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Man vs. Machines
Do machines really serve man or do they usurp man’s free will?   Throughout the science fiction genre, many stories involving man and machines either depict machines as a servant of man or an entity completely independent of man’s control. However, man ultimately has control over machines and gives the machines whatever abilities and intelligence they may possess, therefore, without man the machines themselves could not exist.  The choices and actions of man are the true factors in control, not the machines own nature. 


Science fiction authors have depicted machines in several different ways.  In the story “Think Like a Dinosaur” machines are portrayed as incredible tools that can send man far into space to travel and search the universe for knowledge, but in “Hardfought”, machines are seen as weapons used for killing and destroying universes.  Ultimately though, machines are in the control of their makers with the intelligence of the creator.  For instance in Ray Bradbury’s “There Will Come Soft Rains”, a family’s entire house is equipped with robotic machines geared towards making life for humans much easier and more simplistic.  However sophisticated these machines may be by having the intelligence to cook breakfast or act like a sophisticated alarm clock, they only have the intelligence of an infant child.  Even a young child would know that the humans that once lived in the house are no longer living there.  “But too late. Somewhere, sighing, a pump shrugged to a stop.  The quenching rain ceased.  The reserve water supply which had filled the baths and washed dishes for many quiet days was gone.”(Bradbury)  The house burned completely to the ground because the machines that were instructed to take care of its master could not even distinguish an empty house from an inhabited one, and allowed itself to use reserve water when unnecessary.  This truly shows how limited machines are in their capabilities, as they are programmed and built by man to perform a specific function, and without further programming or adjustments, the machines cannot deviate from the purpose they have been created for.  The only way a machines intelligence level would reach the level of man’s own is if man himself chose to allow this to occur.  In Asimov’s short story “Lenny” the three infamous laws of robotics are invented which were inevitably supposed to keep humans safe from robots even though robots were not even allowed on the planet earth.  It was not until Mortimer Jacobson revolutionized US Robotics by passing by a seemingly harmless keyboard and pressing a few keys.  United States Robots and Mechanical Men Inc. had to that point only created robots for mining purposes.  It was not until this unusual interaction with this new breed of robot that Dr. Calvin started to pursue the idea of intelligent and more sophisticated robots designed for a greater purpose than just simple tasks.  Even Lenny being created by mere fate, does not disprove the fact that without the action committed by Jacobson, Lenny himself never would have been created.  Thus the robot or the machine is still only a result of the being it was created by.  Even with simplistic robots in Bradbury’s “There Will Come Soft Rains” and human like robots in Asimov’s “Lenny”, man is ultimately in control of its surrounding robotic counter parts.

However, the underlying question is: Do machines or robots intrude on man’s free will?  This concept is only applicable if man allows himself to be infringed upon by his own creations.  As seen in “Think Like a Dinosaur”, man continues to use machines to his own advantage in relation to studying the universe, but these types of machines bring a true danger to man’s free will.  James Patrick Kelly displays man’s new responsibility for technology and man’s control over that technology by the need to dispose of the remains after migrating to another galaxy. The dinosaurs have supplied this new machine, and man has allowed himself to succumb to the devastating results of the migrating machine.  Man has allowed himself to let the machines dictate the human sense of free will by using this machine despite its inevitable consequence as Michael kills the remains of Kamala.

“I was laughing so hard I could scarcely breathe.  Just like the meat behind the door.  Die already you weepy bitch! I don’t know how long it took.  The thumping slowed.  Stopped.  And then I was a hero.  I had preserved harmony, kept our link to the stars open.  I chuckled with pride; I could think like a dinosaur.” (Kelly)

Humanity in “Think Like a Dinosaur” has accepted this notion that human ‘copies’ are disposable.  The machine just performs the task at hand that is asked of it.  Mankind has let itself be consumed by the disgusting results of this machine and is to blame for the consequences, not the machine itself.   Kelly shows how man can be warped by the encounter of an alien race and tempted to use their technology with full knowledge that man’s free will is being tormented in the process.  The house robots in “There Will Come Soft Rains” do not hinder man’s free will but are an attempt to enhance man’s living.  This use of robots is a positive experience for man to enjoy the simplistic pleasures that robots can provide. 

“At eight-thirty the eggs were shriveled and the toast was like stone.  An aluminum wedge scraped them into the sink, where hot water whirled them down a metal throat which digested and flushed them away in the distant sea.  The dirty dishes were dropped into a hot washer and emerged twinkling dry.” 

 Bradbury’s machines differ severely from those portrayed in Kelly’s “Think Like a Dinosaur”.  Here the machines are used to help with everyday chores, and do not hinder upon man’s free will.  Some might argue that even simple machines take over the everyday tasks of men, and encroach upon mans freedom.  Again, however, is it ultimately the decision of man letting himself succumb to the control that machines have on humanity.

Even the most superior of intelligent robots are not any smarter or more capable than those who created it.  In Stanley Kubrick’s “2001: A Space Odyssey” Dave is able to overcome HAL9000 which has complete control over the entire space ship.  The HAL9000 computer is supposedly the most sophisticated computer ever conceived by man, but yet is entirely incapable of stopping Dave from shutting down his own central nervous system.  Dave is completely capable of knowing the machine at hand’s weakness and how to use it in his advantage.  What truly separates man from machine, is mans ability to gather knowledge and resources, where as machines are limited by the primary factor that they are a product of their maker and therefore are limited to certain preprogrammed abilities.  HAL himself even states to Dave that his calculation error “can only be attributable to human error.”(Kubrick)  Not even the assurance of all HAL9000 computers being practically perfect stops Dave from distrusting the robot which even he knows is capable of error despite the machines reputation.  
Throughout science fiction literature man is confronted in many situations with several types of machines whether primitive or advanced robots.  In the end however the machine ultimately serves its’ creator being limited by the creator itself.  Machines can indeed usurp man’s freedom but only in the situation where man allows himself to be manipulated and out of control of his own will.  Only man's lack of foresight as to the possible repercussions of the existence of machines and the purposes they are built for can result in man's loss of control.  However, it is always possible for man to regain control of the machines and his own life.  Unlike the machines, man is not pre-programmed and is able to adjust to any situation if he only allows himself to.  Man has an intelligence which is able to analyze and adjust its reasoning and logic to any circumstance he finds himself in.
