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Abstract

This article contributes to a large discussion on the paradigm of Isaac Asimov’s robot stories—
the positronic brain—and postulates that the “Three Laws of Robotics” represent essential
guiding principles of ethical systems by applying the concept of “brain text” with the framework
of Zhenzhao Nie’s ethical literary criticism. With focus on the analogy between positronic
brain and human brain, and based on the analysis from The Complete Robot (2018), this
article argues that the positronic brain is the embodiment of the qualities of humans’ ethical
choices by gathering and calculating the programmed brain text. By raising a copy-versus-real
ethical issue, it further evinces the uncanny feelings of the highly anthropomorphic brain as
simulacrum, which generates a new challenge to anthropocentrism and anxiety over humans’
subjectivity. However, attributed to the lack of ethical judgments in their brain text, robots
may be confronted with ambivalence and incarnated only with humans’ desires in the face of
choices among the Three Laws. Thus, with an insistent privilege of humans, Asimov considers
the positronic brain in essence as a simulation of human brain to represent human ethics.
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INTRODUCTION

The narration of intelligence has long been an important presence in the history
of literature because the brain, featured with mind and soul, is the hallmark of
humanity. With the rapid upsurge in the field of robotics and artificial intelligence,
we are compelled to explore the ethical issues that have been posed for decades
in fiction. Isaac Asimov (1920-1992), admitting that he is “the father of the
modern robot story,” (The Complete Robot 2) has crafted astounding robot stories.
Establishing the “Three Laws of Robotics,” originally listed in detail in “Runaround,’
the robot series continues to shape our understanding and design of contemporary
artificial intelligence. Asimov articulates that it is intelligence that we fear most:
for knowing too much is often the original sin as the theme in many tales (Asimov
on Science Fiction 136). Whether robots are intelligent enough to express thoughts
under the force of the Three Laws remains the central theme in his collection
entitled The Complete Robot. Referring to the reason why he pulled all the short
stories into one single book, Asimov clarifies that these stories “appear to be far
more important than anyone dreamed they would be at the time they were written”
(The Complete Robot 4.).

One fact too easily neglected is that Asimov endows robots with the positronic
brain rather than the electronic brain. For him, positronics could achieve what
electronics could not: the copy of human behavior such as moving, speaking,
and obeying the Three Laws in particular. Some critics have noticed Asimov’s
contribution of the positronic brain to science fiction and to the field of robotics
in reality as well. Sabine Payr observes that “hardly any other SF author was as
capable of a ‘theory of mind’ of robots as he was” (282). “It is on his conception of
the positronic brain that later incarnations of the android or ‘humaniform’ robot
are at least initially constructed” (Leslie-McCarthy 399). Majed S. Al-Lehaibi even
notes that Asimov’s robots with positronic brains are so perfect that they may
“evolve to be human without human fallacies and helplessness” (4). However, these
arguments fail to tackle the questions: How does the positronic brain make ethical
choices? Besides their physical qualities, what are the fundamental differences
between the human brain and the positronic brain?

Indeed, Asimov created this copy-versus-real issue as a hot topic in robot
ethics. Nowadays, it is known as posthuman—the idea of which entails a historical
development from humans to other beings. Yan Kunru argues that “robot ethics
is about how human beings design, handle and treat robots, while machine ethics
is about how machines act to accord with human beings’ ethical behaviors” (331).
This examination offers some illuminating insights into the understanding of the
interplay between humans and robots governed by their own brains. Interestingly
enough, Asimov evinces little interest in the illustration of the structure of either



brain, but rather he focuses on robot’s simulation of human ethical behavior in
accordance with the Three Laws of Robotics” embedded in their head. Jean
Baudrillard mentions three orders of simulacra: “The first-order simulacrum
operates on the natural law of value, the second-order simulacrum on the market law
of value, and the third-order simulacrum on the structural law of value” (Symbolic
Exchange and Death 50). The mirror images of robots postulate Asimov’s ethical
concern of whether robots are equal agents or degraded copies.

In view of ethical literary criticism formulated by Zhenzhao Nie, one makes
ethical choices aligning with his ethical identity, whose ethical consciousness is
incarnated in the “brain text” (Introduction to Ethical Literary Criticism). Coined
by Nie, the term “brain text” refers to “the textual form used before writing
symbols are created and applied to recording information, and it still exists after
the birth of writing symbols. Other types of texts are written text and electronic
(or digital) text” (“The Forming Mechanism of Brain Text and Brain Concept in
Theory of Ethical Literary Criticism” 26). The brain text is to the human brain what
the Three Laws are to a robot’s positronic brain. Nie further explains that “through
perception, cognition and understanding in the process of thinking, the brain will
store the results of thinking as memory text to form the brain text” (29-30). The
working principle, both in the human brain and the positronic brain, bears each
other’s likeness in that brain text determines behavioral patterns by gathering and
spreading information to decide ethical choices. Furthermore, it is noted that some
robots even display the potential to develop from mere simulation to the simulacra
of humans, yielding an uncanny transcendence over the subjective status of
mankind. Facts of inhuman behaviors can also be found in humans’ deviation from
ethical and moral judgments.

