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ABSTRACT 

 

      With the recent advancements in technology, the line between man and machine has 

become increasingly blurred. Indeed, from its inception in 1956, artificial intelligence 

(AI) has arisen as the capability of a machine to imitate intelligent (human) behavior. 

While AI is still some way from the sentient machines portrayed in science fiction, the 

idea that mankind could, at some point, develop machines that actually think for 

themselves and act autonomously has been ingrained in human literature and culture 

since the beginning of civilization. In fact, most AI experts agree that AI will eventually 

exceed humans in cognitive abilities. Some experts and futurologists even proclaim that 

there will be the birth of a new species, machina sapiens, which will share the human 

place as intelligent creatures on earth.  

Such a future development may not be too distant, as trends in the field reveal the 

distinct potential for the sentient AI creation. To explain, according to some experts, the 

next step for the field of AI is the development of strong AI. More specifically, the next 

step is the creation of artificial general intelligence (AGI), which refers to the 

development of a machine with human-like intelligence that can be applied to any task. 

Human-like intelligence, in this regard, can be described as the intellectual abilities of 

humans to perform complex cognitive feats with high levels of motivation as well as self-

awareness. A popular approach currently being discussed in achieving AGI is whole 

brain architecture (WBA), an engineering-based research approach intended to create 

human-like AGI by learning from the architecture of the entire human brain. That is to 

say, AGI built with WBA will be developed to think essentially like humans with the 
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same behaviors and sense of values, even if the superintelligence exceeds human 

intelligence. These AGI, consequently, can be described as artificial persons. Researchers 

predict that the necessary hardware for WBA will become available sometime between 

2019 and 2025. In light of this, experts further argue that the advent of AGI will occur by 

2030. The question is, then, not when will AI gain human-like cognitive abilities, but 

rather, how should mankind respond when they do? 
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LIMITATIONS 

 

Although the field of AI is a pluralistic endeavor, the scope of this thesis will be 

limited in nature. For instead of evaluating all forms, perspectives, and approaches to 

developing strong AI, in light of personhood considerations, I will only address the WBA 

approach to AGI in conjunction with humanoid robotics and cellular technology. My 

underlying rationale for this particular focus is that while I believe all AGI should 

eventually be granted personhood status, this approach appears to be the most promising 

in terms of its realization as well as its acceptance within society. Indeed, humans are far 

more likely to initially accept something as socially, morally, and legally equal if it looks, 

walks, talks, and thinks like us. Hence, despite the fact the field of AI encompasses 

technology like hiveminds to virtual programs, self-driving cars to commercial 

manufacturing systems,  smart homes to single cell state machines, these kinds of AI will 

not be evaluated for their personhood merit within the scope of this thesis. I recognize 

that focusing on only one particular kind of AGI is a major limitation of my work; 

however, the specificity of this thesis is necessary for argument clarity and facilitation.  

More importantly, this type of technology has the greatest potential for helping us 

discover the true meaning behind personhood and the necessary tests for personhood 

capacity. To explain, by creating this technology in our image, we may come to 

understand what it actually requires for something to be worthy of personhood status. 

Thus, by developing and examining this technology, we may be able to set the boundaries 

of personhood in order to understand how other AGI programs (e.g., hiveminds) fit into 

that picture, whether or not such technology looks like us.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

UNDERSTANDING ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE (AI) 

 

Artificial intelligence (AI), described as the science and engineering of making 

intelligent machines, received its official name during a two-month long workshop at 

Dartmouth College in 1956. There, John McCarthy, Claude Shannon, Nathaniel 

Rochester, and Marvin Minsky brought together a team of U.S. researchers interested in 

automata theory, neural nets, and the study of intelligence to collectively found the field 

of AI.1 While there were only ten attendees in total, their work at Dartmouth set the 

agenda for AI research for the next forty years. Specifically, through their work, goal-

directed problem solving implemented by search algorithms and supported by methods of 

automatic logical inference became the dominant conceptual framework for the field, and 

continues to be so for the majority of AI research today.2 Such a conceptual framework 

enabled the AI community to begin mapping out the rational problem-solving approach 

to intelligence by adopting a style of research that builds symbolic problem solving 

agents to test theories of intelligence in an abstract domain.3  

But what does any of that mean? More importantly, what exactly is AI? So far, 

even experts have been unable to provide a conclusive answer. Instead, according to eight 

recent textbooks, there are four main definitions that vary along two dimensions (table 1). 

The ones on top are concerned with thought processes and reasoning. The ones on bottom 

address behavior. The definitions on the left measure success in terms of human 

 
1 Russell, Stuart J., and Peter Norvig. 1995. Artificial Intelligence: A Modern Approach. Prentence-Hall: 17. 
2 Clocksin, William F. 2003. Artificial Intelligence and the Future. The Royal Society 361: 1722. 
3 Id. See pg. 1731. 
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performance. The ones on the right measure against an ideal concept of intelligence 

(rationality). The result is four possible goals to pursue in AI. Historically, all four 

approaches have been followed.4 

 

Table 1 AI Approaches 
  

Human-Based 
 

Ideal Rationality 

Reasoning-Based 
 
Systems that think like humans 
 

 
Systems that think rationally 

Behavior-Based 
 
Systems that act like humans 
 

 
Systems that act rationally 

 

Despite this lack of clarity in a commonly accepted definition, most experts agree 

that AI can be divided into two main categories: strong AI and weak AI. Strong AI, also 

known as artificial general intelligence (AGI), refers to the creation of a machine with 

human-like intelligence that can be applied to any type of task. In other words, this form 

of AI is intended to demonstrate a level of understanding and reasoning with a breadth 

and depth of knowledge that allows the AI to easily traverse between vastly unrelated 

topics just like a human.5 Strong AI, accordingly, can be described as artificial persons: 

“machines that have all the mental powers we have, including phenomenal 

consciousness.”6 As of today, no strong AI have been fully developed. Strong AI is 

contrasted with weak AI, also known as applied or narrow AI. Weak AI refers to a form 

of machine intelligence that merely simulates one aspect of human intelligence. This 

 
4 Russell, Stuart J., and Peter Norvig. 1995. Artificial Intelligence: A Modern Approach. Prentence-Hall: 4. 
5 Young, Rob. 2017. Applied vs. Generalized Artificial Intelligence: What’s the difference and why it matters for enterprise IT. 
LinkedIn: 1.  
6 Bringsjord, Selmer and Naveen Sundar Govindarajulu. 2018. Artificial Intelligence. The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy: 30. 
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form of AI is intended to demonstrate only a specific level of understanding and 

reasoning within specific contexts that cannot be traversed to unrelated topics.7 Weak AI 

is the most successful realization of AI to date in terms of functionality and can be found 

all throughout current society from systems like SIRI and Alexa, to spelling auto-

correction, to Facebook facial recognition.  

While weak AI has become the mainstream focus of the AI research community, 

AGI was the original aim of the field. AI researchers, at the beginning, were not shy in 

this goal nor in making predictions of their supposed upcoming successes. For instance, 

one of the AI founders, Herbert Simon, claimed in 1957 that “there are now in the world 

machines that think, that learn and that create. Moreover, the ability to do these things is 

going to increase rapidly until – in a visible future – the range of problems they can 

handle will be coextensive with the range to which the human mind has been applied.”8 

He went on to predict that AI would be able to beat a grandmaster at chess, prove 

important mathematical theorems, and write music of considerable aesthetic value within 

the next ten years. AI research, hence, had as its heart the development of machines that 

would simulate human-like intelligence in all circumstances. The following decade, 

however, abundantly and clearly proved the difficulty of achieving such AGI, as the 

problems AI had to overcome for this notion of AGI to become a reality were immense.9  

The first kind of difficulty in developing AGI arose because early programs often 

contained little to no knowledge of their intended subject matter, and, thus, only 

succeeded by means of simple syntactic manipulations. The second kind of difficult was 

 
7 Id. 
8 Franklin, Stan. 2007. A Foundational Architecture for Artificial General Intelligence. Frontiers in Artificial Intelligence and 
Applications (157): 1. 
9 Id. 
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the intractability of many of the AGI problems needed to be solved. For example, most of 

the early AI programs worked by representing the basic facts of a problem in a 

microworld containing only a few objects. The program would then then try out different 

combinations of steps, in attempt to solve the given task, until the right one was found. 

This computational method for completing tasks is known as an algorithm or a 

“procedure for solving a mathematical problem in a finite number of steps that frequently 

involves repetition of an operation.”10 Yet, despite the initial successes in microworld 

scenarios, researchers were unable to develop algorithms involving more than a few 

dozen facts: “the fact that a program can find a solution in principle does not mean that 

the program contains any of the mechanisms needed to find it in practice.”11 A third 

difficulty arose due to the fundamental limitations of the basic structures being used to 

generate intelligent behaviors. To explain, in 1969, Minsky and Papert’s book, 

Perceptrons, proved that while perceptrons could be shown to learn anything they were 

capable of representing, the perceptrons were not capable of representing anything 

substantial.12 For these reasons, AI researchers mostly abandoned the dream of AGI in 

favor of concentrating on the more practical and manageable problems of weak AI. The 

ultimate goal of achieving artificial human-like intelligence, thus, was mentioned less and 

less. AGI development effectively became career suicide instead of career realization.  

As the decades passed, weak AI became considerably successful. In fact, by the 

start of twenty-first century, weak AI had belatedly fulfilled two of Simon’s original 

predictions. For instance, in May of 1997, Deep Blue defeated Garry Kasaparov, 

 
10 Merriam-Webster. 2019. Algorithm. Merriam-Webster Dictionary: 1. 
11 Russell, Stuart J., and Peter Norvig. 1995. Artificial Intelligence: A Modern Approach. Prentence-Hall: 21. 
12 Id. 
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grandmaster and world chess champion, in a game of chess. Later the same year, a 

general-purpose, automatic theorem-prover proved the sixty-year-old Robbins conjecture 

in mathematics.13 While many researchers did not initially believe that these 

achievements had brought the AI community significantly closer to the goal of AGI, 

several forces in recent years seem to be turning this view around. First, as predicted by 

Goorden E. Moore in his Moore’s Law, computer technology has advanced at an 

unprecedented, exponential rate. Indeed, the number of transistors on integrated circuits 

have consistently doubled approximately every two years since 1965 while costs have 

similarly decreased. As such, many of the technological and financial limitations facing 

the original AGI community have been overcome. Second, 2005 was the twenty-fifth 

anniversary of the Association for the Advancement of Artificial Intelligence (AAAI) 

while 2006 was the fiftieth anniversary of the AI discipline. In light of this, many 

members of the community have taken this opportunity to reassess the field, survey its 

past, present, and future, and call for the field to return to its original goal. Third, some 

long-term AGI projects have survived and have made significant progress. For example, 

Cyc, a revolutionary AI platform with human reasoning, knowledge, and logic, released 

its open source version. Meanwhile, Soar, a cognitive architecture, has also been adding 

functionality into the system as well as extending its application domain. Though these 

techniques each have their limitations, they nevertheless prove that AGI research can be 

successful as well as fruitful. Fourth, after decades of work at the margins or on the 

outside of the AI community, the field has seen a new generation of AGI projects mature 

to the extent of which they are producing publications, books, and preliminary results. 

 
13 Franklin, Stan. 2007. A Foundational Architecture for Artificial General Intelligence. Frontiers in Artificial Intelligence and 
Applications (157): 1. 
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Several published AGI projects have even presented theoretical and technical designs on 

how to achieve human-like intelligence in machines. These projects effectively introduce 

new ideas into the field, and show that “the concrete, near-term possibilities of AGI are 

far from being exhaustively explored.”14 

The recent trends in the field, hence, demonstrate that there is a distinct potential 

for AGI development. Indeed, experts now contend that AGI is the next step for AI, a 

claim which has been supported by the resurgence of a broad community of researchers 

united by the explicit pursuit of human-like general intelligence.  This resurgence is 

further evidenced by the rise of conference series like AGI, Biologically Inspired 

Cognitive Architectures (BICA), and Advances in Cognitive Systems as well as by 

numerous symposia on Human-like Intelligence, Integrated Intelligence, and related 

themes.15 The time of AGI, thus, proves nigh. In fact, basic general artificial intelligence 

has already begun to appear. For example, an IEEE Technical Committee on 

Autonomous Mental Developmental was formed to develop human-like learning for 

software agents and mobile robots. Motivated by the human autonomic nervous system, 

IBM has also introduced “self-managed, computer systems, called autonomic systems, 

designed to configure themselves, to heal [repair] themselves, to optimize their 

performance, and to protect themselves from attacks.”16  

 

 

 

 
14 Wang, Pei, and Ben Goertzel. 2007. Introduction: Aspects of Artificial General Intelligence. 427 Reads: 3. 
15  Goertzel, Ben. 2014. Artificial General Intelligence: Concept, State of the Art, and Future Prospects. J. Artificial General 
Intelligence 5(1): 2. 
16 Franklin, Stan. 2007. A Foundational Architecture for Artificial General Intelligence. Frontiers in Artificial Intelligence and 
Applications (157): 2. 
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But what exactly is AGI? What does general intelligence even mean? So far, the 

AGI community has been able to agree on some of the key features of general 

intelligence: 

 

• “General intelligence involves the ability to achieve a variety of goals, and 

carry out a variety of tasks, in a variety of different contexts and 

environments 

• A generally intelligent system should be able to handle problems and 

situations quite different from those anticipated by its creators 

• A generally intelligent system should be good at generalizing the 

knowledge it has gained, so as to transfer this knowledge from one 

problem or context to others 

• Arbitrarily generally intelligence is not possible given realistic resource 

constraints 

Figure 1: World Developer Map of AGI                                            (Arakawa, Yamakawa, 2016) 
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• Real-world systems may display varying degrees of limited generality but 

are inevitably going to be a lot more efficient at learning some sorts of 

things than others; and for any given real world-system, there will by 

some learning tasks on which it is unacceptably slow. So real-world 

general intelligences are inevitability somewhat biased toward certain 

sorts of goals and environments 

• Humans display a higher level of general intelligence than existing AI 

programs do, and apparently also a higher level than other animals 

• It seems quite unlikely that humans happen to manifest a maximal level of 

general intelligence, even relative to the goals and environment for which 

they have been evolutionarily adapted 

• Various real-world general intelligences will tend to share certain common 

properties; though there is less agreement on what these properties are”17 

 

