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Abstract: This paper explores the relationship 
between technological novum, estrangement, 
and cognition in Philip Reeve’s Railhead trilogy. 
Set in a futuristic world governed by AI, the 
trilogy features humans, drones, and androids 
traveling across the galaxy with sentient trains. 
Building on Darko Suvin’s (1979) theory of 
alternative worlds in science fiction, which 
posits that such worlds are created through 
the defamiliarization of empirical material 
from the real world, this paper will analyze 
the posthumanist and ecocritical conditions 
of Reeve’s world-building. Specifically, these 
strategies generate cognitive estrangement 
concerning the relationship between technology 
and the human/non-human environments.  
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Introduction: Science Fiction  
and the Socio-Cultural Logic  
of Capitalist Realism

In recent decades, science fiction and 
fantasy genres have been explored from 

the perspective of ideological, narrato-
logical, and transmedial articulations that 
have provided various world-building 
strategies1. Viewed in relation to the glob-
al political and economic system, much 
of contemporary science fiction reflects 
the socio-cultural logic of the real world 
shaped by the effects of current capitalism, 
to which it can generate no systemic alter-
native. According to Mark Fisher, capital-
ist realism defines “the widespread sense 
that not only is capitalism the only viable 
political and economic system, but also 
that it is now impossible even to imagine a 
coherent alternative to it”2. Moreover, “cap-
italist realism cannot be confined to art or 
to the quasi-propagandistic way in which 
advertising functions. It is more like a per-
vasive atmosphere, conditioning not only 
the production of culture but also the reg-
ulation of work and education, and acting 
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as a kind of invisible barrier constraining 
thought and action”3.

Given these two definitions of capital-
ist realism understood as an intensification 
of the principles underlying late capitalism, 
we can generalize the idea that capitalist 
realism represents the ideological and cog-
nitive material that contemporary science 
fiction and fantasy literature defamiliariz-
es, in order to create secondary worlds that 
internalize this socio-cultural logic. As de-
scribed by Fisher, capitalist realism is not a 
literary genre, but an atmosphere or a so-
cio-cultural Weltanschauung that becomes 
the source of building secondary worlds in 
fantasy and science fiction literature. Ac-
cording to Fredric Jameson, postmodern-
ism was the socio-cultural logic of late cap-
italism4. Thus, contemporary literature can 
be interpreted as the socio-cultural logic of 
capitalist realism, as a new stage in the evo-
lution of capitalism. 

On the other hand, in Robert T. Tally 
Jr.’s view, the role of contemporary liter-
ature and theory is to generate a creative 
critique in the context of capitalist realism, 
precisely by destabilizing and defamiliar-
izing the socio-cultural settings specific 
to the real world5. Philip Reeve’s Railhead 
trilogy is a perfect example of this. It is a 
work of literature that creates cognitive 
estrangement by highlighting the possi-
bilities of biotechnological advancement 
and exploring a future based on positive 
human-machine interaction. More specif-
ically, the novels describe an AI-governed 
futuristic world where humans and various 
types of drones and androids travel with 
sentient trains all across the galaxy. The 
two protagonists, Zen Starling and his an-
droid (girl)friend Nova, go through a series 
of adventures that bring them in contact 

with a series of remarkably diverse charac-
ters and that, ultimately, help them create a 
world-order in which humans collaborate 
with the living railway system in order to 
expand their cultural and commercial rela-
tions with as many other races as possible.

The novels discuss some of the most 
pressing issues of our contemporary soci-
ety as well: what does it mean to be hu-
man, how or whether can technical arte-
facts share this quality, how is gender a 
socially constructed concept, what would 
heteronormativity’s relevance be in a tech-
noscientific, AI-powered society etc. It is 
essential that Philip Reeve shows the YA 
audience a world where a new generation 
of self-developed humanity is trying to 
peacefully cohabit the universe with and 
under the surveillance of its very own tech-
nological production. The trilogy is thus 
demonstrative for a worldview in which 
we should both embrace such a future and 
open our minds to the possibilities that a 
sustainable evolution of the human-ma-
chine relationship would bring along. 

