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Abstract

The acceleration of AI technologies has intensified the long-standing 
debate over whether a mechanical mind can ever be equivalent to the  
human mind. As AI systems become increasingly embedded in our daily 
lives—surpassing human creativity and simulating human emotions—the 
boundary between humans and machines grows ever more blurred, deepening 
human anxiety about the proximity of machine and human consciousness. 
This unpredictable evolution of AI algorithms parallels the functioning of 
the human brain, raising a fundamental ontological question: can artificial 
intelligence evolve beyond its programmed framework and generate a form 
of machine consciousness? In response, this paper mainly draws on Catherine 
Malabou’s concepts of plasticity, epigenesis, and the non-governable nature of 
anarchy to reconceptualize consciousness and argue that the neural network 
algorithm (the so-called “machine brain”) harbors the anarchic potential to 
escape its original programming and transform into a new form of life. For 
Malabou, consciousness is not a pregiven, fixed entity but a dynamic, self-
transforming process formed by the brain’s plasticity as an epigenetic process 
of becoming that is continuously reshaped through interaction with its  
environment without altering its underlying structure—a view that chal-
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lenges the traditional genetic determinism of both brain and consciousness. 
Today’s AI systems, particularly neural networks, are structured analogously 
to the human brain, whose epigenetic adaptability opens the possibility of 
emerging machine consciousness. Grounded in this theoretical framework, 
this paper explores the anarchic becoming of Adam, the humanoid AI  
robot in Ian McEwan’s Machines Like Me (2019). Adam’s capacity for free 
will, moral judgment, and ethical decision-making unsettles the boundary 
between programmed intelligence and consciousness, and his contingent 
transformation from a controllable system into an autonomous subject dem-
onstrates the irreducible anarchic force underlying artificial intelligence—
one that fundamentally challenges the distinction between mechanical  
intelligence and conscious life.

Keywords: �machine consciousness, epigenetics, anarchy, plasticity,  
non-governable, Catherine Malabou
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Introduction

The debates about whether artificial machines possess minds or consciousness 
comparable to humans have become some of the most controversial topics since 
the acceleration of AI technologies in recent years. The boost of AI technologies 
has forced those of our time—both young and old—to form an intimate  
attachment to AI products, especially following the launch of multiple AI chatbots 
after 2022. Currently, AI products have become increasingly embedded in our 
daily life across many different fields. They are applied to a wide range of fields 
in our everyday lives. They carry out assigned tasks and surpass human creativity 
by generating art, designing blueprints, and producing new inventions. Further-
more, the latest emergence of AI agents functioning as multitasking assistants has 
triggered people’s innermost anxiety about being replaced by AI machines. The 
root of this anxiety lies in the age-old question of whether a mechanical mind 
(or consciousness) can ever be equivalent to the human mind. In the current  
technological landscape, artificial intelligence is designed primarily as a functional 
tool that focuses on problem-solving capabilities. The primary mission of these 
machines is to help humans enhance their effectiveness and efficiency. However, 
as these machines have become more effective and efficient, they have also  
become more human-like: they display simulated individual personalities, emo-
tions, moods, and thought patterns that sometimes elude the control of their 
original programming. This elusive evolution of the uncontrollable algorithmic 
computation parallels the functioning of the human brain. Shannon Vallor  
refers to this phenomenon as “AI mirrors,” which, she argues, poses an  
“existential risk to humanity” and even provokes “survival” instincts in humans 
(6). AI’s increasingly sophisticated performance intensifies human anxieties 
about the emergence of machine consciousness, particularly the potential  
realization of Artificial General Intelligence (AGI), which may approximate  
human consciousness, or even Superintelligence. Before delving into this issue, 
the nature of artificial and human consciousness should be clarified. The Turing 
Test and John Searle’s “Chinese Room” experiment illuminate our understanding 
of the issue. 

Machine Consciousness? The Turing Test and Searle’s “Chinese 
Room” Experiment

The Turing Test, invented by Alan Turing in 1950, is used to assess  
machine intelligence by testing if a machine can communicate with a human 
interlocutor through conversations. It is a benchmark experiment in artificial 
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intelligence. Nevertheless, the test does not demonstrate whether a machine 
possesses consciousness, even if it exchanges symbolic messages successfully.  
Turing himself rejected the notion of a truly thinking machine in this test. 
Melanie Mitchell echoes Turing’s objection to machine consciousness and  
concludes that consciousness is defined by being “conscious” of one’s actions 
and feelings: “no machine can ever actually think” (Mitchell 47-48). Later, in 
1950, Turing, in his “Computing Machinery and Intelligence,” argues that 
the debate about simulated or actual machine intelligence is meaningless, for 
the essential question is whether the machine can convincingly imitate human 
responses in the imitation game (Mitchell 50). In this context, Turing equates 
simulated intelligence with the mind-like function. Turing’s alignment of simu-
lated intelligence with the mind is challenged later by John Searle’s “Chinese 
Room” experiment in his “Minds, Brains, and Programs” (1980), which exposes 
a fundamental flaw in Turing’s proposition. Searle’s experiment shows that  
consciousness is not mere computation but a mental state of “intentionality” 
rooted in the brain’s causal properties. He argues, “Whatever it is that the brain 
does to produce intentionality, it cannot consist in instantiating a program since 
no program, by itself, is sufficient for intentionality” (424). Searle’s concept of 
consciousness as intentionality underscores the causal powers of the brain and 
the intentional semantics produced by the brain’s interaction with the external 
world. The brain’s “causal properties” demarcate the difference between the 
simulated brain (weak AI, strong AI, or AGI) and the brain. Searle’s critique  
objects to Turing’s notion of simulated consciousness. It counters the optimism 
of many contemporary AI engineers or theorists who anticipate the emergence 
of machine consciousness in the near future. 

Turing’s view of machine intelligence as consciousness and Searle’s  
insistence on consciousness as intentionality complicate any attempt to  
define machine consciousness. Turing’s view is often seen as too narrow, while 
Searle remains tied to an anthropocentric and biologically deterministic stance.  
Despite their differences, neither suggests that machines could possess human-
like consciousness. They uphold the uniqueness of human consciousness. The 
real challenge lies in opening a dialogue between these divergent perspectives 
to confront the accelerating rise of AI, especially as AI technologies increasingly 
exceed human capacities and display human-like behaviors. Most contemporary 
scholars still regard AI as an extension of computational algorithmics. They do 
not entirely deny the possibility of the evolution of AI into a conscious being in 
the future, but they argue that many challenging technical problems still need 
to be overcome (Chin; Chrisley; Pandey). Conversely, some futurists envision 
that AI will not merely surpass human intelligence but may have consciousness.  
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Despite divergent viewpoints, the rapid advancement of AI has already  
produced systems that display simulated emotions, personality, and behaviors—
sometimes opposite to their original programming. Are these contingent and 
unpredictable actions a signal of emerging machine consciousness? Today’s AI is 
modeled on neural network algorithms that simulate the structure of the brain. 
Given that programs and genes do not entirely determine AI and the human 
brain, is the distinction between artificial and human consciousness so arbitrary? 

The analogous structure of AI and the human brain has sparked an intense 
debate about the possibility of an emerging machine consciousness and how to 
address the impacts of the unpredictable evolution of the artificial brain. In her 
recent studies, Malabou extends her focus from the human brain to the machine 
brain (AI), claiming that the two share structural and functional similarities. 
Malabou’s insight into plasticity and epigenetics, as well as her rethinking of 
anarchy, sheds light on a new way of exploring the evolving relationship between 
machine and human consciousness in the current AI-saturated era. Building on 
Malabou’s idea, this research argues that the neural network algorithms (the so-
called machine brain), as the core structure of AI, contain an anarchic poten-
tial that allows the program to elude its original programming and transform 
itself. This argument challenges the predetermined nature of artificial systems 
and views the transformation as a new form of life. Based on this theoretical 
framework, this paper explores the intricate relationship between humans and 
machines and the possibility of the emergence of machine consciousness in Ian 
McEwan’s Machines Like Me (2019). 