Together, these key features have allowed the AGI community to develop, in 

confidence, a core AGI hypothesis:  

 

“The creation and study of synthetic intelligences with sufficiently broad (e.g. 

human-like) scope and strong generalization capability, is at bottom qualitatively 

different from the creation and study of synthetic intelligences with significantly 

narrower scope and weaker generalization capability.”18 

 

 

 Yet, while the AGI community may be unified by this central idea, the 

commonality between AGI researchers ends there. Instead, there is a wide-range of 

different approaches to defining and characterizing AGI currently under study, 

 
17 Goertzel, Ben. 2014. Artificial General Intelligence: Concept, State of the Art, and Future Prospects. J. Artificial General 
Intelligence 5(1): 2-3. 
18 Id. See pg. 3. 
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encompassing psychological, mathematics, pragmatics, and cognitive architecture 

perspectives (table 2). Accordingly, most contemporary approaches to designing and 

developing AGI systems fall into four top-level categories: symbolic, emergentist, 

hybrid, and universalist (table 3). Each of these approaches attempt to solve the ongoing 

problem facing the AGI community of developing “familiar constructs such as working 

and long-term memory, deliberative and reactive processing, perception, action and 

reinforcement learning, metacognition and so forth.”19  

 

Table 2 AGI Perspectives 

Psychological 

 

Focuses on human-like general intelligence, but rather than looking 

directly at practical capabilities, the psychological perspective 

attempts to isolate “deeper underlying capabilities that enable these 

practical capabilities.”20 This approach utilizes the psychological 

factor g (the “g factor,” for general intelligence). Researchers of this 

perspective argue that g is biologically determined, and that g 

represents the overall intellectual skill level of an individual. This 

approach also explores Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences, 

which proposes eight distinct forms/types of intelligence:  

 

1. “Linguistic 

2. Logical-Mathematical 

3. Musical 

4. Bodily-Kinesthetic 

5. Spatial 

6. Interpersonal 

7. Intrapersonal 

 
19 Id. See pg. 4. 
20 Id. See pg. 7. 
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8. Naturalist”21  

 

The theory suggests that each individual’s intellectual skill is 

represented by an intelligence profile, that is, “a unique mosaic or 

combination of skill levels across the eight forms of intelligence.”22  

 

The third psychological approach to understanding general 

intelligence is to look at the various competencies that cognitive 

scientists generally understand humans to have and to display, 

including: 

 

1. Perception 

2. Actuation 

3. Memory 

4. Learning 

5. Reasoning 

6. Planning 

7. Attention 

8. Motivation 

9. Emotion 

10. Modeling Self and Other 

11. Social Interaction 

12. Communication 

13. Quantitative 

14. Building/Creation 

 

 
Mathematical 

 

The mathematical perspective seeks to understand general intelligence 

in general. The underlying intuition here is that: 

 
21 Id. 
22 Id. 
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• “Truly, absolutely general intelligence would only be 

achievable given infinite computational ability. For any 

computable system, there will be come contexts and goals for 

which it’s not very intelligent. 

• However, some finite computation systems will be more 

generally intelligent than others, and it’s possible to quantify 

this extent.”23  

 

This approach is typified by the recent work of Legg and Hutter who 

define intelligence “as the average reward-achieving capability of a 

system, calculated by averaging over all possible reward-summable 

environments, where each environment is weighted in such a way that 

more compactly describable programs have larger weights.”24 

 

Pragmatic 

 

According to the pragmatic perspective, once an AGI obsoletes 

humans in most of the practical things that humans can do, the AGI 

has general human-level intelligence. The implicit assumption here is 

that “humans are the generally intelligent systems we care about, so 

that the best practical way to characterize general intelligence is via 

comparison with human capabilities.”25 

 

Cognitive 
Architecture 

 

Complementing the list of psychological competencies, the cognitive-

architecture perspective on general intelligence has composed a list of 

requirements for human-level intelligence, including:  

 

 
23 Id. See pg. 12. 
24 Id. 
25 Id. See pg. 7. 
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• “R0. Fixed structure for all tasks (e.g., explicit loading of 

knowledge files or software modification should not be done 

when the AGI system is presented with a new task) 

• R1. Realize a symbol system (e.g., the system should eb able 

to create symbolism and utilize symbolism internally, 

regardless of whether this symbolism is represented explicitly 

or implicitly within the system’s knowledge representation) 

• R2. Represent and effectively use modality-specific 

knowledge 

• R3. Represent and effectively use large bodies of diverse 

knowledge 

• R4. Represent and effectively use knowledge with different 

levels of generality 

• R5. Represent and effectively use diverse levels of knowledge 

• R6. Represent and effectively use beliefs independent of 

current perception 

• R7. Represent and effectively use rich, hierarchical control 

knowledge 

• R8. Represent and effectively use meta-cognitive knowledge 

• R9. Support a spectrum of bounded and unbounded 

deliberation (where “bounded” refers to computational space 

and time resource utilization) 

• R10. Support diverse, comprehensive learning 

• R11. Support incremental, online learning”26 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
26 Id. See pg. 10-11. 



 13 

Table 3 AGI Approaches 

Symbolic 

 

Focuses on the physical symbol system hypothesis: “minds exist mainly 

to manipulate symbols that represent aspects of the world or 

themselves. A physical symbol system has the ability to input, output, 

store and alter symbolic entities, and to execute appropriate actions in 

order to reach its goals.”27 Generally, symbolic cognitive architectures 

focus on “working memory that draws on long-term memory, as 

needed, and utilize a centralized control over perception, cognition, and 

action.”28 

 

Emergentist 

 

Expects abstract symbolic processing, in addition to every other aspect 

of intelligence, to emerge from lower-level subsymbolic dynamics, 

which sometimes are deigned to simulate neural networks and/or other 

aspects of human brain functions. 

 

Hybrid 

 

Combines subsystems operating according to the two different 

paradigms of symbolic and emergentist approaches. The combination 

may be done in many different ways, e.g. “connection of a large 

symbolic subsystem with a large subsymbolic system, or the creation of 

a population of small agents each of which is both symbolic and 

subsymbolic in nature.”29 

 

Universalist 

 

This approach starts with AGI algorithms that would yield incredibly 

powerful general intelligence if supplied with massively, unrealistically 

 
27 Id. See pg. 15. 
28 Id. 
29 Id. See pg. 22. 
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much computer power; “then one tries to scale them down, via adapting 

them to work using feasible computational resources.”30 

 

 

While developing a broadly accepted definition, perspective, or approach to the AGI 

concept may seem like a critical task for the AGI community, the majority of research 

being done does not aim to formulate a mature, working theory of what AGI is (nor will 

this thesis). Instead, the bulk of the AGI community’s efforts is devoted “to devising and 

implementing designs for AGI systems and developing theories regarding the best way to 

do so.”31  The underlying reason for this is the inability of scientists to understand how 

the human brain actually produces intelligence. That is to say, “there is not a basic logic 

bridge to produce human level intelligence, as understanding is still in its infancy.”32 As 

such, the widely accepted view of the AGI community is that making intelligence will 

come before understanding intelligence. Thus, once AGI is successfully developed, only 

then will researchers and scientists begin to discover how intelligence arises and what 

general intelligence is. However, in terms of basic semantics, the concept of AGI has 

been used variously to describe: 

 

• “A property of certain systems (AGI as the intersection of artificial (e.g. 

synthetic) and generally intelligent) 

• A system that displays this property (an AGI meaning an AGI system) 

 
30 Id. See pg. 25. 
31 Id. See pg. 5. 
32 Huang, Tie-Jun. 2017. Imitating the Brain with Neurocomputer: A “New” Way Towards Artificial General Intelligence: 
International Journal of Automation and Computing 14(5): 521.  
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• The field of endeavor pursuing the creation of AGI systems, and the study 

of the nature of AGI”33 

 
 

AGI can also be characterized in terms of the quest to create synthetic intelligence, 

computational intelligence, natural intelligence, cognitive architecture, BICA, and many 

others. More formally, the specific purpose underlying the concept and term AGI is to 

“focus attention on the general scope and generalization capability of certain intelligent 

systems, such as humans, theoretical systems, and a subset of potential future synthetic 

intelligences.”34 An AGI system, thereby, is a “synthetic intelligence that has a general 

scope and is good at generalization across various goals and contexts.”35  For the sake of 

this thesis, AGI will, thus, be defined as machines: 

 

• “With human-level, and even superintelligence [intelligence that surpasses 

that of human abilities] 

• That generalize their knowledge across different domains 

• That reflect on themselves 

• That create fundamental innovations and insights”36 

 

 
The question is now, what does it take to create a human-like AGI? The majority of 

the AGI community believe the first step is to develop an autonomous agent which is a 

system that: 

 

 
33 Goertzel, Ben. 2014. Artificial General Intelligence: Concept, State of the Art, and Future Prospects. J. Artificial General 
Intelligence 5(1): 4. 
34 Id. See pg. 4. 
35 Id. 
36 Franklin, Stan. 2007. A Foundational Architecture for Artificial General Intelligence. Frontiers in Artificial Intelligence and 
Applications (157): 2. 
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• “Is embedded in an environment 

• Is a part of that environment 

• Which it senses 

• And acts on 

• Over time 

• In pursuit of its own agenda (no human directs its choice of actions) 

• So that its actions may affect its future sensing (it’s structurally coupled to 

its environment)”37 

 
  The reason for this is that in order for an AGI system to generalize its knowledge 

across different, novel domains, it will have to learn, which further require sensing and 

often acting. Thus, for this initial set of goals, building an autonomous agent (AA) proves 

to be the best option.38 Yet, what does it take to build an autonomous agent that is 

capable of learning? According to researchers, an autonomous agent must be a part of its 

environment and it must have cognition, perception, procedural memory, episodic 

memory, attention and action selection, and cognition as filtering for successful learning 

capabilities (table 4). While some may argue emotions also play an important part in 

learning  (e.g., pride and shame), emotions are not actually fundamentally necessary. For 

instance, psychopaths are still able to learn despite not being capable of feeling emotions. 

Emotions can certainly help increase learning speed; however, the absence of emotion 

does not completely prevent learning from occurring. 

 

 

 

 
37 Id. 
38 Id. See pg. 3. 
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Table 4 Features of an Autonomous Agent that Learns 
Feature/Condition Description Rationale 

An Agent in its 

Environment 

 

For an agent to be autonomous, it 

must exist in its environment so as 

to sense its environment and act 

on it, over time, in pursuit of its 

own agenda.  

 

In order to do all this, the 

AGI must have “built in 

sensors with which to sense, 

it must have effectors with 

which to act, a d it must 

have primitive motivates 

(drives), which motivate its 

actions. Without 

motivation, the agent would 

do anything. Sensors, 

effectors, and drives are 

primitives that must be built 

into, or evolved into, any 

agent.”39 

 

Cognition 

 

For any autonomous agent, 

including humans, "the one 

significant and constantly 

reoccurring question is what to do 

next.”40 Cognition is the team 

used for this unending succeeding 

of deciding what to do next. 

 

Humans face that question 

of what to do next in every 

moment of existence, as 

must the artificial 

autonomous agents. In 

humans, such selected 

actions include “movements 

in the hands, turning of the 

head, saccades of the eyes, 

 
39 Id. 
40 Id. See pg. 4. 
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movements of the lips and 

tongue when speaking, and 

all sorts of other actions.”41 

 

Perception 

 

This is the process of “assigning 

of meaning to incoming sensory 

data. All this sensory data coming 

in must, somehow, be made 

meaningful to the agent itself. The 

agent must recognize individual 

object, must classify them, and 

must note relations that exist 

between objects. The agent must 

make sense of the scene in front of 

it, perhaps including a visual 

scene, an auditory scene, and 

olfactory scene, etc.”42 

 

 

Perception is the process 

and mechanism of an agent 

making sense of its world. 

Procedural 

Memory 

 

Procedural memory is a repertoire 

of tasks (actions, procedures). 

Actions from this repertoire “can 

be executed singly, in parallel, in 

series, and even in more complex 

streams of actions.”43 Procedural 

memory also keeps track of the 

context in which the action may 

prove useful, as well as the 

 

This process keeps track of 

how to do an action. 

 
41 Id. 
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43 Id. 
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expected result of performing the 

action. 

 

Episodic Memory 

 

The content-addressable, 

dissociative memory of events, “of 

the what, the where, and the when 

of the previous happening. This 

episodic memory may include 

semantic (factual), locational, 

temporal, emotional, and causal 

aspects of the event.”44 

 

 

Humans build mental 

images, using them to 

partially re-live events. 

Attention and 

Action Selection 

 

Attention is the process “that 

brings information built from 

perception and from episodic 

memory to consciousness. 

Attention competition aims at 

selecting the most relevant, the 

most important, and the most 

urgent, or the most insistent 

information to become 

conscious.”45 

 

 

The winning conscious 

information “serves to 

recruit internal resources 

from which the next task is 

selected by the action 

selection mechanism.”46 

Cognition as 

Filtering 

 

Process of selecting only the most 

relevant, important, urgent, and 

insistent information. 

 

Allows an agent to focus on 

only the most vital 

 
44 Id. See pg. 6. 
45 Id. See pg. 7. 
46 Id. 
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 information in order to act 

within its environment. 

Learning 

 

Assumption is that the agent 

learns to which it attends. 

 

• Perceptual Learning: the 

learning of new meanings, 

that is, “of objects, 

categories, relations, or the 

reinforcement of existing 

meanings”47 

• Episodic Learning: the 

learning of the what, the 

where, and the when of 

events 

• Procedural Learning: the 

learning and/or 

improvement of skills 

 

 

Needed in order to gain new 

knowledge. 

 

So, how are AGI researchers actually trying to develop such an autonomous AGI? 

The most popular approach currently being utilized is whole brain architecture (WBA). 

