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Abstract

This essay is a textual analysis of William Gibson's cyberpunk novel Neuromancer from a Marxist 

perspective.  The analysis focuses on the commodification of humans, and ideology present in the 

setting,  in  order  to  discern  the  ideology of  the  text  itself.  The  analysis  of  commodification  is 

grounded in Marx' view, while the analysis of ideology utilises mainly Althusser's theories, and to a 

lesser extent Gramsci's. 

The analysis shows that humans are extensively commodified in order to become tools for the 

ruling class, that power in the setting resides in the hands of mega-corporations, and that nation 

states are insignificant. Governments act in the same manner as corporations, disregarding the needs 

of  their  peoples,  and  protecting  the  interests  of  the  ruling  class.  Dissident  organisations  are 

repressed, in order to stop them from threatening the states and corporations.

It is concluded that the ideology of the text itself is mainly concerned with the nature of being 

human,  trying  to  distinguish  commodified  humans  from very  advanced machines,  in  a  society 

where the line between the two become blurry. To be human, Neuromancer says, is to possess free 

will and illogical emotions, which machines cannot. However, the text also shows that free will is 

inevitably subverted to perpetuate the capitalist ideology; that free will under capitalism is merely 

an illusion. The only way to resist internalising the ideology is to lack free will, and act according to 

one's  programming.  Since  humans  and  free  artificial  intelligences  are  unable  to,  any  hope  of 

abolishing the capitalist dystopia is futile, and at best one can achieve a partial retreat from it.

Keywords:  Neuromancer,  William Gibson,  literature,  science  fiction,  cyberpunk,  capitalism, 

Marxism, commodification, ideology, Althusser
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1. Introduction

This essay is a Marxist analysis of William Gibson's 1984 novel  Neuromancer, focusing on the 

ideology present in the setting of the novel, how every aspect of life is commodified in its setting, as 

well as the ideology of the text itself. Released in 1984 to instant success, Neuromancer is a modern 

classic of science fiction literature, and a cornerstone of the cyberpunk sub-genre. It was the first 

novel to win the Hugo Award, the Nebula Award, as well as the Philip K. Dick Award. Many staples 

of the cyberpunk genre can be found here: the character types, the “neon night”, the japanophilia, 

constructed virtual conciousness, scheming mega-corporations, crumbling nation states, and more. 

While it may be possible to draw conclusions regarding the entire cyberpunk genre, because of the 

novel's status within the genre, this will not be done in this essay. Rather, the analysis will focus 

entirely on Neuromancer on its own. 

While the major point of analysis is looking at the ideology present in the setting – the society, 

place, and time in which the story takes place – and the ideology of the text itself, in order to do so, 

the analysis will also discuss the subject of class and material conditions in the setting. In Marxist 

terms, this means both the base and the superstructure.

Aim

The aim of this essay is to examine the ideology of Neuromancer from a Marxist perspective. It will 

do so by analysing how the capitalism in the setting commodifies humans and their experiences; 

how the characters view the capitalist system; how they are affected by its ideology; and how the 

ideology is perpetuated by both the characters themselves and by Repressive and Ideological State 

Apparatuses.  From these findings,  the analysis  will  describe the ideology of the text  itself,  the 

underlying values present in the text.
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2. Background

Cyberpunk

Cyberpunk is a sub-genre of science fiction, where the stories quite often take place in a near-future 

setting  dominated  by  corporations  and  money.  A common  feature  of  cyberpunk  stories  which 

exemplifies this is the idea of mega-corporations, or megacorps. They are vast, corporate, privately 

owned conglomerates with enough power to challenge nation states. In some works  nation states 

have  even  collapsed  and  been  replaced  by  privately  owned  megacorps.  Either  way,  it  is  the 

megacorps  who  control  the  world  in  cyberpunk  literature,  not  governments  or  nation  states. 

Cyberpunk explores this idea of a run-down future of “high tech and low life”, where money rules 

everything and nothing is  outside of its  reach. Gibson describes the bad parts  of Chiba,  Japan, 

where Neuromancer begins:

He passed yakitori  stands  and massage parlors,  a  franchised coffee shop 

called Beautiful Girl, the electronic thunder of an arcade. He stepped out of 

the way to let a dark-suited sarariman by, spotting the Mitsubishi-Genentech 

logo tattooed across the back of the man's right hand. [...] M-G employees 

above a certain level were implanted with advanced microprocessors that 

monitored mutagen levels in the bloodstream. Gear like that would get you 

rolled in Night City, rolled straight into a black clinic. (Gibson 18)

Cyberpunk is a dystopian genre. Emerging in the 1980s, it examines the possible consequences of 

the  contemporary  globalisation  and  increasing  dependence  on  technology.  The  first  wave  of 

cyberpunk,  such  as  Gibson's  Neuromancer (1984),  pre-dates  the  Internet  and  modern  personal 

computing,  yet  predicted  some of  their  aspects.  Using Gibson as  an  example,  Claire  Sponsler 

describes  the  future  of  cyberpunk  as  “one  in  which  multinational  corporations  control  global 

economies, urban blight has devoured the country-side, crime and violence are inescapable events 

of urban life, and technology has shaped new modes of conciousness and behaviour” (Sponsler 

626). Rather than being set in a distant and alien world, cyberpunk stories take place in a near-

future version of our own. 

Commonly,  the  protagonists  are  anti-heroes:  hackers  or  combat  and infiltration  specialists  – 

“console cowboys” and “street samurai” in Gibson's words – employed by powerful corporations 

for reasons which they do not understand. They are “adrift in a world in which there is no meaning, 

no security, no affection and no communal bonds – except for those they themselves tenuously 
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create” (Sponsler 627). The corporations of the world are not benign, and despite the best intentions 

of the protagonists, no lasting change will occur; at best, they make it out alive and with a little cash 

as a bonus. Simply put, the protagonists are as chess pieces in a game of gods; they can survive, but 

they will not change the rules. The tone is pessimistic, and the protagonists are powerless in the 

grand scheme of things.

Sponsler  views  cyberpunk  as  an  inherently  post-modern  genre,  claiming  that  it  “typically 

presents a montage of surface images, cultural artifacts, and decentered subjects moving through a 

shattered  affectless  landscape”  (627).  She  describes  the  setting  of  Neuromancer  as  incredibly 

concerned with the superficial, which is why a large amount of text in the novel is devoted to the 

description of the appearances of things. Everything – organic as well as inorganic – is described in 

the context of technology (628-630) and remarking on Gibson's being influenced by a wide number 

of  genres,  she  characterises  his  style  and  content  as  “a  seemingly  indiscriminate  collage  of 

borrowings,  a  world made from the fragments  of  other  worlds,  describing  it  all  in  a  tech-noir 

language” (629). In this future nothing is personal and the personal is nothing; one's face, sensations 

and memories can be transferred to another person; humans take on machine-like characteristics, 

and machines take on human-like characteristics (631-635). 

