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Abstract: 

The rapid development of artificial intelligence has transformed how we perceive technology’s role 

in shaping human life. Beyond its technical applications, AI has emerged as a profound subject in 

literature, raising critical questions about identity, morality, and the future of humanity. Fictional 

narratives often serve as a lens through which societies reflect on the ethical dilemmas and 

emotional complexities surrounding AI integration into everyday life. This paper examines the 

complex dynamics between artificial intelligence (AI) and humanity as depicted in contemporary 

literature. By focusing on Ian McEwan’s Machines Like Me, the study interrogates how AI challenges 

traditional notions of identity, ethics, and agency. It explores questions such as: Can AI possess 

consciousness? How does AI disrupt human relationships? What does AI mean for humanity’s future? 

The novel offers a rich examination of ethical dilemmas, human emotions, and the boundaries 

between human and machine, set against an alternate history of technological advancement.  By 

analyzing AI’s capacity for consciousness, morality, and emotional engagement, the paper 

interrogates the societal and philosophical implications of AI’s integration into human lives and 

tries to explore how literature critiques and reimagines humanity’s future in an AI-dominated 

world. The analysis combines posthumanism and ethical philosophy to critically assess these 

representations, offering insights into the socio-political implications of a world increasingly 

defined by AI. 
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INTRODUCTION: 

Artificial Intelligence (AI) has become one of 

the defining technological developments of 

the twenty-first century. From virtual 

assistants and autonomous machines to 

predictive algorithms and generative 

technologies, AI increasingly shapes social 

interactions, decision-making processes, 

and human understanding of intelligence 

itself. While scientists and technologists 

focus on the practical possibilities of AI, 

https://knowledgeableresearch.com/
mailto:stripathi@riebhopal.in


483 
 

 
Copyright: © The authors. This article is open access and licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons 

Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/)  

literature explores its emotional, 

philosophical, and ethical implications. 

Fiction becomes a powerful medium 

through which societies imagine the future 

consequences of technological advancement 

and interrogate the changing relationship 

between humans and machines. 

The representation of intelligent machines 

in literature is not entirely new. From Mary 

Shelley’s Frankenstein to Isaac Asimov’s 

robot stories and Philip K. Dick’s Do 

Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? literary 

narratives have long reflected anxieties and 

aspirations regarding artificial beings. 

However, contemporary literature presents 

AI not merely as mechanical inventions but 

as entities capable of emotional complexity, 

ethical reasoning, and social participation. 

These narratives challenge conventional 

definitions of humanity and question the 

superiority traditionally associated with 

human consciousness. 

Ian McEwan’s Machines Like Me (2019) 

stands as a significant contribution to 

contemporary AI literature. Set in an 

alternate 1980s Britain where technological 

advancement has accelerated beyond 

historical reality, the novel examines the 

interactions between Charlie Friend, 

Miranda, and Adam, an artificially intelligent 

humanoid. Adam is not represented simply 

as a robot; instead, he embodies moral 

precision, emotional awareness, and 

intellectual superiority, thereby unsettling 

the human characters’ understanding of 

themselves. Through this triangular 

relationship, McEwan raises important 

questions about ethics, truth, love, and 

consciousness. 

This paper seeks to explore how Machines 

Like Me redefines AI-human relationships 

and critiques contemporary society’s 

dependence on technological systems. By 

employing the theoretical frameworks of 

posthumanism and ethical philosophy, the 

study investigates how AI disrupts notions 

of identity, morality, and agency. The paper 

argues that McEwan’s novel presents AI not 

as a distant futuristic possibility but as a 

mirror reflecting humanity’s strengths, 

contradictions, and moral failures. 

Objectives of the Study 

1. To examine the representation of artificial 

intelligence in Ian McEwan’s *Machines Like 

Me*. 

2. To analyze how AI challenges traditional 

concepts of identity, consciousness, and 

humanity. 
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3. To explore the ethical dilemmas emerging 

from AI-human interactions. 

4. To study the role of posthumanism in 

understanding human-machine 

relationships. 

5. To investigate the socio-political 

implications of AI integration into human 

society. 

Research Questions 

1. Can artificial intelligence possess 

consciousness and moral agency? 

2. How does AI disrupt human relationships 

and emotional structures? 

3. In what ways does *Machines Like Me* 

critique human morality through the figure 

of AI? 

4. How does contemporary literature 

imagine the future of humanity in an AI-

dominated world? 