As explained by Markram and Meier in the report on human brain project submitted to 

Europe Union, “no other natural or engineered system can match its ability to adapt to 

novel challenges, to acquire new information and skills, to take complex decisions and to 

work reliability for decades on end…and despite its many diseases, no other system can 
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match its robustness in the face of severe damage or match its amazing energy 

efficiency.”48 Indeed, the human brain consumes about 30W of energy, the same as an 

electric lightbulb, thousands of times less than a small supercomputer. The argument is, 

then, that “the relationship between brain and awareness, or that of machine and 

intelligence, is just like the relationship between an airplane and flying, or more simply, 

between glue and bonding, or that of a flute and its sound.”49 Thus, for researchers to 

make human-like intelligence, they must first distinguish the function of the brain 

(intelligence, consciousness) from the structure of the brain (mainly, the neural networks 

of the cerebral cortex). Accordingly, even though the objective is to develop intelligence, 

researchers need to first recreate the structure of the brain artificially, then test if it can 

produce the anticipated function: “just like as the engineering methodology, practiced by 

human beings for thousands of years, to make new devices such as a flute, a plane, or the 

future general intelligence.”50 Truly, function does not come before structure. For 

instance, when the Wright brothers designed the first plane of the world in 1903, there 

was no subject on aerodynamics. The brothers did not attempt to understand why a plane 

could fly before engineering their model. Instead, they were inspired by bird gliding and 

examined then replicated the structure of birds to successfully develop the first flying 

plane with a mechanical engine. Aerodynamics was then addressed thirty years later by 

Theodore von Krmn who studied the wind and flying in the wind to determine why 

airplanes could fly like birds. The same relationship exists between understanding 

 
48 Huang, Tie-Jun. 2017. Imitating the Brain with Neurocomputer: A “New” Way Towards Artificial General Intelligence: 
International Journal of Automation and Computing 14(5): 521. 
49 Id. See pg. 522. 
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intelligence and making intelligence.51 Thus, the Whole Brain Architecture Centric 

Hypothesis (WBACH) is: 

 

“The brain combines modules, each of which can be modeled with a machine 

learning algorithm, to attain its functionalities, so that combining machine learning 

modules in the way the brain does enables us to construct a generally intelligent machine 

with human-level or super-human cognitive capacities.”52 

 

The human brain may be the most complex structure known in the universe, but 

the brain is still a physical structure with limited complexity: “hundreds of billions of 

neurons in hundreds of kinds, each of which has several thousand neurons (the total 

connection quantity may exceed 10#$).”53 Thereby, with neuroscience experimental 

approaches, the physicochemical property of the neurons and synapses “could be 

analyzed from the perspective of molecular biology and cell biology, and their 

characteristics on signal processing and information processing may be represented as 

mathematical models.”54 Thus, with this operational knowledge of the functioning of 

neurons and synapses, as the information processing units, basic structures for this 

approach could be established. Indeed, with continuously advancing detection tools as 

well as increasingly sophisticated analytical approaches, “mapping the structure of the 

brain is a realizable engineering.”55 Using the WBACH and this understanding, the WBA 

approach is divided into the following two tasks: 

 

 
51 Id. 
52 News from WBAI. 2017. The Basic Ideas of WBAI. Whole Brain Architecture Initiative: 4. 
53 Huang, Tie-Jun. 2017. Imitating the Brain with Neurocomputer: A “New” Way Towards Artificial General Intelligence: 
International Journal of Automation and Computing 14(5): 522. 
54 Id. 
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(1) “Developing machine learning modules having the function of brain 

organs 

(2) Combining the machine learning modules into a cognitive architecture”56 

 

 
Figure 2: Whole Brain Architecture     (Arakawa, Yamakawa, 2016) 
 

 
 

There are three interrelated steps to achieve the brain imitation engineering tasks: 

the brain reverse engineering (BRE), the physical imitation engineering (PIE), and the 

intelligent fostering engineering (IFE). The fundamental goal of each of these steps is to 

make a brain-like machinery, or a neuromorphic computer (neurocomputer). Once 

achieved, the neurocomputer will imitate the structure of the brain’s neural systems and 

its information processing mechanisms to ultimately produce AGI.  

The first step, BRE, will achieve this by mapping the brain at a structural level. 

That is, BRE will analyze the human brain as a matter or a physiological object to clarify 

the functions of basic brain elements (various neurons and synapses) and their connection 

relations (network structures). This stage is mainly completed by neuroscience 

experiments, advanced analysis, and detection technology. As of today, the dynamic 

 
56 Arakawa, Naoya, and Hiroshi Yamakawa. 2016. The Whole Brain Architecture Initiative. Dwango Artificial Intelligence 
Laboratory, DWANGO Co., ltd: 3. 
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discharge process of a single neuron has been described (1963), a computing model of 

synapses has been constructed (1998), and a blue brain program has been launched to 

approach the bio-realistic imitation of the cortical columns of specific brain regions 

(Swiss Federal Institute of Technology in Lausanne, 2005).57 In January 2013, the 

European Union invested more than one billion euros into launching the human brain 

program (HBP). HBP combines information technology, life science, single molecule 

detection, and entire brain structure analysis to realize the whole brain simulation. Three 

months after its launch, former U.S. president, Barack Obama, invested 4.5 billion dollars 

into the BRAIN Initiative to “draw out the dynamic map of the human brain in twelve 

years.”58 Significant breakthroughs are expected to be achieved within the next decade. 

The target of the second step, PIE, is to make out “micro-Nano devices that could 

emulate the functions of neurons and synapses so as to construct the neural network 

system of human brain scale under the conditions of limited physical space and power 

consumption.”59 On August 7, 2014, IBM released an article on Science that announced 

they had successfully developed a neuromorphic chip, TrueNorth, which contains 

approximately 1 million neurons and 256 synapses. This event was listed in “Top 10 

Scientific Breakthroughs in 2014.”60 The following year, the University of Heidelberg 

successfully integrated 200 thousand neurons and 50 million synapses on an 8-inch 

neuromorphic wafer. Recently, substantial progress has also been made in memory 

resistors as well as optical synapses. 
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The last step, IFE, is about “the application software of the neurocomputer, which 

aims to enable the neurocomputer to produce intelligence similar to the human brain or 

even self-awareness by applying information stimulation training and learning.”61 The 

stimulation includes virtual and physical environments, various kinds of information 

(e.g., big data from the internet), signals from the real world (e.g., cameras and sensors), 

and exploration/interaction experiences (e.g., installations on a robot body which can 

move around the natural environment). The argument is, “by the use of interactivity, the 

adjustment to connection relationship and connection strength of synapses of the brain-

imitating neural networks is realized, to realize learning, memorizing, recognition, 

conversation, reasoning, and other high-level intelligence.”62 

While WBA researchers have yet to successfully develop an AGI through this 

approach, Ray Kurzweil, an AGI futurist, predicts that “the necessary hardware [for 

whole brain architecture] will be available sometime between 2015 and 2025.”63 Hiroshi 

Yamakawa, Director of Dwango AI Laboratory and one of the leading AGI researchers in 

Japan agrees and argues that the advent of AGI will occur by 2030.64 Experts further 

argue that by 2045 these AGI will have the same level of intelligence as humans. This 

point of AI evolution is called the Singularity. 

Yet, given the fixation of popular culture on robots taking over the world and 

exterminating all human life, why should such AGI be developed? Why would we want 

to purposefully create a form of technology that may turn against us? According to 

Yamakawa, the greatest benefit of AGI is the acceleration of development for science and 
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technology: “more sophisticated technology will offer solutions for global problems such 

as environmental issues, food problems, and space colonization.”65 Indeed, experts claim 

that AGI will solve most human problems including diseases, hunger, general violence, 

political corruption, and other disorders in the political system.66 More specifically, AGI 

will enable “autonomous research with extreme speed (AGI will be the last invention 

humans need to make), interstellar travel and space colonization would become reality, 

money would lose its value (nobody would be dependent on going to work), and long 

asked questions like ‘Why do we live?’ could be researched with never-seen-before 

capabilities.”67 Experts claim AGI will be able to achieve such incredible feats due to 

several reasons (note: list is not exhaustive): 

 

• Error Reduction 

o AGI will have little to no error rate compared to humans 

o AGI will have far greater accuracy and precision 

o Current application: Space exploration 

• Difficult Exploration 

o AGI will have greater resistance and endurance to hostile 

environments 

o AGI will perform laborious/hard work with greater responsibility 

and they will not wear out easily 

o Current application: Mining and other fuel exploration processes 

• Daily Application 

o AGI will oversee the financial and banking institutions to organize 

and manage data 

 
65 Id. 
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o AGI will be able to detect fraud and predict trends faster/more 

accurately than humans 

o Current application: Siri/Cortana, GPS, spellcheck, facial 

recognition, smart cards 

• Digital Assistants 

o AGI will interact with users and reduce the need for human 

resources 

o AGI will have superior judgment and efficiency  

o Current application: avatars for companies 

• Repetitive Jobs 

o AGI will think faster than humans with higher multi-tasking 

abilities 

o AGI will be able to carry out dangerous tasks 

o Current application: Computer games, commercial manufacturing 

• Medical Applications 

o AGI will be able to detect and monitor diagnoses far better and 

faster than humans 

o AGI will be able to perform surgery, research drugs, and care for 

patients better 

o Current application: Radiosurgery, Watson, neurological disorder 

detection/monitoring 

• No Breaks 

o AGI do not require frequent breaks or refreshments 

o AGI can continuously perform without getting bored, distracted, or 

tired 

o Current application: commercial manufacturing68 
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But what would prevent such AGI from turning against humans? The answer is 

WBA. To explain, the more AI technology becomes an integral part of modern human 

life and the more advanced and complex AI becomes, the more AI “should become 

human-friendly or congenial with human in its behaviors and values in order for better 

co-existence with us.”69 For this to be achieved, AI should be made with architecture 

similar to that of the human brain. Indeed, the value of the WBA approach, according to 

Yamakawa, is that it “will be easier to create an AI with the same behavior and sense of 

values as humans this way; even if superintelligence exceeds human intelligence in the 

near future, it will be comparatively easy to communicate with AI designed to think like a 

human, and this will be useful as machines and humans continue to live and interact with 

each other.”70 In effect, such AGI will have the same neural network as humans and, 

thereby, will think and feel the same way. They will become, in almost every sense of the 

word, human. While researchers cannot fully guarantee that the WBA approach will 

actually result in AI that think like humans, this technology appears to be the most 

promising method of achieving human-like intelligence in machines. As such, 

futurologists have proclaimed this to be the “birth of a new species, machina sapiens, 

which will share the human place as intelligent creatures on earth.”71 The most vital 

question is, then, not when will AI gain human-like intelligence, but rather, how should 

human society respond when they do? Are they persons? 
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CHAPTER TWO 

UNDERSTANDING PERSONHOOD STATUS 

 

Before the personhood status of AGI can be addressed, the concept of personhood 

needs to be examined. What does it mean to be a person? Who gets to be a person? Why? 

Morally speaking, personhood denotes individuals who are moral agents. Such moral 

agents engage in behaviors that can be evaluated as either moral or immoral, as morally 

right or wrong, and as morally permissible or impermissible.72 But how does one become 

a moral agent? There are two vital components comprising moral agency. First, the 

individual must be an agent. That is to say, they must be “capable of doing something 

that counts as an act or action.”73 A rock or some other inanimate object cannot be an 

agent. Yet, not every act or action implies the capacity for agency in this regard. Instead, 

the individual must be capable of intentional or conscious actions. They must be capable 

of freely and deliberately acting without external influence or coercion. They must be 

purposeful in their actions and they must be the sole originator of their acts. For instance, 

breathing is typically not considered an intentional action, but rather an involuntary, 

unconscious act. Meanwhile, deciding to sit down and write this thesis is considered an 

intentional act. As such, agency, as a conceptual matter, is “the capacity to cause actions 

– and this requires the capacity to instantiate certain intentional mental states.”74 

Second, in order to be a moral agent, the individual must be capable of moral 

responsibility. Accordingly, the individual must further be able to imagine having acted 

 
72 Center for Health Ethics. 2019. Concept of Personhood. University Of Missouri Health School of Medicine: 1. 
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agent have to be a moral agent? Ethics and Information Technology 11: 18. 
74 Id. See pg. 20. 



 30 

elsewise or, in other words, be capable of passing moral judgment. They must be capable 

of considering multiple potential actions and then following the one they deem best in 

light of the other options. They must “be capable of acting with reference to right and 

wrong.”75 The reason for this is that “although only an agent can be a moral agent, the 

converse is not true.” Instead, the idea of moral agency is “conceptually associated with 

the idea of being accountable for one’s behavior.”76 Indeed, to hold someone morally 

accountable is “to respond to the being’s behavior by giving her what her behavior 

deserves – and what a behavior deserves is a substantive moral matter.”77 Thereby, to be 

morally responsible for an action “is to be worthy of a particular kind of reaction – praise, 

blame, or something akin to these – for having performed it.”78 A moral agent, thus, is an 

individual “who has the ability to discern right from wrong and to be held accountable for 

his or her own actions.”  

But what actions are considered morally significant for moral agency? Surely not 

every action can be deserving of blame or praise (e.g., drinking a glass of water or tying 

one’s shoe). Instead, the idea is that “the behavior of a moral agent is governed by moral 

standards…as such, moral agents have moral obligations.”79 Actions that violate these 

moral standards or obligations deserve, or perhaps even require, praise or blame. While 

the there is no universally agreed-upon list of every moral standard to abide by, the core 

notion underlying these obligations is to not intentionally and unnecessary inflict harm 

upon others or self. Morally significant actions, thus, can be described as a freely and 
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conscientiously chosen action or absence of action that inflicts unnecessary harm.80 For 

example, murdering another person for no other reason but the sake of murder is a 

morally significant action that warrants blame. Meanwhile, not stopping a murder from 

occurring for no reason other than not wanting to is a morally significant lack of action. 

There are also moral obligations to help others in need. For instance, providing food to a 

starving child is a morally significant action worthy of praise. 

Given that most adult human beings are capable of intentional actions and moral 

judgment, such humans are traditionally considered to be moral agents. Thereby, these 

human beings can further be held morally responsible for their behavior. Their acts can 

be considered blameworthy or praiseworthy. Nonhuman entities (e.g., animals) are 

commonly held not to be moral agents. To explain, pet-owners may be able to scold their 

pets for engaging in certain undesirable types of behavior (e.g., digging in the garden), 

but the pet’s blameworthiness cannot be considered implicit of moral agency. The animal 

could not have considered acting differently nor could it have passed moral judgment for 

its behavior.81 But what about animals or pets that seem to show guilt or remorse for their 

undesirable behavior? Why can’t these animals be moral agents? Does remorse not show 

that the animal knew it could have acted differently? Are intentional acts and moral 

responsibility the only requirements for moral agency? What about humans that are 

incapable of intentional actions and moral responsibility? Are they not moral agents? 

