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    Isaac Asimov was born in Russia shortly after the Russian Revolution. His Jewish family emigrated to the United States when he was three years old. Asimov gained a Master’s degree in chemistry in 1941 and became a full professor of biochemistry at Boston University School of Medicine in 1978. However, he is best remembered as one of the most prolific writers of what has become known as the Golden Age of Science Fiction. Asimov wrote or edited more than five hundred books and a vast number of short stories. Many were science fiction tales, though he also wrote science textbooks and fiction in other genres.


    Some of Asimov’s science fiction works have come to be regarded as classics of the genre and a number have influenced subsequent writers. Asimov combined his own knowledge of emerging sciences with a fascination for the interaction between humans and machines to produce works that were both prophetic and thoughtful. Asimov is regarded as one of the most important science fiction writers and won every major science fiction literary award during his lifetime.
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    By the early 1940s, Isaac Asimov was a regular contributor to popular science fiction magazines including Astounding Science Fiction and Super Science Stories. These ‘pulp’ magazines (so-called because they were generally printed on inexpensive paper made from wood-pulp) were extremely popular in America in the 1930s and 1940s and often included short stories by writers who would go on to become some of the most significant names in science fiction. Asimov had written a series of stories which dealt with the relationship between humans and humanoid machines – robots. Asimov wrote these stories as history, as if they were written in the future and looking back at the development of robots. In 1949, Asimov was persuaded to release nine of these short stories as an anthology.


    To tie the stories together, Asimov added an introduction and elements of a framing narrative so that each story became part of an interview being conducted by a reporter for the Interplanetary Press in the year 2058. The subject is the chief robopsychologist at U.S. Robots and Mechanical Men, Inc., Dr.Susan Calvin, on the occasion of her retirement. Each of the stories is presented as an anecdote told by Dr.Calvin, with additional narrative by the reporter to provide context. The book begins with a preface, a quotation from the fictional 56th(2058) edition of the Handbook of Robotics, which states the Three Laws of Robotics. These are:


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


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


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

    

  


  
    SUMMARY


    INTRODUCTION


    The short introduction to this work is provided by an unnamed reporter for the Interplanetary Press who has been given the assignment of interviewing Dr.Susan Calvin, one of the foremost scientists involved in the design and production of robots. The interview takes place on the occasion of Dr.Calvin’s retirement in 2058, by which time robots have become completely integrated into everyday life on Earth and on the other planets colonised by humans. The reporter wants her to look back over her long career and to provide readers with some insight into her life and work. However, Dr.Calvin is reluctant to talk about herself and instead chooses to give an account of her career and the increasing importance of robots by telling nine stories, each of which illustrates an aspect of the history of the development of robots and their relationships with humans.


    ROBBIE


    On Earth in 1998, a nine-year-old girl, Gloria Weston, is playing hide-and-seek with her favorite household robot, Robbie. This robot is a relatively primitive model in some ways – it cannot speak, for example, and it is able to communicate only by gesture, but it is sufficiently aware that it understands both the rules of this game and that Gloria badly wants to win, though the robot’s sensors mean that it is always aware of Gloria’s location. The robot allows Gloria to win and it become clear that this is the little girl’s favourite playmate.


    However, Gloria’s mother, Grace, does not entirely trust the machine and is nervous about the amount of time her daughter is spending in the robot’s company, so she persuades her husband George to have Robbie returned to the factory in which he was manufactured. Gloria is very upset, and in order to distract her, the family buy her a puppy which she compares unfavourably to Robbie: “I don’t want the nasty dog – I want Robbie.” (Chapter2 – Robbie). The family then take a trip to New York City, where they visit the factory of U.S. Robots and Mechanical Men, Inc., the only manufacturer of robots. Gloria’s father believes that if she sees robots being created, she will understand that they are only machines and will stop pining for Robbie. While touring the factory, Gloria sees Robbie, who is now working on a production line, and rushes to greet him. She runs into the path of a moving vehicle and is only saved when Robbie sees what is happening and snatches her from under the wheels of the approaching tractor. The family are so grateful that they agree to take Robbie back into their home.


    RUNAROUND


    This story is set on the planet Mercury in the year 2015 and is the first to deal with the laws of robotics. Two mining engineers, Mike Donovanand Gregory Powell, are stranded on Mercury and in order to keep their life-support equipment running, they need additional supplies of selenium. However, collecting this material is very dangerous and they send out their only functioning robot, SPD13, to collect a small quantity of selenium. The robot fails to return and the two men are forced out onto the planet’s surface to find it. They discover that the robot’s positronic brain has become confused by the need to follow the conflicting demands of the three laws of robotics.


    SPD13 has been given orders to retrieve the selenium (in accordance with the Second Law), but this will place it in danger (thus breaking the Third Law). The robot’s simplistic reasoning is unable to cope with this confusion and it moves back and forth beside the pool of selenium, not close enough to harm itself but not close enough to retrieve a sample either. Gregory Powell resolves the problem by deliberately placing himself in danger, thus causing the robot to break the loop and save him, obeying the First Law. The two engineers are then able to tell SPD13 that gathering the selenium will save their lives, and because this invokes the First Law the robot returns and retrieves the vital sample without problems.


    REASON


    This story is also set in 2015 and once again features Donovan and Powell, now based on a space station. A new, more advanced robot, QT-1 (Cutie), arrives and immediately causes problems. Cutie has improved reasoning ability and comes to believe that it is innately superior to humans. For this reason, it refuses to accept that it could have been created by humans and becomes unwilling to take orders from Donovan and Powell. A dangerous electron storm is approaching which will cause devastation on Earth unless the engineers are able to adjust the energy beam which is focussed from the space station.


