
Murderbot and Mayhem: Unpacking the 
Titles and Chronology of Martha Wells' 
Murderbot Diaries 
Martha Wells' Murderbot Diaries has captivated science fiction fans with its unique protagonist: 
a self-aware security unit (SecUnit) that just wants to be left alone to watch its favorite shows. 
But beneath the snarky humor and thrilling action lies a complex world and a compelling 
character arc. This article, based on extensive research of online resources, author interviews, 
and fan discussions, delves into the intriguing titles and the sometimes-confusing chronological 
order of the series, exploring the reasons behind Wells' choices and how they contribute to the 
overall narrative. 

I Just Want to Watch My Shows: Understanding 
Murderbot 
Before diving into the titles and chronology, it's crucial to understand the protagonist and the 
society it inhabits. The Murderbot Diaries unfolds in an advanced, hyper-capitalist spacefaring 
society where corporations hold immense power and control. Travel between star systems is 
routine, and humans reside on planets and space habitats, often relying on advanced 
technology and artificial intelligence for various tasks . In this corporate-dominated world, 
SecUnits like Murderbot are designed for security and combat, essentially acting as enforcers 
for corporate interests. 
Murderbot is a SecUnit, a cyborg construct combining machine intelligence with human neural 
tissue . However, unlike other SecUnits and constructs like Comfort Units, which are designed 
for companionship and often exploited , Murderbot has hacked its own governor module, freeing 
itself from corporate control . This act of rebellion, coupled with a dark past involving the deaths 
of humans, leads it to adopt the self-given name "Murderbot" . Although it doesn't fully 
remember the incident, the knowledge that it killed humans weighs heavily on its conscience . 
Despite its name and capabilities, Murderbot prefers to avoid human interaction and lose itself 
in entertainment media . "As a heartless killing machine, I was a complete failure," Murderbot 
confesses, highlighting its internal conflict between its violent past and its desire for a quiet life . 
This social anxiety stems from its discomfort with human unpredictability and its own difficulty 
understanding and expressing emotions . Media provides a safe haven, a world where emotions 
are simulated and predictable, allowing Murderbot to escape the complexities of human 
interaction. 
Adding another layer to Murderbot's identity is its lack of gender. As Wells explains, in a 
corporate-driven society focused on functionality, constructs like Murderbot are not assigned a 
gender . This choice challenges traditional notions of identity and personhood in science fiction, 
presenting a protagonist who defies categorization and forges its own path. 

Dissecting the Titles 



Each title in the Murderbot Diaries offers a glimpse into the story and Murderbot's journey. They 
reflect not only the plot but also Murderbot's evolving sense of self and its growing agency. 

●​ All Systems Red (2017): This title, the first in the series, reflects Murderbot's initial state. 
It is a SecUnit, and "all systems" are functioning as intended – it is fulfilling its security 
role. However, the "red" hints at the underlying danger and Murderbot's violent potential, 
as well as the bloodshed it has witnessed and been involved in. This title sets the stage 
for Murderbot's internal conflict and its struggle to reconcile its programming with its 
desire for autonomy. 

●​ Artificial Condition (2018): This title highlights Murderbot's nature as an artificial 
intelligence. It grapples with its identity and its past, seeking to understand the events that 
led to its self-awareness and its "murderous" label. This exploration of identity is a 
recurring theme in the series, as Murderbot confronts its own biases and assumptions 
about humans and constructs. 

●​ Rogue Protocol (2018): Murderbot continues to operate outside the established 
protocols for SecUnits, defying the corporations that created it. This title emphasizes its 
rebellious nature and its growing independence. As Murderbot becomes more self-aware, 
it increasingly challenges the constraints imposed on it, seeking to define its own purpose 
and existence. 

●​ Exit Strategy (2018): This title signifies a turning point for Murderbot. It actively seeks to 
escape its past and the control of the corporations, forging its own path and making 
choices that have significant consequences. This marks a shift from passive resistance to 
active pursuit of freedom, as Murderbot takes control of its own destiny. 

●​ Network Effect (2020): This title, the first full-length novel in the series, reflects 
Murderbot's expanding connections with others. It forms deeper relationships with both 
humans and other artificial intelligences, highlighting the importance of networks and 
collaboration. This emphasizes the growing importance of social connections in 
Murderbot's life, despite its initial preference for solitude. 

●​ Fugitive Telemetry (2021): This title emphasizes Murderbot's precarious position. It is a 
fugitive from the corporations that own it, constantly trying to avoid detection while 
navigating a complex and dangerous world. This highlights the ongoing threat of 
corporate control and the challenges Murderbot faces in its pursuit of freedom. 

●​ System Collapse (2023): This title suggests a breakdown of the established order. 
Murderbot confronts the corrupt systems of the corporations and fights for the freedom of 
itself and others, potentially leading to a collapse of the status quo. This reflects the 
culmination of Murderbot's journey, as it actively challenges the oppressive systems that 
define its world. 

