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Abstract

Post-cyberpunk emerged in the 1990s as a response to traditional cyberpunk,
treating technology as socially integrated rather than purely dystopian. This study
analyses technological liberation and ethics in Richard K. Morgan’s Altered
Carbon (2002), examining how the cortical stack system enables consciousness
transfer between bodies through ‘sleeving’, promising to free humanity from
mortality’s constraints. However, Morgan's narrative reveals the paradoxical
nature of this liberation; while cortical stacks promise freedom from death and
bodily limitations, they simultaneously intensify class stratification, biopolitical
control, and commodification of human bodies. By employing posthumanist
theory (Braidotti), transhumanist philosophy (Bostrom), and cybernetic systems
theory (Hayles), this study demonstrates that technologies promising liberation
simultaneously function as mechanisms of control and commodification.
Morgan’s post-cyberpunk vision moves beyond the genre’s dystopian framework
to interrogate whether technological enhancement truly liberates or merely
reconfigures domination. By examining cortical stacks, neural enhancement, and
Al agency, this study shows how Altered Carbon questions the meaning of
liberation in futures where survival depends on technological access, revealing
that promised freedom intensifies existing inequalities rather than eliminating
oppression.

Keywords: Cyberpunk, Post- cyberpunk, Post-Humanism, Trans-Humanism,
Cybernetics, Richard K Morgan, Altered Carbon
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1. Introduction

Post-cyberpunk marks an epistemological shift in
speculative fiction that engages technologically embedded society.
The complex interplay between science fiction and cybernetics' has
been central to literary explorations of the human-technology
relationship. As N. Katherine Hayles argues in How We Became
Posthuman, cybernetics is not merely a technical discipline but a
cultural discourse that reshapes subjectivity, embodiment, and
systems of control (Hayles 2-4). This dynamic is most clearly
articulated in cyberpunk within socially stratified and corporate-
dominated worlds, however, this shift explores the genre's central
concepts, such as embodiment, consciousness, and social control.

Science fiction provides a cultural platform in which
cybernetic ideas of control, feedback, and autonomy are explored
through representations of artificial intelligence and robotic
narratives. Cyberpunk crystallised this engagement in the 1980s,
combining cybernetic discourse with technologically mediated
subjectivity and social critique. William Gibson’s Neuromancer
established the distinctive cyberpunk aesthetic of high-tech and
low-life,  foregrounding  marginalised  figures  navigating
technologically saturated and corporate-dominated  worlds
(Carmody 18). Philip K. Dick’s Do Androids Dream of Electric
Sheep? while predating the genre, provided a crucial precursor

! The etymology of “Cybernetics” as found in Dan C. Marinescu's chapter "Complex
Systems" from the book Complex Systems and Clouds: A Self-Organization and Self-
Management Perspective, and quoted in Science Direct, derives from the Greek word
"kybernetes," meaning rudder or pilot. This term underscores the concept of steering or
governance, which is central to the field of Cybernetics.
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through its exploration of artificial life, identity, and dystopian

social structures that would later shape the cyberpunk imagination
(Hayles 1999; Wolfe 2010). Together, these works defined the
interplay between technological innovation and social inequality,
illustrating how advanced technologies coexist with systemic
marginalisation in speculative futures. As Erich Schneider defines
cyberpunk: “deals with marginalized people in technologically-
enhanced cultural systems” (Schneider n.p.) where oppressive
corporations or authoritarian governments dominate.

Post-cyberpunk, emerging in the 1990s as both a
continuation and critique of cyberpunk's dystopian vision (Person
1999; Huereca 2010), extends this framework by refusing the
binary oppositions of cyberpunk such as human-machine, mind-
body or freedom-control. Critics have noted that while cyberpunk
often foregrounds dystopian collapse, post-cyberpunk presents
more ambivalent or even optimistic visions of technologically
mediated futures (Person 8). As Rafael Miranda Huereca observes,
post-cyberpunk embraces relativism, multiple perspectives, and a
poststructuralist discourse that resists “binary simplicity” (142).
Neal Stephenson's The Diamond Age, for example, has been read as
exploring nanotechnology's potential not only for social domination
but also for education and empowerment (Cavallaro 45).

