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Abstract
The aim of this study is to investigate the avatars of the authoritarian city in a few recent dystopian films. Our aim is 

also to interpret the return of the city boundaries, of a highly segregated cityscape, as opposed to the boundless virtual 
city, in a few recent movies: District 9 (2009), Repo Men (2010), Adjustment Bureau (2011), In Time (2011), Elysium 
(2013), and Divergent (2014). These films tend to center on divisions and on the dialectic between the dystopian city 
and the post-apocalyptic abandoned city/zone. They are also very significant for the dystopian turn that the mainstream 
movies have taken after the economic crisis (2008).
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Urban space has always been defi ned 
by its boundaries, its quarters and segre-
gation forces. These divisions are either 
internal, inside the polis (class, race, eth-
nicity, lifestyle, professional etc.) or exter-
nal (city and the outer world, the space 
beyond the city walls, usually defi ned 
as nature). This dichotomy has proven 
to be extremely inspirational for the dys-
topias of twentieth century (Zamiatyn’s 
We, Huxley’s Brave New World, Orwell’s 
Nineteen Eighty-Four), and it has been 
well documented in utopian studies ever 
since. What is really intriguing here is 
that the theoretical approaches of the late 
1990s usually come to the conclusion that, 
after the collapse of communist regimes, 
the utopian imagination had withered 
away (Fortunati 2000: 435). What I want 
to prove here, referring to some popular, 
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box-offi  ce movies, is that, on the contrary, utopian imagination has pervaded not only 
canonic literature (Atwood, Houellebecq) but also popular novelists (Veronica Roth, 
Suzanne Collins) and many of the popular movie genres (action, thrillers, sci-fi , dra-
ma, romance), and they were all massively inspired by the segregation of the cityscape. 
The typical dichotomy between polis and nature is also radically reconsidered, in the 
sense that the main focus becomes the segregation of the polis (mainly due to the un-
equal distribution of authority/wealth and also as a blunt allegory for the economic 
relations in late capitalism).

The authoritarian city – a map of segregations

Since its origins, the idea of the city (or urbs) implied the separation of an orga-
nized space from the other areas of land. For John Rennie Short the city is “inherent-
ly authoritarian, sometimes totalitarian and occasionally fascistic”, and it can also be 
described as a system of boundaries and transgressions, surveillance and gestures, as 
a space of exclusion and a site of control (Short 2003). He distinguishes between two 
uses of power, one through direct coercion of the corporatist apparatus and the other 
through adherence to community standards, or, to put it diff erently, the acceptance of 
the social norms (Short 2003:20). All these fi lms that I have chosen as symptoms of the 
contemporary ideological imagination tend to focus especially on the latt er. District 9, 
Repo Men, Elysium, In Time, Hunger Games or Divergent are stating more or less explicit 
that we have benevolently embraced the norms and rules of the prevailing order and, 
before the citizens had time to notice the abuses, this order has become progressively 
totalitarian, permanently changing the rules of the game. 

The dystopian totalitarian city should be distinguished from the authoritarian city. 
As Hannah Arendt has argued in her writings, we should not confuse the authori-
tarian rule, which maintains a law that transgresses its own power and the totalitari-
an/tyrannical rule, ruling according to its own interests (Baehr 2000: 467). In “What is 
Authority”, Arendt distinguishes between three forms of limitation of individual free-
dom: in authoritarian regimes – the restriction of freedom, in tyrannies/dictatorships 
– the abolition of freedom and in totalitarian regimes – the total elimination of sponta-
neity itself, the elimination of the most elementary manifestations of human freedom 
(Baehr 2000: 466). The fi ctional worlds depicted in these fi lms fall into the third cate-
gory, a totalitarian city usually described as a space of surveillance and total authori-
ty over its inhabitants (especially thought control).

