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Conclusion 
 

 

During a 2001 keynote address for TechLive, Microsoft Chairman and former CEO 

Bill Gates announced the end of the MS-DOS era. Microsoft’s new product, Windows 

XP, finally rendered obsolete the, by then, decades old MS-DOS code that the 

company had continued to ship with newer installments of its operating system so as 

to maintain backwards compatibility. At last, Windows XP was at last to usher in a 

new era without such legacy programming. As Bill Gates got ready to theatrically 

“type exit for the last time”, a disembodied and deep, soft, male voice spoke out in the 

auditorium and asked: “Excuse me, Bill?” (“Windows XP: The End of the MS-DOS 

ERA”). Mirroring Clarke and Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), “DOS” 

continued to calmly enumerate its importance and efficiency while Gates hunted and 

pecked for the keys to shut it down. And just like HAL right before its permanent 

shutdown, DOS still managed to ask: “You aren’t going to do this, are you Bill?” 

(ibid.).  

 This rare instance of Bill Gates and Microsoft demonstrating effective 

presentation skills depends on the specific relationship between telecommunication 

technologies and the dystopian narrative tradition. Gates’ use of an iconic moment 

from dystopian narrative to introduce new software serves as a significant indication 

of the close relationship between dystopia and communication technology. Indeed, as 

Gate’s amusing allusion makes clear, communication devices such as the computer 

have provided dystopian narrative with some of its most enduring symbols. HAL 

9000, Alien’s Mother, Big Brother and the “telescreen”, E.M. Forster’s 

“cinematophote”, the Matrix and cyberspace all have the power to immediately 

invoke a sense of dystopianness. Remarkably, even a single sentence in the context of 

a communications technology keynote address is able to instantaneously activate the 

cultural memory of one of dystopia’s most memorable computer villains.  

 What is also striking is that the emotions that HAL evokes appear to be 

something akin to fondness. Although Gates’ allusion to 2001: A Space Odyssey 

primarily works as a joke—as a way to make an otherwise dreary presentation a little 

more entertaining—it also betrays an affection for the history of communication 

technologies and the general cultural perception of such innovations. Indeed, the 

HAL-like voice of DOS offers Gates and the audience an occasion to reminisce and 
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reflect on the age of the command line interface that now, unfortunately, must come 

to an end. In fact, Gates’ presentation was tainted by a touch of melancholia as the 

good old days of computing were at last put to rest by their dystopian fictional 

representation. Gates’ presentation, then, not only articulates the strength of the 

connection between communication technologies and dystopian narrative, it also 

demonstrates that dystopian narrative is not necessarily best understood as being 

about “bad things”. Certainly, while HAL 9000 is a chilling representation of the 

dehumanizing aspects of computer technologies, it supplies Gates’ presentation with a 

sense of humor and articulates a fondness for the technologies it represents. Gates’ 

keynote address, then, not only indicates that dystopian narrative is strongly linked 

with telecommunication devices, but also questions to what extent dystopian narrative 

should be read as nightmare visions of the future and as a genre that expresses fear.   

 In this dissertation I have shown why communication technologies work so 

well as dystopian symbols, as well as why these symbols never simply represent fear. 

Working from the theoretical concept of the dispositif, I have connected the 

technologies behind the telegraph, television and the Internet with dystopian narrative 

traditions through the notion of space. I have shown that telecommunication devices 

bring along certain user perspectives with spatial properties that closely resemble the 

characteristics of dystopian narratives. Over the course of five chapters, I have 

elucidated both the unique relationship between dystopian narrative and 

communication devices, and I have offered an alternative to the standard critical 

theory on dystopian and utopian narrative that sees these literatures as expressions of 

fear and hope respectively.  

