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Abstract 

Digital technologies have reconfigured human experience, offering new 

opportunities for connection but also exposing individuals to psychological harm. 

This paper explores digital trauma, the emotional and cognitive damage caused by 

technological intrusion, through the lens of Digital Humanities, with a focus on 

Sidney Sheldon’s novels. Although Sheldon wrote before the rise of social media 

and algorithmic surveillance, his thrillers anticipate contemporary digital anxieties 

such as forged identities, constant monitoring and the public spectacle of private 

lives. Drawing on trauma theory (Cathy Caruth), surveillance studies (Michel 

Foucault, Shoshana Zuboff) and media theory (Jean Baudrillard), the paper analyzes 

If Tomorrow Comes (1985), The Best Laid Plans (1997) and The Doomsday 

Conspiracy (1991). These works depict paranoia, isolation and psychological 

dislocation that mirror the experiences of twenty-first-century victims of cyber 

bullying, data breaches and deep fake scandals. By situating Sheldon within a 

Digital Humanities framework, the study argues that literature not only reflects but 

also anticipates the cultural and psychological consequences of technological 

change, offering a literary genealogy of digital trauma. 

 

Keywords: Digital humanities, digital trauma, media theory, surveillance studies, 

trauma theory. 
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Introduction 

The twenty-first century is marked by a paradox: unprecedented 

technological connection and equally unprecedented vulnerability. The same digital 
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networks that enable instantaneous communication also enable identity theft, 

cyberbullying, and mass surveillance. Scholars have begun to call the psychological 

fallout from these experiences digital trauma, emphasizing the lasting effects of 

online harassment, data loss, and perpetual visibility. 

Literature has long provided a space to explore the social implications of 

new technologies. Long before smartphones and social media, authors speculated 

on the psychological consequences of instant communication and global 

surveillance. Among these authors, Sidney Sheldon (1917–2007) best known for his 

fast paced, international thrillers occupies a surprising but fertile place. His novels 

teem with forged documents, hidden identities, and omnipresent media forces. 

Though written in a pre-internet era, they anticipate the anxieties of our digital age. 

Literature Review 

Research on digital trauma has emerged at the intersection of trauma 

studies, media theory, and surveillance scholarship, offering a framework for 

understanding how networked technologies create novel forms of psychological 

harm. This review surveys key strands of that scholarship and situates Sidney 

Sheldon’s fiction within the broader conversation about literature’s ability to 

anticipate technological anxieties. 

Trauma Studies and the Digital Turn 

Cathy Caruth’s influential concept of trauma as an “unclaimed experience” 

describes events so overwhelming that they cannot be fully processed when they 

occur and instead return in flashbacks, intrusive memories, or compulsive 

repetition. Recent researchers extend Caruth’s model to the digital sphere, where the 

circulation of humiliating content or private data creates ongoing exposure and 

repeated psychological impact. Empirical studies of cyberbullying, online 

harassment, and non-consensual image sharing confirm that victims experience 

symptoms like hyper vigilance, nightmares, dissociation are closely aligned with 

post-traumatic stress. These findings support the claim that the internet’s capacity 

for perpetual replay transforms a single violation into a continuous event. 

Surveillance and the Economics of Visibility 

Michel Foucault’s analysis of the panopticon remains central to 

understanding how the mere possibility of observation disciplines behavior. 

Building on this foundation, Shoshana Zuboff identifies a contemporary regime of 

“surveillance capitalism,” in which digital platforms harvest user data to predict and 

influence future actions. Scholarship in communication and legal studies 

demonstrates how this economic imperative normalizes constant monitoring and 

erodes personal privacy. The psychological effects like self censorship, anxiety, loss 
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of autonomy mirror the fictional worlds where characters live under unrelenting 

watch. 

Media Theory and Hyperreality 

Jean Baudrillard’s notion of hyper reality describes a culture in which 

simulations images, performances, fabricated identities supersede the real. In 

today’s media ecology, deepfakes, algorithmic feeds, and curated social profiles 

exemplify this collapse of the boundary between representation and reality. 

Contemporary criticism explores how such simulations destabilize trust and 

authenticity, making individuals vulnerable to manipulation and identity theft. 

These ideas provide a theoretical bridge between late-twentieth-century fiction and 

the present digital landscape. 

Literature Anticipating Digital Trauma 

Although Sidney Sheldon wrote before the rise of social media, literary 

scholars increasingly recognize that popular fiction can act as a “cultural 

seismograph,” detecting technological and psychological tremors in advance. 

Studies of mid-century thrillers show how themes of forged documents, secret 

surveillance, and global conspiracies prefigure modern concerns about data 

breaches and algorithmic control. Recent work in the Digital Humanities 

underscores the value of re-examining such texts with computational tools and 

interdisciplinary theory, demonstrating that narratives once dismissed as 

entertainment can reveal deep cultural insights about emerging technologies. 

Gap in Scholarship 

Despite growing attention to cyber-violence and surveillance culture, few 

studies place Sheldon’s novels within this theoretical constellation. Most literary 

criticism of his work focuses on gender dynamics or popular appeal rather than its 

anticipatory engagement with digital-age anxieties. This absence creates an 

opportunity for research that combines trauma theory, surveillance studies, and 

media theory to illuminate how Sheldon’s thrillers dramatize psychological injuries 

that now define digital trauma. 