Richard K. Morgan's Altered Carbon exemplifies this post-
cyberpunk shift toward more complex engagements with
technology and embodiment. Through the technology of cortical

stacks devices that digitally store consciousness and body
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resleeving, the novel stages what Ana Kecan identifies as

fundamental questions about "immortality, mortality and humanity"
(82) in an age where bodies become interchangeable commaodities.
The novel retains cyberpunk's noir-inflected tone and urban
dystopian setting while expanding its thematic scope to address
transhumanist concerns with technological enhancement and
posthumanist interrogations of embodied subjectivity (Forsek 3).
Nick Bostrom defines transhumanism as:

the intellectual and cultural movement that affirms the

possibility and desirability of fundamentally improving

the human condition through applied reason, especially

by developing and making widely available technologies

to eliminate aging and to greatly enhance human

intellectual, physical, and psychological capacities (4).
Julian Huxley earlier articulated this vision as humanity's potential
to transcend biological limitations, describing transhumanism as the
belief "that the human species can, if it wishes, transcend itself"
(17). The novel depicts a society stratified between the immortal
ultra-wealthy Meths and the disposable precariat, whose bodies can
be appropriated, destroyed, and replaced. As Saba Zaidi observes,
post-cyberpunk fiction reconfigures postmodernist concerns with
death, identity, and fragmentation into narratives that interrogate
ethical choices within digitally mediated societies, moving beyond
cyberpunk's fatalism toward more ethically engaged speculation
(104).

In this context, Altered Carbon can be read as a critical post-
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cyberpunk text that negotiates what might be called the shadows of

the future where expecting liberation but the ethical ambiguities and
social consequences that advanced technologies cast across human
existence. While the novel depicts dystopian structures of
corporatised immortality and biopolitical control, it simultaneously
explores questions of agency, resistance, and the persistence of
human values in technologically transformed contexts (Kecan 88—
90). By drawing on posthumanist and cybernetic frameworks, this
study positions Altered Carbon as a text that both critiques the
dehumanising potential of technological capitalism and reimagines
the possibilities for ethical subjectivity in digitally mediated futures.
2. Technological Liberation and Its Paradoxes in Altered
Carbon
Altered Carbon exemplifies this post-cyberpunk shift
toward more complex engagements with technology and
embodiment. Morgan's protagonist, Takeshi Kovacs, navigates a
future where high-tech cortical stacks store human consciousness
and allow for the transfer of identity between different physical
bodies, known as ‘sleeves’. While this technology appears to offer a
form of liberation from biological limitation and mortality, it
simultaneously exposes the ethical, social, and political costs of
such freedom, revealing how liberation itself becomes stratified,
commodified, and unevenly distributed.
Ortega and her men swapped a set of unpleasant
smiles. 'Storage,’ said the mohican on my left. |

slapped myself on the back of the neck, and then
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wondered if the gesture was in use here. It's the

standard site for a cortical stack, after all, but then
cultural quirks don't always work like that. 'Storage.
Of course." | looked around at their faces. (Morgan
22-23)

The small, disk-shaped stack devices are directly implanted
in the base of the human skull at birth and serve as digital storage
units for one’s consciousness, memories and identity. Morgan’s
cortical stacks challenge the traditional ideas of mortality,
autonomy and self. In (Cyber) Punk’s not Dead-Richard K
Morgan’s Altered Carbon by Ana Kecan described cyberpunk as:
“The punk element of cyberpunk comes in the forms of, first of all,
the Neo- Catholics, who oppose the very idea of prolonged life and
who see life and death as God intended —you only have one each.
(Kecan 1605). Their resistance exposes the limits of technological
liberation by insisting that immortality is not merely a technical
question but a moral and spiritual one, thereby reinforcing Altered
Carbon’s post-cyberpunk concern with ethical obligation, contested
autonomy, and the uneven consequences of human enhancement

The novel presents the concept of Meths?, a class of ultra-
wealthy people who have lived for centuries and constantly
transferred their souls into new bodies. Overcoming aspects like
death and ageing make a critical look into social injustice. While
the technology of cortical stacks appears to promise technological

liberation from death and ageing, Altered Carbon reveals how such

2also called Methuselah, a character from the Bible
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liberation is unequally distributed, reinforcing existing class

hierarchies and producing new forms of dehumanisation. A large
group of poor people is victimised under the realm of Mr. Bancroft.
During the conversation between Kovacs and Ortega, it is revealed
that Bancroft is not like other people in the society, he is a Meth:
“Bancroft's not people like you and me. He's a fucking Meth. ‘A
Meth?” Yeah. A Meth. You know, and all the days of Methuselah
were nine hundred sixty and nine years. He's old. | mean, really
0ld.”(95) The society may rise or fall; the poor people may lose
their identity, body and family for thirty or forty years. When the
rich breed apart, they are no longer humans. Humanity will be
compromised for the insect-like life. This is the darker, edgier of
the transcendence. Characters face alienation, dehumanisation, and
disconnection from others: “They live far above, far enough not to
be associated with the ruins of the lower levels of Bay City. The life
of the ordinary people of the city is of no concern to them. It also
shows that, as much a cyberpunk city is advanced, it also can be, on
its lowest levels, ruinous”(Forsek 4).

