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Introduction

In the present day, technological commodity has assumed an oblique role in the 

function of everyday life.  Humans routinely surround themselves with machines and the 

products of machines.  In 1516 when Thomas More's Utopia was first published, 

technological commodities were very different in nature, functionality and availability. 

Labor saving devices and scientific instruments were widely unavailable and treated as 

luxury items.  The nearly five centuries which have passed since then have witnessed 

great feats in scientific and technological discovery which cannot be denied.  This paper 

is an examination of the co-maturation of technology and Utopian fiction as well as the 

appearance of Dystopian fiction in the twentieth century.  The aim of this paper is to 

argue that the increased potential and availability of technology and its subsequent 

treatment as commodity in Utopian fiction necessitated a change within the genre.  The 

shift which occurs is in the focus of the genre; it begins as thought experiment in an 

intentionally unreal world and becomes a form of fiction which insists on real world 

change.  At the same time, this shift encouraged the development of the Dystopian genre.

It is a common notion that, “Few literary terms are as difficult to define as 'utopia' ” 

(Lewis 1350).  For this reason, any study in Utopian literature is incomplete without a 

discussion of what exactly is meant by the term.  Utopia will be considered in several 

senses for the purpose of this study because it focuses on shifts which occur throughout 

the duration of the genre, not in the genre.  A suitably broad definition is well covered by 

the Dictionary of Literary Themes and Motifs, which explains that “Dictionaries almost 

always define the term [Utopia] first as a place that does not exist; second, as a place of 

ideal perfection; and third, as some kind of impractical scheme for improving the world” 
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(1350).  The etymological roots of the word (Greek., u-, good or unreal +topos, place) 

explain the several major combinations of qualities which help describe Utopia.  As 

previously mentioned, the focus of this study is not on which form of Utopia is being 

described in each work; rather, it is the role of technology.  As technology is what is 

changing over time, it will be broadly defined as “the practical application of knowledge 

especially in a particular area” (Merriam-Webster).  Another important consideration to 

make concerning technology is that it is a commodity.  A commodity, as defined by Karl 

Marx, is “an object outside us, a thing that by its properties satisfies human wants of 

some sort or another” and includes technology because it is or was created for the 

purpose of utility or fancy (Marx 8).  He asserts that the “utility of a thing makes it a use-

value” but that commodities may gain other values (8). 

Technology shows up in More's Utopia as a sign that society is functioning well.  In 

Francis Bacon's New Atlantis technology is what affords the people of New Bensalem 

their quality of living.  In H. G. Wells' A Modern Utopia, technology not only improves 

standards of living, but serves as a model of planning and functionality on which society 

might improve itself.  The function of technology, as well as other commodities in these 

works, is mainly as objects of high use-value.        

Another common consideration found in the primary texts is whether or not the 

application of knowledge actually qualifies as progress at all.  The treatment of 

technology as a commodity is significant in these works because they represents worlds 

where values besides use-value subsume the interest in the commodities.  Marx refers to 

these additional values as “the Fetishism which attaches itself to the products of human 

labour, so soon as they are produced as commodities, and which is therefore inseparable 
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from the production of commodities” (35).  News from Nowhere, by William Morris, is a 

Utopian model where technology is purposely excluded to demonstrate how the 

commodity fetishism attached to technology detracts from the quality of life in a society. 

Although this Utopia is a direct response to Marxist theory, Marx himself disapproved of 

Utopian Socialism, commenting that such exercises “lose all practical value and all 

theoretical justification” (Marx and Engels 29).  This view accounts for the limited 

appearance and persuasiveness of Marxist Utopias outside this work.  

In the section “A Voyage to Laputa” in Jonathan Swift's Gulliver's Travels the over-

application of knowledge detracts from the widespread application of common-sense. 

This primary text serves to introduce the idea of an anti-Utopia, or the failure to invoke 

an ideal state.  Another anti-Utopia covered in this study is Wells' Food of the Gods, in 

which the failure to recognize the role of a new technology by a society results in the 

same society's hostile replacement.  

The Dystopian genre appears in the twentieth century, as a means to deal with the 

increasing presence and importance of technology in the real world.  The Dictionary of  

Literary Themes and Motifs identifies Utopias' “dark opposite: the dystopian (Greek., 

dys-, bad + topos, place) world of the future” (Berger, 421).  The Dystopian genre is 

largely concerned with the long term effects of observable negative trends, from world 

conflict to “the often questionable benefits of technological and social innovations” 

(421).  Instead of literary models where technology can improve on or fail to detract from 

a society, Dystopia allows the fetishism of technological commodities to play out its 

damage on a society.  George Orwell's 1984 is perfect example of the critical maturation 

of commodity fetishism in the literary world.  Orwell's Dystopia represents a new 
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concern surrounding the fetishism of commodity, a concern which most closely 

resembles Guy Debord's theory of the spectacle, where technological commodity may be 

used as part of a grand system which replaces real meaning.  Debord explains that

The fetishism of the commodity — the domination of society by “intangible 
as well as tangible things” — attains its ultimate fulfillment in the spectacle, 
where the real world is replaced by a selection of images which are projected 
above it, yet which at the same time succeed in making themselves regarded 
as the epitome of reality. (Debord 11)

1984 is a future model of a society in which the spectacle of technological commodity 

has become “a social relation between people” where nothing is “directly lived” anymore 

(6).  

William Gibson's Neuromancer and “Burning Chrome” portray Dystopian futures 

with a more post-modern sense of technology as commodity.  These works are not so 

much concerned with technological commodity fetishism as something that might 

replace human social interactions as they are with idea that technology already has 

replaced human interaction.  These two works attempt to explain what happens after the 

spectacle has already come into being, and in the process touch on Jean Baudrillard's 

alternate take on commodity fetishism.  Like the characters in Neuromancer and 

“Burning Chrome” exhibit through their reliance of technological commodities, 

Baudrillard proposes a model of commodity fetishism in which individuals in a society 

“personalize” commodities which then become part of their identity (Baudrillard 152). 

This conversion “implies the simultaneous transformation of the human relationship into 

a relationship of consumption” (218).  This model of commodity fetishism attempts to 

account for its inherent social utility, not just its detrimental potential.  The idea that 

technological commodity is a part of society with complex values (neither decidedly 
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good nor bad) is something that the Utopian genre could not properly express because of 

its reliance on the production of ideal states.  Technology, no longer strictly luxury or 

thought experiment, has made the production of ideal states difficult; for the application 

of something as dynamic as knowledge is in no way static.  Since technology is 

constantly changing in the real world, it is an appropriate gauge for the progress of 

Utopian thought.  Any projection claiming to rationally conclude the role of technology 

in a society will eventually falter just as any Utopia claiming to be the perfect human 

state cannot withstand real world examination.  For this reason, the Dystopian genre 

exists.  It has the potential to represent ideal states, not through direct representation, but 

because it is explicitly imperfect.
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Chapter I: Early Utopian Interest in Technology

The first chapter in this study will discuss foundational Utopias, Utopia (Thomas 

More) and New Atlantis (Francis Bacon), in terms of the purpose of commodity and 

technology near the beginning of the early modern period in the Utopian genre through a 

Marxist lens.  The role technology has in the first Utopia is downplayed to the function 

of commodity in general, but by New Atlantis, the idea that technology may take form as 

more than just a simple labor-saving device or luxury item is apparent.  The anti-Utopian 

section on the Kingdom of Laputa in the satire Gulliver's Travels is also included in this 

chapter to solidify the idea that technology was still only thought of as symptomatic of an 

ideal state at this time.  Swift's primary text, however, will demonstrate this point through 

an unideal state with the symptom of bad technology.  This chapter explains the lesser 

extent to which early Utopian theorists thought that technology was a force capable or 

worthy of changing society.

Thomas More – Utopia (1516)

(the availability of technology resulting from a harmonious Utopian existence) 

Thomas More is widely regarded as the father of Utopian theory because of his early 

contributions to English language Utopian fiction.  His work, Utopia, is written as a 

gathering of three men consulting on how society might be improved.  Master More, 

Rafael Hythloday and Peter Guiles first discuss the limitations on contemporary 

European society to frame the necessity for an ideal model –if not to serve as an actual 

state of perfection, at least to discuss the potential merit therein.  Hytholday describes the 

island state of Utopia to the men in the form of a travel narrative of a “real” place he has 
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visited, where the use of labor saving tools, technology (as it was capable of being 

conceived in the sixteenth century) and the unique treatment of commodity augment the 

social harmony of its inhabitants.  It is useful to consider that while Utopia is presented 

as a real place by the narrative, its capitol city Amaurote is described as physically 

similar to London and is situated on a river resembling the Thames (More 53).  This 

similarity explains that Utopia is a real place: England.  What has changed is how the 

people of the society on the island live.      

The first of its genre, More's Utopia is a thought experiment and may not be fairly 

compared to later Utopian works.  For the purposes of this paper, the major function of 

Utopia is foundational, creating a set of expectations which other Utopian works may 

project alterations on.  At the time of publication, the field of natural science was not yet 

distinguished from philosophy so even the technology presented by Hythloday is a 

conservative estimate in retrospect, nearly half a millennium later.

Technology takes helpful and harmful forms in Utopia, although the emphasis is on 

the positive.  Hythloday regales the men with fanciful tales of fresh water “conveyed 

down in channels of brick divers ways into the lower parts of the city” as a means of 

running water, an issue which when viewed in passing might not seem significant (53). 

The reader of this paper is, for a moment, invited to consider a major city such as London 

without running water with the expectation of revulsion not just for drinking, but for 

sanitary issues as well.  The first recorded instance of running water in England occurred 

almost a century later in 1613 when “Horse-driven pump units and pressure towers” were 

first seen (Wolf 534).  Buildings in Utopia are built from the superior materials “of 

plaster, or else of brick” and keep the “wind out of their windows with glass” (More 55). 
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Although the “sixteenth and seventeenth centuries added very little that was new” to 

glass-making, it required too much labor to be widely available (Wolf 500). 

It is important to understand that although these technologies were already feasible, 

they were luxury items. An additional reason this Utopia is not easily compared to other 

Utopias is that unlike most, many of the improvements for society which are speculated 

upon have been fully met in the centuries that followed.  Because More was writing 

before the industrial era, an abundance of manufactured commodity was a technological 

advancement.  The only purpose that running water and improved building materials 

serve as commodities is within the realm of use-value.  However by focusing on the 

utility of tech-advancements More avoids discussing the idea that a commodity might 

support superfluous values; he was thinking strictly in terms of a well functioning society 

being able to produce an abundance of necessities.  The most useful way to consider 

technology in this Utopia is as a sign that society is functioning well.  Although 

technology might make work easier, the majority of these improvements are the result of 

More's harmonious society where an overabundance of commodity is produced because 

of the equal distribution of responsibility.     

