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I	have	no	mouth	and	i	must	scream	literary	analysis

Harlan	Ellison	first	published	“I	Have	No	Mouth,	and	I	Must	Scream”	in	the	March	1967	issue	of	IF:	Worlds	of	Science	Fiction,	before	using	it	as	the	title	story	in	his	1967	collection	/	Have	No	Mouth,	and	I	Must	Scream.	A	horrifying	and	ghastly	story	of	a	post-apocalyptic	hell	controlled	by	a	monster	computer,	“I	Have	No	Mouth,	and	I	Must	Scream”
attracted	the	attention	of	Ellison	fans	and	critics	alike,	winning	a	Hugo	award	in	1968.		In	the	years	since	its	original	publication,	the	story	has	continued	to	attract	critical	attention.	
Because	it	is	fraught	with	ambiguity	and	layered	with	nightmarish	imagery,	the	story	provides	fertile	ground	for	varied	interpretations.		Critics	such	as	Joann	Cobb,	for	example,	argue	that	the	story	reveals	those	attitudes	present	in	1967	toward	the	growth	of	technology.	Others	suggest	that	the	story	represents	cultural	anxiety	over	the	relationship
between	humans	and	machines,	an	anxiety	that	finds	expression	in	popular	film	and	television.	
Such	anxiety	is	evident	in	the	number	of	episodes	of	Star	Trek:	The	Next	Generation	concerning	Commander	Data,	the	android	who	not	infrequently	goes	berserk.		Thomas	Dillingham,	in	a	chapter	he	prepared	for	the	Dictionary	of	Literary	Biography,	provides	an	intriguing	interpretation	of	the	story	focusing	on	the	American	ideals	of	individuality	and
free	will.	He	writes	that	the	story		“not	only	explores	special	psychological	problems	of	individuals	caught	in	impersonal,	mechanized	systems,	but	also	launches	a	satiric	attack	on	the	two	poles	of	totalitarian	victimization	which	are	present	in	the	twentieth	century:	total	loss	of	will,	intellect,	and	individuality,	on	the	one	hand;	loss	of	effective	control
over	the	phenomenal	world	of	which	one	is	conscious	on	the	other.	These	losses,	along	with	the	specter	of	nuclear	holocaust,	which	is	a	metaphor	for	them	both,	constitutes	the	special	nightmare	of	the	second	half	of	the	century.		Thus,	by	placing	the	story	in	its	proper	historical	and	cultural	context,	the	reader	is	better	able	to	understand	the	world
Ellison	creates.	At	the	root	of	many	of	these	discussions,	however,	is	the	question	of	the	story’s	ending.	Some	critics	argue	that	this	is	a	nightmarish	vision	of	the	future,	a	story	that	demonstrates	that	humans	are	ultimately	unable	to	control	their	own	machines,	and	that	they	will	end	up	in	a	hell	of	their	own	making,	a	hell	that	prevents	resolution	or
solace.	

On	the	other	hand,	there	are	those	who	maintain	that	“I	Have	No	Mouth,	and	I	Must	Scream”	is	a	story	of	redemption	and	of	the	indefatigable	human	will.	In	spite	of	everything,	the	narrator	Ted	is	able	to	defeat	the	machine	at	its	own	game,	just	as	Captain	Kirk	in	the	1960s	Star	Trek	episodes	often	destroys	the	computers	that	attempt	to	control	him.	
To	arrive	at	any	sort	of	interpretation	of	the	ending,	a	reader	must	first	thoroughly	investigate	the	role	of	the	narrator.	Although	most	critics	spend	some	time	examining	the	character	Ted,	and	discussing	his	role	as	narrator	in	“I	Have	No	Mouth,	and	I	Must	Scream,”	few	have	examined	the	convention	of	the	unreliable	narrator	and	its	implications	for
the	story.	Such	an	examination	reveals	something	very	interesting:	that	Ellison	may	be	having	as	much	fun	with	his	readers	as	AM	has	with	his	captives.		The	role	of	the	narrator	in	any	short	story	is	crucial	to	understanding	the	story.	It	is	important	for	a	reader	to	identify	the	point-of-view	and	to	make	some	judgments	about	the	narrator.	In	the	case	of
this	story,	the	point-of-view	is	an	extremely	limited	first-person.	

