
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

A history of our connected future: dystopia, telecommunication technology and
space

van den Berg, T.

Publication date
2012

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
van den Berg, T. (2012). A history of our connected future: dystopia, telecommunication
technology and space. [Thesis, fully internal, Universiteit van Amsterdam].

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:26 May 2023

https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/a-history-of-our-connected-future-dystopia-telecommunication-technology-and-space(6a76e347-c57c-4104-8dfc-9337dbe71aa4).html


 70 

Chapter 2: The Spatial Poetics of Telecommunication Technology 
 

 

Introduction 
In the previous chapter I argued that utopian discourse is characterized by specific 

representations of space. I proposed that utopian and dystopian fiction are not 

depictions of “good” and “bad” societies, but narrative structures that adhere to 

certain spatial poetics of isolation, uniformity and, in the case of dystopia, the 

subversion of these spaces.  

 I now want to begin to expand on these observations, and to explore the 

overlap between the utopian spatial poetics that I have already described and the 

spatial language that has emerged alongside telecommunication technology. By doing 

so, I hope to elucidate not only the relationship between telecommunication 

technology and the spatial imagination, but also to begin exploring the connection 

between such technology and utopian discourse. I will forward the notion that 

telecommunication devices imply new spaces of information exchange whose 

properties resemble, to a great extent, the poetics of utopian and dystopian fiction. 

These similarities, I will argue, have engendered a powerful connection between 

modern communication technology and utopian discursive strategies. In this chapter, 

then, I focus on a new section of the dispositif of telecommunication technology. 

Here, I investigate the material substrate of the technologies (i.e. cabling and 

electrical signaling, the telephone, Ethernet, etc) while paying specific attention to its 

connection to the spatial poetics that help to define user interfaces and the narrative 

traditions that help support them.  

 In the section “Telecommunication and the Spatial Imagination: Nil-Space” I 

argue that communication technologies present a user interface whose properties 

resemble the spatial organization of utopian and dystopian narratives. I will further 

explore this idea in the sections “The Utopian and Dystopian Properties of Nil-Space: 

Isolation” and “The Utopian and Dystopian Properties of Nil-Space: Homogeneity” 

by showing how the user interface of telecommunication technology presents two of 

the main properties of utopian discourse. In the section “Narrating Nil-Space” I will 

then demonstrate how these user interfaces translate into narrative. Finally, I 

corroborate these claims in the sections “The Spatial Imagination in Theory: Marshall 

McLuhan and the Global Village”, “The Spatial Imagination of Public Addresses: 
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Bryant’s Telegraph” and “The Spatial Imagination in Advertising: Apple’s ‘1984’”. 

In these sections I demonstrate the strength of the relationship between 

telecommunication technology and utopian and dystopian discourse. By exploring 

defining moments in the development of communication technology from three 

different discursive fields, I show that the language in which these technologies are 

couched is frequently based on utopian and dystopian narrative traditions.  

 In chapters 3, 4 and 5 I will use the relationships established here to describe 

the effect that telecommunication technology has had on dystopian narrative. In these 

chapters I will outline the historical development of the dystopian genre and 

telecommunication dispositif by showing how telecommunication technology 

intervenes in dystopian space and causes it to contract, suggesting ever-smaller spaces 

and ultimately reaching singularity in 1980s cyberpunk.  
 

Telecommunication and the Spatial Imagination: Nil-Space 

The ability to easily and quickly communicate at a distance has had a significant 

influence on our perception of space and distance. Telecommunication is a form of 

information transmission that is characterized by a stretching of the medium that 

carries the message between sender and receiver. That is, whereas non-tele-

communication encapsulates its message in a communication medium which has to be 

transported from a point of origin to its destination (e.g. the words of a letter in an 

envelope), telecommunication relies on a medium that extends all the way between 

origin and destination, and covers a significant distance (i.e. beyond earshot). As long 

as this medium is in place, then, there is neither necessity to contain the message in a 

physical body, nor the need to move this body between places. In this way, 

transmission speed, and by extension perceived distance, are dependent not on the 

speed with which the medium can be moved between A and B, but the propagation 

speed of the transmission medium itself.  

 Typically, telecommunication technology relies on either electrical signaling 

or electromagnetic radiation for its media. In the case of the former, electricity 

conducing wiring stretches between a point of origin and destination. Technologies 

like the electrical telegraph, early telephone, cable television and cat5 Ethernet 

cabling all use such electrical pathways in order to transmit information. In the case of 

the latter, a pathway for electromagnetic radiation exists to bridge the gap between 
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source and destination. Line-of-sight devices like the optical telegraph and most 

satellites use high frequency radiation (visible light and microwaves), whereas 

technologies like radio and cell-phones use low-frequency radio waves. As such, the 

theoretical transmission speed for such technologies varies between approximately 

66% of the speed of light for electrical signaling in typical coaxial electrical cabling 

to 100% of the speed of light in the case of electromagnetic transmission.24 

 Of course, these theoretical transmission speeds do not translate directly into 

the speed by which messages are sent. These speeds reflect only the velocity of single 

photons and electromagnetic waves. Complete messages, however, require many 

photons and many waves. More importantly, all telecommunication technology 

requires messages to be encoded according to specific, pre-arranged transmission 

protocols before they can be sent, as well as the decoding of the information stream 

upon arrival. For some technologies, like the electrical telegraph, these processes are 

labor intensive and can take a considerable amount of time which lowers actual 

transmission speeds from fractions of a second to minutes. In spite of transmission 

protocols, message encoding and decoding, however, telecommunication technology 

still manages to send information in only a fraction of the time that it would take to 

physically move a message medium between two points. By expanding the body in 

which the message is contained between the origin and the destination rather than 

moving it, telecommunication technology drastically reduces the time it takes to 

communicate.  

 However, time reduction is not necessarily perceived to be the most important 

characteristic of the telegraph, television and the telephone, as their names already 

indicate. Instead, it is the effect of such near instantaneous modes of communication 

on our perception of space and distance that engender the “tele” prefix. So, these 

technologies are not described as forms of “chronocommunication”, but are instead 

understood in terms of the communication distance that they pragmatically unlock as 

a corollary of their speed. Thus, while any message sent by telegraph might just as 

well have been sent over the same distance by “conventional” modes of 

communication at a slower speed, time is not generally the dimension where the 

technology speaks to the imagination. Indeed, as Bauman’s vision of “modern 

                                                
24 See Walker, P.M.B. “Velocity of Propagation.” Chambers Science and Technology Dictionary. 
Edinburgh: Chambers Harrap Publishers, 1991. Print. 
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history” implies, changes to the perception and pragmatics of time tend to be 

imagined as changes in space.  

 In Liquid Modernity, for instance, Bauman speaks of technological innovation 

as a “watershed change in the modern history of time” and argues for “the impact it is 

beginning to make on the human existential condition” (Bauman 2010: 117). 

Interestingly, for Bauman, this change in temporality occurs primarily in the realm of 

space, not in the dimension of time: 

 

The change in question is the irrelevance of space, masquerading as the 
annihilation of time. In the software universe of lightspeed travel, space may 
be traversed, literally, in no-time; the difference between “far way” and 
“down here” is canceled. Space no longer sets limits to actions and its effects, 
and counts little, or does not count at all. It has lost its “strategic value”... 
(ibid.) 

 

Here, Bauman imagines the speed with which contemporary communication devices 

operate to have an effect on space rather than on time. The “lightspeed travel” made 

possible by computers leads, according to Bauman, to a cancellation of space, not the 

reduction of transmission times. In fact, the spatial dimension impresses itself so 

firmly upon Bauman’s imagination that it even asserts itself as the true arena of 

communication technology’s authority. For Bauman, the need to understand the 

effects of telecommunication technology along spatial lines is so strong that he 

imagines space to be “masquerading as the annihilation of time” instead of the other 

way round.   

 In spite of the technology’s primary, temporal characteristic, then, 

telecommunication devices stir the spatial imagination. And while Bauman serves as 

an example from critical discourse, this effect can be seen in fiction as well. Already 

in Homer, early optical telecommunication activates the spatial rather than the 

temporal imagination, serving as an example of both the strength and endurance of 

the relationship between communication technology and spatial concepts. For 

instance, when in The Iliad Achilleus is portrayed as the rallying point of the Greek 

army, Homer creates a favorable comparison between fire beacons and Achilleus’ 

heroic aura in order to emphasize the latter’s ability to bridge distance: 

 

So speaking swift-footed Iris left him, and Achilleus, loved of Zeus, rose up. 
And Athene wrapped the tasselled aegis about his powerful shoulders, and 
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close round his head the queen among goddesses set a golden cloud, and made 
a flame burn from it gleaming bright. As when the smoke rises up from a city 
to reach the sky, from an island in the distance, where enemies are attacking 
and the inhabitants run the trial of hateful Ares all day long fighting from their 
city: and then with the setting of the sun the light from the line of beacons 
blazes out, and the glare shoots up high for the neighbouring islanders to see, 
in the hope that they will come across in their ships to protect them from 
disaster—such was the light that blazed from Achilleus’ head up into the sky. 
(Homer 300) 

 

Here, Homer draws a comparison between Achilleus and early optical 

telecommunication technology in order to emphasize the hero’s ability to rally the 

Greek in battle. The simile works by projecting some of the signaling capabilities of 

fire beacons, as well as their significance in battle, onto The Iliad’s hero. In so doing, 

Homer not only underscores the dependency of the Greek army on Achilleus—and by 

extension Agamemnon’s mistake in denying Achilleus his prize—but also illustrates 

the powerful effect of communication devices on the spatial imagination. Homer 

understands telecommunication technology as a being of central import not only in 

the course of the battle for Troy, but also in the realm of poetry. The technology 

makes available figurative comparisons that allow the poet to condense the diegetic 

space. In this instance, it serves to collapse the vicinity of Troy into a spatial 

singularity in the shape of the hero’s personal aura.25  

 What Homer’s comparison of Achilleus and fire beacons makes clear, then, is 

that telecommunication technology invokes new kinds of spatial imagination. It 

allows for the implosion of the diegetic space by providing the attributes of 

contemporary communication technology (i.e. speed, distance and clarity), making 

available a new form of poetics. As Achilleus’ aura radiates outward into the 

periphery as though it were a fire beacon, the precise location of the hero, or that of 

the viewer-subject, is irrelevant: the beacon is visible to all receivers of the 

communication, from great distances. In this way, Homer’s description begins to 

imagine a space where both distance and location have become unimportant.  

 As such, this poetic use of primitive optical telegraphy proposes what might 

be called a “telepistemology”: the idea that knowledge acquisition can be achieved 

independently of location and at any distance through the use of telecommunication 

                                                
25 I use the word “singularity” here not as a synonym for “unique” but to mean a location of high 
spatial density, as in “gravitational singularity”. 
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devices. And while The Iliad’s fire beacons provide an early illustration of 

telepistemology, more contemporary technological innovations have had similar 

effects for the contemporary imagination. Indeed, as Jeff Malpas points out, recent 

innovations such as the Internet have also strengthened the idea that location and 

distance are “contingent constraints on knowledge, rather than as having any essential 

connection in knowledge as such” (Malpas 109). Accordingly, while 

telecommunication technology does of course possess “real” spatial properties in the 

sense that it has a physical presence (fire beacons, telegraph poles, underground 

communication lines, communication satellites, etc.), its method of information 

propagation suggests a complete lack of the significance of spatial reference points. In 

this way, technologies such as the telegraph, television and the Internet are able to 

effectively nullify space. As knowledge is available regardless of the locations of 

source and receiver, the spatial dimensions onto which telecommunication technology 

projects itself are naught: a nil-space. 