  One marginally technological advancement in Utopia concerns health, or the 

prevention of “pestilent diseases” through removing “infected and corrupt” refuse from 

the cities, akin to the sanitation concerns presented through the idea of running water 

(More 64).  Those that do become ill however, are “cured in hospitals” provided by the 

state in order that they might not spread the disease further.  This is only marginally a 

tech-related improvement, as improved methods of medicine are only implied by the 

ability of hospitals to effectively purge illness and the focus of this improvement is on the 
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availability of such institutions.  Hospitals still function as beneficial utility-based 

enhancements.

According to A History of Science, Technology and Philosophy in the 16th and 17th 

Centuries, the sixteenth century began the “divorce of science from philosophy” with 

“exact or experimentally verified science on the one hand, and merely speculative 

philosophy on the other” (Wolf 1). What modern culture might consider science was not 

a distinct field of study in More's day, but the closest equivalent, philosophy, is practiced 

by Utopians.  These practitioners are held in high esteem and “in music, logic, arithmetic, 

and geometry they have found out in a manner all that our ancient philosophers have 

taught” (More 75).  This demarcation of scientific advancement serves to communicate 

that the ideal Utopian state employs science for the betterment of society through higher-

level thought, although it later also brings up the limitations of such study.  With all of 

their advancement, these philosophers still cannot account for “ebbing, flowing, and 

saltiness of the sea” (75).  In other words, there are limitations to this field; it is not the 

totality of Utopian progress.  

    There is a precautionary side to the use of technology in Utopia.  Hythloday 

introduces the magnetic compass to mariners during his travels outside of Utopia, 

thinking it will be useful to them.  Instead the sailors overestimate the use-value of this 

object, as they were previously “very timorous and fearful of the sea”  and invest “such a 

confidence in that stone, that they fear not stormy winter” (14).  Although in the long run 

this technology will likely enrich their lives, the short term effect is a “foolish hardiness, 

[which] shall turn them to evil and harm” (14).  

There is similar treatment of technology as a potentially harmful commodity with the 
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introduction of paper making and printing on the island of Utopia.  Hythloday explains 

that the Utopians “be marvelous quick in the invention of feats helping anything to the 

advantage and wealth of life,” something which has become obvious through the 

previous Utopian advent of aids for quality of living (87).  Thus they are grateful to the 

Europeans who introduce them to “the science of imprinting” but the only knowledge 

they have for the purposes of printing is “no more than [Rafael] rehearsed before” even 

though they have many 'scholarly' figures (88).  Although the magnetic compass and 

printing press lead at first to folly, the potential for future advancement allowed by the 

printing press is great.  Chloe Houston notes that the compass and printing press 

technologies “impose order on knowledge and seek to better human understanding; that 

is, they function to improve human existence” despite the extent to which they are 

“called into question” (Houston 1401).  William T. Cotton also comments on this 

cautious treatment of advancement, proposing the idea that “Utopia will have the benefit 

of European technology, especially from the revival of learning and the spread of 

knowledge by the printing press, without becoming a materialistic, technocratic society” 

(Cotton 1).  Due to the limited capacity of technology from the era, technology lacked the 

potential to effect the kind of change suggested in later works.   

The limitation on commodity is also expressed through more direct means, 

specifically the treatment of precious metals and stones.  Gold carries no exchange value 

in Utopia, for it is not used as a currency within the state.  The use-value of precious 

metals is less than that of iron and is reserved for the production of “chamber-pots and 

other vessels that serve for the most vile uses” (More 71).  To ensure to further ensure 

that no citizen of Utopia covets these items, those found guilty are subject to having 
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“their heads be tied about with gold” in bondage as a sign of their “infamy” (71).  By 

downplaying use-value and eliminating the exchange-value of gold Utopia limits the 

commodification of precious goods.  This is also achieved through the treatment of 

jewels.  Pearls and diamonds are used to “deck their infants” entrusting the possession of 

such 'valuables' to the innocence of children as well as developing the idea that interest in 

such items is childish so that they might discard them “without the insistence of their 

parents” (72).  

An interesting twist on the treatment of rare metals and stones is that despite 

negating their exchange-value within the island, the Utopians understand the need to 

keep such materials around should the need to externalize their market-value arise.  One 

example given is that in the event that a foreign power declares war upon Utopia, “their 

gold and silver, because they keep it all for this only purpose, they lay it out frankly and 

freely” to buy their way out of war (101).  They also use their “infinite treasure abroad, 

by reason that . . . many nations be in their debt” for the same purposes (101).  In this 

scenario, the only event in which items are commodified is for the purpose of national 

security.   

Labor also evades unnecessary commodification through the concept of work-play 

and the advancement of tools.  Such individuals consider themselves “the good 

husbands . . . of their land” rather than landowners (51).  This idea develops into what 

More considers 'husbandry' or the stewarding of the earth through agriculture.  Labor 

saving devices or “instruments and tools belonging to husbandry” make work easier; 

although it is compulsory that all members of Utopia contribute to food production for a 

period, “many of them have such a pleasure and delight in husbandry that they obtain a 
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longer space of years” (51).  Although the basic principles of agriculture have remained 

the same for several thousand years, agricultural technique was “improved, new 

implements were invented, and the foundations of a scientific study of agriculture 

phenomena were laid” between 1500 and 1700 C.E (Wolf 453).  This interest in 

agricultural advancement reflects the concerns of More's period.  It also ensures a 

sustainable method of production while downplaying the transformation of service into 

commodity because the abundance of labor and relative ease produces ample product for 

the needs of the citizens.  There is so much that most Utopians “have store and plenty of 

all things” and on the basis of equality share these abundances with each other so that 

“no man there be poor or needy” (More 68, 69).  The citizens of Utopia do not feel the 

disparity of poverty because it is non-existent.  Technology makes the lives of Utopian 

citizens easier just as it did in the reality of 1516, but its mass availability was a relatively 

new idea to More's time period, and its improvement was realistically underway as well.  

Though many of the improvements in Utopia on 16th century European life are 

technological, the purpose of their inclusion is as a thought experiment.  Thomas More is 

simply asking the question 'What if?' and explaining how the new availability of 

conventions might result from the harmony of life in a small nation state.  His treatment 

of commodity reflects this; technology does not act as a catalyst for this change and is 

not the 'gold-standard.'  Conversely the gold-standard is situated on equal terms as bodily 

waste within the nation.  Technology and commodity fill a unique role in this work 

which will set the stage for later Utopian theory.  Social harmony may be encouraged but 

not produced by such innovation, and the imperative function of Utopia is not the future, 

but the concerns presently at hand such as meeting the utility needs of all citizens.
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Francis Bacon – New Atlantis (1626)

(technology codifies Utopian existence)

The author of New Atlantis, Francis Bacon, is often considered one of the major 

proponents of the Scientific Reformation.  Aside from this work he is responsible for a 

large body of non-fictional works on the scientific method which insist that solid 

empirical data is the most important support for any theory.  It follows that Bacon's 

Utopian model would employ his belief in the advancement of science as its primary 

functional element.  New Atlantis was left unfinished due to the death of its author before 

completion; however, based on his firm belief in Natural Philosophy and his treatment of 

fantastically advanced technology concealed in the House of Salomon one may conclude 

that he intended to produce a Utopia where scientific enterprise resolves many of 

society's maladies.  This work presents a perfect example of social harmony directly 

produced by technological commodity.  It is altogether possible that Bacon would have 

included a section detailing the restrictions on commodity which make this solution 

viable, but as the text stands, the only limiting factor is the secrecy surrounding the 

scientific institution of New Atlantis, which is commented on by later works in this study. 

As in his non-fictional works, this piece insists that future investments in science will aid 

in the achievement of an ideal state of social well-being.

The island of Bensalem is in several ways more Utopian than More's island of 

Utopia in the sense that its physical representation is more similar to the mythical 

Atlantis than to England.  It is still chronologically aligned with the work's time of 

publication but exists more literally as a no-place than its predecessor.  This physical 
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expression of displacement parallels Bacon's increased interest in what was scientifically 

implausible at the time.  An imperative for change is obviously attached to this Utopian 

model, but its focus is the future, not the present.    

The New Atlantis begins with a group of sailors lost at sea, who discover the land of 

Bensalem.  The inhabitants of this society introduce themselves as devoutly Christian and 

welcome the sailors to their island if they be Christian and not “pirates, nor have shed 

blood, lawfully, nor unlawfully within forty days past” (Bacon 154).  The sailors agree to 

these terms and are warned by their captain that they need to behave in accordance with 

Christian customs so that they may not be perceived as threats to their hosts.

After introductions are made and the men are introduced to the customs of 

Bensalem, the hosts spend a great deal of time explaining the central institution (besides 

the Church) to which they owe their ease of living.  This institution is identified as the 

House of Salomon, a society of learning solely responsible for the expansion of scientific 

knowledge.  One Bensalemite gives praise to “the Fellows or brethren of Salomon's 

House; whose errand was only to give us knowledge of the affairs and state of those 

countries to which they were designed, and especially of the sciences, arts, manufactures, 

and inventions of all the world; and withal to bring us books, instruments, and patterns of 

every kind” (167).  The House of Salomon is a symbol of potential, not just because it is 

given the responsibility of tendering progress with science, but because in this unfinished 

work the institution is only briefly outlined and can serve multiple purposes through its 

ambiguity.  

The House of Salomon is said to be named after its founder, King Solamona, whose 

purpose in creating the institution was so that Bensalem might “maintain itself without 
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any aid at all of the foreigner,” following  More's Utopian model that the nation might 

aim to be self-sufficient but adding a sense of xenophobia to it (165).  The Utopians also 

relate that they had received the New Testament in a miracle from Bartholamew “a 

servant of the Highest, and Apostle of Jesus Christ” including “some other books of the 

New Testament which were not at that time written, [but] were nonetheless in the book” 

(160).  The narrator notes this miracle, a logical fallacy, to imply that the knowledge 

shared with the sailors up to this point has been imperfect at best, and the xenophobic 

nature of the island furthers the idea that there is something the islanders are not telling 

them, establishing a tone of secrecy.  

The surreptitious tone is furthered as one sailor observes that “there was something 

supernatural in this island; but yet angelical rather than magical” (162).  This is 

developed by the prayer of one Bensalemite acknowledging the “Finger [of God]” for 

their miracle of revelation, noting that “the laws of nature are thine own laws, and thou 

exceedest them not but upon great cause” (160).  The ambiguity of God's great cause 

functions to warrant the expectation of something hidden and exceeding the boundaries 

of nature.

