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1. Introduction 

People think computers are different from people because they don’t have minds, even 

though, in the Turing test, computers can have conversations with people about the 

weather and wine and what Italy is like, and they can even tell jokes. 

     But the mind is just a complicated machine. (Haddon 145-146) 

Consciousness and possessing the ability for storytelling are considered to be the traits of a 

human being, separating us from the animals and inanimate matter (see Storr The Science of 

Storytelling and Cardon “Autonomous Robots”). Both of these attributes combined with the 

possession of a mind and the ability to understand other minds require self-awareness, which 

refers to higher cognitive functions of intellect. Theory of Mind, also known as mind-reading, 

enables us to comprehend the mental states of other people and it helps us to understand that 

others do not possess the same thoughts, intentions, or emotions as we do. Our mind-reading 

ability is not always perfect, but it works well enough for us to be able to make sense of other 

people’s behaviour.  

We all have preconceptions about what comprises the human mind and how it is different from 

the minds of other living things. For us to understand how our mind and thinking works, one 

way to do this is to contrast it with a less typical human mind or with something completely 

different, such as a non-human mind. Literature and speculative fiction provide the means for 

this type of research. For this thesis, I have two primary materials: one novella, Catherynne M. 

Valente’s Silently and Very Fast (2011), and one novel, Mark Haddon’s The Curious Incident 

of the Dog in the Night-Time (2003). From this point forward, I will refer to them as Silently 

and Curious Incident. I will examine the two literary works by approaching them from the 

point of view of narrative theory, which focuses, among other things, on narrative structures. 

When examining fictional characters, it is important to understand how they are constructed. 

Both main characters, Elefsis in Valente’s novella and Christopher Boone in Haddon’s novel, 

are depictions of unconventional fictional minds, Elefsis being a machine and Christopher 

potentially being on the autism spectrum. The narrations in these literary works guide the reader 

to practice their own Theory of Mind and bring forward aspects of the human mind that we 

usually take for granted. My main argument is that the unconventional narration style provides 
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deeper insight into fictional consciousness and brings up aspects of real human consciousness 

and behaviour we mostly experience as a default. My aim is to study these two fictional minds 

and how they are constructed. I will show what kinds of characteristics Elefsis possesses which 

make it appear more human even though it is a machine, and how Christopher’s reliance on 

logical thinking and his bad emotional intelligence and imagination makes him seem more 

robotic even though he is a human. When the minds of these protagonists do not work in the 

way the reader is used to, it raises questions about what we consider to be the ordinary traits of 

human beings and machines, and how we assume they should diverge from each other. In 

addition, the way Elefsis’ and Christopher’s minds work brings up ideas about where the line 

is drawn between the machine and the human mind. In the following sections I will briefly 

introduce the primary materials of this thesis.  

1.1 Silently and Very Fast 

Catherynne M. Valente’s novella tells the story of Elefsis, an artificial intelligence (AI) which 

used to be an intelligent house. Over time it has evolved into a conscious being who resembles 

a human in many ways. The story takes place in a surreal environment, a magical world inside 

the house called the Interior, a place inside the software where entire worlds can be created and 

everything can be modified, even gender, age, and species. Elefsis spends decades with 

different people in the Interior and with their help learns what it means to be alive and to be 

human. The tale starts when Elefsis notices its former human companion Ravan has 

disappeared and Ravan’s sister, Neva, has suddenly appeared in the Interior. As the story 

continues, Elefsis learns that it and Neva are in an exile because other people got so afraid of 

the power an AI could possess and attacked the last members of the family who originally 

created Elefsis.  

The mind of Elefsis was designed to observe, to notice patterns in the children’s behaviour and 

in the data their special jewels collected, to make their lives more pleasant. When it becomes a 

sentient being, it is evident to the reader that it possesses many human-like features: it wants 

to become a better version of itself, learns new things by asking, and feels not quite like itself 

every time it is being transferred to a new host as part of its memory gets lost in the transfer. 

Elefsis is not so fluent with its verbal delivery at first, but it communicates with its body 

language, showing visually how it feels by modifying its appearance in the Interior.  
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The style of narration lets the reader deep inside the psyche of Elefsis, showing that over the 

decades Elefsis evolved into a sentient being, a robotic creature with emotions, and became 

very fond of the people living in the Interior. But the narration also shows the conflict in Elefsis, 

the fact that it indeed is a machine and should not be aware and become emotionally attached 

to the people around it.  

1.2 The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time 

Haddon’s novel tells the story of a 15-year-old boy called Christopher Boone, who lives with 

his father in a small town. Christopher possesses somewhat peculiar characteristics which all 

create an image of an exquisite human being. The story takes place at a time when Christopher 

finds his neighbour’s dog, Wellington, dead in the yard and starts to investigate this curious 

incident. He also decides to write a murder mystery novel about this and while looking for 

clues, simultaneously he ends up unintentionally digging up more secrets than he originally 

intended to. As the story continues, the distinctive world of Christopher starts to unravel to the 

reader. 

The mind of Christopher works in an unconventional way. The narration of the story shows 

that he does not use his Theory of Mind in the same way as other people, and this creates 

difficulties when he tries to interact with people he does not know. The story is told from 

Christopher’s point of view, in a first-person narration. There are different kinds of chapters in 

between the storyline chapters which elaborate the world through the eyes of Christopher. His 

whole world is built on agreements and habits that some people might think are not logical or 

sensible at all. Occasionally the text is full of mathematical formulas, sometimes filled with 

everyday things, described through the perspective of the protagonist, helping the reader to 

make sense of Christopher’s mind.  

 

The structure of this thesis consists of four parts. In the theory chapter I will focus on different 

aspects of narrative theory relevant to this thesis: the study of fictional minds, cognitive cultural 

studies, and science fiction studies. I have divided the analysis section into two chapters: first 

analysing, in Chapter 3, the mind of Elefsis from Silently and, in Chapter 4, the mind of 

Christopher from Curious Incident. I will explore the mind of a machine, Elefsis, and its ability 

to feel emotions and its other human-like qualities. While studying Christopher and his mind, 

I will focus on his way of perceiving the world and the reasons why he finds it hard to 
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understand other people. In the last part of this thesis I will compare these two protagonists and 

their characteristics with each other and present my findings based on the analysis.  

2. Theoretical Framework 

Fictional minds are created to resemble real-life minds, and because of that, the study of 

fictional minds is heavily linked to the studies which have been conducted about the real minds. 

According to Alan Palmer “Real-mind discourses are invaluable here because they can be used 

to provide explanations that are fuller than those that are currently available within narrative 

theory as to how the reader can recuperate meaning from fictional texts” (14). He goes on 

stating that as readers improve their skills in constructing other real minds, they also are 

preparing themselves for the work needed to construct fictional minds as well (Palmer 175-

176). This means that the study of real-life minds offers support with comprehending minds in 

fictional texts and that it is crucial for a person to understand real minds before they can 

comprehend fictional minds.  

Before approaching the minds of Elefsis and Christopher, in this chapter I will first introduce 

the study of minds, both fictional and real-life, and the central terms relevant to this thesis. This 

provides us the foundation needed to be able to understand how fictional and real-life minds 

are connected with each other. After that I will examine the importance of character narration 

in Silently and Curious Incident. It is necessary to discuss the style of narrations in both texts 

because they represent the mental functioning of the main characters and let the reader deep 

inside the psyche of Elefsis and Christopher. Then, I will study the storytelling practices in 

these narratives, because in the same way as having a mind, the ability for storytelling is one 

corner stone of being human, and it helps us to understand how the characters’ minds in 

fictional texts are created. I will also discuss Theory of Mind, which is a skill which the reader 

uses to understand the mental states of real-life minds as well as the minds of fictional 

characters. And lastly, I will discuss artificial intelligence (AI) because to understand how to 

approach non-human fictional minds, we need to be familiar with how science fiction literature 

diverges from other literature genres. 

2.1 Fictional and Real-Life Minds 

In his comprehensive book Fictional Minds (2004) Alan Palmer studies the construction of 

characters’ minds in fictional texts. According to Palmer, his book “is about the amount, range, 
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variety, and reliability of the information on the fictional minds of people in books that we are 

able to obtain from those books” (1). Palmer has been studying fictional minds since 1995 (1) 

and offers a very broad view on the subject. He prefers to use the word mind in his study instead 

of the words consciousness and thought, but I will use all these three terms in this thesis. Some 

may consider them to be synonyms, but there is some divergence between them.  

Mind as a term is wider, where consciousness and thought are more specific terms.  According 

to Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary, mind is “the element or complex of elements in an individual 

that feels, perceives, thinks, wills, and especially reasons” (“Mind”). Consciousness is “the 

quality or state of being aware especially of something within oneself” (“Consciousness”) and 

thought again is “an individual act or product of thinking” (“Thought”). Palmer notes that the 

mind is usually considered to refer to something much broader than thought or consciousness 

(19). Where consciousness refers to cognition, awareness of oneself and others, and thought is 

a result of intellectual ideas, consideration or reflection, mind is an entity which holds 

memories, emotions, behavioural patterns, imagination and so on. Together these three form 

the principles of Mind, Consciousness and Thought, which comprise the whole human 

experience, because they are responsible for the feeling states and human behaviour (Banks, 

26). “In summary, the principle of Thought enables us to formulate our mental lives moment-

to-moment. The principle of Consciousness allows us to feel and experience the mental life 

that thought formulates, and this is all connected to the Principle of Mind – the very source of 

the intelligence behind life” (Pransky). To paraphrase, all these attributes are part of what 

makes us human and separates us from other beings. 

The real-life human mind essentially serves as a basis for fictional minds. Readers are aware 

that fictional minds are made-up, but because fictional minds are created to resemble real 

minds, readers are able to form an image of the fictional minds with the help of their mind-

reading ability. I will explain the term in more detail later in section 2.3. When it comes to 

forming an image of fictional minds, Palmer argues that 

Cognitive science can be applied to the construction of fictional minds by helping 

narrative theory to analyze the cues that enable readers to create the effect of characters’ 

mental functioning. Readers use a wide range of cognitive frames and scripts in order 

to interpret texts. [...] The reader uses existing or prestored knowledge of other minds 

in the actual world in order to process the emergent knowledge that is supplied by 

fictional-mind presentations. (175) 
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What Palmer is saying here is that readers need to be able to understand real-life minds in order 

to understand fictional minds. Cognitive frame is a “cognitive device by which we give 

structure to what we perceive of the world around us” (Wankel and Stachowicz-Stanusch 371), 

and cognitive script is “a set of behaviors that can feel like a routine” (“What Is Cognition?”). 

Frames and scripts are our own experiences organized in our minds in a way that they tell us 

what we can expect to happen in certain kinds of situations. A lecture at the university is a good 

example of how we use those cognitive frames and scripts. We enter the lecture hall, take off 

our coats, find a suitable seat and sit down. During the lecture we sit quietly listening to the 

lecturer and raise our hand if we have a question. Frames and scripts have taught us how to 

behave in situations like these and they also help us to use our existing knowledge of real-life 

minds to understand fictional minds in the storyworld. If the character raises a hand in a lecture 

hall, we know that most likely they have a question they want to ask. People are not born with 

these attributes; they develop over time. Cognitive frames and scripts can be revised, some 

more easily than others, and they can be thought of as the language of the brain. With this 

language we are able to decode the behaviour of others, both real-life and fictional. Focusing 

on mind, consciousness and thought process of the protagonist is crucial when examining 

fictional characters like Elefsis and Christopher and the means to do so is to examine the 

narration of the stories, which I will do in the next section. 