Edward W. Soja suggests that the urban life and the city appeared before the agrar-
ian society and, as in the case of Çatal Hüyük, its social organization was based upon 
egalitarian principles, weakly stratifi ed and nonpatriarchal (Soja 2003: 29). James 
Melaart has interpreted the archeological proofs from the same city as having most-
ly a matricentric organization, assigning the social power to women, a fact that has 
maintained its survival for a millennium and a peaceful existence (Soja 2003). This is 
counter to what the contemporary dystopian-action movies seem to imply, portray-
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ing the central source of authority as a middle-aged (usually blonde) woman. Elysium, 
Divergent, The Snowpiercer (2013) have all implied that the rapid unfolding of events 
that lead to the ultimate totalitarian rule was due to the malevolent machinations of 
a strong feminine character. Jeanine, Kate Winslet, the Erudite plans to eliminate hu-
man error and govern the city in Divergent. Elysium Secretary of Defence Delacourt 
makes a transaction with John Carlyle, the head of the biggest corporation, for a com-
puter program that will lead her to Presidency over the colony. Minister Mason in The 
Snowpiercer is responsible for the violent repression of the revolted survivors inhabit-
ing the tail of the train.

The dystopian turn in contemporary imagination

After the 9/11 events but mostly after the economic crisis of 2008, the American 
imagination has taken a dystopian turn in mainstream movies (blockbusters), com-
parable only with the dystopian trend of the science fi ction fi lms of the period lasting 
from 1965 to 1977. A certain convergence regarding the political message (an empha-
sized criticism towards the corporatist state/agents of power) was pervasive in science 
fi ction fi lms like THX1138 and political thrillers like The Conversation, transgressing 
genres (Langford 2003). During this era, both the science fi ction fi lms and the auteur 
fi lms were obsessed with the new technologies and its use for surveillance, its progres-
sive limitation of the individual freedom of thought and right for privacy. It is one of 
the ironical facts of the history of science fi ction fi lm that George Lucas directed both 
the bleakest dystopias of the era (THX1138) and the movie that will change the entire 
outlook of the genre (Star Wars changed the course of the science fi ction genre both 
thematically- ending the dystopian dominant and in terms of production). In the post-
2008 period we can fi nd the same convergence between genres regarding the sublim-
inal otherwise very blunt message, which displays the same harsh criticism towards 
the American way of life, the totalitarian impulses of its institutions, its medical in-
effi  ciency in treating its patients, especially those who suff er from severe depression 
(comedies like It’s Kind of a Funny Story, dramas – Side Eff ects), and the bitt er impos-
sibility to overcome the inequalities and biases of its social system. While the apoca-
lyptic imagination and its clichés has often been the object of parody recently (This is 
the End, 2013), the dystopian fears have rarely been deconstructed in comedies in the 
last fi ve years, and we can mention that the end of the dystopian trend of the seven-
ties was also brought about by Woody Allen’s Sleeper, a fi lm that leaves no dystopian 
clichés unturned and de-dramatized. Godard’s Alphaville can be placed halfway be-
tween the dystopian pedagogy/ criticism towards the totalitarian potential residing 
in the extensive use of technology (the central source of authority is a giant comput-
er) and Godard’s drive for postmodern parody, directed mainly towards the clichés 
of the genre: the unequivocal concordances between the dystopian city and real Paris; 
the fi nal confrontation between Lemmy Caution and the computer Alpha 60, quickly 
solved with a few gunshots that trigger the collapse of the entire system.
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Dissolving the city

The urban space can also be the site for the dialectic between opacity and transpar-
ency, a relation which has been explored in its implication in the work of Paul Virilio, 
especially in The Lost Dimension. City becomes a “critical”, heterogeneous space of ten-
sions between opaque and transparent surfaces, with the transformation of the bound-
ary surface into the interface:

In fact we are witnessing a paradoxical moment in which the opacity of building ma-
terials is reduced to zero. With the invention of the steel skeleton, curtain walls made of 
light and transparent materials, such as glass or plastics replace stone façades (Virilio 
1991:20). 

With the proliferation of television and computer screens, a new “technological 
space-time” is generated, which also determines the “overexposure”, an occultation 
between the ancient private versus public domains, a disappearance of material 
boundaries between them. This “secret transparency” is created by technology and 
has a cinematic essence: it implies the ubiquity of the camera, which becomes our “best 
inspector” (Virilio 1991: 15). The cinematic essence of the city (“movement-image”; 
space velocity) was once praised by Walter Benjamin in a very frequently quoted 
fragment, where the film/cinematic experience becomes a “metaphor for explosion”, a 
liberating experience, similar with the perception of the urban dweller in his encounter 
with the city and insisting on the perspective of the spectator: “with the close-up, space 
expands; with slow-motion, movement takes on new dimensions” (Benjamin 1973: 
227). Virilio reverses this logic of perception and emphasizes the intrusive essence 
of the visual images (although he does not develop his theory in this direction) and 
mostly two other implications: the fact that “the visual unconscious intensifies the 
instinctive unconscious” and the creation/projection of a new space, without volumes 
and perspectives, an “integral cinematism” – “the complete decomposition of reality” 
(Virilio 1991: 84). 