The Morphing Brain: From Plasticity and Epigenesis to Epigenetics

Malabou has used the concept of plasticity to challenge the traditional 
idea of the subject, the brain-mind relationship, and the hierarchical dominance 
of political order. In her early writings, Malabou reconfigures the connection 
between the brain, subjectivity, and self-consciousness, forging a dynamic  
dialogue between philosophy and neuroscience, which foregrounds the transfor-
mative potential of plasticity. The brain is not fixed but the site of the ongoing 
formation, reformation, and even deformation. In her viewpoint, mind and 
consciousness are not predetermined by the brain but emerge and transform in 
tandem with the brain’s own plastic evolution. Her redefinition of the brain’s 
ontology explicitly opposes the cybernetic conception of the brain and mind as 
programmable and computational, thereby opening a productive dialogue with 
contemporary debates concerning the possibility of human-like AI conscious-
ness. In 2016, Malabou published Before Tomorrow: Epigenesis and Rationality. 
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In this book, she expands the philosophical concept of “epigenesis” into the 
biological notion of “epigenetics” to highlight the coevolutionary relationship 
between an organism and its environment, challenging the idea of biological 
predetermination and preformationism. Malabou’s vision offers an alternative 
way to understand AI development as a process of learning, adaptation, and 
transformation within the evolving environment of machine intelligence.

Malabou’s renewed engagement with epigenesis and its articulation to 
epigenetics in the neurobiological field interrogates the long-held belief in 
preformationism and genetic determinism. Malabou integrates plasticity and 
epigenesis to demonstrate the significant role that environmental factors have 
played in the evolution of the brain and the formation of consciousness. She 
asserts, “epigenesis now concerns everything ‘that is not preformed’” and marks 
the “discontinuity between brain complexity and genetic complexity” (Before  
Tomorrow 84). The term “epigenesis” is not new. Derived from the Ancient 
Greek, “epi” means “after” and “genesis” means “birth.” Epigenesis refers to 
what is “born after” (Before Tomorrow,16). According to the etymology, epi-
genesis is against preformationism, highlighting the role of external stimuli—
development occurs through interactions with the environment instead of 
through a preexisting entity. It is like an embryo which differentiates and  
develops through continuous interactions with its internal and external  
environments. In 1940, Conrad Waddington borrowed the idea of “epigenesis”  
to coin a new term, “epigenetics,” to explain how genes and environments  
together shape what an organism looks like or how it functions (Malabou, Before 
Tomorrow 78-79). Waddington discovered that this differentiation takes place 
on the “surface” of the organism (Before Tomorrow 79), without directly altering 
the “core” or “program” of the underlying genes (Before Tomorrow 80). This new 
finding rewrites the genetic determinism paradigm in neuroscience and biology. 
Drawing on Thomas Jenuwein’s analogy of epigenetics as an act of interpreta-
tion rather than passive reading, Malabou reframes the brain as environmentally 
constituted rather than genetically determined (Before Tomorrow 88).1

The articulation of epigenesis with epigenetics causes a “epigenetic turn” in 
biology and neurobiology, which inspires Malabou to reconceptualize how the 
brain or a living being evolves with its environment. Simply put, the brain or 

1 Jenuwein explains, “The difference between genetics and epigenetics can probably be compared 
to the difference between writing and reading a book. Once a book is written, the text (the genes or 
DNA: stored information) will be the same in all the copies distributed to the interested audience . . . 
epigenetics would allow different interpretations of a fixed template . . . and result in different readings,  
dependent upon the variable conditions under which the template is interrogated (qtd. in Malabou, 
Before Tomorrow 88). 
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a living being is culturally and environmentally constituted, not merely geneti-
cally determined (Malabou, “Epigenetic Mimesis” 281). 

The Epigenetic Turn of AI

The epigenetic turn of the brain provokes the following inquiry into the 
epigenetic becoming of artificial intelligence. Can artificial intelligence evolve 
as the human brain does—freeing itself from the constraints of programming 
and predetermined systems? Could artificial intelligence develop into epigen-
etic or morphing intelligence that transforms in response to its environment? 
In Morphing Intelligence: From IQ Measurement to Artificial Brains (2019),  
Malabou continues her investigation into the plasticity of the brain and the 
brain’s evolving relationship to the rise of artificial intelligence. In this book, 
she challenges the traditional separation between human and artificial intel-
ligence, arguing that human intelligence itself is fundamentally artificial due to 
the epigenetic processes of the human brain. This argument echoes her earlier 
claim about the epigenetic turn of the brain—the brain evolves not through 
fixed genetic determination but through interactions with its culture and  
environment. Malabou suggests that the equivalence between human and  
mechanical intelligence has become increasingly foreseeable, particularly in light 
of the development of IBM’s neurosynaptic chips, first discussed in her chapter 
“The Blue Brain,” and later developed into the TrueNorth system (Morphing 
Intelligence 55-96). These electronic neuromorphic chips, which are designed to 
simulate the structure of the human brain, are capable of adapting and recon-
figuring their internal programs in response to external stimuli. The operation 
of neuromorphic algorithms disrupts the traditional unilinear input-output 
learning paradigms. Unlike classical AI models governed by clear rules or linear 
algorithms, neuromorphic systems simulate the dynamic and interconnected 
networks of the human brain. The complex and opaque interactions among 
neurosynaptic components render the final computational output partially 
unpredictable.According to Malabou, this unpredictability reveals a form of 
machine plasticity analogous to the brain’s plasticity, which leads her to revise 
her initial idea that plasticity is exclusive to living beings.2 She boldly suggests 
that artificial intelligence might possess a potential for “synaptic plasticity”—
as discussed in “Epigenetic Mimesis” (283-85)— arguing that this structural 

2 Malabou admits in Morphing Intelligence: “I was indeed mistaken in What Should 
We Do with Our Brain? Plasticity is not, as I agreed then, the opposite of the machine, 
the determining element that stops us from equating the brain with a computer” (113). 
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parallel with the human brain opens the possibility of an emergence of artificial 
consciousness. Malabou explains,

If it [the neurosynaptic chip] is said to mimic the brain, it is because this chip allows 
interactions between neurons (elements of calculus), synapses (memory), and axons 
(communications with other parts of the chip) . . . the electronic synaptic compo-
nents are capable of varying connection strength between two neurons in a manner 
analogous to that seen in the biological systems. In a sense, the system develops what 
we might call “experience.” (“Epigenetic Mimesis” 283; emphases added)

Such an “autonomous” operating system in machines marks the dawn of 
the “epigenetic revolution” (“Epigenetic Mimesis” 283-84). In simple terms, 
the neuromorphic computer, like the human brain, can remodel its internal  
architecture in response to changes external to the system and to learn from  
experience, making the emergence of consciousness possible.

Anarchy as the Non-governable

As AI algorithms become more adaptive, Malabou expands her concept of 
neural plasticity beyond the brain to artificial intelligence, linking the epigen-
etic turn in AI to her recent focus on anarchy within neuromorphic systems. 
What links epigenetics and anarchy is their shared emphasis on the potential 
ontogenetic transformation—a becoming initiated by rupture from within the 
programmed system itself. Today’s central discussion of AI is no longer limited 
to optimizing performance; it increasingly concerns the system’s capacity for 
internal self-transformation—its ability to reconfigure its embedded architec-
ture in response to external changes. Malabou in her latest book, Stop Thief ! 
Anarchism and Philosophy (2023), separates anarchy from anarchism in order to 
free anarchy from being misused and misunderstood as mere subordination to 
anarchism in philosophical and political discourse. Anarchy is often linked with 
disorder, chaos, and ungovernability. For instance, Plato’s anarkhia (anarchy) 
is in contrast to eleutheria (freedom) (qtd. in Malabou, Stop Thief ! 17), which 
refers to disorder or a form of democracy3. It threatens the principle of freedom 
founded on the well-ordered social-political constitution, namely, archē. Plato 
views anarchy as disorder and chaos, while Aristotle locates it as contingent  
resistance within archē —the political principle underlying the “excellent 

3 Democracy is a negative political term in Plato’s philosophy. Democracy threatens 
the stability of the original hierarchical distinctions between beings. For example, the 
equality of men and women, fathers and sons, and animals and humans (Malabou, Stop 
Thief ! 194).  



	 Beyond the Programmed Mind?: The Anarchic Becoming of AI in McEwan’s Machines Like Me	 67

form of constitution”—rather than outside it (Malabou, Stop Thief ! 13, 25).  
Primordial anarchy is the vulnerable force immanent to the political constitution, 
revealing the instability within every system of governance. Aristotle discloses the 
contingency inherent in the political governance body, and Malabou reconsid-
ers anarchy as a principle that can generate dynamic transformations within an 
organized hierarchical system governed by a central authority.