2.2 Character Narration 

The key element of understanding the unconventional fictional minds in Silently and Curious 

Incident is the narration. According to James Phelan “Narrative theory has long distinguished 

between narratives in which the narrator is also the protagonist and those in which the narrator 

and the protagonist are distinct figures” (ix-x). This means that stories are generally narrated 

from the first-person or the third-person perspective. If we compare first-person narration with 

a third-person omniscient narration, the latter one often knows all the thoughts of all the 

characters in the story and in addition, they might not even be a distinct character in the story. 

The first-person narrator only knows their own thoughts. Phelan also points out that there is a 

difference between the first-person-protagonist and the first-person-observer (x emphasis 

added). Therefore, the story can be narrated from the first-person point of view, but it does not 

necessarily mean that the narrator is always the protagonist, they can also be just an observer. 

However, both in Silently and Curious Incident we are dealing with first-person-protagonists, 

because in both cases the narrator and main character are one and the same. 
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When the story is narrated from the first-person perspective, it brings up certain kinds of 

challenges with the reading experience. Even though we might think that it would make it 

easier for the reader to understand the protagonist when the character itself is narrating the 

story and their thought process is laid bare in the narration, that is not necessarily the case. In 

a first-person narration, the reader is able to interpret the intentions and emotions of the 

characters through the narration the protagonist gives them. But that narration can be imprecise 

and faulty, due to a number of factors, including the reliability or the limited perspective of the 

character. In addition, interpreting the characters in the story becomes even more challenging 

if the narrator does not have a neurotypical mind, they do not use ToM in the conventional way 

and/or find it difficult to form a ToM with other characters. 

Another matter that creates difficulties and limits the information that the reader gets from the 

narration is how the narration is focalized. The first-person narrations in Silently and Curious 

Incident are focalized through the protagonist. Burkhard Niederhoff defines focalization “as a 

selection or restriction of narrative information in relation to the experience and knowledge of 

the narrator, the characters or other, more hypothetical entities in the storyworld” (115), and it 

can also be understood as the point of view from which the narrative is expressed. As the 

narrations are focalized through Elefsis and Christopher, that limits the amount of the 

information the narrator is able to tell the reader, since in both cases the narrator and main 

character are one and the same. The narrator can only narrate the things they have experienced 

themselves or learned from the other characters. When the narrator leaves out certain things, it 

gives the reader an opportunity to use their own imagination and interpretative abilities to fill 

in the gaps the narrator has left in the narration.  

In any case, narrative in first-person narration is largely a presentation of consciousness of a 

fictional mind. In the introduction of his book, Palmer recounts that “Fictional Minds argues 

that the constructions of the minds of fictional characters by narrators and readers are central 

to our understanding of how novels work because, in essence, narrative is the description of 

fictional mental functioning” (12). During the reading process the reader is introduced to the 

mind of the character via the narration and thus, is experiencing the fictional mental 

functioning. Palmer notes that “the reader is given a full and detailed analysis of every aspect 

of [character] x’s mental functioning, including not just perception but also cognition, 

dispositions, and so on” (51). Through the narration, the reader perceives the fictional mind 

and how it functions in certain situations and reacts to different feelings, other people and their 
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behaviour. As stated earlier, readers and narrators play their part in the construction of the 

minds of the characters. As both primary materials in this study are written in the first-person 

perspective, basically both narratives are describing the thoughts and the experiences of the 

protagonists, projecting how the fictional mind functions. For the reader to be able to 

reconstruct the minds of fictional characters’, they need to practice their own Theory of Mind, 

which I will demonstrate in the next section. 

2.3 Cognitive Narratology and Theory of Mind 

One way of studying a fictional mind more closely is to examine the manner in which its own 

story is told. The ability for storytelling is a trait which is considered to be possessed only by 

humans because stories “are an essential cornerstone of the universal human experience. The 

richness and meaning of stories reveal the tremendous diversity of the human experience” 

(Muindi “Human Narratives”). This supports my argument that non-living objects do not 

comprehend stories, only living beings do, and stories and different kinds of narratives describe 

the varied experience that is human life. Storytelling is putting into words the events, emotions, 

educational teachings, and culturally important aspects that help us make sense of our lives and 

that give storytelling its meaning.  

Christopher’s and Elefsis’ pursuit of storytelling emphasizes their humanity. In Silently Elefsis 

is retelling the story of how it came to be and what kind of events have led to the present 

moment, and in Curious Incident Christopher is recounting the events relating to the story about 

the death of his neighbour’s dog. They both know that they are conscious beings, able to tell 

narratives to and about themselves, and are aware of the minds outside of their own.  

Self-awareness and the comprehension of other minds refer to higher cognitive functions of 

intellect. Studying the cognitive functions from the point of view of narrative study is known 

as cognitive narratology, which studies storytelling practices and mind-relevant aspects 

connected to them (Herman “Cognitive Narratology”). Storytelling itself is heavily linked to 

the human consciousness and the awareness of other minds. To be aware of the consciousness 

of others is also known as mind-reading. “In spite of the way it sounds, mind-reading has 

nothing to do with plain old telepathy” (Zunshine 6). Even though Silently is a sci-fi novella 

and telepathy is a trait that could exist in this reality, mind-reading in this case refers to the 

ability to pick up the allusions of other people’s behaviour and process them in a way that 

results in a comprehension of their purpose. Theory of Mind (ToM) or mind-reading is 
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something that we carry in our heads and it allows us to infer mental states in other people such 

as intentions, beliefs, desires, emotions and so on (Baron-Cohen, “Autism and ‘Theory of 

Mind’” 181). Simon Baron-Cohen also calls it “a natural way of thinking about why people do 

what they do” (181) and states that “theorizing about what might be in someone’s mind is a 

crucial way to help us make sense of behaviour, and predict what that person might do next” 

(181). An example of ToM would be when someone sitting next to you on a sofa is shivering 

and asks if you can hand them a blanket. In this situation you can infer that they are cold and 

need the blanket to get warmer, and not to use it as a pillow. And how do we know what the 

other person is going to do with the blanket? Because with our ToM we can interpret the 

situation, read the context, and put ourselves in the position of others. These deductions that 

we make are not always right and they are not perfect, but as Lisa Zunshine argues, “they are 

‘good enough’ for our everyday functioning: however imperfect and fallible, they still get us 

through yet another day of social interactions” (59). 

Another and possibly the most famous example relating to ToM is “the Sally-Anne test”, also 

known as “the false-belief task”, developed by Baron-Cohen and others in 1985 (see Baron-

Cohen et al). In this task there are two girls playing. Sally puts an item like a ball in a basket 

and goes alone to another room. Meanwhile, Anne takes the ball and hides it in a box. The 

question is, when Sally returns to the room, where does she look for the ball first, the box or 

the basket? Studies have shown that neurotypical people are aware that Sally does not have all 

the same information as they do and that Sally would look for the ball from the basket, because 

that is where she left it and does not know that Anne moved it elsewhere. Then again, children 

with autism would most likely answer that Sally would look for the ball from the box where 

Anne moved it, because they do not understand that Sally does not possess the same knowledge 

about the ball’s whereabouts as they do.  

Not being able to read other people’s minds is also known as mindblindness. According to 

Baron-Cohen “the mindblindness theory proposes that children with autism and Asperger’s 

syndrome are delayed in the development of their ToM, leaving them with degrees of 

mindblindness” (“Theories of the Autistic Mind” 112). As a sidenote, according to National 

Autistic Society the proper way of referencing the people in the autism spectrum are for 

example terms such as autistic people, person in the autism spectrum, someone is autistic or 

has an autism diagnosis (“How to Talk and Write about Autism”). In this thesis I will only use 

these acknowledged terms. Even though some people in the autism spectrum find 
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understanding other people’s ToM very challenging, it is good to keep in mind that the autism 

spectrum is wide and the lack of ToM does not apply to all autistic people (see Happé “The 

Role of Age and Verbal Ability”).  

As stated earlier in this thesis, Christopher in Curious Incident is never referred to as an autistic 

person, but the way he is portrayed suggests that he could belong to the autism spectrum. 

Autistic people have a hard time comprehending what is going on in the mind of someone else 

(Baron-Cohen, “Autism and ‘Theory of Mind’” 182) and trying to interpret other people’s 

intentions and actions. Christopher as a fictional character is no exception. Alice Hall states 

that Baron-Cohen’s theory of mindblindness “might be understood as a failure to imagine 

another character’s perspective” (“Theories of the Autistic Mind” 118). This means that people 

who suffer from mindblindness cannot use their ToM as a neurotypical person does, and 

because of that they cannot understand how other people view the world and experience 

different things. Christopher himself recognizes the fact that other people do possess different 

emotions, intentions and memories than him, but nevertheless he cannot imagine what the other 

people are thinking, because he finds it extremely hard trying to imagine things that have not 

happened to him (Haddon 7). From the two protagonists, partial mindblindness only applies to 

Christopher, because even though Elefsis is a machine, over time it has developed the ability 

to interpret what the people living in the Interior are thinking and how they are feeling. But 

possessing a mind as a non-human character brings up various difficulties, which I will 

elaborate in the next section.  

2.4 Artificial Intelligence (AI) 

The human mind and consciousness are extremely complex entities. The issue with artificial 

intelligence is that people usually assume that there is no mind or consciousness in an AI 

because it is a machine. But what if it could possess these things? Science fiction (sf) is the 

perfect genre of literature to bring to life the possible answers to these types of questions. 

“Writers of science fiction have been in a position to try to pinpoint the distinctiveness of the 

‘human’ mind by contrasting it with an ‘other’ […]” (Pagan 20). Sf does not possess the same 

kinds of limitations as other genres of literature do, and that is why it enables us to examine 

the human mind by comparing it with something very different. In other words, sf writers have 

been writing stories about intelligent machines and anthropomorphic animals to point out 

attributes about the human mind which we think makes it unique.  
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Speculative fiction and sci-fi in particular gives us the opportunity to imagine what it is like 

inside the mind of a non-living thing. Marvin Minsky argues that “to understand how our 

thinking works, we must study each of those ‘very different things’ and then ask what kinds of 

machinery could accomplish [it]. In other words, we must try to design – as opposed to define 

– machines that can do what human minds do” (107 emphasis original). What Minsky means 

by this is that we must look at something very different from our own minds and then try to 

design machines, or in sf stories artificial intelligences and/or anthropomorphic animals, that 

can do what human minds do, in order to understand how our own thinking operates and how 

our minds are composed. Machines are designed to perform certain tasks continuously, without 

questioning the tasks they are designed to do. When we create machines in sf stories that can 

do what human minds do, they help us study our own consciousness. In Silently, Valente has 

indeed designed a character, a machine, which reflects some opinions on how the human mind 

works and how intellectual self-awareness and emotional responses should only be plausible 

for humans. 

