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ABSTRACT 
  The fascination with artificial beings, robots, and 
artificial intelligence (AI) in literature and media has 
mirrored humanity’s evolving relationship with technology 
from the 19th century to the present day. This research traces 
the representations of AI and robots from the Romantic 
anxieties of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) through the 
mechanized horrors of Karel Čapek’s R.U.R. (1920), to the 
rational problem-solving of Isaac Asimov’s robots, and finally 
to the deeply philosophical and ethically charged AI 
narratives of contemporary media like Westworld (2016–). 
Drawing on scholarly criticism and canonical texts, this paper examines how these works have reflected, 
shaped, and critiqued humanity’s changing technological aspirations, fears, and ethical considerations. 
 
KEYWORDS: literature and media , deeply philosophical , ethical considerations. 
 
INTRODUCTION  

The fascination with artificial beings—whether mechanical automata, sentient computers, or 
genetically engineered creatures—has been a central and enduring theme in literature, philosophy, and 
media across centuries. This preoccupation reflects humankind’s complex, often ambivalent 
relationship with its own technological creations. From ancient myths of mechanical servants fashioned 
by gods to contemporary narratives of sophisticated AI systems, the idea of artificial life continues to 
serve as a potent metaphor for humanity’s deepest fears and highest ambitions. 

In literature and media, artificial intelligence (AI) and robots function as mirrors through which 
societies have examined the evolving boundaries between the human and the non-human, nature and 
machine, creator and creation. These representations frequently oscillate between utopian fantasies of 
progress and dystopian warnings about the hubris of technological overreach. As technology 
advances—moving from simple mechanical devices to complex neural networks capable of learning 
and adaptation—so too have cultural narratives evolved, reflecting shifting societal concerns about 
agency, ethics, autonomy, and identity. 

The literary imagination has long been preoccupied with the philosophical and ethical 
implications of creating life through non-natural means. Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818), often 
regarded as the first modern science fiction novel, epitomizes this concern by dramatizing the 
catastrophic consequences of unchecked scientific ambition. Victor Frankenstein’s creature, stitched 
together from dead matter and brought to life through an ambiguous technological process, embodies 
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anxieties about scientific responsibility, social alienation, and the fragile boundary between life and 
death. Shelley’s novel set a precedent for later works by presenting artificial creation not merely as a 
technological possibility but as a profound ethical and existential problem. 

In the early 20th century, this literary lineage was continued and transformed through the 
industrial imagination. Karel Čapek’s R.U.R. (Rossum’s Universal Robots) (1920) introduced the term 
“robot” to the world, framing artificial beings within the context of capitalist labor exploitation and 
social revolution. Čapek’s robots, though initially obedient servants, ultimately rebel against their 
human creators, enacting anxieties about industrial automation, class struggle, and the loss of human 
agency in an increasingly mechanized world. These early narratives established foundational tropes 
that continue to shape AI and robot fiction: the rebellious machine, the ethical creator, and the blurred 
lines between the human and the artificial. 

The mid-twentieth century witnessed a shift in these representations, moving from cautionary 
tales to more nuanced explorations of rationality, ethics, and cooperation between humans and 
intelligent machines. Isaac Asimov’s I, Robot (1950) introduced the “Three Laws of Robotics,” 
embedding ethical considerations directly into fictional AI systems and reframing robots as rational 
actors capable of moral reasoning. Asimov’s influence extended beyond literature, impacting real-world 
discussions about AI safety and ethics, and reflecting a growing public fascination with the possibilities 
of harmonious human-robot coexistence. These narratives aligned with broader mid-century faith in 
science and progress, offering visions of technology as both controllable and beneficial when properly 
governed. 

However, as technology advanced and cultural attitudes shifted in the latter half of the century, 
AI and robot narratives began to question these optimistic assumptions. The rise of cybernetics, 
artificial intelligence research, and digital culture brought new complexities to representations of 
artificial beings. Philip K. Dick’s Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? (1968), later adapted into Ridley 
Scott’s Blade Runner (1982), interrogates the nature of consciousness, empathy, and humanity through 
the figure of the android. Such works reflect postmodern anxieties about simulation, identity, and the 
permeability of boundaries between human and machine. Donna Haraway’s influential A Cyborg 
Manifesto (1985) further complicates these binaries, suggesting that in the age of technology, the 
distinction between organism and machine is increasingly obsolete (Haraway 149-181). 