Morgan's protagonist, Takeshi Kovacs, inhabits a world
where cortical stack technology, devices that digitally store human
consciousness that enables the transfer of identity between bodies,
termed sleeves. Saba Zaidi in her article An Analysis of Post-
Cyberpunk as a Contemporary Postmodernist Literature:

Cyberpunk narratives share three prominent
motifs with Postmodernism these are motifs of

worldliness, centrifugal self and death. The
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ultimate parallel line between Postmodernism and

Science Fiction is an ontological orientation of
death. Postmodernism has always represented
culture’s struggle to master death, though
symbolically similarly Cyberpunk narratives de
center death and mortality in various styles. Post-
cyberpunk/Cyberpunk genre has altered the ‘Old
Wave’ Science Fiction Star Track kind of space
ontology and termed it inferior to the ontological
orientation of Death. (Zaidi 104)
Through this, Morgan challenged the traditional concepts of life,
death, and identity and achieved an unending and promising
lifespan through the technology of sleeving. Characters such as
Takeshi Kovacs, Laurence Bancroft, Miriam Bancroft, and Reileen
Kawahara benefit from the scope of immortality in different ways.
When people select the facility of sleeving and re-sleeving, the
novel challenges the traditional notion of singular identity and
stability. Instead, it creates a fragmented sense of identity. In
Kovacs’ words, “Guaranteed immortality” (59).The technological
rebirth of identity no longer supports the biological bodies. In an
article published in The Southeast Asian Journal of English
Language Studies author stated about Altered Carbon: “The most
favoured but extremely expensive option, available only to the rich
and powerful, is to be re-sleeved in a clone replacement. The
cheapest way is to upload the stack into a virtual reality setting

where you “live” in a setting of your choice — disembodied and
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disconnected from reality (Hamdan 127-128).

In Altered Carbon, the Suntouch House, the Bay City
residence of the Meth Laurence Bancroft operates as a crucial site
for examining post-cyberpunk's engagement with technologically
stratified societies. Positioned high above the urban sprawl, the
estate's physical elevation literalises the extreme social distance
between the immortal elite and the mortal masses below,
functioning as what Nikola Forsek identifies as a material
expression of the novel's class hierarchies (6-8). The house's
advanced security systems, climate-controlled perfection, and
seamless technological integration create an environment of sterile
luxury yet this pristine space is not presented as utopian. Rather, the
novel deploys Suntouch House to expose how elite enclaves of
comfort and immortality are sustained by the dystopian conditions
that support them: a ground-level world of disposable bodies,
economic precarity, and violent exploitation. Ana Kecan argues that
Altered Carbon dramatises how technologies of life extension
reproduce and amplify existing class stratifications, creating a
society divided between the functionally immortal "Meths" who can
afford endless resleeving and the precarious majority for whom
death remains permanent (85-87). While Suntouch House appears
to embody technological liberation from death and vulnerability,
the novel exposes how this liberation is exists through class
domination, and the systemic disposability of mortal lives below.
The Suntouch House embodies this divide: its technological

sophistication ensures Bancroft's control over his own mortality
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while simultaneously reinforcing the social and spatial barriers that

maintain his detachment from those whose labor and expendability
underwrite his immortality:
From Bay City we flew south down the coast for
about half an hour before the change in engine
pitch warned me that we were approaching our
destination. By that time the light through the
right side windows was turning warm gold with
the sun's decline towards the sea. | peered out as
we started to descend and saw how the waves
below were molten copper and the air above pure
amber. It was like landing in a jar of honey. The
transport side slipped and banked, giving me a
view of the Bancroft estate. It edged in from the
sea in neatly manicured tones of green and gravel
around a sprawling tile-roofed mansion big
enough to house a small army. The walls were
white, the roofing coral and the army, if it existed,
was out of sight. Any security systems Bancroft
had installed were very low-key. As we came
lower |1 made out the discreet haze of a power
fence along one border of the grounds. Barely
enough to distort the view from the house. Nice.
(26)
The gritty and neo-light streets paved a path for the creation

of more ambiguous characters. Moral ambiguity is a post-

141 | PJIS_act



Volume: 01(2025) | Issue: 01
cyberpunk feature when the characters are morally vague when