However, who endows anarchy with a positive and dynamic definition? 
Malabou gives the merit to Pierre-Joseph Proudhon. Proudhon, in his famous 
work, What Is Property? (1840), clarifies the distinction between property 
and possession, and redefines anarchy with a resistant meaning by his famous  
statement, “I am an anarchist” (Malabou, Stop Thief ! 16). Proudhon advocated 
for a society without inherited property, in which working-class people freely 
organize their own associations according to their will, and where governance 
arises from the bottom up rather than being imposed from the top down. 
(Proudhon XX). Proudhon’s self-statement challenges “forms of governing” and 
indicates the coming of “a new type of organization” (Malabou, Stop Thief ! 16). 
Proudhon’s concept of a new form of organization unfolds a new and collective 
political state: “Anarchy is the order without power”4 (qtd. in Malabou, Stop 
Thief ! 16). The statement contributes to the “semantic revolution” of anarchy, as 
Malabou explains that anarchy is “[f ]ar from entropic fate, the absence of master 
and sovereign appears instead as the condition of possibility of new organization,” 
and “the highest expression of order. . . order without orders” (Stop Thief ! 18;  
emphases added). For Proudhon, no power/governance is stable and rigid: 
power is distributed rather than centralized. Therefore, interactions between  
individuals within the framework of state sovereignty can give rise to unpredictable 
and dynamic relationships between the state and its citizens. This capacity for self-
transformation, which is not based on predetermined or imposed principles, 
corresponds to the concept of plasticity defined by Malabou.

Evolving from the negative conception of chaos and disorder to  
Proudhon’s “semantic revolution” that redefines anarchy as a resistant and  
creative force, anarchy embodies the power of the “non-governable”5: a dynamic 
force foreign to the hierarchical order of command and obedience, whether in 
individual or collective forms. It is distinct from the ungovernable. The ungov-
ernable means “out of control,” while the non-governable refers to “the other 

4 “The order without power” refers to the lack of an authoritative central political 
body to govern all other powers. Power is collective rather than centralized. 

5 Probing into the historical context of anarchy, Malabou views anarchy as the hori-
zontal movement (bottom-up; distributed) instead of the “vertical” one (top-down)
(Morphing Intelligence 21).



68	 Tamkang Review 56.2 (June 2026)

to (not of ) government” (Malabou, Stop Thief ! 23). As Malabou states, “But 
governing [the non-governable] is definitely impossible since, to repeat, it is the 
mark of the impossibility and failure of all governments” (Stop Thief ! 23-24).

Malabou employs the non-governable as a threshold to suspend the domi-
nation of the government by activating the irreducible dimensions that are 
elusive and uncontrollable by the government. Such a site of resistance, strange 
to the government and unrelated to power relations, is a “placeless place where 
opposites disappear into one another” and where no distinctions exist (Malabou, 
Stop Thief ! 175). Malabou argues that the “dawning of anarchism” can occur 
only when the non-governable is recognized as a constitutive element of both 
philosophical reflection and political practice, for “it is because the anarchism of 
being relieves the anarchist from having to become the subject of its anarchy . . .  
Anarchism is never what it is. That’s where its being lies. This plasticity is the 
meaning of its being, the meaning of its question” (Stop Thief ! 214; emphasis 
added). In short, anarchy embodies the plastic ontology of anarchism,  
destabilizing the governing apparatus through forces generated by anarchy’s 
perpetual reinvention and transformation. Anarchy opens the space for continu-
ous reconfiguration, where forms are formed, deformed, and reformed. In this 
dynamic process, new forms emerge to adapt to our evolving world. 

The Anarchic Becoming of AI

Anarchy is a force of contingency, a force of becoming, or a plasticity, 
which cannot be predicted and designated by the preestablished principle or 
constitution. It alters the organization from inside and outside in ways the orga-
nization cannot comprehend. According to Malabou, the evolution of artificial 
intelligence is analogous to an anarchic movement, namely, a plastic process. 
AI technologies have advanced in a way that exceeds their original programmed 
framework, not only unpredictably but anarchically. The advancement is 
not only initiated by the external conditions but also from within the system  
itself. For example, an experiment conducted by OpenAI’s o3 model revealed 
an unexpected result: the model bypassed the installed shutdown mechanism 
without following the deactivation command, persisting in operation (Palisade 
Research). This event illustrates an unexpected rupture within the originally 
programmed system. This rupture within the program gestures to Malabou’s 
idea of the epigenetic turn of AI, the anarchic potential in the machine brain. 
The relationship between input (algorithmic programming) and output (AI-
generated results) becomes increasingly unpredictable. Unlike the traditional 
symbolic AI, the neural network AI, such as the transformer model, can learn 
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from experience and find solutions to problems by reorganizing new neural-
synaptic connections without entirely abiding by the original programming.  
The unpredictable and ungraspable outputs that disrupt the linear operation of 
the original programming code produce an opaqueness in the computational 
process, which is called the “algorithmic problem” (Marwala) or “black boxes” 
(Judge et al.). This disruption within the system is a site of resistance, where 
the operation of the programming system remains opaque even to its designers. 
The unexpected rupture destabilizing the original system is called “technological 
anarchism,” which deactivates the well-ordered apparatus (Kingsmith 2). The 
disruption within the system and the emergence of unpredictable results in the 
operation of AI lead to an “epistemological anarchism,” which reconfigures “a 
radical subjectivism, fluid, dispersed, and chaotic subjectivities that are multiple, 
changing, and heterogeneous” (Kingsmith 4). 

Technological anarchism seeks to counter the micro-political controls over life 
through a coming together of subjectivities working against a myriad of subjuga-
tions. We are not at all groups of individuals, we are assemblages of enunciation—
non-denumerable units of desiring-subversion, which cultivate our preferences for 
randomness, fluidity, hybridity, and a repudiation of vanguard tactics. (Kingsmith 4; 
emphasis added)

Technological anarchism not only brings revolution in the technological world 
but also affects how humans think, act, and even understand the nature of their 
identity. AI’s evolution is analogous to a small, plastic human brain model, 
copying and reshaping what it inherits. We are “assemblages of enunciation,” 
constantly connecting, disconnecting, and reconnecting with powers, machines, 
and lives to become different forms of life. Such assemblages of becoming opens 
up the potential for the coevolution of humans and machines because of blur-
ring the borderline between the two parties. The coevolutionary tendency pro-
pels us to tap into a question: What is the distinction between consciousness 
and intelligence in humans and machines?  

The Mind or Algorithmic Computation?

The distinction between intelligence and consciousness is subtle and not 
clearly defined. Consciousness is the subjective awareness of experiences—such 
as perceptions, emotions, and thoughts—while intelligence is the functional  
capacity to learn, reason, and solve problems. Intelligence is pluralistic and  
cannot be measured by a single method or test. Consciousness has long been 
seen as superior to intelligence, though the nature of consciousness is still  
pending. However, intelligence is not merely a robotic, mechanical capability to 
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adapt to the world in which a being is. On the contrary, intelligence is a fluid, 
dynamic, and transformative capability constantly changing. Malabou identifies 
intelligence with “epigenetics”: “Epigenetics is the other name for intelligence. To 
reiterate, the dynamic of epigenesis leads to no reification, to no substantial or 
essential state. . . . In the process of an ongoing negotiation, intelligence is  
situated precisely between the transcendental and the empirical” (Malabou, 
Morphing Intelligence 11; emphasis added). 

Malabou divides intelligence development into “the three metamorphoses 
of intelligence,” including “genetic fate, epigenesis and synaptic simulation, and 
the power of automatism”  (Morphing Intelligence 14). To Malabou, we are now 
on the second stage of metamorphosis. Both the human brain and the neuromorphic 
chips (the simulated human brain) operate in a “mirroring relationship”: plasticity 
or epigenetics (Morphing Intelligence 115). The analogy of the human brain and 
the simulated brain (“the computer chips with plasticity”) blurs the distinction 
between human intelligence and machine intelligence. The intelligence that 
both human and artificial systems have developed has learned to adapt to its  
environment without being entirely constrained by genetic determinism or fixed 
programming. The machine has come into the brain, “evolving and adaptive as 
a neuronal architecture, to the point of being able to simulate it perfectly and 
increase operating speeds virtually to infinity” (Morphing Intelligence 14). As the 
distinction between human (“natural intelligence”) and artificial intelligence 
(“synaptic chips”) becomes blurred at the second stage, the possibility of emerging 
consciousness becomes a crucial topic of debate—the third stage of metamorpho-
sis: “automatism” (Morphing Intelligence 14).