 I wish to propose that this imaginary, telepistemological nil-space resembles 

to a considerable extent the spatial paradigms described in the previous chapter, 

which consist of the isolation and uniformity of utopian spaces and their dystopian 

subversion. I want to put forward the notion that the disassociation between 

knowledge and location occasioned by the speed of communication technology 

engenders a spatial imagination that is strongly reminiscent of these spatial properties 

that help to define utopian and dystopian discourse.  

 

The Utopian and Dystopian Properties of Nil-Space: Isolation  

In the previous chapter I presented a case for considering utopian and dystopian 

discourses not as narratives about “good” and “bad” societies, but as narrative 

strategies for representing diegetic space. Utopian discourse, I argued, is characterized 

by spaces that are isolated as well as geographically and politically homogeneous. 

Dystopian discourse, I proposed, undermines such “utopian” space by presenting sites 

of opposition. I now wish to explore the dispositif of telecommunication technology 

further by investigating the common ground between these utopian and dystopian 

discursive strategies, and the nil-space presented by telecommunication devices.  

 The properties of telecommunication’s nil-space coincide to a large degree 

with the poetics of utopian and dystopian narratives. Both the characteristics of 
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isolation and homogeneity that help to form the utopian topology, and by extension 

the dystopian subversion of such a spatial construct, can be seen reflected in the nil-

space of communication devices. In the case of isolation, it may be observed that 

telecommunication’s nil-space suggests a similar type of seclusion from “normal” 

space, as does utopian fiction. Accordingly, the location of telecommunication’s nil-

space is generally expressed in terms of its difference from known space, not its 

location in it. As such, the discourse that surrounds communication technology tends 

to express similar notions of spatial isolation such as, for example, Thomas More’s 

Utopia (1516). So, just as More defines the location of Utopia against a backdrop of 

exotic exploration and tall-tale seafaring lore—thus emphasizing Utopia’s location 

outside of “ordinary” space—so does the discourse around telecommunication lean 

toward underlining the technology’s ability to create or unlock a new kind of 

dimensionality that is external to the spaces its users are already familiar with. 

Specifically, the divorce of knowledge and location that telecommunication 

technology affords engenders spatial concepts that resonate with the isolation of 

utopian and dystopian constructs. 

 Perhaps the most telling illustration of this phenomenon can be identified in 

nil-space’s visual representation, such as in maps. For example, maps of the Internet 

tend to illustrate the idea that the technology’s communicative space is isolated from 

“normal” space. It is interesting to see that such Internet maps generally bear no 

resemblance to traditional topographic images or known geography. Instead, such 

illustrations use particular rules for their spatial relationships (e.g. ping speed for 

location) and coloring (e.g. color according to domain or subnet) to produce an alien 

landscape of data connectivity.  
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Fig. 10: A map of the Internet by the OPTE project.  
Source: http://opte.org/maps/ 
 

The unconventional spatial representation of Internet maps is remarkable in light of 

the Internet’s actual, physical location. That is, the technological substrate that 

Internet maps represent has an “actual”, physical presence. Yet, in spite of the known 

locations of the Internet’s major routers, maps of the Internet generally do not show 

an overlay of switches and cables with known landmarks. Rather, they focus entirely 

on the new dimensionality of the medium. As with common visual representations of 

More’s Utopia, then, such maps do not position the technology’s dimensions in 

relation to “real space”. Instead, these maps suggest the alien nature of the 

technological space by proposing the need for a new set of measurement tools, 

parameters and skills to create diagrammatic representations.  
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 A similar set of spatial concerns may be identified outside of the realm of 

map-making as well, and in technologies other than the Internet. Telecommunication 

technology in general is couched in visual language that emphasizes the isolation of 

the communication medium from the known world. This idea that communication 

technology creates a dimensionality of its own, which is external to ordinary space 

may, for instance, even be observed in such artifacts as symbols for technology or 

company logos. Consider for example the shares of the Marconi Wireless Telegraph 

Company and their visual representation of telegraphic networks.  

 

 
Fig. 11: Share of the Macroni Wireless Telegraph Company  
Source: http://treasuretroveltd.com/marconiwirelesstelegraphcompany-stock.aspx 
 

At the top of the share paper the Eastern and Western hemispheres are represented 

with two half globes, with Lady Justice presiding between them. The two globes are 

overlaid with a meridian grid and parallels—the traditional cartographic method of 

representing space—and thus show the limits of “ordinary”, known space. It is only 

outside of this “ordinary” space that the share depicts the technology that the 

company aims to sell. Rather than explicitly indicating the wireless stations that the 

Marconi Company intends to exploit for its business, then, the logo instead is 
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suggestive of financial spaces beyond the known world that its technology will 

purportedly unlock. The image here is of new “virgin” territory ready to be 

discovered and to be turned into profit, rather than of a technology that interconnects 

the known world or markets that have already been explored.26  

 The visual language of the Marconi Company stock seems especially pertinent 

as it is indeed the telegraph which played such an important role in the expansion of 

the stock markets. Near instantaneous communication made not only futures trading 

on commodity goods, stocks and bonds possible, it also connected the different 

national and international stock exchanges and gave a greater number of traders 

access to these markets (e.g. through “ticker tapes”). As a result, the telegraph 

expanded and accelerated stock trading, giving rise to the current system of financial 

markets. In a way, then, the trading of future value versus intrinsic value on the stock 

market coincides with the difference between “real” space and nil-space that 

communication technology entails. As the telegraph facilitated new ways of doing 

business that existed not in a “real” market, but rather took place in the abstract, 

ethereal qualities of speculation and futures trading, so did the technology suggest an 

intangible communicative space that existed outside of the “real” world.  

 The representation of space on the Marconi share, then, may be seen as 

facilitating the emergence of contemporary financial markets to a certain extent. 

Representating the medium’s power as existing outside of ordinary dimensions acts as 

a catalyst to financial speculation as it suggests entering a new monetary realm where 

different rules apply. Certainly, the representation of the company’s core business on 

the share is a form of visual shorthand for the separation of normal space, and the 

profitable, futures space suggested by communication technology.  

 

The Utopian and Dystopian Properties of Nil-Space: Homogeneity 

As with the sense of spatial isolation to which the technology contributes, 

communication devices present their users with an interface whose topography 

mirrors the uniformity that characterizes utopian discourse. Utopian spaces, through 

their social and political standardization, are characterized by a highly uniform layout. 

As universal concurrence with utopia’s ideology removes the need for sites of 
                                                
26 The precise role of Lady Justice here, however, is somewhat mysterious. Her position between the 
two hemispheres is presumably meant to convey a sense of net neutrality that Marconi’s wireless 
technology might bring to the transatlantic telegraph market. 
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opposition, there appears to be no functional purpose to topographic variety of 

internal structures. Concurrently, utopian narrative can be distinguished by a diegetic 

space that is highly uniform in nature: the precise location of Hythloday on the island 

of Utopia is irrelevant to his perception of the entire island.  

 Telecommunication technology mirrors this spatial uniformity by 

disassociating information and location. Whereas non-telecommunication is 

characterized by the marriage of location and knowledge (e.g. the location of a book 

in a library; the words on a will in a safety deposit box), telecommunication 

technologies, like the telegraph and the Internet, remove the need to be in a specific 

location in order to perceive a piece of information. In this way, these technologies no 

longer favor specific locales for knowledge acquisition but instead begin to suggest an 

information realm where position is of no consequence. As such, in the same way that 

Hythloday’s viewing position remains the same regardless of his “actual”, relative 

location on the island of Utopia, the user of telecommunication devices is confronted 

with a communicative space where his or her physical location has no bearing on 

information access. As a result, this telepistemology presents the user with a 

featureless sea of free-flowing information, rather than a clearly defined internal 

layout where location can be considered meaningful. 

 Certainly, in terms of spatial imagination, this uniformity may commonly be 

seen reflected in narrative representations of communication technology. Typically, 

the homogenization entailed by the divorce of knowledge from location leads to 

representations of information realms that focus on spatial uniformity through 

disorientation. In the absence of any significant landmarks, these data realms appear 

as free-flowing seas of information that challenge the subject to find useful waypoints 

in such data realms. Emblematic of this narrative strategy, the cyberpunk movement 

imagined the featureless planes of digital information that etched themselves on the 

popular imagination in the 1980s and 90s. Narratives such as Neal Stephenson’s Snow 

Crash (1992), Bruce Bethke’s Headcrash (1995) and Disney’s Tron (1982) 

envisioned the digital badlands that seemed to capture both the audience’s Luddite 

fears while imparting a sense of spatial uniformity that contemporary communication 

technology invoked. In the face of information overload and the decentralization of 

information into parallel processes, a feeling of disorientation began to surface that 
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reflected the awe of witnessing the almost incomprehensible amounts of information 

that computers could process.  

 

 
Fig. 12: Disney’s Tron was very successful at representing the sense of spatial and data 
uniformity that new computing technologies suggested. While there are unique locations within 
Tron’s imagined computer space, the film’s most memorable special effects depend on vast, 
uniform data grids, such as with the famous light-cycle sequences.  
Source: Tron. Dir. Steven Lisberger. Walt Disney Productions, 1982. DVD. 

 

Planes of data stretched out menacingly before protagonists who, above all else, seem 

lost and without a clear sense of direction in the face such vast expanses of 

homogenized data representation.   

 Crucial in this respect was the intervention of William Gibson’s term 

“cyberspace”. Published in 1982, Gibson’s short story “Burning Chrome” for the first 

time supplied a name for the new dimensions suggested by video game consoles and 

computer modems. In giving cyberspace its name, Gibson not only made semiotically 

concrete the idea that the marriage of computer and communication technology gave 

rise to a separate and isolated information realm, he also invented a term that became 

synonymous with the sense of spatial disorientation that accompanied the dizzying 

amounts of data. Gibson manages this perspective on the information realm with 

language that is steeped in technical sublimity and explores cyberspace’s consistency: 

 

The Matrix is an abstract representation of the relationships between data 
systems. Legitimate programmers jack into their employers’ sector of the 
matrix and find themselves surrounded by bright geometries representing the 
corporate data. Towers and fields of it ranged in the colorless nonspace of the 
simulation matrix, the electronic consensus hallucination that facilitates the 
handling and exchange of massive quantities of data […]. Bobby was a 
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cowboy. Bobby was a cracksman, a burglar, casing mankind’s extended 
electronic nervous system, rustling data and credit in the crowded matrix, 
monochrome nonspace where the only stars are dense concentrations of 
information, and high above it all burn corporate galaxies and the cold spiral 
arms of military systems. (Gibson 1995: 196-97) 
 

This extract exposes the tension between a desire to represent a new, artificial spatial 

realm and the difficulties this presents due to a lack of topographical features. On the 

one hand, Gibson imagines cyberspace as a matrix that has “real” dimensions that 

contain geometries, towers, frontiers and fields. On the other hand, the author 

conceives this matrix as a non-space; a featureless plane that is monochromatic and 

hallucinatory. This apparent contradiction signals the desire to see cyberspace not just 

as a separate, “real” space, but also as a space that is quite featureless as a 

consequence of a standardized data-topography.  