dealing with the fallen technology. They struggle with the
psychological aspect of addressing societal inequalities. For
example, in the second chapter, there is a description of Download
Central. The outside of the central was huge but deserted. There is a
man named Murakami waiting for his great grandfather who was
put away from them a century back. This is a portrayal of the hard
reality of poor people and how they struggle to recognise their
loved ones when the rich people cheat on the poor’s:
These people wouldn't recognise their loved ones
in their new sleeves; recognition would be left to
the home-comers, and for those who awaited them
the anticipation of reunion would be tempered
with a cool dread at what face and body they
might have to learn to love. Or maybe they were a
couple of generations down the line, waiting for
relatives who were no more to them now than a
vague childhood memory or a family legend. |
knew one guy in the Corps, Murakami, who was
waiting on the release of a great-grandfather put
away a century back. Was going up to Newpest
with a litre of whisky and a pool cue for
homecoming gifts. He'd been brought up on
stories of his great grandfather in the Kanagawa
pool halls. The guy had been put away before

Murakami was even born.(17)
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In contrast, the low-life element is vividly portrayed through the

series' depiction of Bay City (a future version of San Francisco),
where despite such advancements, there's a stack divide between
the wealthy elite who can afford to re-sleeve indefinitely, living in
luxury, and the poor, who are often stuck in bodies they don't want
or can't afford to upgrade:
Bay City, Earth, most ancient of civilised worlds,
had won itself no exemptions. From the massive
insubstantial holo fronts along the antique
buildings to the street traders with their catalogue
broadcast sets nestling on shoulders like clumsy
mechanical hawks or outsize tumours, everyone
was selling something. Cars pulled in and out
from the kerb side and supple bodies braced
against them, leaning in to negotiate the way
they've probably been doing as long as there've
been cars to do it against. Shreds of steam and
smoke drifted from food barrows. The limo was
sound-and broadcast-proofed, but you could sense
the noises through the glass, corner-pitch sales
chants and modulated music carrying consumer-
urge subsonics. (52-53)
As Kovacs investigates Bancroft’s death, he uncovers a
network of corruption extending from corporate elites to law
enforcement, revealing the systemic rot underlying Bay City’s

technological integration. This shift from cyberpunk heroism to
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post-cyberpunk ethics reframes his investigation as a struggle for

ethical liberation rather than technological empowerment,
foregrounding the difficulty of sustaining agency within deeply
compromised systems. Kovacs reflects that "There are some arenas
so corrupt that the only clean acts possible are nihilistic” (Morgan
290), an observation that captures his struggle to maintain ethical
agency within morally compromised systems.

The investigation transcends detective fiction conventions,
becoming an exploration of how technological immortality disrupts
traditional concepts of life, death, and accountability. His
connections span Bay City's social strata from the ultra-wealthy
Meth Laurens Bancroft to police lieutenant Kristin Ortega allowing
the novel to examine, how "immortality, mortality and humanity"
are reconfigured when consciousness becomes transferable and
bodies become commodities. Through Kovacs, Morgan probes
fundamental questions of justice, loyalty, love, and the essence of
human identity in a world where the self can be digitally stored and
physically replaced.

While Kovacs initially operates as a lone figure fighting
oppressive systems, the novel complicates this cyberpunk trope
through his developing relationship with police lieutenant Kristen
Ortega. This relationship exemplifies post-cyberpunk’s interest in
emotional connection and embodied experience  within
technologically mediated worlds (Zaidi 2020, 104). The situation
becomes ethically fraught when Kovacs inhabits the sleeve of

Ortega's lover, Elias Ryker, raising fundamental questions about
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whether love and emotional bonds reside in physical bodies or

persist despite bodily displacement. Morgan dramatises this tension
when Ortega encounters Kovacs in Ryker's body: "Ryker and
Ortega, writhing against each other like the reunited lovers of a
timeless epic” (313). Yet Ortega struggles to reconcile the familiar
physical form with the foreign consciousness inhabiting it. Kovacs's
capacity for genuine emotional engagement—evident when he
reflects, "We were both trying to kiss each other and laugh at the
same time" (312) distinguishes him from the emotionally detached
cyberpunk anti-hero. This represents post-cyberpunk's emphasis on
maintaining human connection and ethical relationships despite
radical technological transformation.

The protagonist's quest for self-identity and engagement
with moral ambiguity exemplify post-cyberpunk's evolution beyond
cyberpunk’s fatalistic anti-heroes. As Lawrence Person argues, post-
cyberpunk protagonists retain cyberpunk's anti-establishment stance
while demonstrating greater “character development” and
engagement with ethical questions. Kovacs embodies this
evolution. Unlike traditional cyberpunk protagonists who, as Dani
Cavallaro notes, typically function as ‘marginalised figures
absorbed into corporate-dominated societies,’ Kovacs actively
interrogates the systems he encounters rather than simply surviving
within them (54). His status as a former revolutionary and
mercenary aligns with cyberpunk’s characteristic disillusionment
with authority, yet his philosophical engagement with mortality,

identity, and justice reflects post-cyberpunk's emphasis on "ethical

145 | PJIS_act



Volume: 01(2025) | Issue: 01
obligations” and individual ~moral responsibility  within

technologically mediated existence.

