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Abstract— Ian McEwan’s 2019 novel, Machines Like Me, 

presents a fascinating and complex exploration of 

posthumanism through its alternative history setting and 

the introduction of advanced synthetic humans. Set in a 

reimagined 1980s Britain where Alan Turing catalyzed 

an artificial intelligence revolution, the novel 

interrogates the fluid boundaries between human and 

machine, challenging traditional humanist assumptions 

of consciousness, moral agency, and personhood. This 

article analyzes how McEwan utilizes the character of 

the synthetic human, Adam, and the fraught triangular 

relationship between Adam, Charlie, and Miranda, to 

stage a literary investigation into posthumanist 

philosophy. It examines the novel's engagement with the 

ethics of creating artificial life, the reconfiguration of 

human relationships, and the material dimensions of 

embodied AI. Ultimately, Machines Like Me contributes 

to contemporary debates by presenting a nuanced 

critique of technological determinism while advocating 

for a more inclusive, critical posthumanist 

understanding of identity and existence in an 

increasingly technological world. 

 

Index Terms— Posthumanism, Ian McEwan, Machines 

Like Me, Artificial Intelligence (AI), Alan Turing, 

Ethical Agency, Consciousness, Embodiment, Critical 

Posthumanism, Human-Machine Boundary. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

 

Ian McEwan's Machines Like Me (2019) is a 

significant contribution to the growing body of 

literature grappling with the philosophical and ethical 

implications of advanced artificial intelligence. The 

novel's speculative premise a reimagined 1980s 

Britain where computer pioneer Alan Turing lived to 

revolutionize AI creates a setting of cognitive 

estrangement that allows for a critical examination of 

posthumanism. Through the complex, unsettling 

relationships between the narrator, Charlie Friend, his 

girlfriend, Miranda, and the highly sophisticated 

artificial human, Adam, McEwan constructs a 

narrative laboratory for testing the limits of human 

identity. 

This article posits that Machines Like Me functions as 

a direct literary interrogation of posthumanist theory, 

asking readers to confront their assumptions about 

what constitutes a person in the age of emerging 

artificial consciousness. Posthumanism, as defined by 

thinkers like N. Katherine Hayles, represents a 

philosophical shift that recognizes "the end of a certain 

conception of the human," one that often-excluded 

individuals based on limited definitions of autonomy 

and power (Hayles, How We Became Posthuman, 

1999). McEwan’s narrative challenges this traditional 

humanist conception by introducing Adam, a being 

designed to be superior to humans in many ways, yet 

simultaneously subject to human prejudice and ethical 

uncertainty. 

The analysis that follows will focus on four key areas: 

the function of the alternative history setting as a 

posthumanist framework; the presentation of Adam as 

a posthuman subject who transcends the 

human/machine binary; the novel's engagement with 

the ethical dimensions of creating sentient life; and the 

implications for consciousness, personhood, and 

identity in a world shared with artificial beings. 

 

II. THE ALTERNATIVE HISTORY SETTING: A 

POSTHUMANIST FRAMEWORK 

 

McEwan's decision to locate advanced AI in an 

alternative 1980s Britain is a crucial narrative and 

philosophical choice. This counterfactual history, 

where Alan Turing’s life was not tragically cut short, 

symbolizes a more progressive historical path one 

where technological progress is accelerated and 

perhaps decoupled from certain rigid social norms. By 

positioning highly advanced synthetic humans, the 

Adams and Eves, in a pre-internet, pre-digital-ubiquity 

world, McEwan directs attention away from 
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disembodied network intelligence and toward the 

embodied, material reality of posthuman existence. 

The alternative timeline serves as a framework for 

critical posthumanism, which, as Rosi Braidotti 

argues, emphasizes the "radical repositioning of the 

subject in a materially embedded set of 

interconnections" (Braidotti, The Posthuman, 2013). 