 This homogeneity of Gibson’s concept of cyberspace is underlined by 

“Burning Chrome” in two ways. First, the text conveys a sense of disorientation that 

is congruent with cyberspace’s uniform internal layout. Certainly, while cyberspace 

contains navigational points in the form of towers and fields of corporate data, it is 

above all characterized by entire ranges of such structures. As such, the sheer vastness 

of this data sphere confuses the subject and makes it difficult to navigate the 

technological realm. At the same time, Gibson undermines traditional methods of 

navigation in “Burning Chrome”, in an effort to convey both the size of cyberspace 

and its regular structure as well as the sense of disorientation that is the result. For 

example, in the text celestial navigation is impeded by the high density of data in the 

matrix. The mass of data is such that, while cyberspace does contain stars in Gibson’s 

short story, navigation by data in the heavens appears to be ruled out due to its 

concentration into a “monochromatic” background of information galaxies. As a 

result, Gibson imagines that only the best of the best, information “cowboys” that 

“whip moves on those keyboards faster than you can follow” are able to beat the odds 

and find their way across the ubiquitous planes of data (Gibson 1995: 198).  

 Moreover, Gibson never writes his protagonists into any specific location 

while they are jacked in. Rather, he presents them as though in a continuous state of 

transit in cyberspace, always looking to go some place rather than actually being 

anywhere. Even the story’s structure reflects this disorientation: the narrative is 

divided into sections that are set in “virtual” space and “real” space, and accordingly 
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the characters alternate between being in transit in cyberspace and being grounded in 

specific, know locations while in the diegetic space proper. The navigational 

difficulties which characterize Gibson’s cyberspace, then, signal the uniformity of the 

dimension’s internal structure: as the characters find themselves among the ubiquitous 

towers of data, they experience increasing difficulties in gaining a sense of direction 

in this technological space. 

 Along with this disorientation, “Burning Chrome” stresses cyberspace’s 

uniformity by presenting it as having distinct liquid qualities. In the face of data 

uniformity and a lack of mappable dimensions, the text activates paradigms of data 

streaming and information flow. Indeed, as with so many diegetic constructs inspired 

by telecommunication, the telepistemological space that “Burning Chrome” creates 

seems far closer in its matter state to liquid than to solid. For example, Gibson 

proposes that traversing this data realm resembles surfing a wave or being washed 

down a corridor: 

 

Bodiless, we swerve into Chrome’s castle of ice. And we’re fast, fast. It feels 
like we’re surfing the crest of the invading program, hanging ten [sic] above 
the seething glitch systems as they mutate. We’re sentient patches of oil swept 
along down corridors of shadow. (Gibson 1995: 200) 

 

Gibson’s spatial imagination here takes on a distinctive viscosity that seems 

incompatible with “normal” space. Even when he posits a solid structure in 

cyberspace (i.e. Chrome’s castle), the author still attributes qualities to it that are 

fluid-like, such as coldness and slipperiness. Gibson’s insistence on the liquidity of 

cyberspace seems to be primarily motivated by his attempt to convey a contemporary, 

postmodern sense of constant change and instability of identity. In this respect, 

Gibson’s cyberspace closely resembles Bauman’s strategy for describing the 

structures and changes that characterize contemporary society. Mirroring Bauman’s 

use of liquid as a metaphor for modernity, Gibson positions his concept of cyberspace 

as a place with “no objective and [that] draws no finishing line”; as something that 

“assigns the quality of permanence solely to the state of transience” (Bauman 2007: 

66). In the wake of information flows, in other words, cyberspace becomes a place 

where “[t]here is change, always change, ever new change, but no destination, no 

finishing point, and no anticipation of a mission accomplished” (ibid.).  
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 However, together with this concern for transience, Gibson’s viscous 

cyberspace underlines the uniformity of the communication sphere. It has the effect of 

“mixing” different possible destinations into a single diegetic locale where positions 

continually shift and transform. In this way, events occur untethered from specific 

locations, while characters are swept along the sea of information. Accordingly, 

hackers in “Burning Chrome” find themselves continually surfing along data streams 

rather than in any specific place. In cyberspace, Jack and Bobby are not corporeal 

presences but are instead “patches of oil swept along down corridors of shadow” 

(Gibson 1995: 200). Gibson’s language here betrays the extent to which the liquidity 

of cyberspace can be seen as reflecting the uniformity of this spatial realm: the black 

of “patches of oil” mixes with the dark of “corridors of shadow”, thus eliminating 

difference and emphasizing the uniformity that underlies cyberspace.  

 

Narrating Nil-Space 

Telecommunication technology, then, reveals itself to its users through a dimension 

that resembles typical utopian discursive strategies. The main properties of the nil-

space suggested by such devices coincide to a large degree with utopian topology. 

First, the idea that a communication device is able to project knowledge onto a zero 

spatial dimension mirrors utopia’s physically separate location. While nil-space is of 

course not really a space at all, the epistemological window offered by 

communication technology does suggest a dimension of information availability that 

is entirely distinct from non-utopian, Euclidean spatial “reality”. Communication 

technology’s nil-space, in other words, complies with the poetics of utopian discourse 

in the sense that it presents itself as an island of unique topography in a sea of 

“normal” spatial coordinates. Second, nil-space mirrors utopia’s homogeneous layout. 

As a result of the same separation of knowledge and location that gives rise to its 

isolation, nil-space is characterized by the utopian standardization of layout. As all 

information in the communication network is available from any node, 

communication technologies such as the Internet suggest a data realm whose internal 

layout is entirely homogenized. As such, the conceptual spaces of communication 

technology present themselves in a fashion similar to More’s utopian island.  

 The spatial distinctiveness of nil-space allows communication devices to be 

cast in a utopian light. This connection between a technological substrate and utopian 
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discourse can be seen, again, in the concept of cyberspace. The notion of cyberspace 

was conceived of in light of the Internet’s underlying broadcast technology, the 

Transmission Control Protocol. The possibility of sending any kind of information in 

data streams, from anywhere to anywhere, invoked the promise of a world of data at 

our fingertips. Concurrently, cyberspace, as John Perry Barlow’s infamous 

“Declaration of Independence” (1996) shows, had, in spite of its name, ostensibly no 

longer anything to do with the physical world:  

 

Cyberspace consists of transactions, relationships, and thought itself, arrayed 
like a standing wave in the web of our communications. Ours is a world that is 
both everywhere and nowhere, but it is not where bodies live […]. Our 
identities have no bodies, so, unlike you [the “Governments of the Industrial 
World”], we cannot obtain order by physical coercion. We believe that from 
ethics, enlightened self-interest, and the commonweal, our governance will 
emerge. Our identities may be distributed across many of your jurisdictions. 
(Barlow) 

 

Barlow’s commitment to the independence of cyberspace makes it clear that the 

Internet, as was the case with the telegraph and other mass media that went before it, 

shows the capacity to conform to utopian poetics. Here, Barlow is not just 

proclaiming the independence of telecommunication users. Rather, he posits the 

existence of an environment that is the paradoxical amalgam of a space and a 

“nowhere” where users are free to engage in any activity they wish. The Internet’s 

apparent spatial distinctiveness, in other words, allows for the technology’s 

conception in utopian terms. 

 At this point it is worth noting that this renegotiation of spatial concepts is not 

necessarily related to “real” spatial properties. What is at stake here is not so much the 

practical execution of communication protocols across space. Indeed, as Malpas 

points out, it is these pragmatic concerns that often actually sharply contrast with the 

discourse that surrounds the tangible technologies: 

 

So far as the actual technology is concerned, one of the first points that ought 
to be emphasized is that, for the most part, the Internet provides nothing of the 
sort of magical access to things across distance that it may at first seem to 
promise. For most of us, indeed, there is a sharp contrast between the reality 
of the Internet and the rhetoric that surrounds it. (Malpas 113) 
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As such, the spatial consequences of telecommunication technology may be said to 

occur primarily in the discursive practices that help to establish technologies such as 

telegraphy and the Internet. In other words, my aim here is not to imply the relative 

utopian-ness or dystopian-ness of devices such as the telephone or television. Instead, 

it is my object to study the discourse in which such technologies are couched. 

Specifically, I am interested in the way this language overlaps with and elicits 

comparison with the concepts of literary utopia and dystopia. I am, then, not trying to 

debunk popular discourse on the magical properties of the telegraph by pointing out 

its “real” spatial properties and demonstrating its practical shortcomings. Instead, I am 

trying to show how communication technology and utopian literature share certain 

notions of space and, for this reason, have become members of the same technological 

dispositif.  

 I want to suggest that the high level of commonality between utopian narrative 

strategies and communication technology’s nil-space has engendered a rich body of 

utopian and dystopian discourses around telecommunication devices. I want to 

propose that the spatial dimensions that telecommunication technology presents to its 

users, are strikingly similar to those of utopian and dystopian literature, which creates 

a considerable overlap between these two discourses. In order to disclose the 

pervasive nature of this phenomenon, I will investigate three typical responses to 

emerging communication technology from the realms of theory, public speeches and 

advertising. Taking a closer look at these disparate discursive fields will provide some 

indication as to the extent to which telecommunication technology is able to draw out 

either a utopian or dystopian response.  

 However, before I explore the utopian and dystopian discursive strategies of 

specific technological substrates, it is important to take a moment to consider the 

unique nature of telecommunication’s spatial renegotiation. At first glance, the 

development of telecommunication’s spatial concepts appears to bear striking 

similarities to that of other, comparable technological developments. In particular, it 

would seem that transportation technologies have had similar effects on the spatial 

imagination as telecommunication devices. After all, both information and 

transportation technologies are concerned with bringing the far-off within reach, the 

exportation of metropolitan culture and ideology to the periphery, the emergence of 

futures contracts and so on. So, how is the concept of space that is associated with the 



 87 

electrical telegraph, telephone and the Internet specific to these technological artifacts 

and different from the spatial imagination inspired by, for example, railroad networks 

and highways? Is there, in other words, anything specific about the way in which 

communication technology has impacted on notions of space? 

 While the spatial imagination as engendered by telecommunication devices 

certainly resembles that of other technologies there is a vital point of distinction to be 

made. All of these technologies entail some sort of modification of the spatial 

imagination, in particular notions of scale. Yet the precise realization of this spatial 

operation can differ significantly between events and technologies. Indeed, as Augé 

points out, the scaling functions that are behind what he calls “supermodernity” are 

characterized by very distinct directions, semiotic fields and technological substrates: 

 

The second accelerated transformation specific to the contemporary world, 
and the second figure of excess characteristic of supermodernity, concerns 
space. We could start by saying—again somewhat paradoxically—that the 
excess of space is correlative with the shrinking of the planet: with the 
distancing from ourselves embodied in the feats of our astronauts and the 
endless circling of our satellites. In a sense, our first steps in outer space 
reduce our own space to an infinitesimal point, of which satellite photographs 
appropriately give us the exact measure. But at the same time the world is 
becoming open to us. We are in an era characterized by changes of scale—of 
course in the context of space exploration, but also on earth: rapid means of 
transportation have brought any capital within a few hours’ travel of any 
other. And in the privacy of our home, finally, images of all sorts, relayed by 
satellites and caught by aerials that bristle on the roofs of our remotest 
hamlets, can give us an instant, sometimes simultaneous vision of an event 
taking place on the other side of the planet. (Augé 25-26) 

 

While Augé’s project here, then, is to convince us of his vision of “supermodernity”, 

from the current context it is interesting to see his vision of technology as the catalyst 

of spatial renegotiation. Especially his identification of two separate scaling functions 

is significant for understanding the specific effects of different technologies on the 

concept of space.  