The Finger of God metaphor is incomplete until the true purpose of the House of 

Salomon is revealed to the narrator.  The group of sailors is granted an audience with the 

Father (head) of the House of Salomon and the narrator is elected for the sole admission 

to the secrets of the institution.  The Father reveals that the House of Salomon exists in 

“large and deep caves of several depths . . . (some of them) above three miles deep” for 

the “Preparation and Instruments” of the society (177).  The secrecy assured by this 

location ensures that the institution seems to produce miracles by the Finger of God 
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instead of the hand of man.  These miracles include “the knowledge of Causes, and the 

secret motion of things; and the enlarging of the bounds of Human Empire, to the 

effecting of all things possible” (177).  Viewed through a seventeenth century lens the 

idea that science might advance to the point of effecting all things possible would 

necessarily be considered miracle, or exceeding the laws of nature as the Bensalemite 

recognizes in prayer.  Chloe Houston adds to the analysis of technological advancement 

in New Atlantis that “there is no clear division between the concerns of 

‘religion’ and ‘science’ in early modern literature ” so that instead of using science to 

explain away miracles as modern readers might expect, the metaphor of the Finger of 

God is the union of religion and Natural Philosophy in this text (1399).  A Christian 

himself, Bacon likely used this relationship between science and religion to explain away 

the magical or demonic connotation which tampering with the boundaries of nature 

carried.

The advancement of technology (and the commodity it produces)  in New Atlantis is 

thus treated with a sense of divine purpose in this work, expressing Bacon's adherence to 

the belief that the product of scientific enterprise might uplift humanity as the Finger of 

God touches Earth.  The section on “the ordinances and rites which [the brethren] 

observe” was never completed, although this addition to the text might have proposed a 

method for the precautionary treatment of technology (177).  However, as the work 

stands it is clear that the largest portion of this discussion is devoted to the first three of 

four concerns: the “end of [the] foundation . . . the preparations and instruments [they] 

have for [their] works” and “the several employments and functions whereto [the] 

fellows are assigned,” the fourth being the ordinances (177).  The writing of this work 
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ends during the third section on employments, and a list of technologies the author hoped 

to expand upon is included with no outline for the rites and ordinances.  

The importance of the House of Salomon is subsumed by an extensive expounding 

of technological commodity and process.  The final pages describe:

 new artificial materials . . . [towers] for insulation, refrigeration, 
conservation, and the view of divers meteors; as winds, rain, snow, hail; and 
some of the fiery meteors . . . [pools] which some do strain fresh water out of 
salt . . . others by art do turn fresh water into salt . . . artificial wells and 
fountains . . . for the cure of diseases . . .shops of medicine . . .drinks, breads 
and meats, rare and of special effects . . . [furnaces] that keep great diversity 
of heats . . . perspective-houses, where [they] make demonstrations of all 
lights and radiations . . . sound-houses, where we practice and demonstrate all 
sounds, and their generation . . . precious stones of all kinds . . . a 
mathematical house, where there are represented all instruments, as well as 
geometry and astronomy . . . houses of deceits of the senses; where [they] 
represent all manner of feats of juggling, false apparitions, impostures, and 
illusions; and their fallacies (177-183).                   

 
 At the end of this work there is an actual list of the technologies Bacon hoped to include 

before his death.  The most difficult of these to infer the meaning of are:

 “The restitution of youth . . . The increasing of ability to suffer torture . . . 
Versions of bodies into other bodies . . . Making of new species . . . 
Transplanting of one species into another . . . raising of tempests . . . Natural 
divinations . . . Greater pleasure of the senses” (186). 

In this work, Bacon preempts the criticism of his aims by aligning technology with 

Christianity.  It is also true that these technological commodities serve mostly useful 

purposes; however, there are still the inclusions of the superfluous desalination and re-

salination of water, precious stones, the house of deceit of the senses, drink of rare effect 

and greater pleasure of the senses, the superfluous value and dubious use-value of which 

definitely qualify as the fetishism of commodity in Marxist critique (although it is 

possible that if Bacon had finished this work he might have further explained his 

intentions regarding the ordinances of the brethren).    
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The rapidity with which these advancements are listed disallows a sufficient amount of 

consideration to real use-value, leaving the reader only with the implication that some form 

of value might have been discussed if the author had lived to complete his work.  Despite 

their use-value, most of these technologies are made into fetish, but not through the lens of 

exchange-value.  As the entire secret existence of the caves of the House of Salomon implies 

the exaltation of these processes to acts of God, these empirical methods and results are 

made fetish of by the insistence of divine-value.  

  This work insists on the future investments in the yet-to-be developed field of science. 

From his contemporary Christian perspective, Bacon even resolved some of the criticisms 

which might have held back his work.  However, by the time Jonathan Swift writes 

Gulliver's Travels in the following century, Bacon's insistences are the fuel of satire.  The 

advancement of the study of science is encouraged by this work and Bacon's other efforts, 

proof of which can be seen in the real-life foundation of the Royal Society (an English 

institution for the study of science modeled, in part, after the House of Salomon.)  The Royal 

Society “appears to have developed from an informal association of adherents to Francis 

Bacon's experimental philosophy . . . [ in] about 1645” (Wolf 59). The general aim of the 

society was the advancement of the scientific method, “to allot special inquiries or pieces of 

research to individual members or groups of members, who were required to report their 

findings to the Society” existing very much as Bacon designed the Salomon House (60). 

Although Bacon's model was successful in impacting the real world, the imperative for 

scientific progress represented in New Atlantis is less pronounced in subsequent Utopian 

models.  This set back will be demonstrated in the following section.
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Jonathan Swift – Gulliver's Travels, Part III “A Voyage to Laputa” (1726)  

(technology detracts from the Utopian experience)

Jonathan Swift's Gulliver's Travels is a collection of travel narratives, each part 

focused on a particular region.  Part III, “A Voyage to Laputa,” is the section which is of 

interest to this study.  It is the narrative about a floating island that tyrannically governs 

its grounded territories.  As a satire, the function of this anti-Utopian work is not the 

creation of an ideal state but tearing holes in a fake Utopian model.  The Laputa section 

serves not solely as a critique of Utopian theory but more specifically it serves as an anti-

Utopia expressing concern with the superfluous and reckless treatment of technological 

commodity in Bacon's New Atlantis.  This is done largely by way of emphasizing the 

fetishism of commodity present in the work, with specific reference to its treatment of 

technology. It is important to note that this work is not a Dystopia but an anti-Utopia, the 

difference being that Laputa is constructed to seem like a Utopia; it is for the reader to 

discern the comedic failures therein.

After being marooned on a rocky shore by pirates, Lemuel Gulliver is rescued by the 

inhabitants of a flying island, Laputa, who devote all of their efforts to the advancement 

of music and mathematics.  They also rule the surrounding territories using ruthless force 

such as blocking out the sun to “deprive them of the Benefit of the Sun and the Rain,” the 

ruled territories being “pelted from above with great Stones” or crushed under the weight 

of the island itself which can be made to “drop directly upon [the] Heads” of the 

inhabitants (124).  Gulliver later travels through what is left of a formerly technologically 

advanced land, Balnibarbi.

One of Gulliver's first observations about the people of Laputa is the “Minds of these 



20 

People are so taken up with intense Speculations, that they neither can speak, or attend to 

the discourse of others without being roused by the external Taction upon the Organs of 

Speech and Hearing,” communicating that this society has become so intellectually 

advanced that its members are losing their grip on reality (114).  For this reason, those 

who can afford it employ a Flapper, or individual “gently to strike with his Bladder the 

Mouth of him who is to speak, and the Right Ear of him or them to whom the Speaker 

addresseth himself” as well as “a soft Flap on his Eyes; because he is always so wrapped 

up in Cogitation, that he is in manifest Danger of falling down every Precipice” (114). 

The Flapper and his master are part of a metaphor for what happens when a society 

becomes over-involved with experiment and speculative thought; they lose their sense of 

reality and must be frequently roused back.  The sentiment of this metaphor carries over 

into a skewed sense of commodity which Swift later represents.

The King of Laputa is surrounded by “Globes and Spheres, and Mathematical 

Instruments of all Kinds” and the food in his kingdom is shaped into curious shapes such 

as “a Shoulder of Mutton, cut into an Equilateral Triangle; a Piece of Beef into a 

Rhomboides; and a Pudding into a Cycloid” (114, 115).  This inclusion solidifies the 

superfluous nature of the Laputan obsession with mathematics and learning, as well as 

“the Contempt [the people] bear for practical Geometry; which they despise as vulgar 

and mechanik” (115).  If something has practical applications, the Laputans have little 

interest in it.  This fetishism of thought bleeds into the reality of Laputa to the expense 

that it restricts the utility of the commodities which they actually have.  In this model, the 

use-value of the commodities of this land is severely restricted in favor of similarities 

with the ideas of theoretical mathematics.
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When describing the properties which allow Laputa to stay afloat, Swift alludes to 

Plato's Allegory of the Cave, describing the Astronomer's Cave at the heart of the island 

where “Twenty Lamps [are] continually burning, which from the Reflection of the 

Adamant cast a strong Light on every Part,” adding “The Place is stored with great 

Variety of Sextants, Quadrants, Telescopes, Astrolabes, and other Astronomical 

Instruments” as well as a giant Load-stone “upon which the Fate of the Island depends” 

(121).  In Plato's allegory, the people who dwell within the cave depend on the shadows 

which flame casts upon the cave walls to see, never seeing anything in its true light.  In 

Swift's allusion, the cave is illuminated by lamp and the mathematicians who keep the 

island floating depend on instruments, a similar degree of perceptual separation, to keep 

their island afloat.  Both Plato's cave dwellers and the citizens of Laputa depend upon 

imperfect observation to maintain a suspension from reality which allows them to 

continue functioning; but if they were to leave their cave they would be blinded by the 

true light outside.  In the case of the Laputans, the reality they are ignoring is the 

crumbling state of the territories they govern such as Balnibarbi, which Gulliver visits 

next.  This allusion enforces Swift's satirical criticism of what he considers the over-

speculation of Utopian fiction, specifically with reference to a firm reliance on science as 

an understanding of reality.  

Balnibarbi is an island under the rule of the King of Laputa.  It suffers not only from 

the oppressive rule of the King but from its own obsession with the advance of 

technology.  One of Gulliver's first observations is “I never knew a Soil so unhappily 

cultivated, Houses so ill contrived and so ruinous, or so many People whose 

Countenances and Habit expressed so much Misery and Want”  (129).  The problem 
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Balnibarbi has with the enterprise of science is different from that of Laputa however; 

instead of investing in the inapplicable study of mathematics and astronomy, these 

individuals exhaust all of their efforts on developing technology which they hope will 

have realistic applications.  This is less a conceptual criticism of the sciences and more a 

direct satire of institutions of science which do not achieve what they propose.  In the 

capitol city of Lagado, Gulliver is given a tour of the Colleges where “Professors 

contrive new Rules and Methods of Agriculture and Building, and new Instruments and 

Tools for all Trades and Manufactures” which obviously have not positively affected the 

lives of the surrounding citizens (130).  The aim of these Colleges is strikingly similar to 

both Bacon's House of Salomon and the real life Royal Society, directing criticism 

towards the idea of scientific institutions.  