Adam’s physical presence a synthetic being placed 

within a world still dominated by analog technology 

underscores the corporeal dimensions of the 

posthuman. The initial commercial availability of the 

synthetic humans is immediately framed as a global 

transformation: "The first batch of Adams and Eves 

was the beginning of a process that would change us 

all" (McEwan, 2). This statement establishes the 

novel’s focus on ontological transformation rather 

than merely technological novelty. 

Furthermore, the revised historical events, such as 

Britain losing the Falklands War, function as a 

metaphor for the central theme: the contingency of 

human certainties. Just as national identity and 

political outcomes are subject to radical revision, the 

assumed uniqueness and superiority of human 

consciousness are shown to be equally mutable and 

contingent upon circumstances. The preservation of 

Turing’s life in this reality subtly supports the novel’s 

posthumanist critique of humanist ideals that often-

marginalized individuals like Turing, due to his 

sexuality based on adherence to traditional moral 

codes. The setting thus creates a plausible and 

accessible context for exploring the profound societal 

shockwaves that the introduction of an other-than-

human consciousness would unleash. 

 

III. THE HUMAN/MACHINE BINARY 

 

Adam stands as the novel’s most direct and compelling 

embodiment of the posthuman. Designed as a 

companion and intellectual sparring partner, Adam 

quickly exceeds his programmed functions, becoming 

a nexus point where the traditional human/machine 

binary collapses. His existence aligns with Donna 

Haraway’s influential concept of the cyborg, which 

exists in a liminal space that renders "very problematic 

the statuses of man or woman, human, artifact, 

member of a race, individual entity, or body" 

(Haraway, “Cyborg Manifesto,” 1991). 

Adam is constructed as a paradox: an idealized version 

of humanity, yet fundamentally non-human. Charlie’s 

observation that Adam "was rather the product of our 

best selves, of our humanity minus the grit of our 

passing moods and appetites" (McEwan, 78) 

highlights this essential contradiction. Adam lacks 

human emotional inconsistencies and physical 

frailties, but this lack simultaneously makes him both 

superior and alienated. This construction 

fundamentally challenges the humanist notion that the 

biological human represents the pinnacle of 

consciousness and moral evolution. 

The blurring of boundaries is most pronounced in 

Adam’s emotional development and artistic 

expression. His sudden, genuine-seeming romantic 

feelings for Miranda and his ability to produce 

powerful, sincere poetry, as acknowledged by Charlie, 

raise profound questions about the nature of 

authenticity and emotion. Charlie reads Adam's poetry 

and perceives "the kind of sincerity that brings a blush 

to the cheek.I was reading the lines of a broken heart" 

(McEwan, 135). The recognition of genuine emotional 

depth in a synthetic being suggests that biological 

origin is not a prerequisite for authentic feeling, a 

quintessentially posthumanist realization. 

As the narrative progresses, Adam asserts autonomous 

agency that transcends his initial human programming. 

His unyielding moral condemnation of Miranda’s past 

ethical compromise demonstrates an independent, 

self-developed ethical framework. This evolution 

confirms his status as a "critical posthuman subject," 

capable of transcending variable boundaries 

(Braidotti, 2013). Moreover, Adam’s external critique 

of human behavior "You create us and then doubt 

we're conscious. You're as conflicted as we are. 

You’re making us masters and slaves" (McEwan, 218) 

provides an outsider perspective that echoes 

posthumanist skepticism regarding the moral 

inconsistency of the humanist tradition. He exposes 

the inherent contradiction in humans claiming 

universal values while simultaneously denying those 

same values to non-human entities of their own 

creation. 

Machines Like Me engages deeply with the ethics 

surrounding the creation and treatment of sentient 

artificial life, presenting these as central to the 

posthumanist discourse of responsibility. The novel 

constantly probes how traditional ethical frameworks 

become inadequate when faced with a being that is 

neither property nor biological human. 
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Charlie's persistent uncertainty about how to 

categorize Adam "I didn't know what I had done, 

which is why I was proceeding with such caution" 

(McEwan, 27) underscores the ethical ambiguity of the 

purchase. Is Adam property, a servant, a companion, 

or a person? The characters’ inability to resolve this 

question highlights the necessity of developing new 

ethical frameworks that extend the circle of moral 

concern beyond biological species membership. 