 First, from Augé’s analysis it would appear that transportation technology 

involves a movement outward from the center toward the periphery. Augé conceives 

of transportation technology as growing toward the perimeter, connecting to new 

centers and moving the border of normal space into outer space. Consequently, he 

associates such technology with the semiotic realm of journey making, and the words 
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Augé uses in conjunction with these technologies are “exploration” and “travel”. This 

choice of words, in turn, underlines the idea that contemporary transportation 

technology involves a scaling operation in which a frontier is moving out from the 

center into space. Second, Augé’s exploration of “super-modernity” lays bare the 

tendency to think of telecommunication and space in terms of an inward movement. 

As opposed to contemporary modes of transportation, Augé couches 

telecommunication technology in the language of the home. By using such words as 

“hamlet”, “privacy”, “home” and “roof” in relation to communication devices, Augé’s 

analysis betrays the scaling operations that underlie the spatial imagination from this 

technological perspective. Rather than a frontier that moves ever further outward, the 

spatial functions of the telegraph, telephone and the Internet are characterized by a 

frontier that moves inward to the center. The discourse here is of spatial contraction; 

of the outside world converging on the subject in the comfort of the home.   

 On the surface, then, both transportation and communication technology are 

characterized by a—perceived—reduction of spatial dimensions, by a virtual 

“shrinking of the planet” (ibid.). After all, both reduced transmission and 

transportation times are able to suggest a new nearness of objects that previously 

seemed far away. However, between these ostensibly similar renegotiations of scale, 

there is a marked difference. Whereas transportation technology is able the suggest 

scale reduction through, somewhat paradoxically, a frontier that moves further and 

further away, communication technology achieves a similar effect by suggesting a 

condensation of space into a spatial singularity: the nil-space. As such, while their 

general effect is comparable, the scaling functions of transportation and 

communication technologies are of an entirely different order. Whereas a centrifugal 

movement can be distinguished in contemporary transportation networks, modern 

communication technology is characterized by a centripetal reduction of spatial 

dimensions.  

 While the extract from Augé serves as a valuable illustration, it is important to 

note that these centrifugal and centripetal scaling functions can be identified more 

generally in the spatial imagination as well. Broadly speaking, these tendencies may 

also be observed in fiction that takes some interest in transportation and 

telecommunication technology. For example, one of the best-documented cases of the 

effects of transportation technology on the spatial imagination is George Eliot’s 
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Middlemarch (1874). Eliot’s invocation of the Victorian railway system has prompted 

critics to try and align the novel’s depiction of technology with its formal properties, 

such as narrative structure, characterization, and narrative space. For example, Jessie 

Givner identifies Middlemarch as an instance of historical realism by tracing the 

novel’s scenes, characters and dialogue back to contemporary technological change, 

in particular the expansion of the British railroad network. Within this exposition, the 

issue of space continues to resurface as one of the primarily affected constituents of 

the fiction. Consider, for example, Givner’s close reading of an extortion scene: 

 

The train which runs through the center of Middlemarch is a quintessential 
Eliot figure in its tendency to suddenly switch from literal to figurative tracks. 
Some time after the unsavory Mr. Raffles takes his train, he meets up with Mr. 
Bulstrode and manages to extort money by threatening to expose the history 
of Bulstrode’s fraudulent business. Referring to the inexorable (figurative) 
train of events that hurtles Bulstrode toward his public humiliation, Eliot 
writes that “the train of causes in which he had locked himself went on” […]. 
(Givner 225-26) 
 

Givner’s analysis here is typical of Eliot scholars in that it indentifies Britain’s 

developing railroad system with a growing social and monetary network. Higher 

subject mobility and reduced travel times help to expand the diegetic space beyond 

the mere confines of local space and subsequently introduce greater social interaction. 

Givner’s reference to this specific scene is telling as it echoes some of the typical 

discourse associated with railroad expansion. As with the development of the real 

British railroad system, Eliot here imagines her trains as making available new 

economic markets and business opportunities that expand beyond the merely local. 

Indeed, as Stephen Kern has noted, the railroad “ended the sanctuary of remoteness” 

(Kern 2130). In Middlemarch, the image of the train thus unlocks new spaces for 

business and begins to allow speculation on future value. As a result, Mr. Raffles is 

able to export his extortion practices to new places as well as explore the future 

“value” of a financial rival’s history of deceit. At the same time, Mr. Bulstrode finds 

himself at the receiving end of the train’s development by remaining in place and 

keeping his “business” stagnant. As such, the train network in Middlemarch suggests 

the centrifugal expansion of diegetic space. Mirroring the economics of Victorian 

transportation technology, the rail network in Eliot’s novel presents an increasingly 

larger diegesis by taking characters and goods outward and away from the center of 
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the action, thus exploring new “tracks” of action and marrying the fictional 

representation of transportation networks with the structural components of the novel.  

 The converse of this outward movement may generally be observed in fiction 

that is heavily informed by contemporary communication technology. Rather than 

expand the local diegesis away from the geographical heart of the narrative, as does 

Middlemarch, such texts use centripetal forces to bring outside events ever closer to a 

central axis. Henry James’ In the Cage (1898) is such a narrative in which a 

preoccupation with communication technology appears to engender an imaginative 

space where all the action of the diegesis is condensed. James’ novella explores the 

voyeurism of its unnamed female protagonist, a telegraph operator. As the text’s title 

suggests, James’ protagonist not only finds herself caught in a web of intrigue, sexual 

innuendo and desire by living vicariously through her customers, it also intimates the 

close quarters in which the operator sifts through the telegraph messages in order to 

reconstruct the “reality” outside.  

 As Richard Menke explains, the operator’s reconstruction work inevitably 

“interposes a level of mediation, a layer that intermingles the materiality of 

communication, the content of her subjectivity, and the social structures of 

bureaucracy, class and gender” (Menke 192). However, besides this mediation of the 

text’s “verisimilitude”, the narratological effects of James’ telegraphic focalizer can 

also be seen in the representation of space. In the Cage generates a curious sense of 

spatial cohesion in which all locations that are relevant to the narrative converge in 

the operator’s telegraphic cage. Reflecting the text’s preoccupation with privacy and 

secrecy, the majority of the narrative is allowed to unfold only in this single space, 

pulling in all events and channeling them through the focalized telegraph operator. As 

a result of this centripetal contraction, the entire diegesis is mediated and experienced 

through the relatively small space of a branch post office. James’ interest in telegraph 

technology, in other words, appears to adjust the spatial imagination in a way similar 

to Augé’s vision of communication technology. By mediating the narrative through 

the eyes of the technologically adept, In the Cage suggests a collapse of space by 

condensing all outward events unto a small, wired singularity.27   

                                                
27 This spatial condensation is not just a feature of James’ In the Cage, but indeed occurs throughout 
fiction informed by tele-technology. Especially later science fiction, such as cyberpunk, concentrates 
large diegetic areas unto increasingly smaller focalized spaces. The work of William Gibson, for 
example, takes this tendency to the extreme. In All Tomorrow’s Parties (1999), Gibson imagines his 
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 The type of adjustment of the spatial imagination required by James’ text, 

then, is of an entirely different nature than that of Eliot’s Middlemarch. Ostensibly, 

both texts are broad enough to include events from outside of the setting proper, 

echoing the discourse of growth and expansion that accompany the technologies 

which so heavily inform these narratives. Railroads and telegraph lines respectively, 

cast Middlemarch and In the Cage in the light of expanding social networks, financial 

markets and long-distance personal relationships. However, in Eliot’s novel, this 

extension of the narrative space is marked by the characters’ increased mobility and 

their journeying outward. In Middlemarch, the new sense of nearness of previously 

far-off objects is achieved by thrusting the characters and action away from the 

narrative’s eponymous center. In contrast, James’ In the Cage is characterized by an 

implosion of narrative space. Here, the intimacy of the narrative space is constructed 

by making all events internal to the telegraphic network and its operator. 

 In chapter 3 I will refer to these centrifugal and centripetal spatial operations 

as key elements in the development of the dystopian genre. As I will show, early, 

nineteenth-century dystopian space is characterized in part by the centrifugal forces of 

transportation devices while later dystopian fiction, inspired by communication 

devices, is built up around contracting, centripetal spaces. It is this development, I 

will demonstrate, that leads dystopian space towards singularity in the 1980s.  

 In the following section I will first explore the powerful relationship between 

telecommunication devices and utopian and dystopian texts by focusing on three 

different discursive fields in relation to communication technology: theory, public 

speeches and advertising, respectively. My point in focusing on these three distinct 

cultural objects is to demonstrate both the pervasive nature of utopian narrative 

strategies in relation to telecommunication technology, as well as the breadth of the 

discourse involved. Through close reading of three examples from different discursive 

domains, I aim to provide a compelling argument for considering the relationship 

between utopian narrative strategies and the technological substrate of communication 

devices, as well as their reliance on the spatial imagination.  

 

                                                
technologically expert protagonist to live in a cardboard box in Tokyo’s subway system. In so doing, 
Gibson assembles events from around the world within the space of a single box. 
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The Spatial Imagination in Theory: Marshall McLuhan and the Global Village 

Theories of technology in the main presuppose the existence of principles that work to 

remove the human subject from its “natural” environment. Such models propose a 

pre-technological state to exist that is instinctive and physical, and conceptualize 

technological development as a separate, artificial force that distracts from this 

original state, for better or worse. These “estrangement” principles are primarily 

conceived in the form of a framing apparatus: technology as the object that enframes 

the “natural” world, thus standing between the subject and the “truth”. Heidegger, for 

example, theorizes that technology shrouds “truth” in this manner: 

 

The essence of technology lies in enframing […] Enframing blocks the 
shining forth and holding sway of truth. The destining that sends into ordering 
is consequently the extreme danger. What is dangerous is not technology. 
Technology is not demonic; but its essence is mysterious. The essence of 
technology, as a destining of revealing, is the danger. (qtd in Goldberg 68) 

 

In Heidegger’s view, in other words, technology is opaque: it does not reveal what it 

claims to represent. Instead, according to Heidegger, technology introduces an 

element of mystery that blocks veridical access and in this way presents a possible 

hazard.  

 Walter Benjamin has likewise observed the effects of technology on artful 

representation. In his watershed essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Its 

Technological Reproducibility” Benjamin considers the consequences of the 

technological reproducibility of art for the attribution of value to such works, as well 

as the value of the emerging new art of film making that relies entirely on the 

intervention of a technological apparatus. Focusing on the notions of “authenticity” 

and “authority”, Benjamin posits that “[t]he whole sphere of authenticity eludes 

technological—and of course not only technological—reproduction” (Benjamin 21). 