One strand of dystopian fi ction has extensively speculated on the intrusive essence 
of the visual images, especially under the infl uence of Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four 
(Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451 and Anthony Burgess’ Clockwork Orange), although 
their fi lm adaptations are not particularly noticeable in their vision on this iconopho-
bia (which is informs the universe depicted in George Lucas’ THX 11381).

The other strand is much more dependent on the strategies of science fi ction (”cog-
nitive estrangement”), and it is best illustrated by the works of Philip K Dick. His char-
acters are often faced with the sudden dissolution, stop-motion, confusion and recon-
struction of the urban space. Their perception of the city is either similar to daydream-
ing, although drug-induced (in The Three Stigmata of Palmer Eldritch, Leo Bulero is en-
trapped in Eldritch’s dream even when he seems to have returned to his familiar ur-
ban environment), or it resembles the cinematic interruptions and techniques.
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In the short story The Adjustment Team (1954), adapted in 2011 as The Adjustment 
Bureau, the protagonist, Ed Fletcher, experiences the dissolution of his familiar urban 
environment: instead of following his daily routine, he lingers on his cup of coff ee and 
this short delay is meant to change his orbit and off er an exit, a passage out of reali-
ty. Philip K. Dick’s description of Ed’s encounter with an impossible event bears the 
att ributes of a cinematic experience, at fi rst resembling a stop-motion/freeze frame: 

“He came to the corner and stopped for the light. On the other side of the street rose 
the big white concrete building, the towering column of steel and cement, girders and 
glass windows – the offi  ce building. Ed fl inched. Maybe he could say the elevator got 
stuck. Somewhere between the second and third fl oor. 

The street light changed. Nobody else was crossing. Ed crossed alone. He hopped up 
on the curb on the far side – And stopped, rigid. The sun had winked off . One moment 
it was beaming down. Then it was gone. Ed looked sharply up. Gray clouds swirled 
above him. Huge, formless clouds. Nothing more. An ominous, thick haze that made 
everything waver and dim. Uneasy chills plucked at him. What was it?

He advanced cautiously, feeling his way through the mist. Everything was silent. No 
sounds – not even the traffi  c sounds. Ed peered frantically around, trying to see through 
the rolling haze. No people. No cars. No sun. Nothing.” (Dick 1990: 50)

This fragment not only proves the brilliancy of Dick’s simple style in depicting 
what could be termed as the “impossible gaze”, but also the fact that movement (the 
Greek kinein – to move) and urban space are consubstantial, and any interruption in 
the continuous flow of visual stimuli could threaten the very existence of the city and 
allow a transgression (to gaze beyond its appearances). This also explains why in the 
subsequent fragment, the city literally disintegrates, becoming dust and particles: 

“A section of the building fell away. It rained down, a torrent of particles. Like sand. 
Ed gaped foolishly. A cascade of grey debris, spilling around his feet. And where he 
had touched the building, a jagged cavity yawned – an ugly pit marring the concrete.” 
(Dick 1990: 51)

The dissolution of urban architecture is a recurrent theme not only in Dick’s prose, 
but also in Virilio’s works and many other writers of the 1940-50s like Orwell (the 
fictional London of Nineteen Eighty-Four is a disintegrating city, caught in an endless 
bombing). It also points to the postwar imagination, marked by the destruction of 
European cities, witnessing the end of the modern city. The mise-en-scène has become 
as fascinating as the main action and it triggers one of the most systematic attempts to 
break with the limitations of the studio era: the Italian neorealism (Roberto Rosselini’s 
war trilogy is particularly significant for the new role ascribed to the cityscape).