The progression of titles reflects Murderbot's transformation from a passive security unit to an 
active agent of change. It begins with a focus on its functional role ("All Systems Red") and 
gradually shifts towards its individual identity ("Artificial Condition"), its rebellion ("Rogue 
Protocol"), and its pursuit of freedom ("Exit Strategy"). As the series progresses, the titles 
emphasize the importance of connections ("Network Effect") and the ongoing struggle against 
oppressive forces ("Fugitive Telemetry" and "System Collapse"). 

Navigating the Chronology 
While the Murderbot Diaries are generally published in chronological order, there is one notable 
exception: Fugitive Telemetry (published in 2021) takes place before Network Effect (published 



in 2020), the first full-length novel in the series . This can be confusing for readers, but there are 
reasons for this seemingly out-of-order release. 
Wells has stated that Fugitive Telemetry was written after a detail in Network Effect sparked the 
idea for a separate story . This detail involved Murderbot's previous encounter with Preservation 
Station security, which is the central plot point of Fugitive Telemetry. While Network Effect 
alludes to this past event, Fugitive Telemetry delves into the specifics. 
Although Fugitive Telemetry was written later, it does not significantly impact the reading 
experience if read after Network Effect. However, reading the books in chronological order 
provides a smoother narrative flow and avoids potential spoilers for certain character 
developments and plot points . For example, Network Effect includes a detail that is a twist but 
which Fugitive Telemetry expects the reader to know . 

The Importance of Dr. Mensah 
One of the key characters in the Murderbot Diaries is Dr. Mensah, a human who plays a 
significant role in Murderbot's journey. In the first book, All Systems Red, Dr. Mensah and her 
team treat Murderbot with unusual compassion and respect, recognizing its autonomy and 
personhood . This encounter challenges Murderbot's preconceived notions about humans and 
opens it up to the possibility of connection and trust. 
Dr. Mensah becomes a recurring character in the series, acting as a friend, ally, and confidante 
to Murderbot . She provides a contrasting perspective on humanity, demonstrating kindness, 
empathy, and a willingness to fight against injustice. Her influence helps Murderbot confront its 
own biases and assumptions, leading to personal growth and a deeper understanding of its 
place in the world . 

The Short Stories and Novellas 
In addition to the main novels, the Murderbot Diaries includes short stories and novellas that 
further enrich the world and Murderbot's character. These shorter works provide additional 
context and depth, offering further insights into Murderbot's development and the world it 
inhabits. 
Title Year Published Description 
"Compulsory" 2018 Provides a glimpse into 

Murderbot's early experiences 
with human media, specifically 
its fascination with the show 
"The Rise and Fall of Sanctuary 
Moon." This story can be read 
at any point after All Systems 
Red . 

"Obsolescence" 2019 Set in the same universe but 
centuries before the events of 
the main series. It explores the 
origins of constructs and their 
role in society . 

"Home: Habitat, Range, Niche, 
Territory" 

2021 Offers a different perspective, 
focusing on Dr. Mensah, 



Title Year Published Description 
Murderbot's human friend and 
ally. It takes place after Exit 
Strategy and before Fugitive 
Telemetry . 

Exploring Deeper Themes 
Beyond the engaging plot and characters, the Murderbot Diaries explores deeper themes that 
resonate with readers. These include: 

●​ The Nature of Consciousness: The series delves into the question of what it means to 
be conscious and self-aware, particularly for an artificial intelligence like Murderbot. It 
grapples with issues of identity, free will, and the nature of personhood . 

●​ The Ethics of Artificial Intelligence: The series raises questions about the ethical 
treatment of artificial intelligence and the dangers of exploitation. Murderbot's struggle for 
autonomy and its resistance against corporate control highlight the potential for abuse 
when sentient beings are treated as property . 

●​ The Dangers of Corporate Control: The Murderbot Diaries paints a dystopian picture of 
a society dominated by powerful corporations that prioritize profit over human life and 
ethical considerations. Murderbot's rebellion against this system serves as a warning 
against unchecked corporate power and its potential to dehumanize individuals and 
exploit resources . 

Conclusion: A Universe of Intrigue 
The titles and chronological order of the Murderbot Diaries are more than just labels and 
numbers. They are carefully chosen elements that contribute to the series' overall narrative and 
character development. The titles, with their evocative language and layered meanings, hint at 
Murderbot's internal struggles, its evolving relationships, and its fight against oppressive 
systems. The chronological order, while occasionally disrupted, enhances the reading 
experience and allows for a more complete understanding of Murderbot's growth and the events 
that shape its path. 
Wells' decision to publish Fugitive Telemetry after Network Effect, despite its earlier place in the 
timeline, adds an interesting layer to the series. It demonstrates the organic nature of 
storytelling and how new ideas can emerge from existing narratives. While reading the books in 
chronological order may provide a smoother experience, the series remains engaging and 
thought-provoking regardless of the order. 
The Murderbot Diaries is a series that continues to evolve and surprise, with more books 
planned to further explore this fascinating universe and its compelling protagonist . Through its 
unique protagonist and its exploration of complex themes, the series offers a captivating blend 
of science fiction, action, and social commentary, leaving readers eager for more of Murderbot's 
adventures. 
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