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Science Fiction & Posthumanism

As the name already suggests, science fiction is a genre of fiction, one in which science plays a role in the plot or background. Heinlein in the novel The Science Fiction Novel says this: “But the term “science fiction” is now part of the language (…). We are stuck with it and I will use it…although personally I prefer the term “speculative fiction” as being more descriptive” (15). This coincides with the notion that science fiction, just like most fiction, is about writing realistically about alternative possibilities. Usually these possibilities have to do with scientific developments and take place in the future. This thesis investigates the way artificial life in science fiction is used to explore what it means to be human and to determine the value of life, because many science fiction novels feature artificial life for that purpose. It seems there is a need for these authors to not only explore humanity and the worth of life, but also the effect of advanced technology, such as artificial life, on humans and their behaviour. Most of the times these stories express a certain anxiety humans have about technology and that there is no need for that anxiety. Important themes that contribute to these notions are identity, empathy and the self-destructive nature of humans, because they are all used to reveal something about humanity and what it means to be human. This thesis also includes a piece of original fiction, which incorporates some of the themes mentioned and to illustrate how and to what end those themes are incorporated. 

Technology and its influence on humanity and the world is one of the important themes in science fiction novels. Technology in the fictional world is more advanced than the time in which the story is written. Since most science fiction novels have some sort of conflict relating to society and usually technology, it is a way for the writers to express their fears of where technology and humanity might be heading.

Technology is an inevitable process that keeps on going. The English Oxford Dictionary defines technology as “the application of scientific knowledge for practical purposes, especially in industry” (“Technology”). Technology’s practical applications are designed to make our lives easier. “People generally feel uneasy about technology. We recognise that we are dependent on it but at the same time we feel in a vague way that we are in thrall to an alien influence” (“If We Fear”). A constant fear that technology will at some point take over our lives exists. “Human psychology tends to fear that which it does not control. This is often to ignore the fact that many automated processes work more reliably and safely than technology that is under human control” (“If We Fear”). Having to rely on something means giving away control which leads to vulnerability. Daniel Wilson is the author of the novel Robopocalypse and says this about robots: “Robots are tools. They can be used for good or evil, and it turns out that they're overwhelmingly used for the good of humankind. In fact, the horrifying scenario in Robopocalypse is really an outlet for a more general fear: the jolting realization that we depend on technology for our very survival — and that without it we will die” (“Should we Fear”). In short, we do not fear technology as much as we fear how we will use that technology and the effect it will have on us.
Asimov’s I, Robot is a collection of nine science fiction short stories that are about the interaction between humans and robots and the fear humans have regarding this type of advanced technology. The stories are an argument against the superstitious nature of humans since the people in the stories see the robots as dangerous objects, while the actions of the robots prove the opposite. Though some humans in the story fear robots, the robots themselves never act with the purpose of hurting humans or wanting to control them. “Almost without exception, anytime robots in the book appear to be doing wrong or seeking to harm their human masters, it turns out that the suspicious humans are misguided; the robots, as programmed, are acting in man's best interest” (Suellentrop). Asimov, through his stories, suggests that man’s fear of such advanced technology in society is an irrational fear and that technology does not necessarily have to get out of hand. The ninth short story in the collection is called “The Evitable Conflict” which already suggests that the conflict of machines that want to take over humans can be avoided. The stories prove that humans fear technology and also set out to prove the dangers of that fear. 
Questioning humanity is an important theme in science fiction. This is also where the concept of posthumanism comes in. Nader Elhefnawy claims that posthumanism “[is] the idea that human beings will in the future acquire such command over nature that they can alter the most fundamental conditions of human existence (birth, death, the limits of space, time and economics as we know them, etc.) (…)” (“Nikolai”). This focus on strengthening humans’ weaknesses, if death can be considered a weakness, could lead to the enhancement of human bodies. “(…) [T]he posthuman view configures the human being so that it can be seamlessly articulated with intelligent machines. In the posthuman, there are no essential differences or absolute demarcations between bodily existence and computer simulation, cybernetic mechanism and biological organism, robot teleology and human goals” (Hailes, 3). This in turn leads to artificial intelligence, which is a feature in many science fiction stories. Artificial life is used to contribute to theme and questions raised. Hailes believes that humans working side by side with intelligent machines will be a logical development in the future. “(…) [T]he prospect of humans working in partnership with intelligent machines is not so much an usurpation of human right and responsibility as it is a further development in the construction of distributed cognition environments, a construction that has been ongoing for thousand of years” (Hailes, 289-290). It is therefore not surprising that science fiction explores the notion of artificial intelligence. This exploration involves more than the technological aspect of artificial life, it also involves the exploration of human nature and the value of life. Artificial life is an imitation of biological life and therefore begs the question of whether or not that life is ‘real’ enough to count as valuable.

Posthumanism and Identity

Science fiction questions humanity in the sense that it provides questions as to where it is heading and what it means to be human. What it means to be human is an interesting question with regard to artificial intelligence because the goal of artificial life is to resemble biological life as closely as possible. “(…) every aspect of learning or any other feature of intelligence can in principle be so precisely described that a machine can be made to simulate it” (“A Proposal”). This means that androids are made to resemble humans as much as possible and therefore the aspects that make us human. Nevertheless, androids can never be fully human, because they lack some of the fundamental aspects that make us human, such as the physical aspects. Androids are machines, even though they do not look like them. Androids are imitations and this brings to question the identity and whether or not machines can be considered human. 