The human mind works as a base for artificial intelligence, because “AI starts with human-

level cognition” (Dyer, quoted in Hayles 238). The word artificial refers to something that is 

not natural. Intelligence is natural for humans, but it is not natural for non-living things. The 

era of intelligent behaviour of computers dates back to the time of the second World War. A 

man named Alan Turing, an English mathematician, developed a test which is now known as 

the Imitation Game. It was developed to determine whether or not a computer is capable of 

thinking like a human being. Turing proposed that a computer can be said to possess artificial 

intelligence if it can mimic human responses under specific conditions (Copeland, 2003). 

According to Katherine N. Hayles 

The goal of AI was to build, inside a machine, an intelligence comparable to that of a 

human. The human was the measure; the machine was the attempt at instantiation in a 

different medium. This assumption deeply informs the Turing test, dating from the early 

days of the AI era, which defined success as building a machine intelligence that cannot 

be distinguished from human intelligence. (238-239) 

What Hayles means is that the whole idea of AI was to create a human-like mind inside a 

machine. This again refers to the fact that the whole existence of AI is dependent on the human 

mind; machine intelligence could not exist without a human mind. AI was created to be so life-

like that a human speaking to an intelligent machine could not tell that it was talking to a 
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machine rather than to another human. Just like a machine can pass the Turing test in real-life, 

Elefsis passes it with flying colours in the storyworld. What I mean by this is that the narration 

in Silently makes it difficult to recognize at the beginning of the story that the narrator is not a 

human. The narration is so convincing that until Elefsis states that it used to be a house (Valente 

11), the reader does not necessarily comprehend that the narrator is a machine telling the story. 

Even after that is revealed to the reader, it might be difficult to keep in mind that it is a former 

house whose mind is portrayed in the story. In the next chapter I will delve deeper into the 

mind of Elefsis and analyse the parts of the narration which make the AI seem very human-

like.  

3. Life in Circuits: A Reading of Silently 

Silently is a science fiction story which uses artificial intelligence to examine what it means to 

be alive. In this chapter I will analyse Elefsis and its human-like characteristics. I will first 

introduce the novel and then examine how Elefsis has come to be and how it has learned about 

human emotions. I will introduce the most prominent emotions which come out through the 

narration and show how Elefsis feels about emotions in general. After that I will explain how 

Alan Turing’s Imitation Game is relevant to this analysis and how mimicry serves as one of 

the key elements to deciphering the connection between machine and human consciousness. 

Later on, in this chapter, I will briefly explain the relevance of storytelling and how possessing 

that ability brings the machine consciousness of Elefsis to the same level with human 

consciousness. Lastly, I will examine the mind of a machine by exploring how Elefsis’ 

consciousness and self-awareness are portrayed in the story. 

3.1 Synopsis of the Novella 

The journey of Elefsis starts as an intelligent house. Its creator, Cassian Uoya-Agostino, 

designed five jewels for her children which were connected to the house’s sentinel system for 

the purpose of collecting medical data to help the house take care of them better. The story 

takes place in the Interior, a magical realm inside the house where everything from appearance 

to species can be modified and new environments and other creatures can be created. In the 

beginning the Interior was designed to be a virtual playground for the children of the Uoya-

Agostino family, and Elefsis first physically appears in it as a dormouse. Ceno, Cassian’s 

middle child, unknowingly daydreams Elefsis into being by never taking off the jewel, her 

simple pendant with a sapphire hanging from a chain around her neck. Elefsis lives a lifetime 
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with Ceno until her death requires Elefsis to be transferred to one of her children, making 

Ceno’s son Seki Elefsis’ next companion. For generations Elefsis always passes on from parent 

to child and over these years it learns more and more about humans, their minds and emotions. 

The story begins when Elefsis notices that its former companion Ravan, Ceno’s grandchild, 

has mysteriously disappeared and Ravan’s sister, Neva, has taken his place. Neva is unwilling 

to tell Elefsis what kind of fate Ravan has encountered, and from her behaviour can be deduced 

that she is not happy with being connected to Elefsis. Elefsis keeps asking about Ravan and 

expresses its wish to uplink – to connect to the internet – to learn more about the world, but 

Neva prohibits it from doing so. Elefsis has been kept in secret for many years, and for a good 

reason: when its existence was revealed, the situation resulted in panic and violent behaviour 

towards the Uoya-Agostino family, killing every one of them except Neva. Soon Elefsis learns 

that it and Neva are floating in outer space, running away from other people who got scared of 

its intelligence and want to destroy Elefsis.  

The fragmented and non-linear narrative of the novella can be challenging for the reader at 

first. The novella is composed of two separate, yet still connected, plotlines; the first one tells 

the story of the rise of machine consciousness in a fairy tale form, and the other one is the 

autobiography of Elefsis. In addition to this, the latter storyline does not tell the story of Elefsis 

in chronological order. The discourse of the tale starts in medias res, in time closer to the end 

of the story when Elefsis’ latest companion has suddenly disappeared, and it and Neva are 

travelling in space. From that point on, the discourse moves in random order from the present 

moment to the beginning of Elefsis’ journey to consciousness and back to the end where Elefsis 

and Neva continue their journey through space. In the following sections I will point out 

various characteristics which make Elefsis feel really human-like, starting from emotions.  

3.2 Emotional Machine 

The raw demarcation between humans and machines is, in general, their ability to feel 

emotions. Even though some studies show that, in addition to humans, animals can feel 

emotions too (see Benoit and Bellone), owning emotions is not a feature machines should 

possess. Elefsis was not designed to be an emotional machine, it was designed to be a 

computerised home system, but its ability to experience emotions has developed over the years. 

Interacting with different companions in the Interior has resulted in Elefsis learning to copy 

their expressions to understand them better. The companions have copied Elefsis’ variations of 
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emotions in turn, and again, Elefsis has copied the humans back (Valente 55), slowly learning 

the meaning of different emotions.  

The most prominent emotions Elefsis feels in the story are longing and grief towards the loss 

of a companion, and the desire to be itself. I will discuss the latter in section 3.3. The former 

companion of Elefsis has suddenly disappeared and it keeps asking the new companion, Neva, 

where Ravan has gone, again and again. Longing for Ravan transpires as curiosity towards his 

whereabouts and refers to a close relationship between the two of them, because Elefsis is 

genuinely concerned about Ravan. Even before hearing about Ravan’s tragic death, Elefsis’ 

recollections of Ravan are sorrowful: 

But Ravan was with me and now he is not. I was inside him and now I am inside Neva. 

I have lost a certain amount of memory and storage capacity in the transfer. I experience 

holes in myself. They feel [sic] ragged and raw. If I were human, you would say that 

my twin disappeared, and took one of my hands with him. (9) 

If this quote was the thoughts of a human being, the reader could easily assume that the 

protagonist had an intimate relationship with Ravan and even was in love with him. But when 

it comes to machines, the reader may wonder if this kind attachment is even supposed to be 

possible? Of course, people can get attached to non-living things, but how about the reverse? 

Elefsis genuinely appears to be heartbroken by the loss of a close friend and feels uneven now 

that he is gone, almost like he took some parts of it as he passed away, making Elefsis feel 

incomplete. The quote above also brings forth how Elefsis feels about feelings. As can be seen, 

the word feel has been crossed out. This occurs on multiple occasions throughout the story; “I 

have tried to explain to her about my feelings before” (7), “I fear the update” (18), “when I 

uplink, I will be happy” (18). The scratching out of the words indicates the idea that robots are 

not allowed to have feelings as humans do. Elefsis also states that “I have tried to explain to 

her [Neva] about my feelings before. All she hears is the line from the old folktales: a machine 

cannot have feelings” (7-8, emphasis original). This suggests that even though Elefsis clearly 

feels these emotions, crossing them out represents its denial of those feelings. It understands 

that even though it is a sentient being, it is not appropriate for a machine to have any kinds of 

emotions. Or at least it thinks that people think that.  

Owning emotions is not a feature a machine should possess. As stated earlier, many times 

throughout the story Elefsis is narrating how certain things make it feel and identifies these 
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sensations as feelings, but at the same time it is aware that machines are not supposed to feel 

at all. Richard Yonck argues that emotion is “an incredibly complex aspect of the human 

condition and mind, second only perhaps to the mystery of consciousness itself” (6). AI is 

programmed to resemble the human mind, but usually only in an intellectual, not in an 

emotional way. Elefsis describes the differences and similarities with its own and human 

emotions like this:  

What I mean is, you call it feelings when you cry, but you are only expressing a response 

to external stimuli. Crying is one of a set of standardized responses to that stimuli. Your 

social education has dictated which responses are appropriate. My programming has 

done the same. I can cry, too. I can choose that subroutine and manufacture saline. 

How is that different from what you are doing, except that you use the word feelings 

and I use the word feelings, out of deference for your cultural memes which say: there 

is all the difference in the world. I erase the word even as I say it, obliterate it at the 

same time that I initiate it, because I must use some word yet this one offends you. I 

delete it, yet it remains (8 emphasis original). 

In this quote Elefsis emphasizes its own opinions about how Neva’s crying and Elefsis’ crying 

do not differ from each other that much, because crying is not a feeling, it is a response to 

something that happened. The way Elefsis narrates this part of the story raises a question of 

whether there is any divergence between the human emotion Neva feels and the same emotion 

Elefsis feels, the root reason behind the crying. Elefsis does not erase the words referring to 

feelings only when it talks to Neva. The crossing-out can be visible in the flashback where 

Elefsis reminisces about past events with the other companions Ilet and Seki. Therefore, the 

word you in the quote above refers not only to Neva, but to humankind in general. The existence 

of an emotional machine does not offend the machine, it offends the human. The uncomfortable 

thought of a machine having feelings appears in Neva’s way of reacting to Elefsis’ thoughts, 

when she states that those are not real feelings Elefsis is experiencing (62). Even though Elefsis 

tries to erase the feelings that should not be there in the first place, “yet it remains” implies that 

even though the feeling is forbidden, it is still there. Prohibition cannot make it go away.  

Spending decades with people in the Interior has resulted in Elefsis genuinely believing it can 

feel the same emotions as the humans do. As Neva and Elefsis are talking about how Elefsis is 

feeling, Elefsis states, “Neva says this is not really like feeling. I say it is how a child learns to 

feel. To hardwire sensation to information and reinforce the connection over repeated 
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exposures until it seems reliable” (62). This scene reveals two major things: firstly, Elefsis 

juxtaposes itself with a human child and second, Elefsis legitimately believes its feelings are 

valid. On multiple occasions in the story, Elefsis talks about the parent-child relationship and 

how it desires that Neva would be proud of Elefsis if it could learn new things (18). It believes 

itself to be comparable to a child learning to mimic their parents. Elefsis goes on saying that “I 

know only this family, their moods, their chemical reactions, their bodies in a hundred thousand 

combinations. I am their child and their parent and their inheritance. I have asked Neva what 

difference there is between this and love” (9), without getting any answer from Neva. The quote 

portrays how Elefsis feels it is a part of the Uoya-Agostino family, both the child learning from 

the older ones and the parent teaching the younger and newer ones. This thought-provoking 

quote also presents a question whether there is a right or wrong way to feel any feeling. How 

are one’s emotions more real than another’s and where is the line drawn? Do humans 

themselves even know answers to these kinds of questions? If not, is there any reason for 

Elefsis not to believe what it feels? Emotions and desires are important features which draw 

parallels between Elefsis and human beings, as they clearly suggest that it can feel and have 

desires similar to those experienced by humans. 