 In chapter 1, I began my investigation of this telecommunication dispositif by 

closely examining the dystopian narrative tradition. Although dystopia is commonly 

conceptualized as a “bad” imagined society and the polar opposite of utopian 

“perfection”, I showed that these ideas fail to accurately describe dystopian texts. By 

citing several examples, I demonstrated that utopian texts often rely on notions that 

we associate with dystopian narrative, such as the forced relocation of dissidents, 

government-enforced reproductive programs and genetic selection. At the same time, 

dystopian narratives frequently only offer the verisimilitude of a “nightmare” vision 

while actually laying bare a deep fascination with the things that are supposedly fear-

inspiring. I likewise noted several examples from fiction that help to problematize 
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current critical theory on utopian and dystopian narrative, while showing that these 

models are too reliant on authorial intent and are naïve readings along the “good” 

versus “bad” dichotomy.  

 Following on from the observation that utopian and dystopian narratives 

cannot simply be said to be about “good” and “bad” societies, I suggested that these 

forms of narrative may be better understood as types of narrative space. Utopian texts, 

I argued, are characterized by isolated islands, cities, planets and nations whose 

uniform topography reflect the uniform acceptance of the ideology within, whereas 

dystopian narratives are concerned with the physical destruction of this isolation and 

homogeneity. I corroborated these claims by looking at several ways in which 

dystopian narrative reifies these spatial poetics. Dystopian narrative sometimes takes 

a very literal approach to spatial subversion through internal structural failure but I 

also pointed out examples that make use of external structural failure and leakage to 

construct a fictional dystopian space. 

 The spatial poetics of utopian and dystopian discourse show a considerable 

overlap with the user perspectives that modern communication devices suggest. 

Technologies such as the telegraph, television and the Internet present an interface 

that is generally interpreted as an information space. In chapter 2, I argued that these 

different spaces (i.e. cyberspace, the global village) might be generally conceptualized 

as “nil-space”: the abstract, spatial representation of the user perspectives of 

telecommunication devices that portrays the dislocation of knowledge from the space 

that these technologies “occupy”. The demotion of space as a restriction on 

knowledge to an—at most—contingent constraint suggests an information realm 

which is both isolated and uniform: isolated, as nil-space operates independently of 

“normal” Euclidian space; and uniform, as the dislocation of knowledge from space 

distributes information evenly throughout the communication network. In this way, 

communication devices and dystopian narrative converge onto a single dispositif as 

both “technologies” are dependent on similar notions of space. I supported this theory 

by pointing out several examples from different discursive fields in which 

telecommunication devices are conceptualized as separate spaces of uniform layout. 

These spaces, I showed, set up telecommunication technologies for comparison with 

utopian and dystopian space, and help to explain the importance of communication 

technologies as signs of dystopianness. 
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 In chapters 3, 4 and 5, I used these concepts of communication devices, space 

and narrative to describe the historical development of the dystopian genre and 

telecommunication dispositif. I argued that, because of its role in the 

telecommunication dispositif, the dystopian tradition developed several textual 

variations. These variations, I showed, entailed contracting dystopian spaces that are 

congruent with developments in telecommunication technologies and the ways in 

which these technologies question the importance of space. 

 Dystopian narrative and dystopian space have their roots in the nineteenth-

century metropolis and, in chapter 3, I showed how this literary tradition projects a 

reverse mirror image of the colony in seventeenth-century of utopias such as Utopia 

(1516) and The Isle of Pines (1668). This is to say that the nineteenth-century 

dystopian metropolis developed alongside the neo-colonial projects of the nineteenth 

century, and carries with it a distorted version of the seventeenth-century utopian 

style. As a result, early dystopia is characterized by a fascination with the technocratic 

metropolis whose vertical structures stand as symbols of colonial might but also allow 

for the spectacular subversion of such power. Here I showed that within this discourse 

of future New Yorks, Londons and Parises, E.M. Forsters’ 1909 short story “The 

Machine Stops” intervenes to suggest a new type of dystopian space. The first Matrix-

style narrative, Forster’s short story presents a Machine World and dystopian space 

that is structured around communication technologies rather than around the 

architecture and transportation technology of the metropolis. I argued that this new 

dystopian variation can be best characterized as a “phenomenological dystopia”, as 

the isolation, uniformity and subversion of this dystopian space revolves around the 

differences between “natural” sense data and the mediated information stream of 

technology. I also argued that this shift represents a contraction of dystopian space, 

pushing back the boundaries of the dystopian from metropolitan city limits, to what 

can be seen and heard.  

