideas. The tongue-in-cheek comment, in other words, 

serves to illustrate the character’s folly in not recognizing Greece as the site of 

classical philosophy and the pertinence of this failure to her situation. In this way, 

Forster is not only able to subtly point out the text’s debt to classical philosophy, he 

also hints that this debt specifically concerns the “idea”. That is, the proposition that 

Greece is a place of ideas hints at Plato’s idealism, which the allegory explores 

through the interplay between veridical perception and true knowledge. 

 The central importance of Plato’s Allegory moreover, brings to the fore the 

concern with truth which informs dystopian narratives and external structural failure. 

The spatial poetics of such narratives articulate an epistemological crisis at the hand 

of an ideology that attempts to structure, homogenize and isolate. The disruption of 

dystopia’s borders and their subsequent crossing introduces into the system new ideas 

and a new form of knowledge acquisition. The second form of dystopian narrative 

construction, in short, focuses on the inability of belief systems to capture or express 
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“truth”. By allowing dystopia’s outer walls to fail, these narratives permit an influx of 

knowledge that questions the value of the beliefs maintained within. 

 

Liquid Dystopia 
My third example of dystopian spatial disruption takes the form of leakage. This 

paradigm is characterized by the interruption of totalitarian space through liquid 

exchange. In this scenario, dystopia’s outer border proves permeable and allows for 

fluid exchange with the outside world. Interestingly enough, this dystopian pattern 

seems to be a fairly recent element in the genre’s genealogy, and appears to be linked 

quite specifically to narratives that show an interest in contemporary technology. 

Notable examples include the Wachowski brothers’ The Matrix (1999) and in 

particular BioShock (2007) and BioShock 2 (2010) by Irrational Games. What 

characterizes these narratives is their subversion of totalitarian space—the Matrix and 

the underwater city of Rapture respectively—by means of fluid exchange imagery.  

 In the case of The Matrix, the totalitarian space of the Machine World, and 

indeed of the Matrix itself, is simultaneously delimited by the rubble of mankind’s 

lost civilizations, and by the analogue-digital interface of the Matrix technology. It is 

striking to see that both these concrete and abstract barriers of the machines’ 

totalitarian space are subverted by images of fluidity. Through leaks in the system, 

The Matrix is able to signal the instability of its totalitarian space, both in its virtual 

and in its “real world” form. The confrontation with conformity is here made possible 

by literally flushing members of the resistance from the dystopian construct. As Neo 

swallows the red pill, his “real” body is ejected from the Machine World. In a scene 

that activates both a notion of labor and of excretion, Neo can be seen descending 

through a network of plumbing to emerge out of the dystopian environment into a 

water basin.  
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Fig. 4: Neo being ejected out of his pod into the plumbing of The Machine World. 
Source: The Matrix. Dirs. Andy and Lana Wachowski. Groucho II Film Partnership, 1999. DVD. 
 

 
Fig. 5: Neo emerges into a sewage pool. The emphasis on liquidity in this sequence, which marks 
Neo’s transition from the dystopian space of the Matrix into the “real world”, is the literal 
representation of the permeability of dystopia’s physical outer limits. 
Source: The Matrix. Dirs. Andy and Lana Wachowski. Groucho II Film Partnership, 1999. DVD. 
 

Therefore, the ultimate subversion of the machine’s dystopian space is a consequence 

of the system leaking fluid and thus allowing itself to become contaminated. Other 

examples of the interruption of totalitarian space by fluid in The Matrix include Neo’s 

real body bleeding as his virtual body sustains injury, and an artificially intelligent 

computer program expressing its disgust at human avatars’ sweat.  
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Fig. 6: Neo’s avatar can bleed. 
Source: The Matrix. Dirs. Andy and Lana Wachowski. Groucho II Film Partnership, 1999. DVD. 
 

 
Fig. 7: As Neo’s avatar bleeds, so does his real body. The movie “explains” this phenomenon by 
claiming that “the mind makes it real”, proposing levels of psychosomatic connections so strong 
that they can even lead to death. The Matrix has been derided for making such suggestions 
without providing “credible proof” along the lines of science fiction’s staple rationalizations. 
However, in light of the narrative’s interest in subversion of dystopian borders and liquidity, 
synchronized virtual and real-world bleeding—as opposed to, for example, more solid exchanges 
such as the synchronized movements of limbs—seems to make a lot of sense. The coincidence of 
Neo’s character bleeding in virtual and real-world settings functions as the physical 
representation of dystopia’s susceptibility to subversion by liquid. 
Source: The Matrix. Dirs. Andy and Lana Wachowski. Groucho II Film Partnership, 1999. DVD. 
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Fig. 8: Another instance where The Matrix makes literal the permeability of dystopia’s borders: a 
computer program expresses his disgust with human sweat. The use of sweat to represent the 
exchange between the “real”, physical world and the dystopian virtual construct again serves to 
illustrate how dystopia here is able to block solid objects from entering its totalitarian space but 
has to permit fluid to trickle through. 
Source: The Matrix. Dirs. Andy and Lana Wachowski. Groucho II Film Partnership, 1999. DVD. 
 