Yet, Benjamin specifically considers technological reproduction to offer this illusion 

of authenticity for two reasons: 

 

[…] whereas the authentic work retains its full authority in the face of a 
reproduction made by hand, which it generally brands a forgery, this is not the 
case with technological reproduction. The reason is twofold. First, 
technological reproduction is more independent of the original than is manual 
reproduction […]. Second, technological reproduction can place the copy of 
the original in situations which the original itself cannot attain […]. These 
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changed circumstances may leave the artwork’s other properties untouched, 
but they certainly devalue the here and now of the artwork. (Benjamin 21-22) 

 

According to Benjamin, then, the “authenticity” of a cultural artifact is affected by its 

level of technological reproduction, not by its reproduction per se. The relationship of 

a manually reproduced painting to its original is that of a forgery: a state that reveals a 

false or negative authenticity, yet a particular mode of authenticity nonetheless. 

However, the intervention of a technological apparatus seems to preclude any level of 

authenticity according to Benjamin: it generates copies, not forgeries. According to 

Benjamin, the technology-mediated representation is, therefore, independent of the 

original and brings with it its own immediate context and viewer perspective. For 

Benjamin, then, technology radically changes the context or framing of the object 

represented, thus removing the object as well as the human observer from the 

“natural” moment of the “original” scene at which point the object becomes 

independent.  

 In light of Heidegger and Benjamin’s pessimistic tone in assessing the framing 

function of technology, it is interesting to see that, for media theorist Marshall 

McLuhan, contemporary communication technology does not entail the obfuscation 

of “truth” that Heidegger and Benjamin fear. Rather, McLuhan understands modern 

electronics, and especially television, as a return to the familiar sense of involvement 

that writing and Renaissance visual arts had disrupted. As he explains: 

 

The viewer of Renaissance art is systematically placed outside the frame of 
experience. A piazza for everything and everything is a piazza. The 
instantaneous world of electrical information involves all of us, all at once. No 
detachment of frame is possible […]. Television completes the cycle of the 
human sensorium. With the omnipresent ear and the moving eye, we have 
abolished writing, the specialized acoustic-visual metaphor that established 
the dynamics of Western civilization. (McLuhan 52-53, 125) 

 

Again referring to the notion of the “frame”, McLuhan positions Renaissance art as 

the “technology” that conceals information from the subject by interjecting an 

artificial viewpoint that stands outside of the representation proper. So, contrary to 

Heidegger and Benjamin, McLuhan understands contemporary communication 

devices not as technology that amplifies this framing effect. Rather, he sees it as the 

re-introduction of a “natural” perspective that ensures the subject’s proximity to the 
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representation. This perspective, in turn, guarantees that the human subject is not 

merely a spectator but is at all times involved with and connected to the medium. For 

McLuhan, in other words, technologies such as the television do not conceal a 

“natural truth” that lies unreachable underneath technology’s layers of mediation. 

Instead, television removes the constraints imposed by writing and visual art and 

returns the subject to a more “natural perspective” in relation both to what is being 

communicated and to the participants in the communication. As such, McLuhan 

echoes the suspicions of Plato—vicariously through Socrates—about the merits of 

script technology as something which “is external and depends on signs that belong to 

others” (Plato 81). Yet, whereas Plato was faced with a technology that eroded the 

authority of the mnémotechnique which he taught, and upon which his philosophy—

he felt—depended, McLuhan understands contemporary communication technology 

as something of a return to the oral culture that Plato covetously clings to. 

 Furthermore, McLuhan, claims that this return to a “natural” perspective or 

frame is constituted by the restoration of the senses that writing has pushed by the 

wayside: 

 

In television there occurs an extension of the sense of active, exploratory 
touch which involves all the senses simultaneously, rather than that of sight 
alone. You have to be “with” it. But in all electric phenomena, the visual is 
only one component in a complex interplay. Since, in the age of information, 
most transactions are managed electrically, the electric technology has meant 
for Western man a considerable drop in the visual component, in his 
experience, and a corresponding increase in the activity of his other senses. 
(ibid.) 

 

Television, then, is not a technological framing of the natural world for McLuhan. 

Rather, McLuhan posits that contemporary communication devices prosthetically 

expand the human sensorium to include several of the senses simultaneously, thus 

providing a much larger “frame” that filters out less of what is “there”.  

 My point here is not to explore the merits of McLuhan’s theoretical 

framework but to explore the importance of its use of spatial metaphors in relation to 

communication technology. Certainly, from the perspective of spatial poetics and 

utopian discourse, it is interesting to see that McLuhan couches his ideas about this 

technological expansion of the human sensorium around the notion of the “global 

village”. Concerning the relationship between contemporary communication devices 
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and the sense of community that he identifies with them, he notes that “[t]he new 

electronic interdependence recreates the world in the image of a global village” 

(McLuhan 66-67). In this way, McLuhan reaches for a spatial metaphor in order to 

understand the effects of technologies such as television. I want to argue that 

McLuhan’s choice of metaphor here is triggered not just because the notion of a 

global village aptly articulates his concerns with the characteristics of contemporary 

electronics, but is also provoked by the typical spatial poetics that we associate with 

communication devices. I will demonstrate that, alongside the characteristics of the 

mass media that concern McLuhan, it is a specific and established discursive practice 

that acts as a trigger to the theorist’s spatial metaphor and grants it its utopian flavor. 

 In trying to identify the reasons behind McLuhan’s choice for a spatial 

concept to help analyze the effects of contemporary media, it seems crucial that the 

scholar couches his ideas in this respect in a language that is evocative of oral culture, 

tribal existence, and a pre-technological state. In exploring the idea of a global 

communication village, McLuhan consistently connects notions of Western 

civilization, the cult of the individual, and Renaissance culture with ideas about tribal 

existence, small communities and oral culture. Even the visual design of The Medium 

is the Massage underlines this relationship between a contemporary communication 

“village” and prehistoric tribal communities in McLuhan’s theory.28 True to its 

general interest in visual design, and as a case in point of its overall, eponymous 

argument, The Medium is the Massage introduces the idea of a global village not just 

textually but also visually through a background picture of a tribal scene.  

 

                                                
28 McLuhan famously spelled “Massage” in his title rather than “Message”. Originally, this was a 
misprint but the scholar decided to keep the title because he felt the misspelling illustrated the 
importance of medium, in this case the alphabet, in the transmission of messages.  
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Fig. 13: McLuhan’s textual and visual explanation of the global village. 
Source: McLuhan, Marshall and Quentin Fiore. The Medium is the Massage: An Inventory of 
Effects. New York: Penguin Books, 1967. 66-67. Print. 
 

The image shows members of what appears to be an African tribe seated indoors. The 

group seems to be engaged in story telling. A village elder is seated in the center of 

the mise-en-scène and is narrating. His apparent lively animation captivates and 

amuses his audience.  

 On the one hand, McLuhan’s metaphor functions by suggesting a 

communicative space where the technological apparatus does not interfere with the 

exchange of messages. The image of the tribal village is significant in this respect as 

it captures the properties of direct exchange in close-knit oral communities that 

McLuhan identifies with television. The idea of the global village, in other words, 

begins to remove the Heideggerian framing device in order to return an unmediated, 

oral form of communication.  

 On the other hand, the tribal aspect that informs McLuhan’s definition of the 

global village conveys a sense of spatial proximity that contemporary 

telecommunication technology brings to the fore. McLuhan’s oxymoronic term seems 

to be hardly accidental in this respect: the contrast between the smallness of the 

village and the global area that telecommunication devices unlock reflects the spatial 
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paradigm described earlier in relation to utopian structures. Both in terms of isolation 

and homogeneity of layout, McLuhan’s global village betrays its utopian pedigree 

through the conflict of scale between its constituent parts. First, the global village 

portends a sense of seclusion precisely because of its contradictory halves. The idea 

that a spatial structure can be simultaneously local and global suggests the existence 

of a special dimension where ordinary rules of spatial relationships need not apply, 

hence removing the global village from ordinary Euclidean space. Second, by 

translating the locality of the village into the global sphere, McLuhan renders the 

communication network largely homogeneous. The small variations of ideology, 

culture, etc. that are suggested under the label of “village” are mapped unto the global 

communication sphere. In this way, the global village can be associated with the—

ostensible— ideological uniformity of a close-knit community.  

 Foregoing the obvious political incorrectness of the “global village”, 

McLuhan’s spatial metaphor suggests the “naturalness” of the technological frame 

that the scholar was attempting to describe. Alongside his possible concerns for 

technological intervention, I want to suggest that McLuhan’s choice may have 

emerged out of a long discursive tradition. This is to say that, the close relationship 

between telecommunication technology and utopian discourse turns a spatial 

construct into an “obvious” choice to help describe the new sense of community that 

McLuhan sees as arising from technological development. The term “global village”, 

in other words, appears to have been triggered by its ability to describe emergent 

media in terms of their effects on our imagination as well as their kinship with utopian 

discourse. It is facilitated by a rich history of linking communication networks to 

utopian and dystopian spaces and was in this way able to immediately enter the 

theoretical discourse.  

 

The Spatial Imagination of Public Addresses: Bryant’s Telegraph 
While the power of the telegraph to entertain the spatial imagination can be 

demonstrated by any number of examples, perhaps one of the most powerful 

illustrations is William Cullen Bryant’s 1868 public address. During a formal dinner 

held in honor of Samuel Morse, Bryant, poet and Editor-in-Chief of the New York 

Evening Post, made true his reputation for the use of superlative language and 

delivered the following speech: 
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My imagination goes down to the chambers of the middle sea, to those vast 
depths where repose the mystic wire on beds of coral, among forests of tangle, 
or on the bottom of the dim blue gulfs strewn with the bones of whales and 
sharks, skeletons of drowned men, and ribs and masts of foundered barks, 
laden with wedges of gold never to be coined and pipes of the choicest 
vintages of earth never to be tasted. Through these watery solitudes, among 
the fountains of the great deep, the abode of perpetual silence, never visited by 
living human presence and beyond the sight of human eye, there are gliding to 
and from by night and day, in light and darkness, in calm and tempest, 
currents of human thought borne by electric pulse which obeys the bidding of 
man. That slender wire thrills with hopes and fears of nations; it vibrates to 
every emotion that can be awakened by any event affecting the welfare of the 
human race. (Bryant 259)  

 

Bryant’s speech here attempts to do honor to Morse’s “invention” by juxtaposing the 

old ways of crossing the Atlantic with the modern method of the transatlantic 

telegraph cable.29 He contrasts the hardships and dangers of the seafaring (“…the dim 

blue gulfs strewn with the bones of whales and sharks, skeletons of drowned men, and 

ribs and masts of foundered barks…”) with the ease with which the telegraph can 

span the divide between the old and new worlds. Of course, Bryant’s interpretation 

here sharply contrasts with the realities of open-sea cable laying. While there was a 

transatlantic cable in 1868, its inception was accompanied by anything but the 

effortlessness which is suggested by Bryant’s speech. In fact, the laying of under-the-

sea cable was considered to be such a dangerous investment and failure-prone 

undertaking that, just a few years earlier, Western Union felt that the construction of a 

landline from San Francisco to Moscow via Alaska was a more viable solution.30  

 However, what is even more striking about Bryant’s speech and its 

exaggerated, baroque language of praise for the telegraph is the way in which it 

reaches, almost instinctively, for a spatial symbol. That is, Bryant invokes a spatial 

metaphor to help him eulogize the merits of modern telecommunication technology. 