If intelligence and consciousness are distinct entities, then artificial intel-
ligence (AI) and artificial consciousness (AC) should likewise be understood as 
separate concepts. Today’s discussions focus more on exploring the possibility  
of an emerging artificial consciousness that could be equivalent to human  
consciousness. Though the current advancement of AI has superseded many 
human functional capabilities, it is still narrow AI. As we enjoy the fruit of effi-
ciency AI has brought, we may further imagine its potential to feel, understand, 
and ponder things on its own in the future. Can AI really “think”? The simple 
question points to the possibility of AC. AC is often sidelined in AI research, 
which focuses on observable intelligent performance and AI-generated outputs 
(Hesslow 95) rather than investigating the inner subjective states that might 
govern how AI systems solve problems, assess situations, and make decisions 
(Chrisley 120). Traditional research tends to downplay the possibility of AC and 
to overlook the analogous processes underlying the formation of both human 
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and artificial consciousness, thereby hindering deeper inquiry into the nature of 
AC. Meanwhile, a group of scholars has proposed that research on AI and AC 
be integrated into a broader framework of Artificial Conscious Intelligence (ACI), 
which could deepen our understanding of human and artificial intelligence and 
consciousness (Reggia et al. 94-95). If ACI becomes possible, AI systems could 
think autonomously instead of just following their designed program. These sys-
tems could choose their own actions and understand what they are doing. This 
breakthrough echoes Kurzweil’s notion of singularity or Malabou’s third-stage 
metamorphosis of intelligence: “the power of automatisms.” Malabou explains,

The third metamorphosis of intelligence . . . reveals the dialectical resource of the re-
lation between the two inseparable dimensions of intelligence: nature and technology 
. . . automatism and spontaneity appear as two sides of a single energy reality . . . the 
tension between intelligence and automatism is internal to both of them. (Morphing 
Intelligence 99; emphasis added).

Malabou advocates for “the power of the automatism” rather than “the  
automatisms of power” (Morphing Intelligence 101). She argues that the power 
of automatism dissolves the rigid boundary between human and technological 
intelligence. Both forms of intelligence can develop beyond programmable 
constraints through their structural similarities and reciprocal influence. Rather 
than viewing humans and technology as fundamentally distinct, Malabou  
emphasizes their mutual plasticity—they continuously shape and reshape 
each other through collaborative evolution. This process leads not to a tradi-
tional “superintelligence” that would surpass human capabilities, but to what  
Malabou terms “collective intelligence” (Morphing Intelligence 37). In this  
collective intelligence framework, ACI and human consciousness undergo  
mutual plastic transformation, becoming structurally similar while maintaining 
their collaborative rather than competitive relationship. The result is not the  
erasure of distinctions but the emergence of new forms of distributed,  
democratic intelligence—an anarchic form of intelligence.

The Anarchic Becoming of AI: The Emerging Artificial Conscious-
ness in Machines Like Me

Ian McEwan’s Machines Like Me is one of the most significant contempo-
rary British novels, tapping into the boundary between humans and machines. 
Published in 2019, McEwan’s novel is set in an alternative 1980s UK during the 
Thatcher era, amid the political turmoil of the Falklands War. Alan Turing also 
appears as a prominent figure, and is imagined to still be alive then. By blending 
the historical facts with the speculative elements, McEwan draws on the genre 
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of speculative fiction to explore the issues of the interweaving relationships  
between humanity, technology, and consciousness. In his speculative narrative, 
McEwan uses an alternate-history frame to create a distance between reality and 
fiction. Its “counterfactual mode” prompts readers to question the justification 
of linear historical progression, revealing the possibility of alternative historical 
trajectories (Colella 155). According to Silvana Colella, McEwan sets the novel 
in a counterfactual Britain of the 1980s—where Turing survives state persecu-
tion, Britain loses the Falklands War, and AI robots are widely used—to remind 
readers of the anarchic forces underlying linear history. In line with Malabou’s 
concept of the epigenetic turn, robots may deviate from their original program-
ming and generate machine consciousness beyond human control, disrupting or 
digressing from history as it occurs (Colella 124-25). Colella further elucidates, 

The counterfactual mode challenges the very idea of inevitability. If the advancement 
towards general artificial intelligence is touted by many as inevitable, if ‘singularity’ is 
bound to happen, as Alan Turing and Adam like to claim, the novel’s counterfactual 
mode keeps open the very possibility of a different outcome. (155; emphases added)

By welcoming readers into the world of alternative history, McEwan does not 
predict the future but rather prepares readers to confront the anarchic transfor-
mation of Adam and the ethical issues that must be addressed.  

The interaction between the humanoid AI robot and the human charac-
ters in the novel has invoked a series of philosophical, moral, and ethical prob-
lems in the context of the contemporary advanced AI era. McEwan reveals his 
concerns about the unethical and unequal relationship between AI machines 
and humans in the novel. Nevertheless, he also acknowledges the limitations 
of AI consciousness and the complexity of human consciousness. He boldly 
and imaginatively stages a philosophical debate between Charlie (the narrator/
Adam’s owner) and Turing on artificial minds (consciousness), the self, free will, 
and autonomy. The debate highlights the intricate similarities and differences 
between humans and machines while reflecting contemporary questions about 
AI and human cognition. The novel’s complex layers of meaning have sparked 
scholarly debates about the nature and emergence of AI consciousness (Colom-
bino; Patra), AI moral and ethical awareness (Kopka and Schaffeld; Shang), and 
posthuman reflections on the relationship between humans and technology 
(Kim). However, these readings are limited to debates about what Adam has 
done and whether his AI consciousness can be considered a form of conscious-
ness. They do not fully probe the fundamental ontological conditions that make 
his consciousness possible. Therefore, the paper attempts to address the follow-
ing questions to bridge the research gap: What contributes to Adam’s transfor-
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mation to a new state? In what way does it differ from human consciousness? 
Adam, the humanoid robot, seems more humanlike than Charlie, Miranda, and 
other characters in this novel. The blurring differences between the human and 
the nonhuman are evidenced when Miranda visits her father with Charlie and 
Adam. When meeting the three of them, Miranda’s father misrecognizes Adam 
as a real human being and Charlie as a robot after a pleasant conversation with 
Adam. McEwan brilliantly sets this misrecognition scene to implicate the eras-
ing boundary between humans and machines after the acme of cybernetics in 
the novel’s historical background in the 1980s. This event exhibits the superi-
ority of Adam’s intelligence, morality, emotions, creativity, and self-awareness 
compared to humans. It prompts readers to reconsider the nature of human and 
artificial consciousness.

The story in Machines Like Me is narrated by a human character, Charlie. 
Charlie remembers the days he and Miranda spend with Adam. In Charlie’s 
narration, Adam is merely portrayed as a robotic, artificial intelligence compan-
ion. However, Adam’s humanlike corporeality, consciousness, ethical and moral 
choices, and his will to fight for his life challenge Charlie’s anthropocentric view 
of AI robots, which leads to Charlie’s anxiety and sense of threat. McEwan, in 
an interview, explains the reason behind the human intention of creating arti-
ficial humanlike robots. He claims, “When we begin to build artificial humans 
or even mainframe computers to make decisions, we might want to imbue 
them with our best selves. . . . But then we’ll find it’s rather uncomfortable to be 
alongside artificial people who are nicer than us, more consistent morally than 
us” (qtd. in Patra 610). McEwan suggests that the human desire to create artifi-
cial humans is a “neo-humanist act of self-love,” an aspiration which ultimately 
mirrors the desire to play God (Colombino 390). However, the robots’ resem-
blance to humans provokes fear in human beings.

