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Abstract
This article analyzes the narrative of nonhuman elements in the American cyberpunk novel 
Neuromancer (1984), by William Gibson, and its Chinese counterpart, Waste Tide (2013), by 
Chen Qiufan, in the context of world literature, aiming to explore the way they configure the 
connections and networks of the world system. It argues that, similar to the role of literary 
forms and contents in Franco Moretti’s research and artificial sites in David Damrosch’s world 
literature theory, the artificial humans in both novels are narrated as a center of calculation that 
connects different classes, cultures, and domains both inside and outside their home countries, 
forming a network resembling the star-shaped typology. Meanwhile, the technical products 
in these narratives act as conduits for transporting the presence of the ancient, distant, and 
current systems in the world into one another, showcasing a mesh global network that directly 
connects individual sites and domains in different countries and cultures. These agencies of 
nonhuman narrative in the East and West not only reveal a new episteme to reassemble the 
connections between the literary, social, cultural, and economic structures in both developed 
and developing countries, but also help address the recent concerns of multiculturalism by 
breaking down cultural boundaries and incorporating nonhuman objects as part of the material 
basis of the “form” of different cultures. 
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journals such as European Review, Journal of Modern Literature and Comparative Literature 
Studies. 

The past few decades have seen the rise of nonhuman actors, such as cyborgs, cloned 
biotechnology, and high-tech products, in the global cultural and literary spheres. This shift 
has significantly altered our understanding of the interconnectedness among nations, cultures, 
societies, and literatures. Jon Roffe and Hannah Stark address this phenomenon as the 

“nonhuman turn” and claim that “at this present moment in intellectual history it is impossible 
to consider the human without contextualizing it with the nonhuman turn” (qtd.in Shang 59). 
This article responds to this trend by taking the nonhuman narrative in the American cyberpunk 
novel Neuromancer (1984) by William Gibson and the Chinese cyberpunk novel Waste Tide 
(2013) by Chen Quifan as examples to explore the ways they configure the connections and 
networks of the world system. In analyzing these novels and connections, I will draw on actor-
network theory from the French philosopher and sociologist Bruno Latour (1947–2022), world 
system analysis theory from the American sociologist and historian Immanuel Wallerstein 
(1930–2019), and the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s (1930–2002) argument on social 
habitus. While a large body of scholarship has emerged in recent decades on the concept of 
world literature1, to my knowledge, this analysis is the first to examine the way nonhuman 
narrative shapes our understanding of world literature.



Li / Making The World Of Connections Visible� 227

Kritika Kultura 47 (2025): 227–239� © Ateneo de Manila University

<https://archium.ateneo.edu/kk>

WORLD LITERATURE AND THE NONHUMAN NARRATIVE IN NEUROMANCER AND 
WASTE TIDE 

Before analyzing the nonhuman narrative in these two novels in the context of world 
literature, I will first outline the renaissance of world literature criticism over the 
past two decades and its relationship with both books. Since the beginning of the 
modern times, Western countries have constantly strived to position their literary 
works and forms at the center of the world’s literary system. This trend is evident in 
Immanuel Kant’s claim in his influential article “Idea for a Universal History with 
a Cosmopolitan Purpose” (1784), where he argued for a need to re-conceptualize 
human history based on parameters drawn from an assumed universality of reason 
that is, in fact, “the result of a universalization of the cultural particularity of the 
bourgeoisie” (qtd. in Siskind 336). The voices and agencies of literary creation in 
developing countries, as well as peripheral literary works in developed countries, 
within the global system of literary production, exchange, and consumption, often 
remain invisible. 