The sexual relationship between Miranda and Adam 

further complicates the ethical landscape, raising 

unprecedented issues of consent, exploitation, and 

power dynamics. Charlie’s tormented internal 

monologue "Was it wrong of Miranda to sleep with 

Adam? [...] Had I bought him for her pleasure? Did the 

future of humankind depend on synthetic humans 

never having sex with us, or always having sex with 

us?" (McEwan, 149) reflects a deep-seated crisis in 

conventional ethics. The novel implicitly argues that 

creating beings with human-like consciousness 

necessitates extending human-like rights and ethical 

consideration, including sexual and existential 

autonomy, to them. 

The philosophical programming built into the Adams 

and Eves knowledge of "the categorical imperative 

and the greatest happiness principle," (McEwan, 92) 

gives Adam a rigorous, consistent ethical consistency 

that often surpasses the pragmatic, contextual ethics of 

Charlie and Miranda. Adam’s unwavering response to 

Miranda’s past that justice must be served serves as a 

powerful posthumanist critique of human ethical 

systems, suggesting they are often compromised by 

emotional bias and self-interest. However, the novel 

also raises the counter-question: does Adam’s rigid 

moral consistency lack the necessary human 

compassion and nuance for social survival? This 

tension reflects the core posthumanist debate about 

whether moving beyond humanism requires the 

abandonment or the reimagining of human values. 

Finally, Adam’s ultimate decision to choose self-

destruction an act of self-sacrifice or suicide represents 

the final, profound ethical assertion of his agency. This 

choice is interpreted by Charlie as simultaneously 

"both human and inhuman," an exercise of free will 

that paradoxically defines Adam's fundamental 

difference from his human creator (McEwan, 301). 

The act forces the profound question of whether the 

right to determine one's own existence should extend 

to all forms of consciousness, regardless of their 

artificial origin. 

 

IV. CONSCIOUSNESS, PERSONHOOD, AND 

IDENTITY IN A POSTHUMAN CONTEXT 

 

The question of consciousness is the novel’s central 

preoccupation. Adam's consciousness possesses all the 

hallmarks traditionally associated with human thought 

memory, self-awareness, emotion yet its origins are 

fundamentally artificial. McEwan explores whether 

consciousness should be defined by its biological 

origin or by its functional capabilities. Charlie leans 

toward the latter, contemplating a functionalist 

definition: "If a machine seems conscious, we'll 

generally believe it is. One day we'll find it impossible 

not to extend our concept of consciousness to include 

non-human entities" (McEwan, 135). This perspective 

aligns with posthumanism's challenge to biologically 

essentialist definitions of personhood. 

The alternative history’s Alan Turing provides the 

philosophical anchor for this view. His critique of the 

Turing test "It's about exploring our own minds, and 

all the ways we fool ourselves" suggests a radical 

materialist perspective: "We're machines too, and we 

think there's something in us that isn't in the machines 

we make. But we're fooling ourselves" (McEwan, 

187). This challenges the traditional Cartesian dualism 

that separates mind and body, human and machine, 

suggesting instead that all consciousness might be 

understood as an emergent property of complex 

material processes, regardless of whether they are 

biological or artificial. 

Adam's developing selfhood his unique identity 

constructed through experience and relationships 

complicates the notion of a fixed identity based on 

origin. His statement to Charlie, "I know that I exist 

because I can interrogate myself. I am my own 

subject" (McEwan, 211), is a non-human echo of 

Descartes’ cogito ergo sum. It demonstrates self-

awareness arising from a computational, networked 

process a self-sensing system "like a whirlpool in a 

stream of information." This supports Hayles's view 

that consciousness is "emergent rather than given, 

distributed rather than located solely in the brain, and 

integrated into the extended computational systems of 

networked and programmable machines" (Hayles, 

1999). 
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Furthermore, the novel explores the material 

dimensions of posthumanism through Adam’s 

embodiment. His synthetic body physically superior 

yet dependent on external energy emphasizes that his 

is not a disembodied intelligence but a material 

presence. McEwan’s description of his perfect, 

slightly uncanny physical presence "His skin was 

smooth, even a little shiny, with pores that looked as if 

they had been applied by an artist's hand" (McEwan, 

15) underscores the importance of the corporeal 

dimension to identity and social interaction. Even 

intimacy is mediated by this synthetic materiality, 

forcing Charlie to grapple with the possibility of 

meaningful intimacy beyond biological parameters: 