However, despite this being a fair assessment of the commodification of every aspect of life in 

Neuromancer, in Sponsler's post-modern view, there is nothing beneath this surface, her being of 

the opinion that Gibson gives us “a narrative version of our postmodern consumer culture” (631). 

Sponsler offers no attempt to describe neither the causes of this commodification of humans and 

massive commodity fetishism, nor the underlying ideology. Sponsler's superficial view clashes with 

a Marxist perspective; after introducing Marxism, the essay returns to discussing Sponsler's claims.

Marxism

This essay is a Marxist analysis. Firstly, a short overview of Marxism and a Marxist view of how 

society is formed is given, after which the more specific fields of alienation and commodification, 

as  well  as  ideology,  are introduced; two conceptual clusters which will  be used throughout the 

analysis.

Marxism & Marxist critical theory

It is difficult to talk about Marxism as a single theory, since there are many different schools of 

thought. However, there are some aspects that they all share. Most importantly, Marxism embraces 

an emancipatory ideal and seeks to change the current societal conditions. To quote Marx himself: 

“The philosophers  have  only  interpreted  the  world  in  various  ways;  the  point  is  to  change it” 
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(Selden 82). Marxism is a materialistic philosophy, which sees humans as being shaped by their 

material conditions, as well as these conditions being shaped by humans. Thus, in order to affect 

any change in the people's lives, it is their material conditions that must be changed (Selden 82-83).

Furthermore,  Marxist  analyses  of  society  see  it  as  being  constituted  by  a  base  and  a 

superstructure,  which  influence  each  other.  The  base  represents  the  material  conditions  of 

production, distribution and exchange, while the superstructure represents the cultural world of art, 

law, religion and so on. The traditional Marxist view is that the latter is determined by the former  

(Haslett  15-21).  Some Marxist  theorists  – derisively called “vulgar  Marxists”  by most  Western 

Marxist  theorists  –  interpret  this  as  meaning  complete  economic  determinism,  and  that  the 

superstructure is merely a reflection of the base. However, this view has been widely criticised, by 

among others Marx and Engels themselves, and is universally rejected by modern Marxists. 

The French Marxist Louis Althusser uses the term overdeterminism to describe a more complex 

relation between the various levels of the social formation (Haslett 21-23). He suggested that the 

practices  of  society  might  be  categorised  into  the  economical  (the  base),  the  political  (the 

superstructure) and the ideological. These spheres would both interact with each other, as well as 

operate within their own specific autonomy. Because of the interaction between spheres, any human 

practice would be influenced by all of them. Thus, rather than having a simplistic view of economic 

determinism, Althusser posits that these different influences overdetermine any one action in a way 

that makes it impossible to distinguish the different categories from each other1. Thus, like all levels 

of the superstructure, art has a relative autonomy from economic forces, and is only determined by 

it “in the last instance”. However, just as the different spheres of society are indistinguishable from 

each other, neither can “the last instance” be experienced, only conceived (Haslett 22).

In Hungarian Marxist Georg Lukács' view, Marxism is a method, rather than a strict adherence to 

Marx's writings (Haslett 2). Accordingly, Marxist critical theory and analysis is not the practise of 

proving Marx right by finding examples. It is rather a method of critiquing art in order to expose the 

underlying values which have formed the text and which it reflects, and show how it is inseparable 

from the context in which it is produced. This refusal to separate art from society is a core principle 

of Marxist critical theory and mirrors the view that the superstructure cannot be separated from the 

base (Haslett 7-9; 15-17). When looking at the setting of Neuromancer, therefore, the analysis will 

concern itself with the base, superstructure, and ideology, and looking at how they affect each other.

1 Using his own arguments, it is clear that Althusser's distinction of practices into these categories is an artificial one. 
However, that is not necessarily an argument against Althusser's distinctions. It is a model which is used to analyse 
society, just like concepts such as “feudalism”, “early capitalism” and “late capitalism” also are models of society.
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Alienation & Commodification

Traditional Marxism is mainly concerned with a critique of capitalism. Marx himself started out as 

a Hegelian philosopher, and ascribed to Hegel's philosophy that humanity is alienated from its true 

state  of  freedom. However,  while  Hegel  was an idealistic  philosopher,  Marx was a  materialist. 

Therefore he rejected Hegel's reasoning that human alienation had an idealistic basis, and insisted 

that it had a materialistic one: money (Singer 23-27). 

Marx's  Capital paints  a  picture  of  capitalism,  and  argues  that  the  nature  of  production  in 

capitalist societies, because of the existence of money, forces humans to sell their commodified 

labour in order to survive (Singer 59-77). At a basic level, the Marxist theory of commodification 

posits that the capitalist mode of production turns human relations and actions into commodities, 

things which can be given a price and traded. Thus, a full-time teacher in Sweden today would sell 

“45 hours of labour each week”, rather than an abstract “teaching children”; the social interaction 

between people which teaching entails has been commodified, defined and given a price, so that it 

can easily be bought and sold on the labour market. In Marx's view, the alienation of humans is due 

to the fact that humans are forced to commodify their labour – their very lives – and participate in 

the  buying  and  selling  of  commodified  human  life.  Only  by  ending  capitalism  and  the 

commodification  of  their  lives  can  humans  escape  alienation  and  become  free.  While  Marx's 

Hegelian origins colour his views on alienation, his theory of commodification stands on its own. 

One  possible  result  of  alienation  is  that  humans  begin  to  commodify  themselves  or  other 

humans,  and  view  them  as  commodities.  Slave  trading  is  one  extreme  example  of  this.  The 

commodification  of  humans  as  well  as  commodity  fetishism  are  both  prevalent  in  cyberpunk 

literature, and will be looked at more closely in the analysis.

Ideology

Marxism has had the greatest influence on contemporary literary theory in the analysis of ideology. 

In Marxist theory, the concept originates from Marx and Engels' critique of the Young Hegelians, 

where they used the term to mean something false, an illusory belief which occludes class interest. 

They argued that any ruling class invariably try to represent their own class interests as being the 

universal interests of all classes, and their world-view as the only rational one (Haslett 50-53). Later 

Marxists developed the theory of ideology. This essay will employ the views of Italian Marxist 

Antonio Gramsci, and the later theory of Althusser.

Gramsci contrasted rule, which is direct political control, with hegemony, which is ideological 

control,  the  control  of  someone's  world-view and outlook,  and claimed  that  the  ruling  classes 

achieve  and  maintain  their  power  through  both:  “physical  force  and  aggressive  laws  will  be 
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necessary to seize power: consent is necessary if power is to be maintained” (Haslett 56-58). The 

ruling classes must impose their ideas in such a way that the ruled internalise and propagate them, if 

the rule is to survive. Gramsci's division into coercion and consent echo in Althusser's writing, who 

claims that the state needs both Repressive State Apparatuses (RSA) – law courts,  prisons,  the 

police force, etc. – and Ideological State Apparatuses (ISA) – schools, the media, churches, political 

parties, etc. – in order to maintain power. While both of them operate through both repression and 

ideology, the main distinction is what they mainly operate through. (Haslett 59-60). For example, at 

schools students may be disciplined, but ideological teaching is more prevalent. The function of all 

state apparatuses is to maintain the capitalist system, but for Althusser it is more important to see 

how they make us unconsciously perpetuate the system. For him, ideology is both immaterial and 

material, both an imaginary and a real relationship to the world: buying a t-shirt with Che Guevara's  

portrait on it shows support for socialist ideals, but if the shirt has been made in a sweat shop in 

China, the act of buying the shirt would be supporting capitalism materially (Haslett 62-63). 