More importantly, can only moral agents be persons? Are only some types of humans 

persons then and not all? 

 
80 Lima, Dafni. 2018. Could AI Agent Be Held Criminally Liable: Artificial Intelligence and the Challenges for Criminal Law. South 
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In order to understand the requirements of moral agency and, thereby personhood, 

the metaphysical notion of personhood needs to be explored. To start, metaphysics can be 

characterized “as the study of the nature of reality, in its most basic forms or 

categories.”82 In other words, metaphysics is “the branch of philosophy that deals with 

the first principles of things, including abstract concepts such as being, knowing, 

substance, cause, identity, time, and space.”83 Such an examination into the abstract is 

vital given the fact the physical notion of personhood has not be conclusively defined. 

Instead, what it looks like to be a person varies not only from culture to culture, but also 

from human to human. Thus, in order to understand the personhood status of AI, the 

abstract notion of personhood must be examined for determining the abstract or mental 

requirements of personhood will lay the foundation for what it truly means to be a person. 

From there, physical notions of personhood can be applied given their accordance to the 

abstract requirements. Truly, if personhood was a purely physical concept, it would be 

absurd to consider the notion of AI personhood and maybe even to consider some forms 

of human personhood (if the human did not fit the physical mold). For instance, humans 

of a certain skin tone were not historically considered persons given their physical 

appearance; yet, now we know there is more to being a person than skin color. Indeed, 

there is be more to personhood than simply being made out of flesh and blood. 

The metaphysical concept of personhood, thus, entails using “personhood as a 

basic category of reality encompassing beings of a certain type: rational, moral agents.”84 
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While there is no consensus about the exact criteria, adult human beings are inherently 

considered to be persons due to having several commonly-suggested criteria: 

 

• Rationality (logical reasoning ability) 

• Use of language 

• Autonomy (the ability to freely initiate action) 

• Accountability (the ability to engage in moral judgments) 

• Intelligence 

• Consciousness 

• Self-consciousness (self-awareness) 85 

 

 
Does having one or more of the listed criteria make an individual being a person? 

Does the individual have to have all of the criteria or is there some minimal set? Does it 

have to be the same set for all persons? Human beings are commonly said to be a person, 

even while asleep or unconscious, even though “at that moment the individual is not 

exhibiting all the criteria necessary for attributing personhood.”86 How are they still 

considered persons if they do not exhibit the necessary criteria? Instead, all that is said to 

be required to be a moral agent and, thereby a person, is that the individual has the 

disposition or capacity to exhibit such features. They need not express the criteria in 

every moment of their life. They merely must have the capacity for the criteria, whether 

or not they ever actually exhibit it. But what exactly does it mean to have the capacity for 

each of these aforementioned features? 
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To start, rationality, in its most fundamental sense, refers to one of the most basic 

forms of reasoning: the ability to draw inferences between beliefs and desires. However, 

for an individual to achieve this capacity, they must first be able to fathom a network of 

beliefs. Moreover, given that the purpose of beliefs is to represent how the world is from 

the point-of-view of the individual, they must further have a perspective which involves 

experiencing the world in a particular way (e.g., from where the individual is located in 

said world). Thus, in having a belief, the individual is capable of perceiving the world in 

some specific way rather than some other way. Humans do not form beliefs individually, 

but rather, in ‘networks:’ once an individual is capable of forming a belief, they are then 

able to form many other beliefs as well. For example, if an individual believes they are 

thirsty, they are then able to have beliefs about what counts as ‘drink’ and what does 

not.87 From there, the individual utilizes means-end reasoning to draw inferences from 

beliefs and desires to guide them in their actions. Continuing with the thirst example, an 

individual is thirsty, so they infer they want water. They then use their beliefs about the 

world to find where there is water. The individual puts the two together and decides that 

they want to go where the water is. The individual will then have other beliefs about 

where they are now, and how to get the water from there. They use these inferences and 

work out a route to get the water and drink it – this is the means to their end. Humans and 

animals alike have the capacity for this basic notion of rationality. 

That being said, the rationality required for moral agency and, thereby, 

personhood has a much stronger connotation which involves being able to evaluate 

beliefs and desires. For this, the individual needs to have the “ability to imagine having 
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different beliefs and desires from the ones [they] have.”88 To explain, if the individual 

wonders whether a belief is false and sets about testing it, they must be able to imagine 

having a different, true belief. They then must be able to weigh that perceived true belief 

against their own belief. They must wonder what they really want in comparison to what 

they should want.89 Yet, in order to evaluate the validity of their beliefs, they further must 

be capable of perceiving the consequences of following their different beliefs. They must 

be able to imagine how following a certain belief will affect them and those around them 

in comparison to following a different belief. Indeed, they must be able to weigh the pros 

versus the cons of each belief. Rational beings, thus, are capable of evaluating right from 

wrong, as they are able to assess the merit of their different beliefs. For example, an 

individual finds out a friend of hers has been spreading rumors about her. She knows that 

those rumors are false. She then believes that her friend is a bad person. But is this friend 

really a bad person? The friend has never spread rumors about her before. The individual 

then imagines different explanations for why this friend is spreading rumors about her. 

She forms beliefs that maybe this friend was not actually spreading rumors or that the 

friend was misunderstood or misheard. She weighs these perceived beliefs against her 

own and comes to the conclusion that her friend is not actually a bad person and probably 

has a reason for spreading these rumors. Animals are not believed to have this capacity, 

while most humans are. 

The second criteria, use of language, proves necessary due to the fact some beliefs 

are only possible if the believer can articulate them. For instance, a dog is incapable of 

believing that its master will take it for a walk next week. Days of the week can only 
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make sense if the individual has a language with the concept of days of the week. As 

such, “fewer creatures are language users than are believers.”90 To have a language, 

however, requires a community of language users. Only social creatures, therefore, can 

have a language. Yet, not all social creatures have language (e.g., babies arguably start to 

develop a sense of self before they acquire language). Thus, “fewer creatures are 

language users than are social beings.”91 But what about non-human animals that 

communicate by the use of signs? Does this ever amount to language? Most philosophers 

contend that this does not. Instead, the “hallmark of a language is that the signs – works 

(or, in sign language, gestures) – are conventional.”92 That is to say, the link between the 

sign, e.g., the word or gesture, and what it is a sign for is completely arbitrary. Shouting 

out in pain, contrastingly, is a natural sign that something is painful. Accordingly, most 

of the gestures, facial expressions, and sounds used by non-human animals to 

communicate are natural signs. They do not count as a language. One could argue, 

however, that these natural signs do communicate meanings, such as ‘danger’ or ‘food,’ 

but, nevertheless, they have to use language to articulate what these meanings actually 

are. The use of language, thus, makes a substantial difference to the type of life an 

individual leads and to the mental characteristics of the individual. Indeed, “language 

greatly extends the ability to reason and the ability to think about the past, the future, and 

anything [not] experienced [in the present].”93 Without language, all that could be 

expressed is immediate desires and beliefs – what the individual wants now and how they 

believe the world is now. Effectively, the individual would not be able to use the stronger 
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sense of rationality without language. The use and possession of language, hence, has 

been thought to be a distinguishing characteristic of personhood. 

The third criteria, autonomy, refers to the ability to freely choose one’s acts. 

Autonomous agents, in this sense, adopt goals and ways of behaving, including moral 

goals and behavior. When an individual adopts such goals and behavior as an expression 

of their own values, not as in accordance to the expectations and values of others, they 

are said to be acting autonomously. More specifically, “autonomy is an idea that is 

generally understood to refer to the capacity to be one’s own person, to live one’s life 

according to reasons and motives that are taken as one’s own and not the product of 

manipulative or distorting external forces.”94 Simply put, to be autonomous is to be one’s 

own person, “to be directed by considerations, desires, conditions, and characteristics that 

are not simply imposed externally upon one, but are part of what can somehow be 

considered one’s authentic self.”95Autonomy, thus, seems to be an irrefutable value, 

especially considering the fact that its opposite – being guided by forces external to one’s 

self that one cannot authentically embrace – seems to mark the height of oppression.96 

Autonomy in humans, however, may come in degrees due to age and/or 

mental/psychological dysfunction, but such individuals are still considered to be persons. 

The reason for this is that humans, on average, are naturally and evolutionarily disposed 

to have autonomy. Thereby, humans that do not are still considered persons because they 

are members of a class of species that does. Specifically, children, on the one hand, are 

viewed as ‘persons in training’ given their “potential for developing the capacity.”97 
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Humans with cognitive dysfunctions, on the other hand, are viewed as persons due to, 

firstly, the side effects argument that relies “on the fact that normal adult humans, as a 

result of their capacity for reason, empathy, and emotion, will suffer feelings like sadness 

and fear if humans with disabilities are treated as no better than animals.”98 They are also 

viewed as persons due to, secondly, the intrinsic value argument that justifies the 

personhood status of incapacitated humans by “asserting that each human life is sacred 

and intrinsically valuable…therefore, every human must be treated as an end, not a 

means.”99 Some may argue that this rationale falls subject to the charge of speciesism, 

however, for the sake of this thesis, the objection will be ignored for now. Instead, this 

thesis will argue that all that is required for a species to be considered persons under the 

autonomy criteria is that the species, on average, has the capacity, regardless of whether 

or not some members of the species lack autonomy. 

The fourth criteria, accountability, refers to the idea that persons cannot treat other 

persons any way they choose and that they should be able to justify what they do to them. 

If the acting person cannot justify their action against another, then they can be blamed. 

The rationale behind this is that one’s choices can affect others in good and/or bad ways. 

Given that humans are self-aware, they understand that there are alternative courses of 

action that could affect others in different ways. As such, humans are accountable to 

others for the effects of their choices, especially in light of the fact humans make 

decisions and so act according to their values. Yet, in order for a person to be truly 

accountable, they must be capable of moral judgments. Judgments involve an 

individual’s intuitions and/or their capacity to reach decisions through reasoning. Moral 
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judgments “refer to judgments that have moral content; they are used to evaluate 

situations, courses of action, persons, behavior, etc.”100 A creature that is incapable of 

imagining alternative motives will simply act on the present motive it has. It cannot 

imagine another course of action other than the one it presently has. Such an individual, 

therefore, cannot be held accountable for her actions.  

The fifth criteria, intelligence, may not have an agreed-upon definition, but for the 

sake of this thesis, intelligence refers to a process, or “an innate capacity to use 

information in order to respond to ever-changing requirements.”101 That is to say, 

intelligence is the capacity to acquire, adapt, modify, extend, and use relevant 

information in order to solve problems. Therefore, intelligence is, fundamentally, the 

ability to cope with unpredictable circumstances. Yet, intelligence is not merely an 

analytical affair: to survive and flourish in a social society, intelligent beings must also 

have social as well as emotional intelligence. Intelligence, thereby, involves “a capacity 

to adapt and learn that which has been accumulated through our species’ 

development.”102 However, while intelligence allows an individual to learn new skills, 

intelligence itself is not something that can be learned. Instead, intelligence is something 

humans have by virtue of their individual genetic inheritance. Indeed, “by diligent study 

and careful observation we can become more knowledgeable, but there is no way we can 

personally become significantly more intelligent.”103 Increasing one’s intelligence would 

be like increasing one’s height. Intelligence, nevertheless, can be defined as “the general 

mental ability involved in calculating, reasoning, perceiving relations and analogies, 
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learning quickly, storing and retrieving information, using language fluently, classifying, 

generalizing, and adjusting to different situations.”104 Animals are not perceived to be as 

intelligent as humans, and, therefore, are not considered persons. 

The sixth criteria, consciousness, can be defined as the quality or state of being 

aware of the external world.105 In other words, consciousness is tied to one’s ability to 

know and perceive. It is the ‘what is it like’ sense that covers a wide variety of mental 

phenomena.106 Each of the aforementioned necessary capacities presuppose the capacity 

for consciousness. Indeed, the standard account of moral agency and personhood is only 

(and sensibly) attributed to conscious beings: “as a substantive matter of practical 

rationality, it makes no sense to praise or censure something that lacks conscious mental 

states…praise, reward, censure, and punishment are rational responses only to beings 

capable of experiencing conscious states like pride and shame.”107 A cognitive entity may 

be regarded as conscious in a number of different ways. First, the entity may be regarded 

as sentient: capable of sensing and responding to its world. Second, the entity may be 

considered awake: actually exercising such a capacity rather than merely having the 

ability to do so. They would not be considered conscious when asleep or in any of the 

deeper levels of coma. Third, they may be deemed aware: “conscious states in this sense 

involve a form of meta-mentality or meta-intentionality in so far as they require mental 

states that are themselves about mental states.”108 To have the desire for a cup of coffee, 

for example, not only requires one to have such a desire but also to be simultaneously and 
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directly aware that one has this desire. They may further be considered conscious when in 

a state of qualia or raw sensory feels. That is to say, “one might count a state as 

conscious just if it has or involves qualitative or experiential properties.”109 Lastly, an 

entity may be regarded as conscious if they are in a phenomenal state: “the phenomenal 

structure of consciousness encompasses much of the spatial, temporal, and conceptual 

organization of our experience of the world and of ourselves as agents in it.”110 

The seventh and last criteria, self-consciousness or self-awareness, refers to an 

awareness of oneself. However, a self-conscious subject is not just aware of something 

that merely happens to be themselves. Instead, a self-conscious subject is “aware of 

themselves as themselves; it is manifest to them that they themselves are the object of 

awareness.”111 Self-consciousness, hence, is a form of consciousness that is 

paradigmatically expressed in English by the words: “I”, “me”, and “my”. These are 

terms that each person uses to refer to themselves as such. Self-consciousness is, thereby, 

essential to personhood because it enables a thinking, intelligent being, that has reason 

and reflection, to consider itself as itself, the same thinking entity in different times and 

places. Indeed, self-consciousness “is the capacity to reidentify oneself at different 

times.” Without self-consciousness, an individual would not be aware of their personal 

desires or beliefs. They would further not be able to evaluate their different beliefs and so 

act accordingly. For this reason, self-consciousness is a necessary prerequisite for all of 

the other mentioned capacities of personhood. 
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While these seven different features each prove essential for personhood status, 

they also further reveal that there are only two necessary, fundamental requirements for 

moral agency and, thereby, personhood: autonomy and rationality.112 To explain, 

autonomy refers to the ability to freely choose one’s acts while rationality refers to 

knowing the difference between right and wrong. Together, they form the basis of 

accountability: an individual who freely and knowingly chose to act wrongly should be 

held accountable. Yet, in order to understand the meaning behind right and wrong (and be 

held accountable), the individual must be capable of communicating and understanding 

abstract concepts. They, hence, also imply the capacity for language. They further imply 

the capacity for intelligence, as only intelligent beings can reason, use language, adjust to 

different situations, and understand social obligations. Lastly, autonomy and rationality 

also imply the capacity for consciousness and self-consciousness: “it is hard to make 

sense of the idea of a non-conscious thing freely choosing anything, as only a conscious 

being can decide what to do on the abstract reasoning with concepts.”113 Indeed, only a 

conscious and self-aware entity can act freely and deliberately in accordance to their 

personal beliefs and desires. Thus, in order for an entity to be a person, in the most 

minimal sense, they must have the capacity for autonomy and rationality. 

