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Part I

The Coming of the Robots




1

Robot AL-76 Goes Astray

Jonathan Quell’s eyes crinkled worriedly behind their rimless glasses as he charged through the door labeled ‘General Manager.’

He slapped the folded paper in his hands upon the desk and panted, ‘Look at that, boss!’

Sam Tobe juggled the cigar in his mouth from one cheek to the other, and looked. His hand went to his unshaven jaw and rasped along it. ‘Hell!’ he exploded. ‘What are they talking about?’

‘They say we sent out five AL robots,’ Quell explained, quite unnecessarily.

‘We sent six,’ said Tobe.

‘Sure, six! But they only got five at the other end. They sent out the serial numbers and AL-76 is missing.’

Tobe’s chair went over backward as he heaved his thick bulk upright and went through the door as if he were on greased wheels. It was five hours after that – with the plant pulled apart from assembly rooms to vacuum chambers; with every one of the plant’s two hundred employees put through the third-degree mill – that a sweating, disheveled Tobe sent an emergency message to the central plant at Schenectady.

And at the central plant, a sudden explosion of near panic took place. For the first time in the history of the United States Robots and Mechanical Men Corporation, a robot had escaped to the outer world. It wasn’t so much that the law forbade the presence of any robot on Earth outside a licensed factory of the Corporation. Laws could always be squared. What was much more to the point was the statement made by one of the research mathematicians.

He said: ‘That robot was created to run a Disinto on the moon. Its positronic brain was equipped for a lunar environment, and only a lunar environment. On Earth it’s going to receive seventy-five umptillion sense impressions for which it was never prepared. There’s no telling what its reactions will be. No telling!’ And he wiped a forehead that had suddenly gone wet, with the back of his hand.

Within the hour a stratoplane had left for the Virginia plant. The instructions were simple.

‘Get that robot, and get it fast!’

AL-76 was confused! In fact, confusion was the only impression his delicate positronic brain retained. It had started when he had found himself in these strange surroundings. How it had come about, he no longer knew. Everything was mixed up.

There was green underfoot, and brown shafts rose all about him with more green on top. And the sky was blue where it should have been black. The sun was all right, round and yellow and hot – but where was the powdery pumice rock underfoot; where were the huge clifflike crater rings?

There was only the green below and the blue above. The sounds that surrounded him were all strange. He had passed through running water that had reached his waist. It was blue and cold and wet. And when he passed people, as he did, occasionally, they were without the space suits they should have been wearing. When they saw him, they shouted and ran.

One man had leveled a gun at him and the bullet had whistled past his head – and then that man had run too.

He had no idea of how long he had been wandering before he finally stumbled upon Randolph Payne’s shack two miles out in the woods from the town of Hannaford. Randolph Payne himself – a screwdriver in one hand, a pipe in the other, and a battered ruin of a vacuum cleaner between his knees – squatted outside the doorway.

Payne was humming at the time, for he was a naturally happy-go-lucky soul – when at his shack. He had a more respectable dwelling place back in Hannaford, but that dwelling place was pretty largely occupied by his wife, a fact which he silently but sincerely regretted. Perhaps, then, there was a sense of relief and freedom at such times as he found himself able to retire to his ‘special deluxe doghouse’ where he could smoke in peace and attend to his hobby of reservicing household appliances.

It wasn’t much of a hobby, but sometimes someone would bring out a radio or an alarm clock and the money he would get paid for juggling its insides was the only money he ever got that didn’t pass in driblets through his spouse’s niggardly hands.

This vacuum cleaner, for instance, would bring in an easy six bits.

At the thought he broke into song, raised his eyes, and broke into a sweat. The song choked off, the eyes popped, and the sweat became more intense. He tried to stand up – as a preliminary to running like hell – but he couldn’t get his legs to cooperate.

And then AL-76 had squatted down next to him and said, ‘Say, why did all the rest of them run?’

Payne knew quite well why they all ran, but the gurgle that issued from his diaphragm didn’t show it. He tried to inch away from the robot.

AL-76 continued in an aggrieved tone, ‘One of them even took a shot at me. An inch lower and he would have scratched my shoulder plate.’

‘M-must have b-been a nut,’ stammered Payne.

