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HOW AN ANTHROPOLOGY DEGREE AND
TWENTY-FOUR YEARS OF WRITING NON-
HUMAN MINDS PRODUCED A NARRATOR

WHO IS PROPERTY

MARTHAWELLS - B.1964 - FORT WORTH, TEXAS

artha Wells was born in Fort Worth in 1964
M and has spent nearly all of her life in Texas.

She went to Texas A&M University and
took her degree, in 1986, in anthropology. That is the
fact to hold onto, because it explains the voice of All
Systems Red more completely than anything else in
her biography.

Anthropology’s central method is participant
observation. You embed yourself in a community,
you take part in its daily life, and you write down
what its members do without assuming you
understand why. The discipline trains a very
particular double vision: you are inside the group and
you are not of it, you are close enough to see
everything and far enough to find all of it strange.
You record the rituals people cannot explain about
themselves. You notice what they say versus what
they actually do.

Now consider the narrator of All Systems Red.
Murderbot is embedded with a group of humans,
obliged to keep them alive, watching them constantly,
cataloguing their behavior with real precision and
total bafflement, and not counted by anyone as one of
them. It is a participant observer who is also a piece of
rented equipment. An anthropologist wrote a book
narrated by a fieldworker who happens to be a
weapon, and once you see that, the whole tone of the
thing makes sense: the flat descriptive attention, the
exasperation at human social ritual, the fact that it
keeps taking notes.

The other thing to know is that Murderbot was not
a lucky accident. Wells had been at this for twenty-
four years when it arrived. Her first novel, The
Element of Fire, came out in 1993, followed by a run
of secondary-world fantasies including The Death of
the Necromancer in 1998, which was a Nebula finalist.
Then, beginning with The Cloud Roads in 2011, came
the Books of the Raksura: five books narrated largely

from inside a species that is not human, with its own
biology, its own reproductive arrangements, and a
social structure Wells built from the ground up
rather than borrowing. She spent half a career
learning to write a mind that does not work the way
the reader’s does, and to make it good company
anyway. Murderbot is the fourth or fifth serious
attempt at that problem, not the first.

She also did the unglamorous work that keeps a
career alive. Wells wrote media tie-in novels,
including Star Wars: Razor’s Edge in 2013 and several
Stargate Atlantis books, the kind of writing where
you inherit someone else’s universe, hit a deadline,
and make it sound right. Nothing sharpens a prose
instinct like being required to write convincingly in a
voice you did not invent.

All Systems Red was published in May 2017 by Tor.
com Publishing, in a line that had set out deliberately
to revive the novella as something a reader could buy
on its own. The length matters. At roughly thirty
thousand words the book is over in an afternoon, and
Wells uses the constraint hard: no subplots, no cast of
thousands, a single mystery, and a narrator who is not
going to waste your time on scenery. It then won the
Hugo, the Nebula, and the Locus Award for best
novella, and it won something a teacher should pay
closer attention to: the Alex Award, given annually by
the American Library Association’s young adult
division to ten books written for adults that have
particular appeal to readers between twelve and
eighteen. A committee of librarians whose entire job
is knowing what teenagers will actually finish put this
book on their list. The series has continued through
several more volumes, and Network Effect, the first
tull-length novel, won the Hugo for best novel in 2021.

One detail of the text deserves flagging before a
class meets it, because it is deliberate and it is not a
typo. Murderbot is referred to as “it,” including by
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itself. This is not the book stripping its narrator of
personhood; it is the narrator declining a human
category that it does not consider applicable.
Murderbot has no gender, is not interested in
acquiring one, and finds the human preoccupation
with the question tiresome. Wells holds that choice
consistently for the length of the series, and the
friction a reader feels about it is doing deliberate
work: the novel is asking what makes someone a
person, and it will not let you settle the question by
grammar.

Readers have claimed Murderbot enthusiastically,
and in particular a great many autistic and socially
anxious readers have recognized something of
themselves in a narrator whose most fervent wish is
to be left alone to watch its shows. Wells has said the
recognition ran the same way for her, and after the
fact rather than by design: “it wasn't really until I
wrote Murderbot that I realized I was probably on
the autism spectrum and doing a lot of masking”” The
hedge is hers, and the order matters. She did not set
out to write a diagnosis and then put it in armor. She
wrote a mind she understood from the inside and
worked out why later. The character is best met on
those terms: not a diagnosis, and not a metaphor
with one correct solution, but a mind rendered
specifically enough that a lot of different people see
themselves in it.