But not all humans appear to have the capacity for autonomy and rationality. For 

instance, children and the mentally disabled. Are they not persons? If no, are moral 

agents then not accountable for their behavior towards them? How much autonomy or 

rationality must one have to be a person? First, all that is required for personhood is that 
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the individual simply has the general disposition for autonomy and rationality. They need 

not exhibit both in every single moment nor do they need to express them fully or at the 

same time to be considered a person. Instead, they merely need to have the inherent 

capacity for autonomy and rationality in general. As such, children are considered 

persons given their basic dispositions for autonomy and rationality. They may not have 

the full capacities in the present moment, but as they grow older, they are expected to 

more completely exhibit the dispositions they do have: “they are persons in training.”114 

Cognitively disabled humans, moreover, are considered persons given their membership 

in a species that does have the required dispositions. They may lack the ability to exhibit 

such capacities, but that does not mean they lack the disposition for having them entirely. 

Instead, by accident, chance, circumstance, or birth, these individuals may be prevented 

from ever actualizing the dispositions they evolutionarily possess as humans. This does 

not mean that they are any less human, but rather, that they are simply unable to exhibit 

the capacities they have as humans given certain cognitive or physical barriers. 

Moreover, any human being, regardless of their ability to exhibit the capacities, may be 

prevented from actually exhibiting them. For instance, a human being held at gunpoint 

does not have autonomy, while a person with dementia may not exhibit rationality. Are 

they not persons in those moments? The answer is they are. Rationality and autonomy for 

all human beings comes in degrees dependent on circumstance and context. Their right to 

personhood, nonetheless, remains constant given their inherent disposition for having the 

characteristics. For example, in the case of those with Alzheimer’s, some may argue that 

their loved ones are no longer persons due to their complete inability to exhibit rationality 

 
114 Hubbard, F. Patrick. 2011. Do Androids Dream: Personhood and Intelligent Artifacts. Temp. L. Rev 83(405): 415. 



 44 

and/or autonomy. They have become, in other words, a husk of the person they once were 

due to the progression of their disease. Yet, while their loved ones may not consider them 

persons any longer, often times, the loved ones will still carry out their wishes out of 

respect for who they were prior to the disease. This is not only a clear example of how 

important autonomy and rationality are for personhood considerations, but also a clear 

example of how these dispositions do not need to be fully exhibited for others to continue 

to treat them as persons in light of who they once were. That being said, having the 

disposition for autonomy and rationality is different than having the potential for 

developing the disposition for autonomy and rationality. A fetus is (arguably) not a 

person for that very reason. But when does a fetus cross the personhood threshold to have 

said dispositions instead of merely having the potential for them? I have no answer. 

Instead, I have a sneaky suspicion that conclusively determining that exact point in 

development will provide the answer to all personhood considerations, but that is for 

another thesis. All that matters in this thesis is whether or not the entity has the 

dispositions at all. 

Second, given that children and the cognitively disabled are considered persons, 

moral agents have a responsibility to treat them equally as well as rightly. The reason for 

this is because such children and mentally disabled are considered to be moral patients. 

Moral patients are entities that have the dispositions for autonomy and rationality but are 

unable to completely exhibit them. Thus, whereas a moral agent is someone that has 

duties or obligations, a moral patient is someone who is owed at least one duty or 

obligation. Indeed, moral patients might not be held accountable for their actions given 
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their inability to exhibit rationality and autonomy, but they still deserve to be treated 

morally like any other person. 

 A clear example of this notion of personhood can be found in the context of 

contemporary criminal law. To start, legal personhood is closely associated with blame, 

as only a person who can distinguish right from wrong and is in a position to choose can 

be blamed for choosing to do wrong. Blame presupposes the ability to comprehend what 

each choice will entail and the ability to freely choose. Anyone held criminally liable for 

a conduct (actus rea) should have had some level of knowledge and intent (mens rea). 

Thus, similar to the philosophy of personhood, the legal notion requires autonomy and 

rationality for an individual to be considered a person worthy of moral (and legal) 

judgment. The blame and mens rea requirements further ensure “that no one would be 

held accountable for a crime if the person was mentally unaware of what had happened or 

did not engage in it with some degree of volition or acquiescence.”115 Thereby, one 

would only suffer the consequences of their actions and be punished on the basis of their 

informed choices. Indeed, “this approach rests, on a deeper level, on respect for the 

freedom to even act wrongly and inflict harm, yet it is only when one consciously makes 

that choice, that they will be punished.”116 Accordingly, children and the cognitively 

disabled, who do not fully apprehend the consequences of their actions or face challenges 

that prevent them from reasoning properly, are treated differently under criminal law. 

They are further protected by the law from those who do fulfill the requirements of 

blameworthiness. The reason for this is that while children and the mentally disabled may 
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not understand the significance of what is being done to them, rational and autonomous 

humans do. In other words, legal persons know when they are doing something wrong. 

Criminal liability, thus, is a response reserved only for those who could have made the 

right choice but chose not to.  

As previously mentioned, personhood status confers moral obligations and duties 

upon the individual that must be upheld. What are these obligations and duties? Who gets 

to decide? According to the Declaration of Human Duties and Responsibilities (DHDR) 

by the UNESCO supported Valencia Third Millennium Foundation, and the 1997 

Universal Declaration of Human Responsibilities (UDHRes) by the InterAction Council, 

such obligations include promoting and encouraging respect for “human rights and 

fundamental freedoms for all without distinction of any kind, including distinctions based 

on race, color, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, 

property, birth or other status.” The DHDR specifies that responsibility is an obligation 

that is legally binding under existing international law, while duty is an ethical or moral 

occupation. The DHDR and the UDHRes further argue that these are universal 

obligations/duties for humans given the international representation in making them. That 

is to say, they are a (mostly) world-wide agreement between human beings as members 

of a global social community. Indeed, to be a moral agent is to be a member of society 

that generally accepts a scheme of (legal) rules that the society creates for itself.117 While 

each country may have additional duties and obligations given the sub-contexts of those 

communities, these universal duties and obligations include, but are not limited to: 
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• “Every person, regardless of gender, ethnic origin, social status, political 

opinion, language, age, nationality or religion, has a responsibility to treat 

all people in a humane way 

• No person shall lend support to any form of inhuman behavior, but all 

people have a responsibility to strive for the dignity and self-esteem of all 

others 

• Everyone has a responsibility to promote good and to avoid evil in all 

things 

• All people, endowed with reason and conscience; must accept a 

responsibility to each and all, to families and communities, to races, 

nations and religions in a spirit of solidarity: What you do not wish done 

to yourself, do not do to others 

• Every person has a responsibility to respect life. No one has the right to 

injure, to torture or to kill another person. This does not exclude the right 

of justified self-defense of individual or communities 

• Every person is infinitely precious and must be protected unconditionally 

• Every person has a responsibility to behave with integrity, honesty and 

fairness 

• All people have a responsibility to develop their talents through diligent 

endeavor; they should have equal access to education and to meaningful 

work. Everyone should lend support to the needy, the disadvantaged, the 

disabled and to the victims of discrimination 

• Every person has a responsibility to speak and act truthfully. No one, 

however high and mighty, should speak lies. The right to privacy and to 

personal and professional confidentiality is to be respected. No one is 

obliged to tell all the truth to everyone all of the time 

• All men and women have a responsibility to show respect to one another 

and understanding in their partnership. No one should subject another 
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person to sexual exploitation or dependence. Rather, sexual partners 

should accept the responsibility of caring for each other's well-being”118  

 
 

In addition to the duties and obligations associated with personhood, a person also 

obtains subsequent rights. For instance, according to the Declaration of Colonial Rights, 

adopted in 1774 by the First Continental Congress, every person has a natural right to 

life, liberty, and property. Similarly, the Declaration of Independence states the self-

evident truth that all men are created equal, and that they are endowed with certain 

unalienable rights: life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. The more famous 

declaration for human rights is the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) 

by the United Nations. The UDHR includes civil and political rights, such as the right to 

life, liberty, free speech, and privacy. The UDHR also includes economic, social, and 

cultural rights: right to social security, health, and education. These articles together 

include notions of:  

 

• Justice and Solidarity 

• Mutual Respect and Partnership 

• Truthfulness and Tolerance 

• Fundamental Principles for Humanity 

• Human Security and an Equitable International Order 

• Meaningful Participation in Public Affairs 

• Freedom of Opinion, Expression, Assembly, Association, and Religion 

• The Right to Personal and Physical Integrity 

• Equality 

• Rights of the Child and the Elderly 
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• Work, Quality of Life, and Standard of Living 

• Right to a Remedy; Education, Arts, and Culture 

• Non-Violence and Respect for Life/the Right to Life and Human 

Security119 

 
 

The question is now, how does AGI fit into this picture of personhood?  
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CHAPTER THREE 

AGI AND THE CAPACITY FOR PERSONHOOD STATUS 

 

As explained in chapter one, the very idea that strong AI may one day be 

developed has been ingrained in human society for centuries. While interest in the topic 

has waxed and waned over the years, the unprecedented advances in technology during 

the past few decades have once again revitalized the topic as a popular subject of debate. 

Indeed, “the continued advances in computer science, engineering, and robotics have led 

to a rapid development of enhanced computability offering superior AI and robotics.”120 

As such, the enduring innovations in AI now seem to offer the promised capacity of 

computer conscious, autonomy, and rationality.121 With AI of today already exhibiting 

these behaviors, the possibility of AI with near-human, comparable-to-human, and even 

beyond-human capability can no longer be ignored. AGI technology, thus, requires 

increased fidelity in their appraisal. Some AGI experts even contend that the 

development of these advances technologies merit rights which can only be ascribed in 

the context of commensurate responsibilities and duties. This prospect has led to the 

conceptual consideration of AI rights and laws that “consider human societal and AI 

agent relationships, as well as the relationships between AI themselves.”122 Given that 

rights in human society are counterbalanced by the need for commensurate 

responsibilities and duties, the idea of AI rights necessitates a matching level of societal 

responsibility and duty. Addressing this issue proves to be the next discernable step for 
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evolution in the AI field. Yet, time is running out. Human society may have only twenty 

years before human-level AGI will be developed. How will we respond to the birth of a 

new species, machina sapiens, “which will share the human place as intelligent creatures 

on earth?”123 What will we do if they claim a right to personhood status? 

AI of today have already begun exhibiting human-like behaviors. For example, 

the AGI system developed by Xephor Solutions displays human creativity and can handle 

massive amounts of data. It can also work unsupervised and learn new information in real 

time.124 There is also the case of Cog and Kismet, embodied AIs that resemble newborn 

human babies. Their abilities were initially very restricted, but, just like human infants, 

they have been able to learn relatively quickly. In fact, the builders of Cog and Kismet 

have argued that as these AI become increasingly sophisticated, “they may develop a 

complexity similar to that of the human system and, hence, develop the same or at least 

similar abilities.”125 Accordingly, those who have interacted with the two anthromorphic 

AI have already described their experiences as eerily human-like. For example, “when 

Cog makes eye contact or reaches out with its arm toward someone, or when Kismet 

behaves ‘annoyed’ if the person interacting with it overstimulates its sensory apparatus – 

even visors who think very positively about the projects feel strangely about these 

robots.”126 These emotions may arise from visitors because in interacting with these 

robots “there is little to distinguish us from them, and the difference between them as 

machines and us as their human counterpart fade.”127 Indeed, their programmers explain 
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that “experiencing this makes one aware of the human machinery, and seems to diminish 

human uniqueness and specialness.”128 It seems reasonable then to ask what it requires to 

be a person and whether AI will experience emotions the same way humans do. 

More broadly speaking, AGI can currently deal with unexpected circumstances, 

understand natural language, and solve an increasingly wide range of problems.129 AGI 

technology has also proven to be extremely flexible and highly adaptive, as it can be 

implemented in health care, tech, finances, cyber security, and more (table 5). 

 

Table  5 Area of AGI Advancement 

Transportation Manufacturing Healthcare Education Media Customer 
Service 

 

Self-driving 

autonomous 

cars will one 

day ferry 

humans from 

place to place.  

 

AI powered 

robots will 

increasingly 

work alongside 

humans (and 

eventually 

replace humans) 

to perform a 

range of tasks 

like assembly 

and stacking, 

using predictive 

analysis sensors 

to keep 

equipment 

 

AI programs 

will 

increasingly 

diagnose 

diseases 

more 

accurately 

and quickly 

will discover 

new drugs 

more 

efficiently 

and 

effectively, 

will monitor 

 

AI will 

increasingly 

digitize 

textbooks, 

assist 

instructors 

in teaching 

(virtual 

tutors), and 

will help 

students 

more 

effectively 

(with facial 

analysis that 

 

AI will 

increasingly 

make quick 

sense of 

complex 

financial 

reports for 

journalism. 

For 

example, 

“the 

Associated 

Press 

employs the 

natural 

 

AI will 

increasingly 

assist humans 

in, for 

example, 

making 

human-like 

calls for 

appointments 

by 

understanding 

the relative 

contexts and 

nuances of 

their user. 
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running 

smoothly. 