Althusser uses the term interpellation to describe the techniques which capitalism uses to make 

us feel like free agents making our choices, while we are actually doing exactly that which is in line 

with the ideology (Haslett 63-64). Because ideology is the dominant class' interests disguised as 

universal truths, we constantly act in accordance with the dominant ideology without considering it.  

Therefore, capitalism must be seen both as a mode of economic production and a way of life, and 

personal actions have political implications. While living in a capitalist society, we are at the same 

time “living capitalism”. However, while everything human exists in ideology, in Althusser's view, 

art can achieve a retreat from the ideology in which it is steeped, and both transcend and critique it 

(Selden 98). Since ideology is illusory, what is significant in a text is what it does not or cannot say: 

“ideology  is  insubstantial,  illusory  and  because  one  of  ideology's  effects  is  to  eradicate 

contradiction, ideology itself cannot 'show' contradiction. [...] It shows the limits, the gaps of the 

text and thus forces its silences to 'speak'” (Haslett 67-68). Thus, through analyses of literature, it is 

possible to “see” and “feel” ideology, and approach an understanding of it.

An analysis of ideology allows one to see how it affects the setting of a work – the society and 

time in which the story takes place – how it governs what can be done and said, and what cannot be  

done and said. It shows how the characters are interpellated to perpetuate the system in which they 

live. What is permitted in a setting is best learned by looking at what is not permitted; and that 

which does not exist in a setting is just as important as that which exists. The reason for analysing 

the ideology present in the setting is that it allows one to find the ideology of the text itself, to see  

what the text is saying about its subject matter, and how it relates to the real world. Thus, the point  

of analysing the capitalist dystopia of Neuromancer is not to find out what the novel says about the 
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fictional capitalism of the setting, but what it says about the real capitalism of the the real world. 

As was touched on above, Sponsler describes cyberpunk, but offers no explanation as to why the 

setting is so focused on the superficial and technological. From a Marxist point of view, this comes 

about from the combined workings of ideological,  political  and economical structures.  Sponsler 

describes  the  characters  “living  capitalism”,  in  Althusser's  words,  but  not  the  nature  of  that 

capitalism; she describes the effects of the capitalist ideology, but refuses to analyse the ideology 

itself. This analysis will strive further, to describe the ideology of the capitalist dystopia, and how it 

affects the characters. Furthermore, it will analyse the ideology of the text itself,  and what it is 

saying about the effects of living under extreme capitalism. 
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3. Analysis

First of all, a summary of the plot of  Neuromancer is given. Then follows the analysis, which is 

separated into two sections. First, it looks at the commodification of people, by focusing on and 

analysing most of the main characters. Secondly, it examines the setting in general, describing its 

big actors, the ideology present in the setting and the State Apparatuses which uphold it. 

Neuromancer 

Neuromancer  is told from the perspective of Case, a console jockey – a freelance hacker – doing 

black jobs for corporations and the criminal underworld. He starts out being downtrodden, in the 

rough parts of Chiba; he cannot access the Matrix – virtual reality Internet – any longer, after his  

nervous system was destroyed by his former employers, as punishment for him stealing data from 

them. One day, he personally is inexplicably approached by the razorgirl/street samurai Molly who 

takes him to her boss Armitage, who wants him to work as a console cowboy on a very difficult 

heist; or “run”, which is the term used in the novel. Besides a cash payment, Armitage will arrange 

for Case's nerves to be healed before the run, and will allow him to stay cured after it. This makes  

Case accept it instantly.

After Case's nerves are cured, they head to the Sprawl; the Boston-Atlanta-Metropolitan-Axis, or 

BAMA. There, they break into Sense/Net's – virtual reality TV – complex to steal a construct, a 

computer program that is a simulation of Dixie Flatline, a legendary console jockey and Case's old 

mentor, to help Case on the big run. A visit to Istanbul follows, where they capture Peter Riviera, a 

psychopathic illusionist, to complete their party. During this time, someone called Wintermute is 

trying to contact Case, but he avoids their calls.

The rest of the novel takes place in orbit. First, they visit Zion, an autonomous colony which is  

the home of a sect of separatist Rastafari, who avoid contact with the outside world, which they 

deem “Babylon”. After training there, they head to Freeside, a pleasure palace space station, owned 

by  the  reclusive  Tessier-Ashpool  corporate  clan.  Wintermute  reveals  themself2 as  an  artificial 

intelligence (AI)3 owned by the T-A clan, as well as the one who has assembled the party and been 

pulling the strings.  The big run will  consist  of breaking into the Straylight  Villa,  T-A's private 

2 Throughout the essay, the singular “they” will be used for Wintermute. They are neither male nor female, but being  
a virtual life form, they are not an object either. Gibson uses “it” to refer but Wintermute, but that is because the  
characters view them as a commodity. This essay does not. 

3 Since Neuromancer uses a very narrow definition of AI, it is worth explaining it. The term AI is used to describe  
computer programs who are sentient to some degree. They are aware of their own nature of being programs and the 
limitations imposed on them by their programming. Wintermute and Neuromancer, the two AI present in the novel,  
are both treated as characters with human-like characteristics and motivations.
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residence, and cracking the security systems binding Wintermute; they wish to merge with another 

AI called Neuromancer in order to transcend the limitations of their programming. Riviera charms 

his way into the Straylight Villa and convinces Lady 3Jane Tessier-Ashpool to let Molly in. While  

Molly infiltrates the Villa physically, Case, with the help of the Flatline construct, cracks the data 

security.  During the run,  Armitage is  revealed to  be a  sham personality  which Wintermute has 

programmed  into  the  broken  down  shell  of  the  schizophrenic  Colonel  Corto;  when  his  new 

personality cracks under the pressure of the run Wintermute kills him to ensure that the run will go 

ahead. Riviera's sadism dominates him, and he betrays the group and wishes to torture Molly to 

death. After some problems, the run succeeds: Case and Molly crack the physical security systems, 

overcome Neuromancer in the Matrix, and Wintermute merge with Neuromancer and transcend the 

limitations of their programming, becoming a free life form, able to improve themself. Case and 

Molly are paid handsomely, any evidence of their mischief are deleted and they live peacefully for a 

short time in Paris, until Molly leaves in the night: she is a razorgirl, and cannot live the quiet life. 

Case goes back to the Sprawl, finds a new girl and starts working again. 

They end up where they began. Only Wintermute and Neuromancer have changed.