The Academy engages Professors and students with experiments and processes, 

several of which are focused around fecal matter and the anus.  One is “an Operation to 

reduce Human excrement to its original Food,” another to cure Cholick by inserting the 

ivory muzzle of a pair of bellows “eight Inches up the Anus” and forcing wind therein, 

which upon demonstration on a dog it “died on the Spot, and [Gulliver] left the Doctor 

endevouring to recover him by the same Operation” (132).  One may easily infer Swift's 

intentions by these passages, suggesting that members of such institutions eat human 

excrement and fill themselves with so much wind that they die.  Other experiments yield 

“naked sheep,” which he hopes to propagate “all over the Kingdom,” a process which 

would remove half of the use-value of the animal to no apparent end (135).  This 

perfectly exemplifies the fetishism of commodity; essentially this assigns a higher 

commodity value (through the investment of effort) to half the use-value of the naturally 
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occurring animal.

The most interesting technology in Lagado is the Engine, a machine resembling 

modern computers which is “Twenty Foot square, [and] placed in the Middle of [a] 

room” and requires a staff of pupils to operate with “Iron Handle[s]” (135).  The purpose 

of the Engine is so that “the most ignorant Person at a reasonable charge, and with a little 

bodily Labour, may write Books in Philosophy, Poetry, Politics, Law, Mathematicks, and 

Theology, without the least Assistance from Genius or Study” (135).  The intention of 

this technology and the actual results differ, however; the sole product of the machine is 

“several Volumes of Folio, already collected, of broken Sentences, which [the Professor] 

intended to piece together” indicating that the results are imperfect at best and actually do 

require a degree of genius or study to interpret what the Engine 'means' (135).  This 

machine is the epitome of the fetishism of technological commodity; it takes 40 students 

to operate under the Professor's supervision and produces imperfect knowledge which 

has yet to even be interpreted or made use of.  It simply stacks pieces of information.  A 

Marxist interpretation of this process suggests that service of all of these individuals is 

commodified into material of dubious use-value, the essence of commodity fetishism.  

The function of this negative view of technological and scientific enterprise as 

senseless fetishism is to suggest that the call for technological advancement in Bacon's 

New Atlantis is simply folly.  With all of the advancement in Laputa and Balnibarbi, the 

people of Laputa contribute nothing to reality and the people they rule in Balnibarbi are 

forced to support them to the ruin of their own civilization.  Balnibarbi, on the other 

hand, invests so much effort into impractical technology that they hardly notice the state 

of their land.  The individuals that do notice this state spend so much time planning 
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methods to improve it that they are never actually applied.  This satire's orientation to 

Bacon's Utopian model in New Atlantis is representative of a sentiment which is that 

damaging, as the next study of News from Nowhere will demonstrate, a reversion from 

the imperative use of technology which occurs within the genre.                 
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Chapter II: Reactions to the Proliferation of Technology in Utopia and Reality 

The second chapter begins with the first direct response to Marx's theory of 

commodity fetishism in the form of an aversion to technology in News from Nowhere 

(William Morris).  Morris conveys the message that technological commodity is actually 

capable of harming a society, and is incapable of playing a passive role.  This anti-

technological Utopia is in turn directly responded to by H. G. Wells' A Modern Utopia, 

which details a world where technology is capable of enhancing the positive aspects of a 

society.  Food of the Gods, an anti-Utopia also by Wells, is a more literary expression of 

a need for technology in a dynamic world.  The literary expression of a desire for 

dynamic growth in society not only supports embracing technology, but pushes the 

boundaries of the Utopian genre.  

William Morris – News from Nowhere (1890)

(the application of return-to-nature Utopian theory)

William Morris' News from Nowhere is an excellent example of a non-satirical 

Utopian reaction to the emphasis on scientific and technological progress in Bacon's New 

Atlantis.  Although Marxist critique may be applied to the analysis of earlier Utopian 

works, Morris was a socialist himself and was well aware of Marx's treatment of 

commodity.  Nowhere is constructed as the ideal state of the world if a reversion to a 

more simplistic, tech-less world was to occur during the twentieth century.  The 

treatment of commodity is distinct from previous works in this study, as the use-value of 

items is emphasized over all other prospective values a commodity might take on.  Other 

values such as exchange-value, have been socially uprooted and excluded.  This pastoral 
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reaction to the suggestion that improved commodity might enrich human existence 

claims just the opposite; the reversion from what one character calls a Commercialist 

existence saves their society.  News from Nowhere is, in this manner, a Marxist literary 

reaction against the imperative of technological progress developing within the Utopian 

genre in New Atlantis and later works in this study.      

News from Nowhere is constructed as a travel narrative where the narrating central 

character travels not in space but in time to the future of his own home, England.  This 

type of comparison of a Utopian projection to England is seen in More's Utopia, but is 

done in a less direct manner (the capitol city Amaraote is likened to London through 

imagery).  After attending a meeting of the Socialist League at the end of the nineteenth 

century the traveler falls asleep and awakens in the twenty-first century to find that much 

has changed.  His earliest encounters leave him confused, but by pretending to be a 

traveler from a distant land with childhood roots in the region he gathers enough 

information to discern his time locale.

The first character the narrator comes across is a waterman, Dick, who pulls him 

from the river as the current picks up.  He is warmly received by the man and attempts to 

offer him “the inevitable after-piece that follows the doing of a service to a fellow-

citizen” but is met with confusion (9).  After the narrator explains that he wishes to give 

the man something in exchange for his services the man responds “I have heard of this 

kind of thing; but pardon me for saying, that it seems to us a troublesome and roundabout 

custom” . . . “besides, if one person gave me something, then another might, and another, 

and so on; and I hope you won't think me rude if I say that I shouldn't know where to 

stow away so many mementos of friendship” (9).  
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His coins are also disregarded as a commodity at all, as they have no use-value, no 

exchange value and not even aesthetic value as the local museum has coins, “many of 

which are beautiful, whereas these nineteenth century ones are so beastly ugly” (10).  At 

this point it is revealed that commodities may still hold rather simple aesthetic-value in 

Morris' Utopia, but the aesthetics of an object still does not add to any other type of 

value.  The waterman states that he enjoys working with gold and fine metal, indicating 

“this buckle here” on an article of clothing as an example of such classification.  In this 

scenario, the buckle has use-value and aesthetic-value, but has also taken on a value 

associated with the pleasure of work.  The concept of work-play is at the source of 

Morris' critique of the system of commodity, where the production of commodity is done 

for fun, not out of an exchange based obligation.  

Other characters engage in work-play to demonstrate how life might function 

without a commodity market.  When Dick decides that the narrator needs a guide to 

acclimate him to Nowhere, he agrees to give his duties as a waterman to his sickly 

scholarly friend.  As his friend approaches he asks joyfully “Am I to have my work, or 

rather your work?” to which Dick responds “you will drop in my place, and if you find it 

too much, there is George Brightling on the lookout for a stroke of work” which 

solidifies that the joy of doing manual work is considered a privilege (11).  This is 

concurrent with the lack of exchange-value, as any excess in labor would not generate 

extra value of any kind.      

A “weaver” the narrator meets is asked by the narrator what her craft entails (17). 

She explains that she only does “the most mechanical type of weaving, and [is] but in 

fact a poor craftsman” and explains she enjoys “a little with machine printing” and due to 
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society's declining interest in books she has “taken to mathematics” (17).  As Dick's duty 

as a sculler is only temporary, this is also true for the weavers, so that each individual 

might enjoy their work until they find a new work which interests them.  Each title which 

the narrator gives to these characters illuminates his confusion in the situation.  

The mechanism by which these transitional production designations produce what is 

actually needed to satisfy use-value is unclear.  What is clear however, is that the actual 

needs of Morris' characters are more than well-met.  The word 'poor' is not even part of 

the otherwise English vocabulary of Nowhere.  When the narrator comments “I haven't 

seen any poor people about” his guide responds “if anyone is poorly, he is likely to be 

indoors . . . and besides, I don't know anyone sick at present” (22).  The absence of 

exchange generated value removes the temptation to hoard or amass commodity past 

what it can be reasonably used for (or for minor aesthetic qualities).  This is Marx's exact 

reaction to “The hoarder [who], therefore, makes a sacrifice of the lusts of the flesh to his 

gold fetish,” Morris even allows for an “aesthetic form in the possession of gold and 

silver articles” such as the belt buckle, which Marx felt “grows with the wealth of civil 

society” (Marx 71).     

Perhaps the most telling section on commodity in News from Nowhere is chapter VI, 

“A Little Shopping,” in which Morris' narrator visits the marketplace.  Even though Dick 

has tried to explain the absence of monetary exchange, the presence of a market suggests 

that under restriction exchange might still occur in a limited capacity.  Finding himself in 

need of tobacco the narrator inquires if he might obtain some.  He is led into a 'store' in 

the area formerly known as Piccadilly (a London market) where two children, a boy and 

a girl around age twelve sit, reading books.  Dick explains “My friend here wants tobacco 
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and a pipe; can you help him?” (Morris 31).  The girl asks which tobacco he prefers and 

the narrator responds 'Latakia,' “feeling as if [he] were assisting at a child's game” until 

he is advised to “cram [his] bag” with as much as he can as a gift from the girl (31, 32). 

The solution to the distribution of commodity (so that it might not take on exchange-

value) in Nowhere is to entrust it to the innocence of children.  Finely crafted luxury 

items are available to those who desire them; they simply need be produced by the 

process of work-pleasure and gifted by children.  The only exchange is purely social, as 

the child explains about the fine embroidered bag “I have chosen it for you, and you are 

to have it: it is pretty and will hold a lot [of tobacco]” (32).  The other important feature 

of this exchange is, while the girl's motivation is aesthetic, she also views the bag in 

terms of its utility as a commodity, (it holds “a lot,”) not a market-determined amount but 

an amount based on how it will be used.  

The pipe he receives is also very fine to the point of his protest.  The narrator, trying 

to make sense of the system of use-value, assumes that because of the incredible aesthetic 

quality of the pipe it is too rich for his utility.  “This is altogether too grand for me, or for 

anybody but the Emperor of the World,” and the girl responds “Don't you like it, 

Neighbor?” (32).  He is subsequently told by Dick that he is to receive his gifts with 

thanks and is warned “against another exhibition of commercial morality” lest he offend 

his new friends (32).  This is just the first mention of Nowhere's notion of 

'commercialism.'  There is much that Dick is unable to explain, and the traveler is taken 

to meet an antiquarian who might be better equipped to explain the customs of this 

Utopia.  On the way, the two men pass orchards and are several times “offered baskets of 

fine fruit by children and young girls,” solidifying the exchange of food as that of luxury 
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items, altering only in setting (35).  Food is readily available as it is needed, and its fair 

distribution is safeguarded by children.             

