
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


 118 

Chapter 3: From Metropolis to Machine Dystopia 
 

 

Introduction 
In chapters 1 and 2 I proposed that telecommunication technology and dystopian 

fiction are intimately related. Both, I demonstrated, present spaces that are isolated 

from ordinary space and show great internal homogeneity. So, the picture I have 

painted of the dispositif of telecommunication technology to this point explains that 

utopian and dystopian visions are uniquely well-suited to represent contemporary 

communication devices: the spatial properties of the technological substrate as well as 

the user’s perspective on such technologies engender the creation of these specific 

diegetic spaces. Utopian or dystopian fantasy, in other words, comes to mind easily in 

relation to the telegraph, television or the Internet. 

 I now want to continue my analysis of the dispositif of telecommunication 

technology and show that this connection between communication devices and fiction 

is not unidirectional but a reciprocal relationship which also invests the notions of 

utopia and dystopia with some of the characteristics of communication devices. In 

Baudry’s terms, I will now demonstrate how the technological substrate and spatial 

perspective of the dispositif work alongside each other to give rise to institutionalized 

forms of address. Specifically, it is my contention that the telecommunication 

dispositif has introduced new spatial variations to the existing body of dystopian 

fiction. These variations, I will show, have over time subtly changed the notion of 

dystopia and have directed attention away from the “traditional” dystopian topic of 

Empire towards the representation of user perspective. 

 In the next three chapters I will propose that telecommunication technology 

influenced the dystopian genre by suggesting ever smaller dystopian user spaces, 

moving away from “traditional” nineteenth-century metropolitan spaces and 

ultimately reaching singularity in the cyberpunk of the 1980s. I will use three case 

studies in order to demonstrate how communication devices in dystopian literature 

intimate this spatial condensation. The present chapter focuses on E.M. Forster’s short 

story “The Machine Stops” (1909) as the first Matrix-style narrative and shows how it 

replaces the traditional metropolitan dystopia with a phenomenological dystopian 



 119 

space and user perspective.38 In the sections “Dystopian Roots”, “Early Dystopia and 

the Metropolis”, “Early Dystopia and Transportation Technology” and “The Spatial 

Poetics of Early Dystopia” I describe the emergence of the dystopian genre and its 

related spatial concepts. In the section “The Intervention of Electrical 

Telecommunication Technology” I point towards Forster’s “The Machine Stops” as 

an important intervention in the dystopian genre and dystopian space. I propose that 

Forster’s short story and its reliance on communication technology introduced four 

structural changes to the concept of dystopian space that I will detail in the sections 

“Internal Organization”, “Diegetic Condensation and Character Immobility”, “Critical 

Boundaries” and “External Structural Failure”. 

 

Dystopian Roots 
Dystopian narrative has its roots in the mid and late nineteenth century. Beginning 

with fiction such as Verne’s Paris in the Twentieth Century (1863, 1994), Dodd’s The 

Republic of the Future and Donnelly’s Caeser’s Column (1890), there emerges a clear 

sense of a dystopian tradition as well as a dystopian spatial poetic that is related to, 

but separate from, utopian fiction. These early examples of dystopian fiction are 

characterized by their use of space and technology.    

 This early tradition of dystopian narrative is closely associated with 

nineteenth-century neo-imperialist projects and the technologies that made the 

expanding influence of the Occident possible, as well as their effects on the spatial 

imagination. Just as the utopian genre has its roots in early modern colonial 

exploration and shipping, dystopian fiction emerges as a distinct literary form 

alongside nineteenth-century neo-colonialism. As explained in chapter 1, the utopian 

tradition is strongly related to seventeenth-century European expansion in the 

Americas. More’s Utopia (1516), for example, uses the travels of Amerigo Vespucci 

to juxtapose Europe’s own sense of being at the center of the earth with Utopia’s 

alternative ideologies. More’s text, in other words, is intimately related to the 

Othering strategy that informs seventeenth-century European colonial enterprise. Yet, 

not only did the exotic nature of Europe’s colonial projects prompt reflection on 

                                                
38 I use “phenomenological” here—as well as in the rest of this dissertation—strictly as an adjective to 
denote a type of dystopian narrative that revolves around how and what characters in the narrative 
experience. It is not in any way intended to refer to Phenomenology, the philosophical school founded 
by Edmund Husserl.   
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quotidian society “back home”, the travel narrative in itself formed an effective means 

of distancing the diegetic space from the “real” world in order to make possible the 

ideological experiments that took place within utopia’s borders.  

 Alongside More’s Utopia, other early modern narratives proceeded to solidify 

this connection between the notion of utopia and colonial exploration. For instance, 

Neville’s The Isle of Pines (1668) and Bacon’s New Atlantis (1624) also constructed 

utopian islands against a backdrop of European exploration and colonization. In this 

way, the emergence of utopia not only articulates a fascination with mysterious, 

foreign destinations, but also gives rise to the convention that “utopianness” entails an 

isolated setting outside of mundane socioeconomic reality.  

 Echoing utopia’s parallel development with colonial projects and discourse, 

the emergence of dystopia can be linked to nineteenth-century neo-imperialism. It is 

fascinating to see that here too, a fictional genre materializes in tandem with a period 

of powerful (neo-)colonial expansion and exploration. Indeed, classic dystopian texts 

such as Paris in the Twentieth Century and Caesar’s Column are principally 

concerned with Western empire building and the capitalism which it supports. 

Verne’s text, for example, considers the fate of the young poet Michel Dufrénoy in 

1960s Paris. Here, the French capital acts as the heart of a society that privileges 

industry, wealth and economic growth above literature and the arts. Michel’s 

troublesome quest to find his place in this society is narrated against the backdrop of a 

Paris which is forever expanding into the periphery and annexing new territory in 

order to fuel the demands of its affluent citizenry. Similarly, Donnelly’s Caesar’s 

Column also employs one of society’s misfits in order to bring to the fore an 

expansive network of Occidental socioeconomic influence. In this case, New York 

forms a colonial center that extends to the far reaches of Africa and expresses the 

pursuit of overseas territorial acquisition in order to support the home economy.  

 These early dystopias articulate their concern for Western empire building 

prominently by foregrounding certain technologies.  Just as early utopian fiction made 

use of contemporary colonization technologies and discourses (i.e. the sailing vessel 

and the travel narrative) to help give shape its utopian spaces, so too does early 

dystopian fiction use the technologies of neo-imperialism to construct its diegetic 

setting. In particular, the modern metropolis and transportation technologies may be 
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considered as technologies that played a vital role in nineteenth-century imperialism 

and as important determinants in early dystopian spatial poetics.   