Thesis Statement 

This paper argues that Sidney Sheldon’s novels function as early cultural 

scripts of digital trauma. Through plots of surveillance, identity manipulation, and 

media spectacle, If Tomorrow Comes, The Best Laid Plans, and The Doomsday 

Conspiracy dramatize psychological injuries that parallel those suffered by victims 

of contemporary digital violations. Reading these works within a Digital 

Humanities framework demonstrates that popular fiction can foresee and critique 

the destabilizing power of technology, even before that technology fully arrives. 
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Digital Trauma: Concept and Context 

Defining Digital Trauma:. Digital trauma refers to the mental and emotional 

harm caused by technological intrusion, cyberstalking, non-consensual image 

sharing, identity theft, or the endless circulation of humiliating content. Unlike 

traditional trauma, its source is persistent and replicable; a single incident can be 

replayed indefinitely across networks, producing ongoing distress. 

The Digital Humanities Perspective: Digital Humanities examines how 

digital technologies intersect with culture, history, and literature. By reading older 

texts through this lens, scholars can trace how literature anticipates technological 

change. Sidney Sheldon’s thrillers, with their global scope and obsession with 

information control, offer fertile ground for such a reading. 

Theoretical Framework 

Trauma Studies: Cathy Caruth highlights trauma as an “unclaimed experience,” 

characterized by belated understanding and repetitive re-experiencing precisely the 

pattern of someone reliving an online violation each time it resurfaces. 

Surveillance Studies: Michel Foucault’s panopticon describes a society where 

individuals internalize the gaze of constant watchers. Shoshana Zuboff’s 

“surveillance capitalism” updates this for the digital economy. 

Media Theory: Jean Baudrillard’s notion of hyperreality where images replace 

reality speaks directly to deep fakes and fabricated online identities. 

Sidney Sheldon’s Narrative World 

Sheldon’s novels combine glamorous settings, high stakes plots, and 

morally complex characters. Beneath their commercial appeal lies a recurring 

fascination with information as power: forged identities, global conspiracies, and 

the thin line between truth and spectacle. These elements resonate with digital 

culture, where data manipulation and public exposure can make or break reputations 

overnight. 

Case Studies 

If Tomorrow Comes (1985): Proto–Cybercrime 

The protagonist Tracy Whitney is framed for crimes she did not commit 

through fabricated documents and manipulated communications. Although 

computers are barely present, the narrative mirrors the logic of modern cybercrime. 

Tracy’s identity is stolen in the analog world, but the psychological impacts 

paranoia, sleeplessness, and relentless pursuit echoes the trauma of today’s victims 

of phishing or deepfake framing. 

The Best Laid Plans (1997): Media Spectacle and Political Blackmail 

This novel explores how mass media becomes a weapon, anticipating 

twenty four hour online smear campaigns. Political operatives exploit private 
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secrets and manipulate public opinion in ways strikingly similar to modern social 

lmedia disinformation. Characters endure humiliation and public shaming that 

mirror the experience of viral online scandals. 

The Doomsday Conspiracy (1991): Surveillance and Loss of Autonomy 

Here Sheldon presents a world of global monitoring, where satellites and 

covert agencies track every move of those who know too much. The protagonist’s 

constant sense of being watched reflects the psychological toll of contemporary data 

surveillance location tracking, facial recognition, and metadata collection. 

Digital Trauma and the Human Psyche 

Victims of digital trauma report symptoms hyper vigilance, anxiety, 

dissociation remarkably similar to the reactions of Sheldon’s characters. Tracy 

Whitney’s repeated flashbacks of betrayal resemble the intrusive memories 

described by trauma theorists. Political figures in The Best Laid Plans experience 

the disorientation of seeing their private lives weaponized, paralleling modern 

experiences of doxxing or revenge porn.   

These novels thus operate as literary premonitions: they articulate fears of 

technological violation before those violations became everyday realities. 

Cultural Transformations and Digital Humanities 

By applying a Digital Humanities perspective, one sees that Sheldon’s 

thrillers map the early stages of information culture a world where secrets are 

currency and surveillance is omnipresent. They highlight how literature can predict 

cultural anxieties: the fear that technology will outpace the human capacity to 

control it. 

This reading also challenges assumptions about genre. Popular fiction, often 

dismissed as mere entertainment, proves capable of deep cultural insight. Sheldon’s 

global readership ensures that these anxieties reached a mass audience, helping to 

shape the collective imagination of technological risk. 

Implications for Contemporary Society 

Today’s realities: cyberbullying, identity theft, algorithmic profiling confirm 

Sheldon’s foresight. His characters’ struggles mirror our own: 

Loss of Privacy: Constant data collection erodes the boundary between public and 

private life. 

Identity Fragility: Online impersonation and deep fakes destabilize personal 

identity.  

Endless Repetition: Harmful content can be copied indefinitely, creating a trauma 

that never fully ends. Understanding these dynamics through literature underscores 

the importance of narrative in preparing societies for technological change. 
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Conclusion 

Sidney Sheldon’s thrillers, though conceived before the internet boom, 

forecast the psychological and cultural disruptions of the digital age. Through 

motifs of surveillance, identity manipulation, and media spectacle, his novels 

dramatize the very injuries now recognized as digital trauma. By placing Sheldon’s 

work within the framework of Digital Humanities, this paper demonstrates that 

popular fiction can serve as a cultural seismograph, registering technological 

tremors before they fully surface. Digital trauma, far from being an exclusively 

modern phenomenon, emerges as a continuation of anxieties long embedded in 

narrative art. As societies grapple with data breaches, cyber harassment, and the 

mental-health crises these spawn, Sheldon’s fiction reminds us that literature not 

only reflects technological change but also anticipates its deepest psychological 

consequences. 
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