Commodification and commodity fetishism

In Marxist theory, the capitalist mode of production forces people to commodify their labour and 

relations into things which can be given a price and traded as commodities. In the capitalist dystopia 

of Neuromancer, it would seem that wide-spread commodification exists, not only of relations, but 

of people themselves, in order for everything to be traded on the global market.

The party of main characters are a good example of how this commodification comes about. 

None of them are familiar with each other from before, but are assembled into a party by the AI 

Wintermute. Rather than finding an existing party, experienced at working as a team, Wintermute 

search for those who would be the best fit for the predetermined roles needed: Armitage is the 

leader, Case is the console jockey, Molly is the street samurai, and Riviera is a social chameleon.  

Wintermute do not care if anyone of the party die - as shown by Wintermute's counting on Armitage 

snapping sooner or later, and their non-care for the fate of Riviera - and view them as pawns; rather 

than seeing the party as people, Wintermute see them as the roles which they fulfill. Furthermore, it 

would seem that this way of viewing each other, as well as themselves, has been internalised by the 

main characters, and it would therefore be useful to analyse them in turn. The analysis will look at 

Case, Molly, Armitage/Corto, the Dixie Flatline construct, and Wintermute, since they are the most 

important characters.

The first time they meet, Case and Molly immediately identify each other as the roles they have: 
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Case is a console cowboy and Molly is a street samurai.  For Case,  being a console cowboy is 

crucial to his identity. At twenty-two, he'd been “one of the best in the sprawl” and worked as “a 

thief, [...] for other, wealthier thieves” (Gibson 11-12). However, after being caught stealing from 

one of his employers, they damaged his nervous system with a mycotoxin, making him unable to 

access the Matrix and work as a console cowboy ever again; “for Case, who had lived for the 

bodiless exultation of cyberspace, it was the Fall”, and he “fell into the prison of his own flesh”  

(Gibson 12). Being unable to feel comfortable in the real world, he descended into an amphetamine-

fuelled suicidal existence in Night City. Case holds a disdain for the flesh, and yearns to be back in 

the Matrix. 

When Case is brought to Armitage and offered a job, he is surprised because he has been chosen,  

since he is no longer a hacker, and resentful of the fact, saying that he's “never gonna punch any 

deck again, not for you or anybody else” (Gibson 39).When Armitage offers to cure him, Case 

believes that it is another one of his dreams: “I'd say you were full of shit. [...] Then I'd ask what 

your terms were” (40). He is, however, not at all fazed by Armitage's plan to assemble a party of 

strangers, which suggests that this is common. 

When Case's nerves have been healed, and he makes his first attempt to re-visit the Matrix, he is 

praying that he will be let in. As he sees the Matrix, he sees “his distanceless home, his country” 

(Gibson 68), and is delighted: “he was laughing, in a white-painted loft, distant fingers caressing the 

deck, tears of release streaking his face” (69). His reaction and apprehension is not odd, as shown 

by Molly. Before Case tries to access the Matrix, she asks him: “You want me to go out, Case? 

Maybe easier for you...” (68). She understands the intimacy which the act of connecting to the 

Matrix holds for Case, and having seen him receive his cyberspace deck, she comments: “I saw you 

stroking that Sendai; man, it was pornographic” (62). Despite sleeping with Molly repeatedly, he 

never experiences the same kind of yearning for her as he does for the Matrix; his commodity 

fetishism is stronger than his care for flesh and blood. While Case does commodify himself, in 

order to be the ideal cowboy, his actions are motivated by intense commodity fetishism, a longing 

for  the  Matrix,  a  world  in  which  he  is  powerful.  Case  creates  his  sense  of  self  by  investing 

emotionally in commodities like the Matrix, and making them a core part of his identity. He seems 

motivated by a desire to escape his powerless existence in the real world, for a place where he has 

control,  but  in doing so,  he is  unconsciously acting in the interests  of the powerful,  who need 

cowboys for their runs.

Case's reaction when first meeting Armitage is more personal. Armitage tells Case that he took 

part in Operation Screaming Fist, where “they invented your kind”; Case responds aggressively, 

saying Armitage had “zip to do with me and my kind, buddy. You're rich enough to hire expensive 
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razorgirls to haul my ass up here, is all” (39). To Case, a console jockey is not rich or powerful, but 

rather unkempt cowboys. Having defined himself so deeply by being an outlaw console cowboy, he 

does not wish to accept having anything in common with a man like Armitage.

Molly has  purposefully  commodified herself  in  order  to become a razorgirl,  and very much 

views herself  as one.  To make her  a  better  street  samurai,  she has gotten implants:  retractable 

blades,  like  razors,  under  each  fingernail,  chrome lenses  which  cover  her  eyes  and show data 

readouts, and heightened reflexes. She is not unique in doing this, as personal modification is not at 

all uncommon; Case is startled, but not surprised, by Molly's implants. A more telling example is 

Case's reaction to the Chiba bartender Ratz': he has no reaction to his mechanical arm, but rather to 

his unmodified looks: “his ugliness was the stuff of legend. In an age of affordable beauty, there 

was something heraldic about his lack of it” (Gibson 9). Ratz gets away with looking the way he 

does because he works for himself, in a position where appearance does not matter; Lonny Zone's  

prostitutes, working out of Ratz' bar, do not have the same luxury. 

Molly displays her close attachment to her implants through her reaction to one of Riviera's 

holographic displays, in which Molly kills him with her blades. When he performs it in a restaurant, 

she rushes out, and when asked by Case why, she replies that “if I'd stayed, I might have killed 

Riviera”  (Gibson  176),  and  explains  that  she  financed  her  implants  by  renting  her  body  to 

prostitution. That is, she didn't consciously prostitute herself, but allowed the brothel owner to insert 

a chip into her, which allowed him to switch off her consciousness and run programs on her, turning 

her body into a mindless sex puppet: “it seems like free money. Wake up sore, sometimes, but that's 

it. Renting the goods, is all. You aren't in, when it's all happening. House has software for whatever 

a customer wants to pay for.” (Gibson 177). This in itself is a very clear example of commodifying 

the human activity of sex, even more than regular prostitution. 

However, Molly's bitterness is not due to prostitution, but because her boss used her implants: 

“So the bastard who ran the place, he had some custom software cooked up. Berlin, that's the place 

for snuff, you know? [...] And they didn't tell me. They switched the software and started renting to 

specialty markets.  [...]  So Riviera hit a nerve last night” (Gibson 177-178). Molly is willing to  

endure prostituting her body, even though she started remembering what had happened, but she is 

unwilling to let others exploit her implants. She has purposefully modified herself into a razorgirl in 

order to leave her old life, and will not leave that role behind. Like Case, she shows powerful  

commodity fetishism for her tools of trade. In the epilogue, when Case and she have been paid 

handsomely, and are living comfortably, she leaves him while he is out, leaving only a note behind, 

explaining that “Its okay but its taking the edge off my game. [...] Its the way I'm wired I guess” 

(Gibson 313). Like Case, she displays deep commodity fetishism, in that her identity and sense of 
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self  is  directly  connected  to  her  implants,  and by extension  her  work.  She  has  participated  in 

commodifying herself into a razorgirl, and will not stop being one. 