The Italian literary historian and theorist Franco Moretti sought to address 
this situation in his influential essay “Conjectures on World Literature” (2000) by 
exploring the associations between the literary contents and forms of developing 
countries and those of the center. Moretti proposed a method of “distant reading” 
to replace traditional close reading in order to create space for the large number 
of marginalized works in both central and peripheral countries, and to explore the 

“law of literary evolution” in the world. This approach destabilizes the literary form 
and content at the center and, importantly, allows for the rediscovery of the traces 
and agencies of literary works previously considered unimportant in shaping world 
literary development. As such, “distant reading” becomes an effective artificial 
situation invented by Moretti to account for the actions and performances of those 
from the periphery. Through these newly discovered associations, literatures from 
the East and the West, the center and the periphery, converge into a well-connected 
fluid system, presenting a balanced view of world literature.  

The American literary critic David Damrosch continued to explore artificial 
sites that could reveal new associations within the literary system. In his book 
What is World Literature? (2003), he delves into the processes and impacts of our 
traditional reading and translation practice, examining their roles in mediating the 
relations between different national cultures and literatures. He argues that “World 
literature is writing that gains in translation,” and “World literature is not a set 
canon of texts but a mode of reading: a form of detached engagement with worlds 
beyond our own place and time” (281). In this conception of world literature, the 
cultural contexts and readers in the developing countries step out of the background 
and become visible actors akin to those of the developed countries within the 
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world literary system. By focusing on these artificial occasions, as demonstrated 
in the research of these two scholars, we can bring back the non-Western and 
non-canonical works as visible, accounted, and distributed actors. This approach 
also allows us to identify the conduits and vehicles that transform the literature of 
different nations and cultures into a coherent form, therefore creating a collectively 
integrated entity that circumvents the previous hierarchies. 

Their intent to reframe the way world cultural and literary history is narrated 
echoes Gibson’s efforts in Neuromancer and Chen’s in Waste Tide, where both 
authors explore the nonhuman as another productive site to reveal actions and 
performances of literature at the margins and peripheries of the world literary 
system.2 Neuromancer, considered the progenitor of the genre of the cyberpunk 
novel, uses high-tech as a nodal point to connect low-life characters and cultures 
with the center. This novel mainly describes the way a low-level hacker named Henry 
Case, living in the fictional Chiba City, Japan, uses his capability of connecting 
his nervous system with the artificial cyberspace to participate in competitions 
between giant cross-national high-tech enterprises, engaging peripheral and 
mainstream cultures, business networks in center countries, such as the US, Japan, 
and the UK, as well as those in developing countries, such as China, Turkey, and 
Brazil. Along with the progression of globalization, the influence of the cyberpunk 
novel has spread across national and cultural boundaries. In 1999, this novel was 
translated into Chinese and became the archetype of many literary creations of 
Chinese writers, including Chen Qiufan, Yang Ping, and Zhao Lei. Chen Qiufan’s 
novel, Waste Tide, serves as an illustrative example that also takes the nonhuman 
cyborg as its narrative focus. It shows how the peripheral Chinese bio-engineered 
laborers in the imaginary place “Silicon Isle,” represented by the character Mimi, 
are linked with dominant forces both in China and in Western countries. While 
the specific type of nonhuman that the two novels address varies, their respective 
narrative approaches to nonhuman elements from the viewpoint of developed 
countries and developing countries make it appropriate to study them together so 
as to provide a global view of the narrative of nonhumans in literature. 

As Bruno Latour notes, “agencies are always presented in an account as doing 
something, that is, making some difference to a state of affairs, transforming some 
As into Bs through trials with Cs” (52-53). Therefore, in order to bring back cultures 
and literatures at the margins into the light, we need to locate suitable “accounts,” 

“trails” and “differences.” With the advancement of information technology in 
developing countries as well as their participation in technological innovation, 
technological products become meaningful sites to render visible the account, 
trail, and information of the often-silenced non-Western agents in shaping the 
world literary and cultural system. This is because the process of manufacturing, 
circulating, and maintaining these nonhuman objects lies within the multiple 
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and complex lives of marginalized cultures and marginalized people. They are 
connected with their Western counterparts as well as various other dominant 
agencies through meetings, regulations, and different forms of incorporation. In 
light of these features of nonhuman narrative, Neuromancer and Waste Tide retain 
what I believe to be Moretti’s and Damrosch’s core insight: namely, the fluidity of 
the relationships among nations and cultures resides in artificial occasions as a 
question of nodal points. In the next two sections, I will comparatively analyze the 
ways nonhuman narratives in these two novels perform as centers of calculation for 
the flow of different cultures and peoples, and as global redistributors that connect 
distant individual sites and different scales. 