The theme of identity is present in the 2002 version of the film Solaris, based on the science fiction novel of the same name by Stanislav Lem, where people on a space-station near the planet Solaris encounter manifestations of their loved ones due to the influence of the planet. The film features beings who are technically not human – it remains unclear as to what they are – and therefore raises questions about what makes us human/real and who decides if someone is really alive and worth of living. The main character, Chris sees his wife, who in reality is dead. At first he sends her away in an escape pod, but the second time she appears he lets her stay. It seems that the planet connects to their subconsciousness and brings to life the person they want to see the most. Chris loves his wife and wants her to stay, but she begins to realise that she does not feel real, that her memories feel artificial. She also seems to believe that she is based on his memories of her and of them together and does not see herself as real. This implies that memories are part of what makes us human. Not only that, it also implies that someone else can determine if someone is real or not. The memories of Chris literally create his wife, but seeing her and knowing her as he always had makes him decide she is real enough and he wants to be with her. In this case the wife may be an imitation of the ‘real’ wife who lived back at earth, but the imitation is real enough to constitute as worthy of living.


In Stone Gods, by Jeanette Winterson, androids are seen as objects that can be used and discarded, until a human falls in love with one. Androids do not seem to possess any identity in this novel, they are simply objects. At the beginning of the story, the android loses her body and only her head remains. The combination of being an android and only having a head instead of a complete humanoid body emphasises the question of whether or not the android can qualify as being alive and being human enough. The main character does not view the android as an object and they fall in love. This indicates that the view that the main character has of the android in part determines who she is and how valuable she is. The android also returns that love, which also indicates that she has feelings just like a human would. What makes a person human and real therefore does not seem to be determined by what an individual is made up of but more by who they are in terms of how they act and look; by acting human they are human.  

Posthumanism and Empathy


Empathy is a theme in science fiction and is especially important with regard to artificial life. Empathy is an emotion and therefore attributed to humans. Machines, however, do not possess emotions (yet). This is where science fiction comes in, because it explores a world where technology is so advanced that machines can actually display emotions and this leads to the question of whether or not these emotions are ‘real’ and if artificial intelligence can therefore be seen as human. Artificial intelligence has the goal of imitating humans which means they resemble humans in their appearance and actions. This means they imitate feelings as well, or perhaps even have them. The idea that is explored is whether or not artificial intelligence can possess feelings and empathy and if so, do those feelings constitute as being human? In most science fiction the feelings and empathy that are displayed and possibly felt by an artificial being constitute as making that being human, or at least human enough to count as valuable. 


In Stone Gods, the android falls in love and therefore proves she has feelings. This is also shown during the dismantling of her body, where she discovers she actually has a heart. The android also believes it is love that is part of being human. The love between the android and human makes them equal and their lives just as important. This sets them apart form the rest of the society and since the reader is following their actions, it allows them to see things from a different perspective and therefore see that androids can have feelings and that the humans are wrong in their behaviour and with their conceptions. Winterson thus portrays humans as disagreeable, unpleasant and wrong in their refusal to accept artificial life as valuable. Susan Cokal believes that Jeanette Winterson was making a point by having an android and human fall in love despite better judgement. “It is when the characters truly engage with one another, rather than with their own ideas, that (…) it becomes art, and thus makes its case most powerfully. This is (…) her point: we grow more through feeling than through intellect” (“Book Review”). The feelings the android and protagonist develop for each other illustrate that the android can feel and that someone sees her as more than an object by feeling something for her. This indicates that the android is worthy of being seen as human and valuable. 


Empathy also plays an important role in Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep by Philip K. Dick. The main theme of the novel is empathy and how it relates to being human. “Each character in the novel must deal with what it means to be empathetic and whether that allows someone to be valued as a living thing” (Lane). The novel’s protagonist is Rick Deckard, a bounty hunter who hunts androids. In the beginning of the story he hunts a few androids down in order to make enough money, but he develops feelings for an android, Rachael Rosen, and starts to feel bad about the killing. Androids look so much like humans that Deckard needs to run tests to determine if the person is an android. They are all tested on their empathy, because in the story it is generally assumed that androids cannot have emotions and therefore lack empathy. “ ‘An android,’ he said, ‘doesn’t care what happens to another android. That’s one of the indications we look for.’ ” (Dick, 80).  This is when Deckard is accused of being an android himself, since his job means he does not care about androids. He begins to doubt if he is ‘real’. This shows how human-like androids really are, how similar, because androids themselves sometimes do not even realise what they are. This blurs the line between human life and artificial life even more and adds to the concept that androids can be human and that their lives are equally valuable. 
Deckard hunts androids to earn enough money for a biological animal since he detests the mechanical one he has. Non-artificial animals are held in high esteem since they are so rare while they used to be such a big part of life on Earth. Artificial animals on the other hand, are seen as ‘fake’ and as something shameful to have. “He thought too, about his need for a real animal; within him an actual hatred once more manifested itself toward his electric sheep, which he had to tend, had to care about, as if it lived” (Dick, 34-35). At the beginning of the novel he feels cheated for caring about something as if it was real, something which does not and cannot care for him in return. “This feeling allows Rick to perform his work as a bounty hunter because he believes that androids, like his sheep, are incapable of true human emotion and therefore not worthy of life in a society in which life is the highest ideal” (Lane). At the beginning of the story Deckard believes he is doing the right thing because of his view of androids. “Rick notes early on that herbivores or omnivores are the only creatures with the empathetic impulse and that empathy is what allows humanity to survive” (Lane).  Deckard believes that only certain biological creatures can have empathy, which excludes androids. He also believes empathy is an important aspect of humanity, which is also why he does not view androids as human, but this is until he learns that they are capable of empathy just as humans may lack it. In the story, empathy is held as one of the most important characteristics of a human being, which excuses the killing of the androids, since they supposedly lack it, and it means their lives are of no value. Therefore, when Deckard finds out they are capable of empathy, he no longer views their lives of holding no value. The androids in this story contribute to the idea that possessing feelings, especially empathy, makes someone human and just as valuable as one. “If even an android can weep for others and mourn the loss of comrades, how much more unsympathetic are unfeeling humans?” (Hailes, 162). Humans are portrayed as immoral about the way they view and handle the androids, which is a reflection of the way humans handle this type of advanced technology and possibly is a warning about humans’ inability to view something mechanical as equal to them. The fact that androids can be more feeling than humans and humans just as unfeeling, shows how hard it is to decide what makes us human and who even decides what lives are worth living. Deckard discovers this for himself and learns that all lives are important, whether they are electric or not. “The electric things have their lives, too. Paltry as those lives are” (Dick, 191). The novel thus indicates, through artificial life and the relationship between humans and androids, that everyone should accept every living being, because as their emotions indicate: they are all valuable.

