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2008. Mit press, 2018. Novel.

Imagine a future where robots are as ubiquitous as smart phones are today; now imagine 
what effect that could have on the humans who use them.

It could be argued that humans have been defined in relation to tools and technologies since 
the creation of fire, however, the rate with which shifting and evolving technologies are augmenting 
the human experience seems to be increasing. It took centuries for eye-glasses to become common 
place, compared to the mere decades it has taken for smart phones to be integrated into first-world 
lives. The changes that this latest augmentation brings to the way humans process information, 
their identity, and form connections with others appears to be working its way into popular news 
discourse with increased regularity. Carme Torras’ thought provoking novel, The Vestigial Heart, like 
all good Science Fiction, extrapolates this scenario into a future where most people own a robot, 
named functionally ROBul, ROBco or ROBbie, asking the reader to consider the implications of the 
technologies they use on a daily basis.

The Vestigial Heart throws a sharp, critical eye over the implications that robotic and 
artificial intelligences might have on human development. In one scene Celia, a thirteen year old 
who has been revived from cryo-stasis as the illness she had can be cured in this advanced future, is 
confronted with the future education system and has a difficult time adjusting. Celia is categorised 
as a rebel by her teachers because when “faced with a question, she stops and thinks about it, 
trying to make up an answer, instead of trusting what other people have thought before” (Torras 
99). School is no longer a place to learn information; instead it seems to be a space to learn how to 
use devices to find that information. For me, the parallel with the searches I conduct on computer 
devices is obvious; ultimately, the information I gain through these searches is quickly lost and 
I’ve had to go back and look the same thing up multiple times. In taking this one step further with 
humans relying so completely on their robotic companions, one cannot help but see a wry humour 
in the way that Torras portrays her future. 

The title The Vestigial Heart encapsulates another central theme of the novel. The word 
vestigial connotes something that is stunted, useless, shrunken, or non-functioning. In Torras’ future, 
this title refers to the people who rely too much on their robots and technology; humans have lost 
connection with their emotions, many of which are now categorised as extinct, and with each other. 
Two of the main characters, Leo, an ambitious, young techie and Lu, a socialite who fosters Celia to 
improve her own standing, typify the concept of the vestigial heart. They are emotionally frozen, their 
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development as human beings stunted by their constant engagement with technology. Lu and Leo, 
initially read as almost robotic in their interactions with others, in fact there is little to differentiate 
between them and the narrative voices of the robots Alpha+ and ROBCo. This demonstrates how 
homogenous the humans and robots in this future city have become. While this makes it difficult to 
separate the characters out in earlier chapters, as both the robotic and human characters develop 
through connections with each other, their burgeoning relationship with their emotions enables 
them to finally demonstrate their individual personalities. Contrastingly, Silvana, one of the founding 
members of ComU, an anti-technology faction, is an emotional masseuse. She uses massage and 
physical contact to counteract the effect of spending too much time with robots, trying to restart the 
flow of emotions in her clients. Silvana’s narrative arc moves from distrust of technology and those 
who use it to acceptance that technology is part of human evolution. In the end, to help humans 
reconnect with emotions, Silvana posits engaging with changing technology rather than cutting it 
out completely. Her final rallying cry “Enough of touching the skin, it’s time to touch the brain…” 
demonstrates to opposite thematic arc to Leo, he moves from sterile technology to emotion (Torras 
239).

The use of emotion as a key definer of human experience is not something new; emotional 
awakening often goes hand in hand with science fictional narrative concerning robots and the 
posthuman, from Mary Shelley’s 1818 novel Frankenstein through to twentieth and twenty-first 
century filmic representations such as Metropolis (Fritz Lang, 1927), Blade Runner (Ridley Scott, 1982) 
or Ex_Machina (Alex Garland, 2015). Where Torras takes this idea further is in her exploration of the 
Creativity Prosthetic. The naming of this device, a prosthetic, draws connotations with contemporary 
prosthetics, usually employed after the loss of a limb. The metaphoric limb lost in the case of The 
Vestigial Heart is the human faculty for creative problem solving. It is interesting here to note the 
importance placed eventually on a combined approach to reason and emotion.

There is a correlation here with the work of cognitive neuro-scientist Antonio Damasio. 
In Descartes’ Error: Emotion, Reason and the Human Brain (1994) and Looking for Spinoza: Joy, 
Sorrow and the Feeling Brain (2004), Damasio posits that human thought processes consistently use 
a combination of emotional and rational processes, and seeks to bring research into the emotions 
back into the academic limelight. This affective turn, as it has been labelled, chimes with the central 
concerns of Torras’ novel, and those interested in these themes would benefit from reading Damasio’s 
work. Stories rely on emotion; therefore it is unsurprising that those who extol the virtues of a 
combined emotional and rational response to the world return to fiction to convey their message. 
Storytelling, like emotional awakening, appears again and again in Science Fiction which is focused 
on the posthuman as a positive attribute in posthuman characters, a humanising force almost.    

Torras has made an interesting creative decision to shift narrative perspective throughout 
the novel, inviting the reader into the first-person perspective of the robot characters, while generally 
maintaining omniscient third person for the chapters which focus on the humans. Demonstrating 
the internal shift of Alpha+ in particular enhances the themes of the novel, however, third person 
omniscient also allows the writer to bring the reader into the minds of character which slightly 
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negates the power of the robot monologues. If these shifts had been used more consistently, to 
create a rhythm throughout the novel, they would have been more effective. As it currently stands, 
the flow in and out of first and third person is a little disruptive.

On the other hand, Torras’ extrapolation of technologic development is strong. Two 
explorations of control and privacy really stand out. The first is a device that removes access to 
memories of work, taking NDAs to the extreme. Every time Leo crosses the threshold of the booth 
he works in at CraftER his memories of what he has been working on are obscured, so there is no 
possibility of him telling the competition. This feels terrifyingly plausible in a world of corporate 
patents and enterprise. This provides an interesting juxtaposition to the lack of privacy that the 
rest of these future citizens have. In one scene, Celia is encouraged to use her robot to eavesdrop 
on people at an event (Torras 81). She’s told this is what everyone does. As the audience stand in 
character, to some extent, Celia’s reaction is in tune with the early twenty first century reader. What 
would people use their robot for, if they could. Here it feels like Torras draws comparisons to devices 
like Amazon’s Alexa, that are present our homes, constantly listening, or with apps that can detect 
what song is being played. It’s just a hop skip and a jump from, ‘what’s that track,’ to ‘what’s that 
conversation.’

While Torras’ world building is excellent and worryingly plausible, her character development 
is less assured. The character of Celia, the child revived from the past is the least successful. She is 
thirteen, however at points reads much younger, especially when she is first introduced. One of the 
novel’s key concepts focuses on the way robot technology is extending the period of childhood; at 
points we see some differences between Celia and the children of the future, she is more resourceful 
and able to think independently, but this could have been further drawn out. Unfortunately, Celia, 
despite this difference reads as overly childish.

Julia Swarbrick’s translation seems to match the tone of the material, it appears thoughtful 
and faithful, however, without reading the original in Catalan it is difficult to tell if some word choices 
which capture a beautifully poignant moment, or which lead to the characters appearing less 
convincing, are in the original text or have occurred in translation.

The Vestigial Heart is a powerful cautionary tale about the potential of relying too much 
on the devices that surround us, warning readers to remember the importance of genuine human 
connection; that to thrive we might need to become cyborgs that embrace rather than expel our 
emotions.
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