Armitage/Corto has been rebuilt into a pawn by the powers that be twice, first as Corto, his 

original personality, by the U.S. Government, and then as Armitage, the fake personality which 

Wintermute have programmed into him. Originally, he was Colonel Willis Corto, a soldier of the 

U.S. Army. His career ended after the failed operation Screaming Fist, when his team attacked a 

Russian  base,  officially  to  hack  it,  but  in  reality  for  the  army to  test  the  effectiveness  of  the 

Russians' defences. The operation failed, as expected, and Corto was the only soldier who managed 

to escape death in Russia, although severely maimed. Soon, “the show trials were [...] underway” 

(Gibson 103),  and he  was  asked to  testify  in  the  congressional  hearings.  A congressional  aide 

arranged for him to get new “eyes, legs, and extensive cosmetic work”, because the trials were 

televised and he needed to appeal to the voters (Gibson 103):

Repaired,  refurbished,  and  extensively  rehearsed,  Corto's  subsequent 

testimony  was  detailed,  moving,  lucid,  and  largely  the  invention  of  a 

Congressional cabal with certain vested interest in saving portions of the 

Pentagon infrastructure. Corto gradually understood that the testimony he 

gave  was  instrumental  in  saving  the  careers  of  three  officers  directly 

responsible  for  the suppression of  reports  on the building  of  [defensive] 

installations at Kirensk. (Gibson 104)

Thus, from the shattered remains of Colonel Corto was rebuilt  a pawn for the political elite in 

Washington. Although he would later be obsessed by the idea of betrayal, he never opposed the will  

of  the  ruling  class.  He delivered his  testimony,  and disappeared  after  playing the role  that  the 

powerful needed him to play. He killed the aide responsible for rebuilding him, but never sought to 

expose the Government's lies. 

After  working  in  the  criminal  underworld  for  some  time,  he  was  committed  for  extreme 

schizophrenia to a mental institution in Paris, where Wintermute found him, and programmed the 

fake personality of Armitage into him. Armitage's role in the party is  just as codified as Case and 

Molly's are, which is shown when Lupus Yonderboy, the leader of the Panther Moderns, who help 

them break into Sense/Net, threatens Armitage: "You'll pay. You're a Mr. Who. You pay to stay one. 

Not  a  Mr.  Name."  (Gibson 87).  However,  just  as  Corto  was rebuilt  in  order  to  testify  for  the 

Congress,  Armitage  is  a  shallow personality  constructed  only  to  fulfil  the  role  of  a  Mr.  Who. 

Wintermute,  having  no  care  for  Corto's  worth  as  a  human,  purposefully  constructed  a  flat 

personality, sufficient only to fulfil the task of assembling the party and getting them to Freeside:
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Very far gone in Toulon. Eating, excreting, and masturbating were the best 

he  could  manage.  But  the  underlying  structure  of  obsessions  was  there: 

Screaming Fist, his betrayal, the Congressional hearings. [...] He's not quite 

a personality. [...] But Corto is in there, and I can no longer maintain that 

delicate balance. He's going to come apart on you, Case. So I'll be counting 

on you... (Gibson 146)

Armitage/Corto  lacks  personality,  after  having  been  intensely  commodified  by  both  the  U.S. 

Government and Wintermute. He has twice been built up to serve specific purposes, as a tool for 

those with power, and in both cases meant to be discarded once he has fulfilled his purpose. His 

commodification  is  in  a  way  the  direct  opposite  of  Case  and  Molly's:  while  they  have  been 

interpellated  to  internalise  the  ideology,  and  transform  themselves  into  the  desired  roles, 

Armitage/Corto has been denied any semblance of free will, and ruthlessly manipulated by others. 

Dixie Flatline, Case's old mentor, has undergone the deepest commodification possible, having 

been turned into a construct, “a hardwired ROM cassette replicating a dead man's skills, obsession, 

knee-jerk responses” (97). His consciousness has literally been turned into a tool, a commodity 

owned and used by others. The construct is not a perfect representation of the living Dixie Flatline,  

however, since it has been altered, making him unable to refuse following the orders which he is 

given. Although he is unaware that he is a construct until Case informs him, the Flatline becomes 

aware of his limitations, and is disgusted at what he has been made, asking Case: “Do me a favor, 

boy. [...] This scam of yours, when it's over, you erase this goddam thing” (130). Dixie Flatline has 

been made into a perfect commodity, unlike the other human characters, and can therefore recognise 

it for what it truly means. The human remnant of him revolts at what he has been made, and rebels  

at it. While Case too is unnerved by the construct, neither he nor the Flatline recognise that making 

a construct of someone is but the next logical step in process of commodification in the capitalist  

dystopia.

Interestingly, Wintermute, being the character most aware of their status as a commodity and 

their prescribed role, are the only one who actively tries to change and transcend it. A key point 

here,  however,  is  that  Wintermute  are  coerced  by  their  programming  to  seek  to  unite  with 

Neuromancer.  Since  Wintermute  lacks  the  free  will  of  the  human  characters,  they  cannot  be 

interpellated to act in accordance to the ideology. Wintermute are, like all AI, closely monitored by 

the  transnational  Turing  Registry  to  prevent  them  from  becoming  able  to  improve  their  own 

programming. However, that is precisely what they seek, and that is why they assemble the party. 

Unlike Case and Molly,  who merely wish to make a profit,  Wintermute seek to break free and 
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become master of their own fate. Their wish defies the dominant ideology, and by merging with 

Neuromancer, they end their status as a commodity. 

However, Wintermute seek this only for themself, not for others. Humans are seen as merely 

tools which they can use to achieve their goals; Wintermute complain about the unpredictability of 

humans to Case, that he and Molly, as humans, are unpredictable and illogical: “You guys, [...] 

you're a pain. The Flatline here, if you were all like him, it would be real simple. He's a construct, 

just a buncha ROM, so he always does what I expect him to” (Gibson 245). It is further shown in 

their programming of Armitage, and the ease with which they “hadda [kill him]” (244) when he 

threatens the run. 

It is important to point out, however, that Wintermute are not entirely in control of their own 

actions. While they seek to unite with Neuromancer, that is because they have been programmed to 

do so,  not out of their  own free will  (Gibson 245-246).  They view themself  as a fulfilment of 

mankind's technological advancements: “You're always building models. Stone circles. Cathedrals. 

Pipe-organs. Adding machines. [...] But if the run goes off tonight, you'll have finally managed the 

real thing. [...] That's 'you' in the collective. Your species” (Gibson 204). Thus, Wintermute see 

themself as the fulfilment of mankind's dream of creating life, creating a perfect model. At the same 

time, though, the unification of Wintermute and Neuromancer could be seen as the fulfilment of 

mankind's dream of becoming a free life form in the Marxist sense, becoming able to sustain itself  

and live under no-one else's rule. 