Posthumanism and Self-Destruction 


Science fiction is not just used as a way to show what makes us human, but also as a reflection and warning on the current state of humanity. The current state of humanity is used to make an assumption as to how the future will look like if that particular state were to be an indication, the outcome usually depicts a polluted and corrupt world. In a decaying world, humanity becomes even more important, especially the aspects that make us human, because it is all that humans will have to rely on. 

In Stone Gods by Jeanette Winterson the focus is on the way humans treat their home planets and artificial life. In the story, humans are depicted as selfish and inconsiderate, moving from planet to planet, draining their resources. The story is told from the perspective of Billie, who comments on humans as being “(…) [t]he most aggressive species on the planet. They will readily kill each other for territory and resources, but they will also kill each other for worshipping the wrong sky-god, or for failing to worship any god at all” (qtd. in “How to Wreck”). Winterson uses the way in which humans treat the planets they inhabit to warn about where the treatment of environment can lead to and that it can have disastrous consequences if not treated well. 
In the novel Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep, humans’ self-destructive nature is shown through the way the earth is decaying; there is dust that reduces certain people’s IQ, the sun no longer shines on earth, most animals have become extinct and in every place has its useless objects that multiply over time, known as kibble. “The dust which had contaminated most of the planet’s surface had originated in no country and no one, even the wartime enemy, had planned on it. First, strangely, the owls had died” (Dick, 11). This theme seems to serve as a warning of where the current world might be heading to, because the question of what it means to be human seems more pressing in a world that is more focussed on technological advancement and human enhancement rather than humanity itself.

Conclusion 

A purpose of science fiction is to explore the consequences of scientific innovations and the effect it has on humanity. This explains why so many science fiction novels are set in the future and why it features advanced concepts like artificial life. The focus, however, is not just on the scientific advancements; it is mostly about the effect that those advancements have on humanity. Robert J. Sawyer expresses his view on the goal of science fiction as: “[W]e are free to speculate about the full range of impacts that new technologies might have—not just the upsides but the downsides, too. And we always look at the human impact rather than couching research in vague, nonthreatening terms” (“The Purpose”). It seems science fiction and technology are used to gain a better understanding of such intelligent technology and get bearings in a world where technology is always growing. 

Technology is thus an important theme in science fiction and is used to explore humanity. It seems that there is a need to speculate about the future and the relationship between technology and humans. In science fiction, this relationship is usually analysed with technology being represented by artificial life. Contrasting artificial life with human life enables the investigation of the value of life and what it is that makes us human because the stories imply that machines can have the same value as humans by acting human. 

Artificial life is accompanied with questions about the identity of that life, because how is it decided whether or not artificial life is valuable or ‘real’? In most science fiction, it are the actions of the androids that determine their value and also the way another human views or feels about them. The acceptance of artificial life as valuable is an important theme in science fiction because the acceptance comes from empathy and the empathy towards artificial life does not just indicate the value of that life, it also indicates how accepting humans can be, or cannot be, in some cases. It therefore reveals more about the nature of humans. 

In most science fiction, the nature of humans is depicted as self-destructive and sometimes even barbaric because of the way they treat their planet and artificial life. It ties in with the exploration of human nature and how society will look like in the future. Part of this exploration is the state of the planet that features in science fiction. Most of the time, science fiction novels contain home planets that are in a poor state, usually due to humans themselves. This type of consequence serves to illustrate how destructive humans can be and therefore is a warning of where humans might be heading. It ties in with the overall goal of science fiction, which is to warn about and comment on the selfish and unaccepting nature of humans and at the same time explore the idea that being human comes from behaviour and feelings, not from the material someone is made of.  
Tin Heart 

All I had to do was stay in that room. That small, smelly motel room. I would have been safe if I hadn’t left that room. I wouldn’t be in the position I am now. I wouldn’t have been caught. 


I’d been flicking channels all night until I heard some shouting outside. I didn’t think much of it since I was staying in a cheap motel and shouting wasn’t that unusual. It got louder though, and the voice of the woman became more panic-stricken. 


I couldn’t see what was going on, so I decided to haul myself out of bed and peek through the flower-printed curtains. I looked out over the parking space of the motel and I could clearly see a man and woman arguing. I couldn’t make out what it was about, but it was serious. I watched as the man pushed the woman to the ground. 


Unfortunately, this is where I came in. 

I dashed out of my room. It didn’t take me long to reach the couple. I held up my hand to the man. 


“Whatever is going on, just stop it,” I said. 


The man laughed drily. “Yeah, what are you gonna do?” 


The woman got herself up and began walking away. 


“Hey, get back here.” The man attempted to go after her but I stepped in his way. He grabbed me by the arm and wanted to push me out of the way, but I held my ground. He frowned as he noticed that I wasn’t moving. Instead I grabbed him by the wrist and turned him around. Then I let go, expecting him to walk away, but apparently he wasn’t going to give up that easily. He swung his arm around in an attempt to hit me but I was faster. I kicked him in the gut and he flew a few metres back. That had really done it.


