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Abstract  
Science fiction is a genre that deals with futuristic concepts that are mainly based on technology and 
scientific principles. According to Britannica Encyclopaedia, “Science fiction, abbreviated as SF or 
sci-fi, is a form of fiction that deals with the impact of actual or imagined science upon society or 
individuals”. Further, this genre delves into dystopian and utopian themes. This paper explores the 
dystopian conditions as reflected in Aradhana Mathews’s science fiction Maintenance. It delineates an 

image of a dystopian society where Artificial Intelligence and machines take over humanity, 
jeopardizing human relations, survival, and identity. It anticipates futuristic technologies and warns of 
the possible dangers they may pose to mankind. She presents human ambition and anticipation of 
technology and Artificial Intelligence as a way to build a utopian society, and the ensuing 
disillusionment, resulting in a dystopian consequence. In the present scenario, technology is growing 
at a rapid pace, and if this trend continues, in reality, machines may govern the world as described by 
Aradhana Mathews, which makes this short story very relatable to contemporary times.  
Keywords: Technology, Utopia, Dystopia, Artificial Intelligence, Identity, Survival.  

Introduction 

Etymologically, the term “dystopia” is derived from Ancient Greek terms, „dys‟ 

meaning „bad‟, „abnormal‟, and „diseased‟, and “topos” meaning „place‟, which means “bad 

place”. The term „dystopia‟ was coined by John Stuart Mill. It is used as an antonym of 

„utopia‟, which was popularised by Sir Thomas More. More‟s vision of „utopia‟ represents 

an ideal society or a good place (InterestingLiterature.com). In contrast, „dystopia‟ is a 

fictional society where everything is extremely bad or it is a bad place. The Oxford English 

Dictionary defines the term dystopia as “An imaginary place or condition in which 

everything is as bad as possible.”   
The literary landscape is dotted with many dystopian novels, such as George Orwell‟s 

1984 (1949), Ray Bradbury‟s Fahrenheit 451 (1953), and Margaret Atwood‟s The Handmaid‟s 

Tale (1985), etc. The dystopian conditions depicted in Aradhana Mathews‟s Maintenance 
resemble those found in Aldous Huxley‟s Brave New World (1932), which is a well-known 

example of a classic dystopian novel. It envisions a technologically ruled dystopian society. This 
examines the consequences of allowing technology to dominate human life. It emphasises that 

without ethical guidance, technology can destroy human values and depicts genetic engineering 
and the oppression of human feelings. The novel warns of a future where humans will become 

like machines. Similar idea is proposed by Dr. Asit Panda in the article “The Changing Face of 
Dystopia: A Comparative Study of Literature in the 20th and 21st Centuries,”, where he writes 

that “in the 21
st
 century, dystopian literature continues to thrive and evolve, mirroring 

contemporary concerns such as technological surveillance, climate change, and the erosion of 

privacy in the digital age” (qtd. in Panda1080). Another writer Sargent defines dystopian 
portrayals as “a fictional society demonstrated in detail and situated in a time and space, which 

the author intends for contemporary readers to perceive as significantly worse than the society 
they inhabit… within the dystopian genre, science and technology are frequently depicted as 

instruments of oppression, or as catalysts for morally questionable and often destructive 

outcomes. (qtd in Atasoy 16). 
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Science fiction has provided glimpses of dystopian society by delving into the possibility of unethical uses of 

scientific progress. It depicts the terrible conditions in this tech world that caution about the unharnessed technological 

advancement. Humanity dreams of a technologically advanced utopian world, thinking it would make life easier. But 
eventually it may lead to a machine-ruled dystopian land. These dystopian elements are reflected in Aradhana 

Mathews‟s science fiction Maintenance (2022).  

Dystopian analysis of Maintenance 

The short story envisions a dystopian society where technology has replaced human jobs, and AI has taken 

over the world. It presents the impact of unregulated technological advancement leading to a dystopian society where 

humans feel alienated, dependent, have survival issues, and suffer identity crisis. People are reduced to mere data, 

users, and avatars. The story juxtaposes human life before and after the intervention of the tech-driven digital world. 

Before the collapse of the digital infrastructure, people lived isolated and emotionless lives. The downfall of the digital 

world serves as an opportunity to reconstruct human relations, thereby portraying the importance of human values that 

add meaning and purpose to living. Maintenance is set in a far future, where humans are enslaved to technology and 

Artificial Intelligence. It depicts the dreadful conditions of the Digital age. The story revolves around the brothers Atul 
and Rohan and their struggle for survival in the era of great digitization, where both feel alienated in the virtual world. 

The author portrays a world where every human on Earth rarely goes out of their apartments, spending their time at 

home. The roads look deserted and silent. They don‟t even know their neighbour. The groceries and other items are 

ordered online, and drones would deliver the orders without human interface. The structure of buildings appeared like a 

prison and concrete blocks. It had no planned architecture, instead, it had only necessities like small windows, doors, 

elevators, and stairs. The world had followed these forms of buildings after the „Great Digitization‟ that occurred three 

hundred years ago, as presented in the story.  