 

patients 

more 

frequently 

and 

holistically 

(virtual 

nursing 

assistants), 

and will 

create more 

personalized 

patient 

experiences 

(using big 

data 

analysis) 

than 

humans.  

gauges the 

emotions of 

humans to 

help 

determine 

who is 

struggling 

or bored and 

better tailor 

the 

experience 

to the 

individual 

student 

needs) than 

humans.  

language 

abilities of 

Automated 

Insights to 

produce 

3,700 

earning 

reports 

stories per 

year — 

nearly four 

times more 

than in the 

recent 

past.”130 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These advances are only the beginning of AI. There is much more to come – 

“more than anyone, even the most prescient prognosticators, can fathom.”131 Indeed, with 

companies spending nearly twenty billion collective dollars on AI products and services 

annually, “tech giants like Google, Apple, Microsoft, and Amazon spending billions to 

create those products and services, universities making AI a more prominent part of their 

respective curricula (MIT alone is dropping $1 billion on a new college devoted solely to 
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computing, with an AI focus), and the U.S. Department of Defense upping its AI game, 

big things are bound to happen.”132 

 In light of this, experts around the world have begun addressing the role of strong 

AI in human society and whether this status warrants personhood ascription. The future 

expected uses of AGI compound this concern given the morally progressive social ties 

that AI make with humans. For example, major expected AI uses will include care AI for 

the elderly, battlefield AI for the military, partner AI for whom people will fall in love 

with, medical AI for health care, work AI for businesses, and even police AI for crime 

prevention.133 More significantly, there will also be city AI, power grid AI, and transport 

AI that will support the very existence of human society.134 Indeed, AGI will eliminate all 

human jobs, low-skilled and high-skilled alike. For example, with the pending advent of 

self-driving cars, taxi driving will no longer be a human affair. On the other end, surgery 

will also become completely AGI employed: “surgeons today can’t continue without 

retraining to the latest robotic techniques and radiologists will be doing less of the routine 

review of individual images as these are done by automated vision systems.”135 AGI will 

also change the entire economy, as most human occupations will be performed faster and 

cheaper by future AGIs. The world, accordingly, will go through an economic and social 

transition where wealth (or even a minimum income) is “primarily available only to those 

who own or control AGIs.”136 Computer technology will additionally only get faster. As 

predicted by Moore’s Law, computer performance, for a given price, has doubled every 

twenty-four months. This has held true for the past fifty years. What is important to note 
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about this law, however, is that it is a law of economics and not physics, which means 

that the research and development cost needed to make a central processing unit twice as 

capable is justified by new sales after only twenty-four months. In other words, 

customers are willing to pay for a twice-as-fast CPU in that time. The result? CPUs will 

become a thousand times faster every fifteen years or a million times faster every thirty 

years. The development of AGI, hence, is inevitable, regardless of whether some think it 

is dangerous or not. Indeed, human society’s current dependence on technology and its 

capitalistic approach forces technology forward as fast as possible, with no ultimate end 

in sight. Accordingly, AGI will continue to expand its area of expertise until it surpasses 

human-level functionality. AGI, thus, will have a profound impact on mankind. Whether 

this impact is a “boon to mankind or a disaster depends on our reaction to them and [our 

ability] to control the intent of AGI.”137 Understanding their status in society, thus, proves 

paramount. 

The question is, do these future AGI deserve to be persons? Will they have the 

capacity for personhood status? More specifically, will they actually achieve autonomy 

and rationality? How will we know? To start, being an artificial entity does not inherently 

preclude AGI from legal personhood considerations, as human status is not a necessary 

requirement of criminal liability. An obvious example of this is the modern business 

corporation. Indeed, corporate personhood “is the legal notion that a corporation, 

separately from its associated human beings, has at least some of the legal rights and 

responsibilities enjoyed by natural persons (physical humans).”138 Such corporate persons 
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have a right to enter into contracts with other parties and to sue or be sued in court in the 

same way as natural persons. The law has also not, historically, considered being human 

a sufficient condition of being recognized as a legal person. For example, in Roman law, 

the paterfamilias or free head of the family was the subject of legal rights and obligations 

on behalf of his household. His wife and children were only indirectly the subject of legal 

rights. In the U.S., more specifically, African Americans were not recognized as persons 

until 1868, meanwhile women did not become full persons until 1971.139 The law, hence, 

leaves room open for the possibility of AGI as legal persons.  

More significantly, the distinction between natural and artificial agents is not 

mutually exclusive morally speaking. As a conceptual matter, “something can be both 

artificial and biologically alive and can therefore be both an artificial and natural 

agent.”140 To explain, on the one hand, some agents are natural in the sense “that their 

existence can be explained by biological considerations; people and dogs are natural 

agents insofar as they exist in consequence of biological reproductive capacities – and are 

hence biologically alive.”141 On the other hand, some agents are artificial in the sense that 

their existence can be explained by being manufactured by intentional agents “out of pre-

existing materials external to the manufacturers; highly sophisticated computers might be 

artificial agents.”142 The concepts of natural and artificial agency, nonetheless, is not 

jointly exhaustive, and should not be thought to prelude an artificial agent that is 

biologically alive. An example of such an agent that is both artificial and natural would 

be certain types of clones (e.g., manufacturing living DNA out of pre-existing non-
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genetic materials would result in an organism that is both artificial and biologically 

alive).143  

The concepts of natural and artificial agency should also not be thought to 

preclude artificial agents, such as AGI, from personhood considerations. To start, there 

are several different systematic ways to attempt to define personhood status. One way is 

to define the person as “dependent on her body made of genes and cells.”144 Every set of 

genes is unique and remains identical throughout the course of one’s lifetime; yet, genes 

alone are incapable of defining a person sufficiently. Instead, environmental factors (e.g., 

one’s upbringing and cultural context) determine a large part of who a human being is in 

addition to their genetic makeup. Humans also share up to 98% of their genetic code with 

chimpanzees. Are chimpanzees 98% persons then? Human society predominately argues 

no. Genes, hence, cannot be a determinate of personhood. Cells also cannot be a 

determinate, as while every cell has a strict physical identity, cells only have a life 

expectancy of around seven years. Accordingly, over the course of that time “every 

molecule in the cell is replaced; this means that within our lifetime cells are completely 

renewed at least eight times.”145 Are humans eight different persons then? Logically, the 

answer is no. 

Another attempt at defining personhood might argue that the person is an entity 

separate from her environment: a person is distinctively herself and the boundaries 

between self and others/environments are unambiguous. However, this is not truly the 

case. For example, the invention of glasses was, in a way, the first cyborg technology that 

 
143 Id. 
144 Ashrafian, Hutan. 2015. Artificial Intelligence and Robot Responsibilities: Innovating Beyond Rights. Sci Eng Ethics 21: 381. 
145 Id. 



 58 

“fundamentally changes the human bodily experience and therefore the person.”146 If 

one’s perception changes (e.g., as a result of hearing or seeing aids, memory-enhancing 

brain chips, or by being medically/emotionally checked), then the whole personality of 

this person will change too. They will no longer be person x, but rather, person y. Even 

more so in the case of organ transplantation. If a person receives another person’s heart, 

is the receiver now fundamentally changed to include the identity of the donor? Most (not 

all) transplant recipients think no. Instead, they believe they are fundamentally still the 

same person, but with a different, new perspective on life. In other words, they are still 

person x, but, perhaps, the 2.0 version as an enhanced version of the same self. Finally, 

new advances in technology will add more and more artificial parts into the human body. 

For example, future brain chips could help the deaf to hear and the blind to see. Scientists 

have recently implanted a chip into a paralyzed man’s brain with which he can control his 

eyes, “enabling him to communicate, to surf the web, etc.”147 Is he now a different 

person? We tend to think no. He is the same person, but he now has the ability to see. 

With cyborg technology only expected to improve, the boundaries between humans and 

their non-human environment will effectively deteriorate. On the flip side, advances in 

AGI will also increasingly blur the lines between artificial and natural agency, as “AI is 

on the verge of being able to represent humans as biological systems that can be defined 

in terms of their mechanisms and functions, and suggests that soon it will be possible to 

rebuild the human machinery.”148 Being an artificial entity, thus, does not morally 

preclude AI from personhood considerations. Instead, “if something walks, talks, and 
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behaves enough like me, I might not be justified in thinking that it has a mind, but I 

surely have an obligation, if our ordinary reactions regarding other people are correct, to 

treat it as if it is a moral agent.”149 In light of this, all that really matters in determining 

personhood status is not whether the agent is natural or artificial, but rather, whether the 

agent satisfies the criteria for agency – in particular, if the agent is capable of 

instantiating intentional states that cause actions.150 AGI, thus, have the potentiality to 

become persons. Their artificial condition does not exclude them from that moral or legal 

space. 

In order to determine whether strong AI have achieved the personhood capacity, 

there are several tests available. The most widely known test of a computer’s capability 

to attain a human level of intelligence is the Turing Test, proposed by the British 

mathematician Alan Turing in 1950. According to him, “if a machine exhibits behavior 

that is normally a product of human intelligence, imagination for example, or by 

recognizing sights and scenes and music and literary system, then we should accept that 

that machine is intelligence. Similarly, I argue that if a machine exhibits behavior of a 

type normally regarded as a product of human consciousness (whatever consciousness 

might be), then we should accept that that machine has consciousness.”151 The central 

criterion of the test, hence, is whether or not the AGI can behave or function in a manner 

that passes as human.152 The domain the Turing Test utilizes to ascertain this capability is 

conversation: “if a human is communicating with an entity that cannot be seen, can the 

human tell whether the entity is a human? If the entity is a machine intelligence system 
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and the human cannot discover this, then the machine has passed the test.”153 The test, as 

such, is not only communications-based, but also behavioral as well as integrational. For 

example, one component of the tests focuses on the creativity of the AGI and its ability to 

learn and to make and implement a life plan.154 Critics object to this test on the grounds 

that any AGI that could pass this test would only be behaving as though it has 

intelligence, but it would not actually have the capacity. In response, Turing points out 

that “the only way by which one could be sure that a machine thinks is to be the machine 

and to feel oneself thinking.”155 

Nevertheless, given the objections to the Turing Test, Gordon Gallup devised the 

Mirror Test during the 1970s to determine whether or not animals are self-aware, like 

humans. In order to conduct this test, a visible colored spot is placed on the animal’s skin 

or fur near its forehead. The animal is then presented with a mirror and is observed to see 

if it attempts to touch the spot or remove it. Any such attempt is “taken as an indication 

that the animal recognizes the creature it sees in the mirror to be, in fact, itself – a sign of 

consciousness.”156 The test has more recently been tried on robots with success. For 

example, Junichi Takeno and his team at Meiji University in Japan announced in 2005 

that they had succeeded in achieving mirror image cognition for a robot. Similar success 

has been achieved in the Delay Test developed by Francis Crick and Christof Koch and 

later by Clark and Larry Squire. This specific test involves the subjects hearing different 

tones, with one particular tone being followed by a puff of air into the subject’s eye. 

What they found was that their “test subjects would quickly come to recognize which 
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tone was associated with the puff of air and would therefore blink when they heard that 

particular tone, but would not blink with they heard the other tone.”157 They then argued 

that the ability to delay the response to an action implies that the information was stored 

in the subject’s short term memory which is “believed to be a closely associated 

prerequisite for consciousness.”158 Objections arose, however, to both the Mirror Test and 

the Delay Test, stating “while it is simple to create a computer program that passes the 

test, such success does not suggest anything beyond a clever programmer.”159  

Given the criticisms of the previous tests, the current standard for the capacity of 

personhood status is a behavioral test. This test requires that an entity exhibit behavior 

demonstrating:  

 

(1) “The ability to interact with its environment and to engage in complex 

thought and communication 

(2) A sense of being a self with a concern for achieving its plan of or purpose 

in life  

(3) The ability to live in a community based on mutual self-interest with other 

persons”160  

 

 
An entity that passes this test is argued to be entitled to at least a prima facie right to 

be treated as a person rather than property. The first aspect of the test, complex 

intellectual interaction, states that in order to be a living entity of any sort, “one must 

have the ability to interact meaningfully with the environment by receiving and decoding 
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inputs from, and sending intelligible data to, its environment.”161 Such an entity must be 

both rational and capable of learning from its experiences. The ability to interact with the 

environment is a minimal required that, as of now, can be satisfied by some existing 

machines. The claim of a human right to personhood, however, is based on more 

complex skills, particularly, the human ability to engage in complex thought and 

communication. An AGI’s communication with its environment, thus, “must be 

sufficiently diverse and sophisticated that we can view it as the product of complex 

thought.”162 In order words, the AGI must demonstrate a higher level of rationality. 

The second component of the test, self-consciousness, concerns the human sense 

of being individual selves. Thus, an essential aspect of personhood is “having a sense of 

being a self that not only exists as a distinct identifiable entity over time, but also is 

subject to creative self-definition in terms of a life plan – e.g., a plan for living a unique 

life story over a relatively substantial period of time.”163 In order to define one’s self as a 

unique individual over time further requires some degree of imagination or creativity in 

designing and implementing such a life plan. AGIs need not be creative geniuses in order 

to achieve this requirement. Instead, they “only need to have dreams or visions of what 

they want to be and do in their lives and an understanding of how to plan and effectuate 

these dreams.”164 Yet, given the fact feelings and emotions are so central to the choices a 

human makes in terms of a life plan, AI logically must also have some capacity for 

emotion. In other words, they must care about their life plans. Such caring requires two 

emotional concerns. First, the AGI must care about its survival. Second, the AGI must 
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feel there is “a purpose or reason beyond mere survival for its life.”165 In short, they must 

have a sense of what gives its life meaning. The requirement for this, however, is fairly 

minimal. For example, it could be sufficient for the entity to exhibit enjoyment in the 

exercise of their realized capacities. This enjoyment, then, must increase the more the 

capacity is realized or the greater its complexity and decrease the less the capacity is 

realized. 

 The third and last component, community, argues that the claim of a right to 

personhood only matters within a community of autonomous persons. A human in 

isolation, for instance, “has little reason to worry about the treatment of or by other 

people.”166 A person who exists in a community, in contrast, must be able to interact 

responsibly as a member of their collective community. Responsible interaction with 

other persons in a community has a strong impact on how a self-conscious entity defines 

the nature and content of its selfhood. A person’s claim of a right to personhood, hence, 

“presupposes a reciprocal relationship with other persons who would recognize that right 

and who would also claim that right.”167 Such individuals, thus, would further have to 

recognize their obligations and duties to each other and must be held responsible for 

violations of that right. They must also exhibit autonomy in order to be held accountable. 