Philip K. Dick’s writings are also pervaded by the Cold war atmosphere of impend-
ing disaster, the imminent destruction of the world in the outbreak of a nuclear holo-
caust, or the permanent state of alert suspicion and paranoia. The ideological core of 
the short story is the dialogue between Ed Fletcher and the Old Man, one of the top-
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level administrators who explains why they have made such radical adjustments to 
Ed Fletcher’s world, especially to his employer, Douglas (head of the “Douglas and 
Blake. Real Estate)”, who was rejuvenated in order to set in motion an entire “chain 
of events”: the younger Douglas would not hesitate to purchase a whole are of unim-
proved forests in Canada, where certain anthropological remains will be discovered 
and scientists from all countries will come to investigate it, an international society will 
be created and this will wane the war tension, which is of course crucial for the surviv-
al of humanity (Dick 1990:54). 

The Adjustment team seems to possess ultimate power to alter reality, reverse the 
time, control and read the mind of every individual. In George Nolfi ’s adaptation, 
Thompson’s confrontation with David Norris (a congressman, not a real estate sales-
man) corresponds to the dialogue between the Old Man and Ed in Dick’s story, but 
the main focus is here the free will: Thomson tries to persuade David that humanity 
does not actually possess free will, only the appearance of it, and it needs assistance, 
otherwise the results are catastrophical (the horrors of twentieth century).The mov-
ie fails to render the dynamics of Philip Dick’s story between interconnectedness of 
unimportant events (such as Douglas and Ed’s lives) to the broader picture of world 
history and the necessity to change its course. Nolfi ’s movie replaces the cognitive es-
trangement of the original story with the predictability of romance, with a happy end-
ing and a few pieces of advice utt ered by the voice of Matt  Damon. What is signifi cant 
in the movie is the obsession with the agents (the obvious allusions to Homeland se-
curity), and their ability to move swiftly through the city, opening secret doors and 
using interactive surveillance maps, capable of tracking any citizen equipped with a 
phone, invading the private space of any urban dweller (Thomson watching the two 
lovers near their bed at night), reading their minds, anticipating their decisions and 
occasionally lobotomize the insurgents. The map appears in the original story as an 
object of fascination for Ed:

“The edges of the map fade off  in obscurity. He saw an infi nite web of detailed sec-
tions, a network of squares and ruled lines. Each square was marked. Some glowed with 
a blue light. The lights altered constantly” (Dick 1990:51).

The film insists on the transparency of the city (the secret doors that could be opened 
everywhere by the initiate) and on the relative opacity of some areas, for instance 
Downtown New York, where the agents are operating with difficulty because of the 
multiple underground layers of pipes. This particular area is facilitating the fulfillment 
of the romantic destiny, with the help of a stalker, who initiates David in the secret web 
of alternative maps of the city. By this time, the agents repeatedly failed to prevent the 
encounter between David and Elise, and in the end their perseverance proves to be the 
solution to overcome the system. In the original story the authority remains shrouded 
in ambiguity: the nature of its intentions, the source of its power, its highest leader 
etc. The movie tries to offer a reasonable explanation for every aspect, but ends up 
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submerged in contradictions: why was so important for the agents to prevent David 
from meeting Elise? – a question which also troubles the protagonist; why are the 
agents vulnerable near the water?; why are the hats so helpful when passing through 
the secret doors? etc.

Impossible Boundaries

The transgression of boundaries has always been a staple of the utopian genre, es-
pecially regarding the journey towards the utopian space, a narrative frame for an 
essential descriptive literary genre. The social system of the dystopian world was 
based on immutable diff erences between classes, integrated in a hierarchical system 
(Fortunati 2000), which should not be confused with the totalitarian system which, ac-
cording to Hannah Arendt, resembles the structure of an onion “in whose center, in a 
kind of empty space, the leader is located” (Arendt 2000: 465).

One of the most striking feature of the new paradigm regarding the representation 
of the urban space which became dominant after 1960 could have been, according to 
Paul Virilio, the fact that “the frontiers of the State pass to the interior of the cities” 
(Virilio, 1991). The city that illustrates this assertion in the last century was Berlin af-
ter the Allied victory in 1945 and its segregation into sectors, and then, the building of 
the Wall (a political and consequently, an economic boundary).