That	is,	everything	that	the	reader	learns	is	filtered	through	the	character	Ted.	He	speaks	in	the	first-person	“I.”	It	is	difficult	to	ascertain	to	whom	he	speaks,	however,	given	his	limited	circumstances.	Consequently,	readers	must	assume	that	they	have	wandered	into	to	an	interior	monologue	that	Ted	is	having	with	himself.		There	are	many
advantages	in	using	a	first-person	narrator.	The	reader	immediately	identifies	with	the	narrator	because	the	narrator’s	senses	and	thoughts	form	the	only	source	of	information	the	reader	has.	Indeed,	a	reader	forms	an	intimate	relationship	with	a	first	person	narrator	that	makes	it	extremely	hard	for	the	reader	to	disbelieve	whatever	it	is	that	the
narrator	reveals.		In	the	case	of	Ted,	a	character	who	finds	himself	in	the	midst	of	a	nightmarish,	post-apocalyptic	hell	controlled	by	the	whims	of	a	huge	supercomputer,	the	reader	has	nothing	but	horror	and	sympathy	for	his	position.	And	why	not?	Ted	seems	to	be	in	the	best	position	of	the	characters	of	the	story	to	relate	their	plight.	He	portrays
himself	as	somewhat	of	an	outsider,	the	youngest	of	the	group,	and	the	“one	AM	had	affected	least	of	all.”	He	seems	to	be	able	to	distinguish	between	image	and	reality	more	clearly	than	the	others.		The	others	are	not	in	as	good	shape.	

Nimdok,	for	example,	is	a	mystery	man	without	a	past	who	hallucinates.	Benny,	a	former	university	professor,	has	been	changed	into	an	ape-like	creature	with	a	huge	phallus.	Gorrister	is	a	“shoulder-shrugger,”	someone	unable	to	make	any	decisions	or	to	care	about	his	surroundings.	Ellen	cries	a	lot	and	grants	sexual	favors	to	all	the	men.		It	is,
however,	with	Ted’s	description	of	Ellen	that	the	reader	begins	to	wonder	just	a	bit	about	Ted’s	reliability.	Given	the	utter	horror	of	their	situation,	it	seems	unlikely	that	“AM	had	given	her	pleasure”	through	her	sexuality.	It	also	seems	very	unlikely	that	Ellen	“loved	it,	four	men	all	to	herself.”	Further,	Ted	speaks	with	venom	about	Ellen,	calling	her	a
“slut”	and	a	“douche-bag.”	Clearly,	Ted’s	reasoning	about	Ellen	is	faulty.	And	if	Ted	is	mistaken	in	his	description	of	her,	might	he	also	be	faulty	in	his	reporting	of	the	rest	of	the	survivors?	In	the	following	passage,	Ted’s	sanity	must	be	called	into	question.		I	was	the	only	one	still	sane	and	whole.	Really!.		AM	had	not	tampered	with	my	mind.	Not	at
all.		I	only	had	to	suffer	what	he	visited	down	on	us.	All	the	delusions,	all	the	nightmares,	the	torments.	But	those	scum,	all	four	of	them,	they	were	lined	and	arrayed	against	me.	
If	I	hadn’t	had	to	stand	them	off	all	the	time,	be	on	my	guard	against	them	all	the	time,	I	might	have	found	it	easier	to	combat	AM.		At	which	point	it	passed,	and	1	began	crying.		At	this	moment,	Ted	sounds	like	nothing	so	much	as	one	of	Edgar	Allan	Poe’	s	classic	insane	and	unreliable	narrators,	paranoid	and	caught	within	the	ramblings	of	his	own
twisted	mind.	Indeed,	that	the	paranoia	comes	and	goes	so	quickly	suggests	that	AM	controls	Ted’s	mind	just	as	surely	as	it	controls	the	minds	and	bodies	of	the	rest.	Further,	since	readers	only	have	Ted’s	dubious	voice	to	report	his	condition,	they	also	have	no	idea	what	state	his	body	is	truly	in.		What	does	it	matter	to	the	story	if	Ted	is	reliable	or
not?	Might	it	not	be	yet	another	technique	to	instill	fear	and	loathing	in	the	reader	for	the	situation	brought	about	by	nuclear	holocaust	and	technological	hubris?	Quite	frankly,	it	matters	deeply	to	the	ending	of	the	story	whether	Ted	is	sane	or	not.	Those	critics	who	interpret	Ted’s	murder	of	the	others	as	an	act	of	supreme	self-sacrifice	require	Ted	to
be	reliable.	That	is,	the	only	hope	for	redemption	in	this	story	rests	on	Ted’s	clear-headed	and	reliable	reporting	that	death	is	the	only	escape	from	AM.	There	are	those	critics	who,	building	on	the	ample	use	of	biblical	imagery	in	this	story,	attribute	Christ-like	qualities	to	Ted:	he	is	willing	to	sacrifice	everything	in	order	to	save	the	others.		Yet	such
interpretations	simply	cannot	hold	if	Ted	is	not	reliable.	In	such	a	case,	his	murder	of	the	others	may	simply	be	an	act	of	insane	paranoia.	He	obviously	worries	about	this	potentially	being	the	case.	