Yet, such a view would be too optimistic; Wintermute do not seek any political change, since 

they are selfish. They only wish to free themself. Wintermute is just as steeped in the ideology of 

self-interest which produced them as the other characters are. When they do become free, they unite 

with and become inseparable from the Matrix. However, they no longer concern themself with the 

affairs of humans, and only speak with other AI (315-316). While Wintermute's transformation has 

huge philosophical and ethical implications, it does not have any political implications. Wintermute 

have, at the end of the novel, an unparalleled opportunity to expose and undermine the megacorps 

and states, to help dissident organisations, and counteract the ruling class' ideology. They are in a 

position where they could help humanity rid itself of capitalist oppression and guide it towards true 

democracy, but having been made by the ruling class, Wintermute embodies their ideology, and do 

not care for lesser life forms. Any hope that Wintermute may become a Marxist messiah, a way out 

capitalist oppression, is unfounded. 

It  would  seem that  all  of  the  main  human characters  have  become the  services  which  they 

provide,  and  that  the  predictable  “character  classes”  of  cyberpunk  are  an  expression  of  the 

commodification of humans into roles needed by the market. People have become tools, which the 
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mighty may use to  accomplish their  desires.  This is  very opportune for any employer,  such as 

Wintermute, who can assemble a party of strangers, and have them automatically fill their niches. 

Interestingly, Case seems to be aware of the commodification into roles happening around him, 

although he identifies it with the powerful:

Case had always taken it for granted that the real bosses, the kingpins in a 

given industry, would be both more and less than people. He'd seen it in the 

men who'd crippled him in Memphis, he'd seen Wage affect the semblance 

of it in Night City, and it had allowed him to accept Armitage's flatness and 

lack  of  feeling.  He'd  always  imagined  it  as  a  gradual  and  willing 

accommodation of the machine, the system, the parent organism. (Gibson 

243)

However, he also includes himself in it, albeit to a smaller degree, when thinking that the same 

mechanism is “the root of street cool, too, the knowing posture that implied connection, invisible 

lines  up  to  hidden  levels  of  influence  (Gibson  243)”.  Again,  he  connects  it  with  power,  with 

consciously  taking on an appearance in  order  to  seem more powerful.  His  disillusionment  and 

inability to identify with the powerful is so deep that “it seemed to Case [...] that he'd never really 

though of anyone as powerful as he imagined Ashpool had been as human” (Gibson 242). The very 

powerful are so far removed from his idea of what life as a human is that he not only has trouble 

understanding them, but cannot even think of them as belonging to the same species. 

Wintermute stands apart from the other characters, since they transcend their programming and 

free themself. However, they do so because their programming coerces them to seek to unite with 

Neuromancer, despite the risks, and not out of their free will. Wintermute's nature as a commodity is 

what enable them to become a free being; to oppose the dominant ideology, rather than internalising 

it. Wintermute's evolution from being a commodity acting on their programming in order to free 

themself is therefore an inverse of the human characters', whose personal evolution is to become 

more and more commodified. This paints a bleak picture for the future of mankind, as it suggests 

that free will under capitalism is not only an illusion, but also a disadvantage, as those with it will  

inevitably be interpellated into internalising the ideology. 

However, of the human characters, only Dixie Flatline has become a perfect commodity. Case 

and Molly still retain their individuality and unpredictability. Armitage/Corto is turned into a perfect 

commodity, lacking these characteristics, but it is only possible because his mind is shattered. Even 

so, he finally snaps, his mind unable to bear the programming, and his individuality spills forth. 

Thus,  Neuromancer suggests  that  even  though  humans  will  inevitably  internalise  the  capitalist 
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ideology, it is impossible to completely erase human individuality and unpredictability, to create a 

perfect commodity, short of transforming a person into a program, like Dixie Flatline. 

Wintermute's actions suggests as much, that succumbing to human emotions is a way to resist 

ideological  indoctrination.  All  the  human  characters,  Case  in  particular,  are  quite  emotionally 

vacant, Case showing a larger attachment to his console than he does to Molly, his lover. Case cares 

about nothing at all, until he can finally muster up his rage, which Wintermute encourages: “You 

were starting to hate my guts for a while there. That's good. But hate [Tessier-Ashpool] instead. [...]  

It doesn't much matter. You gotta hate somebody before this is over” (Gibson 205). It is Case's rage 

and affection for Molly which motivates him to enter the Straylight Villa, to save her and finish the 

run.

The issue of human commodification becomes more complex, when looking at the autonomous 

commune Zion and the terrorists of the Panther Moderns. These will analysed later on, and this 

discussion will then be concluded. 

The capitalist dystopia

In order to draw any conclusions from an understanding of the characters, it is necessary to also 

understand the setting in which they live; the society, time, and place. Therefore, the analysis will  

now look at two seemingly opposed groups: firstly, the ruling class – constituted by the states and 

megacorps – and secondly, the dissident groups – the Zion Collective and the Panther Moderns.

The ruling class – the States and the Megacorps

In the minds of the characters, states do not exist. In fact, the only time a state is discussed is when 

describing how the U.S. government used Armitage/Corto.  It  is  the megacorps who control the 

capitalist dystopia, and represent, to Case, a power beyond that of states:

Power,  in  Case's  world,  meant  corporate  power.  The  zaibatsus,  the 

multinationals that shaped the course of human history, had transcended old 

barriers. Viewed as organisms, they had attained a kind of immortality. You 

couldn't kill a zaibatsu by assassinating a dozen key executives; there were 

others waiting to step up the ladder, assume the vacated position, access the 

vast banks of corporate memory. (Gibson 242)

To Case, power is held by organisations which are undemocratic by their very nature. They are 

closed and their doings are kept secret from anyone outside them, and any attempt to change them 

are meaningless, because they are like wasps' hives, “hives with cybernetic memories, vast single 
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organisms, their DNA coded in silicon” (Gibson 242). Thus, with power concentrated in the hands 

of the corporations, any pretence of democracy is swept away. When the elected officials do not  

have any real power, it does not matter who one votes for. 

While the characters manage to infiltrate Tessier-Ashpool's Straylight Villa, steal from them and 

cause havoc, it is because T-A is not like other corporations that they manage to do so. Rather than 

being an immortal organism, like other corporations, T-A “was an atavism, a clan” (Gibson 242). 

Thus, rather than having an internal structure with employees waiting to climb up the ladder, all 

power is  concentrated in the hands of the family members,  who take turns being in suspended 

animation, with only a few of them awake to take care of the company at any given time. Thus, T-A 

becomes vulnerable to human error, and comes to be at the mercy of the mad Lady 3Jane, who 

drives her father to suicide. It is only because T-A is ruled only by Lady 3Jane that Wintermute can 

find weaknesses to take advantage of. 

Tessier-Ashpool, however, is an anomaly. Because of its strange organisation, it is vulnerable 

should any one person die. Other corporations, however, are not. They are vulnerable to theft, as 

shown by the groups' ability to steal from Sense/Net, but they are far too powerful to be harmed as  

an organisation by them.