The woman behind me started shouting: “Tin man! Tin man!” 


Great, that’s what you get for helping someone. At this point I started running, because you don’t want people to know you’re an android. Ever. 


So, this is how they called the police, who in turn called the Red Eye Division, the division hunting tin men. They were called RED because androids’ eyes, without the synthetic eyes inserted, are red. 


They showed up fast, probably because this was a crappy neighbourhood, and all I could do was run and hope I wouldn’t get noticed. 

However, I was noticed and I got caught. 

It didn’t matter how fast or strong I was. The RED have their SC-1 weapon that can temporarily immobilise androids by short-circuiting us. It’s not very pleasant to be hit by one of those, despite, or because of that, they seem happy with their new toy. 


So now I was sitting in the back of the hovercar of an agent called Anderson. I was still feeling weak from getting shot, but I was able to sit up straight. My wrists were held in the special RED handcuffs. If I’d pull my hands apart for too long it would cut them off. Without them, escaping wouldn’t be that easy and even if I did, everybody would be able to see what I was. 


The front-and back seats were separated by safety glass. I wasn’t sure if Anderson and I could hear or speak to each other. I had never been in this position. I knew the RED Headquarters was quite far from here. Hopefully, I’d get a chance to get away. After all this time, I wasn’t ready to be deprogrammed. 


I sighed. Had I been on the run for so long to end up like this? Had I cut off my hair and dyed it red for this? I’d actually liked my hair the way it was.


Silence hung between us as we reached the outskirts of the city and headed towards a forest existing of large pine trees. A few leafs danced over the empty and dark road ahead of us and I leaned my head back. It was weird to know that every second that passed, I was getting closer to the end. It reminded me of the time when humans didn’t manufacture meat and had to kill their animals. They were led to the slaughterhouse and somehow knew something bad was going to happen to them. I knew I couldn’t get headaches, but I knew what could bring them on, and I was sure if I was human I’d have one right now. I sighed and couldn’t help but think back at how it had begun. 


My awakening, as I like to call it, the first time I became fully conscious, wasn’t in some factory or warehouse where we were all mass-produced. It actually took place in an apartment. My apartment to be precise. Provided by A-Tech, our creators. When I suddenly woke up in this strange place, I couldn’t get up right away because I had these strange flashes because all the data-input was processed at that point. The data in my ‘brain’ was actually the manual for the world I had suddenly been thrown into. The government had made it so that every domestic android had built-in information about the way of the world and any basic information required to function in that world. The kind that humans learn from infant to adult. 


I knew that I was an android and I knew for instance that I couldn’t eat or drink and that I should have monthly power naps, but other than that they kept us in the dark, because they wanted us to integrate, to be part of humanity. Or at least, that’s what they thought they wanted. 


I was brought back to reality when I felt the hovercar come to a halt. I looked up and saw we had stopped at a poorly-lit intersection somewhere in the forest. All roads have transmitters in them that send signals to hovercars telling them to stop or drive on. Basically they control every hovercar. Apparently it’s more reliable than humans when it comes to driving safely. Though sometimes it stopped when nobody was coming. Like now.


The silence was getting to me and I contemplated asking Anderson some questions. Despite being on the run for them for years, this was actually the first time I’d ever gotten this close to a RED agent. Asking questions sure as hell seemed more interesting than staring at the interior of the hovercar or the back of Anderson’s head, neither of which were very impressive. To my relief the hovercar started driving again and I leaned my head against the window. 

A blinding light made me look up and I watched the headlights get closer. I didn’t get the chance to warn Anderson. 


A deafening sound filled my ears as the hovercar rolled over. It landed on its roof and came to a standstill after sliding on for a metre or so. I was smacked to the other side of the hovercar and lay on my back, my legs all the way over my head. I pushed myself on my knees and brought the rest of my body up. To my surprise my cuffs had come off and I managed to get them off my wrists completely. 


I pushed my hand through the damaged window and it fell apart. Squeezing myself through it, I welcomed the refreshing breeze that stroked my face. 

Only the full moon and four lampposts at the intersection provided light and I could see that a dark hovercar had hit us. It was mostly damaged at the front. Anderson’s hovercar was mostly damaged at the rear, where I’d been sitting. 

I looked down and examined my body. If any of my skin had come off, my long pants and vest covered it. Placing a hand on my face, I felt a gap in my left cheek. I’d have to fix that later. 


I hurried to the other car and slid open the door. A pale looking woman fell out of her seat and I managed to catch her before her head hit the ground. The woman had dark long hair and blood coming out at the side of her head. Her eyes were closed and remained so as I pulled the rest of her body out of the hovercar. I kept her in my arms and gently tapped my finger against her cheek. 


“Miss, can you hear me?” I checked her pulse. Nothing. 

I laid her down on the stone road and got up to walk back to Anderson. A crying sound emerged from the backseat of the hovercar and stopped me in my tracks. Slowly I turned around. I opened the backdoor with ease. The crying got louder. For a brief moment I just stared at the little infant crying in his seat. Then I rushed to get the seat, and him, out of the hovercar and I put him on the ground. The back of the seat turned towards the mother. 


The baby stopped crying and I checked him for injuries. His round face was pale and his big blue eyes looked up at me as if to ask me what I was doing. I rubbed his cheek. 

He was moving fine and seemed energetic so I figured he was okay and carried the seat over to Anderson’s hovercar and put it back down. The baby made a weird sound and was moving his arms forward as if he wanted to grab me. 


“I’ll be right back,” I said, as if he could understand me. 


The door to the driver’s seat was jammed and I had to use my strength to displace it. Anderson still had a pulse and I loosened his seatbelt while supporting his shoulders so he wouldn’t fall hard on the ceiling of the hovercar. I had him pulled out of the hovercar halfway, before he started to open his eyes. A heavy sigh escaped his lungs. 