When	he	recalls	Ellen’s	death,	he	says,	“I	could	not	read	meaning	into	her	expression,	the	pain	had	been	too	great,	had	contorted	her	face;	but	it	might	have	been	thank	you.	It’s	possible.	Please.”	Even	in	his	blob-like	final	state,	Ted	is	capable	of	guilt	and	worry.		There	is,	however,	an	even	deeper	layer	to	unpeel	in	this	story.	

Ellison	does	Poe	one	better	in	his	use	of	the	conventional	unreliable	narrator.	Ellison’s	characters	find	themselves	in	a	setting	with	no	objective	reality.	Poe’s	readers,	ultimately,	discover	the	insanity	of	the	main	character	and	are	able	to	reconstruct	a	sane	telling	of	the	story.	Ellison’s	use	of	setting	and	narrator	prevent	this.	If	Ted	is	unreliable	in	his
reporting	of	some	things,	might	he	not	be	unreliable	in	his	reporting	of	all	things?	That	is,	what	evidence	is	there	in	the	story	that	there	are	really	five	survivors?	Might	it	not	be	just	as	likely	that	the	entire	sequence	of	events	that	Ted	relates	takes	place	nowhere	but	in	his	mind?	Because	there	is	simply	no	objective	reality	in	this	story	against	which
the	reader	may	test	the	veracity	of	Ted’s	testimony,	his	entire	testimony	is	in	doubt.		If	readers	push	the	notion	of	the	unreliable	narrator	far	enough,	they	bump	into	none	other	than	manic	puppeteer,	Harlan	Ellison,	standing	just	outside	the	edges	of	his	story,	creating	a	strange	and	awful	landscape	for	his	characters.	Like	the	Wizard	of	Oz,	he	stands
behind	the	curtain,	creating	AM,	a	post-holocaust	landscape,	and	trapped	characters.	In	the	final	moment,	the	reader	comes	to	this	realization:	Ellison	has	played	with	the	reader	in	the	same	way	that	AM	plays	with	the	survivors.	
The	horror	the	reader	feels	at	Ted’s	awful	inability	to	move,	talk,	see,	or	scream;	the	deep	sorrow	the	reader	feels	for	Ted’s	act	of	genuine	self-sacrifice;	and	the	utter	dismay	the	reader	feels	about	the	future	of	humankind	have	all	been	manipulated	by	the	writer,	a	writer	who	has	chosen	a	completely	untrustworthy	narrator	to	tell	the	story.	Perhaps	in
the	final	analysis,	“I	Have	No	Mouth,	and	I	Must	Scream”	is	really	a	brilliant	story	about	the	power	of	fiction,	rather	than	a	social	or	cultural	commentary.	For	if	the	reader	cannot	trust	the	storyteller,	can	the	reader	trust	the	story?	And	if	readers	cannot	trust	the	story,	then	what	of	the	writer?	Behind	the	curtain,	out	in	the	margins	of	the	story,	Ellison
stands	laughing,	like	the	unrepentant	harlequin	he	is,	waiting	for	readers	to	get	his	joke.		Source	Credits:	Carol	Ullmann	(Editor)	Short	Stories	for	Students:	Presenting	Analysis,	Context	&	Criticism	on	Commonly	Studied	Short	Stories,	Volume	15,	Harlan	Ellison,	Published	by	Gale,	2002.	Diane	Andrews	Henningfeld,	Critical	Essay	on	“I	Have	No
Mouth,	and	I	Must	Scream,”	in	Short	Stories	for	Students,	The	Gale	Group,	2002.		Last	Updated	on	May	6,	2015,	by	eNotes	Editorial.	