Building Fantastical Capitalism  
in Reeve’s Railhead Trilogy

Before investigating the poetics and 
epistemology of the Railhead trilogy, 

we must define the focus of our investi-
gation. First, we will conduct an ideolog-
ical and structural analysis integrating the 
trans- and posthuman chronotopic con-
tent of the novels while mapping the con-
temporary world system. Furthermore, our 
analysis aims to reveal the role of science 
fiction literature with regard to the geopo-
litical and economic transformations pro-
duced by capitalism within the context of 
global society. 
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In Fantasy and Mimesis, Kathryne 
Hume reveals the processual nature and 
poetics of fiction as a product of mimet-
ic and fantastic techniques by exploring 
the dialectical relationship between the 
genesis of literary texts and socio-cultural 
contexts6. She focuses specifically on the 
interaction between the worlds of writ-
ers, the fictional universes they create, and 
the worlds of readers. For instance, within 
what Hume identifies as “exclusive defi-
nitions” of the literary production of the 
fantastic (“exclusive” since they emphasize 
the separation of fantastic genres from 
mimetic ones, rather than their formal co-
existence), the author provides examples 
such as Darko Suvin’s theory7 about the 
dimensions of the science fiction genre, 
as well as those of J. R. R. Tolkien (from 
the essay “On Fairy-Stories”8) and Rose-
mary Jackson (from Fantasy: The Literature 
of Subversion9) on the configurations and 
functions of the fantasy genre. In Hume’s 
view, all these theories illustrate how sci-
ence fiction and fantasy writers process the 
empirical, epistemological, affective, and 
cognitive material specific to their reality 
(often through a “negative relationality”, in 
Jackson’s terms), with the aim of creating 
alternative worlds (or “subcreations”, in 
Tolkien’s understanding), which generate 
different socio-cultural (counter-)reactions 
in readers (or various forms of “cognitive 
estrangement”, according to Suvin) in re-
lation to the world they live in.

 In the context of these ideological and 
socio-cultural articulations, Suvin’s theory 
on scientific novum and cognitive estrange-
ment is relevant to science fiction poetics 
that reflect the capitalist world system. Sci-
entific novum is defined here in terms of 
trans- and posthumanist philosophy and 

Weltanschauung, while cognitive estrange-
ment is understood as a process of defa-
miliarizing the worlds of the author and 
the readers. According to Darko Suvin, 
“if the novum is the necessary condition 
of SF (differentiating it from naturalistic 
fiction), the validation of the novelty by 
scientifically methodical cognition into 
which the reader is inexorably led is the 
sufficient condition for sf ”10. As a literary 
praxis that produces scientific novum and 
cognitive defamiliarization, science fiction 
is “a literary genre whose necessary and 
sufficient conditions are the presence and 
interaction of estrangement and cogni-
tion, and whose main formal device is an 
imaginative framework alternative to the 
author’s empirical environment”11. This 
world-building process, which is based on 
generating cognitive estrangement, can be 
linked to the subversive function against 
hegemonic structures that Rosemary Jack-
son identified in secondary worlds created 
in fantasy literature. 

Such theoretical investigations demon-
strate that science fiction is ideologically 
anchored in the depiction of the unique 
tensions of the primary worlds it makes un-
familiar. From this perspective, considering 
the dynamics of the global economic sys-
tem, contemporary science fiction is indic-
ative of what Dan Hassler-Forest defines as 
fantastical capitalism. It describes an inter-
nalized, fictional form of capitalist realism, 
as theorized by Mark Fisher. The idealism 
and utopianism that distinguish classical 
science fiction and fantasy are impossible in 
the context of fantastical capitalism, because 
we can no longer imagine different – or bet-
ter – alternatives to the socio-political sys-
tems of fictional worlds constructed with-
in the ideological framework of capitalist 
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realism. Hassler-Forest clearly nuances this 
socio-cultural logic:

as capitalist realism has become more 
deeply ingrained in our culture, fan-
tastic fiction has absorbed the cynical 
politics of neoliberalism, structuring 
fantasies that no longer flee from, but 
fully embrace,  capitalism’s ‘naked, 
shameless, direct, brutal exploitation.’ 
Fantastical capitalism seems an appro-
priate term to describe fantastical sto-
ryworlds that give narrative and aes-
thetic expression to Empire’s spirit of 
capitalist realism: ‘fantastical’ because 
– superficially at least – they present 
us with storyworlds totally unlike our 
own, and ‘capitalism’ because they in-
corporate and strengthen capitalism’s 
most basic social and cultural logic, 
while alternatives are systematically 
rejected as ‘unrealistic’12.