Altered Carbon also diverted from traditional cyberpunk
themes in many ways by portraying an in depth dive into the
characters like Kovacs, Kristin Ortega, Victor Elliott and Elizabeth
Elliott and their struggle with philosophical implications, digital
consciousness and body swapping. With its peak level of
exploitation of human body, each person could share their survival
story when the body is no longer a permanent vessel for the soul. In
Kovacs’ words, “A lot can happen in a few days. Like you said,
we're both going to want to survive.”(406). Survival ethics is deeply
delved in this story. As a core to Altered Carbon, technology allows
human consciousness to be stored, digitalised and transferred into
new bodies and this raises a significant ethical concern about the
value of the life. The practice of changing sleeves brings about its
own set of ethical dilemmas. Characters are often faced with the
moral implications of inhabiting another’s body, whether it is
through consent, coercion or as a form of punishment. This
technology blurs the line between technology and personal
autonomy and violation, forcing characters with extension. When
Kovacs adopts a new body for the investigation of Mr. Bancroft’s
murder, the new body has a habit of smoking and Kovacs was not a
smoker and he faced a lot of difficulties physically and mentally: “I
grunted. 'Nothing. Whoever owned this body before was a smoker,
and I'm not. It's a real pain in the balls.” (85) The novel introduces a

more nuanced discussion on the commodification of the human
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body and the concept of immortality. In the novel, sleeves are

treated as commodities that can be bought, sold or rented,
undermining the concept of bodily autonomy and reducing human
existence to a marketable product. It reflects the concerns about the
dehumanising effects of market places and as a post-cyberpunk
view, the ethical implications of technological advancements,
exploring not just as the possibilities of future technology but also
their potential to devaluate and exploit human life.

Kovacs's relationship with  Quellchrist Falconer, the
revolutionary leader and his former lover, provides crucial
emotional and philosophical depth. Both characters share traumatic
histories, Falconer as a failed revolutionary, Kovacs as a soldier
haunted by violence that complicate their moral positions. In post-
cyberpunk,, they transcend cyberpunk's purely anti-establishment
posturing to engage with complex ethical dilemmas about
resistance, violence, and systemic change (Person 1999; Zaidi 104).
Falconer's manifesto in Things | Should Have Learned by Now,
Volume 11 articulates this shift from abstract rebellion to personal
accountability. This shift frames liberation not as escape from
power structures but as ethical self-determination and the capacity
to act with personal responsibility within systems that normalise
violence and depersonalisation.:

Little people they liquidate. And time and again they
cloak your liquidation, your displacement, your
torture and brutal execution with the ultimate insult

that it's just business, it's politics, it's the way of the
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world, it's a tough life and that IT'S NOTHING

PERSONAL. Well, fuck them. Make it personal.
(Morgan 168)

This directive "Make it personal™ captures post-cyberpunk's
ethical turn. Where cyberpunk often portrayed resistance as futile
against overwhelming corporate power, Falconer insists on
maintaining individual moral agency and personal responsibility
even within corrupt systems. Her philosophy influences Kovacs's
choices throughout the novel, grounding his investigation in
personal ethics rather than abstract justice.

The Hendrix, an Al-operated hotel where Kovacs resides,
exemplifies post-cyberpunk’s more nuanced engagement with
artificial intelligence. Unlike cyberpunk's typically malevolent or
coldly utilitarian Als, the Hendrix displays what Saba Zaidi
identifies as post-cyberpunk’s interest in ethical choices within
digital societies,  demonstrating agency, loyalty, and even
protectiveness toward its guests (104). Established in 2087 and
named after musician Jimi Hendrix, the hotel operates entirely
through its Al consciousness, managing all aspects from security to
guest services without human staff. When Kovacs first encounters
the hotel, Morgan emphasises both its technological sophistication
and eerie autonomy:

The lobby was deserted, but there was a faint blue
glow coming from a counter on the far wall. | picked
my way towards it, past low armchairs and shin-

hungry metal-edged tables, and found a recessed
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monitor screen swarming with the random snow of

disconnection. In one corner, a command pulsed on
and off in English, Spanish and Kanji characters:
SPEAK. (Morgan 55-56)

The Al's personality emerges through its interactions with
Kovacs. It provides not merely functional service but emotional
support, responding to Kovacs's needs with what resembles
empathy. When Kovacs struggles with his investigation and
personal conflicts, the Hendrix accommodates him: "When a forty-
minute swim in the Hendrix's underground pool failed to dispel
either the longing for Miriam Bancroft's torrid company or the
Merge Nine hangover, | did the only thing | felt equipped for. |
ordered painkillers from room service, and went shopping” (124).
The casual efficiency with which the Al fulfills this request
suggests a relationship beyond transactional hospitality.