 I continued to track this condensation of dystopian space through the genre’s 

interaction with television technology. In chapter 4, I positioned Orwell’s Nineteen 

Eighty-Four (1949) as a new dystopian textual variation and a continuation of the 

condensation of dystopian space. Orwell’s dystopian classic engages with emergent 

television technologies to construct a panoptic dystopian space. Big Brother and the 

telescreen construct a world where someone may always be watching in order to 
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enforce total compliance with Party rule. In the novel this constant, unverifiable 

panoptic surveillance is used to structure dystopian space in a new way. Rather than 

using architecture like traditional dystopia, or sense data as with “The Machine 

Stops”, Nineteen Eighty-Four manages the dystopian space through the human body. 

By means of panoptic telescreen, Big Brother imposes a stringent choreography of 

movements that mark allegiance to Party ideology while providing the dystopian 

space with its isolation and uniformity. In this way, work, exercise and recreation 

become otherwise meaningless ritualistic performances of bodily compliance that are 

constantly watched for the smallest deviation from the norm. Similarly, dystopian 

subversion also operates along these lines in Orwell’s novel. Rather than destroy 

dystopia’s architecture or seek non-machine mediated information, dissidents in 

Nineteen Eighty-Four secretively perform non-sanctioned movements such as writing 

and engaging in sexual intercourse. This provides dystopian narrative with a yet 

smaller space, retracting dystopian limits from what can be seen and heard to the 

limits of the body.  

 In chapter 5, I argued that this development reached its most recent stage with 

the cyberpunk of the 1980s. I looked towards William Gibson’s Sprawl trilogy (1984-

1988) in order to advance the argument that under the influence of computer and 

Internet technologies, dystopia became condensed to the extent that it reached 

singularity with the concept of cyberspace. I proposed that cyberspace constitutes 

both a technological, temporal singularity as well as a spatial singularity. This is to 

say that Gibson’s texts and their invocation of technological singularity rely on 

computer technologies that suggest a spatial singularity for a user interface. I 

attributed these qualities to the effectiveness of computer and TCP/IP technologies in 

intimating their dominance over space. Consequently, cyberspace, Gibson’s personal 

variety of nil-space, is characterized by its thoroughgoing dislocation from “normal”, 

Euclidian space, as well as by the simultaneity of data availability that translates into 

its uniform data topography.  

 I then argued that as singularity dystopia interferes with spatial rules and 

dimensions, it also disrupts to some extent traditional dystopian poetics. I developed 

this argument by showing how cyberspace both cites and deconstructs earlier 

dystopian traditions. For example, Gibson’s cyberspace cites the modernist 

architecture of the traditional, metropolitan dystopian and replaces it with an eclectic, 
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postmodern mix of classical architecture and mathematical grids rendered textually in 

the style of MTV music videos. Gibson’s cyberspace also engages with 

phenomenological dystopia but disrupts this method of dystopian construction 

through synesthesia, denying the possibility of unambiguous and stable sense data. 

Finally, cyberspace also deconstructs panoptic dystopian narrative. While its 

technologies do nurture a panoptic desire, the narrative destabilizes the body so that it 

can no longer function effectively as the recipient of this surveillance interest. In the 

Sprawl, cyberbodies and cyberborgs call into question the vestigial space of the body 

and undermine its potential as an instrument of ideological control. I concluded this 

final chapter by placing these observations in the context of contemporary critical 

theories of dystopian narrative. 