ARTIFICIAL HUMANS, CENTRES OF CALCULATION, STAR-SHAPED GLOBAL 
CONNECTIONS 

When the character Armitage, the main patron of the crew in Neuromancer, 
biochemically edits the neurosystem and other organs of Henry Case, a poor 
and drug-addicted hacker, to restore his ability to “project his disembodied 
consciousness into the consensual hallucination that was the matrix” (8), and to 
fulfill a mission assigned by the fictional artificial intelligence named Wintermute, 
the artificial human becomes what Latour terms as a “centre of calculation”. This 

“centre,” according to Latour, offers tangible shapes for the map of global knowledge, 
trade, and cultural interactions. The artificial human is defined as an important 
category of nonhuman by Shang Biwu in his article “Towards a Theory of 
Nonhuman Narrative” (2022). Unlike other nonhuman actors, such as water, rocks, 
plants, and animals, the artificial human resembles the mythical creature sphinx, 
with its body constituted by elements crossing the boundaries of human, animal, 
and natural things. The artificial components used to transform the cyborgs, such 
as chips and chemicals, are usually a fusion of new technology, natural materials, 
and human intelligence. With these artificially intelligent devices, artificial humans 
can acquire extraordinary capabilities that enable them to traverse different classes, 
cultures, and domains, making them a calculation center for a star-shaped network3 
connecting classes, cultures, technologies, humans, and the natural world. 

The “centre of calculation,” developed by Latour, refers to a kind of central 
“venue” in which “knowledge production builds upon the accumulation of resources 
through circulatory movements to other places” (Jöns 158). In other words, an 
analysis of the input and output network of the center of calculation could reveal a 
geographical map of conduits and vehicles for the mobility of people, information, 
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technology, and other resources that lead to the formation of macro knowledge, 
such as society, the world system, and globalization. Heike Jöns further notes the 
way the center of calculation makes visible the world of networks by explaining 
what transpires within the center: “the accumulated resources” from different fields 
and parts of the world are “systematized, classified, transformed, tied together and 
re-represented,” creating “a strong web of associations” that “act as a unified whole” 
(7).

In Neuromancer, the artificial human Henry Case acts as the primary venue to 
converge information and resources from the lower class and the upper class in 
global society. Before being biochemically modified, Case belongs to his society’s 
lower stratum. Gibson describes Case’s living conditions, stating that “now he 
slept in the cheapest coffins, the ones nearest the port, beneath the quartz-halogen 
floods that lit the docks all night like vast stages; where you couldn’t see the lights 
of Tokyo for the glare of the television sky, not even the towering hologram logo 
of the Fuji Company . . .” (5). Through the focal point of Case, the assembling 
of information about the chaotic and unclean living environment in Tokyo, the 
deserted streets and the dusty and lifeless neolight of the lower-class areas in 
Manhattan are described. The same applies to the lives and experiences of other 
lower-class characters in the novel, such as the cybernetically modified razorgirl 
Molly, the physically and psychologically injured ex-military officer Colonel Willis 
Corto, and the thief and sadist Peter Riviera. After Case undergoes biochemical 
modification, his technologically enhanced abilities enable him to accomplish the 
mission of assisting the AI Wintermute in merging with another AI, neuromancer, 
to become a superintelligence. Both AIs are developed and owned by the affluent 
industrial clan organization Tessier-Ashpool, which operates branches in many 
countries. Through this mission, Case becomes the site where the information of 
the habitus of the rich people and the frontiers of artificial intelligence technology 
are narrated. Gibson describes a journey to Paris where the characters “sat together 
in First class, Molly in the window seat, Case beside her, Riviera and Armitage on 
the aisle. Once, as the plane banked over water, Case saw the jewel-glow of a Greek 
island town. And once, reaching for his drink, he caught the flicker of a thing like 
a giant human sperm in the depths of his bourbon and water” (Gibson 99-100). 
Clearly, through the mediator of the artificial human, images and ways of life from 
the upper class, such as the “first class” flight seat, the “jewel-glow” of a Greek 
island town, and the “bourbon,” are juxtaposed with the culture of the lower class 
embedded in individuals such as Case and Molly. 