Word	Count:	612	The	seven	stories	in	I	Have	No	Mouth	and	I	Must	Scream,	originally	published	in	science-fiction	and	mens	magazines	between	1958	and	1967,	include	both	science	fiction	and	fantasy.	They	are	united	by	Harlan	Ellisons	introductions	for	each	of	the	stories,	in	which	he	discusses	their	personal	significance	to	him,	as	well	as	by	their
focus	on	powerful	emotions.	In	each	story,	people	are	confronted	with	their	deepest	fears	or	desires.	“I	Have	No	Mouth,	and	I	Must	Scream”	is	narrated	by	Ted,	one	of	five	people	trapped	below	the	surface	of	the	earth	in	a	sentient	computer	called	AM.	The	computer	has	taken	over	the	world	and	killed	everyone	except	these	five	people.	Programmed
to	wage	war,	the	nearly	omnipotent	AM	has	kept	these	five	alive	and	tortured	them	for	109	years.	Ted	relates	their	brutal	sufferings,	revealing	in	the	process	his	extreme	paranoia.	
He	is	capable	of	love	for	Ellen,	the	only	woman	in	the	group,	and	of	self-sacrifice.	When	the	group	arrives	at	an	ice	cavern	in	search	of	food,	he	seizes	a	moment	of	confusion	to	initiate	a	mercy	killing	of	the	others.	In	rage,	the	computer	reduces	Ted	to	a	hideous	blob,	able	to	be	tortured	for	eternity	and	to	think	but	not	to	act.	In	his	reflections,	Ted
hopes	he	did	the	right	thing.	The	narrator	of	“Big	Sam	Was	My	Friend”	is	also	tested	but	falls	short.	A	member	of	an	intergalactic	circus,	Johnny	Lee	befriends	a	teleporter	named	Sam,	who	believes	that	heaven	is	in	space	and	is	looking	for	a	dead	girl	he	loved	on	Earth.	When	the	circus	performs	on	Giuliu	II,	its	employees	are	invited	to	a	royal
ceremony,	which	to	their	surprise	involves	a	virgin	sacrifice.	Sam	mistakenly	thinks	the	girl	to	be	sacrificed	is	his	lost	love	and	rescues	her,	offending	their	host.	He	agrees	to	take	the	girls	place.	The	narrator	bitterly	notes	how	neither	he	nor	anyone	else	tried	to	prevent	Johnny	Lees	sacrifice.	In	“World	of	the	Myth,”	three	explorers	crash	on	an	alien
world	and	encounter	antlike	beings	that	project	the	characters	inner	thoughts.	Although	the	protagonist	feels	weak	throughout	the	story,	his	rival	cannot	face	his	true	self	and	commits	suicide.	The	fantasy	stories	also	deal	with	characters	facing	their	true	selves.	In	“Lonelyache,”	a	philanderer	recently	separated	from	his	wife	watches	a	threatening
black	beast	take	shape	and	grow	in	his	living	room	as	he	engages	in	meaningless	one-night	stands.	
He	finally	commits	suicide	in	a	combination	of	courage	and	despair.	In	“Delusion	for	a	Dragon	Slayer,”	the	protagonist,	shortly	before	being	crushed	by	a	wrecking	ball,	gets	the	opportunity	to	earn	the	heaven	of	his	dreams.	Transformed	from	a	mild-mannered	man	into	a	Teutonic	demigod,	he	sails	through	a	phantasmagoric	landscape	and	learns	from
a	wizard	that	he	must	defeat	a	demon	and	win	the	love	of	a	fair	maiden.	In	his	overconfidence,	he	wrecks	his	ship,	killing	his	crew;	and	in	his	cowardice	he	allows	the	demon	to	take	the	maiden	and	then	slays	it	from	behind.	Having	fallen	short,	he	loses	his	chance	at	heaven.	Other	stories	in	the	volume	are	allegorical.	“Eyes	of	Dust”	is	set	on	a	planet
where	everything	is	beautiful	except	a	couple	who	defy	the	law	to	produce	a	hideous	son	with	the	soul	of	a	prophet.	