‘That’s possible.’ The robot’s voice grew more confidential. ‘Listen, what’s wrong with everything?’

Payne looked hurriedly about. It had struck him that the robot spoke in a remarkably mild tone for one so heavily and brutally metallic in appearance. It also struck him that he had heard somewhere that robots were mentally incapable of harming human beings. He relaxed a bit.

‘There’s nothing wrong with anything.’

‘Isn’t there?’ AL-76 eyed him accusingly. ‘You’re all wrong. Where’s your space suit?’

‘I haven’t got any.’

‘Then why aren’t you dead?’

That stopped Payne, ‘Well – I don’t know.’

‘See!’ said the robot triumphantly, ‘there’s something wrong with everything. Where’s Mount Copernicus? Where’s Lunar Station 17? And where’s my Disinto? I want to get to work, I do.’ He seemed perturbed, and his voice shook as he continued. ‘I’ve been going about for hours trying to get someone to tell me where my Disinto is, but they all run away. By now I’m probably ’way behind schedule and the Sectional Executive will be as sore as blazes. This is a fine situation.’

Slowly Payne unscrambled the stew in which his brain found itself and said, ‘Listen, what do they call you?’

‘My serial number is AL-76.’

‘All right, Al is good enough for me. Now, Al, if you’re looking for Lunar Station 17, that’s on the moon, yes?’

AL-76 nodded his head ponderously. ‘Sure. But I’ve been looking for it—’

‘But it’s on the moon. This isn’t the moon.’

It was the robot’s turn to become confused. He watched Payne for a speculative moment and then said slowly, ‘What do you mean this isn’t the moon? Of course it’s the moon. Because if it isn’t the moon, what is it, huh? Answer me that.’

Payne made a funny sound in his throat and breathed hard. He pointed a finger at the robot and shook it. ‘Look,’ he said – and then the brilliant idea of the century struck him, and he finished with a strangled ‘Wow!’

AL-76 eyed him censoriously. ‘That isn’t an answer. I think I have a right to a civil answer if I ask a civil question.’

Payne wasn’t listening. He was still marveling at himself. Why, it was as plain as day. This robot was one built for the moon that had somehow gotten loose on Earth. Naturally it would be all mixed up, because its positronic brain had been geared exclusively for a lunar environment, making its earthly surroundings entirely meaningless.

And now if he could only keep the robot here – until he could get in touch with the men at the factory in Petersboro. Why, robots were worth money. The cheapest cost $50,000, he had once heard, and some of them ran into millions. Think of the reward!

Man, oh, man, think of the reward! And every cent for himself. Not as much as a quarter of a snifter of a plugged nickel for Mirandy. Jumpin’ tootin’ blazes, no!

He rose to his feet at last. ‘Al,’ he said, ‘you and I are buddies! Pals! I love you like a brother.’ He thrust out a hand. ‘Shake!’

The robot swallowed up the offered hand in a metal paw and squeezed it gently. He didn’t quite understand. ‘Does that mean you’ll tell me how to get to Lunar Station 17?’

Payne was a trifle disconcerted. ‘N-no, not exactly. As a matter of fact, I like you so much, I want you to stay here with me a while.’

‘Oh no, I can’t do that. I’ve got to get to work.’ He shook his head. ‘How would you like to be falling behind your quota hour by hour and minute by minute? I want to work. I’ve got to work.’

Payne thought sourly that there was no accounting for tastes, and said, ‘All right, then, I’ll explain something to you – because I can see from the looks of you that you’re an intelligent person. I’ve had orders from your Sectional Executive, and he wants me to keep you here for a while. Till he sends for you, in fact.’

‘What for?’ asked AL-76 suspiciously.

‘I can’t say. It’s secret government stuff.’ Payne prayed, inwardly and fervently, that the robot would swallow this. Some robots were clever, he knew, but this looked like one of the early models.

While Payne prayed, AL-76 considered. The robot’s brain, adjusted to the handling of a Disinto on the moon, was not at its best when engaged in abstract thought, but just the same, ever since he had gotten lost, AL-76 had found his thought processes becoming stranger. The alien surroundings did something to him.

His next remark was almost shrewd. He said slyly, ‘What’s my Sectional Executive’s name?’