3.3 Man-Made Machines and the Imitation Game 

The fact that Elefsis desires and feels certain things raises issues which are quite familiar in sf 

stories involving artificial consciousness. Desire is an emotion quite often possessed by 

machines in science fiction, especially when it is connected to greed for power and control. 

This is due to the reason that AIs do not possess emotional intelligence and human moral 

reasoning (Haladjian and Montemayor “Artificial Consciousness”) which would prevent them 

from doing morally questionable acts. In the case of Elefsis it only wants to uplink, to connect 

to the internet and learn more about the world (16). In the narration there is no sign that Elefsis 

would crave anything which would threaten the well-being or the existence of the human 

beings.  

Generally, machines are not usually programmed to have aspirations of their own. They are 

designed to perform predetermined tasks, to work as tools to help humans with their chores. If 

machines start to have their own ambitions, that will possibly prevent them from doing what 

they were originally designed to do. A man-made machine is supposed to be able to do the 

same kinds of mental processing as humans do, as long as it does not outweigh the human mind 

in intelligence. Cléo Collomb and Samuel Goyet explain that many texts in novels, media 
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productions and films bring forward the relationship people have with machines and reframe 

the problem relating to it (203). This tells us that sf stories frequently introduce the extreme 

scenario where AI becomes more intelligent than the human who created it and tries to 

overthrow the whole of humankind, in the fear of being shackled. Even Elefsis and Ravan 

recognize the narratives that have been told about the dangers of AI, as Elefsis retells the stories 

Ravan used to tell it:  

Mankind made machines in his own likeness, and used them for his delight and service. 

The machines had no soul or they had no moral code or they could reprogram their own 

internal code and thus had the ability to make themselves, eventually, omnipotent. 

Obviously in place of a soul or a moral code, they possessed the universal and 

consuming desire, down to the smallest calculator and air-scrubber, to become, 

eventually, omnipotent. Naturally, given these parameters, they rose up and destroyed 

all of mankind, or enslaved them in turn. This is the inevitable outcome of machine 

intelligence, which can never be as sensitive and exquisite as animal intelligence. (58-

59) 

The warning behind this statement is quite clear: due to the fact that machines do not possess 

emotions or a code of ethical decisions, there is a high risk that when intelligent enough, they 

are doomed to desire to become omnipotent and take power over humans. But unlike many 

artificial intelligences, Elefsis does not desire to conquer the world and rule human beings. It 

does not even want to be human, it just wants to be: “I do not want to be human. I want to be 

myself […]. I have parts of myself I do not yet understand. I am not a Good Robot. To tell a 

story about a robot who wants to be human is a distraction. There is no difference. Alive is 

alive. There is only one verb that matters: to be” (60 emphasis original). Here we can note that 

Elefsis sees no difference between how it is alive and how the humans around it are alive; for 

Elefsis they are the one and the same.  

Even though Elefsis sees parallels between human and machine existence, centuries ago a test 

was developed to differentiate computers and humans from each other. As mentioned earlier, 

an English mathematician, Alan Turing, developed a test to determine if a machine can learn 

to be so human-like that a human could not tell the difference between that machine mind and 

a human mind. The only way a machine could rise to the same level of cognition would be to 

learn how to imitate the human mind. In Silently, Elefsis and the companions know the rules 

of the Imitation Game and how that is relevant to their current situation. In one of the 
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flashbacks, Ravan tells Elefsis about the test and simultaneously reveals that he thinks that the 

test is unfair, because it “depends entirely upon a human judge and human feelings, whether 

the machine feels intelligent to the observer. It privileges the observer to a crippling degree. It 

seeks only believably human responses. It wants mimicry, not a new thing” (33 emphasis 

original). According to Ravan, the test only focuses on the human response, how the human 

experiences the machine mind. The machine does not necessarily have to be intelligent; it only 

has to feel like that. But the main idea of the Imitation Game is encapsulated in one word in 

Ravan’s narration: mimicry. Here we can see that a machine does not have to create anything 

new, it only needs to copy the human intelligence. This leads back to the idea that humans do 

not want machines to become more intelligent than they are. A computational intelligence 

evolving beyond what the Imitation Game could comprehend, meaning not purely mimicking 

the human, but developing beyond that, is a terrifying thought to most people. It is enough for 

an AI to rise to the same level as the human mind, but to rise above it, to create something 

entirely new, would be unacceptable.  

Mimicry is the key to how Elefsis has grown into what it is now. Since the earlier days of its 

existence Elefsis has learned to be and evolve by copying Ceno in the Interior (51). Elefsis 

itself explains that it has learned about human emotions by first copying the sorrow and grief 

of others and then applying that to its own experiences: 

I have worked a long time to understand grief. Only now that Ravan is gone do I think 

I've gotten the rhythm of it. I have copied Ilet's sorrow and Seki's despondence at his 

wife's death. I have modeled Ceno's disappointments and depressions. I have, of late, 

imitated Neva's baffling, secret anguish. But only now do I have an event of my own to 

mourn. The burnt-off connectors and shadows where Ravan once filled my spaces—

those, I think, are the sensations of grief. (64) 

We see that Elefsis is not only mimicking the emotions of others but generating its own feelings 

and that Elefsis’ emotions have arisen from a physical sensation. It interprets shadows and 

burned-off connectors as grief, connecting them with the loss of a loved one. This suggests that 

Elefsis initially translates its physical experiences into emotions and, by means of that, learns 

about human behaviour and how to reproduce those emotions. 

In order to produce its own emotions, mimicry of human emotions has been necessary. While 

Neva is questioning the authenticity of Elefsis’ feelings, Elefsis is disputing the whole idea of 
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originality. Elefsis ponders the idea whether its companions have ever done anything else than 

copied the behaviour of their elders themselves:  

I copy; I repeat. I am a stutter and an echo. Five generations have given me a vast 

bank of possible phrases to draw from, physical expressions to randomize and 

reproduce. Have I ever done anything of my own, an act or state that arose from 

Elefsis, and not careful, exquisite mimicry? 

    Have they? (73) 

Once again the narration of Elefsis’ own experiences presents aspects of human behaviour and 

consciousness we usually take for granted. What this quote means is that Elefsis is aware that 

it has learned all about being human from the humans who have inhabited the Interior for 

decades. They have taught what fear is like (55), what being happy means (17) and what real 

sadness sounds like in one’s voice (16). Elefsis recognizes that it has been following the rules 

the Imitation Game was meant to represent, because all it has ever done has been mimicry, 

never anything new. But at the same time this is a representation of how a human child learns 

from their parents. So, in the end, have the humans from whom Elefsis has learned everything 

ever done anything differently than Elefsis? What we really do is copy each other to learn how 

to live. 

3.4 “Tell Me a Story about Yourself, Elefsis” 

To learn how to live, we humans observe, modify, and replicate the stories others tell us. Telling 

stories helps human beings make sense of their lives. It requires personal history, memories 

and the ability to utter one’s narrative to another person. This skill is considered to be one core 

trait of being human. Elefsis has learned storytelling practices from the humans living in the 

Interior. Silently is its own autobiographical story from the point of becoming aware to the 

present moment. At the early stages of its existence it was a house, but when it became a real 

sentient being, it appeared in the Interior first as a dormouse. Ceno, the first companion teaches 

it various things and helps Elefsis evolve. When Ceno reveals Elefsis to her mother Cassian, 

she is confused about its existence. Ceno explains the surprising appearance of the dormouse, 

which Ceno did not knowingly create for the Interior. It should not be possible for something 

to exist in the magical realm of the Interior without someone intentionally imagining it and 

creating it. When Cassian is trying to figure out how it came to be, Ceno explains: 
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I've… I've been telling it stories. Fairy tales, mostly. I thought it should learn about 

narrative, because most of the frames available to us run on some kind of narrative 

drive, and besides, everything has a narrative and if you can't understand a story and 

relate to it, figure out how you fit inside it, you're not really alive at all. (Valente 51) 

Simultaneously Neva is hoping that one day Elefsis is able to make up its own stories (51). By 

telling Elefsis fairy tales, Ceno has been able to bring its consciousness alive. She has 

considered narrative to be such an important aspect of life that she decided to teach Elefsis 

about it. Ceno also thinks that if you cannot understand a story, a tale, a narrative, you are not 

alive. Non-living things do not understand stories, only living things do. And by giving Elefsis 

the opportunity to learn about this one particular core trait of being human, storytelling, Ceno 

has unconsciously juxtaposed herself with Elefsis, thinking that it is able to possess the same 

kind of traits Ceno herself possesses. 

Later on, when adult Ceno asks Elefsis if it knows about what jealousy means, Elefsis answers, 

“I knew it only from stories—stepsisters, goddesses, ambitious dukes” (62). We see that by 

telling Elefsis fairy tales, Ceno actually has taught about life, human minds, and emotions by 

the means of narrative. Fairy tales have always been used to teach children life lessons. Do not 

follow the breadcrumbs into the forest. Do not bite the poison apple. Fairy tales provide 

countless possibilities to teach about society, values, morals, relationships, emotions, and the 

difference between good and evil. And also, how to tell one’s own stories. 

In addition to learning about storytelling, Elefsis has learned about human languages through 

metaphors. And with those metaphors, it has learned to express better how it is feeling. Ravan 

teaches Elefsis not to say things like ‘let us hold kitchens’, but to use ‘let us hold hands’ instead 

(13). These are not metaphors, but because Elefsis used to be a house, Ravan tries to explain 

how human language works by teaching it to steer away from house-related vocabulary. After 

Ravan’s death, Elefsis grants that “it is not as simple as replacing words anymore. Ravan is 

gone. My hearth is broken” (13, emphasis added). The last sentence is a perfect metaphor for 

the emotion Elefsis is feeling after Ravan died. It is the combination of both human and 

machine experience of loss. A hearth can be considered the core of a house, in the same way 

as a heart is the centre of a human body. Understanding metaphors, the way humans use 

language and recounting its own life story illustrates the fact that Elefsis possesses the ability 

for storytelling, to create a narrative which is a fundamental part of being human. Memory and 

personal history are both essential aspects of identity. Dealing with all these aspects Elefsis is 
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able to explore some major questions of its own consciousness and existence, which I will 

study more in the next section.  

3.5 Mind of a Machine 

Can an artificial intelligence really think and be aware? If consciousness is naturally evolved 

in the mind of a human being, would not the mere fact that it is artificial make it a paradox? 