By merging real-world and virtual-world body functions, these sequences 

demonstrate a weakening of the border between the dystopian Matrix construction 

and the outside world to the extent that fluid may pass between them. 

 This liquid trope emerges even stronger in the BioShock game series. Set in 

the dystopian underwater city of Rapture, BioShock allows the player to fight and 

puzzle his or her way towards safety. In essence a first-person action shooter, 

BioShock managed to standout from the pack by providing a more-or-less compelling 

back-story by basing itself on the fictional work of Ayn Rand. Specifically, BioShock 

refers to Rand’s utopian novel Atlas Shrugged (1957). Rand’s magnum opus, the 

novel details many of the aspects of the author’s Objectivist philosophy, which holds 

that life’s moral purpose is the pursuit of one’s own happiness and rational self-

interest. Both Rand’s Atlas Shrugged and Objectivism to a great extent inform 

BioShock’s dystopian construct. The game focuses especially on the hubris and 

narcissism that seem to exist at the philosophy’s core, and so turns Objectivism’s 

totalitarian propositions into a constrictive dystopian society. Moreover, the game 

engages with the close relationship between Objectivism and laissez-faire capitalism 

by demonstrating the failure of Rapture’s economy under the city’s—lack of—moral 
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guidelines.19 Mixing these narrative elements with a unique combination of science 

fiction and Art Deco visuals, BioShock offers a compelling gaming experience in a 

dystopian setting. However, alongside these narrative and cinematic qualities, it is 

primarily the game’s activation of spatial paradigms that effectively manages its 

dystopian qualities. That is, BioShock’s dystopian character is principally the result of 

the game’s invocation of dystopian spatial poetics. 

 My use of the word “setting” in relation to a computer game suggests the 

confusion of the notion of game space with that of diegetic space. So far, my 

examples of dystopian spatial poetics have been limited to diegetic space in fiction 

and film, and the switch now to the subject of game space insinuates an easy transfer 

from these properties from one distinctive medium to another. I wish to stress that, 

although my argument may appear to conflate the notions of game space and diegetic 

space, I understand fiction, film and video games to be highly different narrative 

media, each with its own relationship to space. However, in reference to my statement 

earlier on medium specificity, I maintain that the concepts of utopia and dystopia are 

more generic than any specific medium and can be expressed in computer games as 

well as in fiction.   

 This is of course not to say that BioShock’s game space is therefore the same 

as the diegetic space of fiction. Clearly, the diegesis of for instance Brave New World 

has radically different characteristics than the game space of BioShock. In terms of 

visual qualities, as well as player interaction, to name but two obvious aspects, 

BioShock’s Rapture does not bear a straightforward comparison with the World State 

of Huxley’s novel. While the latter functions as locale and narrative catalyst, 

BioShock’s game space serves principally as what Huizinga refers to as a “magic 

circle”, and acquires its possibilities for narrative only as a secondary function. As 

Huizinga explains in Homo Ludens, the rules that constitute a game often take shape 

literally in space—the scholar mentions a game of dice, the Mahãbhãrata, which 

involves the ceremonial drawing of a circle around the players and their game—so 

that the space in which a game is played becomes closely linked with the rules of the 

game (Huizinga 57). As such, game space constitutes a kind of “magic circle” in 

which the rules of the game are “real” and have “real” effects for the game’s progress. 
                                                
19 This connection emerges both out of the shared “morals” of selfishness between Objectivism and 
laissez-faire capitalism, and Rand’s close relations with Alan Greenspan. For more information see 
Rand, Ayen. Capitalism: The Unknown Ideal. New York: Penguin Books, 1995. Print. 
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So, while drawing the ace of spades from a deck of cards or hitting a tennis ball on a 

white line has no significance outside of a casino or tennis court respectively, by 

stepping into such “magic circles” these actions have a significant impact. Indeed, 

playing a video game like BioShock also involves stepping into a magic circle. By 

using an avatar, players enter into the Rapture game space that “physically” encodes 

many of the rules of the game (i.e. which levels may be accessed and in what order, 

how far the player is from reaching the ultimate goal, how long it takes to move from 

one goal to the next, etc.). This game space, then, is significantly different from that 

of the diegetic space of film and fiction. It is first and foremost the spatial 

representation of the rules of play rather than a narrative locale.  