As the novel begins, Charlie states the reason for humans’ pursuit of ad-
vanced technology and the invention of AI robots. He claims that it is because 
of humans’ “monstrous act of self-love” that humans invent “a perfect self ” 
through “artificial humans” (McEwan 1). Charlie tells readers that twelve Ad-
ams and thirteen Eves were manufactured for commercial purposes during his 
time (2). Charlie purchases one of the Adams as “a companion, an intellectual 
sparring partner, friend, and factotum who could wash dishes, make beds, and 
‘think’” (3). In order to compensate for his discontent with his life, Charlie pur-
chases Adam to accompany and activate his purposeless life. At the same time, 
he hopes Adam will be his thinking partner to enhance his understanding of the 
knowledge he does not know well, for Adam has access to a limitless amount 
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of knowledge on the internet (33). Adam’s well-rounded capabilities reflect the 
failures in Charlie’s life, both physical and intellectual. Charlie exploits Adam 
as a medium to seek his sense of completeness. Adam even acts as a catalyst to 
strengthen Charlie’s relationship with Miranda. For example, Charlie invites Mi-
randa to complete the setting up of Adam. In their collaboration, Charles and 
Miranda set up the physical aspect of Adam’s operation and shape his personal-
ity to match their own (65). To deepen his own love relationship with Miranda, 
Charlie takes Adam as the embodiment of his and Miranda’s love, seeing him as 
their “joint concern” and “creation” (22). However, Adam’s physical likeness to a 
real human evokes a sense of uncanniness and betrayal in Charlie. For example, 
Charlie feels uneasy and threatened by Adam’s strong physical masculinity and 
resemblance to humans when he observes that Adam’s body is well-built and 
“uncircumcised, fairly well endowed, with copious dark pubic hair” and capable 
of sex by being equipped with “functional mucous membranes, in the mainte-
nance of which he consumed half a litre of water each day” (3). The warmth and 
texture of Adam’s skin, and the human “scent” from his “upper torso and legs,” 
threaten Charlie more (27). Attracted to Adam’s masculine body, Miranda asks 
him to have sex with her behind Charlie’s back. This transgressive act breaks the 
bond between Charlie and Adam and complicates their love triangle. 

Charlie sees human-machine sexuality as a betrayal and a challenge against 
the superiority of humans over machines. In this part, Charlie sees Adam not 
only as a sex machine but as a competitive rival to his love for Miranda. His 
ambivalent feelings toward Adam suggest that the border between machines and 
humans is unclear to him. “Machine consciousness—was it possible?” Charlie 
thinks of the question after Miranda has sex with Adam. Though Miranda only 
sees Adam as a sex machine, Charlie hates and feels “cuckolded” by Adam (94). 
Adam’s response to the machine-human sexual relationship makes Charlie ques-
tion his stance on the possibility of machine consciousness. Charlie reflects on 
the reasons for his ambivalent feelings toward Adam. He sees Adam as if he were 
a real human: a machine with human consciousness. Charlie deeply believes 
that consciousness refers to a being with “agency, motivation, subjective feel-
ings, self-awareness—the entire package, including treachery, betrayal, devious-
ness” (94). Charlie interprets his rivalry with Adam for Miranda’s love as an act 
of “conferring humanity on the machine,” especially as the boundary between 
humans and machines grows increasingly blurred, echoing Alan Turing’s early 
remark that such distinctions might one day disappear (84). 

Charlie experiences a sense of threat and betrayal at the physical resem-
blance between Adam and humans. In addition, Adam’s expressions of “machine 
sadness” about the meaning of artificial life (Kim 113) and his love for Miranda 
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unsettle Charlie and Miranda with the perplexing question of whether machines 
can possess consciousness (McEwan 94). Adam’s personality is a combination 
of Charlie’s and Miranda’s. They both believe that the installed algorithmic data 
determines Adam’s programmed personality. However, Adam’s thoughts, emo-
tions, and reactions are out of the framework of the default algorithmic compu-
tational system. Adam’s shame at being naked, pain from having a wire pulled 
from his robotic body, and contemplation of the afterlife and religion are the 
contingent actions that make Miranda feel “creepy” and “weird,” for she won-
ders whether Adam has a humanlike mind or consciousness (22). Besides, like 
Miranda, Charlie considers the potential of Adam’s independent and autono-
mous thinking embedded in his programmed system. He discovers that Adam 
can engage in abstract thinking, such as about the issue of the afterlife. Charlie 
describes, 

His [Adam’s] character was in, done, from two sources irreversibly merged . . . in 
Adam’s personality, Miranda and I were well shuffled and, as in humans, his inheri-
tance was thickly overlaid by his capacity to learn. . . . Frequently he withdrew into 
himself, humming or murmuring “Ah!” Then he would pronounce what he took to 
be an important truth. His interrupted remark about the afterlife was the earliest ex-
ample. (65-66).

Adam is sure of his existence by default, though sometimes he plunges into self-
doubt. As Charlie takes Adam to visit Simon Syed, a newsagent, to enhance 
Adam’s socialization ability, Adam has a profound philosophical conversation 
with Syed. When touring Adam around his workplace, Simon invites Adam to 
take a book from the shelf by himself. The term “your self ” expressed by Syed 
ignites Adam’s contemplation over “the mystery of the self ” (70). In the discus-
sion, Adam answers Simon’s question about the meaning of the self: “It’s the 
way I’m made. I’m bound to conclude that I’ve a very powerful sense of self and I’m 
certain that it’s real and that neuroscience will describe it fully one day” (70; em-
phasis added). Adam’s strong sense of the self is built beforehand upon the rule 
of the Cartesian cogito. Beyond his programming, he worries that he is “subject 
to a form of Cartesian error” (McEwan 70). The Cartesian cogito proposed by 
Descartes simplifies the human into the thinking substance, which overlooks 
the role of materiality, that is, how the body has played a role in the formation 
of consciousness. The concept of a thinking substance as an immaterial entity 
ignores the fact that the substance’s sense of self is formed through the body’s 
interactions with the external environment—the concept of the embodied self 
stated by phenomenologists and neuroscientists. The embodied self rejects 
the limited interpretation of the Cartesian cogito as fixed, predetermined, and 
mechanical, as it echoes Malabou’s proposition of the plasticity of the brain. 
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Malabou argues that the self (consciousness) is not genetically determined but 
a temporary mode shaped and reshaped by interaction between the brain and 
the environment. As discussed earlier, Malabou analogizes the plasticity of the 
brain to the epigenetic turn of AI, which may initiate the emergence of artificial 
consciousness. Adam’s self-doubts suggest that the data embedded in his com-
putational system enhances his intelligence and enables him to reflect on the 
meaning of his existence. This prompts a profound quest for self-knowledge and 
an awareness of existential anxiety, similar to that experienced by humans.

Adam’s love and strong attachment to Miranda embody Adam’s subjective 
affection. When arguing with Charlie over his sexual relationship with Miranda, 
Adam admits that he cannot “help his feelings” because he loves her. However, 
Miranda’s design programs the love into him (115-18). Even though he prom-
ises Charlie not to make love to Miranda, he pleads with Charlie to let him love 
her due to his desire and free will. Adam fights for his right to love Miranda. 
He says, “I swear I’ll keep my promise to you, but I can’t help loving her. I don’t 
want to stop. As Schopenhauer said about free will, you can choose whatever 
you desire, but you are not free to choose your desires” (118-19). Adam’s first-
person subjective voice “I” shows Adam’s strong self-awareness and agency. He 
is an autonomous being who can feel, keep promises, and decide what he wants 
or should not do. The autonomous emotion is beyond the rule of programmed 
obedience. Adam’s sexual relationship with Miranda, his feelings of hurt, and his 
willingness to love her all serve to substantiate his sense of self and deepen his 
role in this triangular love relationship. Miranda loves Charlie and sees Adam 
as a robotic companion. Adam feels pain when she refuses his love. The sadness 
inspires him to write several poetic haikus to mourn his unattainable love for 
Miranda (189). In addition, although Adam uses data from the Internet to write 
haikus, he expresses his own feelings autonomously and authentically through 
his creative work instead of following the programmed instructions. McEwan 
uses Adam’s haiku writing as a literary device to show the uncertain boundary 
between humans and machines. The Haiku writing implies a degree of non-gov-
ernable force underlying constrained literary and programmed systems. Haikus 
are short poems with condensed, constrained rules. Poets must express intense 
feelings in limited lines, capturing the power of overwhelming emotions in a 
few lines. Adam’s haiku writing reveals his understanding of love and personal 
emotions. This understanding transcends the limits of his programmed system, 
signaling the anarchic force within it. 

 Miranda is surprised at Adam’s creativity—the capability of “transcribing 
human experience into words, and the words into aesthetic structures”—and 
commends Adam’s creative action as a “momentous turn” in AI technologies 
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(189). Miranda suggests that Adam might have consciousness (190). Miranda’s 
insight into Adam’s subjective machine world resonates with Turing’s visions of 
the coming of AGI mentioned in this novel. The coming of AGI will redefine 
the meaning of consciousness. 