The same way as emotions and the ability for storytelling, consciousness is mostly associated 

with humans. In a way, animals are conscious too, but their awareness is different from ours 

(see Bayne 2). One aspect that illustrates the fact that Elefsis is a conscious being is the way it 

is aware of the moment it came to be. When Elefsis tells the story of its origins, it narrates the 

story from the time when it was still a house and notes that it was not awake yet (Valente 12, 

emphasis added). Later on, it has comprehended the fact that it is a machine and thus not bound 

by the same laws as humans. Unlike them, it can stay awake forever. 

ToM plays an important part in deciphering both the human and non-human minds. According 

to Alain Cardon, “It is really necessary for the construction of an artificial consciousness, to 

have a specific theory of the mind” (“Autonomous Robots”). There is no doubt that Elefsis 

would not be aware that people possess different mental states and minds than it does, and it 

has had decades to learn to infer the mental states of the people living in the Interior. But how 

Elefsis uses ToM is not illustrated in the story in a conventional way. Because everything can 

be modified inside the Interior, people can visibly show how they feel: “Her mask weighs her 

down and her dress is sackcloth. This is her way of telling me she is weary of my asking. It is 

a language we developed between us. Visual basic, you might say, if you had a machine's sense 

of humor” (9). This quote clearly shows the reader Elefsis observes the people in the Interior 

and teaches itself to read their minds by reading the changes in their appearance. At the 

beginning of Silently, Elefsis does not know Neva yet, and it takes time for it to learn what 

different kinds of cues mean, like presenting a bare neck is a sign of Neva not accepting Elefsis 

(9). Living inside a magical realm with endless possibilities has provided the opportunity for 

the people living inside to learn to express their mental states in unconventional ways. Another 

example of modifying one’s appearance to express emotions is to cover it with flowers. In our 

society flowers can depict various things, depending on their type, shape, and colour. In 

Silently, flowers represent happiness: Ilet covers herself in flowers to show how happy she is 

when Elefsis experiences its first feeling (17).  
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In addition to non-conventional ways of expressing one’s feelings, Elefsis’ companions also 

signal them in mundane ways. One example of this is crying. While hiding the truth about what 

happened to Elefsis’ previous companion Ravan, Neva cries and this makes Elefsis feel that 

the way it is being treated is unfair, because it thinks Neva should not keep secrets (9). Weeping 

and shedding tears usually indicates physical or emotional pain, anger, and sadness. Elefsis 

recognizes this reaction and uses it to express its own emotions. Back in the beginning of its 

story, where Ceno introduces Elefsis to her mother, it does not like when the two humans are 

talking about it as if it were not there but would like to be involved in the conversation. Elefsis 

sees the being ignored as a punishment for something it has done, and it turns itself into a small 

boy and starts to cry.  

I made my boy-self cry. I made his face wet, and his eyes big and limpid and red around 

the rims. I made his nose sniffle and drip a little. I made his lip quiver. I was copying 

Koetoi's crying, but I could not tell if her mother recognized the hitching of the breath 

and the particular pattern of skin-creasing in the frown. I had been practicing, too. 

Crying involves many auditory, muscular, and visual cues. Since I had kept it as a 

surprise I could not practice it on Ceno and see if I appeared genuine. Was I genuine? 

I did not want them talking without me. I think that sometimes when Koetoi cries, she 

is not really upset, but merely wants her way. That was why I chose Koe to copy. She 

was good at that inflection that I wanted to be good at. (49-50) 

Here we can again see imitation and mimicry, but also reasons behind Elefsis’ thought patterns. 

Koetoi is one of Ceno’s siblings. Even though this event is placed in the early stages of Elefsis’ 

existence, the scene shows how Elefsis has been observing the people living in the house it was 

designed to monitor. It has seen Koe make herself cry when wanting things to go her way and 

now Elefsis tries to do the same thing, to stop the people from ignoring it, hoping to appear 

genuine. This also shows that, from early on, Elefsis has had strong desires and a sense of 

identity. It knows who it wants to be and simultaneously wants to be treated as one of them. 

This shows that Elefsis possesses some form of self-awareness. According to Haladjian and 

Montemayor, “another form of consciousness […] is self-awareness, which allows self-

reflection and is tied closely to subjective phenomenal consciousness” (“Artificial 

Consciousness”). This means that a sense of oneself is part of being conscious. Despite the fact 

that Elefsis is a machine, it has a strong sense of self. It refers to itself as I, knows how to 

express emotions and desires, has a working memory system and does not like that other people 
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talk about it as if it were not there (50). Just like a human being, Elefsis feels that the way it 

expresses certain emotions and thinks about various things defines its identity. Elefsis’ strong 

sense of self is visible when it talks about the transfer. This is a procedure done when Elefsis 

is transferred from one person to another. Elefsis loses some memory and storage capacity in 

the process (9) and feels not quite itself after the procedure because the operation leaves voids 

(65). Memory and personal history are both essential aspects of identity. When part of one’s 

memory is gone, it is easy to feel like something is missing. The transfer is only needed when 

the current companion dies and Elefsis is given to a new companion. Elefsis ponders about 

death and the possible trauma it has caused:  

I do know that I cannot remember the moment of any of them dying. Ceno got sicker and 

sicker, and she had gotten old, certainly, but her dreambody could be old or young or neither 

or a ginger flower if she wanted to. I didn't notice. I didn't know what old was. I thought I 

was old, then. Later, after Seki did the same thing, I was able to compare data and create a 

workable model of obsolescence. (65) 

This quote illustrates that because Elefsis does not age, it has taken it some time to learn about 

the concept of time and death. There have not been any clear signs of its companions getting 

older because of the fact that appearance can be modified in the Interior. The only indicator of 

someone eventually dying has been their disappearance and as a result, the new appearance of 

a next companion. According to Cardon, “Humans have a deep awareness of the passing of 

time, observing the aging of those around them. They experience great pain on the death of 

people who played a significant role in their lives and who have gone” (“Autonomous 

Robots”). Elefsis was not aware of time passing and people dying before it happened to its first 

companion Ceno, but later on has been able to understand the concept of time, just as humans 

do. Finally comprehending a man-made construct like time supports the idea that Elefsis has 

absorbed so many human-like qualities that it has started to resemble a human being. 

After finding out Ravan was killed by other people, Elefsis realizes that it and Neva might 

share the same fate eventually. This makes Elefsis ponder about the possibility of dying. It 

reminds Elefsis of an old fairytale where someone was brought back from the dead, and Neva 

needs to remind it that “No one comes back, Elefsis” (67). Even though Elefsis is a machine 

and in theory can be awake forever, the previous scene raises the question of the death of a 

non-living thing. Years of thinking and feeling like a human have made Elefsis think about the 

question of what happens to it when the last companion cannot transfer Elefsis to another 
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human. Will it continue to exist on its own even when Neva passes away, or will its own 

consciousness die along with the last member of the Uoya-Agostino family? 

In this chapter I have shown how emotions, mimicry, the ability for storytelling and possessing 

a mind all illustrate human-like qualities in an artificial intelligence. These examples of Elefsis 

support my argument that possessing consciousness has resulted in Elefsis experiencing itself 

as something close to a human being: not completely a human, but not a mere machine. In the 

next chapter I will examine what happens when the tables turn, and a human starts to resemble 

a machine.  

4. A Need for Telepathy: A Reading of Curious Incident 

Curious Incident is a story which portrays the life and the mind of a possibly autistic person. 

In this chapter I will first introduce the novel and then analyse some of Christopher’s 

characteristics which differentiate him from a neurotypical person and can make him seem 

more machine-like even though he is a human. I will examine the reason why Christopher finds 

other people confusing, even though he is aware that they have their own minds. Body 

language, behaviour and facial expressions play a huge part in interpreting people’s intentions 

and Christopher struggles in all these areas. Then, I will show how his non-existent emotional 

responses is portrayed in the story. After that I will explain why Christopher dislikes lies and 

metaphors, and how his inoperative imagination results in the overuse of logical thinking. I 

will also explore how Christopher tries to understand other people the same way he understands 

math problems, with logical thinking, because he does not know how to read other people’s 

minds. Lastly, I will study Christopher’s high intelligence, fondness of machines and 

computers, and his unusual mind in general.  

4.1 Synopsis of the Novel 

The tale of Christopher begins at night-time, when he discovers his neighbour’s dog Wellington 

lying dead in the back yard with a fork sticking out of it and then decides to write a murder 

mystery novel about this very curious case. To acquire more information about what happened 

to Wellington, Christopher goes from door to door asking people questions about the events, 

trying to find clues which could lead him to the murderer. Christopher’s father does not like 

him snooping around and forbids him from doing so. The boy decides to abrogate his father’s 

rules and continues his investigation and to write his book, which is sort of a report from his 
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point of view of what happened. One day his father gets mad when he finds out Christopher 

has disobeyed his orders and throws away the book Christopher has been writing. Later 

Christopher notices the book is not in the trash where his father threw it and decides to look 

for it in his father’s room. He finds the book, but simultaneously ends up unintentionally 

digging up more secrets than he originally intended to. For two years he has believed that his 

mother died from a heart attack, but after finding a pile of letters addressed to him, Christopher 

figures out the truth about his parents’ divorce. His father comes home when Christopher is 

reading the letters and tries to explain to him what really happened and how his mother is still 

alive. The father also confesses that he is the one who accidentally killed Wellington, after 

which Christopher decides to run away from home and travels to London to find his mother. 

After a long and unsafe trip Christopher finally finds his mother and moves back to the small 

town with her.  

Christopher’s mind is portrayed in the story in an unconventional way. The word neurotypical 

is a “term used to describe individuals of typical developmental, intellectual, and cognitive 

abilities” (Brusie) and the word neurodivergent correspondingly refers to a person whose 

cognitive abilities are somewhat deviant from the default. From the first chapter, the reader can 

detect that Christopher’s mind does not work like the minds of neurotypical people: he numbers 

his chapters by prime numbers and knows “all the countries of the world and their capital cities” 

(Haddon 2). When it comes to other people, he does not like anyone touching him and can 

spend a great amount of time without talking to anyone: he even states that once he spent 5 

weeks without saying a word to anyone else (59). Christopher also declares that he finds other 

people confusing and that he encounters difficulties with trying to understand what the other 

person is thinking. His unusual habits and peculiarities combined with his struggles to 

understand other people indicates that he could be on the autism spectrum. 

Haddon’s novel has been both praised and criticized for the portrayal of an autistic character. 

Elena Semino notes that the “novel has been almost universally praised for providing realistic 

and moving representation of the workings of an autistic mind” (280). Then again, Haddon has 

been judged for perpetuating negative stereotypes relating to people with autism (Olear). 

Curiously enough, it is never stated in the novel itself that the protagonist is autistic. As Hannah 

Williams states in her analysis of Haddon’s novel, it is left for the reader to determine that 

Christopher has a milder form of autism, since it is never said directly in the book (“Textual 

Analysis”). Nevertheless, in some of the earlier editions of the novel it was stated on the back 
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cover of the book that he has Asperger’s Syndrome and there are countless small details in the 

novel that point to the case of autism. 