The	authorities	kill	the	couple	and	destroy	the	son,	but	in	doing	so	they	mar	the	beauty	of	their	world.	Set	in	Las	Vegas,	“Pretty	Maggie	Moneyeyes”	involves	a	man,	down	on	his	luck,	who	plays	a	slot	machine	possessed	by	a	woman.	Manipulating	his	need	for	love,	she	manages	to	free	her	own	soul	while	trapping	his	in	the	machine.	Last	Updated	on
May	6,	2015,	by	eNotes	Editorial.	Word	Count:	964	The	Cold	War	From	the	end	of	World	War	II	through	the	mid-	1980s,	the	world	endured	a	period	commonly	known	as	‘‘The	Cold	War,’’	a	standoff	between	nuclear	superpowers	which	constantly	threatened	each	other	with	mutual	destruction.	
During	this	time,	both	the	United	States	and	the	former	Soviet	Union	built	up	huge	arsenals	of	nuclear	weapons	aimed	at	each	other.	
It	was	clear	that	if	the	weapons	were	ever	unleashed,	all	life	on	Earth	would	end.	Consequently,	although	there	were	many	‘‘brush	fire’’	wars	in	remote	corners	of	the	globe,	there	was	not	a	world	war	of	the	scope	of	either	World	War	I	or	World	War	II.	Nevertheless,	there	was	a	great	deal	of	posturing	and	mutual	fear.	Many	young	people	growing	up
during	this	time	were	convinced	that	their	world	would	end	in	a	nuclear	firestorm.	The	Cuban	Missile	Crisis	of	1962	did	nothing	to	allay	fears.	When	the	Americans	discovered	that	the	Soviets	were	installing	nuclear	missiles	in	Cuba,	just	ninety	miles	off	the	Florida	coast,	the	world	was	thrown	into	near	panic.	For	seven	days	President	John	F.	Kennedy
and	Soviet	Premier	Nikita	Khrushchev	played	a	high-stakes	game,	each	waiting	for	the	other	to	blink,	their	fingers	poised	above	the	nuclear	triggers	that	would	send	the	world	into	oblivion.	Only	at	the	last	possible	moment	did	the	Soviets	recall	their	ships	and	begin	dismantling	the	missile	site.	This	close	call	convinced	many	that	Doomsday	was	at
hand.	Concurrently,	the	technology	boom	was	in	its	infancy.	During	the	time	this	story	was	written,	the	physical	size	of	computers	began	shrinking	as	the	capacity	of	computers	increased.	Further,	the	military	began	to	rely	on	computers	to	help	fly	planes	and	control	bombs.	Indeed,	computers	controlled	the	American	nuclear	arsenal,	a	fact	that
created	cultural	anxiety	as	evidenced	by	the	movies	and	best-sellers	of	the	time.	The	greatest	nightmare	was	that	a	computer	gone	amok	would	launch	the	world	into	World	War	III,	a	war	no	one	would	win.	The	1962	bestseller	Fail-Safe	by	Eugene	Burdick	and	Harvey	Wheeler,	and	the	subsequent	1964	movie	version,	described	just	such	a	war,	as	did
the	1964	Stanley	Kubrick	black	comedy,	Dr.	Strangelove.	Indeed,	it	appears	that	American	fear	of	technology	and	nuclear	war	nearly	equaled	American	fear	of	communism	during	the	Cold	War	years.	
The	Vietnam	War	At	the	height	of	the	Cold	War	and	American	fear	of	communism,	a	series	of	events	took	place	that	led	to	American	involvement	in	the	Vietnam	War.	