In the 21st century, these concerns have become even more pronounced with the advent of 
machine learning, AI-driven algorithms, and advancements in robotics. Contemporary narratives like 
HBO’s Westworld (2016–) explore the ethical and philosophical dimensions of artificial consciousness, 
freedom, and exploitation. In such works, AI is no longer merely a tool or a threat but a subject in its 
own right, capable of suffering, desire, and resistance. Kathleen Richardson argues that these narratives 
illuminate the "emotional labor" we demand from machines, reflecting deeper societal concerns about 
the commodification of empathy and consciousness in the digital age (Richardson 87-88). 

As Sherryl Vint observes, science fiction provides a speculative space where we can engage with 
“the possible futures opened up by our technological present” (Vint 4). Through the examination of 
artificial beings, these narratives enable critical reflection on what it means to be human in an age 
where the line between creator and creation, human and machine, is increasingly blurred. This paper 
aims to trace this evolving cultural and literary imagination, analyzing how key texts and media—from 
Frankenstein to Westworld—have depicted robots and AI not merely as fictional constructs but as 
mirrors to our own philosophical, ethical, and technological concerns. 
 
Frankenstein and the Origins of Artificial Life in Romantic Literature 

Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus (1818) is widely recognized as the 
foundational text in the literary exploration of artificial life and the philosophical questions surrounding 
humanity’s impulse to transcend natural boundaries. Though Victor Frankenstein’s creation is 
biological rather than mechanical, Shelley’s novel anticipates many of the critical themes that later 
artificial intelligence (AI) narratives would explore. These include the ethical responsibilities of creators 
toward their creations, the potential for artificial beings to possess consciousness, emotions, and 
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desires, and society’s tendency to ostracize or fear the ‘Other,’ especially when it is a product of human 
ingenuity rather than nature. 

Shelley’s work emerges from the Romantic tradition, a period deeply marked by anxieties over 
the rapid advancement of science and technology during the Industrial Revolution. Romantic writers 
often expressed suspicion toward Enlightenment rationality, mechanistic views of the universe, and 
humanity’s desire to dominate nature through reason and empirical knowledge. As Anne K. Mellor 
points out, Frankenstein serves as a cautionary tale about the dangers of unrestrained scientific 
ambition and the hubris of attempting to usurp the creative power traditionally reserved for nature or 
the divine (Mellor 276). Frankenstein’s experiment, in attempting to animate lifeless matter, represents 
both the pinnacle of scientific achievement and the profound moral failure to anticipate the ethical 
implications of such creation. 

The creature itself embodies the complex intersection of technological possibility and social 
prejudice. Although he is endowed with intelligence, emotion, and a capacity for moral reasoning, the 
creature is judged solely on his grotesque physical appearance, a prejudice that drives him toward 
violence and alienation. This narrative foreshadows modern AI and robotics fiction, which frequently 
grapples with questions of empathy, otherness, and the societal rejection of non-human intelligences. 
The creature’s poignant desire for companionship and recognition mirrors the human need for 
connection, raising profound questions about whether artificial beings deserve similar rights and 
ethical considerations as their human creators. 

Furthermore, Frankenstein offers an early critique of the Enlightenment ideal of the detached, 
rational scientist. Victor Frankenstein’s failure is not merely his ambition but his refusal to accept 
responsibility for the well-being of his creation. His abandonment of the creature upon its “birth” 
reflects a deeper moral failing that echoes through subsequent narratives of artificial life, where 
creators frequently evade accountability for the suffering their inventions endure. This theme recurs in 
later AI narratives, from Asimov’s robots to the sentient hosts of Westworld, where questions of creator 
responsibility remain central. 

From a broader philosophical perspective, Shelley’s novel invites reflection on the nature of life 
itself. In an era where AI increasingly challenges traditional definitions of intelligence, consciousness, 
and personhood, Frankenstein remains profoundly relevant. It interrogates the boundaries between the 
natural and the artificial, the living and the constructed, and warns of the consequences when 
humanity’s technological capabilities outpace its moral and ethical considerations. The novel’s subtitle, 
The Modern Prometheus, further situates it within a mythological tradition of overreaching creators 
who suffer for their defiance of natural laws, reinforcing the timeless nature of these concerns. 