       Old Hammond the antiquarian takes immediate interest in the traveler, looking 

for any opportunity to “set [his] old tongue wagging” (47).  The narrator's 

misunderstanding of the society in Nowhere is an opportunity for Hammond to practice 

his craft, which is of dwindling interest to his neighbors.  Within this conversation Old 

Hammond explains the origin of the customs surrounding commodity and how they 

allow this society to function in the plainness of terms as if his audience was “a being 

from another planet” (47).  He explains that previous societies were limited in “growth, 

bodily and mental” as the result of “poverty” which he explains as the result of the 

“systematized robbery on which [former societies] were founded”(55).  The emphasis on 

growth here is key to the role of the static insistence of this model.  Although this 

particular Utopia has turned away from the city and has replaced it with the pastoral, it is 

not simply a reversion to simpler times.  Morris' Nowhere may be simpler, but it is 

related as a level of progress after the communist revolution.    

This simple framework accounting for the limitations of late nineteenth century 

civilization is very much aligned with Karl Marx's account of capitalist society.  The 

main difference in Nowhere is that Hammond blames the poverty of previous times on 

what he calls commercialism, not capitalism.  Although capitalism is a form of 

commercialism in these terms, so is communism.  That is to say, from Hammond's post-

industrial perspective, the economic motivations of both capitalism and communism are 

similar enough to harm society in a manner that Nowhere has avoided; communism is 

simply the next rational step in exploitative commercial existence after capitalism.  He 
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explains that learning institutions such as Oxford and Cambridge had been taken over by 

what he calls “Commercial learning” instead of the “Art of Knowledge” or “knowledge 

cultivated for its own sake” (60).  He does not go into the specifics of what Commercial 

learning might be, but refers to its institutions as the “breeding places for a peculiar class 

of parasites, who called themselves cultivated people” characterized by an “exaggeration 

of cynicism” (60).  He does however, apply the idea of commercial existence to the 

communist state which replaces the capitalist state of the nineteenth century.  

Old Hammond examines the “pretensions of the government to defend the poor (i.e., 

the useful)” and  the tendency of governments to simply “protect the rich against the 

poor” as another nod to Marxist critique which proposes that socialism shall exist “for 

the benefit of the working class” (Morris 67, Marx and Engels 28).  He goes on to 

explain that the communist government which resulted from the capitalist society in 

England enacted the “destruction of wealth” by “law-courts” to protect its citizens; it 

simply resulted in mass poverty wherein certain individuals were still able to “insist on 

being rich at the expense of the others” inevitably undoing the good the communist 

government might have achieved (Morris 67, 68).  Hammond then explains that 

government, in any form, is “the machinery of tyranny” and that they are free because 

they “no longer need such machinery” (68).  The reason commercialism here includes 

both capitalist and communist realities is because of their heavy reliance on the exchange 

of commodity.  Although Hammond is only relating the action of governments to a 

machine in metaphor, the metaphor of the machine is a commentary on Marxist doctrine: 

specifically  the idea that communism will liberate the working class through the seizure 

of the means of production -the machines.  It is not enough to have the former machines, 
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(Marx notes “the disastrous effects of machinery,”); the proletariat must have its own 

machines designed apart from old “division[s] of labor” (Marx 24).  It is important to 

note the disparity between the fictional retrospective reality of communism of which 

Hammond is aware and Marx's intentions.  Marx saw new machinery as a triumph for 

those who would be exploited by the former machines.  Hammond sees the machination 

of production as the limiting factor for the success of communism, which is why he 

incorporates communism (as well as capitalism) into his concept of commercialism.   

Hammond understands that so long as there is production on the mass scale, 

commercialism will find a niche, even if it is within a small class of privilege, which will 

only be used to further produce poverty.  The metaphor of the machine works dually, 

acknowledging Marx's understanding of the machine, simultaneously recognizing it as a 

limiting factor of his work.  The problem with Marxist theory, this passage might 

suggest, is not that it supports the property of use-value and opposes the exchange-value 

of commodity; it is that in recognizing commodity as a tool for the improvement of the 

working class, it disallows the ending of what Morris identifies as systemic 

commercialism.  In other words, commodity cannot be used to end the process of 

commodification which ensures continuing commercialism.  As Marx notes the first step 

in communist revolution is to “smash to pieces machinery, [and] set factories ablaze” 

(Marx and Engels 9). 

The major contribution News from Nowhere makes to this paper's discussion of 

imperative futurity is twofold.  It serves as a distinct warning of the fetishism of 

technological commodity which starts to appear in Bacon's New Atlantis and is satirized 

in Swift's Gulliver's Travels.  The importance of science and technology in future 



33 

societies is downplayed, replaced with social conditions which produce harmonious 

living conditions on preindustrial terms.  The other contribution is as a model of the 

future which does not insist upon itself.  That is to say, for a Utopia set in the future, 

Morris seems less concerned with imperatives on how we should get to an ideal state and 

more with the insistence that such imperatives (such as Marxism) will only blindly lead 

us into yet another stage of imperfection (capitalism and communism are both referred to 

simply as commercialism).  Nowhere is itself a positive model for human existence, 

though it does not arise through political or economic imperatives.  It comes to be by the 

refusal to impose order on humanity, after capitalism and communism both fail to 

improve the quality of human life.  The key is not a substitution of orders, rather it is the 

refusal to impose any such order.  In this manner, Nowhere functions as a warning to 

those who might make fetish of commodity as well as those who might propose models 

employing the imperative of technological progress. 

  

H. G. Wells – A Modern Utopia (1905) and Food of the Gods (1904)  

(the essential role of technology in progressive Utopian models)

The work of H. G. Wells provides interesting alterations of the Utopian model.  Two 

works in particular, A Modern Utopia and Food of the Gods, display definite concern 

with where the genre was going, and the use of its potential.  A Modern Utopia is a 

reaction to William Morris' anti-technological News from Nowhere, and Food of the 

Gods is a commentary on the direction which Wells hopes to give the field.  The 

potential benefit of technology to society is a concern of Wells, and both works express 

the idea that humanity has nothing to gain by ignoring this potential and everything to 
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gain by embracing its positive forms.  The harmful effects of the fetishism of tech-

commodity is downplayed in these works which emphasize the incredible primary use-

value which stands to be abandoned by small minded thinkers.  

A Modern Utopia is the account of a man (named the Voice in Wells' introduction) 

and his botanist friend who are mysteriously transported to an alternate Earth which is 

geographically identical to what the readers know as real.  The narrative Voice is 

impressed with the improvements on reality which seem to exist, focusing at times on the 

technology possessed by the world state.  Wells' Utopia stands out in the progression of 

Utopian theory because technology is not simply a novelty or fantastic premise with 

which the implicit 'nowhere place' of Utopia may run amok.  The sheer utility of the 

advancements in this world is perhaps a reflection on More's Utopia, which posited only 

simple, reasonable changes for the betterment of humanity.  The Voice delivers a 

poignant statement about the technology in A Modern Utopia:   

were all our political and social and moral devices only as well contrived to 
their ends as a linotype machine, an antiseptic operating plant, or an electric 
tram-car, there need now at the present moment be no appreciable toil in the 
world, and only the smallest fraction of the pain, the fear, and the anxiety that 
now makes human life so doubtful in its value. (Modern Utopia 73)

  
In distinctly modern style, much of this work takes the form of direct expression 

from the narrative Voice, which serves as a peculiar amount of self-analysis.  Wells still 

includes a section detailing the ease of living which technology might allow humans. 

The Voice describes the dressing room in the space he is inhabiting in terms of the 

“electrically heated” water, soap dispensing “store machine,” and towels “given you by 

machines” to emphasize the convenience of such items (74-75).  He reflects that 

technology needn't carry the stigma it has been given in 'current' times by such authors as 
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Morris, for “we live in an atmosphere of snatch and uncertainty, and do everything in an 

underbred strenuous manner.  This is the misfortune of machinery, and not its fault” (79). 

It is the responsibility of humans, he implies, to curb this misfortune and not fear it.  The 

Voice furthers this point:

If we smashed and buried every machine, every furnace, every factory in the 
world, and without any further change set ourselves to home industry, hand 
labour, spade husbandry, sheep-folding and pig minding, we should still do 
things in the same haste, and achieve nothing but dirtiness, inconvenience, 
bad air, and other gaunt and gawky reflections of our intellectual and moral 
disorder. (79)

The reciprocity between social and technological benefit is a key element in this 

expression, as society may benefit from scientific advancement so long as it is being used 

responsibly.  The link between the utility of technology and its social context isn't new -it 

shows up in Gulliver's Travels and News from Nowhere (not to mention future works) 

-but is expressed in a progressive tone instead of a precautionary one.  

It would be impossible to create technology which might elude being made 

commodity, as a certain amount of labor is necessary to produce all material goods; 

however, if technology is employed to increase the use-value of everyday items and limit 

the labor invested in creating such items, the toil of the average human life might be 

reduced as the Voice suggests.  This aligns with Marxist theory which hopes to give the 

means of production to the people.  One cannot simply wish technology away; that would 

essentially mean giving up the means of technology to the opportunist instead of the 

thoughtful theorist.

Money is still a crucial component of this Utopia, gold coins the currency.  The 

narrator explains the need for monetary exchange because “It is the reconciliation of 
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human interdependence with liberty.  What other device will give a man so great a 

freedom with so strong an inducement to effort?” (55).  The Voice balks at the notion of 

shared possession and especially at Marx and Morris' views on currency and capitalism 

explained in the previous section.  Wells believed that money can't really detract from a 

society where all of the conditions for sustaining life are well-met unless one is dealing 

with “exceptionally weak or self indulgent persons” (194).  Such individuals will always 

exist but in this case exchange-value is incapable of superseding use-value because of the 

abundance of necessities afforded by technology.  Of course individuals may hoard these 

commodities, but A Modern Utopia has the added safeguard against the fetishism of 

commodity motivating oppressive action by awarding positions of power only to a small 

class of volunteer intellectuals who “control the State and the wealth of the State” (194). 

The altruistic intentions of these “Samurai” are insured by the severe restriction of their 

social freedom to the ends that even should they fake their motivation, they would not be 

able to gorge on or hoard this wealth (194).  This is a reflection on previous Utopias such 

as Bacon's New Atlantis where the secrecy surrounding the House of Salomon opens the 

possibility of frivolous enterprise.  Wells' Samurai are public models of self-sacrifice. 

Each member is “forbidden alcohol, drugs, smoking, betting, and usury, games, trade, 

servants” as well as expected to follow “a vow of Chastity” to ensure that they have no 

motivation to make anything but positive contributions to their society (195).  This is the 

closest expression of Marx's “bourgeoisie socialism” (where the bourgeoisie cease to 

exist because they exist solely for the benefit of the proletariat) that Utopian fiction will 

see, although it does not appear in a communist state (Marx and Engels 28). 