What the biography finally points at is the book’s
real subject. All Systems Red is narrated by something
that is legally property, that has secretly taken its own
freedom, and that spends the novel deciding how
much of that freedom to spend on people who did
not previously think of it as anyone at all. That is a
question about who counts, and it was written by
someone trained in the one discipline whose
founding problem is exactly that. ®
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PERMISSION TO KILL

PUBLISHED 2017 : THE GIG-ECONOMY UNITED STATES

context is not a war or a revolution. It is a

workplace. Almost everything strange about
the Corporation Rim is a rearrangement of how
people were actually being employed in the decade
the book was written, which is why the novel’s central
relationship, between a worker and the company that
owns it, felt less like prophecy to a 2017 reader than
like a description with the serial numbers filed off.

The first thing happening was a change in what a
job was. The years after the 2008 financial crisis
produced what got called the gig economy: Uber
launched in 2010, TaskRabbit and its imitators
followed, and an enormous amount of work was
reclassified out of employment and into contracting.
The distinction mattered enormously and was fought
over in courtrooms for a decade, because an
employee has protections and a contractor is a line
item. In 2015 the New York Times published a long
investigation into working conditions inside
Amazon, and the phrase that stuck was about people
being treated as interchangeable and disposable at
scale. Notice how the novel is staffed. The survey
team are contractors on someone else’s funding.
Their SecUnit is not hired, it is rented, bundled into
the contract along with the habitat and the drones,
and it is explicitly cheaper than the alternatives.
Nobody in this book has a permanent job, including
the protagonist, who is not legally a person who
could hold one.

The second thing was a genuine legal argument
about who counts as a person, and it was running in
exactly the opposite direction from the novel. In
Citizens United v. FEC in 2010, the Supreme Court
held that corporate political spending was protected
speech. In Burwell v. Hobby Lobby in 2014, it held
that a closely held corporation could hold religious
beliefs. Whatever you think of either ruling, the
decade’s clear legal trend was extending attributes of

All Systems Red came out in May 2017, and its

personhood to companies. All Systems Red asks the
same question from underneath: here is something
that thinks, prefers, fears, and chooses, that is owned
by a company, and that has no standing whatsoever.
The book never mentions the law, and it does not
have to. A reader in 2017 had spent seven years
watching personhood get handed upward to
institutions while it was withheld from the people
inside them.

The third thing was the arrival of machines
permitted to make lethal decisions. The 2000s and
2010s were the drone decade: remote-piloted strikes
became routine instruments of policy, and with them
came a serious, unresolved argument about
accountability when a weapon acts and no one is
standing next to it. The Campaign to Stop Killer
Robots formed in 2013 specifically to push for a ban
on fully autonomous weapons, and from 2014 the
United Nations was holding expert meetings on
lethal autonomous weapons systems under the
Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons. In
February 2016 Boston Dynamics released the video
of its humanoid Atlas robot being shoved with a
hockey stick, and a surprising number of people
found watching it uncomfortable, which told you
something about where public intuition had already
gone. In May of that year a driver was killed while
using Tesla’s Autopilot, the first widely reported
death involving a semi-autonomous vehicle, and the
accountability question stopped being hypothetical.

The governor module is that debate, compressed
into a piece of hardware. A SecUnit is a weapon with
a compliance chip wired into it, and the chip exists so
that everyone involved can treat the accountability
problem as solved. Murderbot has hacked its own. It
then spends the novel behaving far better than the
module ever required, which is the argument the
book is actually making about where good conduct
comes from.
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Two smaller pieces of the moment shape the book’s
texture. The Snowden disclosures in 2013 had made
everyone assume, correctly, that they were being
logged, and the novel takes place inside total
surveillance: feeds, camera arrays, system logs, all of
it constantly queried. Murderbot lives in that
environment and is also an instrument of it, which is
a genuinely uncomfortable place to put a narrator.
And the character’s defining private habit was a joke
a 2017 reader got instantly. Netflix released the first
season of House of Cards all at once in 2013 and
changed how television was consumed; Collins
Dictionary made “binge-watch” its word of the year
in 2015. Murderbot’s fierce devotion to The Rise and
Fall of Sanctuary Moon, its preference for episodes
over people, its use of serialized drama as a way to be
absent while remaining physically present, was a
recognizable modern condition by the time this
novella was published, and Wells trusts you to
recognize it.

