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Reproduce, Reuse, Recycle: The End of the Future, 
Salvage, and China Miéville’s Railsea

Zak Bronson
University of Western Ontario

Abstract

Set in a post-apocalyptic land devoid of life and littered with refuse, 
China Miéville’s Railsea (2012) provides a dystopian image of late 
capitalism’s eradication of the future. By portraying a world at the 
tail end of economic disaster in which a resuscitated economy leads 
to catastrophe, it provides a critique of late capitalism’s dependence 
upon continual accumulation. However, rather than simply envisioning 
this disaster, Miéville’s novel simultaneously explores the possibilities 
of thinking outside of constant growth. Drawing upon Evan Calder 
Williams’s recent discussion of salvagepunk, this article explores Railsea 
as a salvage of the past that picks through the garbage, hoping to find 
something useful within. Rather than using leftover waste to regenerate 
the social order before the apocalypse, Miéville’s novel taps into the 
utopian possibilities of repurposing and recreating the world anew out 
of the wreckage that remains.

What are we waiting for when we no longer need to wait in order to arrive? 
        We are waiting for the arrival of what remains.

        (Virilio 25)

It is now commonplace to say, following Fredric Jameson, that it is 
easier to imagine the end of the world than it is to imagine the end of 
capitalism; so much so that Mark Fisher has recently argued that we 
are currently experiencing a feeling of malaise known as capitalist 
realism—“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). Capitalism is now so 
fully integrated into social life and imagination that it has disrupted our 
ability to think otherwise, leading to a contemporary moment defined 
by its lack of alternatives. Under these conditions, modern existence has 
become a creeping state of endless repetition without the arrival of the 
new; as Fisher writes, it appears that “the future harbors only reiteration 
and re-permutation” (3).
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This pessimism towards the future has manifested itself in a growing 
number of dystopian sf films and novels whose grim futures appear 
increasingly present. Their visions are, as Fisher says of Children of 
Men (Cuarón 2006), “more like an extrapolation or exacerbation of ours 
than an alternative to it” (2). In films such as The Book of Eli (Hughes 
brothers 2010) and The Rover (Michôd 2014), and novels such as Paolo 
Bacigalupi’s The Windup Girl (2009), the future appears as the already 
apocalyptic fulfillment of the present. In these works, characters struggle 
to survive while living in worlds absent of the new—their environments 
marked by barren lands, abandoned architecture, and rotting waste. A 
certain strand of these works has recently been described as salvagepunk 
by both China Miéville and Evan Calder Williams, a genre they see as 
the logical successor to cyberpunk and steampunk. Both Miéville and 
Williams have explored this genre and philosophy online as well as in 
lectures, but the idea receives its most sustained analysis in Williams’s 
Combined and Uneven Apocalypse (2011), in which he describes it as 
the manifest image of late capitalism on the verge of collapse. Williams 
lists a range of films and novels that capture salvagepunk’s apocalyptic 
aesthetic, including La jetée (Marker 1962), the Mad Max trilogy 
(1979–85), Delicatessen (Caro and Jeunet 1991), La cité des enfants 
perdus/City of Lost Children (Caro and Jeunet 1995), 12 Monkeys 
(Gilliam 1995), Waterworld (Reynolds 1995),  and Doomsday (Marshall 
2008), along with Miéville’s New Crobuzon trilogy (Perdido 
Street Station (2000), The Scar (2000), Iron Council (2004)). Such 
works exhibit the essential look of salvagepunk: worlds rife with dirt, 
mud, spilt gas, and a fine coating of dust; buildings are abandoned, 
the earth is empty, and the rusted-out metal remains of old vehicles 
clog the landscape. These works draw on present-day disasters to 
locate the future as the fulfillment of today’s rotting promises. In a 
depleted world without the new, salvagepunk defines itself by sifting 
through the rubble, attempting to make do with what remains. 

In Miéville’s Railsea (2012), salvagepunk offers a means of thinking 
through the absurdity of capitalist progress by portraying a world at the 
tail end of economic disaster in which a resuscitated economy gives 
way to the fully catastrophic. In positing the ultimate consequences of 
economic crises, akin to those experienced in the last decade in North 
America and Europe, Miéville abandons sf and fantasy’s more fanciful 
modes of abstraction and exposes the present as already apocalyptic. His 
depictions of impoverished lands in Railsea recognize the “ideological 
closure” (Jameson 289) of the present, located in its inability to think 
outside of a world of capitalist accumulation. However, rather than 
simply envisioning the haunted futures that await, the novel’s nightmare 
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visions of unrestrained economic catastrophe conjure the utopian 
potential of imagining it anew, albeit, left with the remnants and refuse 
of history. In doing so, Miéville stages his novel as a repetition of the 
past, but in doing so, charges it with the possibility of repeating things 
differently, of discovering the utopian potential within the wreckage. 