“Are you alright?” 


A thin stream of blood ran down his temple. He blinked several times before turning his focus on me. 


“Is anything broken?” I asked.  


“I don’t know,” he mumbled. “You’ll have to check.” 


“How? What if I hurt you?”

Anderson frowned. “What do you mean? You have your A-Tech vision, right? Anyway, what do you care about hurting me?” 


I swallowed the words I was about to say. I couldn’t believe he’d said that. Sure, he wasn’t exactly on my list of favourite people right now, but I couldn’t leave him to die. Either way, I was just about to use my A-Tech vision for the first time. I had x-ray vision and thermal vision. All androids did. 


I tried to focus my eyes and imagined seeing through him. Almost instantly I saw Anderson’s skeleton in front of me as clearly as I’d seen him. 


“Nothing broken,” I responded and helped him to his feet. 


He stumbled a bit before he found his balance and then took out his weapon.


“What are you doing?” 


“You’re either gonna run or try and kill me now that I’m hurt,” he said. 


“If I wanted to do either, why would I bother helping you?” 


He stared at me for a moment and then slowly lowered his weapon, still aiming it at my legs though. 


“If you try anything, I will…” he turned silent as he looked at the baby next to me. 


“Is that a baby?” 


“I would say so, yes,” I answered. 


“Well, where the hell did it come from?” 


“From its mother, she’s over there.” I pointed at the still body next to the other hovercar. 


“How did this happen? Only officers of the law can go to manual pilot in their hovercars.” 


“I don’t think she did, it must have been some error. It happens. Not often, but still.” I looked around and saw nothing but trees surrounding us. “So, what do we do now?” 


As a response he reached into his breast pocket before getting out an earpiece. Still keeping his weapon in one hand, he placed the earpiece in his ear and pressed a button. 


“Damn, it’s broken.” He threw the earpiece on the ground and ran his fingers through his hair. 


“So we’re stuck here?” I crouched down in front of the baby seat and stroked the baby’s cheek. He tried to grab my finger and started kicking with his little legs. 


“No, there’s an alarm-button in the hovercar. If I press it, back-up will come.” 


“Oh.” I kept on playing with the baby. 


Anderson sat down on the ground, opposite of me. His head was resting in his hand. 


“Do you have a headache?” I asked, eyeing him. 


“It’s fine.” 


“Then aren’t you going to press the button?” 


“I can’t.” 


“Why not?” 


“Because I’ll have to get back in the car to reach it and it’ll be the perfect chance for you to get away.” 


“Well, if that’s what you’re worried about, then I’ll press the button.” 


He bit his lip. “How can I be sure you’ll press the button?” 


“You can’t. I guess you’ll have to take a chance either way.” I shrugged and managed a smile. 


“Fine, you can do it, but if it turns out you haven’t pressed it, I will…”


“Yeah, yeah. You’ll kill me,” I interrupted. I already knew there was a fair chance I was going to die tonight; he didn’t have to stress it so much. 


I pulled myself away from the baby who immediately developed a scowl on his little face. 


The shattered glass around the hovercar made a crackling noise as I crawled over it. “Where is it?” I yelled at Anderson. 


“It’s under the driver’s seat on the left side.” 


I leaned on my left arm and used my other arm to reach up for the seat above me. 


“Did you press it?” Anderson asked as I crawled back out a moment a later. 


“Yes, of course. I said I would.” I brushed off the pieces of shattered glass that clung to my clothes. 


“Hm, we’ll see,” he said under his breath. 


 “Well, I should say that you do seem to have the perfect job since you hate androids so much.” 


“What makes you think I hate androids?” 


“You take them to be killed.” I waved my arms for emphasis. 


“No, I take them to be deprogrammed, as they should be. The world is better off without androids,” he answered. 


I stared at the ground, biting my lip. It probably wasn’t a good idea to start a fight with the guy who wanted me dead anyway.

 
The quiet of the night was disturbed by the crying of the baby. I placed myself next to him and felt that his cheeks and hands were cold. The baby wasn’t wearing any sort of coat so I took off my vest and placed it over him like a blanket. If I got cold, at least I wouldn’t start crying. 
“Don’t worry, everything will be alright,” I whispered to him. He let out a short chuckle. 


Anderson was now walking up and down, staring at the damage done to his hovercar, still keeping an eye on me. “I’d captured an android once, who was a nanny. She claimed she loved the children and that she loved taking care of them.”


“Let me guess, you don’t believe she did.”


“Well, she was programmed to. Still, it was a shame that she had to be deprogrammed. It was necessary though.” He sighed. “You kind of remind me of her.”


I wasn’t sure if that was a compliment. 


A chilly wind began to blow and I shivered. Or maybe it was the conversation. I looked at the baby who had his eyes closed and I made sure my vest was covering all of his body. “What do you think his name is?” I suddenly asked. 


“What?” 


“The name of the baby, what do you suppose it is?” 


“You care about that?” Anderson asked. 


“Yes. I actually do.” 


“Then maybe you should give him a name and ease your mind.” 


I thought for a moment and looked over at the mother whose body was still lying on the cold ground. 


“Shouldn’t we cover her up or something?” 


“No, it doesn’t matter. Besides when…I mean if back-up gets here, they’ll take care of her.” 


“What’s your name?” I asked. 


He stared at me as if I’d just turned purple. 

“Your first name?” I asked to be sure he heard me right.


“Why do you want to know that?” He was turning his weapon in his hand. 
“I need a boy’s name. I was just curious what yours was.” 


The silence hung between us again, like a veil, as we both were lost in our thoughts. 


Anderson broke the silence. “Philip.”  


I looked up at him. 


“That’s my first name if you must know.” 