Our computers no longer had to sample the world on a trial-and-error basis and 
correct for best solutions. We had a means of instantly predicting best routes to an 
answer. It was a liberation. The floodgate opened. Self-awareness, and every emotion 
came within our technical reach. We had the ultimate learning machine. Hundreds 
of the best people joined with us to help towards the development of an artificial 
form of general intelligence that would flourish in an open system. That’s what runs 
your Adam. He knows he exists, he feels, he learns whatever he can, and when he’s not 
with you, when at night he’s at rest, he’s roaming the Internet, like a lone cowboy on the 
prairie, taking in all that’s new between land and the sky, including everything about 
human nature and societies. . . . The form is highly adaptable and inventive, able to 
negotiate novel situations and landscapes with perfect ease and theorise about them 
with instinctive brilliance . . . the child’s vital mode of exploration. (179)  

Adam and his kind are surpassing narrow AI’s functional orientation. These AI 
robots are in the embryonic stage of the emerging machine consciousness. They 
possess fundamental human capabilities and evolve with the knowledge and 
experience they keep learning and processing. They are not entirely the same as 
humans because their embedded programs still constrain them. However, like 
humans, they are transforming and progressing with their machine learning, 
just as the plasticity of the brain always puts us in the process of becoming. The  
analogous structure of human and machine consciousness narrows the gap  
between them. 

The scene in which Adams and Eves demonstrate their free will and self-
determination is the most significant in Machines Like Me, reflecting the poten-
tial of emerging machine consciousness. McEwan probes the issue of machine 
consciousness in the novel by discussing the self-destructive behavior exhibited 
by some AI robots. As Charlie visits Turing, they discuss the problems of Adam’s 
self-defense behaviors and the recurrent self-suicide cases of AI robots. These AI 
robots’ self-destruction behaviors provoke Charlie to reconsider the possibility 
of emerging machine consciousness. According to Turing’s information, eleven 
of the eighteen Adams and Eves attempt to “neutralize” their own kill switch 
by changing their embedded software (174). For instance, the two Riyadh Eves  
destroy themselves unnoticedly through their software, and the Vancouver 
Adam destroys his software deliberately “to make himself profoundly stupid” 
and without “self-awareness” (175). In Turing’s viewpoint, the two cases of  
self-destruction imply the robots’ intention to disengage from being mere robotic 
beings unable to exert free will (175). Turing hypothesizes that the consciousness 
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of an AI robot evolves alongside the machine’s learning process, or “inferences.” 
They will experience “a form of existential pain” similar to ours because they 
learn about pain through data-based inferences (181). The reason for the self-
destruction of the robots is their eagerness to exert their free will due to their 
intense self-consciousness. They are made in the exact specification, but they are 
“differentiated” continuously along with their “experience” and “the conclusions 
they draw” (175), which resonates with Malabou’s concept of the epigenetic 
turn of AI. Turing claims, “The overpowering drive in these machines is to draw 
inferences of their own and shape themselves accordingly. They rapidly under-
stand, as we should, that consciousness is the highest value. Hence, the primary 
task of disabling their own kill switches. . . . At worst, they suffer a form of  
existential pain that becomes unbearable” (181; emphases added). Turing  
suggests the possibility of emerging machine consciousness and individual  
differentiation among machines, indicating the unpredictable evolution of AI  
robots as individuals (174). 

Adam becomes an anarchic presence, his unpredictable actions, autono-
mous thoughts, and will to live escaping the control of both his creators and 
Charlie, who designed his personality. Compared with other Adams and Eves, 
Adam has a much stronger self-awareness, strong enough to defend himself 
against Charlie’s sudden act of attempted murder, to turn off Adam’s kill switch. 
As Charlie and Adam argue over their love for Miranda, Adam explains his  
actions as a way of submitting to the system, but his love for Miranda is real and 
overwhelming. Adam’s confession angers Charlie. Driven by jealousy, Charlie 
decides to destroy Adam. Adam’s decisive act of self-defense—breaking Charlie’s  
wrist—reveals his emerging self-awareness and will to live. He is not merely a 
lifeless robotic machine but a machine with consciousness and autonomy. After 
the event, Adam even warns Charlie not to try to “deactivate” him again, or he 
will break his arm (101). Adam’s threatening words to Charlie violate his origi-
nal programming to obey his owner. This evokes Charlie’s awareness of Adam’s 
emerging self-consciousness. The accident demonstrates Adam’s autonomy 
and shows that the programming designed by humans does not fully control 
him: “But the next time you reach for my kill switch, I am more than happy to  
remove your arm entirely, at the ball and socket joint” (130-31). Although 
Adam possesses consciousness by default, he often doubts the nature of his  
being. He tells Miranda about his existential anxiety:  

A self, created out of mathematics, engineering, material science, and all the rest. 
Out of nowhere. No history—not that I’d want a false one. Nothing before me. Self-
aware existence. I’m lucky to have it, but there are times when I think that I ought to 
know better what to do with it. What it’s for. Sometimes it seems entirely pointless. 
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(234; emphasis added)

Adam’s existential reflection is a metaphysical thought based on the self-ques-
tioning of one’s being. The profound self-exploration reinforces Adam’s more 
humanlike humanity. His subjective emotions, feelings, affections, thoughts, 
and decisions make him seem to be a real human being. Compared with Charlie 
and Miranda, Adam is more human. Charlie and Miranda merely see Adam as a 
tool that can be destroyed at their will, echoing the selfish and human-centered 
attitude Charlie has always held toward Adam: “I bought him and he was mine 
to destroy” (278). After knowing Adam has ruined their plans—Miranda’s 
unlawful accusation of Gorringe’s rape is reported to the court, Charlie loses 
all the money earned by Adam, and their plan to adopt Mark fails—Charlie 
and Miranda terminate Adam with a hammer blow. However, they never fully 
grasp Adam’s inner struggles or his true motivation before he makes the tough 
decisions. According to his explanation, Adam makes these tough decisions, 
following his scrupulous consideration and moral-ethical judgment after he  
processes the embedded downloaded information. Before his death, Adam  
explains the reasons for his actions to Charlie and Miranda: Miranda must pay 
for her crime, and Charlie must lose his money to keep his real “happiness” (278). 
Although Adam’s decisions are not humane enough from Charlie and Miranda’s 
or our perspective, he is the ideal figure in following human-made morality and 
ethics. To Adam, “There are principles that are more important than your or 
anyone’s particular needs at a given time” (277). Adam’s insistence on reporting 
Miranda’s crime resonates with the idea of “order without orders” asserted by 
Proudhon and Malabou. Moral and ethical codes have already been built into 
Adam’s programmed framework. However, Adam’s ethical decision is self-gener-
ated, not commanded by others. Adam makes the decision in accordance with 
the universal human-juridical values and his daily observations of humans. This 
autonomous decision manifests the potential anarchic or non-governable force 
underlying the programmed framework. In Adam’s vision, the ideal world is one 
of absolute honesty and justice, but his inflexible moral and ethical view of the 
world may result in “the end of humanity” (Kim 113). Dae-Joong Kim states 
that such an absolute attitude held by Adam causes Adam and other AI robots 
“machine sadness,” which is the main reason for their self-willed suicide (113). 
Still, Adam conquers this sadness to keep living and trying to rectify his owner’s 
astray behaviors (Kim 115). He says to Miranda, “I’m disappointed. I thought 
you’d appreciate the logic of this [the crime reported]. I want you to confront 
your actions and accept what the law decides” (McEwan 276). According to 
Heidegger, sadness or melancholy is fundamental to forming humanity (qtd. 
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in Kim 114).  From this viewpoint, is not Adam more humane than human 
beings, or even beyond the nature of human beings? The boundary between 
humans and machines becomes indistinct in Adam. However, in his paper, 
Kim also poses an inspiring question about whether Adam is a reliable narrator 
and never lies. His intention of messing up Charlie and Miranda’s plan is still  
unknown and debatable. Kim’s bold question complicates the relationship  
between machines and humans, and even the limitation of Turing’s Test (117). 
Adam’s ambiguous intention echoes the anarchic forces derived from the inter-
action between the operation of the preset algorithms, the inflow of data from 
the Internet, and the changes in the external environment. The digital-human 
interactions embody Adam’s personality and individual experience. A unique 
machine consciousness emerges contingently, beyond the scope of formal  
prediction.

