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Directions for applicant: Imagine that you are teaching a class in academic writing for first-year college 
students. In your class, drafts are not graded. Instead, you give students feedback and allow them to 
revise their essays before submitting them for grades. In response to your first essay assignment (given 
below), you have received the following draft from Lia, one of your students. Write a brief end comment 
(250 words max.) in which you offer advice to Lia about how she might revise her essay. You do not 
need to submit a marked version of the sample student paper itself. We will be considering only your 
end comment.  

Lia’s assignment: Find a problem, tension, or complication that emerges from your textual analysis of a 
particular aspect of Richard Ford’s essay “Save the Robots: Cyber Profiling and Your So-Called Life,” and 
craft an argument about your textual analysis so that it helps a reader understand Ford’s essay in a more 
nuanced way. You should not use any additional sources. 

 

 

The Synthetic Death of Free Will 

Richard Thompson Ford, in “Save The Robots: Cyber Profiling and Your So-Called 

Life,” paints a detailed, yet uncanny picture of what the future of humanity might look like with 

the advent of artificial intelligence. Ford describes a future where data collection is perfected and 

predictive algorithms are practically flawless. He moves into the future in steps, giving his 

readers a tour of humanity’s path towards a seemingly inevitable digitally controlled society. For 

most of the text, Ford’s central argument is unclear, since he argues for both sides at once, by 

repeatedly raising his concerns about the future, and shutting them down with cold logic just as 

quickly as he raised them. He concludes by stating that “we must choose our future now,” before 

we give up our free will to the machines. He tells us to “choose life,” yet he ends his work by 

offering for us to choose “something else” (Ford 1583-84). Why would Ford offer for his readers 

to choose anything other than life, or show fears of the future that conflict with arguments in its 

favor, and why would he title his piece “Save the Robots” if it is about saving humans from 

robots? 
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 Ford starts with the now very familiar idea of data collection, and takes it to the next 

level. Ford defines what he calls a “cyber doppelgänger” as a digital profile that collects data on 

an individual and his/her preferences (Ford 1575). The cyber doppelgänger will become so 

accurate that people will start to rely on the choices of these sophisticated algorithms more than 

their own judgment (1576). He asks about what this technology will do to our freedom of choice, 

only to tell us to “relax,” and reassure us: “it’s all voluntary… If the suggestions aren’t good for 

me, I can reject them” (1576). This building of tension followed by logical reassurance becomes 

a pattern. Next, Ford introduces, no, showcases “cyberbutler,” which not only automates our 

purchases, but organizes all the mundane details of our lives. Cyberbutler optimizes and assists 

people with everything from our purchases, to our diets, to our schedules, to anything else (). 

Ford’s voice of concern, despite being more justified now, is more faint. He only hints at the idea 

that we should be scared of this future, before quickly reassuring us again: “No one will be 

forced to accept these services—they’re voluntary” (1578). Despite Ford’s extensive 

reassurance, the unease still builds. 

 Jumping further into the future, things begin to look more unfamiliar as machines are 

accepted as better decision makers than humans. Given this argument, Ford states, “why not just 

let cyber doppelganger vote for me?” (Ford 1579). Ford furthers the tension, and suggests that 

machines replace the traditional political system with an amalgam of all the cyber doppelgangers 

of the population, figuring out the perfect decisions to make for the entire nation or perhaps the 

world. Tensions are increased dramatically, this time between our idea of humans being in 

control of the government and machines controlling and perhaps perfecting it. However, Ford’s 

sense of skepticism is gone, and his only concern is to reassure us, Ford lists the benefits of 

deserting human driven politics: “no deceptive ads, no graft and corruption” (1579). He responds 
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to Winston Churchill’s view of democracy, that “democracy was the worst possible political 

system, except for all of the alternatives” by hinting “what if the alternatives weren’t so bad?” 

(1580).  