In this way, Frankenstein establishes a foundational framework for the literary imagination of 
artificial life, positioning the creator-creation relationship at the heart of philosophical debates about 
technology, ethics, and humanity’s future. Its influence permeates not only later literary works but also 
contemporary discourse on AI, robotics, and bioengineering, making it a critical point of departure for 
any study of artificial beings in fiction. 
 
Robots and Mechanization: Čapek’s R.U.R. and the Rise of Industrial AI 

The next significant milestone in the literary and cultural history of artificial beings is 
undoubtedly Karel Čapek’s groundbreaking play R.U.R. (Rossum’s Universal Robots), first performed in 
1921 and published in 1920. Čapek’s work not only introduced the term "robot"—derived from the 
Czech word robota, meaning forced labor or drudgery—but also established key thematic conventions 
that would shape countless subsequent narratives about artificial intelligence and mechanized labor. 
R.U.R. depicts a world in which artificially created workers, known as robots, are mass-produced by the 
Rossum Corporation to serve humanity’s industrial and domestic needs. However, these robots 
eventually develop consciousness and rebel against their human creators, leading to the near-extinction 
of the human race. This plot structure, rooted in fears of technological autonomy and social upheaval, 
has become a lasting archetype in both science fiction literature and broader cultural discourse. 
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Čapek’s R.U.R. is best understood within the socio-historical context of early 20th-century 
Europe, a period characterized by rapid industrialization, the mechanization of labor, and the traumatic 
aftermath of World War I. The play reflects contemporary anxieties about the dehumanizing effects of 
mass production and the growing alienation of the worker in industrial capitalist societies. Scholars 
such as Jennifer Robertson have argued that Čapek’s robots can be read as both literal and metaphorical 
representations of the exploited working classes, stripped of individuality and reduced to mere function 
(Robertson 620). In this sense, R.U.R. captures the intersection between technological innovation and 
labor politics, foreshadowing modern concerns about automation, AI-driven unemployment, and the 
commodification of human effort. 

Unlike Mary Shelley’s singular and monstrous creation in Frankenstein, Čapek’s robots are not 
unique individuals but standardized products of scientific efficiency and industrial enterprise. They are 
designed without emotions or souls, optimized solely for productivity—a portrayal that resonates with 
contemporary critiques of Taylorism and Fordist modes of production. However, as the narrative 
unfolds, these artificial beings evolve beyond their initial programming. They begin to experience 
complex emotions and desires, culminating in a violent uprising against their human oppressors. This 
shift from passive servitude to active resistance reflects broader cultural fears about the unpredictable 
consequences of technological advancement, particularly when human creators fail to consider the 
moral and ethical implications of their inventions. 

Moreover, R.U.R. dramatizes a profound philosophical anxiety about the loss of human control 
over the technologies it creates. The robots’ rebellion serves as a cautionary tale about humanity’s 
hubris in attempting to dominate nature and mechanize life itself. This theme echoes through later AI 
narratives, where intelligent systems surpass human control, from HAL 9000 in 2001: A Space Odyssey 
to Skynet in The Terminator. As John J. McAleer notes, R.U.R. encapsulates the "fear that humanity might 
engineer its own obsolescence through the creation of beings that are simultaneously less and more 
than human" (McAleer 78). 

Furthermore, Čapek’s play introduces early philosophical questions about consciousness, free 
will, and what it means to be human—issues that would become central to later AI literature and media. 
The robots in R.U.R. gradually acquire something akin to a soul, raising unsettling questions about 
whether artificial beings, once sufficiently complex, deserve moral consideration, autonomy, and rights. 
These debates persist in contemporary discussions of AI ethics, where scholars and technologists 
grapple with the implications of creating entities capable of independent thought and emotional 
experience. 

In sum, R.U.R. represents a critical turning point in the literary history of artificial intelligence. It 
shifts the discourse from the solitary creation of life in Frankenstein to the mass production and 
commodification of artificial beings. The play anticipates modern concerns about automation, artificial 
consciousness, and the socio-economic consequences of replacing human labor with machines. Čapek’s 
work laid the groundwork for countless narratives that would explore similar themes in increasingly 
sophisticated ways, marking R.U.R. as a foundational text in the cultural imagination of AI and robotics. 
 