Payne gulped and thought rapidly. ‘Al,’ he said in a pained fashion, ‘you hurt me with this suspicion. I can’t tell you his name. The trees have ears.’

AL-76 inspected the tree next to him stolidly and said, ‘They have not.’

‘I know. What I mean is that spies are all around.’

‘Spies?’

‘Yes. You know, bad people who want to destroy Lunar Station 17.’

‘What for?’

‘Because they’re bad. And they want to destroy you, and that’s why you’ve got to stay here for a while, so they can’t find you.’

‘But – but I’ve got to have a Disinto. I mustn’t fall behind my quota.’

‘You will have. You will have,’ Payne promised earnestly, and just as earnestly damned the robot’s one-track mind. ‘They’re going to send one out tomorrow. Yeah, tomorrow.’ That would leave plenty of time to get the men from the factory out here and collect beautiful green heaps of hundred-dollar bills.

But AL-76 grew only the more stubborn under the distressing impingement of the strange world all about him upon his thinking mechanism.

‘No,’ he said, ‘I’ve got to have a Disinto now.’ Stiffly he straightened his joints, jerking erect. ‘I’d better look for it some more.’

Payne swarmed after and grabbed a cold, hard elbow. ‘Listen,’ he squealed, ‘You’ve got to stay—’

And something in the robot’s mind clicked. All the strangeness surrounding him collected itself into one globule, exploded, and left a brain ticking with a curiously increased efficiency. He whirled on Payne. ‘I tell you what. I can build a Disinto right here – and then I can work it.’

Payne paused doubtfully. ‘I don’t think I can build one.’ He wondered if it would do any good to pretend he could.

‘That’s all right.’ AL-76 could almost feel the positronic paths of his brain weaving into a new pattern, and experienced a strange exhilaration. ‘I can build one.’ He looked into Payne’s deluxe doghouse and said, ‘You’ve got all the material here that I need.’

Randolph Payne surveyed the junk with which his shack was filled: eviscerated radios, a topless refrigerator, rusty automobile engines, a broken-down gas range, several miles of frayed wire, and, taking it all together, fifty tons or thereabouts of the most heterogeneous mass of old metal as ever caused a junkman to sniff disdainfully.

‘Have I?’ he said weakly.

Two hours later, two things happened practically simultaneously. The first was that Sam Tobe of the Petersboro branch of the United States Robots and Mechanical Men Corporation received a visiphone call from one Randolph Payne of Hannaford. It concerned the missing robot, and Tobe, with a deep-throated snarl, broke connection halfway through and ordered all subsequent calls to be rerouted to the sixth assistant vice-president in charge of buttonholes.

This was not really unreasonable of Tobe. During the past week, although Robot AL-76 had dropped from sight completely, reports had flooded in from all over the Union as to the robot’s whereabouts. As many as fourteen a day came – usually from fourteen different states.

Tobe was almighty tired of it, to say nothing of being half crazy on general principles. There was even talk of a Congressional investigation, though every reputable roboticist and mathematical physicist on Earth swore the robot was harmless.

In his state of mind, then, it is not surprising that it took three hours for the general manager to pause and consider just exactly how it was that this Randolph Payne had known that the robot was slated for Lunar Station 17, and, for that matter, how he had known that the robot’s serial number was AL-76. Those details had not been given out by the company.

He kept on considering for about a minute and a half and then swung into action.

However, during the three hours between the call and the action, the second event took place. Randolph Payne, having correctly diagnosed the abrupt break in his call as being due to general skepticism on the part of the plant official, returned to his shack with a camera. They couldn’t very well argue with a photograph, and he’d be horn-swoggled if he’d show them the real thing before they came across with the cash.

AL-76 was busy with affairs of his own. Half of the contents of Payne’s shack was littered over about two acres of ground, and in the middle of it the robot squatted and fooled around with radio tubes, hunks of iron, copper wire, and general junk. He paid no attention to Payne, who, sprawling flat on his belly, focused his camera for a beautiful shot.