The Railhead trilogy coherently as-
similates the paradigm of fantastic capital-
ism through its chronotopic construction, 
which defamiliarizes the global economic 
system: 

Network Empire – The Empire is a 
revival of an ancient form of govern-
ment from Old Earth. A single hu-
man being is chosen to be the ruler 
of the Network. The Emperor or Em-
press has little real power, since they 
are watched over by the Guardians, 
who will intervene to stop them from 
doing anything that is likely to cause 
instability. Their purpose is to act as 
a symbolic link between the Guard-
ians and humanity, and to ensure 
that the Corporate Families and the 

representatives of the different sta-
tions and cities of the Network meet 
to negotiate their differences in the 
Imperial Senate rather than fighting. 
However, the Guardians have never 
objected to an Emperor advancing 
his own power and interests, ensuring 
that the family of the current Em-
peror or Empress is usually the most 
powerful of the Corporate Families13.

As the major chronotope of the trilo-
gy, the Network Empire is not a post-ideo-
logical construct provided by neutral 
rhetoric in a fantastic regime. Rather, it 
critically internalizes the symptomatology 
of capitalist realism, as Hassler-Forest apt-
ly points out: “in the same way that there 
is no such thing as a neutral, commonsense 
social reality that isn’t already steeped in 
ideology, the seemingly post-ideological 
worlds of fantastical capitalism should in-
stead be considered – to use a clichéd but 
appropriate Žižekianism – as an example 
of ideology at its purest”14. On the other 
hand, the chronotopic infrastructures of 
the trilogy (such as the Corporate Families 
imposing a form of capitalist imperialism, 
the living railway system, the moon Am-
bersai as an industrial settlement with the 
largest marketplace in the region, the Am-
bersai Bazar) are essential to the fantastic 
capitalism instrumented by Philip Reeve, 
which achieves social criticism by present-
ing the relationship between posthumanist 
novum and cognitive estrangement.

Post- and Transhumanist Tropes

For a better understanding of Reeve’s 
universe and his take on humans’ rela-

tionship with the technology of the future, 
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it is also helpful to consider the post- and 
transhumanist tropes present in the Rail-
head trilogy. For Cary Wolfe, “posthuman-
ism names a historical moment in which 
the decentering of the human by its im-
brication in technical, medical, informat-
ic, and economic networks is increasingly 
impossible to ignore”15. At the same time, 
Rosi Braidotti argues that posthumanism 
“marks the end of the opposition between 
Humanism and anti-humanism and trac-
es a different discursive framework, [...] 
[working] instead towards elaborating al-
ternative ways of conceptualizing the hu-
man subject”16. In this light, transhuman-
ism’s aim is that of improving the quality 
and duration of humans’ life, as well as 
their intellectual, physical, and emotional 
capacities. At the center of this program-
matic evolution towards immortality lies 
the “post-human”, understood by Joel Gar-
reau as a category of people whose abilities 
so radically surpass those of present-day 
humans that they can no longer be fit-
ted into the current standards that define 
membership of this species17. 

As a result, this transition towards 
the “‘next’ stage of the posthuman”18 is also 
closely connected to changing one’s atti-
tude towards the body, which could now be 
freed from its biological and cultural limits. 
In her book on Philosophical Posthumanism, 
Francesca Ferrando no longer perceives the 
body as subject to that Cartesian dualism 
where it was given an inferior role respective 
to the mind, but places it within a discourse 
of constant development, where fluidity 
becomes central. What transhumanism is 
set to achieve, with the help of progressive-
ly more advanced forms of technology, is a 
future where bodies would function as pro-
jections of the mind and personality of each 

person: changing their shape, composition, 
and appearance according to the desires 
and needs of their possessor, they would be 
able to exist even in a virtual form19.