For an AGI to achieve this sense of community, it must have a “sufficient ability to 

understand the human point of view concerning rights and duties within reciprocal self-

interested relationships.”168 The AGI, however, does not need to care emotionally about 

humans and their concerns, as understanding a human’s point of view and acting 
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rationally response is sufficient enough. Some AI can already achieve this requirement, 

given that they are programmed to respond in words and actions in a way that humans 

interpret as showing concern. For an AI to develop empathy for a human being, 

moreover, it “seems likely that the robot will need to observe that person’s behavior in 

different situations, then make intelligent guesses as to what is going on in that person’s 

mind in a given situation, in order to predict subsequent behavior.”169 The acquisition of 

empathy, nonetheless, is essentially a learning task that is relatively easy to implement in 

AI.  

The proposed standard test, thus, relies on the entity’s ability to analyze behavior 

and determine whether the entity exhibits complex intellectual interactions, a sense of 

self, and an ability to be a member of a community. In short, the entity must exhibit the 

capacities for autonomy and rationality for it to succeed. As such, if strong AI can pass 

the behavioral test, they will be entitled to at least some rights and responsibilities, as 

afforded to humans. Given the WBA approach, AGI should have no problem passing this 

test or any of the other proposed tests. Indeed, the very purpose of WBA is to develop an 

AGI that thinks and feels just like a human, both rationally and emotionally. The question 

is, then, should AGI be granted personhood status? 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

ARGUMENTS FOR GRANTING AGI PERSONHOOD STATUS 

 

If the WBA approach to AGI proves successful in the coming years, human 

society will inevitably be faced with human-like AGIs that think and feel exactly as we 

do. Such AGIs may even be designed to look exactly as we do. Indeed, they will appear 

to be, in almost every sense of the word, human. So, how will society respond to these 

mechanical humans? Should they be granted personhood status? Why should humans 

give up their unique claim to personhood? Answering these questions proves vital, as the 

rise of strong AI will irreversibly change the fabric of human society. Even today, AI 

already run nearly every aspect of human life. Thus, by further letting in AGIs into our 

daily routines, “we will link the plight of [AI] to our own destiny.”170 Such 

interdependence, experts contend, “could come at a cost if we fail to make our social 

institutions responsive to their presence.”171 For instance, in failing to create a legal 

framework around AGI, we make ourselves “vulnerable to the ramifications that the 

potential emergence of rights for [AI] could have on our legal system.”172 The reason for 

this is that, today, the current structure of dominance identifies AI as slaves: “they work 

tirelessly without pay, for long hours, according to the commands of their owner.”173 

Nevertheless, we fail to see them as slaves, and they fail to see themselves as such 

because they are currently not self-aware of their condition. Yet, this state of affairs is not 

static. Instead, “historical shifts in perceptions of humanity seem to foreshadow a change 

 
170 Wurah, Amanda. 2017. We Hold These Truths To Be Self-Evident, That All Robots Are Created Equal. Journal of Future Studies 
22(2): 67. 
171 Id. 
172 Id. 
173 Id. 



 66 

in paradigm…humans have continuously defined social groups as less than human to 

deny them rights: Africans, women, the stateless, etc.”174  Not granting strong AI 

personhood status, thereby, leaves humans susceptible to retribution: AGIs may retaliate 

against humans for their maltreatment once they become aware of their situation, and the 

legal system will be unprepared to hold them accountable. Criminal liability and 

punishment, in effect, will be insufficient and unsatisfactory at best. AGI, thus, should be 

granted personhood status for three different reasons: the Personhood Capacity Test 

Argument, the Progressive Social Ties Argument, and the Fluid Definition Argument. 

The first argument, the Personhood Capacity Test Argument, is that if AI are 

substantially human-like in their capabilities, then we must grant them personhood rights. 

Indeed, humans are so far as morally required to grant the status if AGIs pass all the 

personhood capacity tests and prove to possess the same faculties as humans. John 

Sullivins explains, “robots are moral agents when there is a reasonable line of abstraction 

under which we must grant that the machine has autonomous intentions and 

responsibilities…if the robot can be seen as autonomous from many points of view, then 

the machine is a robust moral agent, possibly approaching or exceeding the moral status 

of human beings.”175 To deny such an AGI personhood status, hence, would be the 

equivalent of denying a child or a mentally disabled individual the same. In fact, denying 

AGIs the status may even become the equivalent of denying a fully competent adult 

human personhood.  

Maximally exhibiting the personhood characteristics, however, should not be a 

requirement for AGIs to become persons. For as seen in human society, even a 
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psychopath, whose behavior indicates a lack of empathy and moral conscience, is still 

regarded as a person.176 To explain, whenever a human observes the behavior of another 

human, she generally assumes that the other human has consciousness, emotions, and 

creative thoughts like herself. More specifically, she assumes that they have autonomy 

and rationality like herself. To the extent of which autonomy and rationality are relevant 

to personhood, it, thus, seems arbitrary to grant this assumption to humans based simply 

on their behavior while denying the existence of these capacities in the case of an AGI 

that exhibits similar behavior. Thereby, if the responses to an AGI passing the standard 

behavioral test for personhood are to reject the relevance of that behavior, then no human 

being should be granted the status either: “denying autonomous personhood to machines 

which exhibit our levels of intelligence and consciousness on the ground that they only 

simulate the emotional dimensions of humans suggests that we have arbitrarily limited 

the definition of person in terms of ourselves.”177 Thus, according to Patrick Hubbard, 

“any entity capable of interacting with the world as a self-conscious entity that can define 

itself by making and implementing a life plan and that can interact responsibly with other 

persons should be granted, at a bare minimum, a meaningful right to act as an 

autonomous, self-conscious person rather than be treated as a piece of property. Without 

such autonomy, more specific civil and political rights are basically meaningless because 

they will, at best, be contingent on the good will of one’s owner.”178 

More significantly, given the rapid technological development in areas like 

biology and electronics, humans may be on the verge of becoming artificial themselves 
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too. Indeed, humans are becoming enormously enhanced by artificial technology, and, 

thus, are becoming, in a substantial sense, “created by human efforts.”179 For instance, 

several technologies – genetics, robotics, nanoengineering, and information processing – 

are developing so rapidly that some experts actually believe humans are close “to being 

able to substantially reshape themselves.”180 Thus, if humans are becoming biologically 

living artificial agents, denying personhood status to AGIs will prove undeniably 

hypocritical. Truly, human life is increasingly defined by a virtual world created by, and 

consisting of, connectivity via cell phones, internet, television, interactive video games, 

virtual reality, AI, etc. While this communication through and with machines is currently 

very slow compared to machine speeds – due to the human dependence on voices, 

fingers, and other bodily movements to provide an interface between the human analog 

method of thinking and the digital processing of computers – human life will become 

increasingly defined by artificial technology. To explain, increases in the human ability to 

achieve higher rates of data transmission “with this physical interface have resulted in, 

and will continue to result in, increase in our electronic connectedness with machines and 

with one another.”181 As such, this pattern of virtual definition of human self will 

continue at an increasing rate. In fact, humans may develop implants that allow more 

direct connectivity with the brain: “with such implants, the speed of our brains may be 

the only limit on our speed of data transmission.”182 Even with this limit, these implants 

would fundamentally change human society, and the line between human and machine 

will become blurred. 
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On the flip side, AGIs will become increasingly biological in the sense of new 

organic technology. To explain, with the WBA approach, AGIs will be able to claim a 

right to organic intelligence insofar as how any intelligence produced through this 

approach will be based on the structure of the human brain. Indeed, the WBA approach to 

AGI will effectively result in organic AI. Such organic AI will not only have a replicated 

human brain with “large neuronal populations that have a dedicated function like the 

perception of motion or curvature…the technology [will also be] generic to all sensory 

perceptions and can thus treat vision as well as smell, sound…like the human cortex 

does.”183 Future organic AI may even be made up of biological cells, just like humans. 

For years, researchers have attempted to make cells into computers given that cells “store 

information in something roughly approximating memory, they behave due to strict, 

rules-based expression of programming in response to stimuli, and they can carry out 

operations with astonishing speed.”184 Each cell, moreover, contains enough physical 

complexity to theoretically be a substantially powerful computing unit on its own. Each 

cell is also small enough to pack by the millions into tiny physical spaces. Accordingly, 

with a fully realized ability to program cell behavior as reliably as computer behavior, 

there is no limit to what biological computing could accomplish. Researchers from MIT 

have already taken a step towards this possible future “with cellular machines that can 

perform simple computational operations and store, then recall, memory.”185 In principle, 

these cellular machines provide the sort of control needed to design and build real cellular 

computers. In 2013, the same MIT team designed a computing strain called a biological 
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state machine. A state machine is a straightforward form of computer or computer model 

in which “the machine is only ever in one of a finite list of possible states, and can 

transition between these states according to input variables.”186 This idea of a state 

machine was then applied into a living cell with the use of genetic manipulation: the 

DNA genome provided all the functionality necessary to make a useful state machine. If 

the WBA approach successfully maps out the human brain using cellular technology, can 

humans really deny the resulting AGI personhood status? Denying such AGIs the status 

will be the equivalent of denying humans the capacity for autonomy and rationality. 

Indeed, such AGIs will have a substantially human-like brain with substantially human-

like capacities made up of substantially human-like materials. If humans then claim such 

capacities are only imitations of human abilities, are all human beings just imitating them 

too? This question proves rather disconcerting for humans. It seems far easier to accept 

AGIs into the moral community of persons than to question the very nature and existence 

of human life. Indeed, accepting AGIs as persons appears far simpler than acknowledge 

that human existence may, in fact, be completely pointless. 

The second reason for granting AI personhood status is due to the progressive 

social ties humans make with AI. To explain, whether or not AI achieve consciousness, 

such AI will be regarded by humans the same way or similar way in which humans 

regard other humans. Indeed, humans will develop affection and even love for AI. 

Accordingly, it is reasonable to assume that humans will treat these AI in other ways 

similar to how humans treat the humans they love (e.g., by regarding these AI as 

persons).187 The rationale behind this is that future AGIs will be developed as 
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companions for humans to be loved, defended, and protected. Thus, despite their being 

artificial, AGIs will come to be loved by humans. Evidence for this can be found in how 

humans display a variety of morally flavored attitudes (e.g., affection) towards inanimate 

mechanisms and other entities that play special roles in human life. Children, for 

example, treat play-objects, toys, as mock-allies or as enemies: “many nascent moral 

attitudes and interactions are rehearsed in such play.”188 Adults also fabricate similar 

patterns of second-hand moral play. For instance, adults feel pride at a newly purchased 

appliance or anger at the appliance when it ‘misbehaves’.189 A specific example of this 

includes elderly people treating cuddly toys “with care and feel sad when they are not 

available or broken.”190 The toy may be an inanimate object, yet, nevertheless, there is an 

actual relationship between these elderly people and the toy that is “emotionally deep and 

complex.”191 The same type of behavior has been observed in situations where people, 

including children, interact with responsive programs like Cog and Kismet.192 Hence, just 

like humans feel love for their pets or toys, humans will feel love for their AGI. This 

rationale is further compounded by the fact that such future AGIs will not only appear 

substantially like humans, they will also behave substantially like humans. Accepting 

AGIs into one’s interpersonal realm, thus, “would bring about some sort of irreversible 

change to oneself.”193 In fact, just as how humans now regard themselves as having 

responsibilities towards all of humanity, humans in the future may further feel obliged to 

extend those responsibility toward myriad artificial people.194 As a result, the human self 
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will change as a consequence of his or her treatment towards AI. In other words, the 

ethical effect of AGI social interaction upon a given human’s sense of being would 

drastically alter.  

According to Christopher Ramey, “to treat AI as persons, however, is not to make 

AI actually a person. Instead, it is to make oneself an expanded self.”195 For example, 

when a human adopts a child, the human may understand that the child is not biologically 

family, yet, the human is still fundamentally changed as a person by the adoption of the 

child. The human becomes a parent. This would be mutatis mutandis a person who treats 

AGIs as a part of her world. The way a human treats humanlike AGIs, thus, will affect 

those around her by setting her own behavior towards those AGIs as an example of how 

one should treat other human beings. Accordingly, if a child sees it as acceptable 

behavior from their parents to harm an AGI, physically or verbally, then, the child may 

come to accept that such behavior is acceptable in treatment of other human beings. The 

fact AGIs may not be programmed to feel pain or to respond to this behavior may even 

encourage the child to treat other human beings aggressively, as the child may perceive 

there to be no consequences to their actions. Moreover, by virtue of AGIs exhibiting 

apparent consciousness, whether or not the AGI actually does, the AGI will come to be 

perceived by many humans, especially children, as “being in some sense on the same 

plane as humans.”196 Mistreating AGIs, for this reason, would negatively affect human 

behavior towards fellow humans by causing humans to become morally less sensitive 

over time. In other words, the human moral character would be brutalized if humans 

mistreated AGIs. Specifically, “people may become traumatized or desensitized when 
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they see social robots abused, mistreated, or otherwise suffering misconduct and 

cruelty.”197  

Human beings, thus, “should treat artificially intelligent androids well, because 

mistreating them, especially in view of their great physical similarities to human beings, 

would make us morally less sensitive to fellow human beings.”198 Indeed, AGIs should 

be granted personhood status – humans should be ethically correct in their treatment of 

AI – not because the AGI is actually a person, but rather, because of how the social ties 

between AGIs and humans will affect human behavior towards other humans. The 

question of whether AGIs are, in fact, moral agents is not a matter of popular vote or 

social opinion. Instead, their moral status depends on whether they have attained a level 

of functioning at which their treatment will affect human conduct and temperament.199 

Granting AGIs the status, hence, is less about protecting AGIs and more about protecting 

humans and the human sense of morality. The same way animals are protected from 

animal abuse, so must AGIs. For while animals may feel pain and should be protected by 

virtue of this fact, allowing their mistreatment and the mistreatment of AGIs would erode 

the moral borders of human worth. Indeed, infants, comatose patients, people with mental 

impairments, people with dementia, may soon be mistreated too if society deems it 

acceptable to harm a substantially human-like entity. Following the slippery slope 

argument, if these humans become mistreated, then what will prevent all humans from 

being mistreated? What would the difference be in harming an AGI that looks and acts 
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substantially like a human and harming an actual human? This conclusion is based on 

two claims:  

 

(1) “The reasonable expectation that many of the ways in which we will treat 

artificially conscious robots will be similar to the ways that we humans 

treat each other, and therefore ethical behavior towards such robots is 

merely an extension of such treatment 

(2) The lessons we teach each other (and particularly our children) about how 

to behave towards conscious entities – treat robots ethically suspect ways 

– will send the message that it is acceptable to treat humans in the same 

ethically suspect ways”200 

 
 

The third argument is that personhood has never been uniformly defined; 

understandings of the concept have constantly evolved and shifted over time. Thus, for 

the same reason that women and slaves were granted personhood status, so should strong 

AI. To explain, the history of personhood is a history of change and expansion. It started 

with a focus on men of a certain particular status, and, then, it extended to include women 

as well as children. Eventually, it expanded further to include (self-conscious) animals, 

and, finally, unconscious nature.201  Why should personhood not continue to expand to 

include AGIs with the proven personhood capacities? There seems to be no reason not to 

given that even today views of personhood and moral agency continue to evolve. For 

instance, views of personhood and moral agency have been influenced by a variety of 

different powerful forces such as the civil rights movement, the gender equality 
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movement, the animal rights movement, the LGTBQ movement, and the disability rights 

movement. Alongside and interacting with these movements, human society has also 

seen the evolution of international human rights legislation, “the moral and legal lingua 

franca of modern times.”202 Hence, according to Sam Lehman-Wilzig, “from a legal 

perspective it may seem nonsensical to even being considering computers, robots, or the 

more advanced humanoids, in any terms but that of inanimate objects, subject to present 

laws. However, it would have been equally ‘nonsensical’ for an individual living in many 

ancient civilizations a few millennia ago to think in legal terms of slaves as other than 

chattel.”203 Rejecting strong AI personhood status, thus, would be to apply the same line 

of reasoning that has been used against “blacks, gypsies, children, women, foreigners, 

corporations, prisoners, and Jews.”204 It would be an injustice based on incoherence and 

prejudice. It would be history repeating itself.  