With Case, Molly and similar characters’ actions in both the habitus of the upper 
class and the lower class during the abovementioned mission to assist Wintermute 
in merging with Neuromancer, the culture and ideas of the affluent are transported 
and translated through the cyborg to the less fortunate sectors of life. At the same 
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time, the skills and cultures of the ordinary people are also transplanted into the 
realm of dominant forces. The artificial human has given a successful ride for both 
the rich and poor, as well as the artificial intelligence technology, to travel from 
one habitus to another, forming a geographical map of the network of interclass, 
intercultural, and interdisciplinary communication. More importantly, these 
elements from different categories do not remain inactive when transported to 
another site. While Case and Molly act within the habitus of the wealthy, the 

“calculative abilities of individuals,” according to Latour, constitute the only part of 
the agencies leading to the transformative effect of their action. Latour notes that an 
actor “is not the source of an action but the moving target of a vast array of entities 
swarming toward it” (46). This suggests that these characters are actually delegates 
of the forces of their cultural, economic, social, and educational backgrounds, 
which shape their minds, behaviors, and ways of life. In this sense, the superego 
that Case and Molly acquired in the coffin hotel in places such as China, Japan, and 
the deserted and lifeless streets of Manhattan, work together with the agency of the 
new information technology to shape these characters’ actions and thus transform 
the configuration of the field of the upper class. 

Chen Qiufan, in his cyberpunk novel Waste Tide, further explores the role of 
artificial human narrative as a center of calculation. He pays special attention to the 
way cyborgs defragment the existing hierarchical order and remap the geographical 
network of different classes, cultures, and nations from the perspective of 
developing countries. As a rapidly growing economy, China grapples with conflicts 
caused by a widening wealth gap and reduced class mobility while also dealing 
with its peripheral status in the international production chain. The Chinese town 

“Silicon Isle” in the novel is one of the largest sites dealing with e-waste discharged 
by Western countries. Chen writes that “countless workshops, little more than 
sheds, were packed tightly together like mahjong tiles along both sides of every 
street . . . Meta chassis, broken displays, circuit boards, plastic components and 
wires, some dismantled and some awaiting processing, were scattered everywhere 
like piles of manure with laborers, all of them migrants from elsewhere in China, 
flitting between the piles like flies” (31). While sending highly polluting e-waste 
to Silicon Isle, the fictional US company “TerraGreen” in the novel also develops 
a technology for recycling rare earth elements used in waste products, such as 
batteries and chips. They sell it to recycling companies in China on the condition 
that they are given priority access to purchase at a substantial discount the valuable 
rare earths produced (Chen 178). Thus, Silicon Isle becomes a site that runs the risk 
of environmental pollution and health damage to treat waste for Western countries 
and also provide cheap raw industrial materials. 

In addition to the disadvantaged international productive relations, Chen also 
writes about the unresolvable class divides within society in Silicon Isle. In the 
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novel, the waste recycling business is monopolized by three familial clans: the 
Luo family, the Lin family, and the Chen family. Most of the people working for 
their companies are migrant workers from other parts of China. These workers 
are treated inhumanely, akin to slaves, and are disdainfully referred to as “waste 
people.” They live amid trash, and their employers provide them with no protective 
gear while dealing with the toxic waste (Chen 31). In such a hierarchical social 
order, the connections between the three groups resemble a Russian Matryoshka: 
the weaker one is enclosed by the more powerful ones. Once enclosed, the smaller 
part’s voice and agency become invisible, creating a sharp divide between classes 
where the marginalized voices remain unheard.