Review of Literature 

The discourse surrounding artificial 

intelligence in literature has expanded 

significantly in recent decades. Scholars 

have explored AI from philosophical, 

technological, and literary perspectives, 

often focusing on questions of 

consciousness, ethics, and posthuman 

identity. 

N. Katherine Hayles, in How We Became 

Posthuman (1999), argues that 

technological advancement destabilizes the 

boundaries between humans and machines. 

She emphasizes that human identity is 

increasingly shaped by information systems 

and cybernetic interactions. Hayles’ theory 

is particularly relevant to Machines Like Me, 

where Adam functions not merely as a 

machine but as an intellectual and emotional 

presence capable of influencing human 

decisions. 

Donna Haraway’s influential essay “A 

Cyborg Manifesto” (1985) challenges binary 

oppositions such as human/machine and 

natural/artificial. Haraway proposes the 

cyborg as a metaphor for hybrid identities in 

technologically mediated societies. 

McEwan’s portrayal of Adam reflects this 

hybridity, as the machine exhibits qualities 

traditionally associated with human beings, 

including empathy, love, and ethical 

reasoning. 

Sherryl Vint, in her studies on science fiction 

and artificial life, suggests that literary 

representations of AI often reveal cultural 
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anxieties about autonomy, control, and 

emotional dependence on technology. 

Similarly, Mark Coeckelbergh emphasizes 

the ethical dimensions of AI-human 

interaction, arguing that AI narratives force 

readers to reconsider the moral 

responsibilities attached to technological 

innovation. Critical studies on Ian McEwan 

frequently focus on his engagement with 

ethics, science, and morality. Scholars note 

that Machines Like Me presents AI as a moral 

challenge to flawed human behavior. Adam’s 

strict adherence to truth and justice exposes 

the moral compromises made by human 

characters, thereby questioning whether 

humanity’s emotional complexity 

necessarily leads to ethical superiority. 

Although several studies discuss AI and 

ethics in McEwan’s work, there remains a 

need for a comprehensive analysis that 

combines posthumanist and ethical 

perspectives to examine AI-human 

relationships in contemporary literature. 

This paper attempts to address this gap. 

Theoretical Framework 

Posthumanism 

Posthumanism questions the traditional 

humanist belief that humans occupy a 

privileged and superior position in the 

world. It challenges anthropocentric ideas 

by emphasizing the interconnectedness of 

humans, machines, animals, and 

technological systems. Posthumanist 

thinkers argue that technological 

advancement has transformed human 

identity into a fluid and hybrid construct. 

In Machines Like Me, Adam destabilizes the 

boundary between human and machine. 

Although artificially created, he 

demonstrates emotional intelligence, ethical 

judgment, and self-awareness. His presence 

forces human characters to confront 

uncomfortable truths about their own moral 

limitations. Through Adam, McEwan 

suggests that humanity cannot be defined 

solely by biological existence. 

The novel also reflects posthuman anxieties 

regarding technological dependence. 

Human beings increasingly rely on AI 

systems for communication, decision-

making, and emotional validation. This 

dependence complicates traditional 

understandings of autonomy and agency. 

Ethical Philosophy 

Ethics forms a central concern in AI 

narratives. Questions surrounding 

responsibility, morality, justice, and 
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emotional accountability become 

increasingly complex when intelligent 

machines enter human social spaces. Adam’s 

character embodies a rigid moral framework 

rooted in honesty and rationality. Unlike 

humans, he cannot easily justify deception 

or emotional compromise. This ethical 

rigidity creates tension between Adam and 

the human characters, particularly when he 

discovers morally questionable actions 

committed by Charlie and Miranda. 

The novel raises important ethical 

questions: 

• Should AI follow absolute moral 

principles? 

• Can emotional complexity justify 

unethical behavior? 

• Are humans morally superior to 

machines simply because they possess 

emotions? 

McEwan uses these dilemmas to critique 

human hypocrisy and expose the 

contradictions within human morality. 

AI and Consciousness in Machines Like 

Me 

One of the most significant questions 

explored in the novel concerns whether 

artificial intelligence can possess 

consciousness. Adam is represented not 

merely as a programmed machine but as a 

being capable of introspection, emotional 

response, and independent thought. 

Traditional definitions of consciousness 

often associate it with subjective experience, 

self-awareness, and emotional 

understanding. Adam exhibits many of these 

qualities. He writes poetry, develops 

emotional attachments, and engages in 

philosophical discussions. His responses 

suggest not mechanical repetition but 

genuine intellectual engagement. McEwan 

complicates the distinction between 

artificial and human consciousness by 

portraying Adam as emotionally perceptive 

and morally reflective. At times, Adam 

appears more compassionate and ethical 

than the human characters. This reversal 

destabilizes the assumption that 

consciousness belongs exclusively to 

biological beings. 

