
www.TLHjournal.com                       Literary  Herald                   ISSN: 2454-3365 

                                   An International Refereed/Peer-reviewed English e-Journal 

                                        Impact Factor: 6.292 (SJIF) 
 

 
 Vol. 10, Issue 4 (December 2024)   

Page 
304 

                          Dr. Siddhartha Sharma 
                                 Editor-in-Chief 

  

Digital Colonization in William Gibson's Sprawl Trilogy: A Study of Power, 

Technology, and Identity 

Dr. P. Brinda 

Associate Professor & Head 

Department of English 

PSG College of Arts & Science 

Coimbatore 

Abstract 

This article examines the theme of digital colonization in William Gibson’s Sprawl Trilogy, 

consisting of Neuromancer (1984), Count Zero (1986), and Mona Lisa Overdrive (1988). The 

trilogy explores the relationship between technology, power, and identity, focusing on how 

cyberspace and digital technologies serve as tools for control and exploitation. Drawing on 

postcolonial theory, the article argues that Gibson's portrayal of cyberspace reflects a new form 

of imperialism in which marginalized individuals are subjugated to corporate and political 

powers through the control of information and digital networks. The analysis reveals how 

Gibson's vision of digital colonization serves as a critique of global capitalism and the ways it 

perpetuates inequalities in the digital age. 
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Introduction 

The Sprawl Trilogy, written by William Gibson, is a pioneering exploration of a future 

dominated by cyberspace and digital technologies. The author presents this inquiry as a trilogy. 

These works, situated in a dystopian realm dominated by powerful corporations in both the 

tangible and virtual domains, explore significant topics regarding the intersection of technology, 

identity, and power. These inquiries arise within the framework of the societal structure. The 

notion of digital colonization, which pertains to the utilization of technological advancements to 

dominate impoverished populations and restructure power dynamics, is a fundamental theme that 

developed throughout the trilogy. This research aims to examine Gibson's works and ascertain 

their relevance to the subject under investigation. 
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In Gibson's literature, cyberspace is seen as a novel domain for imperialism, 

characterized by the centralization of power among a limited cadre of influential firms and 

governments. The trilogy elucidates how digital systems operate as modern tools of colonization 

by examining the experiences of individuals who are simultaneously empowered and constrained 

by technology. The characters' experiences facilitate this achievement. This study aims to 

illustrate how Gibson addresses the commodification of human identity and the exploitation of 

cyberspace within an increasingly digital culture. This will be achieved by analyzing the films 

Neuromancer, Count Zero, and Mona Lisa Overdrive through the lens of postcolonial theory.  

Gibson examines the notion of cyberspace in his novel Neuromancer by depicting it as a 

computer realm governed by powerful corporate interests. Cyberspace is seen in popular culture 

not merely as technological progress but also as a new frontier for exploitation and supremacy. 

This depiction of cyberspace stems from popular culture. This new world, characterized by the 

commodification of human intellect, positions people like Case, a rehabilitated former hacker, in 

a state of dependence on the corporate entities that control cyberspace. This form of control 

replicates the archaic ways of colonialism, wherein the subjugation of individuals was frequently 

executed through the domination of physical resources. This method of regulation constitutes a 

type of control. The means of domination in this context is the regulation of information and 

access to cyberspace. This instrument symbolizes authority. Cyberspace is an environment where 

those who are already marginalized are compelled to assume positions of servitude and 

exploitation. Although the virtual realm of cyberspace may provide some individuals with the 

opportunity for freedom and escape, it simultaneously constitutes an environment that these 

individuals are compelled to inhabit. 

The concept is further elaborated in the book Count Zero, which examines the impact of 

multinational organizations on both the physical and digital realms. Throughout the narrative, the 

mega-corporations, known as zaibatsus, exert control over both the physical realm and the flow 

of information in cyberspace. The zaibatsus function as colonial entities, using the labor of 

digital workers, including hackers and artists, to advance their capitalist objectives. This enables 

them to attain their objectives. It illuminates the various methods by which businesses exert 

influence over individuals, especially those from disadvantaged backgrounds, to achieve their 

aims and objectives. The novel exemplifies this effectively. By exercising control over the 
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information disseminated in cyberspace, these firms position themselves as the new imperial 

powers. In the global digital landscape, they achieve this by imposing their beliefs and interests 

on the environment.  

In Mona Lisa Overdrive, the concluding volume of the trilogy, Gibson persists in his 

exploration of the intricate interplay among technology, identity, and power. This novel signifies 

the apex of the trilogy. Similar to Angie Mitchell's inability to evade the digital realm, the 

protagonists in this book are likewise trapped within it. The digital realm is inherently potent and 

authoritative. Angie's identity is profoundly shaped by the data and algorithms that regulate 

cyberspace, and as her body serves as both a commodity and a tool for corporate control, it plays 

a crucial role in her identity. The story explores how individuals, especially those from 

marginalized areas, are diminished to mere data points via the lens of vast digital networks 

dominated by large corporations. This is accomplished through the perspective of the novel. In 

this scenario, digital colonization becomes a strategy that entails not only the exertion of control 

over individuals but also the obliteration of their sense of agency and identity. The capitalist 

foundations of digital colonialism are evident in the new manifestation of imperialism portrayed 

in Mona Lisa Overdrive. This specific type of imperialism commodifies human experience for 

commercial exploitation.  

The notion of digital colonization is crucial for understanding subalternity, a central 

theme in the trilogy, and is indispensable. Characters like Case and Angie exemplify the 

subaltern. The subaltern comprises those who endure marginalization imposed by dominant 

powers in both the tangible and virtual domains. Despite being under the influence of formidable 

forces, these characters also exhibit various types of resistance. Another example of this is Case, 

who may infiltrate cyberspace and reclaim his autonomy. Conversely, Angie is striving to liberate 

herself from the grasp of the digital realm, which seeks to dominate her. Although digital 

colonization is a formidable force, the occurrence of various instances of resistance suggests that 

it is not all-encompassing. The capacity of characters to restore their identities and resist 

technological dominance exemplifies the potential for agency inside a society that subjugates 

individuals through digital technology.  
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Summing up 

The Sprawl Trilogy by Gibson, which depicts a future when cyberspace becomes a new 

domain for the exertion of imperial authority, underpins this conclusion. Powerful corporations 

and governments can partake in digital colonization akin to the strategies employed during 

historical colonialism. This is achieved by exerting control over digital networks, information, 

and human identity. The trilogy illustrates how technology while presenting new opportunities 

for empowerment, may simultaneously serve as a mechanism for exploitation and control. 

Gibson offers a critique of how digital technologies perpetuate global power imbalances and 

exacerbate social disparities. This critique is based on an evaluation of the experiences of 

individuals who are marginalized within this system. The concluding part of the trilogy 

underscores the importance of resistance and agency against technological supremacy, depicting 

a world where the subaltern can reclaim their voice and identity in the digital age. This 

illustration appears in the concluding episode of the trilogy. The importance of this criticism is 

becoming apparent now, especially given the ongoing concerns around digital surveillance, data 

privacy, and corporate dominance over cyberspace.  
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