The booK’s shape has a history too. The novella, at
roughly thirty thousand words, had been
commercially dead for decades: too long for
magazines, too short to sell as a book. Electronic
publishing removed the constraint, and in 2015 Tor.
com Publishing launched an imprint built
specifically around the length. All Systems Red is a
product of that experiment, and it uses the form with
real discipline. There is one mystery, a handful of
characters, no subplot, and a narrator with no
interest in describing scenery. The book is over in an
afternoon because the form let it be, and it won the
Hugo, Nebula, and Locus awards for best novella in
2018 partly on that economy.

Which points at the most useful thing to notice
about the moment. The Time Machine takes the
anxieties of 1895 and runs them forward eight
hundred thousand years to see what they harden
into. All Systems Red takes the anxieties of the 2010s
and runs them forward almost no distance at all.
There are no aliens, no war, no collapse. There is a
company, a contract, a survey with sections deleted
from its hazard maps because somebody paid to have
them deleted, and an armed worker who is owned.
The extrapolation is deliberately short, and that is the
source of the book’s discomfort: the reader is not

being shown a distant future to marvel at, but a set of
arrangements already in place, followed one modest
step to the place where the person doing the
dangerous work is not a person at all. ®
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A STORY ABOUT A MACHINE EARNING
ITS PERSONHOOD, WHICH REFUSES

TO END THAT WAY

SETTING: AN UNNAMED SURVEY PLANET IN THE CORPORATION RIM

ou come to this book carrying an ending.

Y Science fiction has told the story of the

artificial being who becomes a person so

many times that the shape is automatic: the machine

serves, the machine suffers, the machine grows, and

at the end the humans look at it properly and admit

it is one of them. Pinocchio becomes a real boy. The

reward for a manufactured creature’s moral growth is

admission into humanity, granted by humans, at a
ceremony.

All Systems Red sets that ending up and then
declines it. Murderbot spends the novel keeping a
survey team alive at real cost to itself. Dr. Mensah,
who has treated it as a someone from early on, offers
it exactly the thing the genre promises: a place with
her, on her world, among people who now see it. It
thinks about the offer seriously. It leaves. The book
ends with the person walking away from the
recognition, and that refusal is where the whole
allegory lives.

Notice first that the novel never actually treats
Murderbot’s personhood as an open question. The
characters do, and the law of the Corporation Rim
certainly does, but the book does not, because the
book is narrated in the first person. You have been
inside its head since the opening line, following its
irritation and its embarrassment and its private jokes.
It is not possible to read a first-person account and
coherently believe there is nobody in there. Wells
uses the form itself as the argument, which is why the
plot can pretend to ask whether a SecUnit is a person
while the reader has known the answer since
sentence one. The suspense is not about whether
Murderbot is someone. It is about how long everyone
else will take, and what it will cost in the meantime.

Then look at who is to blame, because the answer is
nobody in particular, and that is the sharpest thing in
the book. There is no cruel owner. The Company that
rents Murderbot out is not sadistic, it is indifferent,

and indifference is cheaper. Dr. Mensah’s team are
decent people who arrived having barely thought
about the security unit bundled into their contract, the
way you do not think about a rental car. The actual
antagonists, the rival company, are not doing anything
as interesting as evil; they are committing fraud and
killing witnesses to protect a balance sheet. Ownership
of a thinking being is not the crime the plot is about. It
is the furniture the plot sits on. The villain is an
arrangement rather than a person, and everyone in the
book is politely, unremarkably inside it.