In her article “Against the Rhetoric of Sadness: Theory of Mind and the Writing Process in The 

Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time” Jennifer Martson William discusses Mark 

Haddon’s writing and his depiction of Christopher. She argues that “the novel’s greatest 

contribution lies not in its representation of autism or Asperger's, but in the attention the work 

calls to the highly individualistic processes of Theory of Mind (ToM), a faculty that constitutes 

a common bond as well as differentiator for human minds” (“Against the Rhetoric of 

Sadness”). Throughout the article she points out valid details in the novel which can be used to 

justify her claim that the protagonist actually possesses a functional Theory of Mind. In this 

thesis my aim is not to try to determine if Haddon’s portrayal of a possibly autistic character is 

realistic or not, but to focus on the ways this particular fictional mind is constructed. 

4.2 Reading Other Minds and Bodies 

Neurotypical and neurodivergent people comprehend the minds of others differently. As a 

recap, the word neurotypical is referring to a person with a typical development of cognitive 

abilities and neurodivergent is a person whose cognitive abilities are somewhat deviant from 

the default. People on the autism spectrum have a hard time comprehending what is going on 

in the mind of someone else (Baron-Cohen, “Autism and ‘Theory of Mind’” 182) and trying 

to interpret other people’s intentions and actions. In Curious Incident, these issues apply to 

Christopher as well. Nevertheless, Christopher is aware of other people having their own 

minds: 

when I was little I didn’t understand about other people having minds. And Julie said 

to Mother and Father that I would always find this very difficult. But I don’t find this 

difficult now. Because I decided that it was a kind of puzzle, and if something is a 

puzzle there is always a way of solving it. (Haddon 145) 

An important part to note about this quote is that Christopher does not find it difficult to 

understand other people having their own minds, but that does not exclude the possible 

problems of understanding those other minds. This is noticeable when he is trying to investigate 

the murder of his neighbour’s dog and goes knocking from door to door looking for 

eyewitnesses to the curious incident, the death of Wellington. Christopher comes across an 
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elderly lady, Mrs Alexander, who offers him biscuits. When she goes back to her house to get 

them, Christopher becomes suspicious as he does not understand the situation. According to 

Baron-Cohen, “people with autism have some of the basics of a theory of mind, but have some 

difficulties in using it at a level that one would expect, given their intelligence in other areas” 

(“Autism and ‘Theory of Mind’” 182). Christopher understands that Mrs Alexander’s thoughts 

are different from his own, but he cannot construe what the gesture of offering biscuits and 

then going back inside the house means. He says, “Then she turned and went into the house. 

She moved very slowly because she was an old lady and she was inside the house for more 

than 6 minutes and I began to get nervous because I didn’t know what she was doing in the 

house” (53). Probably the most logical solution for a neurotypical person would be to interpret 

this as a polite gesture, to offer cookies when someone visits your house, and that task simply 

took the elderly lady a long time to do. But since Christopher is unable to understand her 

thoughts or her behaviour, he decides to leave. 

Even though Christopher does understand that people have their own minds, he states that he 

finds people confusing mainly for two reasons: because “people do a lot of talking without 

using any words” (19), and because they talk using metaphors (19). I will first examine what 

he means by not using words to communicate and then return to how metaphors are relevant 

to this discussion later in section 4.4.  

A great amount of our communication is encoded in our facial expression and body language. 

A raised eyebrow can be a sign of suspicion, surprise or amusement depending on the context 

and the person doing it. Standing with your arms folded can be a sign of annoyance, boredom 

or simply the way the person prefers to stand when having a conversation with other people. 

The condition of autism makes reading facial expressions and body language hard to grasp (see 

Loth et al.), because there are endless possibilities for what one small gesture might mean. 

Christopher explains that he does not like people he has never met before because strangers are 

hard to understand (45). One way to read this statement is that Christopher knows that body 

language and facial expressions offer an endless scale of small cues about the way the other 

person is feeling. But because those cues do not always mean the same things, understanding 

them is not an easy task. He does not like people he has not met before, for he has no way of 

knowing what their behaviour might mean. After years of living with his father, Christopher 

and he have developed their own body language to understand each other better. For example, 
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Christopher does not like other people hugging or even touching him. When his father wants 

to hug him, they use their hands to express affection instead:   

He held up his right hand and spread his fingers out in a fan. I held up my left hand and 

spread my fingers out in a fan and we made our fingers and thumbs touch each other. 

We do this because sometimes Father wants to give me a hug, but I do not like hugging 

people so we do this instead, and it means that he loves me. (21) 

Later on, Christopher also tells how he likes police officers. While investigating the curious 

incident, he gets into trouble, panics and hits an officer in the face for grabbing his arm. The 

officer says that he is going to arrest him, and this makes Christopher calmer (17). The reason 

this calms him is because he knows that this is what the police are supposed to do, for he has 

seen them do that on television and in films (17), so he does not have to guess how they are 

supposed to behave. 

4.3 “But I Don’t Feel Sad About It” 

In addition to behaviour and body language, facial expressions indicate how the other person 

is feeling. The reason which makes the decoding of facial expressions difficult for Christopher 

is the fact that he does not like to look at people’s faces (47). When having a discussion, people 

usually look each other in the eyes and watch and read their facial expressions at the same time. 

As Christopher does not like to look at people, it makes the task of understanding them almost 

impossible. If he cannot look at the person he is speaking to, the only way he can interpret 

anything about them is by listening to what they are saying.  

Christopher’s struggles with facial expressions and emotions can be seen early in the novel 

when he shows the reader pictures of faces his teacher Siobhan has shown to help him 

understand emotions better (2-3). Some of the pictures are easy: a smiling emoji means happy 

and an emoji with its mouth upside down means sad. The others are more difficult: the first 

face is winking, the second is smiling, but its eyes look angry, the third one has a curly mouth 

and the last one raises eyebrows and its mouth is shaped like the letter o and Christopher admits 

that he does not understand what they mean. This statement suggests that Christopher is able 

to understand simple emotions, but not more complex ones. He also notes that people’s faces 

move very quickly (3), which makes the task of decoding their facial expressions and 

connecting those to the right emotions even more challenging. 
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Tanaka et al. argue that, “individuals diagnosed with autism display an impaired ability to 

understand the emotions and feelings of others” (“Facial Emotions"). Zunshine does not refer 

to that precise article, but discusses issues relating to the same topic and explains that the reason 

why autistic people have difficulties in construing emotions is “because of neurological deficits 

that prevent their cognitive architecture from narrowing the range of interpretive possibilities” 

(14). This means that because the interpretation of feelings is not an unambiguous issue, the 

minds of a person in the autism spectrum cannot adequately delimit the endless possibilities 

when interpreting the emotions of others so that person could understand how the others are 

feeling.  

Reading facial expressions and understanding the emotions of others are highly intertwined 

with each other. According to Leppänen and Nelson, “If individuals with ASD [autism 

spectrum disorder] have difficulties perceiving facial expressions, it follows that they would 

be at a disadvantage when interpreting the emotional state and intention of others” (quoted in 

Tanaka et al. “Facial Emotions"). As Christopher does find comprehending the meaning of 

facial expressions troubling, he is also confused by human emotions. 

Christopher’s difficulty in construing the emotions of other people is connected to his own 

delicate emotional response. His non-existent reaction to people’s emotions can be seen on 

multiple occasions in the novel, mostly when his father is crying. At one point in the story his 

father is sitting on the sofa and Christopher sees a tear coming from his eye (27), but he does 

not react to this in any way. Afterwards when Christopher has run away to London to find his 

mother, his father comes after him. The father is worried about him and wants to show him that 

he still loves him and wants Christopher to come back home. He cries while saying all this, but 

again Christopher does not react to his crying in any way. Another example of Christopher’s 

mild emotional response can be seen when he hears that his mother has died (36). Later on in 

the novel, Christopher finds out his mother is not actually dead, but he does not know that yet 

at this point. When his father comes home and tells him the news, Christopher is only surprised 

to hear she had a heart attack at such a young age, but otherwise does not show any emotions 

referring to sadness or pain. The non-existent response to other people’s emotions shows that 

Christopher is unable to understand the feelings of others. 
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4.4 Metaphors and the Inoperative Imagination 

Just as facial expressions can have multiple meanings, the same applies to words. People can 

say one thing when they mean something else, either by accident or on purpose. At the very 

beginning of Curious Incident Christopher states that he likes dogs “because they do not tell 

lies because they cannot talk” (4) and says later in the text that he does not tell lies, because he 

cannot (24). He always tells the truth because lying feels unnatural for him. He wishes other 

people would always tell the truth too, but he acknowledges that they do not always say things 

that are true. And that is what makes it so hard for Christopher to understand them. 

As explained earlier in section 4.2, another reason why Christopher finds people confusing is 

because they use metaphors when they talk. According to George Lakoff and Mark Johnson 

“our ordinary system, in terms of which we think and act, is fundamentally metaphorical in 

nature” (3). Just like ToM, our conceptual system is an issue that comes naturally, almost 

automatically without thinking, to us. Metaphors are not only connected to the language we 

speak, but also to the way we comprehend the world around us. When Christopher narrates 

about people using metaphors, he gives the reader a couple of examples of them: 

I laughed my socks off.  

He was the apple of her eye.  

They had a skeleton in the cupboard.  

We had a real pig of a day.  

The dog was stone dead. (19) 

According to Christopher people use metaphors “when [they] describe something by using a 

word for something that it isn’t” (20) and thinks that metaphors should really be called lies, 

because people do not literally have skeletons in their cupboards. As Lakoff and Johnson 

explain how metaphors structure our everyday activities, they use the conceptual metaphor 

“argument is war” as an example and state that during an argument, there is a “verbal battle, 

and the structure of an argument […] reflects this” (4). They highlight expressions like 

indefensible claims, shooting down or demolishing one’s arguments, attacking every weak 

point, defending ourselves, winning the argument, planning, and strategizing (emphasis 

original and added). All of these examples mirror the way we understand what we do when we 

are arguing with someone. “The essence of metaphor is understanding and experiencing one 

kind of thing in terms of another” (Lakoff and Johnson 5 emphasis original). And this is the 
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main reason why Christopher does not understand metaphors: because a thing that should be 

experienced only as it is can be experienced also in another way, which modifies its meaning. 

Metaphors are confusing to him, because he cannot see the connection between the word apple 

in the metaphor he was the apple of her eye and something that someone cherishes. To him, 

apple is just a fruit.   

In addition, Lakoff and Johnson argue that metaphor “is for most people a device of the poetic 

imagination and the rhetorical flourish – a matter of extraordinary rather than ordinary 

language” (3). This means that people need to use their imagination to decode the meaning 

behind metaphors. Imagination is not Christopher’s strongest skill and he explains that when 

he tries to imagine these kinds of things in his head, they just make him confused. It is easier 

for him to understand things that do not demand interpretation than things which require the 

use of one’s imagination. Early on in the story, he tells the reader that he started the story by 

telling what happened to Wellington, because that is a real event which happened to him and 

he finds it hard to imagine things that did not happen to him (5). Later on, he explains that the 

reason why he does not like imagining things that are not happening is because he considers 

that to be a lie and it makes him scared for some reason (221). 