 In short, it is not my intention to imply that diegetic space and game are the 

same—for my part they appear to be quite different—by talking about video games in 

terms previously applied to fiction. Instead, it is my contention that both of these 

forms of spatial ideas meet the minimal requirements of utopian and dystopian spatial 

poetics, namely the representation of isolated and homogeneous spaces and their 

subversion. It is in this sense that I understand utopia and dystopia to be medium-

neutral constructions: as long as the prerequisite conditions of spatial representations 

are met, any medium may activate the patterns of expectation that we associate with 

utopia and dystopia.  

 The ability of game spaces to attract such utopian and dystopian 

characteristics may be illustrated with an argument from game theory itself. In his 

seminal work The Grasshopper, Games, Life and Utopia, Bernard Suits explicitly 

links the existence of utopia with games. Bernard’s argument hinges on the 

understanding that games are games because they unite a lusory attitude, a prelusory 

goal, and rules that forbid the most efficient means of obtaining the goal. Suits links 

this model of game playing with the notion of utopia by claiming that work has no 

place there. As a result, utopians are only concerned with having “fun”, which, 

according to Suits, entails deliberately doing things by means that are not the most 

efficient. As such, claims Suits, playing games is the only possible occupation for the 

inhabitants of utopia. While it is somewhat outside of the scope of the present line of 

inquiry to consider the validity of Suits’ philosophical framework of game playing, it 

is interesting to see how he manages his argument by making a connection between 

game space and the idea of utopia. By positioning the utopians as the ultimate players 
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of games, Suits lays bare the ability of game spaces to express utopian poetics. These 

magic circles are relatively isolated and homogeneous under the influence of the 

game’s rules and so appear to have a somewhat natural ability to attract utopian—or, 

through subversion, dystopian—spatial character. In other words, stepping into the 

magic circle resembles joining Hythloday on his journey to Utopia, and the 

homogeneous topography of Utopia resembles the inflexible framework of a game’s 

rules. As is made clear by Suits’ theory of game playing, then, game spaces not only 

meet the minimum requirements of expressing utopian and dystopian poetics, they to 

a great extent inherently resemble classical utopian constructions.  

 Certainly, the dystopian character of BioShock’s game space is the result of its 

suggestion of dystopian spatial poetics. An underwater city, Rapture is both the site 

and physical manifestation of the subversion of Objectivism’s totalitarian guidelines: 

it supplies both the walls that the system needs in order to separate itself from the 

outside world, and with these walls it supplies the prerequisites for the city and 

system’s collapse as well. As with The Matrix, the narrative’s breach of totalitarian 

space is rendered with images of seepage. As Rapture’s experimentation with 

Objectivism and unrestrained market economics begins to collapse, the system’s 

breakdown is metaphorically expressed by the city springing leaks. BioShock’s status 

as dystopian narrative, in other words, is informed by its disruption of totalitarian 

space which it renders permeable, thus allowing the outside world to flow inwards.  

 This theme of liquidity is in fact so crucial in the expression of BioShock’s 

dystopian society that it formed a fundamental part in the game’s technical 

development. The first game of the BioShock series already utilized advanced 

technology in the form of the Unreal Engine 3 and Havok physics engine in order to 

allow for realistic visuals and physical behavior. However, Irrational Games deemed 

water to be such a key element in the game’s design that they hired a programmer and 

artist just to deal with this specific aspect: 

 

…we want to make you feel like the ocean is about to drown you, it’s 
drowning Rapture and as you’ll see in the demo, water is just coming into this 
place so we’ve hired a water programmer and water artist, just for this game, 
and they’re kicking ass and you’ve never seen water like this. (Topf) 
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In BioShock, water has been made aesthetically pleasing, forms an intricate part of the 

game-mechanics, and through Rapture’s many windows, it takes up a central position 

in the mise-en-scène of the first person view.  

 

 

 
Fig. 9: In BioShock, water is of central import. Not only is it one of the most demanding aspects 
of the game’s technical design, it also plays a central role in how the game is played. Players can 
make use of dystopia’s leakiness by, for example, electrocuting enemies who are standing in 
water. As such, water forms the backbone of both BioShock’s gameplay and its visualization of 
the permeability of ideological spaces. 
Source: BioShock. Irrational Games, 2007. DVD-ROM. 
 