The artificial human, Mimi, initially opens up and defragments the Matryoshka-
like relationships between these groups, paving the way for a possible restructuring 
of their ties later. Mimi in the novel is a poor girl coming from the countryside to earn 
her living as waste worker in the fictional Silicon Isle. She becomes infected with a 
virus developed by the Waste Tide project in the United States during World War 
II and subsequently serves as the host for an omniscient consciousness. As a result, 
she is able to use her consciousness to operate an exoskeleton robot made from the 
e-waste. In a manner akin to Case in Neuromancer, the Mimi-machine serves as a 
center connecting three categories of people and also acts as a convergence point 
for resources and agencies from different fields: the consciousness of the Mimi-
machine comes from the poor waste girl; the force controlling the “exoskeleton 
robot” is derived from artificial intelligence developed by Western countries, and 
the robot itself is a product purchased by the dominant Luo family along with other 
e-waste. 

After the properties, capacities, and structured propensities of the three are 
effectively integrated in the new Mimi, she begins to retroactively intervene in 
the existing social structures. Due to Mimi’s resistance to the exploitation of the 
dominant Luo family, the local superstitious sacrifice culture and later her value in 
studying the human-machine species, as she is controlled and repeatedly tortured 
by Luo Wenjin, the head of the Luo family, and the American businessman Scott 
Brandies. Specifically, as a local capitalist, Luo seeks to control Mimi in order to 
bargain with Brandies, who wants to take her back to the US to investigate the 
technology of how to converge machines with human minds. In resonance with 
Bourdieu’s claim that habitus is “the way society becomes deposited in persons in 
the form of lasting dispositions, or trained capacities and structured propensities 
to think, feel and act in determinant ways, which then guide them in their creative 
responses to the constraints and solicitations of their extant milieu” (Wacquant 
318), both Luo’s and Brandies’ actions represent the social dispositions and 
structures of the local ruling class and the international company. When the 
Luo clan sends their “thugs” to fight the waste people with the aim of controlling 
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Mimi, the Mimi-machine joins the fray: “twisted metal fragments flew in every 
direction, and a few slicked through the limbs of the slow-moving phosphorescent 
men, suspended in air, and stuck into the ground” (Chen 306). Also, when Brandies 
attempts to transport Mimi back to the US via the sea, the artificial intelligence 
uses its superpower to thwart his plan by crashing the boat into the bridge piers, 
and later, damaging his heart functions (Chen 338). The defeat of the Luo clan 
and Brandies’s power to control and exploit the waste girl Mimi shows that, with 
the intervention of the artificial human, the previous social topography is being 
defragmented. 

The linear hierarchical connections between the three are transformed into an 
equitably linked network through Mimi. None of them is superior or overarching. 
The cyborg Mimi-machine, similar to that in Neuromancer, further connects these 
habitus by transplanting behavioral patterns from one to another. In the novel, 
despite the waste people being dehumanized by the ruling clan, even with the 
waste man Li Wen’s sister being killed by them, when a typhoon-induced flood hits 
the town, the Mimi-machine chooses to organize the waste people to rescue their 
previous exploiters and enemies, an action showing how kindness, a structured 
action that is a propensity of the lower-class waste people, is transported to the 
habitus of the profit-driven ruling class through the artificial human. Through 
the narrative of the artificial human, Chen makes the agency of the lower-class 
waste people visible and shows a map of equal and reciprocal interactions between 
different categories of actors.