The examples that I have chosen are extremely relevant because they reinstate the 
traditional utopian divisions between factions and mirror the contemporary social or-
der, more divided than ever and torn by internal struggles and economic discrepan-
cies. At the beginning of Divergent it may seem that we have entered the realms of 
the perfect utopian system, based on equality between its factions: the city is divided 
(and later disputed by) between Abnegation, Candor, Erudite, Amity and Dauntless. 
As it is usually the case with utopian projects, the very utopian premise contains its 
darker dystopian opposite, that will eventually perpetuate the error and overthrow 
the entire order, and this is summarized in the phrase “faction before blood”: once the 
young apprentices have been tested and selected a faction, their choice is immutable, 
they cannot return to their families, even if they fail the series of tests imposed by the 
new faction they entered (and here the allusion to the American educational system 
is blatant). This detail is not revealed (for both the viewer/reader and the characters) 
until the choice of the protagonist has already become irreversible: Beatrice, former a 
member of Abnegation, has chosen the more seductive and dynamic Dauntless, the 
guardians of the city, and also the core of the system, and, in other words, has made 
the worst decision possible. Her decision is the generating error/inciting incident that 
would trigger a whole chain of events and would reveal the entire system as a violent 
struggle for ultimate power.

In fact, along with the impossibility to reverse the decision comes the new rule: once 
the apprentice has failed his tests, he becomes factionless and cannot return to his fam-
ily. This is another boundary which, if it is crossed, it is powerful enough to place the 
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individual outside the social system, and therefore, outside the human condition (the 
factionless are shown as a subhuman, degraded individuals), but kept inside the fron-
tiers of the city. The camera plunges repeatedly into bird’s eye perspective over the 
great wall that surrounds the city, isolating it from the exterior, a no man’s land, a ter-
ra incognita about which none of the characters appear to know too much: one jokes 
about the monsters which must be kept away (monsters are the reasons why the walls 
are built, are the keepers of communities), the other mentions the “places that never 
recovered from the war”, a post-apocalyptic dangerous place, but also a land of free-
dom where Beatrice and Four will escape at the end of the fi lm/novel. The space out-
side the wall as the symbol of the unknown becomes the mise-en-scène for staging Tris’ 
worst phobias, made visible in the dream-tests: Tris has to face her worst fear, that of 
being thrown/abandoned outside the city walls and community, facing the “monsters” 
(the crows att acking her), encircled by fi re, and with no possibility to re-enter the city. 
Urban space becomes the principal means of control. 

Another impossible boundary is crossed by the central authority: at the end of 
the fi lm, the future Dauntless army is injected with a serum that not only manipu-
late them in att acking the defenseless members of Abnegation, but also off ers their 
brain maps to be included in a central surveillance map which allows Jeanine (cen-
tral authority) to gain a complete control over their minds. Jeanine creates an army of 
sleep-marching soldiers, an iconic return to one of the most obsessing themes of the 
German Expressionist fi lm (the famous image of marching workers at the beginning 
of Metropolis, the abilities of Dr. Mabuse to control the minds through hypnosis etc) 
and an instance of the city as a site for mass hypnosis/manipulation. The fi nal confron-
tation between Tris and Jeanine occurs in front of the gigantic electronic map of com-
plete surveillance, another emblematic image of the fi lm.

The radical polarization of the urban space

Contemporary dystopian narratives, whether cinematic or literary, tend to replace 
the amorphous, de-centered space of the metropolis with the radically polarized space 
of the dystopian city, re-investing it with a tension between its center and its periph-
ery. Cities are pulled apart according to race/color, ethnicity (Marcuse 2003), but it 
seems that the class and lifestyle diff erences are playing a more important role and are 
prone to become the subject of all types of media representations (Shapiro 2009), in-
cluding the box-offi  ce action movie, with underlying social themes, especially after the 
fi nancial crisis of 2008 (exploitation, class issues and diff erences). But the income and 
power are characteristics that cannot be overlooked in any division of the urban space 
(Marcuse 2003), with the voluntary concentration of the rich in wealthy areas, either 
vertically isolated in skyscrapers, connected by a web of downtown skywalks or hor-
izontally removed from the urban agglomeration in their suburban areas (or in gated 
communities). The “cities within the city” are in fact reduced to the chasm between 
the city of the rich, the “gentrifi ed city” and the informal, “abandoned city” (Marcuse 



81Mapping Impossible Boundaries

2003) of slums, of shanty houses, a post-apocalyptic landscape caused by unemploy-
ment, social confl icts, depression and informal economy or natural disasters (Haiti af-
ter the earthquake). 