The world after the future

The growing sense that the future is over has become a recurring theme 
in recent cultural theory. Most prominently, Franco “Bifo” Berardi’s 
After the Future (2011) argues that modernity’s dream of progress 
has become so thoroughly intermingled with capitalist ideology as to 
completely bankrupt any promise of futuristic hope. If the future has been 
exhausted, this is because its origins have always been intermixed with 
capitalist colonization. Beginning with F.T. Marinetti’s promises about 
new technological developments, the twentieth century marked the birth 
of the “psychological perception” (18) of linear development located 
in capitalism’s ideologies of territorial expansion, unrestricted growth, 
and the extension of the Earth’s limits. Capitalism provided utopian 
thinking an incipient faith in “progress”—which Berardi defines as “the 
ideological translation of the reality of economic growth” (18)—as it 
envisioned the colonization of lands, unlimited resources, and dreams of 
plenitude. Such visions were aided by new technological developments 
that supported the widespread plundering of natural resources, enabling 
capitalism “to reach every inch of the Earth, to exploit underground 
resources, to occupy every visible spot with the products of technical 
reproduction” (24). Coupled with the machines of the modern age, the 
future, it appeared, was a vast world of open exploitation. “As long 
as spatial colonization was underway, as long as the external machine 
headed towards new territories, a future was conceivable … The future 
is the space we do not know yet; we have yet to discover and exploit 
it” (24).

However, at the turn of the twenty-first century, with the constant threat 
of economic and environmental collapse just around the corner, growing 
disparity between classes, and the extensive production of precarious 
living and working conditions, the utopian promise in a progressive 
future has led to dystopian images of a world of dwindling resources, 
excessive pollution, and toxic environments. These visions, which have 
become common to salvagepunk, are symptomatic of “the century with 
no future” (Berardi 24), a period whose origins can be linked to the 
1970s punk movement and its “No Future” slogan. In salvagepunk, 
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we witness the utter exhaustion of the world; its desolate lands are the 
definitive images of a wheezing capitalism with nowhere left to grow. 
Salvagepunk captures what Williams calls capitalist apocalypse. This 
is not the sudden catastrophe of previous generations, but rather the 
slow, entropic demise characteristic of neoliberalism’s banal repetition 
of the same. In salvagepunk, the world does not end with a bang, but 
slowly decays, giving evidence of the world’s “yawning duration, an 
accretion so slow and naturalized that we can no longer recognize it” 
(13). In doing so, salvagepunk abandons the typical visions of the 
loud, unexpected apocalypse—atomic bombs, alien invaders, natural 
disasters—and replaces them with images of the Earth’s attrition. The 
genre’s empty worlds, rotting junk, and forgotten cities are indicative 
of neoliberalism’s already-present social and ecological catastrophes.

Rather than attempting to recover the promises of the future, 
salvagepunk abandons them altogether. Both Williams and Berardi 
locate the radical potential of the punk mantra “No Future” as implicitly 
pointing towards the urgent need to rethink the present. With no place left 
to grow and no future to which to cling, salvagepunk seeks to recreate the 
world anew out of the wreckage that remains. In doing so, salvagepunk 
adopts cyberpunk’s punkness, which emerged from its “close connection 
to its historical present [coupled] with the fact it no longer believed in 
a future—that the present is already the hollowed-out promise of that 
future” (Williams 32). Though cyberpunk originally embraced this 
attitude, its subsequent commercialization, replete with “spike-haired” 
hackers who aimed at disrupting the system, ended up making cyberpunk 
a “non-movement” (18) that still maintained faith in the possibilities of the 
future by embracing the technological sublime; steampunk’s retrofitted 
Victorian-era technologies offered merely “a romanticized do-over” (19) 
of capitalist development that aimed at envisioning a kinder, simpler 
capitalism, removed from the excesses of neoliberalism. Salvagepunk, 
however, distinguishes itself from its predecessors by offering 
apocalypse without any possibility of recuperation. It is apocalypse 
without what Mircea Eliade calls the myth of the eternal return—the 
cyclical regeneration of the world to its cosmogenic order (Eliade 81). 
In salvagepunk, there can be no return—no salvaging of the social order 
that was—since all that remains is the discarded waste left buried behind. 
In fully separating itself from the past, salvagepunk envisions the utopian 
possibilities of recreating the world anew by capturing what Jameson 
refers to as the radical break. As he writes, 