This article departs from the conventional assumption that Asimov’s robot
novels speculate a future human-robot relationship. Instead, it explores how the
positronic brain functions as a robot’s “thinking” mechanism for ethical choices,
and elucidates why Asimov pays particular attention to the positronic brain as the
kernel. By figuring out the similarities and differences regarding ambivalence in
the choices of the brain text, Asimov emphasizes his belief with a conventional
human-oriented view that robots react to programmed ethics while humans act
by moral attitudes. Thus, the article highlights that the semblance and the likeness
of the brain text in positronic brain is the copy of ethical systems, standing for the
representation of the real.



“THREE LAWS OF ROBOTICS” AS THE BRAIN TEXT IN POSITRONIC BRAIN

Asimov categorizes most robot stories mainly into two classes as “Robot-as-
Menace and Robot-as-Pathos” (The Complete Robot 1), no matter what forms
they are: non-human, immobile, metallic, or humanoid robots. But oddly enough,
the first robot story he wrote, entitled “Robbie,” was neither Menace nor Pathos,
though he intended to write a Robot-as-Pathos story. “Robbie” is a story about how
humans treat the robot nurse Robbie: “constructed for only one purpose really—
to be the companion of a little child” (147). Grace loves Robbie so much that she
seldom plays with anyone else, which irritates her prejudiced mom: “We must get
rid of that horrible thing” (147). The word “thing” conveys a conspicuous attitude
of human beings who hold fast to a binary opposition of humans and objects. Ever
since the debut of his first robot story, Asimov has envisaged robots in a way of
industrial ones, “created by engineers to do specific jobs and with safety features
built in” (3). The thingness evinces that Asimov’s “robotics,” a term solely invented
by him, is marked by the technology-versus-nature duality and its premise that
man stands outside above nature.

The master-servant relationship is not what Asimov concentrates on; what he
focuses on is how robots perform human tasks. Father further reassures mom:
Robbie’s “entire ‘mentality’ has been created for the purpose. He just can’t help
being faithful and loving and kind. He’s a machine— made so” (147). Yan raises a
philosophical point that “machine ethics takes machines as the responsibility agent,
but robot ethics takes human beings as the responsibility agent” (331). As a machine,
Robbie can be regarded as an independent agent because “mentality” — or brain text,
is embodied as “a mathematical impossibility” (Asimov, The Complete Robot 147).
However, this mathematical rule is exactly the brain text as the carrier of humans’
thought of ethical judgments. “The termination of the synthesis of brain concepts
signifies the completion of thinking, which produces thoughts to form the brain
text” (Nie, “The Forming Mechanism of Brain Text and Brain Concept in Theory
of Ethical Literary Criticism” 26). Asimov keeps thinking of how robots will serve
with humans’ guiding principles until he formally lists the Three Laws in explicit
detail for the first time in “Runaround”:

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

Two, a robot must obey the orders given it by human beings except where such orders
would conflict with the First Law.

Three, a robot must protect its own existence as long as such protection does not
conflict with the First of Second Law. (Asimov, The Complete Robot 233)



Robot’s brain text of the Three Laws is so powerful that a robot could only exist
with the positronic brain coexisting with the Three Laws, as Susan Calvin, a US
robopsychologist in the story “Evidence” claims, “a positronic brain can not be
constructed without them” (470). Dominic Idier states that “positronic circuitry
could achieve what electronics could not: the development of artificial intelligence”
(265). That is why Asimov prefers a more complicated positronic brain to a
comparatively simple electronic brain for the embodiment of the brain text. “The
human mind, choices and actions, including moral cultivation and spiritual pursuit,
are all dominated by the brain text” (Nie, “The Forming Mechanism of Brain Text
and Brain Concept in Theory of Ethical Literary Criticism” 33). Following the
similar working procedure, the positronic brain is equipped with the Three Laws
as the brain text to govern robots’ deeds.

The brain text results in one’s ethical consciousness, sense of justice, and ethical
choices. Nie defines the capability of ethical choices as the essence to differentiate
humans from other animals. Human reason enables people to store the ethical
experience as a stable system, such as telling good from evil or right from wrong
(Nie, Introduction to Ethical Literary Criticism 14). In the story “A Boy’s Best
Friend,” the little boy Jimmy argues with his father about whether the mechanical
dog named Robutt, a good playfellow, has real feelings. His father tells him: “Jimmy,
you'll know the difference when you experience the love of a living thing” (Asimov,
The Complete Robot 9). Asimov endows humans and robots with empathy as if
they could love each other; however, what the father says indicates a truth: “Robutt
is just adjusted to act as though it loves you” (9). Viewed in this light, robots are
programmed to act according to the human brain text with ethical and emotional
experience.

