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Comparing and Contrasting The Interlopers and The Machine that Won the War 

Situational irony is when the opposite of what is expected to happen happens. This type 

of irony can be found in many different works of literature, take The Interlopers and The 

Machine That Won the War for example. The Interlopers and The Machine that Won the War 

differ in many ways, like in characters and setting, but use situational irony in a similar way. 

The first difference these two stories have is in character development. The Interlopers 

has dynamic characters, while The Machine That Won the War has static characters. In The 

Interlopers, Both Ulrich and Georg change for the better. First they started off as enemies, “...as 

boys they had thirsted for one another’s blood, as men each prayed that misfortune might fall on 

the other...” (Saki lines 26-27), but in the end they became friends, as Ulrich says himself, 

“...I’ve come to think we’ve been rather fools; there are better things in life than getting the 

better of a boundary dispute. Neighbor, if you will help me to bury the old quarrel, I—I will ask 

you to be my friend.” (Saki lines 144-7), and Georg responds, “... I never thought to have wanted 

to do other than hate you all my life, but I think I have changed my mind about things too, this 

last half-hour. And you offered me your wine flask. . . . Ulrich von Gradwitz, I will be your 

friend.” (Saki lines 163-6). However, in The Machine That Won the War, The characters remain 

the same throughout the entire story. Neither of the characters change. Swift, the military 

general, is always calm and patient from beginning to end, and Henderson’s and Jablonsky’s 

personalities do not change. This is apparent after reading the story. 
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Not only do the two stories have character differences, but they have differences in 

setting as well. The Interlopers has a natural, realistic, earthly setting, while The Machine that 

Won the War has a futuristic, sci-fi setting. The Interlopers takes place in a Carpathian forest 

during the winter, “In a forest of mixed growth somewhere on the eastern spurs of the 

Carpathians, a man stood one winter night watching and listening...” (Saki lines 1-3). This story 

also has a very realistic setting, with no fictional or unbelievable creatures and things, as opposed 

to The Machine That Won the War, which takes place in the future in the basement of the 

Multivac, the highly advanced computer said to have won the war against the alien species 

known as the “Denebians” (Asimov): 

The celebration had a long way to go and even in the silent depths of Multivac's 

underground chambers, it hung in the air. If nothing else, there was the mere fact of 

isolation and silence. For the first time in a decade, technicians were not scurrying about 

the vitals of the giant computer, the soft lights did not wink out their erratic patterns, the 

flow of information in and out had halted. It would not be halted long, of course, for the 

needs of peace would be pressing. Yet now, for a day, perhaps for a week, even Multivac 

might celebrate the great time, and rest.  

Lamar Swift took off the military cap he was wearing and looked down the long and 

empty main corridor of the enormous computer. (Asimov) 

There are more examples: “...a hundred subsidiary computers here on Earth, on the Moon, on 

Mars, even on Titan.”(Asimov), and, “Great Space, after our Spy-warp was blasted out of 

hyperspace we lacked any reliable Denebian data to feed Multivac and we didn't dare make that 
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public.” (Asimov), and finally, “We hadn't reached the point where manned vessels had had to 

take over and where interstellar warps could swallow up a planet clean, if aimed correctly.” 

(Asimov) From this, it is clear that The Machine That Won the War is in the Science Fiction 

genre. However, the short stories have one similarity. 

 

Irony is used in a similar way in both short stories. They both have misleading titles, 

where their true meaning is revealed in their ironic endings. In The Interlopers, the identity of the 

interlopers is left in the dark until the very end, where it is revealed to the surprise of the reader 

that the interlopers were actually wolves.  After arguing with Ulrich about whose men will arrive 

first, Georg says the following: “good. We fight this quarrel out to the death, you and I and our 

foresters, with no cursed interlopers to come between us.” (Saki 101-03) Then later on after 

Ulrich asks him to be his friend, Georg says to Ulrich, “... And if we choose to make peace 

among our people, there is none other to interfere, no interlopers from outside....” (Saki 155-57) 

Both of these texts remind the reader of the title, and foreshadow the arrival of an “interloper”, 

but it is unclear who it is. Despite this, the story misleads the reader into believing that either 

Ulrich’s or Georg’s men will become the “interlopers”. After getting stuck under a tree, the two 

begin to argue about whose men will arrive first. Georg says, “I have men, too, in the forest 

tonight, close behind me, and they will be here first and do the releasing.” (Saki 88-90), to which 

Ulrich responds, “My men had orders to follow in ten minutes’ time, seven of which must have 

gone by already, and when they get me out—...” (Saki 95-97) This convinces the reader that 

either Ulrich’s or Georg’s men will definitely arrive at the end. Even in the last moments of the 

story we are misled, “’They are making all the speed they can, brave lads,’ said Ulrich gladly.” 

(Saki 200-01), until finally, Ulrich sees the wolves and the identity of the interlopers is revealed:  
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‘Who are they?’ asked Georg quickly, straining his eyes to see what the other would 

gladly not have seen.  

‘Wolves.’ (Saki 206-08) 

The Machine That Won the War uses irony in a similar way.  Instead of keeping the meaning of 

the title unknown until the end like in The Interlopers, we are misled into believing the Multivac 

is “The Machine That Won the War”. Here are two examples, “...They'll be no menace now, ever 

again.’ ‘Thanks to Multivac,’ said Swift...” (Asimov), and, "Because they're shouting for 

Multivac? Because Multivac is the big hero of mankind in this war?" Jablonsky's craggy face 

took on an air of suitable contempt. "What's that to me? Let Multivac be the machine that won 

the war, if it pleases them." (Asimov). But in the end, Swift tells Henderson and Jablonsky what 

really won the war, revealing the true meaning of the title: 

He held the last coin between his fingers, staring absently at it. "Multivac is not the first 

computer, friends, nor the best-known, nor the one that can most efficiently lift the load 

of decision from the shoulders of the executive. A machine did win the war, John; at least 

a very simple computing device did; one that I used every time I had a particularly hard 

decision to make.  

With a faint smile of reminiscence, he flipped the coin he held. It glinted in the air as it 

spun and came down in Swift's outstretched palm. His hand closed over it and brought it 

down on the back of his left hand. His right hand remained in place, hiding the coin. 

"Heads or tails, gentlemen?" said Swift. (Asimov) 

The title does not refer to the Multivac, but refers to the game of coin tossing. Both stories have 

ironic endings that reveal the irony in their titles. 
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The Interlopers and The Machine That Won the War are very different stories. The 

Interlopers has a natural setting, while The Machine That Won the War has a futuristic setting; 

and The Interlopers has dynamic characters, while The Machine That Won the War has static 

characters. Although these stories have differences, they share one thing in common: They both 

have ironic endings that reveal the ironic meanings behind their titles. From Children’s books to 

poetry and novels, from sci-fi to comedy, irony is universal and can be found in many works of 

literature. 
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