And at this point it was that Lemuel Oliver Cooper turned the bend in the road and froze in his tracks as he took in the tableau. The reason for his coming in the first place was an ailing electric toaster that had developed the annoying habit of throwing out pieces of bread forcefully, but thoroughly untoasted. The reason for his leaving was more obvious. He had come with a slow, mildly cheerful, spring-morning saunter. He left with a speed that would have caused any college track coach to raise his eyebrows and purse his lips approvingly.

There was no appreciable slackening of speed until Cooper hurtled into Sheriff Saunders’ office, minus hat and toaster, and brought himself up hard against the wall.

Kindly hands lifted him, and for half a minute he tried speaking before he had actually calmed down to the point of breathing with, of course, no result.

They gave him whiskey and fanned him and when he did speak, it came out something like this: ‘—monster – seven feet tall – shack all busted up – poor Rannie Payne—’ and so on.

They got the story out of him gradually: how there was a huge metal monster, seven feet tall, maybe even eight or nine, out at Randolph Payne’s shack; how Randolph Payne himself was on his stomach, a ‘poor, bleeding, mangled corpse’; how the monster was then busily engaged in wrecking the shack out of sheer destructiveness; how it had turned on Lemuel Oliver Cooper, and how he, Cooper, had made his escape by half a hair.

Sheriff Saunders hitched his belt tighter about his portly middle and said, ‘It’s that there machine man that got away from the Petersboro factory. We got warning on it last Saturday. Hey, Jake, you get every man in Hannaford County that can shoot and slap a deputy’s badge on him. Get them here at noon. And listen, Jake, before you do that, just drop in at the Widow Payne’s place and lip her the bad news gentle-like.’

It is reported that Miranda Payne, upon being acquainted with events, paused only to make sure that her husband’s insurance policy was safe, and to make a few pithy remarks concerning her foolishness in not having had him take out double the amount, before breaking out into as prolonged and heart-wringing a wail of grief as ever became a respectable widow.

It was some hours later that Randolph Payne – unaware of his horrible mutilation and death – viewed the completed negatives of his snapshots with satisfaction. As a series of portraits of a robot at work, they left nothing to the imagination. They might have been labeled: ‘Robot Gazing Thoughtfully at Vacuum Tube,’ ‘Robot Splicing Two Wires,’ ‘Robot Wielding Screwdriver,’ ‘Robot Taking Refrigerator Apart with Great Violence,’ and so on.

As there now remained only the routine of making the prints themselves, he stepped out from beyond the curtain of the improvised darkroom for a bit of a smoke and a chat with AL-76.

In doing so, he was blissfully unaware that the neighboring woods were verminous with nervous farmers armed with anything from an old colonial relic of a blunderbuss to the portable machine gun carried by the sheriff himself. Nor, for that matter, had he any inkling of the fact that half a dozen roboticists, under the leadership of Sam Tobe, were smoking down the highway from Petersboro at better than a hundred and twenty miles an hour for the sole purpose of having the pleasure and honor of his acquaintance.

So while things were jittering toward a climax, Randolph Payne sighed with self-satisfaction, lighted a match upon the seat of his pants, puffed away at his pipe, and looked at AL-76 with amusement.

It had been apparent for quite some time that the robot was more than slightly lunatic. Randolph Payne was himself an expert at home-made contraptions, having built several that could not have been exposed to daylight without searing the eyeballs of all beholders; but he had never even conceived of anything approaching the monstrosity that AL-76 was concocting.

It would have made the Rube Goldbergs of the day die in convulsions of envy. It would have made Picasso (if he could have lived to witness it) quit art in the sheer knowledge that he had been hopelessly surpassed. It would have soured the milk in the udders of any cow within half a mile.

In fact, it was gruesome!

From a rusty and massive iron base that faintly resembled something Payne had once seen attached to a secondhand tractor, it rose upward in rakish, drunken swerves through a bewildering mess of wires, wheels, tubes, and nameless horrors without number, ending in a megaphone arrangement that looked decidedly sinister.

Payne had the impulse to peek in the megaphone part, but refrained. He had seen far more sensible machines explode suddenly and with violence.

He said, ‘Hey, Al.’

The robot looked up. He had been lying flat on his stomach, teasing a thin sliver of metal into place. ‘What do you want, Payne?’

