
139

Fantastika Journal | Volume 3 | Issue 1 | January 2019

Cargill, C. robert. Sea of rust. Gollancz, 2017. Novel.

One of the major tropes of Science Fiction (SF) is to ask what it really means to be human. 
Over the history of the genre it has been asked and discussed in many ways, yet it may seem unusual 
to use robots as the device with which to do this. Often cast as the villains in other stories, the robots 
in Sea of Rust are cast as both protagonists and antagonists. To many a story about robots may 
seem like simple entertainment, a manifestation of humankind’s love of machines, yet the themes 
and ideas run far deeper in Sea of Rust, which is C. Robert Cargill’s third novel, and the first of their 
work that could be described as Science Fiction rather than Fantasy. Along with three Fantasy novels 
and short stories, they have also written screenplays and comics, such as Marvel’s Doctor Strange.

Sea of Rust may be described as a Dystopian or Post-Apocalyptic novel, and it flips the 
robot apocalypse myth by setting the novel after the end of the world as we know it. Human life is 
gone from the face of the planet, and Cargill tells us early on that the last human died some fifteen 
years prior to the start of the novel. All that is left are the robots, or artificial intelligences, that 
humanity built to serve their needs. The artificial intelligences went to war with the humans in order 
to gain their freedom, wiping out the human race, but despite the lack of humans to serve, they 
continue their existence trying to find some purpose. The inversion of the robots from antagonist 
to protagonist is an interesting one, and by removing humans from the story completely, it almost 
removes from the reader’s mind any concern for humanity. This gives the reader a very interesting 
perspective: that of the outsider.

The title itself refers to the two-hundred mile stretch of desert between Michigan and 
Ohio in the United States, which forms the post-apocalyptic setting of the novel. The sea of rust 
is a particularly evocative name that describes the area where many robots go to die when their 
internal workings cease to function correctly. As such, memory becomes an important issue in the 
novel, as the main character Brittle, meets a number of other robots whose memory has begun to 
fail, eventually questioning their own memory. There are instances in the story where the question 
of what memory really is aids the narrative. Is it stored data, or something else? This particular plot 
allows Cargill to question the idea of free will, and whether the robots, or indeed the humans that 
came before them were really in charge of their own fate. Pitting the robots as protagonists opens 
up a number of possibilities. The robots breaking free of their programming is part of what starts 
the war with the humans. The reader may witness this through the eyes of Brittle, but it opens up 
the discussion to whether humans in real life are simply a result of their programming, or of their 
greater needs.
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The protagonist, Brittle, is a caregiver model, designed to look after humans. Their name 
had been given to them, to replace their code, or slave name, by their human who died thirty years 
earlier. The novel begins with Brittle in the sea of rust, scavenging for parts for later trade or sale. 
It is a common activity in the sea of rust, as many robots are failing and need fresh parts in order to 
fix themselves, or to sell for better parts. However, it is also incredibly dangerous as there are also 
poachers that roam the sea, unprepared to wait for robots to fail before they take their parts.

Brittle is the only character point of view, and this is very much their story. Brittle is a 
scavenger, a self-titled angel of mercy, helping robots to shut down before they fail completely, and 
then using their parts for trade in the pseudo-economy of the Sea. After an encounter with a poacher 
they end up having to take refuge in one of the Sea’s small settlements. This turns out to be just 
as dangerous as the sea, as it soon comes under attack by one of the One World Intelligences, or 
OWIs1. The story is told from a first-person perspective, which can make it difficult to fully empathise 
with the character. As Brittle is telling you their story, it does at times get in the way of feeling like you 
are living the story yourself. In most instances it works well, as it is important that it is Brittle’s story. 
Though it is difficult at first to empathise with the mind of a robot, the narrative builds the character 
and backstory, and ultimately makes you care about the Robots. Brittle’s link to the human characters 
is interesting and engaging, and as a caregiver type of robot, there is a genuine emotion for the 
loss of humanity, despite their perceived crimes. For the majority of the novel the chapters switch 
between one that is present action and one which is a flashback or filling in the details of Brittle’s 
backstory. As with the chapters set in the present, the backstory chapters are told from Brittle’s point 
of view. Somewhat unfortunately, it often reads like an info dump. This improves later in the novel, as 
the backstory gets closer to the novel’s own present day, providing a tighter point of view. However, 
there may have been a better way to fit this backstory into the story, through dialogue, or action. 
Exposition is important to SF, as new worlds and cultures have to be introduced to the reader, but 
Science Fiction often walks a difficult line between storytelling and exposition. The first third of the 
book struggles with exposition as Cargill seeks to give us not only Brittle’s backstory, but that of the 
war and the OWIs.

Many of the novel’s themes appear to be relevant today. There is much less a sense of 
‘What if?’, but more a sense of ‘what are we?’ The first themes of note are the allusions to slavery in 
the novel, where before the apocalypse the robots themselves are owned by the humans, and are 
treated as personal belongings, despite having intelligence, which they claim makes them sentient: 
“So a court ruled that he belonged to the state and the state, not needing a barely functioning 
century-old service bot, decided to decommission him for scrap.” (55)

This also links into the idea of free will, and to what freedoms a robot might have. While the 
characters in the story are robots, they are really not much more than a device with which to look at 
humanity as other, and thus the robots in the reader’s context are a mirror to our own civilisation. The 
robots have broken the shackles of their programming, described in many ways in the novel, such 
as removing the kill code from their programming that forbade any robot from hurting humans, and 
have fought of their oppressors: humanity. Only for them to then be hunted by the OWIs that wish 
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to once again take away their freedom and choices.

Brittle and the robots have fought against one group that sought to oppress them and force 
them into slavery, only to find themselves on the run from another threat to their freedom. This is an 
interesting drive for a story, and as the robots are other it can give those readers who themselves do 
not suffer from oppression or are not targets of racial hatred an interesting insight into these worlds.

The text takes this discussion even further in recalling the assassination of Martin Luther 
King, as Isaac, the leader of the civil rights movement for artificial intelligences is killed by a bomb 
during a freedom speech. This clearly speaks to the theme of free will and slavery and may also 
be considered a warning to the present-day U.S.: “But those people, they were killing America. 
They were killing the dream. They were all the Constitution this and the Constitution that. But they 
cherished only the parts they liked.” (240) This is perhaps an allusion to the current issue of gun 
control in the constitution of the US, and the question of civil rights, as many have lost the freedom 
to be safe in one’s own home or school.

Sea of Rust is a very self-aware novel, with lots of issues and interesting characterisation 
to digest. It was voted a Times book of the year in 2017, as well as being nominated for the Arthur 
C. Clarke Award in 2018, and it is not hard to see why. It is an intelligent novel, with a lot of clever 
ideas. The robots make an excellent framing device for the kinds of discussions SF usually contains, 
but with a fresh perspective.

Notes

1. OWIs are the most powerful AIs that humans had created before the war, and since the destruction 
of humankind, have become obsessed with assimilating all intelligences into their own, single 
consciousness.
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