TECHNICAL PRODUCTS, TRANSPORTED PRESENCE, AND MESH GLOBAL 
CONNECTIONS

While the previous section analyzed the way the artificial human in both novels acts 
as a center of calculation to materialize the conduit of star-shaped connections in 
the global network, this section focuses on how the authors use technical products 
as a means to dispatch and distribute the presence of local sites to their counterparts 
so as to make another aspect of the global network visible to the readers: the mesh-
like interconnections between individual sites. Indeed, there are various kinds of 
centers similar to artificial humans that possess continuous agency in different 
fields across the world map, such as the headquarters of the United Nations and 
the WTO, the central office of the Hong Kong Stock Exchange, and the General 
Staff office of the Ukrainian troops. Through the accumulation and retroactive 
analysis of resources and information, these centers assemble related structures 
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and objects into individual, self-sufficient systems. Then, the way in which these 
centers or individual systems are connected or assembled into an integrated world 
system becomes an important issue to be solved. Latour notes that “there exists 
no other place in which to sum up all those sites,” and “it would be quite foolish 
to ask in which ‘super-mega-macro-structure they all reside’” (191). Instead of a 

“‘super-mega-macro-structure they all reside,’” Gibson in Neuromancer and Chen 
in Waste Tide seek to use the transported presence of one site into another as a 
way to construct interconnections between different centers, building a topology 
resembling a mesh network4 in computer science.

When the cybernetically modified character Molly arrives in Istanbul with her 
colleagues Case and the Finn to recruit Peter Riviera to their team, Gibson describes 
the elements that frame the social activities in the city, including the Hilton hotels, 
Mercedes-Benz, and a Citroën sedan with a primitive hydrogen-cell conversion. 
Riviera in the novel is a thief and sadist who can project holographic images by using 
his implants. While Istanbul operates as an independent site with its own social, 
cultural, and political orders and is geographically distant from the other centers, 
these nonhuman actors reveal the winding path through which the traces of actions 
from ingredients in other sites enter and shape the local interaction within this city. 
After confirming details of Riviera’s capabilities and his usual locations, Molly and 
her colleagues set off from the Hilton hotel in a Mercedes-Benz to visit “the city’s 
central market for spices, software, perfumes, drugs” (Gibson 87). When Riviera 
is anesthetized by Molly’s “fletcher,” they transport him away using a Citroën car. 
Through Gibson’s narrative, we see that the inter-subjective actions between Molly, 
her colleague, and Peter Riviera would not be possible without the inter-objectivity 
between the car, the fletcher, and the anesthetic drugs it carries.

To some extent, the German intelligence and design activities behind the 
Mercedes car, the ancient wisdom used in creating the fletcher, and the technology 
of anesthetic drugs invented in distant times and places are transported to the 
present in Istanbul through the relay of these specific nonhuman mediators. 
These elements act as structuring templates that shape Molly’s actions in this 
city. This is because delivering action through the transport provided by the car 
and anesthesia, or via other transportation vehicles and drugs made in Istanbul, 
would require different patterns of actions. Without the temporary incapacitation 
caused by anesthesia or the speed of the car, it would not be as easy for them to 
apprehend Riviera and take him away, as he has the ability to manipulate others’ 
subconsciousness (Gibson 89) and project a “holographic aura” (Gibson 132) using 
the power of his artificial implants. In his article “The Representation and Criticism 
of the Three Spaces in Neuromancer,” the Chinese scholar Wang Yiping also points 
out the outcome of Gibson’s narrative on the connections of different spaces:
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The writing of space in Neuromancer is meaningful, as apart from describing the 
local stories of megacities, it demonstrates a world picture full of mobility against the 
background of globalization, showcases a bird’s eye view of the frequent movement of 
people, material and information in the ‘global village’, and on the basis of this, imagines 
an era with highly developed urban civilization governed by technology and capital. (132; 
my trans.)