 

Early Dystopia and the Metropolis 
In the case of the metropolis, early dystopia takes a great interest in urban 

agglomeration as both a consequence of and as a tool for neo-imperialism. Certainly, 

early forms of dystopian fiction tend to be concerned with this specific kind of space 

and its subversion: New York in The Republic of the Future and Caesar’s Column, 

Paris in Paris in the Twentieth Century, and London in The Time Machine (1895) and 

The Sleeper Awakes (1910) are initially the loci for dystopian subversion. Indeed, 

early dystopian fantasy is set almost exclusively in the metropolitan areas of 

imagined, future incarnations of North America and Europe. This fascination is 

presumably in part due to dystopia’s relationship with the utopian tradition and its 

frequent use of the city. Mirroring classic (proto-)utopian settings such as Plato’s city 

state in The Republic and More’s city of Amaurote in Utopia, early dystopian fiction 

copied the city as a setting and made use of its long ancestry in this particular mode of 

writing.   

 However, alongside its strong presence in the utopian tradition, the city also 

enunciated some of the major concerns of early dystopian fiction. As just noted, texts 

such as Paris in the Twentieth Century and Caesar’s Column are principally 

concerned with Western empire building and the capitalism which it supports. In 

these fictions, the modern metropolis becomes the focal point of the technological 

developments which allowed for nineteenth-century Occidental neo-imperialist 

projects as well as the urban area’s role as a “hub” of cultural, social and economic 

influence. For example, Donnelly’s Caesar’s Column (1890) is set in 1988 New 

York. In a highly contrived epistolary form the text details the collapse of civilization 

by fictionalizing New York as the epicenter of an apocalyptic social uprising. The 

letters describe the city’s burning tower blocks and how middle and upper-class 

characters flee from the multitudinous, exploited laborers who are out for revenge. 

However, within this class struggle, New York is more than just the gaudy and 

extravagant setting that is the result of the exploitation of the working class, awaiting 

its destruction. The metropolis also functions as the centre of Western world 

dominance, its sphere of influence extending around the globe.  
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 More than anything, New York’s status as a symbol of Western imperialism is 

expressed in Caesar’s Column through the travels of the protagonist, Gabriel 

Weltstein. Gabriel, a farmer of Swiss descent who owns a sheep farm in Uganda, has 

come to New York to try and broker a deal with wool manufacturers just before the 

socioeconomic stability of the metropolis, and indeed the entire world, begins to 

collapse. This rather unlikely confluence of Swiss sheep farmers, African colonies 

and metropolitan New York, presented—ostensibly—in all seriousness by the 

narrative, appears to be the result of a subliminal understanding of New York’s 

central role in Western empire building. By connecting a European settler, the 

colonization of Africa, class struggle, and the trade of natural resources with New 

York, Caesar’s Column manages to give awkward expression to the significance of 

the metropolis for mid nineteenth-century neo-imperialism. Donnelly’s text places the 

metropolis at the center of the West’s economic and cultural authority, and so 

demonstrates its significance to “Orientalism as a Western style for dominating, 

restructuring and having authority over the Orient” (Said 3). Other examples of early 

dystopian fiction share the convergence of the modern metropolis, Western empire 

and economics that are at the heart of Donnelly’s text. Dodd’s The Republic of the 

Future, for example, also uses the epistolary form and a European protagonist who 

travels to New York to consider the relationship between social class, urbanization 

and empire-building. More famously, Wells later continued this early dystopian 

device by using London to explore the effects of capitalism and Western imperialism 

in The Time Machine and The Sleeper Awakes.   

 Thus early dystopian narrative reads the city as an urban form that articulates 

the West’s preoccupation with the subjugation of the Orient’s rural spaces. This is of 

course not to say that these readings are all the same and that New York, Paris and 

London all perform identical cultural work in these texts. Certainly, Wells’ portrayal 

of London as urban form differs considerably from Donnelly’s New York and this 

diversity appears to reflect the different roles that Peter Brooker sees these cities as 

taking in Modernity and Metropolis. According to Brooker, London emerged after the 

mid nineteenth century ahead of traditional industrial cities such as Manchester as a 

“distinctly imperial capital” whose “pre-eminence was founded on a commanding 

economic and political position and depended on the mechanisms of military, 

ideological and administrative power” (Brooker 4-5). As Brooker demonstrates, New 
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York, by contrast, “was not a political but commercial capital, and was above all a 

cultural city in which the famous symbolic verticality of its skyscrapers, the ambitious 

iron work of its bridges and its elevated transport system conveyed a sense of the 

modern as ‘newness’ in the here and now” (ibid.). Indeed, this distinction between old 

and new world cities as the capitals of political and commercial globalization 

respectively may be identified in their fictional representation. In Wells’ fiction 

London takes on a form that conveys its status as the urban representation of political 

power. The Sleeper Awakes, for example, is set predominantly in the spaces that deal 

with the administration and dissemination of power. Although certainly not devoid of 

commercial interest, the text favors the representation—and destruction—of 

structures that deal chiefly with political power. By contrast, Donnelly’s 

representation of New York focuses on the subversion of the vertical structures of 

commercial enterprise. Donnelly’s text especially succeeds in painting the 

commercial power that New York represents in the up-market hotel towers described 

by the protagonist. Overlooking the city, these luxury residences seem to offer their 

guests the world at their feet, at least as long as they are able to pay the price for such 

an extravagant view. As a result, the architecture of New York in Caesar’s Column 

articulates the financial power that informs America’s corporate neo-imperialism 

rather than the old-world mix of financial interests and national political dominance 

of London.  

 What I am arguing then is that while the different architectures in Caesar’s 

Column and The Sleeper Awakes express subtle differences in the method by which 

the Occident manages its power over the East, that the ability of these structures to 

give shape to Western styles of dominance remains constant. In spite of the different 

urban forms of London, Paris and New York then, these cities can be viewed as the 

reliable incarnations neo-imperialism. Certainly, in early dystopian fiction the 

metropolis can be understood both as a technology that allows for the West’s 

acquisition of foreign territory and wealth, as well as the representation of this 

dominance and its various guises.  

 

Early Dystopia and Transportation Technology 

Alongside the metropolis, early dystopia’s interest in neo-imperialism comes to the 

fore in another form of technology as well. Transportation technology features 
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consistently in these texts as a means of linking the outer margins of empire with the 

colonial metropolitan centers. Steam driven contraptions (The Time Machine), 

pneumatic tubes and shipping canals (Paris in the Twentieth Century), as well as 

airships (Caesar’s Column) connect the urban centers of civilization with their rural 

peripheries. As with the figure of the metropolis, these transportation devices 

transmute objective space into containers of political, social and economic concerns. 

By mediating between the authority of the metropolitan center and the subjugation of 

the outlying areas, these devices acquire “emotional and even rational sense by a kind 

of poetic process, whereby vacant or anonymous reaches of distance are converted 

into meaning” (Said 55). In other words, these texts use airships and pneumatic tubes 

in order to transform the “anonymous reaches” between metropolitan centers and the 

margins of empire into meaningful spaces that communicate the power relations at 

play. It is through these transportation technologies that the metropolis is able to both 

extend its control and to absorb the valuable natural resources that add to its splendor. 