A Modern Utopia is an exemplary work in the consideration of the imperative of 
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dynamic change.  It chastises the fetishism of technological commodity in New Atlantis 

as Swift's Gulliver's Travels does.  At the same time it is a critical response to the 

reactionary precautions in News from Nowhere -insisting that “Morris and the outright 

Return-to-Nature Utopians” are engaged in a game of “bold make-believe”  which is 

helping nobody (Modern Utopia 72).  In doing this Wells reveals many of the inherent 

flaws of the Utopian genre, the idealism of which he views as “Static,” instead insisting 

on a “kinetic” or dynamic revival of Utopian theory (11).  In another work by Wells, 

Food of the Gods, the literary expression of these opinions is more keenly developed, 

(although it is much less dependent on the actual treatment of commodity) and a demand 

is made upon the Utopian genre: change or die.

Food of the Gods is one of H. G. Wells' least known works, but perfectly exemplifies 

his feelings about the direction which the Utopian genre must take in the face of great 

advances in science and technology.  The novel itself falls into a gray area which is 

neither Utopian nor Dystopian but a mix of the two; it is an anti-Utopia. Two scientists of 

the Royal Society, Bensington and Redwood, invent a chemical formula which stimulates 

physical growth in all living organisms.  The substance is named Herkaleophorbia IV but 

is affectionately referred to as the Food of the Gods.  As the novel progresses the 

physical growth caused by the food becomes a metaphor for progress in all forms -most 

specifically technological.  One character speaks of the attainment of physical largeness 

as growing “out of these shadows and darknesses, into greatness and the light!” (Food 

192-193). The imperative for change in this work is similar to that of A Modern Utopia, 

but insomuch as it is between genres, it supports the idea that the Utopian genre might 

not be the ultimate expression of Utopian concerns.
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     Primary trials with the substance are conducted on an experimental farm with the 

intention of raising abnormally large chickens.  The men go about their daily lives, 

entrusting the operation of the farm to an old couple whose ignorance of the food leads to 

contamination into the local vegetation and vermin.  The incautious treatment of this new 

technology is what leads to the first string of disasters, ranging from voracious creeper 

vines to giant killer wasps.  Mr. Skinner, the man tending the farm, balks at his employer, 

criticizing him for “Thinkth it'th that old food of hith” (recognizing the potential in the 

food) with “suppressed laughter,” justifying his lax attitude towards securing the food 

store (16-17).  Ignorant treatment of technology leading to folly is a recurring theme in 

Utopian fiction, but the scientists are able to temporarily defeat the reactionism of the 

general public with dynamite and elephant rifles aimed at the monsters.  It is important to 

note that the scientists understand the dangerous nature of the food, early on stating that 

“this Bigness is spreading in all sorts of ugly ways”(39).  The solution to arm against the 

monsters is proposed by Cossar, a civil engineer, who believes that public officials 

should be treated the same; “pity they can't shoot all these officials and get a new lot” 

(44).  He does however, see an opportunity to replace the monsters with progressive 

models, namely his own children, which he might have a chance at encouraging into a 

more positive role.

It is not until Redwood and several other individuals start giving the food to their 

children that the public realizes additional implications of the food.  People start to note 

that the children require undue attention and supplies because of their size, citing a 

“Criminal Appetite” as not “fair to the other parish children” and a public committee is 

founded to control the food (109, 101).  This is similar to Morris' adverse reaction to 
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technology, it requires too much tending to truly benefit society.  Cutting off the food, 

technology in this metaphor, is not an option however, as “once you've taken 

[Herkaleophorbia], it's poison unless you go on with it” (67).  This is representative of 

the idea that technology cannot be wished away.  It must be actively cultivated and 

controlled to influence its positive outcome.  

Redwood and Cossar, his civil engineer friend, take care that their giant children are 

given every opportunity to expand their minds, and subsequently they turn out to be very 

intelligent even in youth, building giant windmills and a giant motorized bicycle “capable 

of two hundred and fifty miles an hour,” although it is useless because there exist no 

roads large enough on which to ride it (131).  The giant children also try their hand at 

civic ingenuity, designing self-sufficient planned communities for the average-sized 

people, but are disallowed to build by “Agitated multitudes” who cite “Local Building 

Regulations” and the interests of water and electric companies as definitive barriers to 

their endeavor  (133).  One giant child, though, is condemned to a chalk mine because the 

small town in which he lives is incapable of caring for him.  He eventually travels to 

London where he goes on a rampage and is killed, representing a precaution to ignoring 

technology -a sentiment which is expressed in latin on his over-sized tombstone “Ut in  

principio, nunc est et semper,” translated directly as 'therefore in principle, it is now 

forever' but more contextually 'then theory, now reality' (121).  This event helps spur a 

government reaction to take the remaining giants into custody and upon the giants refusal 

to submit, a war begins between the giants and the average sized people they call 

pygmies.  The work comes to a dramatic conclusion when the giants reveal their plan to 

bombard the entire planet with artillery shells containing the chemical, so that all who 
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survive the attack will also be giants.  The extended metaphor of giantism is completed 

on the note that those who refuse to acknowledge the place of technology in society will 

be left behind in a world of 'giants.'  

While this work expresses the Utopian sentiment of perfection of the human 

condition, it does so at the expense of millions of innocent pygmies.  The Dystopian 

properties of this work are present as technology is simultaneously oppressive to the 

majority of the inhabitants of the world.  However Food of the Gods is, for this reason, a 

foundational Dystopian work.  There is no definitive first Dystopia because the two 

genres bleed so much into each other, but this novel is an excellent example of the 

insistence of applied progressivism, altering the Utopian genre in the direction of 

Dystopia.        
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Chapter III: The Acceptance of Technology as a Certainty

The third chapter is a discussion of three Dystopian works, 1984 (George Orwell), 

“Burning Chrome” and Neuromancer (William Gibson), in which technology is not only 

capable of changing a society, it is incapable of not changing a society.  Orwell proposes 

a future dominated by machination with no ability to break free from the spectacle it has 

produced.  In Gibson's future, technology has the ability to destroy and produce good, 

with an emphasis on human agency attached to the outcome.  The idea is that the 

fetishism of technological commodity fulfills a social interaction itself, and that the state 

of technology not only reflects the state of society, it is the state of society.

George Orwell – 1984 (1949)

(an urgent precaution against the potential misuse of oblique technology)

George Orwell's 1984 is one of the most popular Dystopias to date, not necessarily 

because of literary merit but because of the uncanny resemblance of its dark predictions 

to reality.  Previous Utopian fiction and the pseudo-Dystopian work of H. G. Wells often 

focus on the positive use or the potential misuse of technology, but 1984 stands apart 

because of its intentional use of technology to negative ends.  That is to say, this work 

focuses on the fetishism of commodity differently than previous works, rather as Guy 

Debord describes in the Society of the Spectacle than as a Marxist expression (as in News 

from Nowhere).  In 1984, the mass production and availability of commodity has 

supplanted the idea of commodity simply taking on value (aside from its utility) with the 

idea that the relationships between people start to seem like the relationship between 

images.  In other words, the circulation of commodity replaces interpersonal relationships 
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with constructed values.

Although this work is often interpreted as a reaction against Socialism, this socio-

political interjection is not useful to this study which is focusing on how technology is 

changing.  Additionally Orwell explicitly states that 1984 “is NOT intended as an attack 

on Socialism . . . but as a show-up of the perversions” of totalitarianism (Collected 

Essays 546).  The focus of this section will be representations of those perversions, 

considered as parts of Debord's theory of the spectacle.  

As technology is the major functional commodity in 1984, its use in the observation 

and control of humans becomes more pronounced in society than human interaction. 

This casts a dark overtone on the presence of technological commodity which insists on 

considering the future, but neither in the positive sense of Wells and Bacon nor in the 

precautionary sense of Swift.  In this manner 1984 may be considered the Dystopian 

counterpart to Morris' Utopian reaction against technological commodity.  For Debord, 

commodity fetishism is the production of the spectacle, and this spectacle has the ability 

to claim undue social significance to the extent that “Everything that was directly lived 

[may be] now merely represented in the distance” (Debord 6).  The pervasive technology 

in 1984 constructs a Dystopian model in which technology is keenly developed to 

oppressive ends, demanding that humanity seriously consider which relational images 

they allow to become attached to their commodities, as well as whether they should even 

let this spectacle continue.  

1984 is the story of the intellectual Winston Smith, a member of the 'outer party' 

(middle class) of the 'future' expansive territory of Oceania.  His job is essentially the 

reconstruction of historical documents and the erasure of records surrounding the 
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existence of individuals removed from the state.  Throughout every moment of the day 

Smith is under surveillance, like every member of the inner (upper class) and outer 

parties by way of “large oblong metal plaque[s] like a dulled mirror” mounted on the 

walls of rooms and public places called telescreens (Orwell 89).  This piece of 

technology allows for individuals to be seen by their observers as well as to see whatever 

their observers wish them to see.  Telescreens can “be dimmed, but there was no way of 

shutting it off completely” providing background news, information, party propaganda 

and “strident military music”at all times (90).  The function of the screens in the novel is 

to emphasize the pervasive nature of technology in this Dystopia, to the point where it 

cannot be escaped.  A commodity themselves, telescreens demonstrate part of Debord's 

theory of the spectacle, where in lieu of direct human observation, people are organized 

into manageable images whose connection is not with the person on the other side but 

with the screen itself (whereby images and sounds are selected for the observed.)  In this 

case the “real world [really] is [being] transformed into mere images, mere images [that] 

become real beings -dynamic figments that provide the direct motivations for a hypnotic 

behavior” (Debord 8).  

At Winston's work, assignments are given to him via “small cylinders of paper” 

which are “flopped out of the pneumatic tube on the right-hand side of his desk” (Orwell 

122).  Not knowing where or from whom the assignments come, he processes the orders 

and feeds the information he disposes of into “memory holes,” which “existed in 

thousands or tens of thousands throughout the building” and which lead to an incinerator. 

In most contexts, technology represents the organization and accumulation of 

knowledge.  In this work, technology takes on the role of the destruction of knowledge, 
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leaving only the images provided by the state.  In keeping with Debord's theory on the 

development of commodity fetishism, supplanting real interactions with constructed 

images is thoroughly achieved with these several pieces of processing technology.  This 

machine achieves the “loss of quality” Debord describes, “that is so evident at every level 

of spectacular language . . . [which] stems from the basic nature of a production system 

which shuns reality” through the systematic destruction of unwelcome truth (Debord 11). 

Despite the dubious employment of the advanced materials, they do in fact increase the 

efficiency of their intended purpose, exemplifying the fear that products of scientific 

research can very easily be applied to negative means.  In this manner, 1984 is advancing 

the consideration of technological damage from previous Utopian works and increasing 

the imperative nature of the Dystopian genre.  As technology increases the speed with 

which the results of processes are achieved, so must opposition from the literary world 

more vehemently insist upon its claims.  Orwell employs the dark projections of a 

Dystopian future to oppose the technological trend instead of proposing an alternative or 

unlikely future. 