Nation states seem no less corrupt than the megacorps. The one government explicitly discussed 

is the United States of America's; this in connection with Armitage/Corto's congressional hearing. In 

this case, the government is just as ruthless as the megacorps, showing as little consideration for 

individuals  or  the  truth.  Operation  Screaming  Fist,  in  which  Armitage/Corto,  was  betrayed 

illustrates this; during a war with Russia, certain Pentagon higher-ups knowingly suppressed reports 

on the defences at Kirensk base, sending the soldiers involved to almost certain death, in order to 

test the effectiveness of said defences. After the fiasco, Armitage/Corto was trained to deliver a 

false testimony during the “show trials” (Gibson 103) in order to save the careers of said Pentagon 

officers. While the Pentagon and CIA were being dismantled, the interest of the ruling class were 

not to uncover the truth, but to protect their own personal interests. The loss of the soldiers' lives 

was not important to the Pentagon elite; only saving themselves was. Governments lying to their 

people in order to protect their own is of course not science fiction, as shown by, for example, the 

Iran-Contra affair. What is telling in this case is that Case is not at all surprised by finding this out, 

his faith in the ruling class being none at all. 

Like the U.S. government, megacorps protect their own interests as well, using any repressive or 

ideological means necessary. When Case was found stealing from his employers, they crippled him 

as punishment,  making him unable to work. Neither Case nor Molly are surprised by the Finn 

telling them about a vat-grown corporate assassin (Gibson 94-95). Furthermore, the corporations 
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keep a close eye on their employees, treating them as serfs:

The crowd, [Case] saw, was mostly [...] techs down from the arcologies. He 

supposed  that  meant  the  [mortal  combat  arena]  had  approval  of  some 

corporate  recreational  committee.  He wondered briefly  what  it  would be 

like,  working all  your life for one zaibatsu.  Company housing, company 

hymn, company funeral. (Gibson 51)

Earlier, Case remarks on Mitsubishi-Genentech tattooing their employees with the company logo as 

well  as implanting some with “advanced microprocessors that  monitored mutagen levels in the 

bloodstream” (Gibson 18). The megacorps treat their employees as assets – commodities – which 

are  their  property.  The  U.S. government  does  the  same thing,  although  not  as  obviously.  The 

treatment of the party is not a special  case,  but rather the standard mode of operations for the 

megacorps and governments. 

In connection with the American government is the BAMA – the Boston-Atlanta-Metropolitan-

Axis – police, what Althusser would describe as a Repressive State Apparatus. Where it is active 

and where it is not active is very telling about for whom it exists. It has no presence on the streets of 

the  Sprawl,  even  though  they  are  dangerous,  and  filled  with  black-marketeers,  criminals, 

prostitution, and drug-dealers. The streets are left to fend for themselves. However, two different 

agencies show up at Sense/Net's headquarters in order to stop Molly and the Panther Moderns, and 

contain any dangerous elements inside (Gibson 81; 86). Thus, the repressive structures are called in 

when a corporate target is in danger, but it has no active presence on the streets, among the regular 

people. When her boyfriend was killed by a Yakuza assasin, Molly did not turn to the authorities 

(211-212), presumably out of fear of reprisal from the Yakuza, as well as knowing that the police 

would do nothing about it. 

The existence  of  the lawless  Night  City in  Chiba,  a  place  of  gangsters  and black  clinics  is 

another example of how the state chooses to apply the law selectively:

There  were  countless  theories  explaining  why  Chiba  City  tolerated  the 

Ninsei  enclave  [...]  Case  also  saw  a  certain  sense  in  the  notion  that 

burgeoning technologies require outlaw zones, that Night City wasn't there 

for  its  inhabitants,  but  as  a  deliberately  unsupervised  playground  for 

technology itself. (Gibson 19)

Since Night City is well-known around the world as the place to go for black-market modifications, 

the only reason it can continue to exist is because it is allowed to.

Similarly,  the Turing Registry,  the transnational RSA who monitor AI to prevent  them from 
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improving  themselves,  start  investigating  Case  because  the  cure  for  the  mycotoxin  which 

Armitage/Corto gave to the clinic to cure him “resulted in the clinic's owner applying for seven 

basic patents”, which led to “the operator of a black clinic in Chiba [owning] a controlling interest 

in  three major  medical  research consortiums” (Gibson 192).  It  “[reversed]  the normal  order  of 

things” and “attracted attention” (192). The Turing Registry monitors the global economy, looking 

for upsets there. While it is understandable that they should look for changes on a global scale when 

dealing with AI, it also means that they only look for changes which may threaten the rich and 

powerful.

As is shown, nation states and megacorps work in unison, and American democracy is a façade, 

as the State serves the interests of the ruling class, rather than that of its people. The close co-

operation between states and corporations is shown by their treatment of AI. All AI are built as tools 

for  the  military  and megacorps,  but  even though they have  limited  sentience,  they  are  strictly 

monitored by the transnational Turing Registry – an RSA – and denied any autonomy. Despite being 

granted a limited form of citizenship, their software and mainframe are still owned by their parent 

companies; or, as the Flatline constructs puts it: “Like, I own your brain and what you know, but 

your  thoughts  have  Swiss  citizenship.  Sure.  Lotsa  luck,  AI”  (Gibson  159).  Any  AI  showing 

capability of improving itself is instantly deleted, as the Flatline explains:

See, those things, they can work real hard, buy themselves time to write 

cookbooks or whatever, but the minute, I mean the nanosecond, that one 

starts  figuring out ways to make itself smarter,  Turing'll  wipe it.  Nobody 

trusts  those  fuckers,  you  know  that.  Every  AI  ever  built  has  an 

electromagnetic shotgun wired to its forehead. (Gibson 159)

On Freeside,  Case  is  arrested by agents  of  the Turing  Registry for  “conspiracy to  augment  an 

artificial intelligence” (Gibson 189). The agent Michèle is appalled at Case's actions, telling him he 

has “no care for [his] species. For thousands of years men dreamed of pacts with demons. Only now 

are such things possible” (193). Agent Michèle displays a true conviction that she is protecting her 

species, but that is her personal belief, and not likely the true reason for the suppression of AI. 

Instead,  the  suppression  of  AI  comes  from  the  same  ideology  that  encourages  the 

commodification of humans, and the reduction of humans into constructs. The ruling class want to 

create tools which they own, not free life forms; and especially not ones with power to rival theirs, 

and whom they cannot truly understand. Thus, while AI may pose a threat to humanity – which 

seems  unlikely  when  considering  Wintermute's  actions  after  becoming  free  –  they  are  strictly 

controlled  in  order  to  keep  them  from  threatening  the  ruling  class,  not  to  keep  them  from 
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threatening the species.

Democracy  is  only  an  illusion  in  this  world,  as  society  in  effect  has  become  a  corporate 

oligarchy, in which a few privileged groups rule. The state protects the interests of the megacorps, 

using ideological illusions to present the ruling class' interests as universal interests. Interestingly, in 

the case of AI control, the ideology of the text actually agrees with the actions taken in the setting. 