For it is the very principle of the radical break as such, its 
possibility, which is reinforced by the Utopian form, which 
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insists that its radical difference is possible and that a break is 
necessary. The Utopian form itself is the answer to the universal 
ideological conviction that no alternative is possible, that there 
is no alternative to the system. But it asserts this by forcing us 
to think the break itself, and not by offering a more traditional 
picture of what things will be like after the break. (231–2)

As Jameson suggests, utopian narratives do not function by providing 
portraits of life after capitalism, but by helping us to imagine the 
necessary break. Such an attitude remains central to salvagepunk which 
embodies this through its repurposing of the past’s garbage. In these 
narratives, characters are left picking through the discards hoping to find 
something useful for their survival. In doing so, the genre offers a means 
of thinking through the separation needed to envisioning alternatives 
to the present system.

Salvagepunk is not the answer to late capitalism, but rather an attempt 
to think through it. Contemporary capitalism has turned increasingly 
towards the process of recuperating itself—as evidenced in the constant 
recycling and repackaging of products, the extraction of every moment of 
labor time, the recurring production of surplus waste and salvageyards, 
and the recent bank bailouts which attempted to maintain an already 
ruined economic structure (Williams 33). Salvagepunk’s critique, 
however, emerges from its refusal of salvage. Rather than using leftover 
refuse to restore the world that was, its characters repurpose it. Such 
an attitude provides a “perspectival stance” (Williams 157) towards 
late capitalism aimed at exposing the present as already broken beyond 
repair. This attitude is also central to Miéville’s Railsea, which employs 
salvagepunk to expose the conditions of contemporary capitalism that 
have turned increasingly towards restoring itself. The novel’s critique 
lies in exacerbating present-day crises, exposing our inability to envision 
the future outside of capitalist progress. However, rather than simply 
portraying this disaster, Railsea simultaneously conjures the utopian 
possibilities of reimagining it. Fully separated from its history, Railsea 
formally and stylistically presents itself as a revision of the past, aimed 
at radically rebuilding something new out of the debris. 

What remains in a world of salvage

Railsea fully evinces the eviscerated environments common to 
salvagepunk. The titular railsea refers to a tangled web of train lines 
haphazardly laid across an emptied-out ocean floor; its tracks and ties lie 
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thick like the deep-sea, moving in every direction. The land is flooded 
with useless waste, salvage from the distant and near past waiting to 
be uncovered by the land’s inhabitants. Beneath the railsea, the earth 
quakes with mysterious, oversized predators, including gigantic insects, 
ravenous rabbits, and underground moles, whose highly erratic patterns 
of movement have made them sought after possessions. The story 
follows Sham, a young apprentice doctor, who works aboard Captain 
Naphi’s train in search of an elusive, great white underground mole 
nicknamed “Mocker Jack.”1 After he discovers a photograph revealing 
the existence of a single rail-line, Sham abandons ship and, along with 
Caldera and Dero, whose parents owned the photograph, sets off to 
discover the mythical “heaven” said to be located at the end of the rails. 
The novel’s central quest for the great white beast playfully borrows from 
Herman Melville’s frontier narrative Moby Dick (1851), but Miéville 
simultaneously transforms it: the once-colonized land that Sham explores 
is now nearly desolate, its emptiness not the sign of an undiscovered 
world waiting to be tamed, but rather a symbol of its already exploited, 
drained-out existence. 

The land of Railsea provides the key to its history of capitalist 
exploitation. Though much of the novel follows Sham’s attempts to 
discover what has caused its destruction, Miéville signals early on that 
it is set in a post-capitalist wasteland. Filled with the railsea, waste, and 
dense smog, the land has been left completely devoid of life. Pollution 
from the creation of the railsea and the subsequent dependence on trains 
has made the earth virtually barren, resulting in two layers of sky—the 
“downsky” and the “upsky”—above four levels of excavated land. 
The downsky—which “stretches two, three miles” (30) up from the 
railsea—is the only habitable place for birds and mammals of flight, 
while above it the highly toxic, cloudy void of the upsky prevents 
the sun from shining down on the Earth, rendering the environment a 
general gray colour (7). In place of life, the land is crowded with a glut 
of refuse from a long history of mass production, all of it composed of 
such highly indestructible materials as metal and plastic—examples of 
what Timothy Morton refers to as hyperobjects, items like Styrofoam 
and plutonium whose near-indestructibility is the “lasting legacy” (130) 
of capitalism’s production of surplus. Salvors dig up forgotten refuse 
attempting to discover its original use. The predominance of waste has 
led to the creation of new ways of classifying the varied stages of mass 
production. Depending on its age, waste can be classified as either 
arche-salve, nu-salvage, or alt-savage, or categorized according to its 