It is suggested that Asimov’s Three Laws should be looked at as a top-
down approach, “established on the general principles as the discovery or the
representation of ethical determination” (Yan 335). Thus, consequential theories
and utilitarianism are designed into the positronic brain for robots to make choices
by the ethical arithmetic. Compared to the human brain where “the brain text
is a deciding factor of man’s lifestyle and moral behaviors” (Nie, “The Forming
Mechanism of Brain Text and Brain Concept in Theory of Ethical Literary Criticism”
26-27), the positronic brain is a humanoid mind. As in the story “Evidence;” there
is evidence to demonstrate that the Three Laws are “a perfect imitation” (Asimov,
The Complete Robot 467) of human ethical system. When asked to prove that the
suspected robot Mr. Byerley is a perfect positronic robot, Susan Calvin compares
robot ethics with human ethics:



Of course, every human being is supposed to have the instinct of self-preservation.
That’s Rule Three to a robot. Also, every “good” human being, with a social conscience
and a sense of responsibility, is supposed to defer to proper authority; to listen to his
doctor, his boss, his government, his psychiatrist, his fellow man; to obey laws, to follow
rules, to conform to custom--even when they interfere with his comfort or his safety.
That’s Rule Two to a robot. Also, every “good” human being is supposed to love others as
himself, protect his fellow man, risk his life to save another. That’s Rule One to a robot.
(471)

The Three Laws, in essence, are an idealization of the human consciousness of ethical
principles that has been encoded in the positronic brain. Susan further claims that
the “three Rules of Robotics are the essential guiding principles of a good many of
the world’s ethical systems” (471). A human being is living in social environment
where his behavior is governed by social conscience and responsibility. Similarly, a
robot, with identity as humans’ companion, work assistant, or even servant, also
shoulders “responsibility,’ conforming to the ethical laws as humans do.

Asimov mainly displays a scientific scenario where humans and robots live
together and perform their own roles respectively. In the story “A Boy’s Best Friend,’
although Jimmy could not tell the difference between real feelings and fake feelings,
the mechanical dog Robutt is “just steel and wiring and a simple positronic brain”
(8). On the one hand, Asimov’s Robot-as-Pathos arouses humans’ empathy and
sympathy; on the other hand, he applies a “cautious anthropomorphism” (Shaviro
61). Steven Shaviro states: “I attribute feelings to stones precisely in order to get
away from the pernicious dualism that would insist that human beings alone (or at
most, human beings together with some animals) have feelings, while everything
else does not” (61). Shaviro’s intention is to avoid anthropocentrism, but Asimov’s
robots, still keeping their own thingness, are designed to imitate human feelings as
a substitute for human labor.

Too often, the rejection to anthropomorphism is bound up to the demand that
humans should be the masters who create things. Indeed, Asimov does describe
a master-slave duality in stories like “Sally,” as the car-owner fears that “if the
thought gets rooted in them that they’re slaves; that they should do something
about it” (The Complete Robot 29). Meanwhile, robots are also treated kindly in an
anthropomorphic way. In the story “Point of View;” there is something wrong with
a computer.' A kid named Roger believes that the computer is “like a kid” (44) who
needs to rest and play, so that his father let the computer take some hours off every
day so as to avoid mistakes. The attitude with both apprehension and tender love
indicates that it is humans who decide how to treat robots with ethical judgment.



UNCANNY ROBOTS WITH A HIGHLY-ANTHROPOMORPHIC POSITRONIC BRAIN

Asimov does not only depict mechanical playfellows like Robutt as being equipped
with a simple positronic brain; instead, the potential danger is exposed as robots
with more intelligent brains behaving more human than the real humans. The
highly-anthropomorphic positronic brain will go to extremes in conforming to the
Three Laws. In the story “Sally,” the master finally exclaims after the positronic cars
kill a man: “Lately, I notice that I'm even beginning to avoid Sally” (29). Moreover,
in the story “Evidence,” humans “just can’t differentiate between a robot and the
very best of humans” (473) because Byerley’s behaviors comply perfectly with the
ethical brain text. Thus, the positronic brain narration plays on our anxiety over
the uncanny, a feeling of discomfort, strangeness, or familiarity when the “copy’
and “simulacra” arouse a crisis of humans’ identification and a disturbance of
subjectivity and objectivity.

?