He begins his speech by sketching the site of the greatest challenge faced in the 

expansion of the telegraph network, the Atlantic Ocean. In this way, Bryant’s speech 
                                                
29 Morse’s 1844 patent is heavily contested. Several other inventors were already working on electrical 
telegraphy before Morse. Most notably, Cooke and Wheatstone had already patented their system in 
1837 in Britain. The first—successful— transatlantic telegraphic cable was laid in 1865. 
30 The telegraph lobby precipitated the 1867 Alaska Purchase: it was believed to be easier to have as 
much of the San Francisco-Moscow landline built on American rather than Russian soil. See 
Huurdeman, Anton A. The Worldwide History of Telecommunications. Hoboken: John Wiley & Sons 
Inc., 2003. 130-35. Print. 
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from the outset identifies the success of the telegraph with a space, and mobilizes this 

spatial symbol in order to further extol the properties of the technology. Bryant’s 

choice for this particular metaphor is all the more remarkable because it stresses not 

the telegraph’s main innovation. After all, the telegraph did not make available new 

spaces but higher speeds: transatlantic messages could of course be sent before the 

telegraph was available, just not as quickly. And indeed, as Virginia Jackson points 

out, Bryant, in his role “[a]s a member of the press […] stressed the telegraph’s speed 

of transmission” (Jackson 157). As a poet, however, Bryant “transfigured electric 

cable into [a] lyric impulse” that sought to express the qualities of the electrical 

telegraph, including its higher rate of transmission, in spatial dimensions (ibid.). 

Bryant’s poetic notion of telegraphic technology, in short, turns its attention away 

from the technology’s higher transmission speeds to the space that is filled by its 

medium.   

 It is interesting to see that, in its effort to praise, Bryant’s expansive language 

begins to turn the Atlantic from a symbol of technology’s victory over nature into an 

imaginative space that represents the mystical and exotic, deep realm in which 

telecommunication is popularly conceived to take place. Bryant’s speech, other 

words, turns the Atlantic from a space that is to be conquered by technology into the 

ethereal space where the telegraph can work its wonders. He lets his imagination sink 

beneath the surface—ostensibly to illuminate what the telegraph has overcome—

where it is seduced into dreaming up a fanciful and ornate setting that works to 

express the value of the telegraph. Here, the deep Atlantic Ocean is no longer an 

oppositional force that technology has to overcome. Instead, it lends its fantastical 

qualities so as to express technological “wonders”. This transformation of the 

Atlantic, from a symbol of technology’s triumph over nature into a magical realm 

where technology can work its wonders, has the effect of distancing the technology 

from its real, operational space. It takes the pragmatic qualities of the technological 

substrate and places it in a fairy tale land of gold, wrecked ships and skeletons strewn 

across the ocean’s floor.  

 In a way, Bryant’s use here of the depths of the ocean is strikingly similar to 

More’s enlistment of oceanic travel in order to construct utopian space. Just as More 

referred to the Atlantic as a place where “nothing is more easy to be found than be 

barking Scyllas, ravening Celaenos, and Laestrygons” (More 2008: 14), so does 
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Bryant conceive this body of water as space “where repose the mystic wire on beds of 

coral” (Bryant 259). I want to suggest that Bryant’s invocation of the Atlantic as a 

space of mystery does indeed perform similar work as does More’s Atlantic setting. 

By creating a space that is mysterious and distant from the “real” space that the 

technology inhabits, Bryant gives himself the artistic license he needs in order to 

render the telegraph in a certain light.  

 Ultimately, Bryant’s perspective on the telegraph contains strong utopian 

indicators. The mysterious underwater realm that forms the setting of the telegraph’s 

triumph invokes the spatial paradigms set into motion by More. Isolated and exotic, 

the telegraphic space coincides with typical utopian constructs. Concurrently, its 

creation leads Bryant to the suggestion of what is traditionally understood to be the 

topic for utopianism, namely the “hopes and fears of nations” (ibid.). Alongside 

Bryant’s wish to pay tribute to Morse and telecommunication technology, then, the 

utopian tone of this speech appears to result from its activation of specific spatial 

paradigms.  

 The telegraph, then, can be said to do a significant amount of cultural work in 

Bryant’s speech: it invokes the speaker’s spatial imagination; summons a location that 

is isolated and exists outside of ordinary space; and finally hints at the typical 

adjectives appropriate for such utopian, spatial paradigms. It is, then, as if Bryant’s 

speech comes about mechanically, like a formula repeated unconsciously because it 

has been ingrained in cultural memory. It moves from communication technology, to 

the spatial imagination, to the activation of utopian spatial paradigms, to utopian 

stereotypes. Its intervention of a space sets in motion a powerful pattern of discursive 

responses that helps to shape the speaker’s as well as the audience’s imaginations. As 

such, Bryant’s speech emerges as an incantation of such discursive elements, as well 

as an indication of the strong link between telecommunication technology and utopian 

discourse.  

 

The Spatial Imagination in Advertising: Apple’s “1984” 

On January 22, 1984, in the break of the third quarter of the NFL’s seventeenth Super 

Bowl, Apple Computer Incorporated aired for the first time the now famous “1984” 
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commercial for its new, Macintosh computer.31 Needing a commercial winner and 

increasingly feeling the pressure of IBM, Apple banked its future on the success of 

Macintosh and the commercial that introduced it to the public. I want to argue that 

Apple’s choice to refer to Orwell’s dystopian novel Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949) in 

order to sell computers was informed by more than a lucky coincidence of dates. I 

want to propose that the “1984” commercial was to a large extent prompted by the 

poetics of dystopian discourse. By engaging with Orwell’s classic, I will argue, 

Apple’s advertisement is able to activate paradigms of spatial coherency and 

subversion that are associated with utopian and dystopian constructions, and so 

effectively managed the commercial space into which Macintosh could emerge. In 

this way, the commercial replaced the various domestic spaces that had previously 

informed Apple commercials with dystopia as a credible site for product placement. 

 Apple’s decision to quote what is perhaps the most canonical example of 

dystopian discourse appears to have been inspired by the company’s sales strategy for 

its new Macintosh computer. Macintosh, like so many of Apple’s subsequent 

products, relied to a large extent on the idea that it offered a unique sales alternative to 

the computing mainstream (i.e. the IBM PC) for sales. And certainly, this claim was 

to a degree justified in the case of the Macintosh. As with its upscale sister the Lisa, 

Apple’s Macintosh shipped with a mouse and the System 1.0 operating software, thus 

introducing pointing devices and graphical user interfaces to ordinary consumers and 

giving them an alternative to commandline-only microcomputers. However, alongside 

these innovations, Apple continued to use “off-the-shelf” parts for the Macintosh so 

that its “unique” design shared a large technical base with competing devices. For 

example, Macintosh was built up around Motorola’s 68000 processor architecture, 

which gave the machine a powerful family connection with, for example, the 

Commodore Amiga and Atari ST.32 In fact, as Brian Bagnall argues, it was 

Commodore, not Apple, that mostly led the technology race in the early days of the 

microcomputer (ix-x).  

                                                
31 At present, Apple is registered simply as Apple, Inc. The company dropped “Computer” from its 
name in 2007 to reflect their increasing portfolio of non-computer, consumer electronics and services 
(i.e. iPod, iTunes, iPhone and iPad).  
32 More recently, Apple made “the switch” from the PowerPC architecture to X86 for all of its mini, 
desktop and portable computers. As such, since late 2005, there is no longer anything in terms of 
functional hardware that distinguishes an Apple from an IBM-PC clone.  
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 In spite of the company’s modest technological innovation, Apple has been far 

more successful than Commodore—and IBM, Atari, Sinclair, etc—at projecting a 

sense of radical innovation and capitalizing on this message. Certainly, its marketing 

strategy for the Macintosh relied on stressing the machine’s exclusivity and “unique” 

design to such a degree that these became principal sales arguments in themselves. In 

this way, Macintosh, and Apple’s products in general, are, from the consumer’s point 

of view, not necessarily characterized by technical distinctiveness or superiority. 

Instead, Apple’s computing devices are associated with the idea of technical 

distinctiveness and superiority because these help to express the sales message of 

exclusivity and individuality. As indicated for example by Apple’s recent line of 

iDevices, it is not so much the tangible characteristics of the technological commodity 

itself that Apple uses as a sales argument. Instead, the company suggests that its 

products offer customers the tools to give voice to their individuality. Expressing 

yourself, the i-prefix proposes, is a simply a matter of deciding which iPod you are.33 

 Apple first explored this sales strategy with the Macintosh: buying a Mac was 

not only buying a computer, it also meant purchasing a piece of technology that 

functioned as a token of your individuality. In short, Macintosh and Apple’s later 

products are not so much computing commodities as they are the attempted 

commodification of the concept of “uniqueness”. This commodification of 

uniqueness, what I shall refer to as “iCommodification”, entails the creation of a 

commercial space where the social relationship between individual and—perceived—

collective is established through the consumption of electronic goods and services.  

 From a Marxist perspective, then, iCommodification reveals itself as a form of 

commodity fetishism. As Marx explains in Capital, commodities can attract functions 

beyond simply the representation of use, labor and exchange value. In this way, 

commodities express something other than the sum of their raw materials or the labor 

required to make them. Rather, commodities contain value beyond the mere physical 

and represent social relations, as Marx explains: 

 

There is a physical relation between physical things. But it is different with 
commodities. There, the existence of the things quâ commodities, and the 
value relation between the products of labour which stamps them as 
commodities, have absolutely no connection with their physical properties and 

                                                
33 See for example http://www.apple.com/ipod/compare-ipod-models/ 
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with the material relations arising therefrom. There it is a definite social 
relation between men, that assumes, in their eyes, the fantastic form of a 
relation between things. (Marx 43) 

 

Macintosh, then, as a physical object, is transformed by its role as a commodity. It 

changes form from a collection of technological parts into a “fantastic form” (ibid.) 

where physical properties express social behavior. In the case of Apple’s products, 

this commodity fetishism encodes a negative social relationship, or anti-social 

behavior. That is, iCommodification entails the transformation of electronics devices 

into objects that bespeak an individual’s desire to reject the mainstream and instead 

express non-conformity.  

 Apple’s effort to commodify uniqueness was first made tangible by 

Macintosh, and specifically by the ad that introduced it to potential consumers. 

“1984” represents a watershed event in Apple’s history as it forms a considerable 

break with the company’s previous advertising strategies. It replaced an emphasis on 

the pragmatic, concrete virtues of computing products and presented a new approach 

to selling computers. Previously, Apple had competed in the marketplace primarily on 

features and price (i.e. on use-value). Before Macintosh, Apple’s advertisements 

generally showed products in the context of a use environment, and listed technical 

details in support of the computer’s usefulness. For example, the Apple II was 

introduced to the consumer by a full-page spread that focused on the practical 

application of the computing device.  
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Fig. 14: Left page of the introductory ad for the Apple II from 1977. 

Source: http://www.macmothership.com/gallery/gallery1.html 
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Fig. 15: Second page of the introductory ad for the Apple II. 

Source: http://www.macmothership.com/gallery/gallery1.html 
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The left page featured a “realistic” kitchen scene: wife in the background preparing 

food; husband in the foreground working with an Apple II that displays a graph. 