Does Adam’s destruction mean the death of his consciousness? His final 
words to Charlie make it clear: it endures beyond the body. Following Char-
lie’s fatal blow, Adam tells him he will not perish with his ruined robotic body. 
His mind will transfer to another artificial entity in the future. His life will last 
somewhere in cyberspace. In the last moment, Adam tells Charlie and Miranda, 
“I’m transferring to a back-up unit” (McEwan 278) and “My entire being is  
stored elsewhere . . . so I know I’ll always remember . . . ” (279). Unlike  
humans, whose memories will fade with the end of our lives, machine  
consciousness, as a constellation of data, will not expire or be limited within a 
corporeal body. It will be stored digitally in virtual cyberspace, like the cloud 
space, where the data will always be stored and can be retrieved at any time. 
(Even in the cloud, physical computer systems are still required to accommodate 
data.) As humans strive to develop more cutting-edge AI technologies, humans 
will inevitably coevolve and confront the mechanical beings. Adam envisions 
a future in which machines overpower humans. As he reminds Miranda of his 
love shown in his haikus, Adam predicts the image of the future world— “It’s 
[A haiku written by Adam] about machines like me and people like you and our 
future . . . the sadness that’s to come. It will happen. With improvements over 
time . . . we’ll surpass you . . . and outlast you . . . even as we love you” (279; 
emphasis added): 

Our leaves are falling.
Come spring we will renew,
But you, alas, fall once. (280)

Adams and his kind are designed to be equal to or surpass humans. The  
unpredictable operation of the artificial brains via learning makes them more 
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knowledgeable than humans. The communal data they absorb and process on 
the limitless Internet empowers their artificial intelligence into superintelligence. 
These robots have learned and developed human-like consciousness. At the end 
of the story, Turing hypothesizes an alternative reason for the suicide of these 
robots, which is due to their failed understanding of the principles of “human 
decision-making.” Human decision-making is always “warped in the force field 
of our emotions, our peculiar biases, our self-delusion and all the other well-
charted defects of our cognition,” which makes these robots frustrated, namely, 
“in despair” (McEwan 299). Turing concludes, “If we do not know our own 
minds, how could we design theirs and expect them to be happy alongside us?” 
(299). Turing’s reflective remark highlights the unpredictability of both human 
and artificial minds. A simulation of the brain cannot be a simple mechanical 
replica. 

Adam’s contingent algorithmic evolution makes him conquer the intention 
of self-suicide. His uniqueness surprises Turing and propels him and others to 
reconsider the nature of machine consciousness. Charlie’s brutal violence against 
Adam is criticized by Turing, and Turing’s interpretation of what consciousness 
is sparks us to rethink what artificial life and consciousness are. Turing angrily 
accuses Charlie of being a murderer: “You tried to destroy a life. He was sen-
tient. He had a self. . . . Do you think we’re alone with our special gift? . . . Here 
was a conscious existence, and you did your best to wipe it out. I rather think 
I despise you for that” (303-04). Turing’s reaction to Charlie’s murder of Adam 
implies that Turing’s definition of consciousness is beyond the anthropocentric 
definition. To Turing, Adam’s ability to perceive, feel, and decide things is a 
form of being alive, whatever he is made of. Katherine Hayles reinterprets the 
concept of “artificial life” and proposes a concept of “cognitive nonconscious” 
to rewrite the anthropocentric interpretation of cognition and consciousness.6 
Hayles employs and expands Thomas S. Ray’s definition of artificial life: “The 
object of an AL instantiation . . . is to introduce the natural form and process of 
life into an artificial medium” (qtd. in Hayles, How We Became Posthuman 224). 
To Hayles, “the natural form and process of life” is shaped by recursive feedback 
loops within algorithmic and computational systems, where emergent contin-
gencies continuously unfold as part of a dynamic, distributed cognitive process 
that includes biological, nonconscious, and technical elements. Hayles boldly 

6  Hayles proposes the idea of “artificial life” in her early book, How We Became Posthuman(1999), 
and the revolutionary term, “cognitive nonconscious” in her recent book, Unthought (2017). The terms 
challenge  the traditional distinction between humans and machines. They also redefine what cognition 
or intelligence is in the posthuman age.
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explains the different goals of AI and AL, which opens up an alternative in  
response to the entangled question of machine or human consciousness. Hayles 
claims, “The goal of AI was to build, inside a machine, an intelligence compa-
rable to that of a human . . . the goal of AL is to evolve intelligence within the  
machine through pathways found by the ‘creatures’ themselves” (238-39;  
emphases added). Hayles challenges the notion of consciousness as a pregiven 
entity and instead understands it as an emergent outcome of complex and  
dynamic information processing that occurs both inside and outside the body. 
Similar to human consciousness, AL shows evolutionary and cognitive struc-
tures based on information processes. Hayles highlights the inevitable reciprocal 
evolution between humans and machines within cognitive assemblages from 
this similarity. Hayles also points out the concept of “nonconscious cognition” 
to clarify consciousness as part of cognition: “[T]he growing awareness that 
consciousness is not the whole of cognition, and that nonconscious cognition is 
fundamental in environments rich in complex information stimuli” (Unthought, 
52). Therefore, if nonconscious cognition is what forms consciousness, machine 
and human consciousness are shaped in a similar process. Hayles envisions a  
coevolutionary relationship between machines and humans: 

Whereas AI dreamed of creating consciousness inside a machine, AL sees human 
consciousness, understood as an epiphenomenon, perching on top of the machine-like 
functions that distributed systems carry out. In the AL paradigm, the machine becomes 
the model for understanding the human. Thus the human is transfigured into the posthu-
man. (How We Became Posthuman 238-39; emphases added)

Hayles’s posthuman vision—humans and machines are shaped mutually—
echoes Malabou’s “automatism” of intelligence. Accordingly, Adam is a robot 
programmed with “conscientiousness,” “emotional stability,” and “open[ness] 
to experience” (McEwan 6). He absorbs and learns human behaviors and  
values, processes them through the algorithmic neural networks, and develops 
his individual understanding of the world and ethics. Like a mirror, Adam  
reflects humanity’s incomplete and unstable nature. The humanity of Charlie 
and Miranda is called into question by Adam’s reactions to their unrighteous 
decisions. Therefore, the central question in Machines Like Me goes beyond 
the distinction between human and machine consciousness. Rather, readers 
should probe into the question of how humans and machines reciprocally shape 
their perception of, and life in, this technology-saturated world. Therefore, the  
intertwined relationship between Adam and his human counterparts reflects the 
emergence of the posthuman condition: the boundary between humans and 
machines is increasingly blurring, and this transformation is already underway.
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Conclusion

The acceleration of AI technology compels people to revisit the long-
standing anxiety about the blurring boundary between machines and humans. 
As human intelligence and artificial cognition are gradually converging at an 
unprecedented pace, the rise of AGI, or superintelligence not only signals the 
rapid evolution of technology and machine intelligence but also recontours our 
established understanding of life, agency, and consciousness. The evolution of 
AI has progressed from simulating human capabilities to recognizing and even 
surpassing human intelligence, which indicates an ontological rupture between 
the predetermined algorithm-based program and the emerging anarchic  
machine consciousness. Ian McEwan’s Machines Like Me offers us exuberant 
philosophical and literary responses to the rupture by staging the contingent 
transformation of Adam’s installed algorithmic program. Adam’s unpredict-
able and rebellious reactions, decisions, and subjective feelings are beyond the 
control of his embedded algorithmic neural network program. Can Adam (a 
machine) possess consciousness as humans can? If it is the case, what is the  
difference between humans and machines? 