In this way, narratives such as The Republic of the Future and Caesar’s Column 

transform the distance between New York, on the one hand, and rural Sweden and 

Africa on the other, into meaningful spaces that act as the shifting horizon of empire 

and its influence, codifying as well as questioning the power relations these entail. 

Hence, as with the metropolis, transportation technology is used by early dystopian 

fiction as a means of enlisting space as a narrative agent. 

 

The Spatial Poetics of Early Dystopia 
As a result of the central role that the metropolis and transportation devices play in 

early dystopia and its diegetic construction, these fictions are characterized by a 

particular form of spatial poetics and a specific mode of subversiveness. Specifically, 

these technologies instill the early dystopian tradition with a specific kind of spatial 

border. This is not to say that early dystopian fiction does not agree with the basic 

dystopian spatial “conceit” that I have sketched in chapter 1. Indeed, these fictions 

can be understood as dystopian precisely because they are at the beginning of the 

tradition of subverting “utopian” spatial constructs. In Caesar’s Column, for instance, 

New York is initially set up as a utopian space, more or less isolated from the “real” 

and rural world of the protagonist and perfectly homogeneous in layout with its rigid 

streets and avenues. Moreover, the narrative then begins to disrupt this space by 
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introducing sites of subversion as resistance members begin to organize themselves in 

safe houses and hideouts. As such, Donnelly’s text plays a pivotal role in establishing 

the spatial dynamics that are echoed by later dystopian texts.  

 At the same time, it should be noted that the early concept of dystopian space 

does not seem to include a clearly defined outer limit. Again taking Donnelly’s 

rendition of New York as an example, it is clear that, while separated from its 

surroundings, New York’s comparative isolation as the heart of empire does not take 

shape as a formal frontier. In this way, New York, positioned as the preliminary 

“utopian” space ready to be subverted, distinguishes itself from classic utopian 

constructs. Unlike Herland, Utopia, or Anarres, Donnelly’s New York has no wall, 

fence or shoreline to protect its outer perimeter. Instead, its spatial isolation is 

expressed more implicitly by the text’s strong emphasis on travel. In Caesar’s 

Column, New York functions as an island of urbanity by virtue of the distance 

between it and other diegetic spaces (i.e. rural, colonial Africa). In this way, the text 

manages to isolate its primary setting not through a display of perimeter fences but 

rather it segregates New York vicariously by virtue of the text’s function as a travel 

narrative.  

 Similarly, other early dystopian texts likewise isolate their diegetic spaces 

primarily with distance rather than walls. For example, The Republic of the Future 

also isolates New York with extensive travel times, while Wells takes a more radical 

approach and separates his London setting through the use of time travel in both The 

Time Machine and The Sleeper Awakes. Early dystopia, in short, is isolated from 

“normal” space but not with the brick-and-mortar walls of the utopian tradition from 

which this narrative strand diverges. Instead, its outer limits are implicitly present in 

the recounting of protagonists’ travels from the colonial periphery into the 

metropolitan center. 

 As such, early dystopian narrative may be said to be characterized by a spatial 

poetic that foregrounds isolated metropolitan areas whose boundaries are defined by 

transportation technologies. It is this last property, especially, that is significant for 

understanding the development of the dystopian genre and the effects that 

telecommunication technology later had on the concept of dystopia. In connecting the 

centers of empire with their peripheries, the trains, airships and pneumatic tubes of 

early dystopian fiction presented readers with a concept of dystopia where the center 
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of empire moves out into the periphery. Acting as both the circumference of the 

metropolis as well as the promise of the metropolis’ expanding influence, these 

transportation devices suggested the absorption of rural peripheries into urban centers.  

 As explained in chapter 2, transportation technology adjusts the spatial 

imagination according to this centrifugal function: ships pragmatically make available 

new spaces that can extend existing financial markets and social networks. Indeed, as 

evidenced by for instance George Eliot’s Middlemarch (1869), this centrifugal 

expansion affected the spatial imagination. Eliot uses railroad networks to effectively 

construct a larger diegetic space that bespeaks greater social variety and mobility, as 

well as financial opportunity. In the case of dystopian fiction specifically, these 

centrifugal forces of transportation technology and their enclosure of the dystopian 

space creates a sense of the immanent diffusion of the dystopian ideology.  

 As a result of these abstract and shifting borders, early dystopia is also 

characterized by a specific kind of resistance to the homogeneity of the original 

“utopian” space. As explained in chapter 1, dystopia subverts utopian uniformity in 

one of three ways: internal structural failure, external structural failure and leakage. In 

each case, uniformity is undermined by a breach of ideology that is expressed in 

spatial terms. Foreign agents gain access to the ideological stronghold by finding 

interior sites of opposition, weaknesses in dystopia’s outer border, or permeable 

locations in this outer boundary, respectively.  

 In the case of early dystopia, resistance to the dystopian construct’s ideology 

seems to be transposed exclusively onto interior sites of opposition: the lack of 

concrete dystopian borders necessarily prompts dystopia’s internal structural failure. 

That is, as dystopia’s periphery is merely implied by the presence of transportation 

technologies rather than being corporeally “there”, there is no hard target available for 

the external pressure of deterioration of dystopia. As a result, the dystopian 

subversion in Paris in the Twentieth Century, Caesar’s Column and The Republic of 

the Future is wholly concerned with the creation of possible subversive sites within 

dystopia itself.   

 Traditionally, these sites take shape as structures that are perceived to be or 

presented as idealized pre-industrial and pre-neocolonial values. Libraries, bookstores 

and reading rooms, especially, are popular sites of opposition to the highly 

mechanized spaces of the metropolis and its transportation technologies in early 
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dystopian fiction. Verne’s hero Michel, for example, finds solace only in Paris’ few 

libraries, bookstores, and in his uncle’s study. It is in these spaces, also, that he meets 

his conspirators and is able to begin to resist the relentless, technology driven 

ideology of the French capital. Caeser’s Column also invests heavily in these quiet, 

non-industrial spaces in order to resist the intensely populated and mechanized 

primary dystopian space. In this way, early dystopian narrative is able to find sites of 

opposition within its primary diegetic construct rather than bringing in outside 

resistance in order to undermine the dominant ideology. Subversion, in short, is here 

achieved through the internal failure of the ideological space itself.  