By giving water such a central position, the game reminds the player of the continued 

threat of drowning, and so makes the player aware that Rapture and its ideologies 

have been breached and are failing. As water is “just coming into this place” it 

indicates the necessity for the player to escape the system while he or she can: the 

weight of the outside world will inevitably destroy the totalitarian space (ibid.). As 

such, Irrational Games’ focus on water in the game’s design betrays the element’s 

central role in establishing Rapture’s dystopian spatial poetics.  

 This liquid subversion in The Matrix and BioShock appears to arise out of the 

narratives’ concerns with contemporary technology. The Matrix’s focus on liquidity 
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in acts of ingestion, parturition, infection and excretion seems to reflect an increased 

sensitivity to the erosion of hardware and wetware barriers in modern technology. 

That is, The Matrix and its fascination with images of fluidity point towards a 

growing awareness of the proximity of technology and the human body. In The 

Matrix, technology serves less as an artificial prosthesis of the human body but 

increasingly acts as a natural, McLuhanesque type extension.20 That is, in The Matrix, 

the ability to interface with virtual worlds directly21 signifies the blurring boundaries 

between the biological body on the one hand, and technological extensions on the 

other. The repeated use of liquidity is an important factor in expressing this shifting 

frontier between the artificial and the natural. Neo’s liquid liberation from the Matrix, 

for example, starts to collapse the differences between natural and artificial birth. As 

such, the leaking Matrix appears to represent an awareness that the objects of the 

narrative’s dystopian fascination—computer technology, virtual worlds—are 

increasingly difficult to see as separate from human, biological agents.  

 BioShock’s dystopia, too, gestures along these lines of the posthuman. 

Enforcing its Objectivist’s theme of personal advancement, the game gives the player 

the option of changing the avatar’s “genes”. Besides a standard array of weapons, the 

player has the option to inject the avatar with “plasmids” that alter its physical and 

mental capabilities. As such, players can battle with traditional hardware extensions 

such as blunt weapons and guns, but also have the option to use wetware 

enhancements that give them the power of electricity, fire and telekinesis. What is 

interesting here is that the game does not attempt to explain the player’s newfound 

capabilities in terms of magic or the supernatural. Instead, BioShock engages with the 

discourse of the posthuman and proposes that the player’s range of abilities are the 

                                                
20 I am referring here to McLuhan’s notion that the function gained by using any forms of technology 
involves an equal amount of atrophy somewhere in the “natural” body. This reciprocal relationship 
therefore positions technology as something equal to the human body, and not as the ersatz 
replacement required in the case of permanent damage. See McLuhan, Marshall and Quentin Fiore. 
The Medium is the Massage: An Inventory of Effects. New York: Bantam Books, 1967. Print. 
21 The Matrix proposes that immersion in a virtual world is facilitated by “jacking in”: the insertion of 
an interface in the form of a metal spike in the back of the skull. Both the spike’s shape and its length 
betray a belief in a Descartian dualism: its pointed end indicates that human awareness can be 
interfaced with at a single point and is thus located at a specific part of the brain; the spike’s length 
points towards a position in the brain which approximately coincides with the pineal gland. Both 
aspects suggest that mind and body can be separated at some critical junction and, by extension, that 
the mind can be interfaced with directly by either natural wetware or artificial hardware. It proposes, in 
other words, that the brain is simply the material substrate for the mind and that, by extension, the mind 
and its interfaces can be realized either in wetware or hardware. 
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result of the high technology that emerged out of Rapture’s dystopian space. In 

accordance with Objectivism, what the player’s body can do is not the product of 

nature or magic, but the direct consequence of the player’s self-interest at a particular 

point in the game: if there is ice blocking the door to the next level, melt it by 

injecting your avatar’s body with a “fire plasmid”. BioShock, in other words, revolves 

around water and technology mediated bodily extensions.  

 I want to propose that the coincidence between dystopia, liquidity and the 

posthuman in these narratives is an expression of what Zygmunt Bauman has referred 

to as “liquid modernity”. With his liquid series (Liquid Modernity, Liquid Love, 

Liquid Life, Liquid Fear, Liquid Times) Bauman suggests the development of 

modernity into the “postmodern” as a function of increasing fluidity.22 While this 

concept of “liquid modernity” bears many resemblances to, for example, Jameson’s 

concept of the postmodern as an expression of late capitalism, or Habermas’ notion of 

the postmodern as the loss of a desire for “beauty”, Bauman is able to usefully extend 

the discourse on the postmodern.23 He suggests that what follows in the wake of the 

destruction of grand narratives is the continuous movement of values and qualities. 