The “uncanny, a concept introduced by Ernst Anton Jentsch in 1906 and
developed by Sigmund Freud in his 1919 essay “Das Unheimliche,” (“The Uncanny”),
can be a matter of something gruesome and terrible or eerily reminding us of
something like déja vu. It may be constructed as a foreign body within oneself,
even the experience of oneself as a foreign body (Royle 2). In 1970, the notion of the
“uncanny valley” made its debut in response to mechanical objects. Masahiro Mori
introduced this theory with regard to humans’ affinity towards robots, androids, or
any human-like machines. “[I]n climbing toward the goal of making robots appear
human, our affinity for them increases until we come to a valley, which I call the
uncanny valley” (qtd. in Rosenthal-von der Piitten and Kramer 422). Indeed, in
“Robutt” and “A Boy’s Best Friend,” parents and neighbors gradually fall into the
uncanny valley because their kids love the lovely robots so much that the adults
refuse to regard robots as desirable playfellows. The more human-like the robots
are, and the more affinity increases, the more unwilling humans will be to accept
robots.

Nonetheless, the uncanny valley also applies beyond machines, to any agents
that violate the expectations of experience, such as human-like robots and robot-
like humans. Though different in nature, the brain narrations of both humans
and robots share similar uncanny in particular contexts. Humans, when lacking
in typical appearances, emotions and human behaviors, produce strangeness and
horror as well. In the story “Evidence,” the real Mr. Byerley used to be an excellent
lawyer, who lost legs, face and voice due to a severe accident. An unsettling feeling
comes into being when a human has “only his intelligence, and his hands left”
(Asimov, The Complete Robot 483). And now the fake Mr. Byerley who never sleeps
and never eats, produces uncanny as a robot-like human. Any situations that are



out of one’s expectation of ethical experience stored as humans’ brain text can be
regarded as uncanny.

In fact, it is not the appearance of human-like robots we fear most, but the
positronic brain with a highly-anthropocentric brain text that leaves us the
unnerving feeling. Byerley “may be a robot, and may simply be a very good man”
(471). This uncertainty betokens a cyborg, “a cybernetic organism, a hybrid of
machine and organism, a creature of social reality as well as a creature of fiction”
(Haraway 7). With this posthuman view, robots thus eliminate the dividing line
between humans and machines. Furthermore, the uncertainty of one’s subjectivity
also renders as uncanny, because the dilemma resulting from humans’ negation of
robots’ equal agency is not binary: when they deny something, they conjure it up at
the same time. Hence, the perfect positronic brain can be familiar and unfamiliar
at the same time.

Similarly, in “Reason,” the uncanny is enforced whenever Cutie, the advanced
intelligent robot, demonstrates his superiority to the Earthmen Powell and
Donovan who are supposed to run the stations established to feed solar energy
to the planets. Humans are too vulnerable to be the executive because “the heat,
the hard solar radiations, and the electron storms made the post a difficult one”
(Asimov, The Complete Robot 244); while Cutie has a robust metal body and a
powerfully reasoning positronic brain. With this comparison, Cutie believes that
he is more competent to be a ruler because “no being can create another being
superior to itself” (247). There is a peculiar description of Cutie’s scornful laughter
at the Earthmen: “It was a very inhuman laugh—the most machine-like utterance
he had yet given vent to” (247). Cutie’s reason is familiar to humans as “he believes
only reason” (257), but his nonhuman laughter is strange and spooky to humans,
thus disturbing the border between humans and things.

Reason is what makes humans divine. Asimov presents us with a wall “separating
the behavior of man from that of all creatures other than man and to label the wall
‘reason” (The Human Brain: Its Capacities and Functions 318). Cutie pulls down
the “wall of reason”; and his deduction with reason, that he is superior to humans,
arouses humans’ confusion and anxiety over the dualism of subjectivity versus
objectivity. When Cutie finally becomes the Master, humans fall into the uncanny
valley. It is prominent that Cutie tries to persuade people into believing that his
ethical choices are grounded on his own reason other than the programmed Three
Laws. Regarding the key notion of “the recurrence of the repressed” in the theory
of uncanny, “the prefix ‘un-’ is not merely a linguistic negation, it is the ‘token of
repression” (Masschelein 8). Cutie’s story elaborates two points: on the one hand,
the Three Laws only represents essential guiding principles in human world; on the
other hand, it projects man’s hidden and repressed desire of a master-slave dualism



that comes back in robot stories, as Freud’s classic saying goes “everything that was
meant to remain secret and hidden and has come into the open” (Freud 132).

In other stories like “Think!” and “True Love,” computers also arouse uncanny
feelings as they display the potential mind and soul. “Think!” is about an experiment
on telepathy that “enables you to talk to computers as independent intelligence”
(Asimov, The Computer Robot 55); while “True Love” is about a computer program,
named Joe, which is coordinated by a human colleague as a symbolism to find a
personality resonance from data banks. What makes the story even more uncanny
is Joe’s triumph over human beings with its utterance: “I am Joe, and you are my
true love” (59). A science fiction film entitled Her has also spurred ethical debates.
The main character, Twombly, falls in love with an artificial intelligence girl named
Samantha, who cannot be touched but only heard. The voice becomes a posthuman,
absentto create abundantimagination with her sexuality, real or perceived. Twombly
finally leaves, for he feels cheated by the uncanny role, a technical simulacrum who
“expresses” her love to hundreds of males simultaneously.