1 The Captain’s full name, Abacat Naphi, is an anagram of Captain Ahab. 
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historical periods, such as the “Heavy Metal Age,” the “Plastozoic,” or 
the “Computational Era” (109). There is so much refuse along the railsea 
that some believe there is an escalator located somewhere in the empty 
desert that endlessly lifts salvage to the surface from deep within the 
Earth; this is thought to be the ultimate source of waste: “true useless 
rubbish, rejectamenta beyond reclamation, hauled up out of the innards 
of the world” (195). The entire railsea may even be composed of layers 
and layers of compressed garbage. “Salvage mines” hold the truth to 
the Earth’s buried levels: 

Between layers of pressure-hardened earth & shaley rock, an 
archaeology of discards, centuries layered. Extruded edges 
of junks, shards, glass, bits & pieces, faint stretching fronds 
of ripped-up plastic bags. A greening layer: tiny cogs from 
a clockwork epoch; crushed plastic; the scintilla from an era 
of glass; rag-seams of degraded video tape; a gallimaufryan 
coagulum of mixed-up oddness. (197) 

In this portrait, Miéville depicts a world where neoliberal capitalism has 
completely contaminated the environment, yet has erased its own history 
of development. The absence of the new is manifest in this uncultivable 
and lifeless land that has become merely a holding ground for the vast 
and various discards of a reckless culture. Futurity’s illusions of continual 
expansion and growth are replaced with the everlasting refuse wrought 
from unrestricted production and consumption. 

Railsea is set after the apocalypse, with its characters struggling 
to make sense of what has led to the accumulation of refuse and the 
creation of the railsea. Despite being cut off from their history, citizens 
attempt to recover what they can. A salvage economy develops that 
seeks to discover the past through its waste. Likewise, myths and 
religions speculate about the railsea’s creation: some believe that it 
was dropped by gods or aliens, or was created as a mode of protection 
against underground beasts (181); others see it as a natural phenomenon 
generated by “the interactions of rock, heat, cold, pressure & dirt” (181) 
at the beginnings of Earth. However, as Sham discovers, its origins 
turn out to be the result of disastrous, unbridled development aimed at 
resuscitating a failed economy. The tracks lie on an empty ocean bed 
whose waters were “drained out” by railroad companies who wanted to 
expand their development in order to “make more rail-ready real estate” 
(405). The suctioning of the ocean to facilitate more and more tracks 
became the primary means of jump-starting the economy after a crisis. 
The tangled weaves of the railsea are the result of “a fight between 
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different railroad companies” (182) who attempted to compete with each 
other to generate more profit after the collapse; as each company sought 
to further develop its property, they built over one another, intersecting, 
and leading to dead ends. As Caldera explains to Sham, 

It was after everything went bad, & they were trying to make 
money again. With public works. People paid for passage, & 
rulers paid for every mile of build. So it went crazy. They were 
competing, all putting down new routes all over the place … 
They laid traps for each other’s trains, so there’s trap-switches, 
trap-lines, out there. (182)

In the end, the competition imploded upon itself “& all they left were 
the rails” (183). During construction of the railsea, the industry “burnt 
off years of noxious stuff [oil]—that’s where the upsky comes from—& 
ended up chugging stuff into the ground, too, changing things” (182). 
The companies “destroyed each other. But they couldn’t stave off ruin 
… We live in the aftermath of business bickering” (183).