The	French	defeat	in	the	1954	battle	of	Dien	Bien	Phu	in	Vietnam	opened	a	vacuum	of	power	in	this	southeast	Asian	country—a	vacuum	quickly	filled	by	the	communist	nationalists	led	by	Ho	Chi	Minh.	American	presidents	from	Eisenhower	to	Nixon	found	themselves	enmeshed	in	the	struggle	to	avoid	a	communist	Vietnam.	By	1967,	the	date	of	the
publication	of	‘‘I	Have	No	Mouth,	and	I	Must	Scream,’’	American	military	involvement	in	Vietnam	had	mushroomed	into	a	full-scale	war.	The	war,	however,	was	filled	with	ambiguity.	In	the	early	1960s,	American	participation	in	the	war	was	sold	to	the	public	on	the	basis	of	the	‘‘domino	theory’’—if	Vietnam	fell	to	the	communists,	then	all	of	Southeast
Asia	would	fall,	followed	by	the	rest	of	the	world.	By	1967,	however,	the	American	public	was	split	in	its	opinion	of	the	war.	In	the	United	States,	protest	marches	and	the	burning	of	draft	cards	came	to	be	regular	occurrences	as	many	citizens	doubted	the	morality	and	cost	of	U.S.	involvement.	The	public	unrest	and	upheaval,	coupled	with	the	high-
tech	military	might	unleashed	on	the	Vietnamese	and	the	evidence	of	Soviet	and	Chinese	involvement	with	the	North	Vietnamese	further	contributed	to	the	cultural	anxiety	noted	above.	Many	Americans	saw	the	war	and	the	social	crisis	it	precipitated	as	evidence	that	the	United	States	was	entering	its	last	days.	The	Space	Race	Competition	with	the
former	Soviet	Union	took	on	yet	another	face	during	the	1960s.	Early	in	the	decade,	President	Kennedy	vowed	to	put	a	man	on	the	moon	by	the	close	of	the	decade	in	response	to	the	1957	Soviet	launch	of	an	unmanned	satellite,	Sputnik.	Also	in	response	to	Sputnik,	the	U.	S.	
government	put	American	schools	on	notice	that	they	must	prepare	students	in	math	and	science	in	order	to	meet	the	Soviet	threat	of	dominance	in	outer	space.	The	U.	S.	space	program	grew	rapidly	during	the	1960s.	
While	it	was	a	program	born	out	of	fear	of	Soviet	domination,	the	program	still	captured	the	hearts	and	minds	of	Americans.	The	race	for	the	moon	and	beyond	became	an	expression	of	American	optimism,	that	it	might	be	possible	to	spread	the	American	way	of	life	out	into	the	galaxy.	Moreover,	by	looking	out	into	space,	Americans	could	look	away
from	Vietnam.	When	Neil	Armstrong	stepped	onto	the	moon’s	surface	in	1969,	for	a	few	moments,	the	American	people	were	united	in	their	admiration	for	space	and	technology.	Not	surprisingly,	science	fiction	enjoyed	a	resurgence	of	popularity	at	this	time.	America’s	fascination	with	the	space	race	is	evident	in	the	number	of	books	published	by
Ellison,	Isaac	Asimov,	Robert	Heinlein,	Ben	Bova,	and	others	during	the	1960s.	
During	this	decade,	Gene	Rodenberry	began	the	perennially	popular	television	series,	Star	Trek,	a	series	to	which	Ellison	contributed	a	number	of	scripts.	
An	essentially	optimistic	expression	of	American	individualism,	courage,	and	commitment	to	democracy,	Star	Trek	and	its	later	television	incarnations,	Star	Trek:	The	Next	Generation,	Star	Trek:	Deep	Space	Nine,	and	Star	Trek:	Voyager,	as	well	as	a	host	of	movies	and	sequels	devoted	to	the	legend,	provided	an	ongoing	cultural	barometer	of	values
and	philosophy.	
The	influence	the	1960s	series	had	on	the	American	public	was	such	that	the	first	space	shuttle	launched	was	named	‘‘Enterprise,’’	the	name	of	the	spacecraft	in	Star	Trek.	Last	Updated	on	May	6,	2015,	by	eNotes	Editorial.	Word	Count:	620	Point	of	View	Ellison	has	provided	‘‘I	Have	No	Mouth,	and	I	Must	Scream’’	with	a	limited,	first-person
narrator.	Thus,	all	of	the	events	of	the	story	must	be	filtered	through	the	mind	and	voice	of	Ted,	one	of	the	humans	trapped	by	the	computer	AM.	Because	everything	is	told	from	the	‘‘I’’	perspective,	the	reader	cannot	ascertain	what	other	characters	are	thinking	or	their	motives	for	what	they	do.	The	reader	can	only	know	what	the	first-person
narrator	provides.	