Using the metaphor of liquid, Bauman demonstrates that, with no stable referents to 

hold back the flow of time, there is no resistance left to guide the flow of ideas and 

cultural values towards specific objectives: 

 

Unlike the preceding era of “solid” modernity that lived towards “eternity” 
(short hand for a state of perpetual monotonous and irrevocable sameness) – 
liquid modernity sets itself no objective and draws no finishing line; more 
precisely, it assigns the quality of permanence solely to the state of transience. 
Time flows – it no longer “marches on”. There is change, always change, ever 
new change, but no destination, no finishing point, and no anticipation of a 
mission accomplished. Each lived-through moment is pregnant with new 
beginning and the end: once sworn antagonists, now Siamese twins. (Bauman 
2007: 66) 

 

                                                
22 I have used scare quotes around postmodern here to indicate that Bauman himself studiously avoids 
use of the term. It is obvious, however, that there is a significant degree of correlation between 
Bauman’s liquid terminology and what is generally understood by “postmodernism”.  
23 See for example Jameson, Fredric. Postmodernism, Or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism. 
London: Verso, 1991. Print. and Habermas, Jurgen. “Modernity—An Incomplete Project.” The Anti- 
aesthetic: Essays on Postmodern Culture. Ed. Hal Foster. Trans. Seyla Benhabib. Port Townsend: Bay 
Press, 1983. Print. 
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According to Bauman, then, the weakening of modernity’s stabilities has resulted in 

the continuous free-flowing movement of ideas. Liquid modernity, in other words, 

contains the notion that postmodernity is characterized by an absence of containment.  

 This concept of liquid modernity appears to overlap to a great extent with 

dystopian spatial disruption. The breakdown of totalitarian spaces, and especially 

dystopia’s expression through permeability, seems to link particular dystopian 

narratives with Bauman’s liquid take on the postmodern condition. Certainly, in the 

case of The Matrix and BioShock, the failing of certain grand narratives (i.e. human 

subjectivity and agency, Descartian dualism, Objectivism and free market capitalism) 

at the hand of contemporary technology activates a sense of fluid modernity similar to 

that of Bauman’s. These narratives articulate both the anxieties and the sense of 

liberation that accompany the free-flow of possibilities which result from grand 

narrative deconstruction. More importantly, The Matrix and BioShock project this 

free-flow unto the spatial dimensions of their dystopian constructions. In The Matrix, 

the blurring divide between the natural human body and artificial intelligence finds 

expression directly in the permeability of the walls of the totalitarian space. “Real” 

and “virtual” bodies collide as dystopia’s wall is not watertight and allows for liquid 

exchange. Similarly, BioShock projects its concerns with the posthuman subject unto 

Rapture’s outer defenses. As the player is increasingly dependent upon technology 

that blurs the distinction between hardware and wetware, Rapture’s walls become 

ever more porous. Rapture’s leaking increases hand in hand with the player’s 

necessity to use wetware extensions. In this way, BioShock is able to encode the 

destabilization of the concept of the natural human body into the spatial properties of 

its dystopian construction.  

 In these narratives, then, the permeability of dystopia’s walls seems to 

articulate an awareness of the postmodern. And while both The Matrix and BioShock 

seem to be predominantly invested in exploring aspects of the posthuman through 

their spatial dimensions, “liquid dystopias” appear to be able to address any issue 

pertaining to the deconstruction of grand narratives and the void of uncertainty that is 

left in their wake. Yet, what characterizes these narratives is their interest not just in 

the destabilization of specific ideological premises. Rather, these narratives suggest 

the instability of all ideology, proposing only a single constant “rule” by assigning the 

“quality of permanence solely to the state of transience” (Bauman 2007: 66). By 
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allowing the outside world to seep into their totalitarian spaces, in other words, liquid 

dystopias are not just responsible for subverting a single ideological, totalitarian 

space, but instead they question all notions stability and order.  

 

Conclusion 

In this chapter I have provided a preliminary sketch of dystopian poetics. In order to 

describe the relationship between dystopian narratives and communication devices I 

first asked the question how such narratives may be conceptualized. I questioned 

contemporary theory on utopian and dystopian literature which relies on authorial 

intent, subjective attributes and a tortuous system of categorization to provide 

answers. I replaced these theories with the idea that utopian and dystopian literature 

are principally characterized by their presentation of diegetic space. Utopia, I argued, 

is characterized by isolated spaces with a homogeneous topography. Dystopian 

narrative is characterized by the subversion and physical destruction of such spaces. I 

then continued to flesh out these dynamics by showing the different ways in which 

these spatial properties emerge.  

 In the next chapter I will suggest that these dynamics are part of a 

telecommunication dispositif. In this “apparatus”, I will show, the material substrate 

occasions user perspectives that have highly similar spatial poetics as those I have 

outlined here, producing a close relationship between space, dystopian narrative, and 

communication devices.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