 Moreover, this model of subversion by internal means seems to be consistent 

with early dystopia’s preoccupation with neo-imperialism. Concurrent with the 

expanding forces of colonial conquest and shifting imperial borders, early dystopia 

seeks to intervene in ideological homogeneity by placing the burden of political 

activism on the colonial center itself rather than on the colonized periphery. In a sense 

then, early dystopian narrative may be said to be complicit to neo-imperialism even if 

it seems, outwardly, to be critical of the Occident’s expansion. Certainly, a text such 

as Caesar’s Column positions Western imperial conquest in a critical light by 

questioning its moral underpinnings as well as the economic system it supports. Yet, 

at the same time, the text proposes that the only effective resistance that is brought to 

bear on this ideology of colonial expansion comes from within the colonial center 

itself. As with Verne’s Paris in the Twentieth Century and Dodd’s The Republic of the 

Future, Donnelly’s resistance consists exclusively of members of the imperial society 

whose ability to resist the ideology of the metropolis depends upon the advantages 

this society has given them. What is important here is not so much what is said, but 

what is not said: the idea that ideological reform might originate in the margins of 

empire is not once articulated. In this way, early dystopia attributes only the colonial 

center with the agency for ideological reform, thus marginalizing the colonial 

periphery that it ostensibly supports. Again, this interaction between imperial center 

and resistance to dominant ideology supports the image that early dystopian narrative 

is characterized by the internal structural failure of dystopian spaces. By privileging 

the metropolitan center itself as an effective site of opposition, and by presenting the 

colonial margin as the powerless and passive receptacle of ideology, these narratives 
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invest the notion of dystopia with a powerful sense of internal rebellion and the 

destruction of ideological spaces under their own weight.  

 It is important to point out that my exposition here of the genealogy of 

dystopian fiction appears—initially—to be at odds with the general consensus of most 

existing scholarship. Moylan, for example, understands the emergence of the 

dystopian genre as taking place much later when he claims that “[d]ystopian narrative 

is the product of the terrors of the twentieth century” (xi). Indeed, for Moylan it is not 

nineteenth-century empire building and the emergence of the modern metropolis that 

are linked with the genre’s roots. Instead, he associates the genre’s emergence with 

“[a] hundred years of exploitation, repression, state violence, war, genocide, disease, 

famine, ecocide, depression, debt, and the steady depletion of humanity through the 

buying and selling of everyday life” (ibid.). However, I find this view of the roots of 

dystopian fiction problematic. Not only does Moylan’s interpretation wrongfully 

monopolize the conditions of moral, economic and ecological deterioration that he 

considers necessary factors for dystopian inspiration to the twentieth century, he also 

denies the indebtedness of twentieth-century dystopias to their nineteenth-century 

forerunners. Moylan mediates this latter tension by looking towards Sargent’s 

taxonomy of utopian fiction for support. In this way, he positions nineteenth-century 

dystopias as “anti-utopian fiction” while he understands twentieth-century dystopias 

to be the “real” dystopian literature (xi).  

 As explained in chapter 1, my criticism of Sargent’s—and, by extension, 

Moylan’s—system of utopian and dystopian fiction is not a way of splitting 

theoretical hairs but rather the result of a fundamentally different approach towards 

utopian and dystopian fiction. Rather than understanding these textual forms as being 

inherently linked to authorial intent (i.e. according to Sargent “anti-utopian” fiction is 

intended by the author to be an explicit form of critique of the idea of utopia in 

general or of some specific utopian construct, while “dystopia” is intended by the 

author to be a society worse than that of contemporary readers (1994: 9)), I propose 

the significance of a texts’ formal properties in eliciting the interpretation “utopian” 

or “dystopia” in the reader. Moreover, I would suggest that Sargent’s fine-grained 

system of textual categories in effect impedes productive textual interpretation 

precisely because of the proximity between its textual groups. For example, there 

appears to be a considerable overlap between Sargent’s categories of “anti-utopian” 
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and “dystopian” (i.e. any critique of utopia is likely to be “worse” than “real” 

contemporary society at least in some aspects, and the dystopian fiction seems 

inherently critical of utopias) which signals the difficulties involved in effectively 

employing such finely delineated types in textual interpretation. Two categories, 

“utopia” and “dystopia”, I argued, are sufficient means to identify two distinct literary 

traditions, each with its own set of formal properties.  

 As such, my reading of dystopia’s history is not so much in disagreement with 

Sargent’s and Moylan’s as it is the result of a different understanding of the term 

“dystopia”. For Moylan, dystopia starts only in the twentieth century because his view 

of what constitutes this type of fiction simply is narrower than my own. However, 

were Moylan to combine some of his categories under a single header, his 

understanding of dystopian fiction, at least in terms of its timeline, does not differ that 

greatly from the tradition I have sketched out here.  

 Generally speaking, then, dystopian fiction emerged as a distinct literary 

tradition in the mid and late nineteenth century. This early form of dystopian literature 

was characterized by its interest in neo-imperialism. As a result of this interest, 

technologies such as the metropolis and communication devices proceeded to create a 

specific form of spatial poetics. While the metropolis formed the initial, isolated 

“utopian” center of empire that could be subverted, transportation technologies 

formed the abstract borders of this dystopian space. Both of these characteristics of 

early dystopia can be used distinguish this form of dystopian narrative from later 

incarnations that focus on the representation of communication technologies.  

 

The Intervention of Electrical Telecommunication Technology  

As evidenced by, for example, Lang’s Metropolis (1927), Dick’s Do Androids Dream 

of Electric Sheep? (1968), Scott’s Bladerunner (1982), Ballard’s Concrete Island 

(1974) and Miller’s Mad Max (1979), the visual potential of the metropolis as well as 

the “nightmare marriage of sex and technology” hinted at by transportation devices 

continue to provide dystopian fiction with inspiration (Ballard 2008b: ii). As such, the 

spatial dynamics of early dystopia continue to be invoked. However, alongside these 

traditional dystopian themes, new spatial variations have begun to emerge as well. 

Specifically, the spatial poetic of the dystopian genre has been expanded beyond its 

original characteristics to contract and include new forms of dystopian borders and, 
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consequently, dystopian subversion. As I will demonstrate, these new spatial 

variations are intimately related to dystopian narratives shifting their interest away 

from transportation devices towards communication technologies. That is, whereas 

dystopian fiction was initially primarily concerned with the metropolis and 

transportation devices, later dystopian narratives also display a strong interest in 

telegraph and telephone technologies. As a result of this shift, dystopia became 

associated with different, smaller spaces and their subversion. In particular, the 

influence of communication technology resulted in the introduction of a new form of 

dystopia that depended for its spatial composition on the user perspective offered by 

the telegraph and telephone. Moreover, this new spatial variation made available new 

forms of dystopian borders and subversion. And, as the dystopian tradition is defined 

principally by its articulation of certain spatial principles, these new spatial variants 

have subtly adjusted several aspects of what the “dystopia” concept denotes.  

 Whereas mid and late nineteenth-century dystopia was exclusively informed 

by dystopian spaces that expanded and suffered from internal structural failure, later 

narratives began to explore new forms of dystopian subversion. Integral to these new 

forms is a shift in interest towards other forms of technology, in particular 

communication devices. Especially one text, E.M. Forster’s “The Machine Stops” 

(1909) left an inexorable impression on the dystopian genre with its heady mix of 

post-apocalyptic civilization, subterranean spaces and communication technologies. 

 This is, of course, not to say that telephones and telegraphs did not feature in 

earlier dystopian fiction. Indeed, Donnelly’s Caesar’s Column already briefly 

“speculates” on the possible uses of “electric wires” to hotels and newspaper 

publishers (9-11). Similarly, Verne fantasizes about some of the practical 

ramifications of the electrical telegraph for an interlibrary loan system (Verne 38). 