‘What is this?’ He asked it in the tone of one referring to something foul and decomposing, held gingerly between two ten-foot poles.

‘It’s the Disinto I’m making – so I can start to work. It’s an improvement on the standard model.’ The robot rose, dusted his knees clankingly, and looked at it proudly.

Payne shuddered. An ‘improvement’! No wonder they hid the original in caverns on the moon. Poor satellite! Poor dead satellite! He had always wanted to know what a fate worse than death was. Now he knew.

‘Will it work?’ he asked.

‘Sure.’

‘How do you know?’

‘It’s got to. I made it, didn’t I? I only need one thing now. Got a flashlight?’

‘Somewhere, I guess.’ Payne vanished into the shack and returned almost immediately.

The robot unscrewed the bottom and set to work. In five minutes he had finished. He stepped back and said, ‘All set. Now I get to work. You may watch if you want to.’

A pause, while Payne tried to appreciate the magnanimity of the offer. ‘Is it safe?’

‘A baby could handle it.’

‘Oh!’ Payne grinned weakly and got behind the thickest tree in the vicinity. ‘Go ahead,’ he said, ‘I have the utmost confidence in you.’

AL-76 pointed to the nightmarish junk pile and said, ‘Watch!’ His hands set to work—

The embattled farmers of Hannaford County, Virginia, weaved up upon Payne’s shack in a slowly tightening circle. With the blood of their heroic colonial forebears pounding their veins – and goose flesh trickling up and down their spines – they crept from tree to tree.

Sheriff Saunders spread the word. ‘Fire when I give the signal – and aim at the eyes.’

Jacob Linker – Lank Jake to his friends, and Sheriff’s Deputy to himself – edged close. ‘You think maybe this machine man has skedaddled?’ He did not quite manage to suppress the tone of wistful hopefulness in his voice.

‘Dunno,’ grunted the sheriff. ‘Guess not, though. We woulda come across him in the woods if he had, and we haven’t.’

‘But it’s awful quiet, and it appears to me as if we’re getting close to Payne’s place.’

The reminder wasn’t necessary. Sheriff Saunders had a lump in his throat so big it had to be swallowed in three installments. ‘Get back,’ he ordered, ‘and keep your finger on the trigger.’

They were at the rim of the clearing now, and Sheriff Saunders closed his eyes and stuck the corner of one out from behind the tree. Seeing












































Part II

The Laws of Robotics



Neither Robot AL-76 nor Robot ZZ-3 represented the mainstream of my thinking. As a matter of fact, I had started correctly with my very earliest robot story, ‘Robbie,’ which appeared in the September 1940 Super Science Stories (under the editorially chosen, and to me personally distasteful, title of ‘Strange Playfellow’).

‘Robbie’ dealt with a rather primitive robot model, one that was unable to speak. It was designed to fulfill the task of nursemaid and to fulfill it admirably. Far from being a threat to human beings or wanting to destroy its creator or to take over the world, it strove only to do what it was designed to do. (Does an automobile want to fly? Does an electric light bulb want to type letters?)

I trod this path in eight other stories written during the 1940s, all of which appeared in Astounding Science Fiction. They were:

‘Reason,’ April 1941

‘Liar!,’ May 1941

‘Runaround,’ March 1942

‘Catch That Rabbit,’ February 1944

‘Paradoxical Escape,’ August 1945

‘Evidence,’ September 1946

‘Little Lost Robot,’ March 1947

‘The Evitable Conflict,’ June 1950

These eight stories plus ‘Robbie’ were brought together in a collection entitled I, Robot, which was published by Gnome Press in 1950. After the usual reprint and foreign editions, it was allowed to go out of print, whereupon the enterprising gentlemen of Doubleday & Company, recognizing a Good Thing, arranged to bring out a new edition in 1963.[1]

My sensible, non-Mephistophelean robots were not really brand-new. There had been occasional robots of this type before 1940. Indeed, we can find some robots, designed to fulfill a reasonable purpose without trouble and without danger, in the Iliad. In Book XVIII of that epic, Thetis visits the smith-god, Hephaistos, in order to obtain divinely forged armor for her son, Achilles. Hephaistos is lame and walks with difficulty. There is the passage (in the translation of W. H. D. Rouse) which describes how he comes out to meet Thetis:

‘Then he … limped out leaning on a thick stick, with a couple of maids to support him. These are made of gold exactly like living girls; they have sense in their heads, they can speak and use their muscles, they can spin and weave and do their work …’

In short, they were robots.