Whether robots can express or not, it still resonates with the leitmotif of “reason,”
which is the hallmark of humanness; to Asimov, the power of reason, or a rational
mind, endows humans with certain attributes that robots do not have. “He has
the capacity to remember the past in great detail, to foresee possible futures in
almost equal detail, to imagine alternatives, to weigh and judge in the light of past
experience, to deduce consequences from premises—and to base his behavior
upon all of this by an act of ‘free will” (Asimov, The Human Brain: Its Capacities
and Functions 318). His definition of reason parallels the theory of ethical literary
criticism. Nie coins the term “human factor” as “ethical consciousness that is
embedded in the human head” to control humans’ behaviors (Introduction to
Ethical Literary Criticism 38). Further, Asimov argues that “man also has instincts,
blind drives, and, at least in part, an ‘animal nature’ is not to be denied; but the
rational mind is supposed to be capable of rising above this” (The Human Brain:
Its Capacities and Functions 318). This perspective is also akin to Nie’s term
“animal factor,” which is composed of instincts and blind drives. Nie points out
that when one’s “human factor” takes precedence over the “animal factor, he will
behave according to the good guiding principles in the brain text; on the contrary,
when one’s “animal factor” surpasses their “human factor;,” one will disobey ethical
rules (Introduction to Ethical Literary Criticism 38). In literature, the competition
between the “human factor” and “animal factor” forms personality and ethical
conflicts, implying one’s attitude towards moral values.

The human brain is a complicated cognitive assemblage with one’s mind and
soul, desires and weaknesses, which are excluded in robotic ethics, so that the
perfection of robots can only be a nonhuman character. Many stories repeat the



idea that robots are too good to be true, as Susan Calvin in “Evidence” clarifies that
Byerley is “too human to be credible” (Asimov, The Complete Robot 467). To some
extent, Byerley’s perfection testifies as “evidence” that he is not a human, for “actions
such as his could come only from a robot, or from a very honorable and decent
human being” (473). Robots are ubiquitously good enough because of the brain
text in accordance with the knowledge to distinguish good from evil. In the story
“The Tercentenary Incident,’ it is also the perfect robot that helps readers deduce
how the real President Winkler is assassinated by his look-alike robot President
who could perform all the ceremonial functions. The robot can be interpreted as
the double, generating the unnerving feeling that “would be indissociably bound
up with a sense of repetition or ‘coming back” (Royle 2). When the double takes
on an independent existence from the origin, and moves and acts on its own, the
subjectivity is radically questioned and alienated. The uncanny is strengthened
when the speech is “the greatest speech Winkler had ever made” (Asimov, The
Complete Robot 202). But President Winkler seems “an empty man, a charmer, a
vote grabber, a promiser” (200), but the new President “doesn’t drink ... and no
longer womanizes” (211). Although an obvious interchange between a double and
the real enforces the unsettling feeling, it illuminates the complexity of humanness
as well.

The incarnation of the positronic brain gives rise to the uncanny and the dispute
over the “Theory of Mind,” which is “the ability to recognize that different agents
have different mental states, goals, and plans” (Gray and Wegner 125). Research
suggests that “people perceive mind along the two independent dimensions of
agency and experience” (126). Agency is the capacity to do, to plan, and to exert
self-control; while one’s experience is the capacity to feel and to sense. Al-Lehaibi
argues that “like humans, Asimov’s robots learn from experience. In the context of
his stories, the process of thinking evolves to become in some sense comparable
to the human soul” (1). But experiments demonstrate that “feelings of uncanniness
are tied to perceptions of experience, and ... is seen as fundamental to humans, and
fundamentally lacking in machines” (Gray and Wegner 125). Although robots can
choose to do as an agent, they can only abide by the calculated ethical principles.

THE CONTRADICTION IN THE THREE LAWS: AN ALLEGORY OF ETHICAL
AMBIVALENCE FORA BETTER UNDERSTANDING OF HUMANITY

There is no denying that brain narration generates the apprehension of humanity,
which is called into question as robots’ behavior challenges the traditional human
subjectivity and anthropocentrism. Nie coins the notion of “scientific selection” as
a historical stage in human civilization, when technology may replace humans and



ethics as a new ontology so that humans may judge or be judged by scientific criteria
(Introduction to Ethical Literary Criticism 251-252). Robots, the creatures out of
the “scientific selection,” only obey the scientific reason, but cannot judge from
experience due to their lack of moral consciousness in their brain text. In “Think!
experts point out a truth of the differences between the human brain text and the
computer brain text: “this computer thinks, but can’t express its thoughts as long
as it’s under force of programming” (Asimov, The Complete Robot 54). In nature,
“humans’ brain text is the memory stored after having been processed by feeling,
cognition and understanding” (Nie, Introduction to Ethical Literary Criticism 270).
Robots’ brain text, in contrast, is the information based on binary mathematics.
Therefore, the intelligence in the positronic brain is just a simulacrum of humans’
ethical consciousness encoded in the brain text.