Miéville’s most significant critique of neoliberalism lies in this vision 
of the rails. Since its emergence, the train has been closely tied to 
narratives of progress; its long, linear tracks being used to symbolize 
modernity’s promises of economic expansion and growth. As Wolfgang 
Schivelbusch writes, “Nothing else in the nineteenth century seemed 
as vivid and dramatic a sign of modernity as the railroad. Scientists 
and statesmen joined capitalists in promoting the locomotive as the 
engine of ‘progress’, a promise of imminent Utopia” (xiii). In Britain, 
this promise of utopia was intimately linked to the nation’s growing 
economy. The train’s ability to transfer commodities over long distances, 
and at unprecedented speeds, opened up new ways of accelerating the 
circulation of capital (Freeman 91–3). Coextensive with this, production 
and investment in railways accounted for a substantial rate of return, 
leading to the 1840s’ “Railway Mania,” a period of intensified financial 
speculation that witnessed the government approve construction of 9500 
miles of track within a four year period, resulting in an economic collapse 
(Freeman 98).2 Miéville’s portrait of the over-production of the railsea 
in order to resuscitate the economy not only resembles this history, but 
also alludes to the privatization of the British railways in the 1990s. In 
order, so they claimed, to decrease costs and taxes, and to improve quality 
of service, the Conservative government made a push to privatize the 
railways through the formation of franchise agreements with numerous 

  2 Of the approved railways, only about 4600 miles were built due to the economic 
collapse (Wolmar 107). 
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companies who were left in charge of designated passages. The railways, 
however, were never fully privatized, since these companies still 
received substantial government funds. Corporations were responsible 
for routes, while maintenance of the tracks and stations were left in the 
government’s and taxpayers’ hands (Wolmar 310–1). In the end, billions 
of pounds were spent on upkeep—along with compensation paid to 
companies who lost revenue during periods of repairs—which meant 
that profits went directly to the companies, while expenses were left 
with taxpayers. Most recent estimates suggest that these events have left 
Britons repaying debts of £34 billion (Chakrabortty). In Railsea, Miéville 
draws attention to the absurd logic of the British railway’s privatization, 
symbolized by the replacement of the linear tracks of progress with the 
winding, repetitive, and dead-end tracks of the railsea that zig-zag across 
the land for no reason other than the incessant pursuit of profit. Miéville’s 
railsea offers a vision of capitalism’s gluttonous quest for surplus value 
in the neoliberal era: in the absence of new areas for development, the 
tracks double-back over themselves, purposelessly expanding, extracting 
public money and resources in order to grow.

All of these ideas come together in the novel’s surprise conclusion in 
which Sham finds a utopian “heaven” located at the end of the single 
rail-line. When Sham finally arrives, he confronts a world that is the 
opposite of all he has ever known: 

There was life. They saw scuttling on the tracks. Lizards. & 
if there were such beasts, there must be bugs, to feed them. 
Vegetation in the mottles of wood. A tiny ecosystem between 
rails, on the approach to Heaven. (388)

The land flourishes with all the resources that have been usurped from 
the railsea; this fertile, abundant land is in stark contrast to the desolate 
environments of the railsea. Yet, Sham discovers that, what the citizens 
of the railsea have been calling “heaven” is the home of approximately 
fifteen descendants of the railsea’s creators who are guilty of “the 
poisonings of skies & the mutation of the things in the earth” (408). 
Though unable to fully understand their language, Sham quickly learns 
that these descendants have been waiting in “heaven” for payment 
for the railsea’s creation; their ancestors stole the railsea’s waters and 
vegetation, replaced them with train tracks, and charged it to the people. 
When Sham arrives, the owners believe that he is returning to pay them 
back for the construction and use of the railsea (plus interest) over many 
decades, which amounts to “more money than there’s ever been in 
history” (407). Mimicking the privatization of the British railways, the 
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railsea is constructed through the use of public resources with its profit 
saved for the capitalists. Despite all the myths surrounding the railsea’s 
origins, Miéville reveals its roots to be the very material, already-present 
result of neoliberal capitalism, which has left citizens of the railsea with 
excess debt. The gods and aliens who were long thought to have been 
responsible for the depositing of waste are, in fact, the capitalists who 
exploited the land out of desire for surplus value. 