If we look at Reeve’s novels, we can 
see that the bodies of his characters (hu-
man or machine) are indeed constructed, 
to various degrees, according to Ferrando’s 
characteristics of transhuman bodies. On 
the one hand, the human characters are still 
very attached to the idea of being given a 
unique body and they change only their eye 
and hair color, while also adding designs to 
their skin according to the latest fashion. 
On the other hand, for the “guardians”, 
the gods of Reeve’s fictional universe20, a 
plural existence comes naturally: they are 
AI’s who exist only in the Datasea (which 
is the name given to their “massive infor-
mation system made from the interlinked 
internets of all the inhabited worlds”21) and 
who download themselves into all sorts of 
bodies when they want to interact with 
humans. Sfax Systema, for instance, usu-
ally chooses to appear as a human-shaped 
cloud of blue butterflies, while the avatar of 
Shiguri Monad looks like “a peacock with a 
thousand actual eyes on its billowing tail”22. 
Anais Six’s preferred interface, however, is 
“three meters tall, [has] blue skin, masses 
of red hair, wide golden antlers, [...] [and] 
a gown made from the feathers of rare, ex-
pensive birds”23. Reeve’s choice of equating 
the divinities of his fictional world with 
different systems of artificial intelligence 
echoes N. Katherine Hayles’ idea accord-
ing to which information freed “from the 
material constraints that govern the mortal 
world” could actually become the path to-
wards achieving immortality24. 

But Reeve’s complex world-building 
in terms of bio-technological corporeality 
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actually goes on and on, describing species 
of aliens which are „so far outside [the hu-
mans’] frame of reference that [their] brain 
refused to take them in”25. Some of the 
races with whom Zen and Nova interact 
during their travels are the Hive Monks 
(religious colonies of bugs which are kept 
together by a kind of simple intelligence 
and which mimic the shape of human 
beings26), the Herastec (antelope-looking 
mammals with 3 feet and one hand, who 
always come in pairs and who wear black 
glass masks through which they can stream 
everything they see and think to their part-
ner27), the Kraitt (a race of reptilian preda-
tors – man sized lizards – which is the only 
violent race from the Web of Worlds, apart 
from the humans28), or the Hath (“gentle 
beings whose long, stick-legs support thin 
sheets of folded membrane” and who have 
mouths on their legs for filtering food from 
the water around which they live29). 

Heterotopian Infrastructures  
of Connectivity and Subversion

The negotiation between humanity’s 
current relation with its racial and 

sexual “other” and a future, better alterna-
tive of this relation is also instrumented 
by Reeve through highlighting a mostly 
positive interaction between the alien races 
of the Web of Worlds, humans, and ma-
chines. At the end of the 1990s, Rosalind 
W. Picard has called for a change in regards 
to how computers are made, arguing that 
they should be built with integrated affec-
tive abilities in order to prevent the dehu-
manization of their users, who would soon 
be surrounded almost exclusively by such 
machines30. Likewise, almost two decades 
later, Peter Kroes and Peter-Paul Verbeek 

have debated whether objects have moved 
past the condition of passive instruments 
and could now be seen as technical arte-
facts with a moral status, which can in-
fluence their users and the ways in which 
they see the world and act within it31. As 
a consequence of this shift in how materi-
al things are perceived, one can rightfully 
wonder what does it mean to be human 
nowadays and whether this quality is re-
served only to humans.

Philip Reeve’s answer to these ques-
tions is a categorical “No”, as machines of 
all kinds are given various human(e) char-
acteristics in his novels. Trains, for example, 
are sentient, anthropomorphized entities 
with names and distinct personalities which 
not only interact with their passengers, but 
also have dreams of their own, friendships 
and preferences about what drawings to be 
painted on them: “Each train has a brain; a 
mind of its own, housed in the sleek-hulled 
locomotive. The locos are born in the train-
works of the Corporate Families, but once 
their minds come online they stop being 
mere vehicles and become individuals, in-
telligent and self-aware”32. Moreover, their 
role within the Great Network is far great-
er than that of ordinary vehicles too: they 
are the only ones able to pass through the 
K-gates33 and thus carry information from 
world to world, making everyone from hu-
mans to guardians (who, as AI systems, are 
exclusively made of information) depen-
dent on their movement and cooperation. 
In fact, the whole railway system is built 
with the purpose of spreading information 
through the Datasea and across the galaxy, 
a fact that gives these technical artefacts the 
central role of keeping the entire Network 
running and of connecting all the worlds 
like umbilical cords. 