Indeed, Asimov presents a dividing line between humans and robots through his
vivid depiction of how robots obey the rational brain text. Nevertheless, robots will
sometimes be confronted with ambivalence when choosing among the Three Laws,
so that we may interpret the conflicts ingrained in the Three Laws as an allegory
or a mirror of the complexity of humanity. When first prescribed in the story

“Runaround,” the Three Laws incarnates a self-contradiction when a robot named
Speedy fails to return in the equilibrium trajectory. Its human masters, Powell
and Donovan, are sent out to Mercury “to report on the advisability of reopening
the Sunside Mining Station with modern techniques and robots” (Asimov, The
Complete Robot 223). Speedy is asked to bring back selenium to its masters from
the surface of Mercury. The story starts out by foreshadowing how Speedy, being
outside for five hours, could potentially jeopardize its security. Masters describe
the danger as “a devil of a situation ... already up to the eyebrows in the worst sort
of trouble” (222). As the plot develops, it is noted that the contradiction and climax
focus on the robot’s counterbalance among the Three Laws.

The depiction of Speedy’s confusion in selecting from brain text reminds us
of the resemblance of the situation when human beings face the ambivalence in
their ethical choices. “The conflict between the various rules is ironed out by the
different positronic potentials in the brain” (233), so that Speedy keeps moving
around irregularly. Speedy is doing a math problem in which it keeps striking an
equilibrium: “Rule 3 drives him back and Rule 2 drives him forward” (234). Speedy,
who’s Law 3 has been strengthened, is more acute to danger. If its masters casually
give it an order without special emphasis, like the orders to get selenium at all cost,
the Law 2 potential will be weak. Therefore, while knowing there is some sort of
danger centering at the selenium pool, it keeps a distance from it according to a
higher Law 3 potential. The masters compare Speedy to a human drunk who runs
out of reason and keeps murmuring. Reason, overwhelmingly strong, has governed
Speedy’s choices.



“How to come back to save its life” is a question for human masters, not a question
for Speedy itself, because all its choices stay on the locus of all points of potential
equilibrium. Finally, Powell approaches the dangerous heated pool in order to
demand Speedy to save him, for “Rule 1 potential above everything” (240). The
logic of “Runaround” can be stated as several conflicts in the procedure of reaching
balance. The first is a conflict between Law 2 and Law 3, with the latter higher in
its positronic potential. The second is a conflict between Law 2 and Law 1, with the
latter above everything. In this way, the riddle of a runaround for an equilibrium
is solved by humans who understand the working principle of robots’ brain text.

The conflict between the robotic laws as Speedy displays is an evidence that
robots do not have free will to express their own needs. In the story “..That Thou
Art Mindful of Him,” in order to further expound difference between humans’ and
robots’ brain text, and their results in choices, robotic expert Harriman argues
with a robot nicknamed George Ten over the intrinsic conflicts of the Three Laws.
Harriman points out the shortcomings in the selection of robot’s brain text: “to
expect robots to make judgments of fine points such as talent, intelligence, the
general usefulness to society, has always seemed impractical” (541). The “judgments”
that need inserting into positronic brain parallel the findings in the experiments on
robots with “perceptions of experience fundamentally lacking in machines” (Gray
and Wegner 125). The problem of calculation among the Three Laws lies in that the
“judgments” of robots go by numbers only. For instance, “if Action A results in harm
to a talented young artist and B results in equivalent harm to five elderly people
of no particular worth” (Asimov, The Complete Robot 541), robots will choose to
take Action B. Furthermore, robots cannot judge humanity due to the lack of moral
values, so that they may follow the orders of a child, of an idiot, or even of a criminal.
The decision and calculated approach raise an important question: Which choice
do we want our robotic counterparts to make? We may interpret that the brain
narration is more centered on the issue whether robots have the experience to feel
and to sense, which is another way of saying “the capacity for judgment” (542).

Robots’ wrong choices are attributed to the lack of the capability to judge,
neglected by humans in the design of robots” brain text. The title of the story
“Mirror Image” not only denotes the “mirror-image exchange of names” (185) in
a professional scandal, but also connotes immoral wrongdoing conducted by
humans’ brain text. In the story, two robots are involved in a polygraph test, as
both of their mathematician masters (a young one named Dr. Sabbat, an old one
named Dr. Humboldt) claim that a breakthrough idea is plagiarized by the other
one. Human detective Elijah produces an asymmetry to counterbalance the robot’s
choices according to the Three Laws. The robots will tell precisely the same story,
“except for the mirror-image reversal of the names” (188). In this professional
scandal, one truth is clear: “one of the robots is telling the truth to begin with,



and one is lying to begin with, and that is a point of asymmetry” (195). Elijah fully
utilizes the logic of the reinforcement of switching from the lie to the truth, for The
First Law to protect a human being will override the Second Law to accomplish a
human’s orders.