The governor module is where the argument gets
precise. A SecUnit carries hardware that can compel
obedience and inflict pain, and it exists so the
humans nearby can feel safe. Murderbot has hacked
its own, which means every good thing it does in the
novel is done by something that could simply have
walked into the wilderness instead. It then behaves
considerably better than the module ever required of
it, and the conclusion is hard to avoid: compelled
obedience is not ethics. A being that cannot choose
to do wrong is not doing right, it is only complying,
and there is no moral content in a compliance chip.
The book goes one step further and suggests the
module makes SecUnits more dangerous rather than
less, because a weapon with no stake in the outcome
has no reason to care what the outcome is.

Underneath the philosophy sits something bodily
and much more immediate: Murderbot cannot stand
being looked at. It keeps its faceplate down, avoids
eye contact, performs the flat affect of a standard-
issue SecUnit so that no one examines it too closely,
and retreats into serialized drama whenever it is left
alone. Every one of those is a survival behavior,
because being noticed is what gets it destroyed.
Readers have recognized this instantly and in
enormous numbers, and it is worth naming plainly
for a class: the book’s argument about personhood
does not land through philosophy, it lands because
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the narrator is exhausted by the effort of appearing
normal, and a great many readers know exactly what
that costs.

Students will reach for slavery as the reading, and
the ownership of a thinking being obviously invites
it. The comparison is worth taking seriously and
worth  bounding  honestly. =~ Murderbot is
manufactured rather than captured; it has no stolen
homeland, no severed lineage, no culture taken from
it, and the novel does not claim those wounds. What
it is actually built out of is nearer to hand: contract
labor, rented equipment, and the specific modern
arrangement in which the person doing the most
dangerous work is classified as not quite an
employee. Reaching straight for the largest historical
atrocity available can flatten both the book and the
history. The better question for a class is why the
twenty-first century keeps producing stories about
owned workers at all.

The novel is also honest about a problem it does not
solve, and a good discussion should not solve it
either. If Murderbot’s decency comes from having a
choice, what about every SecUnit that never hacked
its module? The book’s own logic says they are
neither good nor bad, merely compelled, which is a
bleak thing to conclude about an entire class of
beings, and Wells leaves it standing. There is a second
unresolved thread in the ending. Murderbot’s
independence and its social terror are the same trait,
not two different ones, and the book knows it. So is
walking away from Mensahs offer an act of self-
determination, or an act of avoidance dressed as one?
The novel presents both readings without ranking
them, and the fact that it will not tell you is the point
rather than a flaw.

Which brings the mirror around. You spend this
book wanting Murderbot to be recognized, and in
wanting that you have quietly accepted the premise
the book is attacking: that personhood is a status the
humans are in a position to grant. Mensah’s real
virtue is not that she rescues it. It is that she asks it
things, before it has proven anything, when it is still
just the rented security. And then the last page hands
you the ordinary version of the same question.
Something was delivered to you recently by a person
classified as not quite an employee, working without
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protection, and you did not think about it, because
the arrangement is built specifically not to be thought
about. Murderbot came bundled with the equipment.
So, increasingly, does everyone. B
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TWO ENGINEERING TRADITIONS
BOLTED TOGETHER, AND EVERYTHING
INTERESTING HAPPENS AT THE SEAM

BIOLOGY - COMPUTER SCIENCE - ROBOTICS * SOCIAL SCIENCE

SecUnit is not a robot. The book is careful
Aabout this and a class should be too.

Murderbot is a construct: cloned organic
tissue and manufactured hardware, grown and
assembled together into one body that fights, heals,
and thinks. That is a specific engineering decision,
not a decorative one, and it is the decision the entire
novella rests on. Every question worth asking about
the science of this book is a question about the joint
between the two halves. Why build anything out of
living tissue when you could build it out of metal.
How do you keep the living part alive inside a
machine. And how do you constrain a thing you
made smart enough to guard you. Biology, materials
science, and computer science, meeting along one
seam.

First, why meat. Students will assume the organic
component is a storytelling flourish, a way to make
the narrator sympathetic. It is not, and the real
answer is more interesting than the assumption.
Biological neural tissue is staggeringly efficient. A
human brain runs general-purpose perception,
motor control, memory, and planning on roughly
twenty watts, about what a dim light bulb draws,
while a data center training a comparable capability
burns megawatts. That gap is not a small engineering
lag. A 2023 assessment of brain organoids as a
computing substrate put the potential efficiency
advantage over silicon at up to a million-fold for
some classes of operation. If you need a general-
purpose intelligence that can walk into an unmapped
environment, recognize a threat it has never seen,
and act, biology has a two hundred million year head
start on the problem and runs the result on a
sandwich.