More significantly, the Hendrix actively defends Kovacs
when he faces violent threats, using its security systems to eliminate
attackers demonstrating both autonomous decision-making and
selective loyalty that complicates cyberpunk's dichotomy between
human and machine agency. This portrayal aligns with Nikola
Forek's observation that post-cyberpunk explores how "treatments
through which they would improve their body and mind" include
collaborative relationships with Al entities rather than simple
human-machine opposition (' 5). The Hendrix becomes a partner in
Kovacs's investigation, blurring boundaries between tool and ally,

property and person. When Hendrix and its Al entity assist Kovacs
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in his investigation of Bancroft’s murder, it becomes easier to

represent how both the human and machines bond together in the
complex world.

PsychaSec, which stands for Psychological Security
Corporation is a fictional company owned by Miriam Bancroft. The
company allows individuals to transfer their consciousness to
different bodies. This represents how the intersection of technology
reflects contemporary social trends. A kind of social upraise of
consumer culture. “Welcome to PsychaSec Alcatraz,’ said a
construct voice briskly. 'Please identify yourself within the fifteen-
second security time limit.” (77). The need of immediate
identification reflects a loss of privacy where individuals are
constantly monitored and their identity scrutinised. Even though the
characters are digitalised and transferred into many bodies, they
struggle to retain their innermost thoughts and memories in the
futuristic world. This concept of consent and identity raises
questions like ‘who are we really?, Are our minds combined
together in a same combination of us both?’These dilemmas are
further amplified by ethical disparities between the elite and the
marginalised. For the privileged, the existence often becomes
monotonous and detached from the rest of humanity, fostering a
lack of empathy and a skewed sense of morality. The limitation of
fifteen seconds emphasises a culture of immediacy and
instantaneity, reflecting the contemporary anxieties of pace in the
modern world. The PsychaSec is responsible for the

commercialisation of immortality through sleeving in Altered
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Carbon, which now offers groundbreaking possibilities like

transcending death, which can become a tool for exploitation and
inequality. lIdentity becomes multifaceted and fluid rather than
fixed.

Post-cyberpunk is characterised by a concern with the
“cthical obligations” attendant to human enhancement, recognising
that technologies designed to improve physical or cognitive
capacities carry responsibilities regarding their use and broader
social consequences. Kovacs must continually negotiate between
his neurachem-enhanced combat effectiveness and his capacity for
human relationship, particularly in his interactions with Ortega and
his memories of Falconer. The novel thus positions neurachem not
as a simple augmentation but as a technology that fundamentally
alters the user's relationship to their own embodiment, to others,
and to the violent systems they navigate. In Bay City's stratified
society, neurachem becomes another marker of inequality: military
elites like Envoys possess enhancements unavailable to ordinary
citizens, creating a biological class division that reinforces existing
social hierarchies. Through neurachem, Altered Carbon explores
how enhancement technologies, while promising individual
empowerment, may simultaneously deepen social fragmentation
and complicate the very notion of shared humanity. The novel
questions the ethics of the enhancement that compromises empathy
and the ability to connect on a personal level. Post-cyberpunk often
explores the fragmented or mutable self in technologically

advanced societies, and neurachem fosters identity crisis; he is no

151 | PJIS_act



Volume: 01(2025) | Issue: 01
longer just a human but a hybrid of technology and consciousness

that disrupts the stable sense of “Self”: “Out on the killing floor, the
noise was less uniform, more uneven. Individual voices sawed
across the background like bottle back fins in choppy water, though
without applying the neurachem 1 still couldn't pick out anything
intelligible” (382).