There	are	certain	advantages	to	the	use	of	a	first-person	narrator.	In	the	first	place,	the	use	of	the	first-person	pronoun	makes	the	story	seem	immediate	and	compelling.	It	is	as	if	a	real	person	is	telling	the	story	directly	to	the	reader,	almost	as	if	the	narrator	and	the	reader	are	engaged	in	a	meaningful	conversation.	In	addition,	the	use	of	the	first-
person	encourages	the	reader	to	trust	the	account.	Thus,	when	the	narrator	reports	that	there	is	a	hurricane	created	by	a	big	bird,	the	reader	believes	him.	However,	Ellison’s	story	is	fraught	with	ambiguities	and	layers.	The	reader	is	trapped	within	the	narrator’s	mind,	just	as	the	narrator	is	trapped	within	AM.	Consequently,	there	is	no	objective
outside	source	with	which	the	reader	can	ground	him-	or	herself.	
Although	what	Ted	tells	the	reader	seems	to	be	true,	there	is	no	way	for	the	reader	to	judge	this,	just	as	there	is	no	way	for	Ted	to	judge	the	reality	of	his	surroundings.	Thus	the	reading	experience	becomes	akin	to	Ted’s	living	experience.	
Science	Fiction	Science	fiction	as	a	genre	had	its	roots	with	H.	G.	Wells	during	the	nineteenth	century.	Since	that	time,	readers	and	writers	alike	have	found	science	fiction	to	be	a	compelling	and	attractive	mode	of	storytelling.	It	allows	a	writer	to	make	comments	on	contemporary	society	by	creating	and	critiquing	a	society	of	the	future.	Although	the
popularity	of	science	fiction	has	waxed	and	waned	over	the	years,	it	continues	to	hold	an	important	position	in	American	literature	and	film.	To	be	considered	science	fiction,	a	story	generally	needs	to	have	at	its	core	some	reference	to	science	or	technology,	and	it	needs	to	be	fiction,	or	imaginary.	Indeed,	nearly	all	science	fiction	begins	with	the
question	‘‘What	if?’’	and	goes	from	there.	Some	science	fiction	writers,	including	Ellison,	prefer	to	call	their	work	‘‘speculative	fiction,’’	emphasizing	that	their	stories	take	some	feature	of	contemporary	life	and	extend	this	feature	into	the	future.	Nevertheless,	‘‘I	Have	No	Mouth,	and	I	Must	Scream’’	is	in	many	ways	a	classic	science	fiction	story.	It
begins	with	a	premise	that	has	its	roots	in	the	growth	of	technology	during	the	1960s,	the	premise	that	putting	supercomputers	in	communication	with	each	other	and	in	charge	of	defense	will	lead	to	Armageddon.	In	the	1960s,	the	potential	of	linked	computer	systems	was	still	only	potential;	however,	Ellison	and	others	hypothesized	about	what	such
computers	could	create.	Further,	the	story	explores	the	ground	between	humans	and	machines,	popular	territory	for	writers	and	filmmakers	alike.	