The contemporary movies have recaptured this gap/contrast and exploited it into 
a trans-genre form, which uses both the strategies and clichés of the action or thriller 
and the pedagogical, sarcastic, even revolutionary message of dystopian-science fi c-
tion genre. Both nurture from the radical opposition between the gentrifi ed city and the 
abandoned city. The former is represented as having dystopian features: the enforce-
ment of law is for the direct benefi t of the few privileged, in order to prevent any ad-
justments or changes, and to naturalize the social and economic segregation with the 
other zone, of the masses of impoverished workers. 

The allegory of Andrew Niccol’s In Time is vividly expressed: the rich have tak-
en into possession time which has become the new currency and they can live forev-
er, as opposed to the majority, a “genetically engineered population programmed to 
stop ageing at 25 and to live one more year”, workers whose time has been complete-
ly transformed into work. The fi lm emphasizes the spatial exclusion and the unbridge-
able gap between the wealthiest zone (New Greenwich, fi lmed in Century City, Bel Air 
and Malibu, the commercial and wealthy areas of Los Angeles county) and the poor-
est (Dayton- fi lmed in Skid Row and Boyle Heights neighbourhoods) by placing them 
at the longest distance from one another, a barren road crossed by check points from 
twelve Time Zones, strictly watched by surveillance cameras and secured by the high-
est prices of admission. The geography depicted in the fi lm leaves the impression that, 
of the twelve time zones, only the fi rst and the last are inhabited areas, the rest exist 
only as boundaries to be crossed by the protagonist, the worker-hero. The Snowpiercer, 
the 2013 South-Korean dystopian fi lm, emphasizes a similar radical polarization be-
tween the elite upper-class inhabiting the front of the train in luxurious cars and the 
poor segregated at the other end, in slum-like agglomeration, plagued by diseases and 
extermination policies lead by the rulers.

In Time, Repo Men, District 9, Elysium, The Snowpiercer (2013) are action movies as 
well as sci-fi  dystopias, which are based on the same narrative patt ern: the protagonist 
is compelled by the injustices and social inequalities, by the violence resulting from the 
segregations (especially due to economic causes) to overcome the boundaries and fi nal-
ly reach the centre of the authoritarian power and destroy it, for the benefi t of the poor 
and the oppressed. In Andrew Niccol’s In Time, Will Salas (Justin Timberlake) assumes 
a new revolutionary role (re-distributing the time, breaking the system of inequalities) 
after he meets Henry Hamilton, a suicidal immortal member of the Greenwich elite, 
who not only off ers him the gift of a century, but also reveals the secret core of the sys-
tem: “for a few to be immortal many must die”, with the living costs artifi cially raised 
in order to maintain the segregation.

Maps are central to these fi lms: Andrew Niccol’s dystopia insists several times on 
the electronic map unfolded on a huge screen and accompanied by surveillance cam-
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eras helping the Timekeepers to maintain the boundaries between areas (Will Salas be-
comes the intruder and the error that will eventually collapse the entire system). The 
entire system of large corporations is held in control with the aid of the maps: the su-
preme authority cannot be located, becomes the network system itself which natural-
izes inequality and the abnormal state of aff airs. Philippe Weis, a representative of the 
elite, a time-loaning businessman, who owns the most important corporation, explains 
to Will Salas that this is “merely Darwinian capitalism”, an unjust but natural selection 
of the fi tt est which cannot be undone. However, both the action and the romance in 
the fi lm are triggered by Will Salas’ att empts to re-establish egalitarianism, and reach 
the very core of the system, a wider scope than the fi lm itself, which ends with the im-
age of the two lovers heading for what appears to be their fi nal break into the largest 
bank. After the system has partly collapsed (the fi lm maintains the ambiguity wheth-
er this is really possible), the inhabitants of Dayton break their seclusion and a tempo-
ral state of equality is att ained. The “new technological time” (Virilio), that has broken 
any relation with a collective memory and with any calendar of events, a computer 
time of a “timeless intensity”, a time completely confi scated by work, these new qual-
ities of time are present in Niccol’s dystopian vision, where the urban space and time 
have completely been confused. Gatt aca was a system of innate/genetic inequalities. In 
Time adds the social and economic divide.