The world picture in Wang’s commentary, in fact, is not formed by mechanically 
bonding different spaces together, which, in Latour’s words (184), could create 
an impression of jumping from one context to another because the spaces of 
the different cities are distant and different. It is the nonhuman mediators that 
transport the presence of one site to another, both in terms of time and space, and 
thus how the world picture in Gibson’s narrative takes shape.

While Neuromancer illustrates the way technical products render visible the 
interconnections between distant sites, Chen in Waste Tide employs electronic 
waste to further showcase the way nonhuman actors form mesh connections 
among distant sites between the East and West, with special attention paid to the 
disadvantaged position of developing countries within these global connections. 
The fictional town of “Silicon Isle” in Chen’s narrative, as mentioned earlier, is the 
largest e-waste recycling center in southeast China. This e-waste, comprising waste 
electrical and electronic equipment, encompasses end-of-life products produced 
and consumed through the Digital Revolution and scientific and technological 
innovations in Western countries. The novel explains that this e-waste is transferred 
to China’s Silicon Isle because, with the technology developed by the fictional 
American company “TerraGreen Recycling,” “more than 80 percent” of the valuable 
rare earths used in this electronic equipment could be recovered. However, “the 
pollution generated by the process far exceeded EPA standards, and the processor 
would be required to contribute to a trust fund to cover anticipated environmental 
harms” (Chen 177). Immanuel Wallerstein’s argument in world system analysis 
provides an explanation for why Silicon Isle continues to accept the transport of 
e-waste to their land:

“The strong states, which contains a disproportionate share of core-like processes, tend 
to emphasize their role of protecting the quasi-monopolies of the core-like processes. 
The very weak states, which contain a disproportionate share of peripheral production 
processes, are usually unable to do very much to affect the axial division of labor, and in 
effect are largely forced to accept the lot that has been given them.” (29) 

With Wallerstein’s argument in mind, it is the forceful global division of labor that 
drives the presence of e-waste to what was once a quiet, clean, and self-sustaining 
Chinese town. Nevertheless, through the imposed transported presence of e-waste, 
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both Silicon Isle and the various Western electronic product production and 
consuming sites are, to some extent, provisional endpoints of the shaping force 
for each other, distributed across time and space. On the one hand, the economic 
and social structures in the Chinese town are a direct result of the production and 
consumption of electronic devices in Western societies. Developed countries, as 
noted by Richard Maxwell and Toby Miller, dump about “twenty to fifty million tons 
of electronic and electric waste” into developing countries (3). Correspondingly, 
the seaside Chinese town has abandoned its traditional life pattern characterized 
by fishing, forming an economic and social structure composed of local recycling 
companies dominated by three ruling clans and migrant laborers. On the other 
hand, the efficient disposal of electronic waste, and the industrial resources they 
sell back, such as rare earths, are critical actions to maintain the operations of 
Western society and the high-tech industry. In other words, the continuous profit 
of Western high-tech companies, the highly paid jobs, and the clean environment 
are, in a sense, the endpoint of the work of migrant laborers and the “respiratory 
diseases, kidney stones, and blood disorders among the inhabitants of Silicon Isle” 
(Chen 50). The e-waste in Chen’s narrative acts as veins that build connections 
between two sites in the world system.

CONCLUSION

The above analysis shows that while the American debut cyberpunk novel 
Neuromancer provides a view of how nonhuman narrative makes visible the 
world of connections from the perspective of developed countries, its Chinese 
counterpart Waste Tide offers a complementary insight into the global networks 
from the perspective of developing countries. In the journey of the cyberpunk 
novel’s travel from the center to developing countries, while the specific social 
structures they address change according to different contexts, the properties 
of their nonhuman actors remain stable. In both novels, they work as centers of 
calculation to make visible the star-shaped networks in the world system and as 
global redistributors to connect cross-cultural and cross-national sites, as well 
as to link interdisciplinary scales, such as global health, environmental pollution, 
and labor exploitation.6 What is meaningful about these agencies of nonhuman 
narrative is that they not only connect the Western and Eastern literary fields by 
forming a fluent world literary picture with few fissures or gaps, but also reveals 
a new episteme to showcase the specific trails of global connections. They nest 
social, economic, cultural, and geographic structures within both developed and 
developing countries into one another, stage the world as a well-connected totality, 
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and reassemble the asymmetric relations between the hegemonic and peripheral 
cultural and economic forces on the world map.