Yet, these minor daydreams of technological progress serve no purpose in the 

progress of narratives themselves. Although they do articulate a naive form of 

fascination with these technologies, such fantasies cannot be construed as the 

significant outcome of the interaction between advances in technology and discursive 

patterns. So, while telegraph and telephone technologies make an appearance in early 

dystopian fiction, their presence can hardly be felt. Certainly, in contrast to the forces 

of urbanization and increasing mobility, communication technologies do nothing to 
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help facilitate the creation of ideologically uniform spaces and their subversion in 

these early dystopian fictions. 

 By contrast, E.M. Forster’s short story “The Machine Stops” foregrounds 

communication technology in such a way as might be said to be significant for the 

development of dystopian narrative as well as for the dispositif of the telegraph and 

telephone. Indeed, in this text telecommunication technology begins to take center 

stage in the construction of dystopian spaces. In doing so, Forster’s short story 

intervenes in the dystopian narrative tradition up until this point in two ways. Firstly, 

it marks a departure from the topic of empire in dystopian fiction. Unlike previous 

dystopian narratives, the text is no longer principally concerned with Western colonial 

expansion. Certainly, the text’s technology-ridden, post-apocalyptic world may be 

read as a critique of the Occident’s drive for colonial expansion and the technologies 

that make it available. However, the text offers nothing by way of support for such a 

reading, at best implicating empire in the otherwise unexplained apocalypse of the 

back-story. Indeed, unlike Paris in the Twentieth Century or Caesar’s Column, 

Forster’s short story displays no knowledge of Western “superiority”, Orientalism, or 

even the idea of colonization itself. As such, contrary to the explicit presence of 

empire of previous dystopian texts, “The Machine Stops” portrays a dystopian world 

that is no longer “about” neo-imperialism but that has altogether different 

preoccupations and marks a new stage in the development of dystopian narrative.   

 Secondly, and more importantly in terms of the development of the dystopian 

genre, “The Machine Stops” also no longer focuses on the topos of empire. Whereas 

earlier dystopian narratives took place within the neo-imperialist spaces offered by the 

metropolis, steam train and airship, Forster’s text begins to shift this focus towards 

other technologies and different kinds of spaces. Key to these new dystopian 

constructs is the presence of communication technology and its interaction with the 

diegetic space.  

 The absence of communication technology from dystopia’s neo-imperialist 

spaces does of course not imply that technologies such as the telegraph and telephone 

have remained “innocent” of Western empire building outside of these fictions. In 

fact, technologies such as the electrical telegraph were absolutely vital in making 

Western colonial expansion feasible, not just by providing the transmission speed 

necessary to communicate across the vast reaches of empire, but also by making 
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imperial transportation technologies more safe and effective. Indeed, as Richard 

Menke points out, “[b]y the mid-1840s the telegraph was on its way to becoming a 

critical part of the railway, a ‘nervous system’ by which the ‘whole line is kept 

throbbing with intelligence’” (Menke 69). In this way, railroad and telegraph 

networks could be conceptualized as the embodiment of empire, acting as 

musculature and nervous system of the nation state respectively. In effect, the idea 

that railroad and telegraph worked together as the “appendages” of empire provided 

some level of justification for the project of colonization. By allowing a comparison 

with the human body to be made, these technologies suggested that empire was 

“natural” and that the expansion of the nation state at the expense of other cultures 

was part of a healthy evolutionary development. As such, the electrical telegraph 

formed an intricate part of the dissemination of Western dominance as well the 

assumption of Western superiority. 

 Yet, while the telegraph’s significance in Occidental neo-imperialism is 

undeniable, the technology did not contribute to the construction of diegetic spaces in 

early dystopian fiction. In fact, only when the genre begins to loose interest in the 

topos of empire does the telegraph begin to play a significant role in the formal 

construction of dystopia.  

 It is difficult to speculate as to the reasons behind this comparatively late 

convergence of the user perspective of the modern electric telegraph—and, by 

extension, the telephone—and dystopian fiction into a dispositif of telecommunication 

technology. Both prerequisites emerged approximately at the same time, already 

containing in them the properties that enable “The Machine Stops” to inscribe itself in 

the dystopian tradition. The electric telegraph was “invented” more or less 

simultaneously by several inventors and increasingly competed with postal services 

from the 1850s onwards in Europe, the United States as well as the Russian Empire.39 

At the same time, dystopian narrative emerged as a new style of fiction that was 

related to utopian narrative yet critically different in its formal properties. However, 

the convergence between these two elements into a dispositif of telecommunication 

technology did not occur until the beginning of the twentieth century with Forster’s 

text. In other words, it took approximately fifty years for the overlap between both 

                                                
39 Most notably, the electrical telegraph was developed by Cook and Wheatstone in England, and by 
Morse in the United States in 1837.   



 133 

“technologies” to result in the expansion of the dystopian genre with new spatial and 

subversive variations, and for dystopia to become a standard narrative response to 

telecommunication devices. 

 The reasons behind this apparent “delay” are difficult to grasp. On the one 

hand, it seems logical to locate the source of this protracted convergence of 

technology and user perspective with fictional spaces in the comparatively slow 

adoption of the technology by mainstream society. To be sure, while the electrical 

telegraph was invented—or at least patented—in 1837, the technology remained 

relatively esoteric and out of reach for the ordinary consumer until late in the 

nineteenth century. Indeed, as Richard Menke points out, telegraph companies 

initially had difficulties competing with traditional postal services, which slowed 

adoption of the telegraph by the mass markets: 

 

While the principle of electric telegraphy was dramatic, the social impact of 
its advent was comparatively unobtrusive and slow. In contrast to the rapid 
enactment and popularity of the Penny Post, electric telegraphy would remain 
better known in outline than in ordinary life for many years […]. Telegrams 
would only become common in everyday private life, and in fiction, after the 
Post Office took over the British telegraph network in the 1870s in order to 
build a cheaper and more consistent system. (Menke 70)   

 

The telegraph, then, was not immediately embraced throughout society. The 

technology suffered from technical difficulties and network incompatibilities as well 

as high price, which slowed its progress into the mainstream. Indeed, in Henry James’ 

In the Cage (1898), the telegraph is still presented as a highly technical and exotic 

piece of technology that caters primarily to the enactment of social intrigue by the 

upper classes. As such, the argument might be made that early dystopia’s lack of 

interest in communication devices is the result of the technology’s relatively modest 

function in ubiquitous society.  

 On the other hand, it seems reasonable to understand the comparatively late 

convergence of dystopia and communication devices in terms of tradition. Literary 

genres appear to exist by virtue of their ability to resist change to the degree that it is 

possible to discern them as separate genres. Such innate literary conventionalism, 

then, might be said to be instrumental to the development—or lack thereof—of early 

dystopian fiction. Certainly, early dystopias share tropes, situations and structural 

conventions to the extent that they appear to resist change and work against the 
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development of the genre. In other words, the absence of communication devices in 

nineteenth-century dystopian fiction may simply be due to an innate resistance to 

avant-garde experimentation that maintains the continuity of the genre.   