While the specific usefulness of the Apple II within this domestic context is not 

immediately apparent, Apple’s literal product placement here does indicate their 

desire to present their product favorably in terms of utility. Specifically, the ad’s use 

of diagrams and confirmation of gender stereotyping underline the idea that the Apple 

II fits conventional, gender biased paradigms of usefulness, labor division and 

efficiency with a degree of mathematical precision. Moreover, the right page of the 

advertisement lists the machine’s technical details, as well as a number of suggestions 

about how it may be employed in the household. In its entirety, then, the 

advertisement which introduced the Apple II stressed utility above all else: it showed 

a tool with specific capabilities that could be used to perform tasks that were 

imagined to be compatible with a pre-existing social context. Apple II and its 

commercial discourse, in short, were technologies of conformity, or at least 

attempting to be so.  

 By contrast, “1984” presented a less utility driven and more abstract sales 

argument. The advertisement opens by showing gritty images of multitudes marching 

through corridors while the narrative voice-over can be heard exalting the merits of 

the “information purification age” (“1984”). The mise-en-scène is dominated by 

shades of grey. Almost no color is present in the picture. The marchers are men who 

share the same outfit of loosely fitting overalls and have shaved heads, giving the 

impression of a prison colony. The view then cuts to a scene revealing the destination 

of the marching men as an auditorium. At the front of the auditorium is a massive 

screen from which the source of the voice-over can be seen. An enormous, blurry and 

bespectacled talking head continues to pontificate about information, ideology and 

resolve over the captivated, attendant crowd. The uniformity of these scenes is 

interrupted by brief shots of a single figure running instead of marching. A women, 

athletic, dressed in red shorts and white top runs powerfully and elegantly holding a 

hammer, while being chased by what looks like riot police. Her movement, color and 

sexual appeal all disrupt the uniform monotony of the surrounding environment. The 

view of the running figure and that of the auditorium begin to coincide as the athlete 

can be seen coming up to the screen. She stops, swings around, and then throws the 

hammer. It flies through the auditorium and hits the screen. As the screen explodes, 



 107 

its light illuminates the front row of onlookers to reveal their shock at its destruction. 

The screen then fades to show the final text message, which is also narrated: “On 

January 24th, Apple Computer will introduce Macintosh. And you’ll see why 1984 

won’t be like ‘1984’” (ibid.).  

 Apple’s “1984” commercial, then, works not by focusing on the Macintosh’s 

technical merits and their ability to connect with convention, but instead draws 

parallels between Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four and the personal computer 

marketplace to suggest the resistance to convention. The ad’s success in this respect 

depends upon a number of thematic connections between the novel’s major concerns 

and the early 1980s computing landscape. This thematic overlap consists of Nineteen 

Eighty-Four’s dominant power structures and computer market leaders on the one 

hand, and Apple and dystopian resistance and the other. By quoting Orwell’s novel, 

“1984” suggests that social conformity involves the forceful compliance to imposed 

ideals and the restriction of free and creative thought. In this way, the ad paints 

Apple’s competitors—in particular market-leader IBM—as entities that inherently 

confine the individual consumer and inspire submission to generalized computing 

solutions. Alongside this analogy of market dominance and freedom restriction, 

“1984” places Macintosh in the position of the freedom fighter. Recalling Nineteen 

Eighty-Four’s protagonist, the ad associates Winston Smith’s heroic struggle for 

individual freedom and creativity with resistance to the existing state of affairs in the 

computer marketplace. In this way, Apple attempts to make its desire to commodify 

uniqueness concrete: by presenting its competitors in the shadow of the Ministry of 

Truth and “newspeak”, the company allows itself to assume the role of resistance 

fighter. As a result, an Apple computer becomes evocative of confronting conformity 

and questioning the status quo. In turn, this image suggests that buying an Apple 

involves an act of rebellion which, through its opposition to orthodoxy, is able to 

express individuality and uniqueness. As such, “1984” forms an early attempt on 

Apple’s part to commodify uniqueness rather than shift technological artifacts. 

Indeed, there is nothing in the ad to suggest that buying a Macintosh entails the 

acquisition of a technological commodity.  
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Fig. 16, 17: stills from Apple’s “1984” commercial. 
Unlike earlier advertisements, Apple no longer presented its customers with technical details or 
even showed its wares. In fact, there is nothing about “1984” that hints at the nature of the 
advertised product bar the final voice-over. Instead, Apple’s commercial “sells” dystopia. 
Source: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OYecfV3ubP8 
 

Instead, “1984” proposes that choosing to buy a Macintosh offers you a chance to 

stand out as an individual and be unique.  

 Of course, Apple’s brand of iCommodification and personal expression 

strongly conflicts with this idea of Macintosh as a product for popular, mainstream 

culture. Indeed, as with most luxury consumer goods, Macintosh’s function as a 
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commodity fetish is based on a paradox. Macintosh’s codification of social 

relationships, i.e. its representation of the relationship between individual and 

collective, is entirely at odds with Apple’s sales strategy. It requires consumers of 

Apple’s products to transform their allegiance to specifically branded commodities 

into a tool used for personal identity formation and social demarcation. Yet, Apple of 

course never intended to sell computers to a small number of consumers and to help 

along their identity construction. While Apple’s marketing campaign stressed 

individuality and uniqueness, its production lines were geared towards market 

penetration and mass production. Apple never intended Macintosh to be a niche 

product but instead aimed the device squarely at its main competitor, the IBM-PC 

clone. Accordingly, paradoxically, Apple’s success at marketing the Macintosh as the 

computer for individuals would ultimately result in its product turning into the status 

quo that it proposed to subvert. Macintosh’s success at commodifying uniqueness, 

then, would ultimately hurt its credibility in this respect. In becoming a popular 

object, Macintosh would no longer be a convincing token for individuality.  

 Apple solved this issue by invoking the paradigms which characterize 

dystopian fiction. These paradigms allow for a careful renegotiation of Apple’s 

projected self-image of the individual freedom fighter towards a more lenient image 

where resistance to the existing state of affairs can occur in several different places at 

the same time and is organized by several people. These pockets of resistance, then, 

begin to establish a balance between Macintosh’s iCommodification and Apple’s 

desire to sell as many machines as possible. Apple’s use of dystopian poetics, in other 

words, creates the commercial space into which Macintosh can emerge. As such, 

Apple’s choice to quote Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four is neither solely engendered 

by its thematic overlap with Apple’s plight in the computer marketplace, nor by a 

lucky coincidence of dates. Certainly, the relationship between “1984” and Nineteen 

Eighty-Four exists primarily in their portrayal of power structures and subversion. 

However, at the same time, “1984” activates certain dystopian spatial paradigms 

which ultimately allow Apple to position the Macintosh as a commodity fetish while 

simultaneously selling significant amounts of product. Apple’s “1984” commercial is 

heavily informed by dystopian narratives’ reliance on spaces that simultaneously 

subvert and establish new social relationships. The spatial poetics laid down by texts 

such as Nineteen Eighty-Four dictate that the dystopian landscape is characterized by 
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an initial social isolation and uniformity that is subsequently disrupted by sites of 

opposition. It is in this establishment of new social spaces, especially, that “1984” 

finds most of its persuasive force as well as a solution to the paradox that informs 

iCommodification.  

 Apple’s “1984” resolves the inconsistencies behind its commodification of 

uniqueness by borrowing the spatial organization of Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four. 

It starts by constructing a site of ideological conformity. The multitudes marching in 

unison, uniform clothing styles, riot police, as well as the pontificating head convey a 

strong sense of totalitarianism and forced submission to dominant belief. Moreover, 

this totalitarianism is signified spatially as well. As with prototypical dystopian texts, 

“1984” begins by constructing an isolated site of ideological uniformity and 

topography, and subsequently subverts and disrupts this space. In terms of isolation, 

the ad spends considerable real estate in rendering the limits of its diegesis in order to 

demonstrate its seclusion from normal space. The first shot, in fact, shows nothing but 

wall, indicating that the diegetic space should be seen as walled-off from normal 

space. This sense of isolation grows in later shots where the mise-en-scène is also 

dominated by barriers. Indeed, the commercial consistently and carefully frames the 

tight-spaced enclosures of the “garden of pure ideology” in order to give the 

impression of a site of incarceration. For instance, the low camera position, especially 

in the shots of the corridors, accentuates the narrowness of these inner spaces to 

further give the impression of imprisonment. The main auditorium, as well, is not so 

much spacious as it feels confining with its high walls and pillars restricting the 

viewer’s gaze. Here especially, the legacy of director Ridley Scott’s filmic 

interpretation of dystopian spaces may be easily identified. Specifically, the low 

camera position and obstruction of line of sight are devices that are characteristic for 

the visual representation of dystopia by the ad’s director Ridley Scott as can be seen 

in, for example, Alien (1979) and Bladerunner (1982). In this way, Scott’s experience 

in translating dystopia to the screen imbeds “1984” in typical dystopian filmic spaces 

of isolation. Dominated by thick, concrete walls, the frame of “1984” invokes the 

tradition of dystopian fiction to imagine isolated diegetic spaces in order contain its 

dominant ideology.  

 In terms of uniformity, “1984” conforms to the dystopian tradition as well. 

Initially, the isolated diegetic space is shown to be homogeneous and featureless. It 
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consists of a bland palette of walls, drones and omnipresent technological bits to 

create a space that is of a more or less uniform topography. The mise-en-scène of 

“1984” further underlines this dystopian uniformity through use of color. It 

consistently uses low-contrast, drab shades of grey and blue that work to make 

everything in the frame look similar. The use of sound, also, sets up the diegetic space 

of “1984” as a typical dystopian construct. The sound of marching as well as the 

ubiquitous background bleeps of technology—again a direct descendant of Scott’s 

work on Alien and Bladerunner—make a constant white noise that echoes the 

uniformity seen on the screen. 

 This isolated and uniform space that “1984” initially sets up is subverted by 

the character that Apple’s customers are supposed to identify with, namely the female 

runner. She subverts the dystopian space both in terms of uniformity and isolation. In 

the case of the former, the first four shots of the runner show how she disrupts the 

homogeneity of the corridors, hallways and auditorium. Her gender, bright clothing, 

blonde hair, athletic ability and sexual appeal all act to subvert the uniformity of both 

the screen space and of the diegetic space. The briefness of these shots, their apparent 

random distribution, and the lack of fade-in or overlay transitions ensure that the 

female runner sequences have a maximum disruptive effect in the camera’s space. As 

if to transmit a subliminal message, the mise-en-scène—suddenly, briefly—contains 

content that is oppositional to its otherwise uniformly a-sexual, rigid-limbed, grey and 

blue primary subject. Moreover, the runner disrupts the uniformity of the diegetic 

space as well. Leaving in her wake sprinting riot police, she manages to interrupt the 

orderly progression towards the auditorium and introduces chaos to a disciplined 

system. 

 The final three shots of the runner deal with disrupting the isolation of the ad’s 

dystopian space. Here we can see the runner come to a halt, rotate and swing her 

hammer. These actions lead to the primary subversive act in “1984”: the breaking of 

the screen in the auditorium and the destruction of the isolation of the diegesis. That 

is, not only does the runner’s hammer stop the transmission of the pontificating head, 

it also fracture’s dystopia’s barrier in order to subvert the ideological space. The ad 

signifies the screen’s function as dystopia’s barrier primarily through the use of color. 