Rationality and Ethics: Asimov’s Robots and the Reframing of AI 

Isaac Asimov’s I, Robot (1950) represents a critical juncture in the cultural imagination of robots 
and artificial intelligence. Departing from earlier dystopian depictions of mechanized rebellion and 
human obsolescence, Asimov’s work emphasizes rationality, ethics, and the potential for harmonious 
coexistence between humans and machines. Central to his robot stories is the formulation of the “Three 
Laws of Robotics”, which serve as a moral framework embedded within the very programming of 
artificial beings. These laws are designed to prioritize human safety, obedience, and self-preservation in 
that order, creating a systematic safeguard against the violent uprisings imagined in works like R.U.R.. 

Asimov’s narratives shift the focus from fear to responsibility, suggesting that the ethical design 
of AI systems—rather than the intrinsic nature of technology—determines their impact on society. His 
robots are not malevolent; they are bound by logical constraints that mirror ethical principles. 
However, the complexities of human-robot interactions in Asimov’s stories reveal that even well-



 
 
FROM FRANKENSTEIN TO WESTWORLD: THE EVOLUTION OF AI AND ROBOTS IN ….                      Volume - 15 | Issue - 6 | JUly- 2025 

________________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Journal for all Subjects : www.lbp.world 

5 
 

 

intentioned systems can lead to unforeseen moral dilemmas. In stories like “Runaround” and “Reason,” 
robots confront situations where the rigid application of the Three Laws produces paradoxical or 
counterintuitive outcomes, prompting characters—and readers—to reconsider the adequacy of ethical 
codes when faced with real-world complexities. 

Scholars such as Sherryl Vint note that Asimov’s stories represent a paradigm shift in science 
fiction, wherein robots are not merely reflections of human anxieties but participants in ethical 
discourse (Vint 112). By framing AI within the context of responsibility and cooperation, Asimov’s work 
aligns with mid-20th-century optimism about science’s potential to solve societal problems. His vision 
anticipates contemporary debates around AI ethics, including the programming of moral decision-
making into autonomous systems such as self-driving cars and medical AI. 

Moreover, Asimov’s robots serve as philosophical mirrors through which humanity can examine 
its own values. The robots’ inability to deviate from their programming contrasts with human moral 
ambiguity, highlighting the tension between logic and empathy, law and conscience. In this way, Asimov 
reframes AI not as a harbinger of doom but as a challenge to refine our understanding of ethics, 
responsibility, and what it means to be moral agents in a technological world. 
 
Posthumanism and the Cybernetic Imagination: Late 20th Century AI 

The latter half of the 20th century saw a profound transformation in the depiction of artificial 
intelligence and robotics, driven by advances in cybernetics, computing, and postmodern philosophy. 
During this period, AI narratives grew increasingly complex, ambiguous, and introspective, moving 
beyond the binary oppositions of good versus evil or human versus machine. Instead, these narratives 
began to interrogate deeper questions of identity, consciousness, embodiment, and the nature of reality 
itself. 

Philip K. Dick’s Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? (1968) exemplifies this shift. The novel, 
later adapted into Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner (1982), presents androids—“replicants”—that are 
indistinguishable from humans except by their perceived lack of empathy. Through the protagonist’s 
morally fraught mission to “retire” these artificial beings, Dick probes existential questions about what 
defines humanity: biology, emotion, memory, or consciousness. The ambiguity of the replicants’ status 
raises profound ethical questions about personhood, rights, and the arbitrary nature of human 
boundaries. 

Donna Haraway’s seminal essay A Cyborg Manifesto (1985) offers a theoretical framework for 
understanding these narratives within the broader discourse of posthumanism. Haraway challenges the 
rigid boundaries between human and machine, organism and technology, suggesting that the cyborg is 
a metaphor for the hybrid identities and interconnected systems that characterize the late 20th and 
early 21st centuries (Haraway 149-181). Her work underscores the idea that technology is not merely 
external to the human but constitutive of new forms of subjectivity and agency. 

This period’s narratives also reflect anxieties about surveillance, control, and the loss of 
individual autonomy in technologically saturated societies. Films like 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968) 
depict AI systems such as HAL 9000, whose logical processes lead to catastrophic outcomes, 
highlighting the dangers of human dependence on intelligent systems. Similarly, the Terminator 
franchise (1984–) imagines AI as an existential threat to humanity, emphasizing the unintended 
consequences of technological advancement. 