 Although it is difficult to explain the late entry of dystopian fiction into the 

dispositif of telecommunication technology, what is clear about the development of 

the dystopian genre is that once the link between dystopian space and communication 

devices was established, this connection could not be undone. Since the beginning of 

the twentieth century, dystopia  had quickly cemented itself into the role of standard 

response in the dispositif of telecommunication technology. As a result, the dystopian 

genre has developed according to the trend established by Forster’s short story. 

Foster’s text introduces the dystopian tradition to the idea that, besides physical 

spaces such as the metropolis, virtual spaces such as the telegraph’s user perspective 

can be used for the construction of dystopian space and its subversion. Indeed, since 

“The Machine Stops”, dystopian space has become increasingly associated with 

communication technology and user perspective.    

  

Structural Changes: Internal Organization 
The main innovation of Forster’s short story lies in its use of telecommunication 

technology for the construction of dystopian space. This development comes to the 

fore in four ways. First, “The Machine Stops” constructs its diegetic space in the 

shape of telecommunication technology’s nil-space. As explained in chapter 2, 

telecommunication devices intimate a specific kind of data realm and user 

perspective; that is, a space that has been collapsed and rendered nil by the speed of 

telecommunication. As a corollary of their high transmission speeds, technologies 

such as the telegraph and telephone present their users with the suggestion of a 

separate data realm where all information within the network is available 

instantaneously. Contrary to embodied forms of communication (i.e. a book in a 

library, a letter in an envelope) telecommunication technologies extend their high-

speed media between sender and receiver so that physical location is no longer—or, 

appears to be—a constraint upon knowledge. And because all information in the 

network appears to be immediately available from anywhere in the communication 

structure, location loses its significance. As a result, users are exposed to what might 

be called a “telepistemology”: a window of knowledge acquisition where information 
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can be accessed independently of location and distance through the use of 

telecommunication devices. In this way, the telegraph key and telephone mouthpiece 

become entry points to a separate realm, a nil-space of data structures without 

physical location that are always on call and waiting to be accessed.  

 Forster’s short story uses this idea of a data realm that is separate from 

“normal” space and where information is distributed homogeneously throughout the 

system for the construction of its dystopian space. In “The Machine Stops”, dystopian 

space is not constituted by the urban structures of the metropolis as with earlier 

dystopian narratives, but is instead built around the concept of nil-space. In Forster’s 

short story, the dystopian space, i.e. the initial “utopian”, isolated and homogeneous 

space that the narrative will subvert, is based on the characteristics of 

telecommunication’s nil-space. Specifically, the internal structure and architecture of 

the diegesis directly articulates the logic and spatial characteristics of nil-space. 

 Following an unexplained apocalyptic event that forced humanity to live 

underground, the main part of the narrative takes place in subterranean spaces that are 

divided into small individual cells and organized into a beehive-like structure. Each 

cell is home to one individual who never leaves his or her quarters but is rather 

devoted to the life-long enterprise of exchanging information with other members on 

a communicative grid. These exchanges are achieved by means of imaginary, future 

renditions of telecommunication devices. Consequently, the information contained by 

each node of the communication network (i.e. what each individual knows) can be 

propagated instantly throughout the system. As a result, Forster’s main diegetic space 

resembles the properties of nil-space: the hardware apparatus (communication lines, 

beehive cells and “memory storage” in the form of individual characters) is used to 

create a user perspective in the form of an epistemological “window” where 

information is unbound by location. As a result, characters perceive the diegesis to be 

a nil-space where there are no fixed reference points and where all information is 

homogeneously distributed.  

 The beehive structure of Forster’s underground world, in other words, may be 

construed along similar lines as Kevin Lynch’s concept of “cognitive mapping”. In 

The Image of the City, Lynch proposes a vital link between the physical structures of 

the city and its “public image”. Form and meaning, Lynch proposes, are intricately 

interwoven in the urban structure. Lynch identifies five such structures as informing 
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the city’s public image. Paths, edges, districts, nodes and landmarks are the physical 

structures that the scholar sees as shaping the contents of the city’s image. 

Interestingly, it seems to be precisely the lack of these elements that helps to define 

Forster’s underground urban realm. The Machine world consists predominantly of 

dwelling places and leaves no room for a transient observer or flâneur. Although there 

are some paths in place, their function in the narrative is limited to the subversion of 

the primary urban space, while edges, districts, nodes and landmarks appear to be 

entirely non-existent. Yet, it is precisely the lack of these “standard” city structures in 

this urban dystopia that is important here. Just as New York forms its public image 

through the establishment of Lynch’s structures, so the Machine city is defined by the 

complete removal of landmarks and pathways. Here, the reader “charts” the diegetic 

space by not perceiving conventional urban structures, forming a mental map without 

waypoints and directions. As such, Foster’s underground world is a cognitive map of 

the complete uniformity of nil-space. The inability to form a concrete mental map of 

the beehive topography of the diegetic bespeaks the dislocation of knowledge from 

space that characterizes nil-space. 

  This similarity between the diegetic “architecture” of “The Machine Stops” 

and information properties of nil-space is further made tangible primarily through the 

subversive acts of one of the protagonists, Kuno. Kuno and his mother Vashti have 

existed their entire lives in Forster’s imaginary subterranean world and their 

knowledge is based solely on the information they have gathered through the 

Machine’s communication devices. As a result, they have no real concept of space 

beyond the confines of their cells, nor have they any comprehension of “where” 

information comes from: it is simply “there” waiting to be accessed by them through 

communication technology. The stability of this world is undermined by Kuno who 

begins to resist its uniformity as well as the way in which it relies on connection 

speed and the dislocation of knowledge from space. In the process, the relationship 

between the diegesis and nil-space comes to the fore. For example, Kuno calls his 

mother in her private cell on the “cinematophote” and deliberately dawdles.40 Aware 

that his act constitutes a breach of decorum and will cause serious irritation, Kuno 

                                                
40 The “cinamatophote” is described in the narrative as a blue plate on which one can view moving 
pictures and through which sound can be transmitted. To my knowledge it is the first mention of a 
television-like device in science fiction. In Forster’s story it functions both as a one-way television 
receiver as well as a video conferencing device.  
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makes Vashti wait “fully fifteen seconds before the round plate in her hands began to 

glow” and starts the connection (Forster 116). Kuno’s purposeful delay here signals 

not only his attempt at adolescent rebellion, it also exposes this imaginary society’s 

reliance on instant forms of communication and data availability. That is, Kuno’s 

“prank” call strikes at the core of society by challenging the need for high 

transmission speed and the structures that it supports.  