In depicting this “heaven,” Miéville reveals the truly apocalyptic 
nature of the present, located in capitalism’s dependence on continual 
expansion and colonization. Miéville’s vision of “heaven” is premised on 
the practice that David Harvey calls accumulation through dispossession, 
a process that aims to “extend capitalist powers to territories, sectors 
and domains … not yet incorporated into the circulation of capital” (91). 
Without area for expansion, capitalism has reinvigorated neo-colonial 
practices aimed at dispossessing peoples and nations of their resources 
through the privatization of once-public lands and assets. In Railsea, 
this is heightened by portraying a world in which the land has been 
completely destroyed, except for this small “heaven,” which is not a 
real utopia, but merely the last remnant of Earth free from capitalist 
exploitation. It appears as a utopia only because the capitalists have 
polluted all the surrounding domains and extracted their resources. 
Concluding the narrative in this fashion, Miéville links the apocalyptic 
land of the railsea to the failed utopia of “heaven” since one can only 
come at the expense of the other. “Heaven” is not in opposition to 
the railsea but dependent upon it, for the utopian dream of continual 
economic progress can only come through the dispossession of public 
land and resources. Like Berardi, Miéville highlights how utopian visions 
of plenitude and continual growth depend on the uneven development of 
the rest of the world. Rather than adopting fantasy’s more consolatory 
modes, Railsea magnifies these hidden processes, bringing uneven 
apocalypse to a nearly absurdist reality.3 In doing so, it exposes 

how the global economic order and its social relations depend 
upon the production and exploitation of the undifferentiated, of 
those things which cannot be included in the realm of the openly 
visible without rupturing the very oppositions that make the 
whole enterprise move forward. (Williams 8)

  3 My phrasing here refers to Miéville’s introduction to a special edition of 
Historical Materialism on Marxism and Fantasy, in which  he argues that fantasy 
portrays an absurdist reality whose effects mimic capitalism’s mode of estrangement: 
“Fantasy is a mode that, in constructing an internally coherent but actually impossible 
totality—constructed on the basis that the impossible is, for this work, true—mimics 
the ‘absurdity’ of capitalist modernity” (42).
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Railsea makes visible what lies buried within the rotten core of 
capitalism—that rather than being a temporary side-effect, the production 
of these underdeveloped “hellish” zones remains its necessary condition. 

Re-begin again with what remains

Although Miéville presents a dystopian vision of the future, he 
simultaneously suggests the utopian possibilities of envisioning the 
world anew and of thinking outside of this present impasse, principally, 
by imagining Jameson’s discussion of the radical break. The novel does 
not provide a blueprint of utopia—indeed, his utopian “heaven” is fully 
dependent on capitalist colonization—but instead draws attention to the 
process of utopian thinking itself. This mode of thinking is evident in 
salvagepunk’s characters who are forced to use discards of the past to 
make something new in order to live within present circumstances. This 
act of repurposing objects is indicative of what Williams describes as 
salvagepunk’s “look onto” (37) the world of late capitalism, aimed at 
recognizing the present as already refuse. Williams provides an example 
of this in the Dadaist Kurt Schwitters, whose artwork reassembled 
products from consumer culture by breaking them apart and placing them 
within unique contexts. In doing so, Schwitters removed the objects from 
the cycle of production to locate new meanings outside of their exchange 
value (38). Such a practice also underlies salvagepunk’s reusing of waste; 
fully cut off from any notion of recuperation, salvagepunk’s repurposing 
of objects revalues them based on their present usefulness. 

Most overtly as part of this strategy, Miéville stages his novel as 
a salvage of classic works of literature. Reading Railsea continually 
reminds one of a seemingly endless array of sources, genres, and styles. 
Tony Bradman’s review for The Guardian notes some of this:

The gothic weirdness of Mervyn Peake is definitely in there, but 
the bottom layer of this particular palimpsest might well be Frank 
Herbert’s Dune and its giant worms. Or Tremors. Or maybe Mad 
Max… (online; ellipsis in original)

Bradman’s inability to capture all Miéville’s specific influences—he 
quickly names a series of references before trailing off, using the ellipsis 
to represent a range of others that are either too numerous to afford 
easy summary, or are reconfigured so greatly that they cannot be easily 
detected—indicates how the novel not only salvages a range of texts 
but pieces them together into something new, almost unrecognizable. 



Zak Bronson92

Railsea’s acknowledgements list several of Miéville’s direct influences, 
such as Herman Melville, Robert Louis Stevenson, and Daniel Defoe, 
alongside Ursula Le Guin and the Strugatsky Brothers, yet there always 
appears to be something more. This implacable feeling is partly because 
Miéville provides an endless set of detours throughout. The novel begins 
in homage to Moby Dick, following the journey for an underground mole, 
but then shifts gears. Halfway through this quest, Sham is kidnapped 
by pirates, transitioning the novel into an adventure story reminiscent 
of Stevenson’s Treasure Island (1883), just before he is trapped on a 
desert island located in the middle of the railsea, which calls to mind 
Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1719). The novel alters course once more 
when Sham is rescued by a group of rail nomads known as the Bajjer. 
In each of these deviations, Miéville spiritedly borrows narrative arcs of 
classic works, but then transitions. More than simple pastiche, Miéville’s 
novel references these classic works while simultaneously refusing their 
narratives, suggesting that his novel will not simply follow paths that 
have already been charted.