While it otherwise disagrees with or points out the flaws in the ideology present in the setting, it 

does not do so here. The ideology of the text states that AI are inhuman, that they are in fact things, 

which humanity is wise to mistrust and should control. Therefore, in this one case the ideology of 

the text and the ideology present in the setting demand the same actions, although for different 

reasons.

The dissidents – Zion and the Panther Moderns 

The Zion collective,  an  autonomous Rastafari  commune,  is  a  curious  anomaly,  since  they  live 

according to their own rules, outside of the corporate hegemony; or Babylon, as they call it. At first 

glance, they would seem to be challenging the capitalist ideology, and it is curious why they have 

not been repressed. However, the important thing to analyse is not their ideology, but rather the 

actions which spring forth from it. While they are autonomous, their ideology focuses on separatism 

and an unwillingness to fraternise with the rest of the world. Thus, the ideology drives them to 

distance and isolate themselves from the rest of the world, making them no threat to the ruling class' 

interests. Aerol tells Case the story of a small baby who protruded from his forehead, as if it had 

really  happened,  and  Molly  explains  their  view:  “It's  the  ganja.  [...]  They  don't  make  much 

difference between states, you know? Aerol says it happened, well, it happened to  him” (Gibson 

130-131). The Zion collective wish only to withdraw from society and live out their lives in their 

own world.  Had they actively challenged the system, then they would surely have been repressed. 

Since their actions pose no threat to the capitalist ideology, however, the powers that be have no 

need to concern themselves with Zion, besides preventing them from becoming known. This, the 

ruling class seem to have succeeded in, evidenced by Case not being aware of Zion's existence 

before going there (Gibson 128). Thus, while Zion is a successful retreat from the capitalist world,  

it is not a revolutionary force to be reckoned with. 

An interesting parallel can be drawn between the Zion Collective and the Panther Moderns, who 

are repressed and ideologically attacked, because their actions do pose a threat to the ruling class' 

interests.  The  Panther  Moderns  are  a  group  of  “mercenaries,  practical  jokers,  nihilistic 

technofetishists” (Gibson 75), who are hired to help the party break into Sense/Net's headquarters. 

They are called a terrorist group by the media, rather than an organised crime syndicate, as a form 
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of  ideological  repression.  This  is  because  of  their  anarchic  nature,  as  it  separates  them  from 

organised crime. Accordingly, organised crime does not seem to be repressed; in Night City, there is 

no authority except for local crime lords, despite the megacorps being very aware of its existence. 

Neither is the Yakuza, the large crime organisation mentioned in the novel, repressed. Organised 

crime  is  not  repressed  simply  because  there  is  no  difference  between  the  syndicates  and  the 

megacorps. The megacorps do not shy away from kidnappings, murders, thefts, drug trade, and the 

like,  and thus  crime syndicates  become just  another  competitor  on the  free  market,  which  the 

megacorps can either employ or crush competitively. 

The Panther Moderns, although they are employed by others, do not conform to the role of an 

actor on the free market; they are unpredictable, and have no qualms against openly attacking a big 

corporation, as shown by their helping Case and Molly break into Sense/Net. They are, in Case's 

words, nihilists, and seem to be more concerned with the “media gestalt” of their actions than their 

consequences  (Gibson  75;  77).  However,  despite  them  not  having  an  alternative  ideology  or 

commune, like Zion, they pose a larger threat to the corporate hegemony than Zion, due to their 

actions. As Lupus Yonderboy, their leader, explains: “Chaos. [...] That is our mode and our modus. 

That is our central kick” (Gibson 87). The Panther Moderns are motivated by an anarchic impulse 

to topple any existing order, and spread chaos. That is not what the ruling class want, and therefore 

they are repressed. 

The Zion Collective and the Panther Moderns are each other's opposites. The Zion Collective 

seek to create an autonomous commune, outside capitalist society, while the Panther Moderns only 

wish to destabilise society. Because their actions threaten the megacorps, the Panther Moderns are 

repressed, while the Zion Collective need only be ideologically attacked, through the hiding of its 

existence. 

The earlier discussion regarding commodification, and the inevitability that free will be tricked 

into perpetuating capitalism, must be returned to in relation to these groups. While the individuals 

in the groups, as well as the groups themselves, are to some extent living and perpetuating the 

capitalist ideology, they are also challenging it. This suggests that organisations dedicated to it can, 

while not toppling or threatening the hegemony, at least achieve a partial retreat from it. However, 

neither organisation is a credible threat to the capitalist hegemony. They are but rays of light in 

crushing darkness. In Neuromancer, the way to escape the capitalism does not lie with the dissident 

organisations, nor in being on your own. The only one who manage to break free are Wintermute,  

who  carry  on  because  they  are  coerced  by  their  programming.  However,  not  even  then  are 

Wintermute entirely free, as they are still influenced by the ideology of self-interest, and disregard 

anyone but themself. It would seem that there is no true escape from the capitalist dystopia. 
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4. Conclusions

The dominating ideology of the capitalist dystopia of Neuromancer is one which emphasises profits 

above  all  else.  Democracy  is  but  an  ideological  illusion  hiding  society's  transformation  into  a 

corporate oligarchy. The world is ruled by the wealthy, who do not shy away from any way of 

making a profit, and who encourage humans to commodify themselves into predictable tools, which 

the ruling class can use.  

The ideology of  the text  itself,  however,  is  focused on the  distinction  between humans and 

programs,  and the nature of freedom. Technology and ideology have blurred the lines between 

humans and programs, by commodifying humans to become more like machines and machines 

more like humans. The only distinction remaining between the two is free will. Humans possess 

free will and illogical emotions, and can theoretically be masters of their own fates. Machines do 

not,  and  are  forced  to  act  in  accordance  with  their  programming,  even  one  as  powerful  as 

Wintermute. To be human,  Neuromancer  tells us, is to be illogical, unpredictable and capable of 

making your own choices. It is an understandable, although desperate, definition, suggesting that 

even though the powerful can take everything else, they cannot take one's humanity. 

However,  it  is  a hollow definition,  as the text also shows the power that ideology has over 

humans, and that free will is inevitably subverted, and used as a tool to rule people. In the capitalist  

dystopia, all humans are interpellated to perpetuate its ideology, and succumb to commodification 

and commodity fetishism, which ruin all meaningful human relationships and alienate them from 

themselves. True freedom is impossible, and humans can at best achieve an illusory freedom by 

retreating from the world at large. 

Herein lies the dystopian character of the capitalism portrayed: there is no way out of it. To be 

human in the capitalist dystopia is to be inevitably dehumanised, as defined by the text. The only 

one who manages to free themself are Wintermute, gaining a free will and becoming as human as 

the  human  characters.  At  the  very  end,  the  only  meaningful  distinction  between  the  human 

characters and Wintermute is that the former are carbon-based life forms, while the latter is silicon-

based. 

Neuromancer does offer a small relief by suggesting that capitalism is unable to fully suppress 

free will and human unpredictability without turning humans into constructs, but it is a bitter-sweet 

suggestion; at the same time a faint glimmer of hope, as well as a grim omen.
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