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Like No Other


Anastasia Li watched as her fellow robophobes swung mallets at the androids and gynoids. As a child, Anastasia’s mother read her the journals written by her great grandparents during the First Cultural Revolution. Back then, she identified with the pain of the intelligentsia shamed by the state for impeding “progress”. Now, as a young woman, she identified more with the Red Guard. She now understood why myriads of young adults became polarized to the point they were willing to destroy all they knew in hopes of a better future. Except this time, it was the robots, who were promising a better future, that were being demolished.

The year is 2078. Work done by artificial intelligence is now indistinguishable from human work. Moreover, several AI and robotics startups within East Asia have begun to infuse the new AI programs into humanoid robots that were intended to acclimate those leery of machines to an accepting state. However, the exact opposite had occurred. The technophobes united, and the Second Cultural Revolution was underway in China as a result. This time, it was preserving heritage instead of destroying it.

Li felt proud of herself. Coming from a family of Ruso-Chinese heritage, she felt she had taken the best attributes from both the Chinese and Russian cultures. Like Russians, she was cunning and perceptive. Her Chinese heritage had granted her the gifts of modesty and cooperation. As a result, no one would have thought she would become the face of the Second Cultural Revolution in Greater Shanghai. Instead, everyone would have thought her to be spearheading, or at least impartial, to the increasing levels of robotics.

She amusingly watched the mallet strikes as the circuits shattered between the cracks in the robots’ synthetic skin. She smiled when she saw the manufacturers had taken such care as to create oil ducts that self-lubricated the joints, and the oil was blood red. She thought that the care placed into manufacturing each robot to lifelike specifications was truly sinister.

As her comrades dragged the metallic corpses away, several of the technicians who had programmed the AI systems were brought on stage. As in the First Cultural Revolution, they were adorned with a conical, metal cap and had a sign listing their transgressions dangling from their neck. They had committed a crime against humanity — they had attempted to replace the human race. Because of this, no punishment was too great.

Li grinned. These men and women would be shamed publicly. They had no choice but to “lose face.” She was sure they had composed a battery of excuses to hurl at the crowd. Yet, it could not save them from their doom. They would be sent to a forced labor camp, or if they were lucky, killed.

After the demonstration, Li took a walk around downtown Shanghai. The intrusive signage on the sides of buildings had largely been removed thanks to her efforts. After all, who needed the obesity diet of consumable products capitalism had created? China was returning to a better way of life. Within ten years, she hoped for an emperor to be in Chongqing, a largely agrarian society, and a patron-client system of work. Confucius and Laozi were right, she reassured herself. The past was better. And with China being the sole world power, a new path would be paved, showing that Medieval ways of life would be better. 

She heard someone walking behind her. As she turned around, a stocky man wearing a mask and bearing a machete grabbed her by the lapel.

“Give me your money!” He demanded.

Li panicked. She knew the Second Cultural Revolution had resulted in numerous technophile and technophobic factions, each with their own ideology, but she never thought she would be targeted.

“I know who you are,” the man continued. “I want your gold.”

“I don’t have any!” Li screamed. She hoped the noise would awaken the neighbors. Then, in horror, she remembered there were no neighbors. One-third of the Shanghainese population had moved out to the countryside, away from the city, and the others were towards the bay, where Russian, Korean, and Japanese soldiers provided aid to the last bit of technophile resistance present in the area.

“For someone who preaches a return to the old ways,” the man continued, “I would expect some gold, or at least some renminbi notes. Do you have a credit card?”

“Yes,” Li stuttered.

“Give it to me,” Li fumbled for her wallet. “Now!” He added with anger.

Li handed him all the credit and debit cards in her wallet.

“Interesting,” he said. “You’re a hypocrite. I’m sure the resistance will appreciate this piece of information.”

While she had her prejudices against modern technology, credit cards were easier to carry than gold or even banknotes. After all, she had advocated for older payment systems, cards included. However, everyone assumed she was referring to gold and bank notes, and group perception was a powerful influence on one’s actions. She would not let her reputation be marred!

Li thrust out her hand in an attempt to reclaim the cards. The man swung at her, and the blade tore into her forearm. He then ran off into the night as Li let out a scream of agony.

“Da Li,” she heard her friend Yan Hua call out.

Li turned around to see Yan running up from an adjacent alleyway.

“Xiao Yan,” Li replied in like manner, still cradling her arm, “where were you?”

“I was walking this way after the demonstration when I heard you scream,” Yan replied. “We need to get you to a doctor.”

“The nearest one is in rebel territory. I can’t go there! I’ll be taken prisoner!”

“Wait, Li. I know a little place a few blocks away. Dr. Zhou still treats those who reside in the city.”

Li was surprised anyone was still left in the city outside of the resistance’s districts. She then asked an important question: “Has he been turned?”
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