Readers of Miéville’s work will also notice that Railsea salvages many 
key themes and ideas from his previous novels: the connections to Moby 
Dick and pirates were previously visited in The Scar (2002), which 
followed a similar quest for a mythical beast; the train closely connects 
with the perpetually moving locomotive of Iron Council (2004); the 
emphasis on the environmental effects of waste, salvageyards, and the 
reusing of refuse recalls Un Lun Dun (2007); the complex signification 
of the ampersand resembles the intricate meaning of the conjoined 
cities of The City & the City (2009), along with the coexistent beings 
of Embassytown (2011); and, the novel’s conclusion reflects Miéville’s 
doctoral thesis on imperialism and international law, published as 
Between Equal Rights (2005). In a form that echoes and reinforces the 
content of its story, Railsea is a composite of multiple works dissected 
and patched together into a single narrative. Miéville reuses both his 
own ideas and others’, offering Railsea as an amalgam of the past’s 
remnants that simultaneously builds on them and transforms them into 
something entirely distinctive. Miéville imagines his world by plumbing 
a vast archive of literature, repurposing it to construct a new world out 
of the confines of what already exists.

As part of this overall approach, Miéville continually highlights the 
utopian process of creation by emphasizing his own act of writing. 
For example, he begins the novel in the middle of the narrative, before 
abruptly stating that “We’re here too soon” (3) and then rewinding 
to an earlier point, which turns out to be partway through Sham’s 
journey aboard the train. Interspersed within this jumbled structure 
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is a constant set of digressions where Miéville turns back on what he 
writes. Throughout the novel, he shuffles between places and characters, 
frequently reversing the path he charts. Halfway through the text, for 
example, he addresses Caldera and Dero before abruptly ceasing, 
commenting that “On reflection, now is not the time for Shroakes. There 
is at this instant too much occurring or about to occur to Sham ap Soorap” 
(273). Miéville’s approach does not simply draw attention to itself as 
a creation, but draws attention to itself in the act of creation. It is filled 
with an endless set of starts and stops, constantly thinking and rethinking 
itself. It is always in motion, pressing forward, detouring, swerving as 
it takes shape. The novel is, in essence, a giant ampersand like the one 
Miéville employs throughout the text, which, as he describes, “connects 
& separates,” “takes a veering route, up & backwards, overshooting & 
correcting, back down again south & west, crossing its own earlier path, 
changing direction, another overlap, to stop, finally, a few hairs’ width 
from where we begin” (163–4). Railsea provides a portrait of utopian 
thinking in the form of an ampersand: a swift curvature of the pen that 
swoops over the page, criss-crossing over itself, and looping back again, 
only to arrive right back where it started, but heading in the opposite 
direction. It is not a beginning again, but a sifting through the rubble in 
order to find a new path.4  

Such a practice is indicative of Jameson’s discussion above. Miéville’s 
novel embodies the form of a break aimed at thinking through the 
vestiges of the past while simultaneously undoing them. This idea plays 
a central role in the novel’s subplot about the possibilities of recreating 
a new world out of the old. Although the ending of the novel reveals 
the truth about the railsea’s development, for citizens of the novel, any 
attempts to uncover their history is rubbish. Molers, for example, search 
after beasts of the earth in order to develop their own “philosophy,” a 
worldview upon which to ground their life. Likewise, salvors attempt 
to uncover the past through its refuse but are free to find new uses for 
things. Sham initially desires to become a salvor in order to understand 