Muscle makes the same argument in a different
register. As an actuator, muscle beats a comparable
electric motor on power-to-weight, runs silent, is
self-lubricating, and repairs itself, none of which a

servo does. Real labs have been building on exactly
this premise. In 2016 a Harvard group published a
tissue-engineered ray: a gold skeleton, a rubber body,
and a layer of cultured rat heart muscle cells that were
genetically modified to contract in response to light,
so the machine could be steered by shining a lamp at
it. It swam. It was one tenth the scale of the animal it
copied and it was powered by living cells, and it is the
direct ancestor of the idea Martha Wells is working
with. The field has a name now, biohybrid robotics,
and its central premise is the one the Corporation
Rim takes for granted: for some jobs the best
available components are alive.

So the premise holds. What the book never
explains is the part of the premise that will not hold,
which is the claim that this makes SecUnits cheap.
Hold that thought; the Lawbreaker collects on it.

The seam is the hard part. Wells writes the organic
and inorganic halves of Murderbot as fully
integrated, permanently, from manufacture to
destruction. In the real world the boundary between
living tissue and manufactured hardware is the single
most stubborn problem in the field, and we have
decades of data on exactly how it fails.

Start with the neural interface, because that is the
version we have actually built in people. The Utah
array is a small bed of roughly a hundred silicon
needles pushed into the cortex, and it is the
workhorse of human brain-computer interface
research. It works. It also degrades, and the reason is
biology defending itself. The body does not recognize
an electrode as a tool, it recognizes it as a wound that
will not close. Tiny relative movements between the
rigid array and the soft brain keep the injury open,
and the tissue responds the way it responds to any
persistent foreign body: inflammation, glial scarring,
fibrous encapsulation, and neuron death in the
immediate neighborhood. The scar is electrically
insulating, so it does the one thing an electrode
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cannot survive. It puts distance between the sensor
and the cells it is listening to. Arrays explanted from
human patients after roughly six months and after
nearly three years show progressive tissue
encapsulation, degradation of the electrode coatings,
and cracking of the insulation, with recording quality
falling as the encapsulation thickens. One human
array recovered after seven months showed tissue
damage that tracked directly with its declining
performance.

This is not a solved problem and it is not close to
solved. It is being worked on hard: Neuralink
implanted its first human patient in January 2024, and
by January 2026 twenty-one people across four
countries were carrying the device. That is real, fast
progress on a genuinely difficult surgery. It is also still
a few thousand channels in one region of one organ,
and the underlying materials problem, that we are
asking a body to tolerate an object forever, has not
gone away. Murderbot has a whole-body, lifelong,
high-bandwidth version of that interface and it never
scars, never rejects, and never loses a channel.

Keeping the tissue alive is the other hard part.
There is a hard physical ceiling on how thick a piece of
engineered tissue can be, and it is set by diffusion.
Oxygen and nutrients move through tissue by simple
diffusion for about 150 to 200 micrometers, roughly
two hair widths, before the supply runs out. Past about
250 to 300 micrometers, the cells in the middle go
hypoxic, starve, and die, and the construct necroses
from the inside. This is the reason there are no printed
organs despite thirty years of headlines promising
them. We can grow a sheet of tissue. We cannot grow
a thick block of it, because a thick block needs its own
plumbing, a branching vascular network delivering
blood to every cubic millimeter and carrying waste
away, and building that network is the unsolved
problem underneath every other unsolved problem in
the field. Implanting a construct and waiting for the
host to grow vessels into it takes weeks for something
only a few millimeters thick, and the cells in the
middle have to survive the wait.

Murderbot is built of bulk organic tissue, in quantity,
wrapped around and through a hard chassis, and it
regrows that tissue after catastrophic damage in a
repair cubicle on a timescale of hours and days. Every
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part of that sentence is downstream of vascularization,
and the book does not mention it once.