The concept of Envoy in Altered Carbon provides a crucial
framework for examining identity as radically contingent and
technologically mediated. Envoys are elite soldiers subjected to
intensive psychological and physical conditioning designed to
enable seamless adaptation across different bodies and planetary
environments. As Kovacs explains, Envoy training involves
"chemical and neurosurgical tinkering” that fundamentally rewires
perception and response, creating soldiers who can "function at
optimum level in any sleeve and any circumstance” (52). This
conditioning extends beyond physical enhancement to encompass
what Kovacs describes as "the real Envoy stuff”, psychological
techniques for managing sleeve transition trauma, suppressing
emotional attachment, and maintaining operational effectiveness
despite radical bodily displacement. However, this radical
adaptability exacts profound psychological costs that blur
boundaries between self-preservation and dehumanisation. Kovacs
reflects on how Envoy conditioning creates a persistent dissociation
from embodied experience: "I'd become so used to moving through
different bodies that the sense of physical self had started to
fragment. My consciousness felt increasingly untethered, floating

152 | PJIS_act



Volume: 01(2025) | Issue: 01
free of whatever meat it temporarily inhabited” (247). The training's

emphasis on detachment, necessary for soldiers who might inhabit
dozens of sleeves across their careers, produces what Ana Kecan
identifies as fundamental questions about whether identity can
persist when divorced from stable embodiment ( 85). Kovacs's
memories of Envoy training reveal systematic exposure to extreme
violence designed to desensitize recruits: "They put you through
scenarios that would break anyone who wasn't chemically and
surgically reinforced. Pain. Torture. Psychological dissolution. You
learned to endure by learning not to be there” (198).This
conditioning leaves enduring psychological scars that manifest
throughout the narrative. Kovacs struggles with emotional intimacy,
experiences flashbacks to Envoy operations, and frequently
questions which aspects of his personality stem from his "original"
self versus Envoy programming. His relationship with Ortega
becomes complicated by his inability to fully inhabit emotional
vulnerability, a limitation he attributes directly to Envoy
conditioning: "The Envoy training kept getting in the way, kept
throwing up barriers between what | felt and what | could allow
myself to feel” (289). As Nikola Forsek argues, this represents post-
cyberpunk's interrogation of how enhancement technologies exact
costs that extend beyond the physical into the psychological and
relational dimensions of human experience (8).The Envoy Corps
thus exemplifies the novel's broader concern with how technologies
of adaptation and enhancement can simultaneously empower and

alienate. While Envoy abilities grant Kovacs superhuman resilience

153 | PJIS_act



Volume: 01(2025) | Issue: 01
and tactical advantage, they also distance him from the very

humanity he seeks to preserve—creating a posthuman subject
caught  between operational efficiency and existential
fragmentation. This tension reflects what Saba Zaidi identifies as
post-cyberpunk's characteristic ambivalence toward enhancement
technologies, which are portrayed neither as purely liberating nor
entirely dehumanising but as fundamentally transformative in ways
that demand ethical negotiation (104). During the process of
militarization in life, the implanted bodies of envoys’ psychological
reprogramming and artificial intelligence adaptation, leads to a
degree of isolation and alienation. This emphasizes how
technological or psychological superiority can lead to alienation
rather than empowerment. In the opening scene of chapter one,
Morgan introduces an envoy named, Virginia Viduara, alienated by
the process of sleeving:
In the Envoy Corps they teach you to let go before
storage. Stick it in neutral and float. It's the first
lesson and the trainers drill it into you from day
one. Hard eyed Virginia Vidaura, dancer's body
poised inside the shapeless Corps coveralls as she
paced in front of us in the induction room. Don't
worry about anything, she said, and you'll be
ready for it. A decade later, I met her again, in a
holding pen at the New Kanagawa justice facility.
She was going down for eighty to a century;

excessively armed robbery and organic damage.
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The last thing she said to me when they walked

her out of the cell was: 'Don't worry kid, they'll
store it." (9)
Virginia Viduara is a significant figure in the life of the protagonist
Takeshi Kovacs, serving as a mentor during his envoy training. Her
role has been portrayed with deep connection to the themes of
psychological resilience and moral ambiguity.

The detective noir framework provides the structural
scaffolding for exploring post-cyberpunk's characteristic moral
ambiguity. Unlike traditional detective narratives where
investigation reveals clear guilt and innocence, Kovacs's inquiry
exposes systemic corruption that implicates virtually every
institution in Bay City; police, corporations, religious organisations,
and the political elite. As the investigation deepens, Kovacs
confronts increasingly compromised ethical choices. When forced
to decide whether to torture a suspect for information that might
save lives, he reflects: "There was a time when | would have
agonized over this. The Envoy conditioning had burned that luxury
away. Sometimes the only clean acts possible are nihilistic” (290).
This moment exemplifies what Saba Zaidi identifies as post-
cyberpunk's movement beyond cyberpunk's nihilism toward
"ethical choices within digital societies"—not the absence of
morality but the recognition that moral action in corrupt systems
often requires accepting complicity (104).