And yet, though I wasn’t the first in the field by the not-so-narrow margin of 2500 years, I managed to build enough consistent background into my stories to gain for myself the reputation of having created the ‘modern robot story.’

Gradually, story by story, I evolved my notions on the subject. My robots had brains of platinum-iridium sponge and the ‘brain paths’ were marked out by the production and destruction of positrons. (No, I don’t know how this is done.) As a result it is as the ‘positronic robots’ that my creatures came to be known.

To design the positronic brains of my robots required a huge and intricate new branch of technology to which I gave the name ‘robotics.’ To me it seemed a natural word, as natural as ‘physics’ or ‘mechanics.’ However, rather to my surprise, it turned out to be an invented word and is not to be found in either the second or third edition of Webster’s Unabridged.

Most important of all, I made use of what I called ‘The Three Laws of Robotics,’ which were intended to place in words the basic design of the robot brains, a basic design to which all else was subsidiary.

These laws are:

1. A robot may not injure a human being, or, through inaction, allow a human being to come to harm.

2. A robot must obey the orders given it by human beings except where such orders would conflict with the First Law.

3. A robot must protect its own existence as long as such protection does not conflict with the First or Second Law.

Apparently it is these laws of robotics (first stated explicitly in ‘Runaround’) that have done most to change the nature of the robot stories in modern science fiction. It is rare that a robot of the old turning-on-its-creator type will be found between the pages of the better science-fiction magazines, simply because that would violate the First Law. Many writers of robot stories, without actually quoting the three laws, take them for granted and expect the readers to do the same.

In fact I have been told that if, in future years, I am to be remembered at all, it will be for these three laws of robotics. In a way this bothers me, for I am accustomed to thinking of myself as a scientist, and to be remembered for the non-existent basis of a non-existent science is embarrassing. Yet if robotics ever does reach the pitch of excellence described in my stories, it may be that something like the Three Laws will really come into existence and, if so, I will have achieved a rather unusual (if, alas, posthumous) triumph.

My positronic robot stories fall into two groups; those that concern Dr Susan Calvin and those that do not. Those that do not, often deal with Gregory Powell and Mike Donovan, who were constantly field-testing experimental robots and, just as constantly, running into trouble with them. There was just enough ambiguity in the Three Laws to provide the conflicts and uncertainties required for new stories, and, to my great relief, it seemed always to be possible to think up a new angle out of the sixty-one words of the Three Laws.

Four stories in I, Robot dealt with Powell and Donovan. After that book was published, exactly one other such story was published, or rather a story about Donovan alone. Once again I was being funny at the expense of my robots, but this time it wasn’t I that was telling the story, it was Donovan, and I am not responsible for him.

The story, ‘First Law,’ appeared in the October 1956 issue of Fantastic Universe Science Fiction.




Part III

Susan Calvin



The robot short stories that most interested me, however, were those that dealt with Dr Susan Calvin, robopsychologist extraordinary. A ‘robopsychologist’ is not a robot who is a psychologist, but a psychologist who is also a roboticist. It is an ambiguous word, unfortunately, but I am stuck with it.

As time went on, I fell in love with Dr Calvin. She was a forbidding creature, to be sure – much more like the popular conception of a robot than were any of my positronic creations – but I loved her anyway.

She served as the central bond that knit together the stories of I, Robot, and in four of the stories she played a central role. What’s more, after I, Robot appeared (and despite the fact that the book contained an epilog briefly noting Dr Calvin’s death at an advanced age) I couldn’t help bringing her back. I wrote four more stories dealing with her.

In one of these, dear Susan appeared only glancingly. This was ‘Satisfaction Guaranteed,’ which appeared in the April 1951 issue of Amazing Stories.

An interesting point about this story is the unusual quantity of mail from readers, almost all young ladies, and almost all speaking wistfully of Tony – as though I might know where he could be found.

I shall attempt to draw no morals (or immorals, either) from this.
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