72
Maria Barbu & Marius Conkan

As a consequence, the relationship be-
tween people and their gods is also ques-
tioned in the trilogy: if the series started 
with the guardians being portrayed as 
omniscient deities safeguarding humanity, 
the protagonists slowly reveal their fallible 
nature. Reeve’s gods prove to be deeply ma-
nipulative beings whom people should no 
longer mindlessly obey, precisely because 
of how they go as far as restricting people’s 
access to information out of the fear of los-
ing their worshippers’ devotion. They main-
tain an illusion of control through crafting 
narratives that rewrite the past and prevent 
humans from finding the truth about their 
universe – including the existence of other 
intelligent species across the Web of Words, 
whom Zen and Nova discover only in the 
third volume: “the Guardians have made it 
very clear that they have never detected any 
trace of non-human intelligent life in any 
part of the galaxy. And the Guardians have 
never been known to lie”34.

On the other hand, with a science-fic-
tional take on Hayles’ claim that “infor-
mation viewed as pattern and not tied to a 
particular instantiation is information free 
to travel across time and space”35, Reeve 
makes trains the most powerful entities 
in the Great Network. From their double 
position of agents of connection and resis-
tance, which proves subversive towards the 
guardians’ order and ultimately overthrows 
it, trains can be viewed as heterotopic links 
between the worlds, in the Foucauldian 
sense. The French philosopher noted the 
“extraordinary bundle of relations [that a 
train represents,] because it is something 
through which one goes, it is also some-
thing by means of which one can go from 
one point to another, and then it is also 
something that goes by”36. Within Reeve’s 

universe, trains become mobile heteroto-
pias which are both technological spaces 
of transit and symbolic spaces of transgres-
sion, “counter-sites” which simultaneously 
reflect, connect, and challenge the worlds 
they traverse. If Foucault saw the ship as 
“a floating piece of space, a place without 
a place, that exists by itself ” and that is 
“the heterotopia par excellence”37, here this 
title should be given to the sentient trains: 
they make and keep the other places real 
through exchanging data between them 
and constantly updating the Datasea with 
news from each world, but they also deny 
the other places’ existence, since it depends 
entirely on the trains’ movement through 
and interaction with them.

Gender Performativity  
and Social Constructedness  
of Human/Non-human Dynamics

Reeve constructs a universe where the 
trains embody the multiplicity and 

fluidity of postmodern identity itself. They 
are the “arteries” of the galaxy, contain-
ing and connecting all the stories, all the 
worlds, and all the possible routes from 
one to another, while remaining forever 
in between places, humans, and guardians. 
But probably the most complex category of 
characters is represented by the motoriks. 
They are humanoid androids with sexless 
bodies who were first designed to serve 
as soldiers, but then “gradually began to 
find more peaceful uses, taking over from 
human workers in dull or dangerous jobs, 
particularly on uninhabitable worlds in the 
first stages of terraforming”38. Motoriks’ 
creation and existence mirrors Donna 
Haraway’s theory about the cyborg, which 
she sees as a creature of the post-gender 
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world, “a cybernetic organism, a hybrid of 
machine and organism, a creature of social 
reality as well as a creature of fiction”39. As 
the boundaries between categories such as 
“human” and “machine” or “natural” and 
“artificial” have been increasingly blurred 
since the late twentieth-century onwards, 
the cyborg has become representative for 
“a kind of disassembled and reassembled, 
postmodern collective and personal self ”40 
which challenges essentialist notions of 
identity and embodiment.

Although most of the motoriks are 
programmed by humans to look like per-
fect dolls and behave like puppets, some of 
them, like Nova or Flex (who is a friend 
of Zen), find it boring. In response, they 
choose to go beyond the limits of their 
assigned “roles” and they modify their 
body-features, underlining the fluidity 
and freedom of a life lived outside of any 
ideological box. In a relevant example, Zen 
and Nova discuss the latter’s preference for 
having freckles, a facial-feature that dis-
tinguishes her from the other motoriks: 
“‘They make you look like you’re trying to 
be human.’/ ‘I am human,’ she said. ‘I have 
a processor for a brain instead of a lump 
of meat, and my body is made of different 
substances, but I have feelings and dreams 
and things, like humans do’”41.