Overall, Altered Carbon’s exploration of the futuristic world

iIs much more relevant today. It pushes the readers to think of the
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relationship between humans and technology. By expanding

technological anxieties as a foundational theme, it also explores
new ethical and philosophical territories. Cyberpunk is often
characterised by its focus on dystopian futures and advanced
technology juxtaposed with societal decay and protagonists appear
marginalised. Altered Carbon is a quintessential example of post
cyberpunk, as it explores its rich narrative and character
complexities. The novel introduces a futuristic world where human
consciousness can be digitalised, stored and transformed between
sleeves. Effective announcement of immortality and its profound
implications on society, ethics and personal identity and the ability
to switch bodies are deeply explored throughout the novel.

This analysis has demonstrated that Richard K. Morgan's
Altered Carbon operates as a pivotal post-cyberpunk text that
reimagines the relationship between technology, embodiment, and
ethical agency in digitally mediated futures. Unlike cyberpunk's
characteristic focus on dystopian collapse and fatalistic resistance to
corporate power, the novel exemplifies post-cyberpunk's shift
toward examining how individuals negotiate moral complexity
within technologically saturated environments. Through its
exploration of cortical stack technology, body resleeving, neural
enhancement, and artificial intelligence, Altered Carbon moves
beyond cyberpunk's binary oppositions to interrogate the
ambivalent consequences of radical technological transformation.

3. Conclusion
The study has traced how Morgan deploys specific
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technologies to examine posthuman subjectivity across multiple

dimensions. The Suntouch House functions as a spatial embodiment
of how technological advancement, when focused among elites,
intensifies rather than resolves social inequality, a critique central to
post-cyberpunk's engagement with stratified techno-futures.
Takeshi Kovacs emerges as a distinctly post-cyberpunk protagonist
who retains cyberpunk's anti-authoritarian stance  while
demonstrating the moral complexity and capacity for emotional
connection. The novel's treatment of neurachem reveals how
enhancement technologies simultaneously expand human capability
and fragment human subjectivity, raising profound questions about
the costs of posthuman augmentation. Similarly, the Hendrix Al
challenges cyberpunk's portrayal of artificial intelligence as
inherently oppressive.

Significantly, Altered Carbon demonstrates that post-
cyberpunk does not abandon dystopian critique but rather
reconfigures it to examine specific mechanisms through which
technology operates within late capitalist societies. The novel
presents neither technological utopianism nor apocalyptic
technophobia; instead, it dramatises how the same technologies that
enable radical life extension and consciousness transfer also
reproduce and amplify existing class hierarchies, biopolitical
control, and social fragmentation. This ambivalence, the recognition
that technology is neither inherently liberating nor oppressive but
shaped by its distribution and control defines post-cyberpunk's

analytical stance and distinguishes it from cyberpunk's more
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monolithic vision of technological futures.

The novel's exploration of digital immortality, resleeving
trauma, and the commodification of bodies speaks directly to
contemporary debates about transhumanism, artificial intelligence,
data ownership, and biotechnology. Technologies that
fundamentally enhance or alter human capacities carry profound
ethical implications regarding identity, mortality, and what it means
to be human. Altered Carbon dramatises these concerns through
narrative and character, making abstract philosophical questions
viscerally tangible. In an era marked by rapid developments in
neurotechnology, genetic engineering, artificial intelligence, and
virtual reality, Morgan's speculative vision offers critical
frameworks for understanding the social, ethical, and existential
challenges posed by emerging technologies.

This study contributes to post-cyberpunk scholarship by
providing detailed textual analysis of how Altered Carbon employs
specific technological conceits cortical stacks, resleeving,
neurachem, and Al agency to construct its critique of
technologically mediated inequality and posthuman subjectivity. By
positioning the novel within the theoretical frameworks established
by Person, Cavallaro, Hayles, and contemporary scholars like
Kecan, Forsek, and Zaidi, this analysis demonstrates how Altered
Carbon both exemplifies post-cyberpunk’s characteristic concerns
and extends them into new territory. The novel's enduring relevance
lies in its refusal of easy answers: it acknowledges technology's

transformative potential while insisting on critical examination of
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who controls that technology, who benefits from it, and what

human costs accompany posthuman enhancement.

Ultimately, Altered Carbon challenges readers to confront
what might be called the ‘shadows of the future’, the ethical
ambiguities, social consequences, and existential uncertainties that
advanced technologies cast across contemporary existence. In doing
so, it fulfills post-cyberpunk's central project: not to reject
technology but to demand that technological development serve
human flourishing rather than corporate profit, social control, or
elite privilege.
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