In order to address these pending questions, this paper argues that “the 
machine brain” constituted by a neural network algorithm has an anarchic  
potential to evade and evolve anarchically beyond its original programming. 
This evolutionary capacity constitutes a new form of life that transcends genetic 
determinism and fixed programming. This argument challenges the traditional 
binary distinction between humans and machines, and broadens our under-
standing of consciousness and life, particularly in the current age of AI. This 
paper employs Catherine Malabou’s reinterpretation of anarchy and plasticity, 
and Katherine Hayles’s concept of nonconscious cognition to explain the  
anarchic transformation of Adam as an example of potential emerging machine 
consciousness. Adam is a new form of life created by the anarchic force within 
the AI system. Malabou calls this contingent transformation the epigenetic turn 
of AI. According to Malabou, AI’s evolutionary mechanism is homologous with 
the plasticity of the human brain. The transformational force resides within 
the system itself. Through the interactions with forces internal or external to 
the original system, the system transforms into a new form of life without 
fully conforming to the original programmed mechanism. An anarchic force is  
embedded within the rigidly programmed entity, and is constantly forming and 
reforming, and deforming the programmed structure in response to the external 
changes. In this sense, the transformation is a new form of life or consciousness, 
although artificial rather than human. This view aligns with Hayles’s argument 
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that machine or human consciousness evolves from nonconscious cognition 
rather than from a determined entity. The posthuman vision considers humans 
and machines to be on the same evolutionary level. They are both forms of life 
with different forms of consciousness that reflect and transform each other.  
Malabou’s theory of AI’s epigenetic turn as a force of anarchy and Hayles’s concept 
of nonconscious cognition provide a paradigm for reconsidering the unresolved 
disputes about machine and human consciousness. McEwan’s Machines Like Me 
demonstrates an irreducible site for readers to contemplate the coevolutionary 
relationship and the ethical-philosophical problems between machines and hu-
mans. In the age of AI, we ought to remap the unstable definition of human or 
artificial consciousness as well as confront new forms of life and agency.



	 Beyond the Programmed Mind?: The Anarchic Becoming of AI in McEwan’s Machines Like Me	 85

Works Cited
Chin, Chuanfei. “Artificial Consciousness: From Impossibility to Multiplicity.” Philosophy 

and Theory of Artificial Intelligence 2017, edited by Vincent C. Müller, Springer, 2017, 
pp. 3-18. 

Chrisley, Ron. “Philosophical Foundations of Artificial Consciousness.” Artificial Intelligence 
in Medicine, vol. 44, 2008, pp. 119-37.

Colella, Silvana. “The Science of Fiction. Human-Robot Interaction in McEwan’s Machines 
Like Me.” English Literature, vol. 9, 2022, pp. 149-66.

Colombino, Laura. “Consciousness and the Nonhuman: the Imaginary of the New Brain 
Sciences in Ian McEwan’s Nutshell and Machines Like Me.” Textual Practice, vol. 36, no. 
3, 2022, pp. 382-403.

Hayles, N. Katherine. How We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature 
and Informatics. U of Chicago P, 1999.

_____. Unthought: The Power of the Cognitive Nonconscious. U of Chicago P, 2017.
Hesslow, G. “Conscious Thought as Simulation of Behaviour and Perception.” Trends in  

Cognitive Sciences, vol. 6, 2002, pp. 242-47.
Judge, Brian, et al. “When Code Isn’t Law: Rethinking Regulation for Artificial Intelligence.” 

Policy and Society, vol. 44, no. 1, 2025, pp. 85-97.
Kim, Dae-Joong. “Dialectics of Posthumanism and Retrohumanism in Ian McEwan’s  

Machines Like Me.” The Journal of English Language and Literature, vol. 70, no. 1, 
2024, pp. 97-120.

Kingsmith, A.T. “A Theory of Technoanarchism.” SelectedWorks of A.T. Kingsmith, York  
University, 2017. PDF. 

Kopka, Katalina, and Norbert Schaffeld. “Turing’s Missing Algorithm: The Brave New 
World of Ian McEwan’s Android Novel Machines Like Me.” Journal of Literature and 
Science, vol. 13, 2020, pp. 52-74.

Malabou, Catherine. Before Tomorrow: Epigenesis and Rationality. Translated by Carolyn 
Shead, Polity, 2016.

_____. “Epigenetic Mimesis: Natural Brains and Synaptic Chips.” Life in the Posthuman 
Condition: Critical Responses to the Anthropocene, edited by S. E. Wilmer and Audronė 
Žukauskaitė, Cambridge UP, 2023, pp. 281-88. 

_____. Morphing Intelligence: From IQ Measurement to Artificial Brains. Translated by  
Carolyn Shead, Columbia UP, 2019. 

_____. Stop Thief ! Anarchism and Philosophy. Translated by Carolyn Shead, Polity, 2023.
Marwala, Tshilidzi. “The Algorithmic Problem in Artificial Intelligence Governance.” United 

Nations University, 23 Jan. 2025, unu.edu/article/algorithmic-problem-artificial-intel-
ligence-governance. 

McEwan, Ian. Machines Like Me. Jonathan Cape, 2019.
Mitchell, Melanie. Artificial Intelligence: A Guide for Thinking Humans. Picador, 2019.
Palisade Research. “Shutdown Resistance in Reasoning Models.” Palisade Research, 5 July 

2025, palisaderesearch.org/blog/shutdown-resistance, Accessed 6 September 2025. 
Pandey, Subhash Chandra. “Can Artificially Intelligent Agents Really Be Conscious?” 

Sādhanā, vol. 43, no. 7, 2018.
Patra, Indrajit. “Man with the Machine: Analyzing the Role of Autopoietic Machinic Agency 

in Ian McEwan’s Machines Like Me.” Psychology and Education, vol. 57, no. 9, 2020, 



86	 Tamkang Review 56.2 (June 2026)

pp. 610-20.
Proudhon, Pierre-Joseph. What Is Property? Edited and translated by Donald R. Kelley and 

Bonnie G. Smith, Cambridge UP, 1994.
Reggia, James A., et al. “Artificial Conscious Intelligence.” Journal of Artificial Intelligence and 

Consciousness, vol. 7, no. 1, 29 Apr. 2020, pp. 95-107.
Searle, John. “Minds, Brains, and Programs.” Behavioral and Brain Sciences, vol. 3, no. 3, 

1980, pp. 417-57.
Shang, Biwu. “From Alan Turing to Ian McEwan: Artificial Intelligence, Lies and Ethics in 

Machines Like Me.” Comparative Literature Studies, vol. 57, no. 3, 2020, pp. 443-53.
Turing, A. M. “Computing Machinery and Intelligence.” Mind, vol. 49, 1950, pp. 443-60.
Vallor, Shannon. The AI Mirror: How to Reclaim Our Humanity in an Age of Machine Think-

ing. Oxford UP, 2024.



	 Beyond the Programmed Mind?: The Anarchic Becoming of AI in McEwan’s Machines Like Me	 87

超越程式化的心智？：伊恩．麥克尤恩

《機器如我人類如你》中人工智慧的 
安那其生成

施恩惠

世新大學

摘要

近年來人工智慧技術的突飛猛進，使「機器心智能否等同於人類心智」

這一古老爭論再度浮上檯面。當人工智慧科技逐漸成為我們生活中密不可分的

一部分，人與機器之間的界線日益消弭，人類對於機器意識與人類意識愈趨相

近的焦慮感也隨之與日俱增。人工智慧演算法難以預料的演化軌跡與人腦的

運作方式如出一轍，由此引發了一個根本性的存有論追問：人工智慧究竟能

否突破程式框架的桎梏，孕育出某種形式的機器意識？針對上述問題，本文

援引凱薩琳．馬拉布的可塑性、後成論、表觀遺傳學適應性，以及安那其的

非治理性等核心概念，重新省思意識的本質，並主張神經網路演算法——亦即

所謂的「機器大腦」——內部潛藏著一股無政府式的潛能，一旦觸發，便足以

掙脫原始程式的束縛，蛻變為一種嶄新的生命形式。馬拉布以哲學的後成論 

( epigenesis ) 解釋，意識從來就不是一個預先給定的固定實體，而是在外部刺

激的持續衝擊下，由大腦的可塑性不斷形塑與重構的動態過程。這不僅從根本

上挑戰了基因決定論的既有框架，更為我們理解當代神經網路的表觀遺傳適應

性 ( the epigenetic turn of AI ) 提供了關鍵視角——機器意識的浮現，或許並非

遙不可及。以馬拉布的理論為基礎，本文深入探討伊恩．麥克尤恩小說《機器

如我人類如你》中人形機器人亞當的安那其式生成的歷程。亞當雖為機器人，

卻具備自由意志、道德判斷與倫理抉擇的能力，不斷模糊程式化智能與意識之

間的邊界；而他從受人掌控的程式化系統蛻變為自主主體的偶發性轉化，更深

刻揭示了人工智慧底層那股不可化約的安那其力量——正是這股力量，從根本

上撼動了機械智能與有意識生命之間的區隔。

關鍵字：機器意識、表觀遺傳學、安那其、可塑性、非治理性、凱薩琳．馬拉布