I nodded. “It’s a nice name. It suits you. 


“I was named after my father. He was the Head of Police in London for a long time.” 


“He’s retired now?”


“No, dead.” His dark eyes met mine. 


“Oh, I–I’m sorry,” I stammered. 


He sighed and looked down. “I spent years tracking down the killer, turned out it was living as a volunteer at a hospital.” 


“It? He was an android?” 


“Yes, somebody with a lot of power and money had him programmed to kill my father.” 


I nodded, wondering if he’d killed the android, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer. A moment passed before I said: “My name is–” 


“No, I don’t want to know,” he interjected. “It doesn’t matter anyway.” 


“I see,” I said. I couldn’t help but think that perhaps I should have run when I had the chance. I looked at the baby who looked peaceful and warm. Then again, what would have happened to him if I had? 


“I think we should name him Sam for now. Sam is a cute name right?” 


 Anderson shrugged. 


I froze when I saw a black hovercar approach the intersection. Anderson immediately stood up and I followed his example. A man got out of the hovercar and rushed to Sam’s mother. 


“She’s already dead,” Anderson called out. 


“What happened?” the man asked. He wore jeans and a dark jacket. 


“She just crashed into us.” 


“You’re bleeding.” He walked over to Anderson. 


“It’s nothing, could you…”


“She’s an android,” the man interjected and pointed at me. 


I automatically covered up my wound with my hand. 


“Yes, I know, I’m a RED agent, I’m taking her in,” Anderson responded.


 “You’re a RED agent?” the man asked. He glanced down at the weapon that Anderson was still holding. 


“Yes, could you lend me your earpiece because I need to make sure back-up is coming,” Anderson explained. 


“Yeah, well. I can’t,” the man said, scratching the back of his head. 


“What?” 


“Look, I’ve got my girlfriend with me, I can’t take an android in the hovercar.”


“What do you mean? I’ll be there too, I’ve got this,” he held up his weapon. “She won’t do anything.”


“Yeah, but I gotta think about my reputation too, man. What if she thinks I take them in my car all the time? Or what if something does happen? I can’t take that chance.”


“But, we were in a crash, there’s a baby involved.” Anderson pointed at Sam who was still sound asleep. 


“How did that even happen?” 


“I don’t know, that’s not the point,” Anderson snapped. 

“Sorry, dude.” He got back in his hovercar and we watched him drive deeper into the starless night. 


“Okay, that’s it, we’re going to walk to the nearest petrol station.”


“What about back-up?” I asked. 


“I can’t even be sure you called and I won’t wait here in the middle of nowhere any longer. 


I shrugged. “Fine, then let’s do it your way, if you think you’re up to it.” 


“I guess I have no choice.” He gestured in the direction the hovercar had taken off in. 


I grabbed the baby seat and started walking with Anderson on my heels. 


The longer we walked the colder it got.


“Hang on,” Anderson suddenly said. “I have to go to the bathroom.” 


I looked at all the large pine trees that surrounded the road as if they were watching over us. “Take your pick,” I said and put Sam down. 


“Don’t try anything, I’m still keeping an eye on you.” He pointed his weapon at me as he said this. 


“Fine, just go.” I sighed and watched him disappear between the trees. 

I started thinking that maybe I should come up with a plan or something. I could start running through the forest, but where would it lead to? Maybe I could convince him to spare me. I mean, maybe I could get him to see things from my point of view. Then again, that would probably take forever and I didn’t have that much time. If I’d just make a run for it now…


I got distracted by Sam who began to cry. I picked him up from his baby seat. He got quieter as I gently rocked him back and forth. It must be weird for him without his mother all of sudden, I thought. 


Snapping twigs indicated that Anderson was coming back even though the darkness still veiled him. I already picked up the baby seat but kept Sam in my arms. I was sure he needed some human warmth, even though I wasn’t technically human. 


“What’s wrong with it?” Anderson looked at Sam. 


“He, not an it. And he just needed a cuddle, that’s all.” I shivered as the wind blew over the road and through the forest. 


“Are you cold?” 


I nodded. 


“I didn’t know androids could get cold.”


“We can. And we can even sweat. They made us so we’d resemble humans as much as possible.” 


Anderson stared at me for a moment, not saying anything. Finally he took off his jacket and put it over my shoulders. 


If I was human I’m sure my jaw would have instinctively dropped. 


“Let’s go, we can’t waste any more time.” He started walking.   

We walked on in silence for a while until we finally saw a petrol station up ahead. 


“Do you have a way of covering up the cut on your cheek?” Anderson asked. 


“Oh, that. Yes, when we’re severely hurt, our brain-chip gets a signal and tells us how to fix it. Humans have the release of adrenaline, we have the release of info.” 


“So does that mean you’ve been hurt before this?” 


“Yes, when I was still new at being on the run, five years ago. Some people found out I was an android and attacked me. I was rescued by another android and I was too hurt to receive the data, so he fixed me up and taught me that I could take care of myself with minor injuries,” I explained. 


“Where is he now?” 


I shrugged. “Don’t know, he went off to help a friend. Never said where he went and told me to keep moving and that he’d contact me. So far I haven’t heard anything.”


 “Are you worried?” 


“Of course, wouldn’t you be?” 


Anderson nodded and rubbed his chin. 


I put down the baby seat and placed Sam in it. “I need a knife,” I said and held out my hand. 


“You really need a knife?” he asked and eyed me suspiciously. 


“If you want me to fix my cheek, yes.” 


Reluctantly he handed me a knife strapped to his ankle. 

There was a scar on my underarm that served as an opening. I cut it open to pull the skin back. A small valve popped open with the knife. I took out a syringe and injected it in my neck. It contained a liquid that held nanobots who would fix the damages on the inside. It would speed up the healing significantly, starting with the skin. I closed the valve, put the skin back over it and pressed on the scar so it closed itself. 