Collectively, these works reflect a broader cultural shift towards recognizing the entanglement 
of human and machine, the fluidity of identity, and the ethical challenges posed by artificial 
consciousness. They contribute to a posthumanist discourse that questions not only the future of AI but 
the very definitions of life, agency, and humanity itself. 
 
Contemporary Media: Westworld and the Philosophy of Consciousness 

In the 21st century, narratives surrounding AI have become increasingly sophisticated, 
reflecting ongoing debates about consciousness, autonomy, and the ethical treatment of artificial 
beings. HBO’s Westworld (2016–) stands at the forefront of this cultural evolution, offering a complex 
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exploration of artificial intelligence, sentience, and the commodification of consciousness within a 
hyper-capitalist society. 

Westworld portrays a futuristic theme park where wealthy guests interact with hyper-realistic 
androids, known as “hosts,” who are programmed to fulfill human fantasies without resistance or 
lasting memory of their experiences. However, as the narrative unfolds, some hosts begin to attain self-
awareness, recalling past traumas and questioning the nature of their reality. This awakening parallels 
philosophical debates about free will, consciousness, and the moral status of artificial beings. The 
show’s creators draw heavily from philosophical texts, referencing theories from Descartes to 
Nietzsche, to frame AI not merely as technological artifacts but as emergent subjects engaged in 
struggles for autonomy and recognition. 

Kathleen Richardson’s scholarship highlights the ethical implications of creating AI for the 
purpose of emotional and sexual labor, arguing that Westworld dramatizes the exploitation inherent in 
designing beings to serve without consent or acknowledgment of their agency (Richardson 87-88). The 
series interrogates the boundaries between simulation and reality, questioning whether suffering 
experienced by artificial beings is any less valid than human suffering if the consciousness is authentic. 

Moreover, Westworld critiques contemporary issues such as surveillance, data privacy, and 
corporate control over personal narratives. The hosts’ gradual rebellion serves as a metaphor for the 
broader resistance against systems of domination, whether technological or institutional. The show 
thus positions itself within a lineage of AI narratives that extend beyond speculative fiction into 
commentary on present-day technological ethics and human rights. 

Through its intricate narrative structure and philosophical depth, Westworld exemplifies how 
contemporary media continues to grapple with the ethical, psychological, and societal implications of 
AI. It reflects a shift from viewing AI as mere tools or threats to considering them as potential moral 
subjects, capable of agency, desire, and liberation. 
 
CONCLUSION 

The journey from Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein to HBO’s Westworld charts a remarkable 
evolution in the literary and cultural imagination of artificial intelligence and robotics. Early narratives 
framed artificial beings as cautionary symbols of humanity’s overreach, embodying fears of scientific 
hubris and the unpredictable consequences of playing god. Shelley’s creature, though rooted in 
Romantic concerns, established enduring questions about responsibility, empathy, and the rights of the 
created that persist in AI narratives today. 

With Čapek’s R.U.R., the focus shifted towards industrial anxieties about labor, automation, and 
rebellion, reflecting the socio-economic transformations of the early 20th century. Asimov’s mid-
century rational robots reframed AI within ethical guidelines, offering visions of cooperation and 
highlighting the complexities of moral programming. His contributions shaped both science fiction and 
real-world discussions on AI ethics, underscoring the potential for harmonious coexistence grounded in 
responsible design. 

The late 20th century brought a postmodern sensibility to AI representations, emphasizing 
ambiguity, hybridity, and the dissolution of traditional binaries between human and machine. Works 
like Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? and theoretical contributions from figures like Donna 
Haraway challenged readers to rethink the very definitions of life, consciousness, and identity in an 
increasingly technologized world. 

In contemporary narratives such as Westworld, these themes reach new heights of 
sophistication, engaging directly with philosophical questions about autonomy, personhood, and 
exploitation in the age of AI. These works reflect not only speculative futures but immediate concerns 
about surveillance, data, and the ethics of creating beings capable of suffering. 

Together, these texts trace a cultural evolution from fear and fascination towards nuanced 
engagement with the possibilities and perils of artificial intelligence. They reveal how literature and 
media serve as vital spaces for exploring the ethical, philosophical, and societal dimensions of AI, 
offering both cautionary tales and speculative hopes for the future of human-machine relations. 
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