Ford argues that machines may even stop mimicking humans, and humans will start to 

mimic the machines. This is possible due to human nature; “human desires are shaped by 

environment and an increasingly large part of our present environment is shaped by the 

imperatives of machines” (Ford 1581). In the final section, Ford’s concerns are voiced again, and 

he offers us an urgent choice. Since machines will soon be able to “condition our desires,” we 

must choose our future now, before we are too far along the path to a world dominated by 

artificial intelligence (1583). He ends with from verses from Irvine Welsh, which tells us to 

choose life, an action which at this point the reader assumes is to vigilantly avoid the future he 

described. However, the last sentence, “or choose something else,” doesn’t fit in with Ford’s 

accepted argument (1584). It takes the piece in a completely different direction. Even though 

most of the article tries to reassure us that the future of data collection and machines is 

acceptable and natural, the final section tells us that we need to choose to avoid this future to 

choose life, right? Why would Ford create so much tension between his own arguments until the 

very end of his piece? 

 One can spot the pattern in tension and release, and hypothesize that the purpose of the 

conflicting points is to illustrate how humanity makes “lots of little choices along the way” that 

lead towards a future controlled by technology (Ford 1583). Perhaps he creates this tension and 

releases to simulate the discomfort and eventual acceptance humanity will experience as it is 

lulled down this path. However, this alone does not explain why Ford is arguing with himself as 

opposed to someone else. Save The Robots would be much simpler if Ford took a side and 
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responded to some opponent from the other side. Ford acts as his own opponent throughout the 

text, arguing only from the first person. The tension Ford creates throughout the text is between 

the two opposing opinions on this cyber future, but both arguments come from the same Ford, or 

do they? 

 On the surface, all arguments come from Ford, since they are written in the first person, 

but upon further inspection Ford subtly hints that he is not the one who is talking for most of the 

piece. Ford’s robotic optimism as he reassures the readers is not actually coming from Ford, but 

rather his own cyber doppelgänger posing as Ford. In the first leap into the future, where Ford 

first introduces the cyber doppelgänger, Ford has an almost panicked tone, asking what will 

happen to his free will if he gives his individual choice to a machine (Ford 1576). The tone of the 

reassuring arguments fit the bill perfectly. They are cold and logical: “If the suggestions aren’t 

good for me, I can resist” (1576). The only personifying tone in these arguments is one of a 

salesman pitching a product to potential buyers. This is especially clear when the doppelgänger 

tells us to “think of the benefits” of ditching democracy, or when any of the new technologies are 

being described. Ford even reminds us that “cyber doppelgänger is basically a much more 

sophisticated form of advertising” (1576). Even the font gradually changes from the 

standard Ariel and Times New Roman at the beginning, to more robotic fonts such 

as Courier New and something resembling Agency FB as the text switches from Ford’s natural skepticism to the 

doppelgänger’s synthetic optimism. 

Even though Ford’s doppelgänger gets more of the spotlight than Ford himself, it ends up 

strengthening Ford’s argument that we should be wary of the future. For most of the piece, Ford 

does not offer many arguments as to why we as readers should be unsettled by this future 

because he doesn’t need to; his cyber doppelgänger does that for him. His doppelgänger 
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inherently stirs up internal conflict in the readers by simultaneously appealing to our sense of 

logic, while spiraling towards what might only be described as dystopia. Ford’s argument is 

stronger now because now he is no longer describing how humans are lulled into this future, 

rather, we are seduced and manipulated into making the little choices that result in the death of 

free will. 

This piece is a conversation between two agents, yet both serve the same purpose: to 

warn us about the future. They are different because they address the problem from different 

angles: the doppelgänger’s arguments show just how easily mankind can be seduced into giving 

up freedom of choice, while Ford urges us to be more vigilant, on an “individual level” and on a 

“collective scale” (1583). The ultimate argument is to be careful about the future, even though 

Ford tells us to choose life, and save ourselves from the cyber future, while his doppelgänger 

tells us to choose something else, and “Save the Robots.” 
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