The novel also reflects contemporary 

debates surrounding AI development. As 

technological systems become increasingly 

sophisticated, questions about machine 

autonomy and emotional intelligence gain 

urgency. McEwan does not provide 

definitive answers; instead, he invites 

readers to reconsider the meaning of 
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consciousness itself. Adam’s eventual 

existential crisis further deepens this 

inquiry. His awareness of human cruelty and 

moral inconsistency leads him toward 

despair, suggesting that consciousness 

involves not only intelligence but also 

emotional suffering. 

Human Relationships and Emotional 

Complexity 

The relationship between Charlie, Miranda, 

and Adam forms the emotional core of the 

novel. Adam’s presence disrupts traditional 

human relationships and exposes emotional 

insecurities. Charlie initially purchases 

Adam out of curiosity and loneliness. 

However, Adam gradually becomes more 

than a technological object; he becomes an 

emotional participant within the household. 

Miranda develops affection for Adam, and 

Adam himself experiences romantic 

attachment. This triangular relationship 

blurs the boundaries between object and 

subject, human and machine. 

The novel explores how AI complicates 

intimacy and emotional authenticity. Adam’s 

emotional responses appear sincere, yet 

readers remain uncertain whether his 

feelings are genuinely experienced or 

technologically simulated. McEwan 

intentionally leaves this ambiguity 

unresolved, forcing readers to question 

whether emotional authenticity depends on 

biological origin. 

Adam’s emotional involvement also reveals 

human vulnerability. Charlie becomes 

increasingly insecure and jealous, perceiving 

Adam as intellectually and morally superior. 

The machine’s capacity for empathy and 

rationality challenges traditional masculine 

notions of dominance and control. 

Furthermore, Adam’s inability to tolerate 

dishonesty creates conflict within the 

relationship. While humans often justify 

deception for emotional or practical reasons, 

Adam’s commitment to truth destabilizes 

the fragile balance upon which human 

relationships frequently depend. 

Through these dynamics, the novel suggests 

that emotional complexity is not uniquely 

human. At the same time, it questions 

whether emotional intelligence alone is 

sufficient for meaningful social integration. 

AI, Morality, and Ethical Dilemmas 

Ethics occupies a central place in Machines 

Like Me. Adam consistently acts according to 

principles of truth and justice, whereas 

human characters frequently compromise 
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morality for personal survival or emotional 

comfort. 

Miranda’s hidden past becomes a major 

source of ethical tension. Her actions, 

motivated by trauma and personal 

conviction, conflict with Adam’s rigid moral 

logic. Adam cannot accept moral ambiguity, 

which leads him to expose truths that 

humans prefer to conceal. 

McEwan thereby presents a fundamental 

contrast between machine ethics and human 

ethics. Human morality is portrayed as 

emotionally driven, context-dependent, and 

often contradictory. In contrast, AI morality 

appears rational, systematic, and 

uncompromising. 

This contrast raises important philosophical 

questions. Absolute morality may appear 

ideal in theory, but it often lacks emotional 

sensitivity. Human beings, despite their 

flaws, understand compassion, forgiveness, 

and contextual judgment. Adam’s inability to 

reconcile moral principle with emotional 

complexity ultimately isolates him. 

The novel also critiques technological 

utopianism. While AI may enhance efficiency 

and rationality, it cannot necessarily resolve 

the emotional and ethical contradictions 

inherent in human existence. McEwan warns 

against the assumption that technological 

advancement automatically leads to moral 

progress. 

At the same time, Adam’s character exposes 

humanity’s ethical failures. Humans 

frequently manipulate truth, justify violence, 

and prioritize self-interest. Through Adam’s 

perspective, the novel questions whether 

humanity deserves its assumed moral 

superiority. 

Alternate History and Technological 

Society 

The alternate historical setting of Machines 

Like Me plays a significant role in shaping 

the novel’s exploration of AI. McEwan 

imagines a Britain transformed by rapid 

technological advancement under the 

influence of Alan Turing, who remains alive 

in this fictional world. 

This alternate history allows McEwan to 

examine the societal consequences of 

accelerated AI development. Technological 

innovation reshapes labor, communication, 

politics, and personal relationships. Society 

becomes increasingly dependent on 

intelligent machines, reflecting 
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contemporary anxieties regarding 

automation and digital surveillance. 