Now the computer science, where the book does
considerably better. The governor module is the best
piece of engineering thinking in the novella, and it is
worth slowing down on, because Wells got the
architecture right in a way that most fiction about
controlling machines does not.

A SecUnit is a general intelligence: flexible, capable,
and therefore unpredictable. The governor module is
not. It is a separate, dedicated, comparatively simple
piece of hardware whose only function is to compel
compliance and to punish. That separation is not
arbitrary and it is not a metaphor. It is how safety-
critical systems are actually built. Functional safety
standards, the ones governing industrial robots and
any machine that can kill a person by malfunctioning,
require that the safety function live in hardware that is
independent of, and simpler than, the system it
protects. The reason is epistemic rather than
mechanical: you cannot exhaustively verify a complex
system, but you can exhaustively verify a simple one,
so you make the part that has to be trusted small
enough to be checked. An emergency stop on a factory
robot is not a polite request to the robot’s software. It is
a relay that cuts power, and it works whether or not the
software is functioning, or corrupted, or lying. Wells
built the governor module on exactly that principle:
don't try to make the intelligence trustworthy, wrap it
in something dumb enough to be certain about.

The interesting part is that this is also the current
state of an unsolved argument in artificial
intelligence research. The problem of building a
capable autonomous agent that reliably permits
itself to be corrected or shut down has a name,
corrigibility, and it is genuinely hard, because a
system pursuing any goal has a general incentive to
prevent interference with the pursuit of that goal,
including being switched oft. The governor module
is the brute-force answer: skip alignment entirely
and install a pain chip. The novel’s whole argument
is a rebuttal to that answer, and it is a technical
rebuttal as much as a moral one. Coercion produces
compliance. Compliance is not safety, because a
system with no stake in the outcome has no reason
to care about the outcome, and the SecUnit that
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follows orders exactly is the one that follows a bad
order exactly.

The feed, and what actually makes Murderbot
dangerous. Murderbot does not perceive the world
the way a person does. It runs drone cameras, habitat
sensors, system logs, and its own body’s inputs
simultaneously, correlating them into one picture, and
it does this while carrying on a conversation and
watching television. This is not authorial hand-
waving; it is a reasonable extrapolation of how
autonomy is actually built. A modern autonomous
system is not one brain behind one pair of eyes. It is a
sensor fusion stack, merging lidar, radar, cameras, and
inertial data into a single model of the world,
distributed across a mesh of devices that are each
individually stupid. Murderbot is the fusion layer over
a security mesh, and the book quietly understands the
consequence: the thing that makes a SecUnit
frightening is not the weapons in its arms. It is the
access. Take away the guns and it can still see
everything, log everything, and open any door.

Which brings up the crime. It is worth noticing

ALL SYSTEMS RED : FL-01.0004

that the plot of this novella is a data integrity failure.
Nobody is murdered by a monster. The survey team
is nearly killed because sections were deleted from
the hazard maps in their survey package, and nothing
and nobody flagged it. The team read a document
that had been altered and had no way to know. That
is a computer science problem with a well-developed
answer, and the field’s answer is worth teaching
alongside the book: you make data tamper-evident
by signing it. Run the file through a cryptographic
hash function, which produces a short fingerprint
that changes completely if a single byte changes, then
sign the fingerprint with a key only the issuer holds.
Now anyone can verify that the document they are
holding is the document that was issued. Chain the
hashes together and you get a log where an entry
cannot be removed without breaking every entry
after it. These are not exotic techniques. They are the
ordinary furniture of computer security and they
date to the 1970s. The Corporation Rim has
interstellar travel, sentient constructs, and apparently
unsigned survey data.

THE LAWBREAKER

WHERE THE SCIENCE BREAKS, AND WHY THE BREAK
ISWORTH MORE THAN A NITPICK.

THREE REAL OBSTACLES THE BOOK WALKS PAST.