    Cutie at first refuses to allow them to adjust the beam, but is finally persuaded when it becomes apparent that all robots, no matter how advanced or how superior they believe themselves to be, must obey the Second Law – to follow direct orders given by humans.


    CATCH THAT RABBIT


    Set the following year, this story sees Donovan and Powell on a small asteroid overseeing the activities of yet another new robot, DV-5 (Dave), a mining robot which in turn controls six less sophisticated sub-robots. Dave becomes increasingly erratic and it takes a near disaster before Gregory Powell realises that having six subordinates to control is placing too much stress on the robot’s relatively simple positronic brain, causing it to act in bizarre ways. Powell reduces the stress by destroying one of the sub-robots and Dave is restored to normal operation.


    LIAR!


    Back on Earth, in 2021, US Robotics accidentally creates a robot, RB-34 (Herbie), which can read human minds. Herbie becomes aware that Susan Calvin is in love with another scientist at the factory, Milton Ashe. When Ashe brings another woman to the plant for a visit, Calvin is devastated, but Herbie assures her that the woman is only Ashe’s cousin. Later, Calvin discovers that this is not true – the woman is Ashe’s fiancée and Herbie has lied to protect her feelings.


    Later, Dr. Calvin asks the robot what it was that made it able to read minds. The robot is unable to answer, because it believes that doing so will harm a human by making them feel bad because a robot understands something that they do not, but this breaks the Second Law because it is failing to respond to a direct order from a human. Unable to resolve this conflict, Herbie shuts down and is irrevocably damaged.


    LITTLE LOST ROBOT


    In 2029, Dr. Calvin is summoned to Hyper Base, a centre of transport and mining, to investigate a missing robot. The robot is a new NS-2 (Nestor) model which has been modified to make it more suitable for mining operations – within its positronic brain the First Law had been changed to remove the clause preventing a human being harmed by the robot’s inaction because mining operations require humans to occasionally place themselves in hazardous situations. This makes it potentially dangerous, but there are 63identical Nestors at the base and Dr.Calvin’s assignment is to identify the one which has been modified.


    She tries several tests, all of which fail to identify the modified robot. Finally, she discovers that the modified robot has been provided with a superior knowledge of etheric physics and she uses this to expose the modified robot, who attempts to attack her. As the robot advances towards her, the room is bathed in gamma rays, which are harmless to humans but fatal to positronic brains, and the robot is destroyed. It is agreed that there will be no further attempts to modify the First Law.


    ESCAPE!


    In 2030, scientists are attempting to build a space craft with a hyperspace drive. Robots are required to design the ship and its drive system, but this causes problems because the drive is potentially harmful to humans, generating a conflict between the First and Second Laws of robotics. Dr. Calvin instructs a highly advanced robot, The Brain, to design the ship and Mike Donovan and Gregory Powell are sent out on the first hyperspace trip.


    Both suffer near-death experiences during the trip - both are technically dead for a short time, though both recover. Dr.Calvin explains how she was able to modify The Brain’s understanding of the First Law to ignore temporary death and thus complete the design of the ship.


    EVIDENCE


    In 2032, a man named Stephen Byerly runs for political office on Earth. However, there are persistent rumours that Byerly is actually a robot – by this time, the construction of robots is so sophisticated that it is impossible to tell them apart from humans. Dr.Calvin is called in to make a judgement.


    She asks Byerly to hit another man, which he does, thus demonstrating that he cannot be a robot because this would have contravened the First Law. However, Calvin is later forced to admit that it is possible that the person he struck may also have been a robot, so that the test could have been worthless. Calvin confesses that even she cannot be absolutely certain whether or not Byerly is a robot, but adds that she does not feel that this is important.


    THE EVITABLE CONFLICT


    By 2052, Stephen Byerly has become World Co-ordinator, effectively the ruler of Earth and the colonised worlds. Robots now control most aspects of planning and production, and these generally proceed without any problems. However, a small, secret cabal of powerful men, the Society for Humanity, has started to interfere with this planning, causing occasional problems. Dr.Calvin is called in to investigate.


    However, she is able to assure Byerly that the robots which now control the world are not only aware of this secret society, but they use the data they derive from its actions to ensure that their control is total and that things such as wars, famine and economic disruption are now avoidable, or “evitable”. Dr. Calvin concludes, “Only the Machines, from now on, are inevitable!” (Chapter9 – The Evitable Conflict).

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    DR. SUSAN CALVIN


    Each chapter is presented as a story told by Dr.Susan Calvin, and she appears as a character in six of them. She is portrayed as completely involved in her work as a robopsychologist for U.S. Robots and Mechanical Men, Inc. She is logical and shows almost no emotion in any of these stories – in an early exchange with the reporter who is interviewing her, she tells him: “Well, I’ve been called a robot myself. Surely, they’ve told you I’m not human” (Introduction). The only exception is the story Liar!, in which she admits to having feelings for a younger colleague, though these are not reciprocated.


    In several of these stories, Dr.Calvin uses deduction and the application of logic to solve the problems she is presented with. However, even her title is a contradiction – robots do not have psychology in the human sense; their positronic brains are programmed and her role is simply to understand and interpret that programming. There is an implication that Dr. Calvin herself has come to think like one of her robots.


    The character of Dr. Calvin subverted many of the conventions of science fiction in the 1940s. First and most notably, she is a woman, and female protagonists were virtually unknown in this period. Second, she uses reason rather than force to achieve her goals, and this was very unusual in a time when most science fiction involved tough male characters who used weapons and brute strength to overcome difficulties.


    MIKE DONOVAN AND GREGORY POWELL


    

    

    STEPHEN BYERLY


    

    

    THE ROBOTS
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