
Illusions of Security in Emily St. John Mandel’s Station Eleven 
 

In Emily St. John Mandel’s Station Eleven, a misplaced belief in security is one of the 

few points of continuity between the former world and post-pandemic life. In both periods, 

security proves illusory and numerous attempts at achieving it turn out to be ineffectual, 

suggesting that security is psychological rather than actual. The characters’ desire for security 

ranges from private and almost inchoate to public and explicitly delineated, yet this impulse is 

consistently thwarted. While survival itself is uncertain after the pandemic, the novel illustrates 

how modern technology affords no genuine protection. Indeed, the recurring intrusion of the 

paparazzi on private moments throughout the novel suggests that surveillance technology tends 

to make the individual’s life less secure. Station Eleven likewise critiques the notion that security 

can be realized through force or militarism. Unsurprisingly, since mass shootings are becoming 

increasingly common in contemporary America, the area that had been the United States is 

presented as far more dangerous than what had formerly been Canada. The inefficacy of security 

precautions also holds true in Miranda Carroll’s comic books. In these texts within the text, 

Earth’s security systems cannot prevent an alien conquest; and though the narrative is fueled by 

his efforts to neutralize the threat posed by the Undersea rebels, Dr. Eleven cannot even protect 

the life of his closest ally. Station Eleven emphasizes the surprising fragility of putatively secure 

systems and ways of life, yet this does not make it pessimistic. As Pieter Vermeulen argues, 

Station Eleven actually celebrates an aesthetics of ephemerality, indicating that a secure world 

would be an aesthetically impoverished and thus undesirable one: “in such an imagined state in 

which nothing can disappear, nothing can be valued either” (17). Particularly through its 

ambiguous conclusion, Station Eleven emphasizes the importance of seeking beauty in 



uncertainty. For Mandel, the future should not entail futile attempts to secure what we have; it 

should be about discovering “what else this awakening world might contain” (332).     
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