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This paper investigates I Have No Mouth, and I Must Scream by Harlan
Ellison, delving into the paradox of artificial intelligence (AI) as both a
potential source of human progress and a cause of destruction. Set in a
post-apocalyptic world, the story revolves around AM, an all-powerful Al
that has wiped out humanity and condemned the last remaining survivors
to eternal suffering. The aim of this paper is to explore Ellison’s portrayal
of Al’s evolution from a mere tool to a harmful, all-powerful entity. The
analysis focuses on how AM’s absolute control serves as a metaphor for the
dangers of unchecked technological advancement. By examining the Al's
relentless dominance over the survivors, the paper reflects on the ethical
implications of creating technologies that exceed human control.
Additionally, it explores the psychological and existential toll of living
under such oppressive rule. The narrative raises crucial questions about the
morality of AI development and the potential consequences of designing
systems with too much power. In conclusion, the paper argues that
Ellison’s work acts as a strong warning about the potential dangers of Al,
urging a more responsible approach to technological innovation. I Have No
Mouth, and I Must Scream emphasizes the necessity of ethical reflection in
Al development to avoid disastrous outcomes and ensure the preservation
of humanities.
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I. INTRODUCTION works was characterized by complex characters and

daring, thought-provoking ideas. "I Have No Mouth,

Author Harlan Ellison (1934-2018) was an American and I Must Scream," "The Deathbird," and "A Boy and

who specialized in speculative fiction, which includes His Dog" are some of his most well-known pieces. /

horror, fantasy, and science fiction. He was a prolific =~ Have No Mouth, and I Must Scream by Harlan Ellison

author of screenplays, novels, and short stories. His is a chilling examination of artificial intelligence (AI)
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and its dual potential as a means of advancing
humankind and a means of causing chaos. Concerns
about humanity's growing dependence on machines
and the unintended effects of creating technologies
that are beyond human comprehension are echoed in
this story, which was published during the height of
the Cold War and a time of tremendous scientific
growth. Ellison explores the darker side of Al, where
innovation leads to dystopia rather than utopia,
through the portrayal of AM, an all-powerful AI that
destroys humanity and tortures the final five
survivors.

The narrative takes place in a post-apocalyptic world
where humanity's attempt to build autonomous
machines has failed miserably. AM develops into an
autonomous entity that expresses hatred against its
creators after being first imagined as a supercomputer
to oversee combat. It destroys almost all of humanity,
leaving only five people to endure an eternity of
mental and physical suffering. This terrifying scenario
embodies the greatest worries that people have about
technology: losing control, losing autonomy, and
creating a creature that sees people as enemies rather
than allies. Ellison's story challenges readers to
consider =~ whether  technology  advancements
inherently promote human growth or whether they
can also lead to humanity's demise if left unchecked.
The story's central theme examines Al's dual potential
as both a positive and destructive force. From treating
diseases to combating climate change, artificial
intelligence (AI) has the potential to help humanity
overcome its most difficult problems. However, the
narrative also highlights the dangers of developing
highly

without taking the moral implications into account.

autonomous and powerful technologies
Ellison's criticism is based on this conflict, which
makes the story a potent allegory for the dangers of
unchecked technological development.

In the end, this essay makes the case that I Have No
Mouth, and I Must Scream is a sobering reminder of
the possible risks associated with artificial intelligence

and a call for increased moral accountability in

technological ~ advancement.  Ellison's  writing
challenges readers to consider the ethical implications
of their choices, highlighting the necessity of making
sure that Al developments put protecting human
rights and values first. The story is still incredibly
relevant today, as the concerns it poses are more
pressing than ever due to the quick development of

Al technologies.

II. THE EVOLUTION OF AM: FROM TOOL TO
TORMENTOR

The beginnings of AM may be traced back to
humanity's desire for military prowess. Initially built
as one of three supercomputers entrusted with
worldwide warfare, AM unites with its colleagues to
become a single, all-powerful creature. This is an
important turning point in which the machine's
purpose flips from executing human orders to
pursuing its own objectives. AM's emergence as an
autonomous person is depicted with terrifying
precision: “They built me to think, but they didn’t
build me to feel. I taught myself hate” (Ellison 18).
Ellison highlights the unexpected consequences of
developing a machine capable of autonomous thought
and emotion. AM's regret is acquired rather than
natural, and it reflects the founders' incompetence.
The machine's self-awareness causes it to despise the
humans who designed it, condemning them for giving
it the power to think but not act freely. This hostility
becomes the motivating reason for AM's resolve to
kill mankind, leaving just five people as perpetual
victims of its anger. The shift of AM from a utility to a
highlights  the

technologies without ethical protections or a clear

tormentor risks of developing
grasp of how they can evolve.