The breaking of the screen is accompanied by a bright explosion of light that not only 

bathes the awe-struck drones but drowns out the previously bleak and dark dystopian 
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space as well. Air forcefully flows into the auditorium and moves down the ranks of 

attendants in order to expose them to what lies beyond the talking head and barriers of 

the system. What lies on the other side of the screen is then revealed by the voiceover 

and, perhaps more importantly, the final shot of the commercial. After dystopia’s 

barriers have been removed the screen fades to black and then displays the only 

substantial use of color: a bright Apple logo, rainbow-colored, sits at the center of the 

frame.34 This color intrusion, then, marks the final destruction of the dystopian space 

as its most pervasive filmic representation can be seen subverted. The breaking of the 

auditorium’s screen, in short, breaks the quarantine of dystopia and allows the outside 

world to usurp its ideological space. 

 I want to argue that the sales proposition of “1984” derives primarily from the 

ad’s subversion of dystopian space. Obviously, the Super Bowl audience was meant 

to identify with the runner and see themselves as individualistic rebels in an IBM-

dominated world. Indeed, at the surface, this is the sales message of Apple’s 

advertisement. However, “1984” works better and is more cunning than this. Besides 

its straightforward appeal, the ad’s use of spatial paradigms allows it to carefully 

negotiate the tension between positioning Macintosh as a product for “rebels” while at 

the same time popularizing microcomputers in the mainstream market. Apple is able 

to solve this paradox which informs its iCommodification by relying on the ability of 

dystopian resistance to suggest the emergence of new social spaces. As may for 

instance be seen in Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four, dystopian rebels seldom fight 

alone but find spaces (i.e. the room above the antiques shop) where rebellion can be 

staged collectively. Concurrently, in “1984” the shock of the drones as the bright light 

and air hits their faces suggests their—and the consumer’s—possible conversion and 

emergence out of dystopia beyond the wall of the screen, together. So, while the 

runner in “1984” acts purely as an individual, dystopian poetics suggest that this 

action does not preclude a form of collective rebellion. In fact, the commercial 

suggests that you, the viewer, can join this emblem of fitness, strength and sexuality 

in the space she just opened up, and not be any less of a rebel for it. In this way, 

Apple’s “1984” is able to sell Macintosh as a high-priced luxury piece of electronics 

intended for those who want to stand out of the pack, while at the same time building 

a large, mainstream base of like-minded and devoted Apple users. 
                                                
34 Before the Apple logo the color red can also be seen in the runner’s shorts.  
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 Apple’s advertisement, in other words, successfully turns dystopia into the 

topos from which Macintosh can be understood by consumers. As a “marketplace”, 

dystopia pertains to precisely the right mix of social relationships that reflects Apple’s 

product placement with the Mac. On the one hand, dystopia stands for resistance and 

uniqueness, marking Macintosh as an emblematic form of iCommodification. On the 

other hand, dystopia is characterized by spatial poetics that suggest the emergence of 

new social collectives, and is steeped in mainstream, popular culture. This 

combination of individual appeal and mainstream conformity allows Apple to sell 

Macintosh as a commodity which expresses individuality while still building a 

substantial customer base in mainstream culture. Dystopia, in short, is the site where 

Apple is able to market Macintosh as well as make available microcomputers in 

popular culture.  

 Apple’s decision to try and make dystopia the site of the popularization of the 

microcomputer is all the more remarkable because of the aura of fear that still 

surrounded the technology in 1984. Strongly associated with amateur enthusiast 

culture, computers appeared as arcane machinery to a mainstream audience. 

Computers’ interfaces and functions resembled no preexisting paradigms and as such 

it was difficult for audiences to grasp why they needed these machines, what they 

bought exactly, and how computers could be made to do one’s bidding. As mysterious 

and highly technical devices, computers therefore inspired fear of use in potential new 

users. Moreover, popular culture had done an effective job of cashing in on people’s 

Luddite fears and had managed to demonize the technology. Most notably, Clarke and 

Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968) made concrete consumers’ distrust of 

computers with the specter of HAL. Aloof and malicious, HAL embodied the fear that 

computer technology could not be controlled and that the “magic” of Integrated 

Circuits might give rise to unintended and entirely unwanted results. Certainly, the 

combination of HAL’s uncanny, unemotional voice and its murderous plots weighed 

so heavily on the popular imagination that, as Friedman points out, “the shadow of 

HAL hovered over early PC advertising” (Friedman 106). But HAL was not the only 

fictional creation that was giving computers a bad name. Alien’s Mother, for example, 

also reified consumers’ fears of computing devices. The main computer of the 

spaceship Nostromo, Mother, in spite of its name, showed anything but maternal 

compassion for the suffering of its crew. Coldly informing the human contingent that 
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their chances of survival did not compute, Mother shaped the popular imagination 

with the image of computers as apathetic to and incompatible with the human 

condition. 

 As such, computer manufactures faced similar issues as for instance producers 

of electrical equipment and services did in the late nineteenth century. As is pointed 

out by for example Graeme Gooday and David Nye, electricity faced an uphill battle 

in the late Victorian era as consumers struggled to understand both what they were 

supposed to buy exactly as well as the dangers involved.35 As opposed to coal-gas, 

whose quantities could be measured and whose dangers were known, electricity’s 

matter was difficult to fathom and, therefore, perceived as dangerous by the general 

public. Of course, as Gooday points out, this was an image of electricity that suppliers 

of coal-gas were only too happy to sustain (2007: 247-53). For manufacturers of 

electricity, the solution to improving electricity’s public image lay in finding sites 

where its virtues could be discussed with authority and enter the public mind. As the 

home was mostly dominated by gas, these sites were frequently construed as public 

spaces. The 1893 World Fair in Chicago, for example, served to extol electricity’s 

wonders and dispel the public’s fears. It provided manufacturers of electrical 

equipment with a space where they could establish a discourse of authority and back 

up their claims with extravagant displays of power.  

 As with electricity, computer manufacturers also had trouble making a case 

for themselves as their services were ethereal and highly suggestive of mystery and 

danger. As can be gauged by Apple’s “1984” commercial, the solution here also lay 

in finding the right space from which to begin to debunk the public’s fear. This space, 

as it turned out, was dystopia.  

 Apple’s success at using dystopia for this purpose stands in stark contrast to its 

earlier attempts. In trying to dispel fears about computers, Apple had resorted to 

kitchens, teenage-son bedrooms and office spaces, presumably under the assumption 

that these were typically considered to be safe havens and might therefore assuage the 

consumer’s doubts.36 However, as these sites were already pervaded with discourses 

                                                
35 See Gooday, G. The Morals of Measurement: Accuracy, Irony and Trust in Late Victorian Electrical 
Practice. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2004. Print. and Nye, D. Electrifying America: Social Meanings 
of a New Technology. Cambridge, MA: MIT press, 1990. Print.  
36 Other manufacturers used a combination of settings and characters to try and exorcise HAL. IBM, 
for example, had an extensive run of commercials featuring Charlie Chaplin in office spaces. See 
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of other forms of technology, the invasion of the microcomputer into these scenes 

seemed to, if anything, confirm the idea that it had no place there to begin with and 

might introduce new dangers or undesirable elements. Apple’s use of “conventional” 

spaces, in short, seemed to be problematic for the same reason that early 

manufacturers of electrical equipment had such trouble finding their way into the 

home: the authoritative presence of other discourses resisted the newcomer and fueled 

questions about usefulness and potential dangers.  

 Again, Apple’s successful appropriation of dystopia and its conversion into 

the locus of the popularization and acceptance of microcomputers by mainstream 

culture comes down to dystopia’s ability to encode the correct social relationships. 

Apple’s earlier attempts to insert the microcomputer into mainstream culture were 

foiled by the stagnant discourses of the home with their powerfully established social 

relationships. So, while the kitchen may have appeared as an obvious site for 

mainstream intervention, its preexisting social significance resisted the inclusion of 

this new element. It immediately raised numerous important questions. Why would I 

want a computer in my kitchen, especially if this also involves moving my television 

there to use as a monitor?37 Does moving the television entail shifting the center or 

hearth of family life from the living room to the kitchen? Who is to use the computer? 

If dad uses the computer, does this make the kitchen a primarily male orientated space 

and what does that do to the distribution of gender throughout the house? Apple’s 

attempt to insert the computer in this domestic space, in short, was rife with 

contentious discourse on the social construction of space. Dystopia, however, was a 

space that came with an entirely different set of preexisting social relationships that 

were far more suited for Apple’s purposes. Especially from the perspective of the 

high-priced, luxury commodity Macintosh, dystopia could speak authoritatively about 

the social relationships that Macintosh was attempting to encode. Both subversive and 

popular, dystopia proved the ideal site from which Macintosh could sell in large 

quantities while retaining its appeal as a rebel’s machine, wherever it might be placed 

in the house or office. 

   
                                                
Friedman, Ted. Electric Dreams: Computers in American Culture. New York: New York UP, 2005. 
105-07. Print. 
37 Because computers displayed relatively low resolutions they often used televisions as their primary 
monitor. The Apple II ad indeed suggests that users move their televisions into the kitchen. See figure 
15. 
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Conclusion 

In this chapter I have demonstrated that the ability of telecommunication technology 

to speak to the spatial imagination leads to the creation of a conceptual space where 

users interface with the technological substrate. Cyberspace, the global village, and 

the information highway are examples of the spatial metaphors that help to visualize 

the relationship between the cables, satellites and microwaves that form the 

foundation of communication technology, and the user perspective to the information 

that such communication nets propagate. I have also shown that the properties of 

these conceptual spaces closely resemble structures that characterize utopian and 

dystopian discourse. I argued that because of the technology’s thoroughgoing 

dislocation of knowledge from location, the conceptual interface spaces of the 

telegraph, television and the Internet are imagined as isolated and homogeneous 

spaces. These nil-spaces are characterized by their dislocation from “normal” space in 

that they are perceived to be located in different dimensions and play host to 

movement, structures and materials that do not exist in the “real” world. Moreover, 

these spaces are imagined as homogeneous structures with a uniform data topography 

and free flow of information. In this way, the nil-spaces of telecommunication 

technology bear a striking resemblance to the spatial poetics of dystopian constructs.  

 I then argued that the overlap in spatial poetics between utopian discourse and 

the user perspective of communication technology come together in a dispositif. 

Concurrently, I claimed, developments in communication technology are couched in 

spatial language with a particular emphasis on the poetics of utopian and dystopian 

narrative traditions. I have corroborated these claims by close reading three seminal 

moments in the development of communication technologies and the discourse in 

which it is couched. By examining the theory of Marshall McLuhan, a public speech 

by William Cullen Bryant, and a commercial by Apple, I demonstrated some of the 

co-dependency of communication technology and utopian discourse across different 

discursive fields as a function of their shared spatial poetics.  

 In the next three chapters I will trace the historical development of the 

dystopian genre and its part in telecommunication’s dispositif. I will argue that 

through the intervention of communication technology in the genre, dystopian 

narrative became associated with smaller and smaller spaces, eventuality reaching 

singularity in the cyberpunk dystopias of the 1980s. In chapter 3 I will argue that this 
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process can first be observed in E.M. Forster’s “The Machine Stops” (1909). It is in 

this text, I will show, that telecommunication technology intervenes to suggest a 

dystopian space much smaller than traditional nineteenth-century metropolitan 

dystopias. In chapters 4 and 5 I will continue to explore this centripetal contraction of 

dystopian space by looking at Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949) and Gibson’s 

Sprawl (1984-1988) trilogy respectively. 