The „Tower of Humanity‟ is the name of an office building where a few humans, who still had jobs that 

required them to leave their apartments, while most of the jobs were done by robots or machines. The world leaders 

came up with the idea of „Arcadia‟, that is, the world within a world. It is a virtual world where humans can spend their 

time playing games. The digital money earned through the games could be utilised in the real world. Each player had 

only one life or chance. If the player loses, he would cease to exist in Arcadia. These players are referred to as Digitally 
Deceased or DD. The game world allowed different businesses, such as creating skins and accessories for the 

characters, building homes for avatars, and establishing places for characters to entertain and socialise within Arcadia. 

The article “History and Evolution of Digital Dystopian Novels”, by Bharatbhai and Nimavat presents similar ideas and 

illustrates that digital dystopian literature includes elements of technology such as AI, virtual reality, and cyberspace. It 

examines the consequences of technological advancement on privacy, individual autonomy, and social control, 

reflecting current concerns regarding the omnipresence of technologies in daily lives, explaining how the undivided 

usage of technology creates insecurities among writers. Mathews picturises the people who live in a virtual world, they 

have their own avatar names. Rohan‟s Avatar name is Rohan123, it looks similar to him in real life. Atul‟s Avatar is 

named Aviator6. Everyone modeled their Avatars on Arcadia. It led to a struggle between their identity in real life and 

on the digital platform as avatars. They create their alternate identity in the virtual world of Arcadia. This situation is 

similar to what Homi Bhabha has traced about identity. He says that, “identity is constantly shifting, liminal and 
displaced. The colonial identity is unstable, shifting and relational” (qtd in Nayar). Most of the humans were occupied 

with their virtual identity rather than their real identity. They have adapted to this dual identity in this digitally 

colonised world. 

Even as this world is exiting, a small disturbance could threaten their existence. While playing the game on 

Arcadia, Atul‟s screen goes blank, with a message on the screen saying, „Maintenance in progress servers temporarily 

down‟ (19).  An unexpected internet crash and loss of the network bring chaos to the world. It had been a century since 

Arcadia had last shut down. The current issue has occurred all over the globe. This situation enabled people to interact 

with each other and greet one another in the hallways. They had not even seen the faces of their neighbours in the 

apartment. Rohan and Atul were amazed by this change and perceived that,  

“Was this what life was like before the Great Digitization?” (24)  

Rohan used to go to work in the office, unlike Atul. Atul was unfamiliar with the real world as he had always 

been occupied with the virtual world of Arcadia. The offline life without digital platforms was an unbelievable scenario 
for the people. They relied on online services to get groceries delivered to their doorstep by drones. The digital 

infrastructure crash resulted in the unavailability of food, and they ran out of food. To survive, they started looting dark 

stores where food was stored. In this context, Rohan said to Atul that,  

“Our dark store has been looted” (26).   

“We need to see if there‟s anything left in the dark store before we starve!” (29).  

As their survival was at stake, they planned to attack warehouses to get food. They, along with one of the 

neighbours, Veer, managed to enter the dark store and got some food, like beans. Some food packages had expired. But 

they could survive at least one week on the food that they got. Survival had become the main concern of humans. They 

started rioting with knives and other weapons to get their basic needs like food, water, and shelter. Cynthia is another 

resident of the apartment, who is accompanied by Rohan, Atul, and Veer. She is one of the few people who knew how 
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to fight in the real world. In the digital era, most of the police work happened online. Few police personnel were 

appointed to deal with the real world. Even doctors were jobless because machines and robots were treating the 

patients. One of the characters in this science fiction, Dr. Daniel, expresses his thoughts to Atul and Rohan that, 
“I‟m an orthopaedic surgeon, and honestly, being a doctor doesn‟t pay as much as it used in the pre-digital world, with 

so much having moved to robotics” (39). 

In the above line, Dr. Daniel recalls the time of the pre-digital age, when humans treated patients. But in this 

digital era, the condition had changed drastically, where machines treated the patients. Only a few people had a job in 

the real world, like Rohan, who worked in Arcadia Bank. And some of the people worked in the maintenance of 

technology and the network. In this regard, Aradhana Mathews pens that, “At first, humanity was thrilled. Finally, they 

could sit back and relax while the robots did all their work for them. But gradually, their glee faded as the robots 

became better and better, and the same humans who were so ready to sit back suddenly found themselves without a 

livelihood” (3). In the present scenario, machines and AI are replacing many human jobs, and in the future, probably, 

machines will do the entire work without human interference. As a result, people would get little work. They would 

detach from the physical world and turn into virtual life, which can be disastrous, as presented in the story.  

Conclusion 

Thus, this story emphasises that human values and morality are essential and they are not replaceable with 

technology. Aradhana Mathews underscores the condition of human relations and detachment from each other in this 

technologically dominant dystopian society. People living within four walls, interacting within the virtual realm, rather 

than with other individuals, had enabled people to adapt a life of isolation, and they had become completely dependent 

on technology, so much so that, a small change posed challenges to their very existence. Therefore, Maintenance warns 

of unregulated technological progress, where humanity will finally understand how fragile the hyper-technology-driven 

society will be. This cautionary tale can be predictive, as we are engrossed in the fast pace of a tech-driven world. 
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