 Moreover, Kuno questions the logic behind the beehive architecture of the 

Machine world by suggesting that there is a direct link between location and 

knowledge. Against custom, Kuno insists that his mother come see him in order to 

discuss something that is important to him. Vashti’s response is indignant, insisting 

that anything Kuno might want to express might just as well be sent by 

“cinematophote” or “pneumatic post” (ibid.). Yet, Kuno remains adamant that his 

mother travel thousands of miles to him in order to discuss some important issues.41 

As with his earlier wasting of time, Kuno’s insistence that his mother cross “real” 

diegetic space in order to confer a message, questions both dominant ideology and the 

spatial organization of the diegesis. That is, the suggestion that location is important 

for knowledge acquisition, criticizes prevailing beliefs as well as the uniform beehive 

layout of the Machine world.  

 Kuno’s subversive acts, in other words, articulate the properties of the 

dystopian space. By calling into question transmission speed and the dislocation of 

knowledge from space, Kuno points out the properties of the dystopian construct that 

he seeks to rebel against. Defined by low latency and homogeneous data distribution, 

Forster’s underground dystopia borrows its primary spatial characteristics from the 

communication technologies with which the text engages. In this way, “The Machine 

Stops” builds its dystopian diegesis by carefully recreating the conditions offered by 

the viewer perspective of telecommunication technology, replacing the solid 

structures of the metropolis with virtual spaces for its dystopian construction.  

 

Structural Changes: Diegetic Condensation and Character Immobility 

The second way in which “The Machine Stops” intervenes in the dystopian tradition 

is through its representation of spatial condensation in the diegesis. Directly related to 
                                                
41 The narrative explains that Kuno’s cell is located somewhere beneath England, while Vashti lives 
under Sumatra. The separation of mother and son emphasizes the insignificance of absolute location, 
calling attention to the effects of nil-space’s logic on the internal layout of the diegesis.  
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its borrowing some of the properties of nil-space for the construction of dystopian 

space, “The Machine Stops” suggests the centripetal condensation of the diegesis. As 

explained in chapter 2, nil-space involves a projection of all system information onto 

a single point, namely the user’s perspective. As a result, the concept of nil-space 

entails a spatial operation where known space can be represented as singularity; an 

infinitely small point where all locations and knowledge converge. In “The Machine 

Stops”, the structuring of the diegesis according to the properties of nil-space also 

transfers this spatial operation to the story world. This condensation can be seen 

coming to the fore in two ways. Firstly, the two protagonists are shown to be 

immobile entities. Both Kuno and Vashti are presented as being accustomed to remain 

stationary. Sitting in their cells, they receive information from across the world via the 

“cinematophote”, thus relying on the concentration of world-wide knowledge unto a 

single, glowing blue plate. When they do venture out into the world, the text 

emphasizes the characters’ distress at not being connected and constantly receiving 

information from around the world. Character immobility, in other words, is 

indicative of the user perspective offered by communication technology as well as the 

spatial condensation such a perspective suggests. So, contrary to earlier dystopias 

where the protagonists move across and through the diegetic space, Forster’s “The 

Machine Stops” relies on characters who remain immobile.  

 The second way in which the narrative expresses the centripetal contraction of 

the diegesis is through the interplay between narrative perspective and focalization. 

The text’s third-person narrator frequently focalizes Kuno and Vashti so that 

knowledge at these points in the narrative is limited to what they know. Crucially, this 

internal focalization frequently occurs at moments when the characters interact with 

the “cinematophote”. As a consequence, narrator and reader are exposed to the 

device’s information flow. Here, in quick succession, the text instructs the reader on a 

range of subjects such as music during the “Australian period”, music in the “pre-

Mongolian epoch”, the “Chinese conquest”, “I-San-So” and the “Brisbane School” 

(Foster 116-17). So, by focalizing the “cinematophote”, the narrative conveys the 

ability of the Machine to transpose a wild variety of information from different 

cultural and geographical backgrounds to a single point of interaction. The “noise” of 

these diverse tidbits of information, in other words, helps to express the geographical 
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convergence of information under the influence of communication technology and 

grants the illusion of the centripetal contraction of the diegesis.  

 

Structural Changes: Critical Boundaries 
The third way in which “The Machine Stops” affects the development of the 

dystopian genre is through its engagement with the idea of a dystopian wall. While 

early dystopian fiction relied on transportation technology to provide limits to its 

imagined societies, Forster’s short story introduces the notion of a distinct, concrete 

frontier to the dystopian genre. For example, the dystopian status of narratives such as 

Paris in the Twentieth Century and Caesar’s Column depends in part on the ability of 

trains and airships to suggest the distance between metropolitan center and colonial 

periphery, spatially defining centers of power and thus making them susceptible to 

corrupting influences. In “The Machine Stops”, however, dystopia has a “tangible” 

and clearly delimited perimeter. The barrier is not insinuated but takes shape as the 

concrete lined walls, air vents and “pneumatic stoppers” that separate the Machine 

world form the world outside on the surface. Here, these physical limits of the 

underground realm in which Kuno and Vashti reside are what gives substance to the 

dystopian construct and allows for the possibility of its subversion.  

 As with the internal layout of the diegesis, the narrative’s use of a clearly 

delimited, physical frontier to dystopian space appears to be intimately related to its 

interest in communication technology. Of course, “The Machine Stops” does not 

employ a technological substrate in same manner as nineteenth-century dystopian 

narratives do for the construction of dystopian space. That is, in Caesar’s Column and 

The Republic of the Future the technological substrate is what actually constitutes the 

limits of dystopia, whereas in Forster’s text the dystopian wall is not constructed out 

of telegraph wires or switching equipment. However, the dichotomy between the 

subterranean Machine world and the rural world topside is the direct result of the 

text’s engagement with communication technology. On the other hand, Kuno and 

Vashti’s underground urban existence is entirely defined by and structured around the 

“freedom” granted by the Machine’s communication appendages. Indeed, their 

reliance on this technology is directly reflected in the world’s modular design and 

uniform internal topography as they help to articulate information and location 

indepedence. 
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 On the other hand, the “natural” world beyond the limits of the Machine’s 

communicative grid contrasts sharply with this artificial and homogeneous design of 

the subterranean world. As Kuno becomes more successful in making good on his 

threats for youthful dissent, we learn that there is a world beyond the Machine world. 

Kuno’s exploration beyond the communication limits of the Machine world reveals a 

rural setting that is chaotic and multiform. Outside, Kuno cannot see beyond the ridge 

of a hollow and learns almost nothing about the world external to the Machine, even 

though he is present in it. So, just as the internal architecture of the Machine world is 

the urban equivalent of the uniformity offered by communication devices, so the 

external natural world represents the heterogeneous properties of a system where 

location is significant for the availability of knowledge.  

 The existence of a physical and clearly delimited wall in “The Machine 

Stops”, in other words, is not the straightforward product of the interference of 

communication technology. Rather, it comes to the fore as the byproduct of the 

narrative’s focus on user perspective: the idea elicits a juxtaposition between the 

architecture, which acts as the cognitive mapping of user perspective, with the “real” 

physical world outside of this technological viewpoint. The on-off, within-without 

characteristic of this technological presence suggests a critical divide between these 

two modes of existence that invokes the hard-edged walls of the machine world. 