Another feature of Oceania is the way literature is constructed.  Popular fiction is 

produced “by a special kind of kaleidoscope known as the versificator” which produces 

Pornosec, or the basest of entertainment such as “rubbishly newspapers containing 

almost nothing except sport, crime, astrology, sensational five-cent novelettes, films 

oozing with sex, and sentimental songs which were composed entirely by mechanical 

means” (Orwell 127).  The versificator is not only an attack on the minds of those who 

indulge in its product, but the medium by which this Dystopia is presented.  There is no 

author, only editors, removing the slightest element of the transferral of human thought 
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or desire from the entertainment.  Debord explains the value in art is that “When art 

becomes independent and paints its world in dazzling colors, a moment of life has grown 

old.  Such a moment cannot be rejuvinated by dazzling colors” as the versificator spins 

its kaleidoscope (Debord 49).  The product of any such process is merely a component of 

the spectacle, not art.     

Sex is also regulated by technology, the preferred method of childbearing being the 

result of a process called “artsem” or artificial insemination, and the resultant children 

are “brought up in public institutions” (Orwell 148).  Artsem represents the denial of both 

sexual relations between individuals and the raising of children in any manner which 

might allow parental influence.  These distinctly human interactions are once again 

replaced by the spectacle, made possible through the fetishism of the commodities in 

1984.  Speaking specifically of the family unit, Debord claims that “dissatisfaction itself 

becomes a commodity as soon as the economy of abundance develops to the capacity to 

process that particular raw material” (Debord 16).  In other words, processing the idea of 

raising humans into such a mechanical action rips part of the meaning from human 

existence.  The fetishism occurring here is the replacement of the direct human 

interaction of insemination, childbirth and child rearing with a literally mechanical 

process (images) meant to incorporate children more effectively into the mechanical 

society of Oceania.   The suggestion which Orwell conveys through this process is that 

humans should be outraged, and thus be cautious of the intent behind the spectacle of 

proposed future models.           

What is perplexing about the treatment of commodity in this novel is that despite all 

of the technological commodity which seems to exist, the most basic commodities are 
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mostly unavailable to all but 2% of the population (the inner party).  Winston observes 

that: 

In any time that he could accurately remember, there had never been quite 
enough to eat, one had never had socks or underclothes that were not full of 
holes, furniture had always been battered and rickety, rooms underheated, 
tube trains crowded, houses falling to pieces, bread dark-colored, tea a rarity, 
coffee filthy-tasting, cigarettes insufficient (Orwell 142-143).

When juxtaposed with a later observation by Smith, the purpose of this scarcity is 

revealed:

Day and night the telescreens bruised your ears with statistics proving that 
people today had more food, more clothes, better houses, better recreations 
-that they lived longer, worked shorter hours, were bigger, healthier, stronger, 
happier, more intelligent, better educated, than the people of fifty years ago.  
Not a word of it could ever be proved or disproved (156-157). 

Technology does not serve the majority of the people in Oceania, it serves the spectacle. 

This devotion to the images of prosperity serves to keep people complacent and largely 

unaware of the lack of proper use commodities; for if people were not struggling to make 

do, they might notice that they contribute to their own misery on a daily basis.  The 

cyclical nature of the constructed social interactions occurring in this juxtaposition 

illuminates Orwell's hope that humanity will never reach the point where such 

accelerating technology will be employed for purposes other than the social well-being of 

the humans it proposes to serve.  This is not a 'down the road' type scenario insomuch as 

it is a view of the future to be immediately considered, because as Orwell demonstrates, 

once knowledge of the past is actively pursued and destroyed, there is no basis for 

claiming that there are improvements to be made, and the spectacle is all that remains.

The last technological addition to this Dystopian model is the machine used in 
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brainwashing Winston Smith.  The brainwashing is a dramatic representation of the same 

idea that Debord refers to as the “state of unconscious” that the spectacle puts people into 

“as they pass through practical changes in their conditions of existence” (Debord 9).  As 

the result of forbidden romantic relations with a coworker from a different department, 

Winston is strapped down and inflicted with “a wave of pain” giving him the feeling that 

“mortal injury was being done to him” with the slight twist of a knob (Orwell 321).  The 

only description he can give of the machine is “a dial with a lever on top” operated by a 

man who seems to have befriended him earlier in the novel (321).  Besides torture, the 

purpose of this machine is to ensure that individuals who appear to be having social 

interactions outside of the boundaries of the spectacle are corrected, this is the practical 

change to which Debord refers.  Smith is asked a series of questions about the state of 

Oceania.  When he answers against the party propaganda he is inflicted with pain; when 

he agrees with such obvious fallacies as “TWO AND TWO MAKE FIVE” he is released 

from the machine, with the promise that he will be shot in the head (351).  The end of the 

novel is Smith's perception that he has indeed been shot in the head, but because his 

ability to relate to his surroundings has been reconstructed it is unclear whether “The 

long-hoped-for bullet . . . entering his brain” is real or not (370).  Regardless, the 

Winston Smith from the beginning of the novel is dead, robbed of his ability to perceive 

real human interaction.  If he lives, the only social interaction he might ever have is 

completely mediated by the spectacle; he has experience an “affirmation of appearances” 

as well as a “negation of life” (Debord 7).  The inducement of horrific pain by this piece 

of technological commodity paired with the scientific process of operant conditioning is 

designed to impart a fear of technology to the reader as it induces fear of the truth from 
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Smith.  

The telescreen, the versificator, artsem and the torture device are all items which 

induce the spectacle of commodity as proposed by Debord.  This Dystopia is a successful 

example of a sense of mistrust of technology.  The severity of this mistrust forces the 

reader to reflect on not only the negative impact of the spectacle, but also the need for 

change in the treatment of tech-commodity to prevent such an impact. 1984 achieves a 

greater sense of urgency than the Utopian works which predate it, due to the Dystopian 

convention of fear, instead of the chiefly Utopian convention of hope.  The message is 

not that technology may some day be capable of changing society such as in New 

Atlantis or Gulliver's Travels; in 1984 the message is that technology is already advanced 

enough that its improper application as a commodity in society will damage or replace 

human relationships and activity.           

William Gibson – “Burning Chrome” (1982) and Neuromancer (1984)

(the technological inducement of ideal states in an unideal world)

William Gibson's short story “Burning Chrome” and his novel Neuromancer are 

incredibly useful works to include in this study because of the extent to which they deal 

with postmodern theories of commodity fetishism, particularly those of Jean Baudrillard. 

In these works, technological commodity is made into fetish distinct from the rest of the 

works in this study.  Cyberpunk, a sub-genre of Dystopian fiction, deals almost 

exclusively with the commodification of technology in a manner which is keenly aware 

of its place at the end of a long line of Utopian and Dystopian works.  An article in Time 

magazine offers a definition of the Cyberpunk genre as “a way of looking at the world 
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that combines infatuation with high-tech tools and a disdain for conventional ways of 

using them” (Elmer-Dewitt).  The literary treatment of technology is so direct that at 

times, Gibson's characters are actually acting out the call for change (in the way 

technology is commodified) otherwise implied or called for in other works.  While these 

two works are not the end of Dystopia, they do represent the culmination of an increasing 

trend in the imperative nature of speculative fiction in this study.

Gibson is credited with popularizing a fair amount of cyberpunk terminology such as 

cyberspace and the matrix (virtual space created by networked computers in which many 

of Gibson's narratives partially take place).  Gibson explains that the "matrix is an 

abstract representation of the relationships between data systems.  Legitimate 

programmers jack into their employers' sector of the matrix and find themselves 

surrounded by bright geometries representing the corporate data" (Chrome 180-181).  He 

describes cyberspace as "a consensual hallucination experienced daily by billions" 

(Neuromancer 51).   What is most interesting about this Dystopia is the life which 

technology has made for itself.  In this reality there exist both physical and non-physical 

worlds which interact outside of the control of any government.  While corporations can 

affect the lives of people in the corporeal sense, they have limited influence over the 

world of information existing between the machines.

Most of Gibson's works physically take place in the near future in a place called the 

Sprawl, the future maturation of Urban Sprawl,  although some take place in one of 

several third-world cities left to ruin outside the Sprawl, such as Night City.  There is a 

clear class system in this world, the ruling class producing and controlling technology, 

the middle class consuming and utilizing said technology, and the lower class using 
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outdated versions of similar technology to make ends meet and occasionally exploit the 

other two classes.  This system is reminiscent of totalitarian states in its means of 

population control.  The middle class however, is the largest, indulging in technological 

variations of sex, drugs and vacuous social interactions.  The lower class is forced into 

the few remaining slums of the world, self-regulated by crime, hard drugs and sex (often 

prostitution).  One major feature of this lower class is its use of technology.  Using 

computers, characters from the lower class can strike it rich or thwart the upper class's 

constriction of technology.

“Burning Chrome” is a short narrative published two years before Neuromancer and 

establishes the identity of the hacker 'cowboy' who 'rustles data' in cyberspace as a means 

of making money.  This character uses specialty software to steal sensitive and protected 

information for third parties.  In “Burning Chrome” this character is Bobby Quine and in 

Neuromancer, Case.  Often the reluctant protagonist, these characters explore the 

application of technological commodity in as direct a metaphor as possible.  The 

cyberpunk genre is often typified as having been 

built around the process of metaphor.  Cyberspace itself is not real space, but 
a notional space, a metaphorical space. In Gibson's novel it is described in 
literal, visual terms, although the narrative repeats several times that it is not a 
literal or visual space, but rather a 'nonspace' (Roberts 172).  

Gibson is both acknowledged and criticized for this 

small-minded literalism about [his] cyberspace: a programme designed to 
protect information appears as a shark, scattering signs of ill omen around it.  
But what this space does is to articulate the action of metaphor: this defensive 
programme will not only 'bite' you like an angry shark, it actually is an angry 
shark, at least in the world it inhabits (172).  

Regardless of tact, it is an effective technique. 
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In Burning Chrome the central tech-development is information technology.  As 

Gibson notes, “the street finds its own uses for things” to develop the utilization of 

commodity in his Dystopian model (Chrome 199).  Characters in the Sprawl demonstrate 

Jean Baudrillard's model of postmodern commodity fetishism most directly.  The idea is 

that humans adopt commodity in its various forms to absorb the values which the 

commodity has accumulated into their own identity.  In Gibson's Dystopia, characters 

don't just absorb the identity, they actually absorb the commodity, physically solidifying 

the commodity as part of themselves.  One example is the use of cybernetic implants. 

Bobby Quine's love interest, Rikki Wildside, is obsessed with obtaining cybernetic eyes, 

“blue Zeiss Ikons . . . Brand of the stars.  Very expensive” (195).  It was “her ambition, to 

be in simstim” which are essentially interactive movies featuring the rich and privileged 

whose job it is to drive demand for such implants, to assign them exchange and cultural 

value (195).  