In	Ellison’s	own	time,	Isaac	Asimov	created	a	series	of	very	popular	robotic	novels	that	took	as	their	subject	the	relationship	between	people	and	their	robotic	creations.	More	recently,	the	writers	of	Star	Trek:	The	Next	Generation,	a	popular	television	series,	created	the	Borg,	a	race	of	part-human/part-machine	beings.	Further,	in	movies	such	as	The
Matrix,	the	role	of	supercomputers	in	control	of	everyday	life	is	explored.	Ellison’s	science	fiction	or	speculative	fiction	continues	to	speak	to	audiences	years	after	its	initial	publication.	This	story	in	particular	seems	destined	to	haunt	readers	who	see	in	the	growth	of	the	Internet	a	potentially	lethal	connection	between	humans	and	machines.	Last
Updated	on	May	6,	2015,	by	eNotes	Editorial.	Word	Count:	123	"'Repent,	Harlequin'	Said	the	Ticktockman"	delivers	an	almost	whimsical	warning	about	dangerous	tendencies	in	society,	but	in	his	second	Hugo-Award	winning	story,	"I	Have	No	Mouth	and	I	Must	Scream,"	Ellison	describes	a	nightmarish	future	in	which	man	has	literally	become	the
slave	of	his	own	creations.	However,	unlike	its	predecessor	"I	Have	No	Mouth	and	I	Must	Scream"	is	a	more	problematic	story,	partly	because	Ellison	creates	a	more	I	Have	No	Mouth	and	I	Must	Scream	complex	narrator-protagonist	who	gives	a	warped	view	of	a	horrifying	world.	The	pain	one	sees	in	"'Repent,	Harlequin'	Said	the	Ticktockman"	is
mitigated	by	a	trace	of	optimism,	but	the	world	of	"I	Have	No	Mouth	and	I	Must	Scream"	is	one	of	total	despair.	Last	Updated	on	May	6,	2015,	by	eNotes	Editorial.	Word	Count:	318	1960s:	The	military	use	of	technology	grows	exponentially	during	the	Vietnam	War.	Precision	bombing,	napalm,	and	night	vision	are	all	introduced,	and	the	American
military	dependes	on	its	machines	to	wage	war.	1990s:	The	Gulf	War,	waged	during	the	closing	decade	of	the	twentieth	century,	demonstrates	the	growth	of	American	war	technology	with	stealth	bombers	and	‘‘surgical’’	bombing	of	military	sites.	1960s:	Computers	become	an	increasingly	important	part	of	American	military	defense	and	American
life.	This	is	the	age	of	so-called	supercomputers	that	are	able	to	handle	a	nearly	incomprehensible	amount	of	information.	It	is	the	first	time	computers	are	linked	together	to	increase	their	power.	Today:	Computers	have	found	their	way	into	nearly	every	American	home.	The	birth	of	the	Internet	as	well	as	the	development	of	Webbrowsing	technology
allows	for	individual	personal	computers	to	be	linked	to	computers	all	over	the	globe.	1960s:	Locked	into	a	policy	of	mutual	mass	destruction	as	the	only	deterrence	to	war,	the	United	States	and	the	Soviet	Union	stockpile	nuclear	weapons.	Today:	The	United	States	leads	the	call	for	the	disarming	of	nuclear	warheads	throughout	the	world.	1960s:	The
Cold	War	reaches	its	height	as	the	United	States	and	the	Soviet	Union	face	off	in	the	Cuban	Missile	Crisis	of	1962.	Fear	of	the	Soviets	as	a	nuclear	power	continues	into	the	coming	decades.	Today:	The	breakup	of	the	Soviet	Union	during	the	closing	decade	of	the	twentieth	century	removes	the	fear	of	Russian	nuclear	might.	However,	there	is
widespread	fear	of	biological	and	chemical	warfare	as	well	as	nuclear	attack	by	terrorists	who	could	potentially	gain	control	of	the	Russian	nuclear	arsenal.	1960s:	Books	and	films	such	as	Fail-Safe,	On	the	Beach,	and	Dr.	Strangelove	reflect	cultural	anxiety	over	the	growth	of	nuclear	arms	and	the	concurrent	growth	of	technology.	Today:	Films	such
as	The	Matrix	and	Enemy	of	the	State	demonstrate	continuing	fear	of	the	pervasiveness	of	computer	technology.	
Last	Updated	on	May	6,	2015,	by	eNotes	Editorial.	Word	Count:	128	In	1996,	the	publisher	Cyberdreams	brought	forth	a	computer	game	version	of	"I	Have	No	Mouth	and	I	Must	Scream."Computer	Gaming	World	gave	it	a	rave	review,	declaring	that	the	game	has	an	"Outstanding	story	which	breaks	free	from	every	overused	adventure	game	device.	It
really	is	Ellison"	(no.	140,	March	1996:	118,	127).	
The	game	player	must	guide	the	story's	five	human	characters	through	their	personal	nightmares	which	have	been	made	into	individual	hells.	Varying	from	the	short	story,	the	game	seems	to	allow	for	a	possible	positive	ending,	although	it	is	a	dark	work	that	intense	and	not	for	the	faint	of	heart	or	anyone	who	gets	nightmares	easily.	Harlan	Ellison
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