 The ideas that I explored over the course of these five chapters are important 

because they help us to better understand the effects of technological development 

and the ambiguous nature of dystopian narrative. The notion that dystopia is a genre 

that answers to certain spatial poetics allows us to avoid the trap of thinking about 

dystopian narratives as warnings and expressions of fear, while making it possible to 

read these texts equally as articulations of desire. In the case of communication 

technologies, the telegraph, television and the Internet inform dystopian variations 

that express a deep fascination with, and not just fear of, the possibilities of the 

shifting paradigms of space entailed by these technologies. In this way, “The Machine 

Stops” (1909), Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949), Neuromancer (1984) and The Matrix 

(1999) reveal a progression from Modern, stable concepts of Euclidian space to 

Postmodern spatial instability, the relationship of this development to communication 

technology, as well as the potential appeal of these shifts.   

 But the idea that dystopian narrative is not a genre of warnings and nightmare 

visions has currency beyond the subject of communication technologies as well. Also 

outside the limits of cyber visions, dystopian narrative continues to give vital clues 

about subliminal desire alongside its more obvious “critical” content. For example, 

transportation technology, another staple subject of dystopian narrative, likewise 

tends to inspire dystopian fiction that combines fear and desire. Indeed, J.G. Ballard’s 

Crash (1973) and George Miller’s Mad Max (1979) can most obviously be read as 

expressions of the anxieties associated with the automobile and as warnings inspired 

by the 1973 oil crisis. However, beyond these narratives’ critiques of the car, their 
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aestheticization of car crashes presents a heady mixture of destruction and sexuality. 

This potentially perverse automotive pleasure again raises an important question: is 

the main attraction of these dystopias their ability to warn against impending disaster 

or do they provide a form of pornographic pleasure that centers on the technological 

extension of the human body?  

 Similar questions might for instance also be raised about dystopian narratives 

that “warn” against ecological catastrophe. A recent example of this process at work, 

James Cameron’s Avatar (2009), is, at the narrative level, a transparent piece of eco-

criticism that raises questions about sustainability and the use of natural resources. 

However, the film frames these Luddite fears exclusively in high technology. 

Promotion for the film relies solely on its use of “breakthrough” stereoscopic film 

techniques, advanced motion capture, high resolution computer rendering, as well as 

the high production values that are associated with special-effects centered 

Hollywood films. Avatar’s “critical” pastoral images, then, are couched in the 

language of Silicon Valley and viewed from the comfortable perspective of a 

Hollywood blockbuster that seems to convey the “real” ideological content of the 

film, namely that technology is a highly attractive consumer good.  

 There seems to be the potential, then, to apply some of the findings of this 

study to dystopian narrative more broadly. While telecommunication technology 

provides the dystopian genre with some of its main corpus, the same ambiguous 

relationship between overt fear and subliminal desire for technological development 

also surfaces in other dystopian forms. There is a distinct, general need, then, to move 

away from the standard interpretative scheme which entails reading dystopian 

narratives as being intended by their authors to create a possible world that is 

somehow “worse” than “reality”. Without a doubt, dystopian narrative is 

representative of more emotions than fear and this should to be reflected in our 

reading methods. Indeed, as new technologies come online, it will be especially 

important to remain sensitive to the “subconscious” of dystopian narrative, and to 

resist buying into their textual and visual shorthand of nightmare futures and post-

apocalyptic landscapes to the exclusion of alternative readings. New technologies 

such as video games, genetic engineering and mobile phones have already found their 

way into dystopian narrative (see for example David Cronenberg’s eXistenZ (1999), 

Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake (2003) and Stephen King’s Cell (2006), 
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respectively). As GPS-equipped smart phones, touch devices and augmented reality 

applications find their way into the media landscape, dystopian narrative will continue 

to provide vital clues about users’ fears as well as their subliminal desires, and this 

thesis has been an attempt to provide a model for reading these narratives as they 

expand with new technologies.  

 

 