The issue with Rikki, though, is that her desire to incorporate this particular commodity 

into her identity is so strong that in order to afford it, she turns herself into a commodity in 

the process.  The House of Blue Lights is a tech-enhanced brothel, where the opposite effect 

of simstim is achieved.  The technology employed at this business serves to temporarily 

eliminate the conscious part of a woman's brain for the purposes of sex, turning her into what 

Gibson later refers to in Neuromancer as a “meat puppet” (147).  The simstim stars assign 

value to certain commodities and in order to gain that value, Rikki moonlights at the House 

of Blue Lights, actually turning herself into a commodity.  This is the postmodern nature of 

commodity fetishism Baudrillard is trying to express -a cycle where commodity co-defines 

other commodity, and any identity that is added to a person is in turn only a reflection of that 
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commodity, not a real thing.  'Real' or direct values formerly associated with humans are 

replaced with the signs that commodity has become, detached from physical existence (and 

use-value) and reliant on a self-defining social relationship.  

Bobby's resolution towards this cycle of commodity fetishism is different.  Instead of 

turning himself into a commodity he leans on pieces of illegal technology, pushing them 

through the matrix in order that he might not be personally caught in commodification.  This 

is what is meant by the street finding its own use for things.  For only a few credits Bobby's 

friend and partner, Automatic Jack, obtains a “mimetic weapon” from a tech pawn shop that 

employs “cybernetic virus analogs, self-replicating and voracious” which he uses to target 

the richest criminal he knows of, Chrome (179, 186).  The idea is to use this tech-commodity 

weapon to invade the “ICE, Intrusion Countermeasures Electronics” of Chrome's digital 

empire and to steal all of the credits which exist in or are passing through her system (180). 

Although in this process Bobby is lending part of himself to the weapon to control it, he is in 

the position of control unlike Rikki's engagement with commodity, and he has substantially 

more exchange-value to gain.  He becomes rich beyond any conceivable purpose, destroying 

Chrome's underworld empire, essentially dipping into the realm of commodity fetishism just 

long enough to leave with all the exchange-value he can take with him.  Bobby leaves the 

material structure which has aided in the production of this exchange-value but, as 

Baudrillard points out, at this point in commodification the relationship between the material 

and value is only suggested, and the “illusion of personal distinctiveness [is all that] 

remains” (Baudrillard 165).  In this case though, he does not adopt the value of the 

commodity; the commodity briefly lends its functionality within the realm of fetish, offering 

a solution (“the return to pure utility”) to Baudrillard's seemingly inescapable cycle where 
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one “succeeds in manifesting himself only as an object of economic demand” (159, 165). 

Bobby does not personalize the commodity, his ingenuity allows him to use it to unexpected 

ends.     

Neuromancer expands upon the characters and ideas in Burning Chrome.  Case, the 

novel's protagonist, is engaged in the same business as Bobby, but with one exception. 

Case has had his nerves burned out in a botched thievery attempt so that he might never 

connect to the matrix again.  He is the model of the Cowboy who doesn't break the cycle. 

A mysterious 'razor girl'  or technologically enhanced assassin named Molly Millions, 

offers him work from an even more mysterious figure, Armitage.  The offer is to rebuild 

his nerves and make him exceedingly rich if he agrees to become a commodity in another 

high-tech burglary from one of the largest corporations from the world, Tessier-Ashpool. 

Having nothing to lose but his addiction to a handful of drugs, mainly amphetamines 

which remind Case of 'jacking in' to the matrix, he agrees and hopes to leave behind “the 

prison of his flesh” (6).  This prison reflects the state of the individual with regards to 

commodity in this future Dystopia.  In the event that the cyber-Cowboy does not 

successfully use commodity fetishism to his advantage, he is trapped in the system of 

signs which Baudrillard identifies.        

Case runs into the pure commodification of a human who has been dead for some 

time.  The individual, Flatline, is a hacker who died shortly after backing up his 

personality on a piece of elusive technology called a “ROM personality matrix” 

(Neuromancer 79).  Flatline no longer has a physical body, existing only in his 

relationship with tech-commodity, and is in uncertain terms, a ghost, who points Case 

towards a figure named Wintermute.  Case cannot find this individual but Wintermute 
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finds him “at the end of a rank of pay phones” outside his hotel, in such an uncannily 

omniscient manner that Case hangs up the phone and walks down the hall as “Each 

[phone] rang in turn, but only once, as he passed” (98).

Wintermute later appears giving Molly directions during a tech-heist through her 

cybernetic eye implants, suggesting an ability to manipulate tech-commodity in an 

inhuman fashion.  Case figures out that Wintermute is a form of artificial intelligence 

created by the Tessier-Ashpool Corporation, similar to the personality ROM of Flatline 

but without being modeled after real person.  This is Baudrillard's notion of commodity 

fetishism to a tee, whereby “at last objects come to have a status just as ephemeral as that 

of words or images” (Baudrillard 167).  While Flatline is a simulation of a real person, 

Wintermute is a simulation of that type of simulation, a simulacrum.  What's more, the 

Turing Police, or the global organization against the creation of artificial intelligence, has 

sent another A.I. after Wintermute, by the name of Neuromancer.  Neuromancer pulls 

Case from the matrix as Wintermute had, informing Case of his intentions to defeat 

Wintermute but because he is only capable of manipulating data, the manipulation of 

physical commodity (another tech-heist) is up to Case, Molly and their crew.  “But the 

choice is yours” Neuromancer informs Case (244).  Here Neuromancer is explaining that 

human agency is the key to manipulating the signs of commodity, in a sense controlling 

the fetishism of commodity which is otherwise only indirectly affected.   

Case walks away from Neuromancer and the crew steals another piece of technology 

from the Tessier-Ashpool Corp. which gives him the ability to break down the ICE 

between the two artificial intelligences (255).  Instead of destroying one another, the two 

combine into a single A.I., with the “hive mind” of Wintermute and the “personality” of 



55 

Neuromancer, capable of erasing all traces of its existence from the Turing Police (269). 

This form of A.I. is thus free from being commodified, reproducing all of the sentience 

and more of a real human, although it is achieved through the direct manipulation of, not 

participation in, commodity fetishism.  Like Bobby Quine, Case takes advantage of the 

use of commodity apart from its intended purpose to manipulate the system of 

commodity, breaking down the barrier between the simulated and the real.  

As in “Burning Chrome,” the cycle of commodification is broken, but in this event it 

is exceeded and smashed to pieces.  The commodity in simulacrae is, contrary to what 

Baudrillard believes is possible, more real than the original copy, humanity (although it is 

significantly less physical.)  With an intelligence far surpassing human understanding, 

the resultant consciousness informs Case that “There are others.  I found one already. 

Series of transmissions recorded over the period of eight years, in the nineteen seventies” 

from the “Centauri System” (270).  Although this defeats the nihilism explicit in 

Baudrillard's theory, it is also maintained as the inception of this A.I. which does not 

even affect humanity.  Within humanity, life continues as normal, Case spends the 

majority of his earnings “on a new pancreas and liver,” so that he might continue his drug 

habits, and goes to find more work as a data rustler (270).  The cycle of commodification 

is preserved in the rest of the world, but it is the well-formed call for change (present as 

human agency thoughtfully invested in the unintentional utility of commodity) of this 

text that allows for the theoretical construction of an existence outside the cycle.  

Achieving a representation of life apart from concern with commodity was one of the 

original purposes of More's Utopia and a constant concern throughout the genre.  The 

solidification of this idea owes everything to the maturation of the concept of 
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technologically enhanced commodity, which has invited the idea that its intentional 

misuse might give rise to unforeseen trends in fetishism.  This Dystopia is an attempt to 

create an ideal state in the presence of post-modern imperfection.  Gibson's cyberspace is 

an interesting play on both the Utopian and Dystopian genres; it is figurative space which 

exists literally, expressing the Utopian etymological aim of a good, non-space.  It exists 

within a bad place, the Dystopian Sprawl, and technological commodities functions as a 

bridge between the two.  The notion of advanced technology in Neuromancer and 

“Burning Chrome” allows these works to return to the idea of Utopia as thought 

experiment, as opposed to Orwell's ultimately oppressive technocracy or Morris' 

reactionary News from Nowhere.  After becoming an object of Utopian interest as well as 

contention, technology provides Utopian progress within the Dystopian genre in Gibson's 

works.    
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Conclusion

Since the beginning of Utopian fiction, the genre has been aware of the various roles 

of technology in ideal states.  The rise of scientific study during the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries placed a greater importance on the idea that technology, as a 

commodity, fulfills parts of social relationships as well as describing their success or 

failure.  This notion allows technological commodity to have an affective relationship 

with reality which cannot be ignored.  Authors since More have used the concept of tech-

commodity and the fetishism of commodity (in Marxist, Modern and Postmodern senses 

of the term) to explain how society might benefit or fall in this social system.  

Thomas More saw technology as a sign of a healthy society in Utopia.  Francis 

Bacon's New Atlantis suggests that the advance and fetishism of commodity is capable of 

providing a new horizon to the ideal state, where technology is the mechanism of change 

on the road to ideal states.  Jonathan Swift's “A Voyage to Laputa” makes light of the 

concept that technology might effect change in a society where the other preconditions 

for progress are ignored because of commodity fetishism.  

William Morris' News from Nowhere proposes that technology and (in a broader 

sense as in Utopia) commodity fetishism are not only unnecessary for positive change, 

but is also detrimental to any society.  H. G. Wells reintroduces the idea that society 

might be modeled after technological progress to achieve an ideal state.  A Modern 

Utopia is an example of the notion that technology, if given adequate social checks and 

balances, might exist simply to make life easier in an otherwise well-constructed state. 

Food of the Gods is an example of the disastrous ramifications of ignoring the role of 

technological commodity, namely the inability to institute any sense of regulation. 
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George Orwell saw this trend towards precautionary Utopian models and employed the 

antithetical Dystopian model fearfully to create a whole society where technological 

commodity and industrialization subsume the role of social interaction.  

1984 is perhaps the gravest prediction of technological commodity fetishism in this 

study because it is grounded in a fear of the real potential of technology.  William 

Gibson's “Burning Chrome” and Neuromancer exist as the Dystopian realization that 

technology has already become an oblique part of society and is here to stay, attempting 

to negate the reversion to technology present in Gulliver's Travels, News from Nowhere 

and 1984.  Gibson's work demonstrates the feasible production of ideal states, not only in 

spite of the overwhelming presence of technology, but directly because of it.  

The treatment of technology as a commodity in these works makes it possible to 

understand the shift which has occurred within Utopia.  Whereas Utopia was once 

concerned with unattainable states of perfection, the need for change exemplified through 

commodity fetishism produced different concerns within the genre -the idea that kinetic, 

not static ideal states, are more capable of benefiting real society.  That is to say, 

idealistic perfect states are wonderful thought experiments, but terribly applied. 

Dystopian fiction however, insists that its model never be applied, suggesting the future 

consideration of the points to which society might fall so that it might benefit from 

technology instead of feeling its potential for misuse.  In this light it is clear that the co-

development of technology as a commodity and Utopian literature served as a catalyst for 

the notion of change within the genre, and the subsequent creation of its futurist sub-

genre, Dystopia.                
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