Moving between the Machine-internal communicative web and outside world is, in 

other words, characterized by radical shifts in diegetic representation that go from 

underground beehive structures with no geographic specificity to a rural setting with 

unique topographies. The presence of communication technology in “The Machine 

Stops”, in short, elicits a critical boundary between inclusion and exclusion from the 

communicative grids, turning dystopia into a hard-edged space.  

 

Structural Changes: External Structural Failure 
The fourth way in which “The Machine Stops” develops the notion of dystopia 

concerns its method of subversion. As with earlier dystopian narratives, Forster’s 

short story uses its isolated and homogeneous ideological space as a target for 

subversion. However, whereas in nineteenth-century fiction subversion of the 

dystopian space was initiated predominantly from within the diegesis itself, “The 

Machine Stops” introduces the idea that the dystopian wall can be breached in order 
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to invalidate the ideological space. So, while Verne’s Michel and Donnelly’s Gabriel 

personify internal disruption in Paris in the Twentieth Century and Caesar’s Column 

respectively, “The Machine Stops” establishes a novel method of dystopian 

subversion. Certainly, the text retains the idea of internal structural failure from 

earlier dystopian narratives. As the title suggests, the Machine is literally in the 

process of breaking down and losing the integrity of its mechanical and 

communicative functions. And, as with earlier forms of dystopia, the text puts 

forward a radical hero to personify the system’s decline. Kuno, like Michel and 

Gabriel, stages a seditious rebellion that aims to disrupt the stability of the system. 

 However, alongside these traditional methods of dystopian subversion, “The 

Machine Stops” introduces the idea that the dystopian ideological space can also be 

invalidated through the incursion of outside elements. By using the clearly defined 

outer limits of the Machine world, the text suggests the ways in which the uniformity 

of the dystopian system can be destabilized through contact with the outside world. 

Kuno explores the subterranean world and discovers the outer wall. Making use of a 

neglected airshaft he finds his way out of the Machine-controlled world by unlocking 

one of the “stoppers” that separate the inside and outside atmospheres. Conveying a 

sense of contamination, the Machine world first violently expels its atmosphere into 

the outside world, ejecting Kuno into the non-dystopian space along with it. Air 

continues to rush out of the dystopian space, intimating the extent of the breach of the 

dystopian construct. Then, as the two systems are finding an equilibrium, the outward 

rush begins to slow and air starts to penetrate the dystopian system until the Machine 

manages to provisionally mend itself and forces Kuno to return to the communication 

grid. This breach of the system and its subsequent contamination with outside air, 

mark the beginning of the Machine’s final decline. From here on in, the Machine 

begins to malfunction more and more frequently until finally even its communication 

network fails, thus terminating the dystopian space:  

 

The Machine still linked them. Under the seas, beneath the roots of the 
mountains, ran the wires through which they saw and heard, the enormous 
eyes and ears that were their heritage, and the hum of many workings clothed 
their thoughts in one garment of subserviency […]. But there came a day 
when, without the slightest warning, without any previous hint of feebleness, 
the entire communication-system broke down, all over the world, and the 
world, as they understood it, ended. (Foster 153-54) 
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The Machine’s slow, malignant decrepitude and ultimate failure, then, are directly 

linked with the disruption of dystopian space by external forces. By staging the 

Machine’s final decline as directly following the system’s contamination with outside 

air, the text suggests that the uniformity of the dystopian system can be critically 

compromised by external pollution. As such, “The Machine Stops” expands the 

dystopian genre with the idea of external structural failure. By linking the destruction 

of ideological systems with the failure of the external protection, the narrative 

introduces a new method of subversion to the language of the dystopian tradition.  

 

Conclusion 

Overall, then, “The Machine Stops” marks a shift in dystopian spatial construction 

away from the topos of empire towards the representation of user perspective. 

Whereas earlier forms of dystopian narrative constructed their targets for dystopian 

subversion with the aid of technologies that facilitated imperial space (i.e. the 

metropolis and transportation devices), Forster’s short story introduced the notion that 

the user’s spatial relationship to certain technologies can, in itself, yield a dystopian 

construct. The narrative does so by engaging with the user perspective offered by 

electrical telecommunication technologies and uses the spatial properties of this 

viewpoint to construct its dystopian space. And while the basic “rules” for dystopian 

subversion remain in tact, “The Machine Stops” transforms their specific realization 

through this use of viewer perspective: the isolation and uniformity of the dystopian 

space are a representation of the dislocation of knowledge that can be identified in 

telecommunication’s nil-space.  

 As a corollary to this representation, diegetic space is condensed; the 

dystopian construct is delimited by a critical boundary that signifies inclusion in or 

exclusion from the communication grid; and finally this critical boundary makes 

possible the sudden, external structural failure of the dystopian construct. In other 

words, Forster’s short story does not engage with “real” spaces like the metropolis, 

but instead borrows some of the properties of the viewing position offered by the 

telegraph and telephone to help organize its diegesis.  

 By representing user perspective in this way, “The Machine Stops” begins to 

inscribe itself, and indeed dystopian narrative generally, into a dispositif of 

communication technology. As explained in the previous chapters, dystopian 
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narrative and communication devices are uniquely suited to enter into a discursive 

contract as they express similar spatial poetics. Here, this convergence of 

technological substrate, user perspective and forms of address can be seen coming 

together for the first time into a dispositif of telecommunication devices that identifies 

seemingly heterogeneous, technological and discursive elements into a consistent 

tradition. Indeed, following on from “The Machine Stops”, dystopian narrative has 

frequently requisitioned the user perspective of telecommunication technology to help 

inform its spatial dynamics. Narratives such as Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four 

(1949), Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451 (1953), and most of the cyberpunk of the 1980s 

and 90s all make use of the spatial characteristics of communication technology to set 

up their diegetic space, thus reinforcing the notion that dystopia is a standard narrative 

response to the possibilities of new communication devices. Moreover, this narrative 

tradition has served to associate the idea of dystopia closely with these forms of 

technology and the type of subversion that it entails, moving the concept of dystopia 

further and further away from its original “meaning” as the locus for imperial 

subversion.   

 In the following two chapters I will continue to track the trajectory of the 

dystopian genre and its role in the dispositif of communication technology. In chapter 

4 I will look closely at Orwell’s dystopian classic Nineteen Eighty-Four in order to 

show that the advent of television entailed a further development of the concept of 

dystopia and its engagement with communication technology by making the body 

complicit in ideological control. In chapter 5 I will look towards William Gibson’s 

Sprawl trilogy as an indication of the effects of computer and Internet technologies on 

the dystopian tradition. Both of these developments, I will show, continue the 

direction taken by Forster’s “The Machine Stops” and suggest dystopian spaces that 

are ever more dependent upon the dislocation of knowledge, the inward movement of 

information, and the critical boundary of interaction entailed by communication 

systems.  