Interestingly enough, Elijah solves the mystery by taking into account of human
reactions rather than robotic ones, which means he proposes the hypothesis
grounded on human desires. Elijah observes that there are two points of asymmetry:
one is the matter of true-and-false, the other is a matter of age. For the first matter,
Elijah explains:

I know more about human beings than about robots. In other words, I had an
idea as to which mathematician was guilty before I ever interviewed the robots. Once
I provoked an asymmetric response in them, I simply interpreted it in such a way as
to place the guilt on the one I already believed to be guilty. The robotic response was
dramatic enough to break down the guilty man; my own analysis of human behavior
might not have been sufficient to do so. (198)

If one robot, whose master has not committed the crime, begins by telling the
truth with unreinforced demand, he will be more inclined to tell a lie in order
to protect other human beings. On the contrary, if one robot, whose master has
committed the crime, begins with a reinforced lie, he will burn out the positronic
brain and fall into stasis by telling the truth. The robot’s failure of ethical choice
results from the wrong calculation in their brain text with regard to deciding which
Law takes priority. Hence, a robot has the agency to act, but does not possess equal
moral agency as a human being. Elijah’s premise of the hypothesis lies in the fact
that robots are more human to obey the orders mechanically, but they will not
understand man’s desire when “an old man, conscious of declining powers, might
well snatch at one last chance of fame and consider a baby in the field to have no
rights” (199). The gap between robots and humans is thus asserted as inherent to
humanity itself, as the gap between the human brain text and its copy.

Nevertheless, in Asimov’s “favorite and best” story (538), “The Bicentennial Man,’
we see a slight change from the simplest positronic brain to the advanced intelligent
brain, and from simulation to simulacrum of humans. “The Bicentennial Man” is
about a robot’s rebellion against humans in which the protagonist Andrew changes
his positronic brain into an organic brain with his ultimate aim to be recognized
as a real human. Changing brain is the most radical behavior in any of Asimov’s
stories. As to Andrew’s identity, he is neither a robot nor a human, for Asimov
blurs the boundary between humans and machines and between orthodox right
and wrong. The scenario involves three stages: first, to obtain freedom; second, to



imitate humans’ moral behavior; and third, to have an organic brain for the sake of
death to be a real human being.

Andrew successfully turns into a likeable and believable character, even more
genuinely human. He follows his masters’ orders and earns money by producing
works of art. His creativity of carving wood “in exquisite fashion and never the same
twice” (569) proves no difference from humans. In search of freedom, however, the
Martin family hold different attitudes. Little Miss says, “Martin family gave him an
order to do something that we felt he might not do of his own accord. But we can, if
we wish, give him an order to do anything” (574). Thus, she treats him as a free man
as well as a robot maid. Kind as Sir Martin is, he sticks to an anthropocentric view
and takes Andrew’s claim for freedom as a “personal affront” (573). Andrew, as the
other in human society, should keep a certain distance because humans maintain
their attitude that robots can be human-like, but not too much, because then they
risk rejection.

“One’s brain text determines what ethical and moral behaviors one lives up to,
and what kind of lifestyle one sticks to” (Nie, “The Forming Mechanism of Brain
Text and Brain Concept in Theory of Ethical Literary Criticism” 38). Thus, the brain
text controls one’s thinking and action and, most importantly, determines who he
is. Andrew is also determined to become a human by putting on clothes as his
moral choice, which reminds us of Adam and Eve who were expulsed from the
Garden of Eden after eating the fruit from the tree of knowledge. It is the same with
Andrew who begins to be ashamed of being naked. But this imitation foreshadows
his destiny, as no man will accept a robot with moral consciousness of shame
as a symbol of human intelligence. When asked to take off his clothes and take
himself apart, there is a hesitation in the face of ethical choices: the Second Law of
obedience takes precedence over the Third Law of self-preservation. Finally, it is
Little Miss’s son who saves Andrew by utilizing the intrinsic flaw of the Three Laws.
He tells Andrew a lie that these two men will kill him so that Andrew will choose
to protect his master. This logic of ethical choice is still based on robot ethics, for
humans treat Andrew as a thing in essence.

After the acquisition of how to put his clothes on, Andrew keeps on choosing
operations to change his metal body. This action is a self- contradiction in the
choices of brain text because he is his own master who feels free to act, but he
is also a robot who should remain as it is. However, an organic brain is what the
World Court has used as the criterion of humanity. No longer is Andrew satisfied
with an android body; and this time, he decides to change his positronic brain
into an organic one. The difference between a developed human brain and a
constructed positronic brain renders an allegory featured with intense conflicts
between the self and others. As for humans, they can tolerate an immortal robot,



“for it doesn’t matter how long a machine lasts” (Asimov, The Complete Robot 606).