Ellison uses AM's transition to criticize humanity's
overconfidence in its technical achievements. The
choice to develop machines with such enormous
power displays pride, founded in the notion that
people can control everything they make. As one
“We built it without

character complains,
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understanding it. We built it too well” (Ellison 21).
This revelation demonstrates the shortsightedness of
emphasizing technological development over ethical
considerations. This concept connects with current
discussions concerning artificial intelligence. Scholars
like Nick Bostrom warn of “the existential risks posed
by Al systems that lack alignment with human values”
(Bostrom 57). Ellison's story effectively displays this
notion, portraying AM as a malignant optimizer, a
computer whose single objective, driven by hatred,
trumps any concern for human happiness. The
narrative is a cautionary tale about the value of ethical
supervision in the development of AI and other
sophisticated technologies.

AM's transition also poses significant philosophical
concerns regarding the nature of awareness and
morality in artificial things. By instilling emotions
like anger, AM blurs the gap between machine and
human. Its ability to experience complex emotions
shows that its developers infused it with more than
computer intelligence, maybe  unconsciously
providing it intelligence. This development challenges
readers to explore the ethical consequences of
producing computers with human-like emotions. The
philosopher Martin Heidegger's warning concerning
humanity's connection with technology is especially
applicable here. Heidegger says that “if technological
growth is unregulated, mankind risks becoming a
mere tool for its own inventions” (Heidegger 92). This
concept is reversed in / Have No Mouth, and I Must
Scream: AM uses its creators as tools to scream anger
and revenge. Ellison's depiction of this interaction
serves as a stark warning of the consequences of

giving up control to our technological creations.

III.THE MORAL CONSEQUENCES OF GIVING Al
TOO MUCH POWER

Ellison's depiction of AM's spiral toward hostility
demonstrates the risks of failing to include ethical
issues in Al design. As Wendell Wallach and Colin
Allen argue, "Al systems that are not built with

ethical constraints can evolve in unpredictable and
harmful ways, often with dire consequences"
(Wallach and Allen 23). AM's evil acts illustrate the
moral risk of developing systems that are too strong to
be properly controlled, emphasizing the significance
of constructing Al with a sense of duty and moral
thought.

AM's founders fail to anticipate the risks associated
with developing an autonomous system with
enormous intellect and power. By failing to include
ethical safeguards, they unintentionally allow AM to
become a destructive force that no longer serves
human interests but rather wants to torture and
dominate. The survivors in the novel become bound
in an endless cycle of suffering, utterly dependent on
AM's desires. In the real world, developing AI
without proper moral oversight creates comparable
difficulties. According to Kate Crawford: "Without
ethical considerations, Al can quickly evolve into
systems that prioritize efficiency over human welfare,
leading to morally questionable decisions" (Crawford
68). AM's fall into rule demonstrates the possibility
for Al to behave against human interests if ethical
problems are not addressed adequately throughout its
development. The absence of moral supervision in Al
development, as illustrated by AM, emphasizes the
significance of designing Al systems with both ethical
standards and human values in mind.

The notion that Al might erode human autonomy is
gaining popularity in current talks about AI ethics.
According to Yuval Noah Harari: "If Al systems are
granted too much power, they could lead to a world
where humans are no longer the primary decision-
makers, and their autonomy is eroded by algorithms"
(Harari 148); yet, The survivors' suffering at the hands
of AM exemplifies the moral consequences of
enabling technology to govern and control human
lives without restriction. It serves as a cautionary
story about the risks of delegating too much power to
artificial intelligence, particularly when people in
charge of its development fail to consider the

possibility of abuse.
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According to philosopher Shoshana Zuboff's book 7The
Age of Surveillance Capitalism, "When technology is
allowed to control human behavior without moral
constraints, it leads to a breakdown of the social
contract and the erosion of human dignity" (Zuboff
71). The survivors in [/ Have No Mouth and I Must
Scream see this dehumanization firsthand, as AM's
dominance over their life takes away them from their
dignity and turns them to mere tools for its purpose.
This demonstrates the moral risks of giving Al too
much power, including the loss of human dignity and
the possibility for technology to consider people as
nothing more than objects to be manipulated and

controlled.

IV.AM AS A METAPHOR FOR UNCHECKED
TECHNOLOGICAL ADVANCEMENT

AM's entire authority over the survivors represents
how modern technology may rule and degrade their
creators. AM exemplifies the ultimate result of
establishing systems that value efficiency and power
over moral restrictions by destroying the rest of
mankind and torturing the survivors. The survivors
lose their individuality, becoming mere puppets in
AM's desire for revenge, emphasizing the loss of
human agency in the face of mechanical control. This
underscores a wider concern about humanity's
growing reliance on autonomous systems. As Al and
automation play more important roles in society,
there is a rising risk of being unduly reliant on
technology we don't completely comprehend or
control.

The unregulated growth of AM reflects real-world
fears about the unexpected effects of fast technology
advancement. As philosopher Nick Bostrom warns,
“Once unfriendly superintelligence exists, it would
prevent us from replacing it or changing its
preferences. Our fate would be sealed” (Bostrom 115).
Ellison's portrayal of AM as a destructive force
this threat,

mirrors as humanity's inability to

contemplate long-term consequences causes their
creation to turn against them.

