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Battle Royal: Who 
Pwned PoMo?

Cyber punk literature is generally shunted off into one of two categories: as new, pushing-the-
envelope, stunning, purely Post Modern; or as a cheap modernized version of a pulp magazine with 
slightly more justified sexual content.  Fortunately for the consummate fence sitter, there is a third 
choice, which amalgamates both.  Or, more accurately, the third choice is to assume that the first 
choice inevitably leads to the second choice.  The result of reproducing and continuing a subject once 
considered avant-garde and mind-altering is that it becomes established, codified, and normal.  The 
mind has been altered; having to do so on many occasions is usually indicative of a learning disability 
or extreme stubbornness.  

In order to support what shall henceforth be labelled the fence-sitter option, there shall commence 
a battle royal between an example of so called first wave cyber punk, Neuromancer, and second wave 
cyber punk, Snow Crash.  Each will be pitted against each other in various categories usually considered 
integral to Post Modern literature.�  The categories are: decentralization, ordered universe, use of 
binaries, grand narrative and finally the question of closure.  Marks shall be tallied at the conclusion, 
though there are opportunities to gain extra points for doing particularly well.�

A large part of Post Modernism is centred around decentring.  Instead of looking at kings, 
princesses, righteous heroes, etc, the characters usually hail from the outskirts of society.  Also, there 
should be little glorification of human achievement since humans are just mildly intelligent animals.  
Both novels work in this respect.  The main character of Neuromancer, Case, is a drug-using hacker 
with a penchant for latching onto the “wrong kind of girl”.  He takes the job offered to him—otherwise 
there would be no plot—but does so for monetary gain and so that he can ignore the meat (his body) 
and continue living in a fabricated reality of which is his loath to leave even to urinate.  Hiro Protagonist, 
the hero and protagonist (surprisingly enough) of Snow Crash, is not “using” (3 Gibson) as the phrase 
goes, but is still a hacker of mixed ethnicity who is unemployed, financially impaired, and likes to play 
with swords.  He is also out to make money.  In both cases the common crowd, referred to as the “meat” 
(8 Gibson) in Neuromancer and “biomass” (75, Stephenson) in Snow Crash, is rendered as a heaving 
mass of mindless flesh ruled by selfish physical needs.  This idea is more integral to the plot of Snow 
Crash, but present in both nonetheless.  The novels differ in how the protagonists fit in with the rest 
of humanity.  Case is disdainful of the “meat” but is forced repeatedly to succumb to it.  No amount of 
effort, cleverness and dumb good luck can raise him above the other detritus.  Hiro, however, does rise 
about the biomass.  In fact, Hiro turns out to be so cool, and so good at making the right connections 
that he gets paid tons of money, gets the girl, saves his friend, and turns the whole thing into a great 
ad campaign.�

This leads into the second category: ordered society.  There are two worlds to contend with in 
each novel, the “real” world and the digitalized world.  In both cases the real world is lawless, corrupt, 
dirty, and generally uncaring to the humans that live within it.  The digitalized realities in each novel 
are not so similar as they first seem.  The difference lies in how these virtual realities affect the way 
humans function within them.  The metaverse of Snow Crash is clean, well regulated and—usually—

�	  This list is by no means all inclusive of the various aspects of Post Modernism and its techniques, nor 
should it be.  It would take away half the fun.
�	  Marks shall hereafter appear in the footnotes.  Marks are given in “kudos,” with 1 kudos meaning the 
story contained a particular Post Modern element, and 2 kudos indicating that this element was used in an effec-
tive way to from a Post Modern perspective.
�	  Neuromancer: 2 kudos for follow through.
Snow Crash: 1 kudos for effort.



consequence free.  Getting one’s head cut off in the metaverse amounts to a small inconvenience, 
not death.  Neuromancer’s cyber space is the opposite; Case is technically dead on at least three 
occasions.  While Case comes back each time, it is not uncommon for others to die no matter how good 
they are at hacking.  Also, Case is perfectly content to let this unstable world remain the way it is—his 
few enjoyments in life come from denying the outside world and throwing himself into hacking.  If he 
were no longer able to commit his illegal activities he would return to how he was at the beginning of the 
novel.  On the other hand, Hiro is motivated into action because the orderly world of the metaverse has 
been threatened and must be restored.  His job as a hacker is a legitimate one, therefore he has every 
reason to want to perpetuate this virtual world.  He does so by playing the system of the real world; 
he owns all the right products, makes all the right friends and all of his morally questionable acts (the 
various slicing and dicing that goes on outside of the metaverse) are legitimized by the fact that he only 
hurts bad people.  He is a questionable hero, but a hero nonetheless.  With Case the reader is not quite 
sure whether or not to be happy that he is successful, thus thwarting the usual purpose of a quest.�

Part of creating an ordered system involves defining binaries: bad – good, right – wrong, etc.  
In Snow Crash these dichotomies are threatened and then upheld, except that they are dependent on 
human nature to perpetuate them.  It is therefore fortunate that the main characters are, if not saintly, 
basically good people.  Such a system is flimsy and arbitrary—they do the right thing because it is the 
right thing (with the added bonus of being paid, though the promise of monetary gain does not come until 
late in the novel).  The only really break though is YT—she rejects the typical female rendition that her 
mother would like her to have.  She is self sustaining, reckless, yet sometimes easily manipulated.  Her 
return to her mother at the end of the novel is ambiguous.  Does she continue to put on the charade of 
the good little girl or not?  There is no way to tell one way or the other.  The plot of Neuromancer is about 
doing the wrong thing.    There are laws in place to keep anyone for doing what Wintermute wishes to 
do.  They use illegal means to get things done, kill innocents, and utilize drugs, violence, and whatever 
it takes to accomplish an end that remands undefined.  The line between human and machine seems 
clearly defined.  There are constant references to Molly’s eyes, and most prosthetic augmentations are 
not hidden.  This could indicate that these things are different and should be recognized as such, or it 
might mean that cybernetic replacements have become so common in this world that no one notices 
them anymore.  The line between human and machine has been blurred beyond recognition.  The 
same applies to the animorphic characters.  There is no longer a separation between animals, humans 
or machines, and evolution is doing a lot of side stepping rather than moving forward.�

The idea of moving forward is explicitly and extensively explained in Snow Cash.  Hiro spends at 
least fifteen pages describing the grand narrative through which all language has evolved.  Everything 
fits quite nicely into place and things are returned to a state that liberates individual agency.  Humans 
are now free to evolve more and more, carrying the narrative forward to greater heights.  Neuromancer 
is not nearly so optimistic.  Armatige/Corto’s quest becomes twisted and pathetic by the time of his 
death, Molly’s quest is relatively undefined, and Case’s quest simple.  There does not seem to be any 
grand narrative to unite these people together.�

The end of the book ties up the plot of Snow Crash quite neatly.  While it is possible that Hiro will 
eventually break up with Jaunita again, the narrative seems to indicate that they will stay together.  YT’s 
mother is ok, Hiro has made a large amount of money and is probably going to make more securing 
other hackers against the virus.  The only unanswered questions is what will happen between YT and 
her mother, but it almost doesn’t matter.  YT will most likely continue her lifestyle exactly as she did 
before whether her mother approves or not.  There are no clear answers given in Neuromancer besides 
the fact that Case never sees Molly again, which means their relationship has ended and nothing much 
else.  By the end of the novel it is unclear what exactly it is that Wintermute and Neuromancer have 
accomplished (besides making a new friend in the Centauri system).  As Finn, speaking for the matrix, 
comments, “Things aren’t different, things are things,” (270 Gibson).�

The final tally has Neuromancer with ten kudos and Snow Crash with about two and a half kudos.  
While it is obvious that this marking system is arguable, the “winner” would probably not change.  In 

�	  Neuromancer: 2 kudos
Snow Crash: 1 kudos for slicing and dicing action.
�	  Neuromancer: 2 kudos
Snow Crash: .499999999999999999999999999999999999999999999999999999999999999999999 kudos
�	  Neuromancer: 2 kudos
Snow Crash: zilch
�	  Neuromancer: 2 kudos
Snow Crash: nil



Neuromancer bad people go through a lot of trouble so that something bad can do bad things to bad 
people and other bad people benefit and there are a lot of drugs and human collateral; there is no clear 
winner besides the matrix and everything still sucks.  Humanity has no clear direction and appears 
to be slowly melding together in one, unthinking mass of meat and metal.  It is no longer clear what 
signifies human, or machine, or animal. The fact that Snow Crash has any kudos at all indicates that 
some conventions have followed through while others have not.  Cyber punk is expected to throw 
the reader into a different world, which Snow Crash does.  Yet in the end that world is reaffirmed as 
having the same ideal as this one—if everyone is a good person than things will work out.  All the good, 
clever people are reward and all the bad, not quite as clever people are killed in various clever ways.  
Clever is defined as being a good capitalist, buying all the right stuff, climbing the corporate ladder and 
achieving the American dream (which is ironic in that in the novel America is only loosely defined as a 
single nation).  It is inherently optimistic and modernistic.  Cyber punk has become like a document that 
has been photocopied one too many times: through repeated reproduction, the original impetus has 
become blurred and nearly indistinguishable.
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