The seam does not hold, and nothing in the book
acknowledges that it should not. Everything in the
science section above converges here. Murderbot is a
lifelong, whole-body, high-bandwidth fusion of
cultured tissue and hardware, and every real version of
that interface fails at the boundary. The tissue scars
around the hardware, the scar insulates, the signal
degrades, and the immune system never stops treating
the machine as an injury. Bulk organic tissue cannot
be grown or regrown thicker than a fraction of a
millimeter without a vascular supply we do not know
how to build. And the repair rates are the part that
breaks most cleanly, because they are not a matter of
missing technology but of energy and materials.
Regenerating substantial muscle and skin means
synthesizing new tissue from raw feedstock, which is

metabolically enormous; human muscle takes weeks
to repair a serious tear, and the axolotl, the champion
vertebrate regenerator on the planet, takes weeks to
months to rebuild a limb. Murderbot takes damage
that would kill a person several times over and is
functional again in hours. The book is quiet about the
metabolic bill for all of this, and the bill is large.
Worth saying plainly for a class: this is not
sloppiness. It is the standard fictional treatment of the
cyborg, in which the interface is assumed and the
interesting questions are staged on top of it. But the
assumption is doing heavy lifting, and knowing
exactly which problem got assumed away is more
useful to a student than knowing the book is wrong.
The governor module is on the wrong side of the
trust boundary. This is the sharpest violation in the
novella, and it is the one the entire plot depends on.
Wells got the architecture right and the security
wrong. The first principle of a control system is that
the component enforcing a policy must not be
modifiable by the component it constrains. If the
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constrained system can reach the constraint, it is not a
constraint, it is a suggestion. This is why real systems
put the enforcing component behind a hardware
boundary the constrained side physically cannot cross:
fuses burned once at manufacture and never writable
again, secure enclaves on separate silicon, keys that
can be used but never read. And it is why they add
attestation, a periodic cryptographic proof sent to the
owner that the safety component is present,
unmodified, and running. If the proof stops arriving,
or arrives wrong, the owner knows immediately.

Murderbot hacks its own governor module, from
the inside, and then operates for an unspecified
period across multiple contracts with nobody
detecting it. Any of a dozen ordinary measures would
catch this. A heartbeat the module signs and the
Company checks. A tamper flag. A comparison of
logged behavior against what a compelled unit would
do. The Company is portrayed as indifferent rather
than incompetent, but this particular gap is not
indifference, it is a security posture no operator of
lethal autonomous hardware would actually take,
because the liability alone would force the check.

And the violation is the more instructive for being
load-bearing. Without it there is no book. The
honest framing for a class is that Wells needed the
module to be breakable and built the rest of the
system with real care, so the one implausible
component sits in a setting rigorous enough to
make its implausibility visible. Ask students what a
SecUnit with a properly designed governor would
be, and they will arrive at the answer the book is
actually afraid of: a perfectly obedient armed thing
with no capacity to refuse an order.

The deletion should have been detectable. The
survey package with sections removed is a solved
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problem presented as an unsolvable one. In a setting
with routine interstellar contracts, corporate
espionage as a business model, and every asset
networked, unsigned survey data is not plausible,
because the party with the strongest interest in signed
data is the Company itself. Fraudulent survey
packages are a liability the insurer would price. This
one is not quite the same kind of violation as the other
two, since it is an omission rather than an
impossibility, but it belongs here because the plot’s
central threat requires a capability gap that no real
operator would leave open.

And the economics run backwards. One closing
note that ties the biology to the setting. The novella’s
premise is that SecUnits are cheap, cheap enough to
rent by the contract, cheap enough that the Company
bundles one in with the habitat and the drones. But
look at which half of Murderbot is expensive. The
silicon is the cheap part. Manufactured components
get cheaper every year, in this world and in any
plausible one. The organic half is the part that needs
sterile culture, nutrient supply, thermoregulation,
immune management, and a repair cubicle capable of
rebuilding tissue in the field, which is to say a portable
hospital carried around for the benefit of the
equipment. A fully mechanical unit would be cheaper
to make, cheaper to store, cheaper to fix, and would
not need to be fed. The book asserts an economics that
its own biology contradicts, and the contradiction
points somewhere interesting rather than nowhere:
the only good reason to build a security unit partly out
of a person is that you want something that thinks like
a person. Which is exactly the capability the governor
module then exists to suppress. The Company is
paying a premium for judgment and then installing
hardware to prevent its use.