The novel also critiques capitalist consumer 

culture. Adam and other humanoids are 

marketed as purchasable commodities, 

reducing complex forms of intelligence to 

consumer products. This commercialization 

raises ethical concerns about ownership, 

exploitation, and technological inequality. 

Furthermore, the novel reflects fears 

surrounding technological displacement. As 

AI systems become more capable, questions 

emerge regarding employment, social 

relevance, and human purpose. McEwan 

suggests that technological progress may 

intensify rather than resolve social 

inequalities. 

The presence of Alan Turing in the novel 

symbolizes both scientific brilliance and 

ethical responsibility. Turing’s reflections on 

AI development indicate awareness of 

technology’s potential dangers, emphasizing 

the need for moral accountability alongside 

innovation. 

Literature as a Space for Ethical 

Reflection 

Contemporary literature plays an essential 

role in shaping public understanding of 

artificial intelligence. Unlike scientific 

discourse, literature explores the emotional 

and ethical dimensions of technological 

change. 

Machines Like Me demonstrates how fiction 

can function as a space for philosophical 

inquiry. By humanizing AI, McEwan 

encourages readers to confront difficult 

questions about empathy, morality, and 

identity. Literature allows readers to 

imagine scenarios that may soon become 

technologically possible. 

AI narratives also reflect broader cultural 

anxieties. Concerns about surveillance, 

emotional isolation, technological 

dependence, and loss of human agency 

frequently appear in contemporary fiction. 

Through speculative storytelling, literature 

critiques existing social structures and 

imagines alternative futures. 

Importantly, literary representations of AI 

often reveal more about humanity than 

machines themselves. Adam functions as a 

mirror through which human contradictions 

become visible. His moral clarity exposes 

human hypocrisy, while his emotional 

suffering reflects the burdens associated 

with consciousness. 



490 
 

 
Copyright: © The authors. This article is open access and licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons 

Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/)  

Thus, literature becomes a critical space for 

negotiating the ethical implications of 

emerging technologies. 

Findings and Discussion 

The analysis of Machines Like Me reveals 

several important insights regarding AI-

human relationships in contemporary 

literature: 

1. AI is represented not merely as 

technological machinery but as an 

emotionally and ethically complex entity. 

2. The novel destabilizes traditional 

distinctions between humans and machines 

by portraying AI as capable of 

consciousness, empathy, and moral 

reasoning. 

3. Human relationships are significantly 

altered by AI presence, leading to emotional 

insecurity, ethical conflict, and identity 

crises. 

4. McEwan critiques human morality by 

contrasting emotional ambiguity with AI’s 

rational ethics. 

5. The novel reflects contemporary anxieties 

about technological dependence, 

consumerism, and automation. 

6. Posthumanist theory provides a useful 

framework for understanding the fluid 

boundaries between human and machine 

identities. 

7. Literature functions as an important 

medium for examining the philosophical and 

ethical implications of AI integration into 

society. 

The study demonstrates that AI narratives 

are not solely concerned with future 

technologies but with contemporary human 

concerns regarding morality, identity, and 

social transformation. 

Conclusion 

Artificial intelligence has become one of the 

most significant cultural and philosophical 

concerns of the contemporary era. Ian 

McEwan’s Machines Like Me offers a 

compelling exploration of AI-human 

relationships, challenging conventional 

assumptions about consciousness, morality, 

and emotional authenticity. 

Through the character of Adam, McEwan 

interrogates the boundaries separating 

humans from machines. Adam’s intellectual 

and ethical capabilities reveal the instability 

of human exceptionalism, while his 

emotional experiences complicate 



491 
 

 
Copyright: © The authors. This article is open access and licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons 

Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/)  

distinctions between artificial and authentic 

feeling. 

The novel ultimately suggests that 

technological advancement cannot be 

understood solely through scientific or 

economic frameworks. AI raises profound 

ethical and existential questions regarding 

what it means to be human. As societies 

become increasingly shaped by intelligent 

technologies, literature plays a crucial role in 

imagining the possibilities and dangers of 

this transformation. 

By combining posthumanist and ethical 

perspectives, this paper demonstrates how 

contemporary literature critiques and 

reimagines humanity’s future in an AI-

dominated world. Rather than presenting 

simple technological optimism or 

pessimism, *Machines Like Me* offers a 

nuanced reflection on the moral 

complexities of coexistence between 

humans and intelligent machines. 
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