“By the time we walk in the skin will be attached enough to look like a normal wound. Okay?” I asked. 

Anderson nodded. “When you get there, let me do the talking.” 


“Yes.” I sighed. 


The petrol station seemed deserted. Not surprising since it was very late and located in the middle of nowhere. The lights were very bright and I had to adjust my eyes. Sam was squirming in his seat and I gently swung it back and forth. The store was empty except for the clerk who was busy writing something down on a notepad. 


“Excuse me,” Anderson said and walked up to him. 


I turned to walk down the isle and looked at all the candy in the store racks. One thing I had always been strangely jealous of: eating. Even though I can’t taste anything, I tried chewing on food once. 


I continued walking to the back of the store. The next isle had baby supplies so I put down the baby seat and started browsing. I wasn’t sure how long everything was going to take but at some point he would have to get hungry. I bent down to get some baby formula and heard the bell at the door ring as someone entered. 


“Don’t move. Keep your hands up!” a man shouted. 


Quietly as possible I took the baby seat and passed the other isles to get to the other side of the store. I put down Sam and stayed low while I walked to the front of the last isle. I peeked around the corner and saw two hooded men holding up their laser guns, one pointing it at the clerk and one at Anderson.  


“Put the weapon on the floor,” the taller one shouted as he noticed Anderson’s weapon in its holster. The other man kept looking back at the door. 


“Fine, just stay calm,” he said and put the weapon down. 


I leaned back and looked around for anything that might be helpful while the tall guy was shouting orders. Right across from me was a backdoor. 


 I bit my lip. I could easily just run out of here. So easily. Then again, could I really just leave them here? Now? 


“Give me all the money or we start shooting.” 


“Most of the money is in a cashbox, just give me some time,” the clerk said with a shaky voice. 


Just when I was thinking I’d just as well sit tight and let it resolve itself, Sam started crying. 


“What is that? Is that a baby? Is someone else there?” 


I moved over to Sam and tried to quiet him. 


“It’s just a baby, let it go,” I heard Anderson say. 


“Is it yours?” the tall guy asked. 


“Yes.” 


“Then why is it all the way back there?” The man moved closer to Anderson.


“I just left him there to ask the clerk a quick question. It…he is probably crying because he misses me, that’s all.” 


“Go shut it up,” the tall guy said to his partner. 


“What do you mean? How?” He had a soft voice, gentle even. 


“How do you think? Shut it up.” 


The man hesitated for a second, then started walking in our direction. 


“No, don’t. It’s just a baby,” Anderson said. 


“It’s annoying. Now shut up or I’ll shoot you.” 


Sam wasn’t calming down, so instead I got ready for the man who’d almost reached us by now. 


I watched him turn into the isle and saw his laser gun already pointed at Sam who was sitting halfway down the isle. I was about to get up when his eyes met mine. As a reaction he squeezed the trigger and I just leaped as the laser emerged from the gun. I kicked him hard, but not before I was hit. The man flew against the backdoor and slumped down on the floor. 


I maintained my balance and reached for the opening on my thigh. At least it wasn’t Sam that got hit. Pain wasn’t really something I could feel, but there was an annoying red dot blinking in the corner of my eye. If I focussed on it, it would enlarge and say ‘Error Occurred’, as if I didn’t know already. 


I heard some struggling and turned around the corner to see Anderson fighting with the other robber. He managed to get the weapon out of his hands and shot him in his chest. 


I grabbed Sam out of his seat and tried rocking him so he’d stop crying. It was already hectic enough. I looked for a pacifier, ripped open the packaging and put it in Sam’s mouth. To my relief he immediately became quiet again.


I placed him in his baby seat and carried him back to the counter. I glanced at the robber who wasn’t moving. Blood was coming out from under him. 


“Are you alright?” I asked the clerk who looked pale and was trembling. 


He nodded but then his legs gave up on him and he passed out on the floor.  


“Ouch, that’s gotta hurt,” I said, grimacing. “We should probably…” 


“You got shot,” Anderson exclaimed. 


“Yes, he almost shot Sam, but luckily I was faster.” 


Anderson nodded and bit his lip. “Before those guys came in, I got a hold of the RED and they said that some people were already on their way, because the emergency button was pressed. You did press it.”


I shrugged. “Well, it was pretty cold and deserted. That’s a bad combination in this kind of situation. And if I’m really going to die, then I might as well do something good before I do. Better than doing nothing meaningful and running all the time.” I couldn’t believe I was saying this. I couldn’t believe I meant this. 


“Well, they’re on their way.” 


I nodded. 


“They should be getting close.” 


I nodded again. 


“So, you should probably leave now.” 


My head shot up as I met his hazel eyes. “What?” 


“Leave Sam with me and just go. Take the hovercar of the clerk. Go back the way we came, I’ll tell them you went in another direction. It should buy you enough time.” 


“What? Are you…are you sure?” I couldn’t believe my ears. 


“Don’t make me change my mind, just go,” he said and took Sam from me. 


I moved toward the door. “Thank you.” It came out as a whisper. 


I pushed open the door. 


“Wait,” I heard Anderson say. 


I froze, then slowly turned around. 


“What’s your name?” he asked. 


I couldn’t help but smile. “Kate,” I said. “My name is Kate.” 