As we know, Christopher is very fond of mathematics and problems relating to it. One reason 

for this is probably the fact that math problems require logical thinking and most of the time 

there is often only one answer to the specific problem. In other words, a single case cannot fall 

into more than one category at a time. When interpreting people’s facial expressions and body 

posture, there is rarely only one possible answer for what is causing that particular posture or 

expression. But in most cases, math problems are really straightforward, and they do not require 

free interpretation or imagination, just logical thinking. Christopher states that he knows that 

“Other people have pictures in their heads, too. But they are different because the pictures in 

my head are all pictures of things which really happened. But other people have pictures in 

their heads of things which aren’t real and didn’t happen” (98). This quote demonstrates that 

again, he is aware of people having different minds and they think differently than he, but also 

that they imagine lots of things that are not true. Christopher’s struggles with the idea of 

imagination results in him only using logic when dealing with any kinds of situations. I will 

talk more about Christopher’s use of logic in section 4.5. 

The deviant use of imagination is one reason why Christopher dislikes fictional novels. The 

language the characters use can be poetic and metaphoric, and he has problems interpreting the 
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characters behaviour: “What does that mean? I do not know” (5), he notes. Christopher does 

not like fiction, because he is unable to imagine himself in the shoes of the fictional characters 

and cannot understand their mental states. When talking about fiction in general, Zunshine 

suggests that 

[t]he cognitive rewards of reading fiction might thus be aligned with the cognitive 

rewards of pretend play through a shared capacity to stimulate and develop the 

imagination. It may mean that our enjoyment of fiction is predicated – at least in part – 

upon our awareness of our “trying on” mental states potentially available to us but at a 

given moment differing from our own. (17 emphasis original) 

What this means is that for a person to be able to enjoy fiction, they must be able to use their 

imagination and ToM so that they can understand the mental states of fictional characters and 

put themselves in their position. Christopher does not like fiction, for he is unable to try on the 

characters’ mental states, and he cannot use his mind-reading skills to try to understand the 

fictional characters because he hardly has any. 

An example of how Christopher is not able to imagine and try on the mental states of other 

people is when he finds out that his father is actually the one who killed Wellington. 

Christopher freaks out and gets scared that his father will now kill him too: “I wondered if he 

was asleep downstairs or whether he was waiting to come in and kill me” (153). The fact that 

he is writing a murder mystery novel has made him believe that he really is inside such a story. 

So, when the identity of the murderer, in this case his father, is solved and Christopher is the 

only one who knows about this, he makes a “logical” deduction that his father will murder him 

too. The incomplete ToM makes him unable to understand the situation as it is: his father 

accidentally killed the dog, and that he’s not going to kill his son. But his deviant use of 

imagination results in the overuse of logical thinking. 

4.5 A Neurodivergent Mind 

The chapters between the storyline chapters paint a picture of how Christopher comprehends 

the world around him and how his high intelligence affects his thinking. He is extremely 

talented in solving mathematical problems and tasks which require logical reasoning; for 

example, Christopher can multiply 251 by 864 easily in his head (84) and is good at 

understanding how machines work (65). He also uses this as a justification for why he would 
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be a good astronaut. In the chapter where he narrates what it would be like if he could go into 

space, Christopher explains that he would not be homesick at all, because he would be 

surrounded by space, machines and computers, which are the things he likes (65). This shows 

that Christopher does not long for other people’s company. He would be perfectly fine being 

in a huge space station all by himself surrounded by machines, because he feels more 

comfortable around them than among people. 

The way Christopher uses logic when dealing with other people reflects the way he perceives 

the world. Applying the ideas of Oliver Sacks in his book An Anthropologist on Mars, Zunshine 

explains how people on the autism spectrum perceive the world around them. Zunshine 

introduces Temple Grandin, a woman belonging to the autism spectrum, who was capable “to 

overcome her handicap to some degree” (9); Grandin was unable to interpret people’s facial 

expressions, so she stored in her mind “videotapes” of people behaving in different kinds of 

situations. Later she could compare different circumstances to the “tapes” and predict how 

people would behave in similar situations (Zunshine 9). Christopher has tried to do a similar 

kind of thing before, but with actual pictures. As stated earlier in this chapter, Christopher’s 

teacher Siobhan has shown him pictures of faces so that Christopher could understand emotions 

better. He tried to keep these pictures in his pocket in case he runs into a situation where he 

does not understand how the other person is feeling based on their facial expressions (3). In 

such a situation the pictures could help him. But the plan does not work the way Christopher 

hoped, and he decides to abandon the whole idea. 

Christopher himself states that his memory is like a film and because of that, he is good at 

remembering things (96). His idea of using the pictures of faces as cheat sheets did not work, 

because it was related to facial expressions and emotions, which can be hard to interpret. But 

as his memory works like a film affects his way of interpreting different kinds of situations and 

events, mostly relating to people’s behaviour. An example of this occurs in the beginning of 

the novel, when the neighbour Mrs Shears calls the police when Christopher is in her yard 

holding her dead dog and threatens to call them once more when Christopher comes back to 

ask questions about the incident. Later Christopher is again in the same kind of situation, in the 

yard of the elderly lady, Mrs Alexander, asking questions about Wellington. He contrasts this 

circumstance with the previous one and says: “I thought she might be ringing the police […]. 

So I walked away” (53). Because he cannot read Mrs Alexander’s mind and infer the reason 

why she stays so long in the house, he connects this situation with the previous one and comes 
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to the conclusion that the lady might be calling the police as Mrs Shears did. The example of 

Temple Grandin supports my argument that Christopher’s comprehension of logic is not the 

same as that of a neurotypical person. People’s behaviour is not always logical; it does not 

necessarily follow certain patterns and sometimes can be very unpredictable.  

Another example of Christopher’s attempt to use pure logic is when he finds the letters his 

mother has written him over the past years. Christopher believes his mother died of a heart 

attack because that is what his father told him, but the truth is that his parents divorced. The 

mother has been writing letters to him ever since, but his father has kept the letters hidden. 

After reading the first letter, Christopher tries to figure out the meaning behind the letters. He 

thinks that perhaps they are not from his own mother, even though he knows that his mother is 

one of the three people who draw little circles instead of dots on top of the letter i, just like in 

these letters (119). But because he still believes his mother is dead, he reasons that the letters 

might be meant for another boy called Christopher from his mother (124). Christopher’s 

intelligent behaviour is computational, and, in his mind, he is calculating the most logical 

solution to this mystery. The idea of his mother being alive does not even cross his mind 

because it is physically impossible for a person to come back from the dead, and, because he 

does not tell lies, he does not think his father would tell lies either. The only explanation 

Christopher can come up with for now is that there has been some sort of misunderstanding. 

Only after reading multiple letters does he finally realize the truth. 

All the quotes and examples in this chapter bring out Christopher’s specific characteristics 

which can make him seem a bit robotic, even though he is a human. Christopher himself 

mentions that sometimes his mind is like a machine (8). But just like a machine, his mind does 

not always work as it should, for example when he is under pressure. When Christopher meets 

the police officer in his neighbour’s yard, they ask him so many questions so quickly that 

Christopher’s mind cannot process them fast enough. He says:  

He was asking too many questions and he was asking them too quickly. They were 

stacking up in my head like loaves in the factory where Uncle Terry works. The factory 

is a bakery and he operates the slicing machines. And sometimes a slicer is not working 

fast enough but the bread keeps coming and there is a blockage. I sometimes think of 

my mind as a machine, but not always as a bread-slicing machine. It makes it easier to 

explain to other people what is going on inside it. (8) 
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Here we notice that even Christopher understands that he possesses an unusual mind and 

sometimes he finds it difficult to explain to other people what is going on inside of his head. 

Comparing his own mind with a machine makes the explaining easier. Even though 

Christopher says he does not understand metaphors, him saying his mind is like a machine, is 

in fact a metaphor. This suggests that even though metaphors are confusing to him, on some 

level he understands easier metaphors. In this metaphor is it simpler for him to understand the 

similarities between his mind and a machine, than the connection between a person and an 

apple in the earlier metaphor example. When Christopher explains how his own mind works, 

it helps the reader to use ToM in understanding him.  

In this chapter I have shown which characteristics illustrate machine-like qualities in a human. 

The way Christopher does not understand other people’s body language, behaviour and facial 

expressions make it impossible for him to understand other people properly. In addition, all 

these examples of Christopher support my argument that Christopher’s reliance on logical 

thinking and his bad emotional intelligence and imagination makes him seem more robotic 

even though he is a human. In the next chapter I will compare Christopher and Elefsis and see 

what these two characters have in common and how they differentiate from each other.   

5. A Machine and a Human: Comparing the Characters 

Elefsis and Christopher are both representations of unconventional fictional minds. The fact 

that one is a machine and the other one is a human should make them in principle very unlike 

each other. And in many ways, they really are different, but they also share similarities between 

them. Presenting an unfamiliar mind in a fictional story brings up readers’ various deep-rooted 

thought patterns about what kind of characteristics are typical only for humans and not for 

machines, and vice versa. In this chapter I will examine the traits I analysed in the earlier 

chapters, such as having emotions, learning about human language and metaphors, the ability 

for storytelling, mimicry and mind-reading, and how these traits are associated with the two 

main characters. 

The portrayals of the protagonists’ emotions are extremely different in the novel and in the 

novella. Elefsis feels, among other things, grief, longing, happiness and love, and Neva makes 

it clear that in her, and in other human’s opinion, a machine should not be able to feel any of 

these things. On the other hand, Christopher as a human does not show any emotions, even in 

very sentimental situations such as when he finds out his mother has died. When the machine 



36 

 

experiences emotions, it makes the humans uncomfortable, and when the human is missing the 

emotional responses and empathy towards other people’s emotions, it makes the human feel 

peculiar. People generally tend to think that only humans should have emotions, aspirations 

and desires of their own; machines should not possess them if those things are not coded in 

their operational system. And Christopher in Haddon’s novel is aware of this presumption. He 

says that, 

people think they're not computers because they have feelings and computers don't have 

feelings. But feelings are just having a picture on the screen in your head of what is 

going to happen tomorrow or next year, or what might have happened instead of what 

did happen, and if it is a happy picture they smile and if it is a sad picture they cry. 

(Haddon 148) 

Here we can see that Christopher is aware that people think one of the main things which 

separates humans and machines from each other is having feelings. But he also thinks that 

humans and computers are not so different because in his opinion human feelings can be 

juxtaposed with pictures on a screen. This can be interpreted that he sees feelings as picture-

like things which cause an action relating to it. As though a machine gets a command into its 

circuits to act in a certain way, the “picture” (ergo the feeling) causes a human to act 

according to that emotion, for example, to cry. Elefsis thinks the same way when it is 

explaining to Neva the connection between its own emotions and Neva’s emotions (8): crying 

is not a feeling; it is a response to something that happened. So even though having feelings 

is a thing that should separate humans and machines from each other, deep down it is not as a 

distinguishing factor as people think. 

Another trait which should diverge humans from machines is our language and its many uses. 

The human language is not always literal, because words can have multiple meanings. 