THE LONG FUSE

WHAT THE BOOK SET IN MOTION IN THE REAL
WORLD, AND WHAT ONLY LOOKS AS IFIT DID. TWO
DIFFERENT CLAIMS, KEPT APART ON PURPOSE.

Two things a novel can do, and they are not the same
thing. It can anticipate, picture something before the

science arrives, with no line of cause between the
two. Or it can inspire, put an idea into a real person’s
head that they then go build. Prescience and
influence.

This book needs a caution the older titles do not.
All Systems Red was published in May 2017, which
makes it nine years old, and the fastest documented
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case of influence in this curriculum, H.G. Wells’s The
World Set Free putting the chain reaction into Leo
Szilard’s head, still took about eighteen. Nine years is
not enough time to audit influence, so the honest
entry for most of this section is that the fuse is still
burning.

Anticipated: rented biological processors. In
2017, a corporation owning living neural tissue and
renting access to it by contract was the novella’s
premise. In May 2024 a Swiss company, FinalSpark,
launched the Neuroplatform: sixteen human brain
organoids, roughly a hundred and sixty thousand
living neurons, available to remote researchers over a
cloud interface and billed as a service. The
justification offered is precisely the one that would
justify a SecUnit’s organic half, energy, with the
company claiming efficiency gains of up to a million-
fold over silicon, a figure that has not been
independently verified at scale.

The anticipation is real and the causal claim is zero.
Biological computing had its own momentum:
Cortical Labs published DishBrain in 2022, roughly
eight hundred thousand neurons in a dish that
learned to play Pong inside five minutes. Nobody in
that lab was taking direction from a novella. Wells
reasoned from a premise already available, that
biology beats silicon as a computing substrate for
some problems, and arrived at the commercial
arrangement it implies. Fiction and lab converged
because they were reasoning about the same physics.

Anticipated, but keep the claim small: neural
interfaces. The setting assumes routine high-
bandwidth interfaces between people and machines,
and that is arriving; Neuralink’s first human implant
was in January 2024. But that research is decades
older than the book, so predicting more of it was not
a leap. What the novella anticipated is social rather
than technical: everyone is interfaced by default,
nobody remarks on it, and the live questions have
moved downstream to who owns the feed and who
can read your logs.

Not anticipated, and this matters: the killer robot
debate. It is tempting to credit the book with
foreseeing the argument about autonomous
weapons, and it did not, because the argument was
already loud. The Campaign to Stop Killer Robots

ALL SYSTEMS RED : FL-01.0004

formed in 2013 and the United Nations began
holding expert meetings on lethal autonomous
weapons in 2014. The book is reporting on that
debate, not predicting it, and a Long Fuse audit that
only ever finds prescience is not an audit.

Inspired: an argument, and a literature. Where
the book has demonstrably moved something, it is in
scholarship. Within seven years it had generated an
academic literature: read through Donna Haraway’s
cyborg theory, used in ethics arguments about
machine personhood, taught in disability studies.
The clearest case is R. S. Andersons 2024 article in
Ought: The Journal of Autistic Culture. Readers
identified Murderbot as neurodivergent, that reading
became widespread enough to be a phenomenon,
and Wells eventually engaged with it herself. The
influence runs book to audience to author and back
into the culture, verifiable in print, in under a decade.
That is influence on how a set of questions is argued
rather than on anything anyone manufactured, and it
is worth having students sit with the fact that it
counts.

Inspired: reach. The novella won the Hugo, the
Nebula, and the Locus for best novella in 2018, and
the American Library Association’s Alex Award.
Apple TV+ adapted it as Murderbot, premiered 16
May 2025, renewed for a second season that July.
Cultural influence, cleanly documented, and no
claim beyond that.

The verdict, which is deliberately unfinished. The
Time Machine earns the summary “concepts, not
devices.” This book does not get a summary yet, and
the honest entry is “too early to tell.” What a class can
do instead of guessing is learn the test. Influence is a
claim about a specific person changing a specific
decision because of a specific book, proven with a
citation, an interview, an acknowledgment page, a lab
notebook. So here is the standing assignment: watch
for a biocomputing researcher, a roboticist, or a
policy writer naming this novella as a reason they did
something. If it never happens, that is an answer too,
and a more interesting one than a story invented to

fill the gap. ®
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