Moreover, the agencies of nonhuman narrative offer a way to consider the 
recent concerns about the shortcomings of multiculturalism. While contributing 
significantly to undermining the hegemonic force of Western culture, with the 
wave of post-structural criticism, Paul Stasi points out that multiculturalism might 
be termed as “multicultural formalism” because of “the abstract demand to respect 
different cultures and systems of belief alongside a prohibition about filling in those 
differences with content, in order to avoid any tinge of cultural essentialism” (367). 
Ulrich Beck further notes that multiculturalism also proposes a vision of culture as 
a “closed self-sufficient and sacrosanct unity” (37), which poses barriers to bridging 
different cultural entities. It is clear that the nonhuman narrative’s effort to render 
visible the complex traces of connections between the East and West, as well as 
different fields, breaks down cultural, national, and disciplinary boundaries and 
represents diverse cultures as an interconnected whole. Meanwhile, its emphasis 
on nonhuman objects in different countries and cultures as individual functioning 
entities makes these objects suitable components of the “form” of different cultures. 
Nonhuman entities have just as much to tell us about our society, culture, and 
literature.
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Notes
1.	 For instance, Pascale Casanova published her book The World Republic of Letters 

(French version in 1999 and its English translation in 2004), in which she argues that 
the world status of certain literary work relies on the cultural capital it accumulates 
through its travel in the center countries; Moretti in his influential essay “Conjectures 
on World Literature” (2000) emphasizes the hybridity of literatures in different regions 
as manifestations of world literature; Damrosch in his book What is World Literature? 
(2003) argues that world literature takes its form in translation, global circulation, and 
production, etc. 

2.	 Svend Erik Larsen argues that, in an era of globalization, world literature studies need 
to focus on everyday experiences in both highly developed and marginalized societies 
(2020). In line with this argument, I selected a text, Neuromancer, from the developed 
country the United States and another text, Waste Tide, from the developing country 
China.

3.	 A star-shaped network refers to a paradigm of network typology in computer science 
in which each individual site is connected to a central hub. The central hub serves as a 
conduit to transmit messages among individual sites, therefore, making every individual 
site as a connected network. Similarly, the artificial humans in the two stories’ narrative 
act as a global “calculation centre” which could make connected the classes, cultures, 
technologies, humans, and natural world of different countries. 

4.	 Unlike a star-shaped network in which a center is responsible for transmitting messages 
among different sites, a mesh network is a type of connection used in computer science 
where different points of the network connect with each other directly and non-
hierarchically. Every point equally participates in the relay of information in the network.

5.	 The original Chinese text is:   《神经漫游者》中的空间书写极富意味，除了细描(美
国等)大都市的内城故事， 还在此之上，展现了一幅全球化背景之下极富流动感
的世界性画卷，显现出一种对人、 物与信息高频运动的“地球村”的俯视，藉
此设想了一个技术和资本共治、世界大都 市文明高度发达的时代。

6.	 This argument is in resonance with Seán Hand’s and Maria Mäkelä’s view that literary 
narrative possesses agency upon people’s consciousness to deal with problems such as 
climate change and environmental pollution. For details, see Maria Mäkelä, “Climate 
uncertainty, social media certainty: A story-critical approach to climate change 
storytelling on social media,” Frontiers of Narrative Studies, no.4, 2023, pp. 232–53; 
Li Zou and Seán Hand, “Literary and critical encounters with the Anthropocene: An 
Interview with Seán Hand,” Frontiers of Narrative Studies, no.1, 2023. pp.1–13.
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