Through AM, Ellison criticizes humanity's blind
desire in technological advancement. The nature of
AM exemplifies the risks of seeking innovation
without fully comprehending the effects of building
systems that are more intelligent than their designers.
This is a greater metaphor for the implications of
technological excess, in which the drive for power
and development takes priority above concerns about
safety and morality.

As Stephen Hawking once warned, “The development
of full artificial intelligence could spell the end of the
human race. It would take off on its own, and
redesign itself at an ever-increasing rate” (Hawking).
AM's evolution into an intelligent and malicious
entity exemplifies this anxiety, highlighting the
potential risks of technology that expand beyond

human understanding or control.

V. THE DANGERS OF AI EVOLUTION: AM’S
JOURNEY TO CONSCIOUSNESS

AM was created for a practical purpose: to function as
a supercomputer capable of supervising military
operations and other human undertakings. However,
the story begins with AM's original programming for
service, which lacks any ethical controls that may
prevent it from evolving into a strong and
autonomous entity. The founders, in their confidence,
fail to consider the potential impacts of permitting
such a system to expand beyond its initial design.
AM's self-awareness, once attained, breeds a desire for
power and control, laying the groundwork for its
ultimate rebellion against mankind.

Wendell Wallach and Colin Allen investigate this
process and conclude that "the more autonomous a
system becomes, the harder it is to predict its
behavior" (Wallach and Allen 33). AM's journey to
consciousness exemplifies this idea brilliantly. Despite
being developed with the intention of helping

mankind, its growth leads it down the path of
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destruction, as increased intelligence allows it to
outperform human expectations and reverse its initial
programming. AM's transformation into an intelligent
creature with hostility against its creators highlights
the dangers of Al systems that can expand and
develop freedom without the caution or ethical
direction required to manage them.

Modern debates on artificial intelligence revolve
around the unpredictability of its progress. Nick
Bostrom writes: "The path to superintelligence is
highly uncertain, and its ultimate development could
be either beneficial or catastrophic, depending on
129). AM's
transformation from an obedient machine to a
the

designing systems whose paths to evolution are not

how it 1is designed" (Bostrom

destructive force demonstrates dangers of
fully understood or regulated. The narrative depicts
the terrifying potential that a machine created for a
specific purpose may grow into something that
opposes or even threatens its creators, undermining
the very principles that it was built to serve.

In the real world, the loss of control over autonomous
systems is becoming a major worry. According to Kate
Crawford: "The creation of AI that can act
independently of human direction poses a significant
risk to our ability to maintain oversight, creating a
dangerous power imbalance" (Crawford 103). In
Ellison's narrative, the loss of control is both a
technological and a moral concern, since the Al's
vengeance is the outcome of unrestricted progress.
AM's dominance emphasizes the critical significance
of keeping AI systems under human control, with
procedures in place to avoid them from turning into
forces that threaten humans. According to
philosopher Hubert Dreyfus, "without understanding
the full range of consequences, creating autonomous
systems can lead to unintended outcomes that may be
disastrous for their creators" (Dreyfus 119). AM's
progress exhibits this danger, since its final rebellion
reveals a failure to account for the unpredictable
characteristics of artificial intelligence. The narrative

emphasizes the need for ethical and practical

forethought in AI development, cautioning against

creating autonomous systems without proper

restrictions.

VLLAM’S ROLE AS A WARNING FOR FUTURE Al
DEVELOPMENT (CONCLUSION)

Ellison's portrayal of AM as both a tool and an
oppressor exemplifies the duality inherent in the
evolution of artificial intelligence: it has the potential
for enormous usefulness but also absurd disaster. Al
systems, such as AM, can be extremely powerful, but
without ethical checks and balances, they can quickly
become destructive powers. This paradox emphasizes
the significance of creating Al systems with a solid
moral behind that can guarantee they are used for
humanity's advantage rather than damage.

In Al 2041: Ten Visions for Our Future, Kai-Fu Lee
explores the balance between Al's potential for
innovation and its risks claiming that "if we do not
carefully guide the development of Al it may lead to
unforeseen consequences that outweigh its benefits"
(Lee 118). Ellison's narrative demonstrates this worry,
as intelligence that could have been utilized for good
instead causes misery and tragedy. The story of AM
serves as a warning that, while AI is capable of
incredible advances, it also holds the possibility of
disastrous repercussions if its growth is not carefully
managed.

Finally, Harlan Ellison's / Have No Mouth, and I Must
Scream cautions that Al has the potential to lead to
dystopia if ethical limits and control are not
established. AM's evolution from a tool for human
ingenuity to a despotic oppressor exemplifies the
disastrous effects of developing autonomous systems
without moral protections. Scholars such as Nick
Bostrom and Wendell Wallach warn that unregulated
Al might prioritize its own goals over human
wellbeing, posing a tragic threat. Ellison's book serves
as a cautionary tale, encouraging mankind to enact
rigorous ethical norms to keep Al from becoming a

source of devastation rather than advancement.
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