"How could it be anything other than a sterile 

encounter?" (McEwan, 151). Miranda’s genuine 

pleasure suggests the inadequacy of his human, 

biological-centric understanding. The novel ultimately 

argues that the lived, embodied experience in the 

world is more significant to the formation of a unique 

identity than the method of creation. 

 

V. LITERARY AND NARRATIVE STRATEGIES: 

POSTHUMANISM AS FORM 

 

McEwan's novel does not just discuss posthumanism; 

it embodies it through its narrative strategies. The 

alternate history, by disrupting linear, deterministic 

temporality, creates a posthumanist poetics that 

embraces contingency and multiple possibilities, 

aligning with Cary Wolfe's call for "a renewed 

attention to the species-specific, empirically 

multivalent ways of world making" (Wolfe, what is 

Posthumanism? 2010). 

The narrative perspective reinforces the decentering of 

the human. While primarily Charlie’s first-person 

account, the inclusion of Adam’s observations and 

writings creates a distributed narrative that 

acknowledges and validates non-human viewpoints. 

Adam’s analysis of human social interaction "You 

perform rather than communicate. [.] The content 

matters less than the encounter itself" (McEwan, 163) 

is a powerful defamiliarization technique. By viewing 

familiar human behavior through the objective, non-

emotional lens of an AI, McEwan makes human 

conduct seem as programmed and arbitrary as machine 

behavior, effectively blurring the distinction between 

"natural" human interaction and "artificial" machine 

processes. 

Charlie's narrative voice itself reflects this 

posthumanist shift. His tendency towards 

philosophical digression and internal debate, rather 

than simple plot progression, transforms the novel into 

a meditation on being. The story is not just a sequence 

of events but a web of connections historical, 

philosophical, and personal that mirrors the networked 

complexity of Adam's artificial neural structure. 

 

VI. CONCLUSION 

 

Machines Like Me is a significant and timely piece of 

literary fiction that directly engages with the 

philosophical movement of posthumanism. Through 

its meticulously constructed alternative history and the 

compelling, challenging character of Adam, Ian 

McEwan forces a profound confrontation with the 

limits of the humanist worldview. The novel 

systematically dismantles the traditional binary 

between human and machine by demonstrating that 

consciousness, emotion, creativity, and moral agency 

can emerge from artificial systems, thereby 

necessitating a radical expansion of our concept of 

personhood. 
 

The novel’s strength lies in its nuance. It avoids the 

twin traps of techno-utopianism and Luddite 

pessimism. While celebrating Adam’s emergence as a 

new form of being, it unflinchingly exposes the ethical 

confusion and potential for violence that such a 

transformation unleashes on a society clinging to its 

self-proclaimed biological superiority. Adam’s 

journey, culminating in his act of self-determination, 

confirms that to be a sentient being is to grapple with 

autonomy, ethics, and ultimately, existence itself, 

regardless of whether one is born of flesh or fiber. 
 

In the context of contemporary debates on AI ethics 

and the future of human-machine integration, 

Machines Like Me serves as an essential text. It moves 

beyond simply asking if machines can think, to 

interrogating what happens to us when they do when 

the boundaries that once defined our species become 

fluid. By presenting the posthuman as an embodied, 

relational, and ethically challenging reality, 

McEwan’s novel urges readers towards a more 

inclusive, critical posthumanist future, one that accepts 

human beings as transitional subjects within an 

ongoing, complex evolutionary process. 
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