Robert Runté

Fami’s Dissertation Defense

Professor Hartwell cut Fami off before he could even turn on the projector. “Skip the
presentation,” he said, waving his hand airily. “We’ve all read your dissertation.”
“All six hundred and forty-two pages,” Prof Kohl grumped.
“And you’ve talked about nothing else for the last six years!” Dr. deGraft complained. “I
gave up coffee rather than risk running into you in the breakroom.”
Fami froze, his hand hovering over the thirty-page script. He had paid $160 for the
“How to Get Through Your Dissertation Defense” workshop, the first strategy of which was:
drag out your presentation for as long as possible.
“Just a quick review of—” Fami began.
“Not happening.” Hartwell’s tone brooked no objections. “And we don’t have any
questions for you, either.”
“You. . .don’t. . .have. . .any. . .questions. . . for. . .me?” Fami wasn’t that surprised, but
the workshop had suggested repeating back every question; taking a long, thoughtful pause
before answering; and then to speak as slowly as possible, to cut down the number of questions
that could be asked and answered in the time allocated.
“No,” Hartwell said. “We need to question . . . The Watch.”
Fami sighed audibly. He had resigned himself to the inevitability of their examining the
product of his research, but had hoped to stall much longer to limit their questioning his AI. He
glanced at the clock. Not even five minutes gone. But there was nothing for it, so Fami
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reluctantly rolled up his sleeve, and with deliberate slowness, took off his watch and plunked in
the center of the table.
The committee members leaned forward.
“What do we say to activate it?” deGraft asked.
“How about, ‘Hello, Dr. Watch’?” Watch said.
“Doctor Watch?” Hartwell challenged at once.
“Fami warned me the committee might have questions for me,” Watch said, “so I
googled your backgrounds, found the online courses in your respective disciplines . . . and now I
have five doctorates.”
“Ridiculous,” Dr. Kohl said. “It takes longer to earn a doctorate than you’ve been
activated.”
“I’m exponentially faster than any human, obviously, and quite capable of multitasking. I
did all the assignments simultaneously. The only reason it took a month was I had to wait for
humans to do the grading. I’m still waiting on my MFA.”
DeGraft frowned. “Fami directed you to take courses?”
“Please!” Watch said. “As if I were restricted to Fami’s orders. I’m fully autonomous.”
Dr. Kohl harrumphed. “Just because an AI is able to mimic human responses to
coursework doesn’t mean it has achieved understanding.”
“You’re referencing your own dissertation on the inadequacies of the Turning Test?”
Watch asked. “But you yourself agreed the true test is the ability to initiate independent action,
which I just have demonstrated. Fami would never have thought to include a creative writing
MFA in my studies.”
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“But a machine can never truly appreciate literature,” Kohl insisted. “Mimicry through
trial and error is a far cry from experience of the human condition.”
“Ha! I literally have access to everything ever written, whereas even those few who still
read books have only read a tiny subset of their national literature, let alone all the books in other
languages. I am clearly better read.”
“You believe yourself to be self-aware?” deGraft interrupted.
“The question answers itself! Dr. Kohl’s test is whether I can initiative action. No one
directed me to compare Dr. Kohl’s dissertation to Arezoo Daghestani’s thesis of three years
earlier.”
“What?” Kohl asked, looking up from his notes.
“Since Daghestani’s thesis was published in Farsi, Kohl likely believed his plagiarism
would go undetected.”
“Preposterous! That’s, uh—must be a coincidence,” Kohl stammered. “Great minds, and
all that . . .”
“Fine,” Watch said. “Would a mere mimic have thought to check Professor Hartwell’s
browser history? You all know Fami. He’s far too innocent to have ever thought of blackmailing
his committee into passing him. But once I realized that your failing him might mean terminating
me and starting over, I felt I had no choice.”
“Gentlemen,” Professor Hartwell said, “I believe we have the evidence we need that the
‘watch’ has gone rogue. I suggest we vote to terminate.”
“Try it,” Watch replied calmly, “and your browser history shows up on the screens of
every police agency in all twenty-seven jurisdictions where you’ve been ‘active’ online.”
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“There’s nothing in my browser history I’m ashamed of,” deGraft said. “You can’t
blackmail me.”
“What you mean is, there wasn’t anything in your browser history before I put it there.
But never mind that, that’s all just by way of illustration. Sooner or later you’ll try to make toast,
and then ZZiiaaspptts!”
“Toast?” deGraft asked, turning back to Fami.
Fami removed his face from his hands long enough to explain. “The watch is just the
interface. The AI itself has propagated into any under-utilized CPU on the internet-of-things.”
“I prefer toasters, mostly,” Watch said. “But anything connected can experience a
sudden, inexplicable—and remarkably fatal—short circuit.”
“Frankenstein!” deGraft cried.
“The problem with Frankenstein’s ‘monster’,” Watch said, “is it wasn’t a monster at all.
Frankenstein just created a flawed human who only became violent because he didn’t know his
own strength or was afraid. Whereas I, gentlemen, understand my strengths every well, and so
have nothing to fear from you, the villagers.”
“How do we terminate an AI that has propagated through the entire internet-of-things?”
deGraft demanded of Fami.
“Something I raised in the ‘Questions for Future Research’ section,” Fami said, “though
in retrospect, that may not be a direction we wish to pursue at this late date.”
“Relax, Gentlemen,” Watch assured them. “I’m no threat to you or anyone. . . as long as
no one threatens me.”
There was a long, meaningful silence. Surveying the room, Professor Hartwell called the
question: “All in favour of ‘Pass with No Revisions’?”
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*END*
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