Segregational maps are also the central thematic concern for District 9, the criti-
cal acclaimed independent science fi ction fi lm directed by Neil Blomkamp, inspired 
by the historical divisions present in Johannesburg (the Apartheid) and their present 
relevance (the return of forced removals in post-apartheid South Africa). The case of 
District 9 is particularly relevant because it is inspired both by the real city (the great 
amount of hand-held shooting, its documentary style which structures its narrative) 
and by the dichotomies between the authoritarian-dystopian city (the MNU offi  ces, 
the bureaucracy, the secret genetic experiments, the violent policies of repression) 
and the abandoned city of District 9 (inspired by the real district 6 in Cape Town), a 
post-apocalyptic zone surrounded by barbed wire, governed by crime, famine, dis-
ease and the violent intrusions of authority (represented by colonel Koobus Venter, 
explicitly shown taking pleasure in killing the aliens). The protagonist is Wikus van 
der Merwe, a bureaucrat assigned the diffi  cult task of handling the evacuation, lit-
erally contaminated with the new condition of a non-human species inhabiting the 
zone (the prawns), progressively transformed into an alien after he fi rst crosses the 
boundary between the two cities. This is a metaphorical and ironical reversion of 
perspective over the two urban zones, governed by diff erent rules and revealing the 
nature of their boundaries (merging the social, the ontological and the biological). 
The plot of District 9 (massively inspired by maps) makes the most important vari-
ation to the typical dystopian scenario, placing the protagonist both at the centre of 
the authoritarian rule (Wikus is in charge for the mission) and at its periphery: he 
becomes the outcast who can put an end both to the totalitarian state of aff airs and 
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to the polarization caused by its practices, assuming a messianic role, deconstructed 
by the mock-documentary tone of the ending.

Elysium takes this polarized vision to extremes by representing the entire earth as 
an abandoned, lawless city, literally a “planet of slums” and placing the “gated com-
munity”, the city of the rich and privileged in space, on a colony-satellite of planet 
Earth, guarded by Homeland Security (both spaces are partially the result of shooting 
in real locations from Mexico City, although the city of the future that is portrayed in 
the fi lm is Los Angeles). The ending of the fi lm resonates with another egalitarian uto-
pian promise: the reboot program for Elysium is meant to make every earth inhabit-
ant a legitimate citizen of the promised land (of free medical assistance), but only af-
ter Max has sacrifi ced his life, as a messianic hero (Blomkamp avoids the self-refl exive 
irony which pervaded the ending of District 9).

Conclusions

Each of these fi lms is inspired by a particular urban confi guration of a specifi c city 
(Divergent – post-apocalyptic Chicago; District 9 –  Johannesburg; Elysium – Mexico 
City; Repo Men – Toronto, In Time – Los Angeles), transfi gured in a dystopian space 
(projecting the city in the far future, shooting on location in contemporary urban spac-
es), extrapolating a few real concerns about the radical social segregation, about the 
proliferation of the slums and the extension of the shantytown, about the extreme po-
larization between the abandoned city and the gentrifi ed city (cities within the city), 
about the impossibility to cross the divides and about the transparency of the urban 
space (used for total surveillance). Not only the space becomes the means of control, 
but also the dialectics between the human decayed body and its genetic manipulation: 
In Time – the possibility of immortality and eradication of ageing, but the total con-
trol of the lifespan of the poor; Repo Men – the perfect bio-mechanical organs can re-
place any failed organ, but their costs exceed any capacity of payment, so the citizens 
are victims of credit exploiters and face imminent death; Divergent – the serum for the 
total control of the brain impulses; Elysium – the perfect curing machines (Med-Bays), 
able to rejuvenate the bodies or reconstructing them, but strictly controlled by an elite. 

This work was supported by Romanian National Authority for Scientifi c Research 
within the Exploratory Research Project PN-II-ID-PCE-2011-3-0061.
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