At the same time, Judith Butler’s ob-
servations about the performativity and 
social constructedness of gender42 can be 
noticed in the novels through Flex’s con-
stant experiments with his/hers:

He noticed that Flex had changed 
back into a girl.
‘Why do you keep switching?’ he 
asked. ‘Male to female, female to 
male…’

Flex looked up at him and smiled. 
‘Wouldn’t you, if you could?’
‘I don’t think so…’
‘It doesn’t make much difference re-
ally,’ said Flex. ‘Not to Motorik. Only 
to how others see us. Inside, we’re not 
really male or female. We’re just us’43.

While humans are very attached to 
their given body and gender, and prove re-
luctant to the idea of changing their iden-
tity in this way, gender flexibility is totally 
normal for motoriks: “Changing sex was so 
simple for a Motorik that Flex had never 
seen any need to settle on being male or fe-
male. Sometimes she felt like being a girl, 
sometimes a boy. But it was only a surface 
thing, like changing clothes. Inside, Flex was 
neither. Flex was simply Flex”44. Since the 
main difference between sexes resides sole-
ly in how the others perceive the motoriks, 
it becomes clear that the stable feminine/
masculine gender dichotomy seems the 
only natural order for humans only because 
social norms continually reorder bodies and 
behaviors into “coherent” gender scripts. 
The “performative” aspect of gender is in-
terpreted literally by Reeve here: Flex is free 
to switch from one sex to another according 
to how society has labeled the certain type 
of behavior or appearance that he/she feels 
like “performing” at a given moment. 

In this way, besides making us wonder 
what would heteronormativity’s relevance 
be in a technoscientific, AI-powered so-
ciety, Reeve also gives some political and 
social implications to the issue of how hu-
man a machine can be (perceived): one the 
one hand, to people’s concerns that they 
will be replaced by motoriks at work, the 
guardians responded by establishing a rule 
that kept the proportions between them. 
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However, the corporate families needed a 
cheaper workforce and so they persuaded 
the emperor to classify motoriks as hu-
mans, thus making the “machines” fit for 
the jobs reserved for people. This redefi-
nition of personhood, motivated entirely 
by economic interests, intensified social 
tensions across class lines and provoked 
violent riots among impoverished workers 
struggling to support their families.

Caught in the middle of these conflicts, 
motoriks – “built to serve, polite, reserved, 
their synthetic faces deliberately bland (be-
cause nobody really wants a servant who 
is prettier or more interesting than them-
selves)”45 – become doubly marginalized. 
They are exploited by the wealthy, who in-
strumentalize their ambiguous legal status 
to sustain a cheap labor force, while simulta-
neously being viewed as less than human by 
working-class individuals. The latter redirect 
their frustrations toward the “robots” rather 
than toward the structures responsible for 
their precarity. The result is a deeply cyni-
cal capitalist logic in which artificial beings 
are granted human status only when such 
recognition benefits the elite, but other-
wise remain discriminated subjects. In this 
context, personhood functions as a flexible 
commodity dispensed on demand, revealing 
how definitions of the “human” are shaped 
by class privilege and economic convenience.

At the same time, Reeve stresses 
throughout the trilogy that, despite their 
mechanical bodies, equipped with proces-
sors instead of brains, immunity to physical 
pain, and self-repairing systems, motoriks 
possess interior lives that are unmistakably 
human. They experience emotions, culti-
vate dreams, and form meaningful attach-
ments, demonstrating that their “souls” op-
erate according to the same affective logics 

as those of biological humans. Their hu-
manoid appearance, originally engineered 
for military use because “soldiers were less 
willing to fire on something that looked 
human”46, ironically underscores this point: 
designed to imitate humanity for imperi-
alistic purposes, motoriks ultimately reveal 
that the capacity to feel, desire, and imag-
ine exceeds the boundaries of organic em-
bodiment. Through these characters, Reeve 
invites readers to reconsider not only what 
constitutes a human being, but also how 
economic systems arbitrarily maintain that 
boundary for their own benefit. 