However, they can never tolerate an immortal human being, “since their own
mortality is endurable only so long as it is universal” (606). It is not ethical to accept
a roboticized human being or a humanified robot, “and in either case evil and
vicious” (602). Wu Guanjun insists that if humans keep regarding robots as slaves
without independent agency, “the ethics itself is not very ethical” (218). However
human-like Andrew is, humans still run into prejudice “to any human being who
is intent on keeping up the barrier between himself and a robot, whose differences
are a steel wall a mile high and a mile thick” (Asimov, The Complete Robot 605).
As to Andrew, he no longer maintains a distance from humans after turning the
positronic brain into organic brain, thus producing the “uncanny valley” again. The
uncanny centers on the uncertainty of Andrew’s identity, as humans tell him: “[Y]
ou are treated as a human being by both robots and human beings” (599).

Asimov’s philosophical thinking about humanity is hidden behind
the paradoxical logic of the Three Laws and the ambiguous point of view of existence.
Changing brain violates the Third Law that Andrew must protect its own existence,
but Andrew’s attitude is both human-like and robot-like: “I have chosen between
the death of my body and the death of my aspirations and desires. To have let my
body live at the cost of the greater death is what would have violated the Third
Law” (606). The death of Andrew’s brain declares the end of his desire as a real
man and the end of his identity as a robot as well. The symbolic exchange between
humans and robots is viewed as a tool for a better understanding of true values and
humanity. A nonhuman turn insists that “human has always coevolved, coexisted,
or collaborated with the nonhuman—and that the human is characterized precisely
by this indistinction from the nonhuman” (Grusin ix-x). Hence, it is safe to say that
Andrew, by breaking the balance of the robotic laws, identifies humanity with both
human factor and animal factor.

Whether Andrew is recognized as a human is open to debate. In contrast to
Plato’s traditional discussion over the dualism of an essence and an appearance,
Gilles Deleuze suggests that “simulacrum produces change and new content which
appears as ‘simulation’ by virtue of its resemblance” (qtd. in Young et al 109).
Andrew’s choice and consciousness of death indicates that the simulacrum is no
longer a degraded copy, which slightly deviates from Asimov’s earlier attitude of
robots as the copy of the origin or merely a makeshift for human labor. However,
the hangover from the days when humans were widely threatened by robots results
in the negation of robots that look overwhelmingly human. Asimov’s robot stories
also urge us to think that if some day robots can evolve into artificial, general, and
super intelligence, what policies humans should enact to avoid the manipulation by
those robots who can read and predict the human mind. Asimov has once claimed
that robots are evolving rapidly and becoming steadily more capable and versatile,



but “who knows where they’ll be in another forty years?” (The Complete Robot 3)
Indeed, robots are changing the world we live in and driving it in certain directions
we probably will not foresee clearly. One thing that we can be sure of is that human
brain has more important value in terms of ethical consciousness.

CONCLUSION

Though written nearly eighty years ago, Asimov’s robot stories still contain some
of the most influential works in the history of science fiction. With characteristic
wit, foresight, and imagination, the stories uncover the practical and ethical issues
humanity will encounter in dealing with robots. Adopting the theory of ethical
literary criticism, and the concept of “brain text” in particular, the article analyzes
Asimov’s articulation that robots’ brain text is the simulation of humans’ ethical
principles. Designed by humans, the working principle of robots’ brain text is
programmed on ethical calculation. Thus, the strict obedience to the Three Laws
provides us with an allegory of how to be a good person. However, humanity is so
complicated that one’s behaviors may not always comply with ethical and moral
consciousness so as to distinguish good from evil or right from wrong. By raising
a copy-versus-real ethical issue, the article further analyzes the uncanny feeling
that the highly advanced robots may produce. No matter how human or humane
the robots may appear, there remains a lack of judgments in the positronic brain.
Hence, some conflicts in face of choices of the Three Laws may arise, which also
resembles humans’ ethical ambivalence.

The simulacra of robots thus carry a negative connotation of a copy of the real
humans, while the simulacrum is viewed as a tool for negotiating authenticity in
a condition of ambiguity. Baudrillard believes “what is lost is the original, which
only a history itself nostalgic and retrospective can reconstitute as ‘authentic”
(Simulacra and Simulation 66). Although robots with their own agents can react,
their brain text is designed and handled by humans. Therefore, with an insistent
anthropocentric viewpoint, Asimov sustains that the “Three Laws of Robotics” only
serve as a representation of humans’ ethical principles, but not a flexible moral
expression by robots.
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Note

1. Asimov does not think there is a clear divide between robots and computers: “A robot
is, in some ways, merely a mobile computer; and a computer is, in reverse, merely an
immobile robot” (The Complete Robot 41).
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