  4 In a joint talk by Miéville and Williams, “Salvagepunk, Yet Again, Redux, 
Reduced, Rubble,” they explain something similar. In their speculative discussion, 
they describe the ampersand as the “precursor to the value form.” The ampersand’s 
symbolization of the word “and” provided the initial false appearance of equivalence 
that became essential to the exchange process. However, as they argue, the ampersand 
actually means closer to “and/or,” a conjunction that joins the object with its own 
undoing; value conjoined with its disruption. For them, the conjunction “and/or” adds 
a dialectic tension between the object and its own subversion, a form of détournement 
that enables it to be used against itself. A video of the talk is available at <http://
vimeo.com/61611477>/. 
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history—a yearning which sparks his quest for the origins of the 
railsea—yet he slowly begins to realize that doing so is a wasted effort. 
Early in his journey, when he meets Caldera and Dero and asks to join 
them as salvors, Caldera explains: “you don’t uncover the past if you’re 
a salvor: you pick up rubbish. The last thing I think you should think 
about’s the past. That’s what they do wrong here” (166–7). In Railsea, 
refuse is simply refuse, divorced from any social order. Indeed, as 
they find out, the truth of the railsea’s creation suggests that the past is 
merely a dead end. Caldera’s knowledge about the railsea suggests that 
she has abandoned any desire to uncover objects’ original use; instead 
she creatively repurposes it for its contemporary possibilities. This is 
something that Sham notices when he arrives at Caldera’s home, which 
serves also as a scrapyard for rusted-out, discarded metal. He marvels 
at her salvaged waste, including a stack of washing machines that arc 
over the entrance to their property.5 Sham wonders, “Why would you 
use arche-salvage for something it clearly wasn’t for? When there were 
much bloody easier things to build an arch out of?” (156). Caldera’s
transformed arch signifies the utopian possibilities of salvagepunk: it 
turns objects upside down. In the post-apocalyptic world, their value 
is no longer based on the process of exchange, but on their social 
function within the new landscape. They are détourned, their previous 
connotations undone.

Détournement is the “style of negation” (Debord section 204), an anti-
reificatory practice of highjacking the images and language of capitalism 
and turning them against it. Détournement disrupts the habituation of 
capitalistic thinking. For Caldera, the act of repurposing the discarded 
washing machines provides an attempt to think through the past, by 
finding a new and present usefulness not based on recovering any residual 
capitalism. Such a desire also slowly begins to develop in Sham as well, 
though much of his interest in this remains nascent until the very end 
of the novel when he arrives in “heaven,” where, unable to repay the 
loan for the railsea, he is forced to chart a different course. Sham walks 
away from “heaven,” recognizing the failed economy as an endless cycle 
where “most things would stay the same” (417), and instead, embarks 
on a journey that looks beyond the totalizing and destructive system of 
the railsea and its economy.  

  5 This image is a reference to the ending of The Bed Sitting Room (Richard 
Lester, 1969), a key film in Williams’ discussion of salvagepunk. Caldera and Dero’s 
mother is said to be Ethel Shroake, who, in The Bed Sitting Room, is the closest 
royal descendent of the twenty remaining citizens of England. In the film’s final 
image, Ethel Shroake stands in front of an arch comprised of washing machines 
which makes up her newly repurposed castle. For a detailed discussion of the film, 
see Williams 44-69.
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For Sham, this literally occurs through the changing of directions. 
After leaving “heaven,” he begins to speculate about the possibilities of 
moving away from life aboard the rails. Any connections to his world’s 
history are already wasted and, no longer forced to move ever-forward 
into a dystopian future on the rails, he starts to imagine different roles 
and routes, such as “updivers” who could search through the sky and 
mountains, or underwater explorers who could traverse the oceans (417). 
He embraces this new possibility when he returns to the single rail where 
he remembers passing a discarded train left on its side. He had noticed 
something strange about its design, but was unsure of what it was. Now, 
conscious of life outside of the railsea, he realizes that the carriage is 
outfitted to float like a boat, meaning that it can easily be flipped upside 
down to sail over the ocean.6 The novel ends with Sham setting out to 
explore brand new possibilities beyond the railsea, no longer trapped 
in its recycled history. Like Miéville’s use of the ampersand, Sham 
ends where he began, at the opening of a journey, but this time ready to 
explore the uncharted potential of the opposite direction.

Although the narrative ends with a repetition, it does so charged 
with the utopian potential of imagining things differently. In Railsea, 
Miéville offers a vision of the apocalyptic nature of late capitalism 
which continually recycles and recuperates itself. However, rather than 
speculating what a truly utopian future might look like, he envisions 
an ampersand-shaped detour that aims at making changes from within 
the refuse. Railsea détournes the past, picking through all the rubble, 
hoping to find something useful within. Fully abandoning the nostalgia 
typical of post-apocalyptic fiction, Miéville instead imagines the diverse 
promises of thinking outside of the present’s lack of alternatives. 
Purposely unresolved, the ending suggests the open possibilities of 
creatively rethinking the world anew out of the wreckage that already 
plagues this one.

  6 The inverted train shares many similarities with the car [spelled upside down] 
in Miéville’s Un Lun Dun (2007).
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