As for humanity’s vulnerability of hav-
ing just one life and one body vs. the AI’s 
possibility of experiencing life in a plural 
way – because they can change as many bod-
ies as they want or they can even exist in the 
form of a mind connected simultaneously 
to hundreds of bodies – Reeve’s suggestion 
would be that everything is just a matter of 
perspective: us humans can also touch our 
face with one hand and a window with the 
other, thus feeling two different things at 
the same time and perceiving them with the 
same mind. Moreover, we are shown that 
our simple, daily existence is somewhat sim-
ilar to that of those having multiple selves, 
making the gap between these two species 
way smaller: in the writer’s words, „Human 
beings live loads of different lives at once. 
[...] One life in the real world and the oth-
ers in daydreams, in memories, in stories, in 
games, lots of lives all going on at once, and 
all of them real in some way or other”47.

For this reason, despite everyone be-
ing skeptical about taking the relationship 
between humans and machines too far (the 
guardians do not understand what ma-
chines could see in humans and humans 
cannot understand why would you love a 
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motorik), Reeve gives Zen’s and Nova’s re-
lationship a solution which could open var-
ious discussions about how real is the virtual 
medium (or how real it could become): in 
“real” life, Zen will go and live together with 
Yana Vashti (one of the soldiers who helped 
him in a battle against the Kraitt), but in a 
“real” virtual environment created by Nova, 
he will continue his relationship and life of 
adventures with her in the form of a simu-
lation. Just as Nova’s hundreds of copies are 
all equally her, Reeve’s implication is that 
both Zen’s selves are also equally real, they 
just have a different set of experiences.

Conclusions

The Railhead trilogy offers a compelling 
example of what Darko Suvin defines as 

the posthumanist novum, deploying innova-
tions such as sentient trains, socially integrat-
ed motoriks, and self-aware AIs to generate 
sustained cognitive estrangement. These nar-
rative novelties do not function only as mere 
decorative futurisms here. Instead, they serve 
as devices that estrange readers from famil-
iar anthropocentric assumptions, while also 
prompting critical reflection on the catego-
ries through which subjectivity or identity 
are traditionally defined – especially as the 
boundaries between human and non-human 
life have become radically porous.

Within this framework, the trilogy si-
multaneously reinforces an important con-
temporary insight, following Mark Fisher’s 
theory: capitalism remains the dominant 
socio-political system through which 
speculative futures are often envisioned. 
Reeve constructs a universe where a newly 
evolved, self-developing humanity is trying 
to peacefully coexist with and under the 
surveillance of its very own technological 

production, an ecosystem in which human 
and machine lives are fundamentally in-
terdependent, yet still embedded within 
hierarchies of value, ownership, and labor 
shaped by powerful corporate families. 
This tension asks the trilogy’s young read-
ership to contemplate what constitutes 
the “human”, how emotional bonds with 
non-human entities are formed, and how 
technological forms of life might challenge 
or expand our definitions of personhood.  

Furthermore, the conclusion of the se-
ries exemplifies a form of optimistic tech-
noscientific futurity that remains none-
theless entangled with capitalist logic. The 
expanding intergalactic railway promises 
new contact zones where human and alien 
species might intermingle, creating the po-
tential for a richly diverse and relational 
cosmos. Yet the Empress’s motives are ex-
plicitly dual: she seeks to increase her fam-
ily’s economic power while also fostering 
intercultural exchange that could eventually 
render biological and cultural differences 
irrelevant to social belonging. This ambiv-
alent vision captures one of the trilogy’s 
core contradictions: it imagines progressive, 
inclusive futures while acknowledging that 
such futures may still be built on structures 
of inequality, profit, and corporate control.

Ultimately, Reeve’s Railhead trilogy 
exemplifies how contemporary YA science 
fiction can mobilize the posthumanist novum 
to confront readers with pressing ethical 
and philosophical questions. Through its in-
terplay of cognitive estrangement, capitalist 
critique, and hopeful interspecies relation-
ality, the trilogy offers a nuanced medita-
tion on the future of humanity – one that 
remains technologically expansive, socially 
interconnected, and yet persistently shaped 
by the political economies of the present.
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