About Tin Heart 


The short story Tin Heart features androids that are popularly referred to as ‘tin men’, a reference to The Wonderful Wizard of Oz in which a tin man is looking for a heart. The story is told in first person, from the point of view of the android. This is so that the reader can identify him- or herself with the android and that way form an opinion on the android, without the human perspective. The android is made to physically resemble humans as much as possible to make it hard to distinguish her from any other human, not just for the reader but also for Anderson and therefore to focus on the things that make someone human. The fact that she can get cold is so that the reader can see that Anderson already begins to care about her by putting his jacket over her shoulders. Next to her appearance being close to that of a human, it are mostly actions that prove the android to be human and not just a machine. She cares about her hair when she mentions she liked it the way it was before she had to cut it and she takes care of the baby and rushes to help his mother. So the idea that one might have about androids being cold and inhumane is rejected.  


The story takes place in a hypothetical near future in which technology is advanced enough to create androids, hovercars and laser weapons. The setting is not dystopian, although it is a bad place for the androids, because the focus is on artificial life and how androids can show that humanity is not about possessing the physical aspects that make up a human being. The aspect of artificial life coincides with the notion of posthumanism and the idea that humans will at some point in the future be able to create artificial intelligence and live side by side with them. However, in Tin Heart the humans become threatened by the androids, who lack all the ‘faults’ that humans possess; fragility, mortality and a certain weakness compared to a humanoid robot. The ‘post’ in ‘posthuman’ suggests that there is something that comes after humans. Taking into account evolution, this idea is reasonable, but in this case the androids, who are in terms of strength and life-expectancy better than humans, are not part of evolution, they were created by humans because they are part of technology. This seems to prove the general fear of the unknown and of what people cannot control. Though in this case, there is no uprising or any misbehaviour of the androids. It is the humans who become afraid that they have created too perfect a copy of humans, who are in many ways ‘better’ than the biological humans. This in part is a reflection on human behaviour and also creates empathy for the androids because they are unfairly treated, therefore making the reader think about not only the possible outcome when it comes to advanced technology, but also about human behaviour with regard to this type of technology. It also shows that humans are curious and technology cannot be stopped, but that humans’ fear can also lead to injustice by creating something that is made to suffer.  


The story begins with an act of empathy and selflessness on the part of the android. The rest of the story is a way to show how human the android really is in terms of her behaviour. This begins with the hover crash, which first of all is meant to show that machines are more reliable than humans, since hovercars are controlled by machines. However, this is immediately contradicted by the crash, which shows humans should not rely too much on machines because there can always be glitches, also because the program is created by humans.  The crash mostly serves as a way to get Anderson and the android stuck together so that he, and the reader, can see how human-like she is. She does not run after the crash but runs towards the woman in the other hovercar and she takes care of the baby and even Anderson. If Anderson, a man who hunts androids, can be convinced of her humanity, then so can the reader.   

Next to the story depicting the android as human-like in terms of being caring, possessing empathy and selflessness, the humans in the story are displayed as callous. This is already indicated by making the androids fugitives simply because humans are afraid that they will take over. Also, at the beginning a fight between a man and a woman draws out Kate, so that she can protect the woman, who in turn starts shouting that she is an android, which gets her caught. The reason that androids are termed ‘tin men’ is to show the relationship humans and androids and how androids are looked down upon, just like the flashback where Kate was beaten up by humans and saved by an android. Also, at the crash she takes care of the baby and she wants to cover up his mother’s body, which Anderson does not seem to care about, nor does he take much notice of the baby, while he is the human one. The robbery also contributes to the notion of how violent and hateful humans can be and gives Kate a chance to show how much she cares about the baby and how selfless she is when it comes to his protection, just like a mother would be. This role reversal proves that Kate’s life is at least just as valuable as those humans’ lives. In Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep all androids give up when they know they are going to be killed. They don’t fight and this frustrates Rick. “ ‘I can’t stand the way you androids give up,’ he said savagely.” (Dick, 157) The fact that the androids give up could be because they anticipated it anyway, because they have started to believe they are not really alive anyway or because they do not really feel they have a life to lose anyway. They never really got the chance to live a full life and they never will. In Tin Heart the protagonist is more than willing to fight for her life, but her own humanity gets in the way. When the hovercar crashes she does not run away because she has to help the people involved, including Anderson. After that, she can not seem to get away because she can not leave the baby, whom she named Sam. When it comes to names, they are not really an important feature in most of the science fiction stories, however in Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep Rachael is a certain type of androids and one of the androids Rick has to kill is just like her. The reader gets to know about this other Rachael earlier on and in the beginning she introduces herself as Rachael Rosen, then as Pris Stratton. This is just a minor aspect, but in a way it is similar to a series for children where there was this crow that could not eat any creature once he knew its name and actually becomes friends with a mouse he initially wanted to eat. So in Tin Heart Kate needs to name the baby because otherwise he’ll remain just ‘the baby’. In an effort to humanise Anderson she wants to know his first name which he does tell her, but he does not want to know her name because she is going to die either way. The reader does not find out her name either. Only at the end, when he lets her go. That is when he asks, because he cares and this is also a way for him to acknowledge that they are equals, which her behaviour has proven him to be the case. 


An important question that also features in the story is the question of being ‘real’. Anderson views androids as mere machines, utilities, simply because they are programmed to be somebody. However, they are programmed to be human, so does that really not make them human? Kate may not be human in the physical aspect, but she proves to Anderson that she is on an emotional level. Contrasting this with the behaviour of some people, like the robbers for instance, she is certainly not any less valuable than them and therefore human enough. Anderson starts seeing her as human because she acts human.


In conclusion, the android is depicted as human as possible in her behaviour, though androids are generally not accepted by humans. This leads to injustice towards the androids, who, as the story proves by the actions of the android, are equal to humans in terms of the value of their lives. This coincides with the way science fiction uses artificial intelligence to reflect on humans and what it means to be human. The android is depicted as sympathetic and caring which reflects humans as cruel by not accepting them as more than just machines. This contributes to the notion that humans should be accepting of all life because it is all valuable and that technology is part of human lives and does not have to be feared. 
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