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Summary 
 

 

The subject of this dissertation is the relationship between dystopian narrative and 

telecommunication technology. Communication devices, such as the telegraph, 

television and the Internet often serve as inspiration for literature and movies that 

seem to present a diegetic world that is “worse” than contemporary reality. For 

example, television informs George Orwell’s dystopian classic Nineteen Eighty-Four 

(1949). The dystopian qualities of this novel are to a great extent the direct 

consequence of the so-called “telescreen”: a television that is not just watched by 

citizens of Oceania but that also allows Big Brother to constantly observe his subjects. 

In dystopian film, communication devices also often create such—seemingly—

nightmarish environments. For example, The Matrix (1999) refers to the Internet to 

create a fictional world in which users are no longer able to separate “natural reality” 

from technological mediation. 

 This dissertation is principally concerned with the question of why 

telecommunication devices can so effectively call to mind “dystopianness”. Why are 

such technologies so characteristic for this genre, and how did the “cinematophote” in 

E.M. Forster’s “The Machine Stops” (1909), the “telescreen” from Nineteen Eighty-

Four, HAL 9000 from 2001: A Space Odyssey (1969) and cyberspace become 

dystopian symbols? 

 To answer these questions it is first necessary to reevaluate what dystopian 

narrative entails exactly. Both popular culture and critical literature tend to describe 

utopian literature exclusively in terms of desire and aspiration, while dystopian 

narrative is almost entirely seen as the representation of fear. However, it is difficult 

to maintain these notions in light of, for example, dystopian movies like The Matrix 

(1999) and Avatar (2009), which frame their apparent Luddite fears in high-

technology special effects. To what extent can The Matrix’s warning about computers 

and the Internet be understood as sincere if the movie is primarily concerned with 

demonstrating the power of these technologies? 

 Utopian and dystopian narratives are better understood as representations of 

space than as narratives that articulate either hope or fear. Utopian narratives are 

typically set on remote islands and planets, or in similarly remote cities and countries. 

Such isolated spaces allow for the ideological experimentation with which utopian 
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narrative is generally concerned. Moreover, these spaces are characterized by a 

homogenous topography which reflects the unanimous acceptance of utopian 

ideology. By contrast, dystopian narrative is concerned with the disruption of such 

isolated, homogeneous spaces. The dystopian urge is characterized by the destruction 

of walls and barriers, which demonstrates the subversion of dominant ideology.  

 By looking at utopian and dystopian literature as spatial structures rather than 

as narratives about “good” and “bad” societies, the relationship between these 

narrative traditions and telecommunication technologies becomes clear. Devices such 

as the telegraph and the Internet are subject to spatial transformations that are 

analogous to the spatial strategies of utopian and dystopian discourse. The dislocation 

of knowledge from space that these technologies suggest present themselves as user-

spaces which are isolated from “normal” space and have a homogenous data 

topography. Concepts such as “The Global Village” and “cyberspace” are therefore 

characterized by similar spatial properties as utopian and dystopian narrative. As a 

result, these spaces, as well as the technologies with which they are associated, have 

proven to be such effective dystopian symbols. Seen from this perspective, dystopian 

narrative cannot be read exclusive in terms of its ability to represent fear. Dystopian 

symbols such as the telescreen, Big Brother and cyberspace also express admiration 

and desire for the development of telecommunication technologies, and especially for 

their effects on our concepts of space.  