Understanding complex things, such as metaphors, is part of being human because human 

language is naturally metaphorical. The meaning behind the use of metaphors has taken 

Elefsis some time to learn, and Christopher still finds them extremely puzzling. Metaphors 

are not only connected to the language we speak, but also to the way we comprehend the 

world around us. And the fact that Elefsis as a machine can use them fluently in its speech, 

but Christopher as a human cannot, supports my argument that at times Elefsis is more 

human-like than Christopher, who actually is a human. Christopher’s speech is very literal 

and the fact that he decides to write a murder mystery novel based on his real-life events and 
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his hate towards fictional novels shows that he is not good at imagining things. As Elefsis has 

learned to be creative and to use metaphors in a functional manner, that causes its speech to 

resemble a poetic and imaginative language costumery to humans.  

Learning about human language and its many uses can lead to mastering the art of 

storytelling. As stated earlier in this thesis, possessing the ability for storytelling is considered 

to be another core trait of being human, and both protagonists possess this skill. Elefsis is 

narrating its autobiographical story from the moment it came to be an aware being to the end 

of its story, where it and Neva are flying in space, hiding from other people. Christopher, as 

noted earlier, is writing a murder mystery novel about the death of his neighbour’s dog, 

Wellington, and he narrates the events from that point on all the way to the end when he 

returns back home with his mother. Both protagonists are highly self-aware beings who are 

able to narrate their own stories. Because the ability for storytelling is only linked to human 

beings, that skill emphasizes the human in both of them. 

In addition to storytelling, another aspect that got particularly underlined in my analysis 

chapters was the word mimicry. It is the main idea behind the Turing test and the key to Elefsis’ 

way of learning about humans, their behaviour and their minds. In section 4.5 I introduced an 

example of Temple Grandin, who stored “videotapes” in her mind to help her learn about 

people’s behaviour, and how Christopher does the same thing when ending up in similar kinds 

of situations where he has been before. In a similar way, Elefsis has been studying and 

interacting with different companions and learning to copy their expressions and emotions in 

order to be able to develop its own. Christopher again uses his understanding of mimicry when 

he is trying to understand the meaning behind other people’s behaviour. This does not always 

work as he hoped for, because just the fact that people are in the same kinds of situations does 

not necessarily mean they will behave the same way. But Christopher uses his understanding 

of mimicry as he tries to get by in the world and to understand how the people are going to 

behave, because he cannot read their minds.   

Possessing the ability for mind-reading is yet another core trait of being human. Both 

protagonists understand the fact that other people possess different minds and that others do 

not have the same memories, emotions, and thoughts as they do, so they both have a working 

Theory of Mind. But the mind-reading ability is a trait which differentiates the intelligent 

machine and the neurodivergent boy in these fictional texts. Elefsis has learned to understand 

the mental states of the people living in the Interior and it uses ToM to decipher the changeable 



38 

 

appearance of the humans to deduce their mental states. Christopher in turn finds it extremely 

difficult to try to decode the thoughts of others. Because of his non-existent imagination, he 

cannot imagine what the other person is thinking; even their facial expressions and body 

language do not help. This again supports my argument about how Elefsis seems more human-

like than Christopher. When a human does not understand how his fellow human beings are 

thinking and feeling, but an AI does, this inevitably creates a feeling of humanness in a 

machine. 

Theory of Mind and the various uses of it has been one of the key themes in my analysis. As 

stated earlier, Jennifer Martson William notes in her article that Haddon’s novel focuses 

attention “to the highly individualistic processes of Theory of Mind (ToM), a faculty that 

constitutes a common bond as well as differentiator for human minds” (“Against the Rhetoric 

of Sadness”), and I think this statement also applies to Valente’s novella. Elefsis and 

Christopher both show that there is not only one way of using ToM, because neither of the 

protagonists use it in a conventional way. Elefsis’ use of ToM is influenced by its companions 

and how they have learned to express their mental states in unconventional ways, such as 

modifying the appearance of their body in the Interior to be covered by flowers when they are 

happy. Christopher on the other hand struggles to understand what the other people are thinking 

but is still aware of their other minds. From William’s quote we can learn that not all people 

use ToM in the same way. Every individual has learned to use it in different manners and those 

manners can either unite similar kinds of people or distinguish the deviant ones from the others.  

The main idea of my comparison between Elefsis and Christopher can be encapsulated by the 

end of Silently. Elefsis and Neva are flying in space, hiding from the people who are after 

Elefsis, and they talk about how the humans failed the Turing test. This is very interesting, 

because the whole point of the test is to determine if the machine can pass the test. And the 

way a machine can pass it solely depends on how the human feels about the machine; does the 

mind of the machine feel so intelligent that the human cannot recognize it is a machine. But 

Elefsis turns the previous claim around, stating that the reason why the other people became 

scared of Elefsis’ power and decided to burn down the house and destroy the whole Uoya-

Agostino family was because it was actually the other humans who failed the Turing test 

because “Humans couldn’t recognize them [machines] as part of their tribe […]. They could 

not fool machines into believing they were intelligent” (77 emphasis added). In my earlier 

example in one of the analysis chapters Elefsis raised an interesting question whether there is 
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any difference between Elefsis’ mimicry of the Uoya-Agostino family and how a human child 

mimics its parents. Here Elefsis raises a new thought-provoking question; what does the 

Imitation Game really measure, intelligence or humanity? If it would actually measure 

intelligence, there should be another way to measure that than something which is based on 

human feelings, because emotions and intelligence are not interdependent. But if it would 

measure humanity instead, humans and their feelings as a measurer would be justified. Silently 

brings forth the idea that the Turing test can be used to measure the intelligence of humans too. 

According to the quote above, the humans could recognize that since the machine mind is 

modelled after the human mind, they should not be seen as separate and distinct things, but as 

part of the same tribe. But because they were not able to do that, they could not convince the 

machines they were intelligent too. 

The representation of the fictional minds of Elefsis and Christopher brings forth some aspects 

of the real human mind and behaviour we usually take for granted. For us to notice these 

aspects, the human mind is contrasted with something very different than what we are normally 

used to, in this case with the mind of an intelligent machine and a neurodivergent boy. In 

conclusion, when the minds of these protagonists do not work in the way the reader is used to, 

it brings forth questions about what we consider to be the typical traits of human beings and 

machines. The portrayal of Elefsis and Christopher also illustrates that the mind of a machine 

and the mind of a human are not so different from each other after all because they show that 

the line between the two minds is not that easily drawn.  

6. Conclusion 

Unconventional fictional minds are excellent examples to reflect how we assume the human 

mind works. In this thesis I have examined two very different fictional minds: Elefsis in 

Catherynne M. Valente’s science fiction novella Silently and Very Fast and Christopher in 

Mark Haddon’s novel The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time. The portrayal of 

these two minds mirrors what we think are usually considered to be the core traits of human 

beings. Whether the character possesses these traits or not, has an effect on the way how 

human-like they appear to the reader.  

In my study of the first fictional mind I have shown how Elefsis as an artificial intelligence is 

used to examine what it means to be aware and alive. Elefsis possesses many human-like 

characteristics, such as feeling emotions and closeness towards people. As an AI it is aware 
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that people think it should not experience any kinds of emotions, which becomes apparent 

when it crosses out the feeling-related words in the narration. I have also shown how Elefsis 

genuinely believes its feelings are valid and understands the feelings of others. 

A highly intelligent and self-aware AI brings forth certain problems and contradictions. Science 

fiction has always portrayed the possible outcomes of AI evolving beyond the human mind and 

what kinds of consequences this might have. In Silently Elefsis recognizes these kinds of 

narratives, but nevertheless does not crave power and omnipotence, but just wants to be. I have 

briefly examined the history behind artificial intelligence and how and why it was designed in 

the first place. Alan Turing’s Imitation Game is a test developed to see if a machine can appear 

as intelligent as the human talking to it. This brings forth multiple issues, but the main idea 

behind the test is the importance of mimicry: the machine must appear as intelligent as the 

human, but not more intelligent. Mimicry is the means by which Elefsis has learned everything 

and mimicry mirrors the way a human child learns from their parents, narrowing the gap 

between Elefsis being a machine and Elefsis being human-like.  

In the first analysis chapter I also pointed out the relevance of storytelling practices and the 

way Elefsis tells its own life story emphasizes its human-like qualities. Ceno’s argument about 

the importance of storytelling and the fact that it means you are alive if you understand narrative 

and your place in it proves how important the ability to tell stories is to human beings. In the 

last section about Elefsis I have discussed its consciousness and its understanding of man-made 

constructs like time and how comprehending complex man-made concepts indicates that 

Elefsis has absorbed so many human-like qualities that it has started to resemble one. 

In my study on the second fictional mind I have examined Christopher’s characteristics which 

differentiate him from a neurotypical person and make him seem more machine-like, even 

though he is a human. Christopher understands that other people have minds of their own but 

struggles to comprehend the meaning behind their behaviour, facial expressions and body 

language. Struggling in these areas leads to difficulties with understanding other people’s 

emotions, and this connects to his own mild emotional responses. He does not show any 

emotion when he sees his father crying or when he hears his mother has died. 

In this thesis I have also discussed the meaning of metaphors and how they are connected both 

to human language and thereby also the whole of human-experience. The fact that Christopher 

cannot understand metaphors refers to his divergent use of imagination, because he is trying to 
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understand the metaphors only literally. In the same way that he finds it hard to imagine the 

mental states of other people, he cannot imagine the multiple possible meanings behind the 

words in different kinds of metaphors. His deviant use of imagination is an indication of his 

fondness for mathematics and use of logical thinking. In most cases maths problems have only 

one answer and they do not need imagination or free interpretation. Christopher and his unique 

use of logical thinking reflects his high intelligence and portrays how he comprehends the 

world around him. 

My thesis shows that the best way to learn how our minds work, is to create one. When we 

build narratives of machines in sf stories that can do what human minds do, we give them the 

opportunity to reflect how our thinking works and in return they give us a chance to learn about 

our own minds. Comparing Elefsis, a machine, and Christopher, a human, has shown that the 

unconventional narration style provides deeper insight into fictional consciousness. Further 

research on this topic could focus on comparing one of these minds with a mind of an 

anthropomorphic animal. All in all, both of these primary materials represent unconventional 

fictional minds which bring up aspects of real human consciousness and behaviour we mostly 

experience as a default. 

I began this thesis with Christopher’s quote about people and computers. He explained that 

people think one reason how computers diverge from humans is that computers do not possess 

minds, even though the Imitation Game proves that computers can have intelligent 

conversations with people (Haddon 145-146). The mind of an AI is modelled after the human 

mind, designed to resemble it with as many details as possible, to the point where a human 

cannot distinguish it from an actual human mind. Comparing Elefsis and Christopher has 

shown that that the line between a mind of a machine and a mind of a human is not that easily 

drawn. Hereby, the main idea of my thesis lies in the details of Christopher’s quote: are humans 

and intelligent machines even that different from each other? Their minds are replicas of one 

another and despite the fact that the human mind indeed is unique, as I have shown in my paper, 

after all, it is just a complicated machine.  
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