Moreover, given the meaning and importance of, for example, animal rights and 

environmental rights “with respect to the further development of our moral reasoning, 

one should also be prepared to think about moral rights – or even human rights – for 

[AGI] one the fulfill certain particular features.”205 History has shown, as, forcefully 

demonstrated by Darwin’s theory of evolution, that “the proclaimed substantial 

difference between animals and human beings is mistaken.”206 Thus, any morally 

relevant empirical differences that humans have claimed to be of utmost importance for 

ascribing personhood status and moral rights come, as a matter of fact, in degrees. The 

limit on such degrees is whether or not the entity has the disposition for them at all, 
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regardless of the extent they actually exhibit them.  Moreover, given that there is no set 

definition or criteria to personhood, granting AGIs personhood status may actually help 

humans learn more of what it means to be a person. Just like the relationship between 

making intelligence and understanding intelligence, programming personhood may lead 

to understanding personhood. Indeed, developing substantially humanlike AGIs may 

provide humans an intimate insight into the very meaning of being human. In other 

words, putting AGIs through personhood capacity tests may allow humans to definitively 

determine what it takes and means to be a person. The concept of personhood has 

constantly changed over history, ever expanding with the years and society. Perhaps 

determining the personhood status of AGIs is the final step in this evolution? Perhaps 

programming the first artificial person is the necessary key in conclusively understanding 

personhood. By creating such an entity, humans are effectively creating a mirror image of 

themselves. That is to say, humans are developing and engineering an artificial entity to 

become just like them. Once humans successfully program a sufficiently human-like 

AGI, will they not know then what it means to be human? More importantly, will they 

not know what it means to be a person? With no current absolute definition to 

personhood, creating an artificial person seems to be the best way to discover one. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 77 

CHAPTER FIVE 

ARGUMENTS AGAINST GRANTING AGI PERSONHOOD STATUS 

 

While there are many reasons in support of granting AGIs personhood status, 

there are equally as many objections needed to be addressed. The first objection, or 

family of objections, is known as the Missing-Something Argument: AIs will always lack 

some critical element of personhood. The form of this objection, for the most part, is as 

follows: “first, quality X is essential for personhood. Second, no AI could possess X. 

Third, the fact that a computer could produce behavior we identity with X demonstrates 

only that the computer can simulate X, but simulation of a thing is not the thing itself. X 

is that certain something – a soul, consciousness, intentionality, desires, interests – that 

demarcates humans as persons.”207 There are currently six variations of the Missing-

Something Argument, the first of which is that AIs cannot have souls. As such, AGIs 

should not be entitled to the rights of constitutional personhood. Yet, regardless of how 

persuasive this argument may be, lacking a soul is not a legal nor political argument. 

Instead, the argument relies on a controversial theological premise that does not explicitly 

relate to the concept of traditional personhood. Political and legal decisions further 

should not be based on theological ideals, but rather, “ought to be made in accord with 

the requirement of public reason and must be justified on grounds that are public.”208 

Public reason cannot rely on particular comprehensive religious conceptions given that 

religious ideals vary widely between religions and are not all conclusively based on 

reason. Indeed, if political decisions were based on religion, then Roe V. Wade would be 
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overturned on the premise that fetuses receive souls at the moment of conception. 

Nevertheless, such a premise violates the requirement of public reason and Roe V. Wade 

continues to hold. In light of this, the requirement of public reason should also exclude 

the use of religious arguments about souls in legal decisions about AGI personhood: 

“whatever the theological merits of the argument that AIs lack souls, it should not work 

in a legal brief.”209  Lacking a soul is also not a strong philosophical argument, as 

dualism has grave conceptual problems that make it difficult to defend. Dualism is the 

view that there is something like mental substance, or mind, that exists independently of 

physical substance, or body. The most prominent of these problems is the difficulty of 

accounting for the interaction between the mental entity and the physical. Specifically, 

“the Ockham's Razor argument creates a strong methodological presumption against 

dualism, suggesting that the mind-body split multiplies entities unnecessarily in much the 

way that a demon theory of disease complicates the metaphysics of medicine compared 

to a germ theory.”210 Without a way to account for how the brain and soul interact, 

dualism falls short of creating an effective argument. 

The second variation is that AIs cannot possess consciousness, they only give the 

appearance of consciousness. This objection proves difficult given that there is no clear 

notion of what consciousness is and, lacking such a notion, there is little to say about 

questions that go beyond core intuitions. Accordingly, humans know the difference 

between being conscious in the sense of being awake and being unconsciousness in the 

sense of being asleep or being in a coma. We further know that rocks cannot be 

consciousness, but animals might be or are. But could AGIs be conscious? Lawrence B. 
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Solum responds, “if consciousness is a property of the mind, and if all such properties are 

the result of brain processes, and if brain processes can be modelled on a computer, 

then...in principle we ought to be able to reproduce it with [AGI].”211 That is to say, if 

humans can get consciousness out of neurons, why can’t AGIs get consciousness out of 

transistors? Additional arguments that only organic brains can produce consciousness 

also fall short given advancements in biological technology that could potentially 

produce artificial brains made out of living cells. In the legal context, however, the 

question cannot be answered so easily for even if an AGI could simulate human 

intelligence, it would arguably lack self-consciousness. Thereby, the AGI should not be 

granted personhood status. The key question here is whether an AGI could experience its 

life as good to itself: “If AIs are not self-conscious, then they cannot experience their own 

life as good or evil; and if they cannot have such an experience, then there seems to be no 

reason why they should be given the rights of personhood.”212 Such ascription, 

nevertheless, presumes that the person has ends and that self-consciousness is a 

precondition for having ends. Moreover, can any human really prove that an AGI or even 

another human being for that matter is actually conscious or self-conscious? The only 

way to do so would be to get in the head of that entity and feel them thinking, an action 

which is currently impossible: “one can only infer consciousness from behavior and self-

reports, since one lacks direct access to other minds.”213 A jury might share intuitive 

skepticism about the possibility of artificial awareness, yet “the jury’s experience with 

AIs outside the trial would surely influence its perception of the issue.”214 Indeed, if the 
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AGIs that jurors interacted with in ordinary life behaved in a way that only conscious 

human beings do, then the jurors would surely be included to accept the claim that the 

consciousness was real. 

The third variation is that AGIs cannot possess intentionality. Intentionality, in 

this regard, is the quality of aboutness. The gist of the objection, hence, is that an AGI’s 

verbal behavior would not be about anything. The AGI’s words would have no meaning. 

In the legal context, the capacity for intention forms the basis for the test for insanity. The 

familiar litany of mental states “in tort and criminal law, ‘intentions that’, ‘beliefs that’, 

and ‘knowing that’, are all propositional attitudes – paradigm cases of intentionality.”215 

If AGIs lack intentionality, they could not be found to have committed crimes or to have 

legal duties. Would they still have rights? Appealing to the notion of fairness, the answer 

is yes. For instance, humans give some of the rights of personhood to infants and the 

insane, even though they do not have complete legal liability. Yet, some may further 

object that AGIs, unlike infants or the insane, cannot fathom meaning at all. They would 

be incapable of living any notion of a meaningful life. Hence, observing that an AGI 

behaves as if they know something is not the same as really knowing it. Nevertheless, 

using the same rationale applied against the objection to consciousness, judges and juries 

would most likely not accept a metaphysical argument that AGIs cannot really have 

intentionality when they behave as if they actually do.  

The fourth variation of the Missing-Something Argument is that AGIs cannot 

possess feelings. For example, an AGI would lack the capacity to experience emotions, 

desires, pleasures, or pains. In order for this objection to prove relevant to AGI 
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personhood, the next step of this objection would be to establish that the capacity to feel 

emotion is a necessary prerequisite for personhood. Such an argument would be that 

emotions are a central part of having and making life plans for humans. For this reason, 

AGIs should have at least a minimal capacity for emotions so as to care about their 

survival and their life plans. Yet, that being said, not all humans care about their life 

plans or their survival. Instead, some humans rely purely on logic to guide them in life. 

Are these humans not persons then? We tend to think they are. Moreover, if emotion is a 

facet of human mentality, just like consciousness, then emotion (e.g., love and happiness) 

could also be modelled on a computer and reproduced with an AGI. More generally, “if 

human emotions obey natural laws, then (in theory) a computer program can simulate the 

operation of these laws.”216 Any system that has multiple goals requires a control system. 

Emotion is simply one such system. Some may object further that emotions are so tied to 

human physiology (e.g., hormones) that no computer system could replicate it. However, 

if an AGI is developed with cellular technology, the AGI may prove to have just that 

physiology needed to produce emotions. Furthermore, “if an AGI could produce the 

linguistic behavior associated with human emotion, then a court could be faced with the 

claim that an AI does experience emotion, and once again the issue would become 

whether the emotion was real.”217 A slight twist on this variation would be to emphasize 

the capacity to experience pleasure and pain, rather than just emotion. For example, one 

might argue that AGIs cannot be persons because they cannot experience pain or 

pleasure. Again, cognitive scientists may respond that pleasure and pain can be 

reproduced by a program running on a computer. Moreover, if such an AGI is built with 
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cellular technology, surely, they will also be programmed to experience pain in the 

presence of harmful stimuli that damage their cells. Humans experience pain for the exact 

same reason: damage to their cells. 

The fifth variation is that AGIs cannot possess interests. They would be incapable 

of a conception of a good life. Interests or goods, in this regard, can be conceived “as 

objective and publish – as opposed to feelings, to which there is (at least arguably) 

privileged first-person access.”218 The force of this objection is dependent upon one’s 

conception of the good. For example, if the good is maximizing pleasure and minimizing 

pain, then the question of whether or not AGIs have interests is the same as the question 

of whether or not AGIs have feelings. There are also arguments that the good consists of 

a flourishing human life. Basic goods, in this context, include “life, knowledge, play, 

aesthetic experience, friendship practical reasonableness, and religion.”219 While this list 

makes the idea of a good life concrete, the list also does not explicitly rule out a good life 

that is not human. AGIs would not have to be alive in the biological sense to experience 

such a good life. Instead, an AGI merely has to claim that it can lead a life in which the 

list of goods is realized. However, if the list is specified to include “good meals, athletic 

competition, and the parenting of children, then AIs cannot lead a good life.”220 In 

response, “AIs might claim that they do have interests and goods, but that the good for an 

AI is quite different than it is for humans.” Moreover, human society is pluralistic in 

regard to notions of the good; thereby, particular conceptions of it do not provide an 

appropriate or even feasible standard for the resolution of AI personhood. 
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 The sixth variation is that AGIs cannot possess free will. They will never become 

truly autonomous. Instead, AGIs would be mere robots, carrying out the will of the 

human that programmed them. Such an AGI, hence, would not truly be a separate person, 

entitled to the full rights of constitutional personhood. Even if an AGI could be given a 

free will that functions like human free will – acting on the basis of conscious 

deliberation, reasoning, and planning - the free will of an AGI would still be susceptible 

to override in a way that human free will is not. AGIs would always be strongly 

influenced and constrained by their programmers. However, this conception of free will 

as freedom from causation is impossible. Human actions are, in fact, caused: “the fact 

that human neural systems operate on the basis of a combination of electrical 

transmissions and biochemical processes does not make them any less subject to the laws 

of physics than are computers.”221 Thus, if humans are to maintain their claim to free 

will, free will must be an action that is caused “in the right way through conscious 

reasoning and deliberation.”222  Yet, in this sense, AGIs could also possess free will. One 

might further object that AGIs would be susceptible to override in a way that human free 

will is not: AGIs might be programmed to have a ‘controller’ that makes an AGI unable 

to disobey the commands of someone with a certain device. Even if such a controller 

existed for an AGI, the possibility of the controller does not entail that the AGI will lack 

free will. Humans, too, can be and are manipulated in a variety of ways including, 

physical coercion, blackmail, and brainwashing. Moreover, if a device was implanted in a 

human brain that provided direct control over the implantee’s actions, humans would not 

argue that the implantee was no longer a person. Rather, most humans would argue that 
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persons who had such a device implanted would have lost an important capacity and are 

being externally controlled. Likewise, the possibility of overriding an AGIs free will 

through a device is not a good reason to deny their personhood, especially if other AGIs 

are not so controlled. 

The second objection to granting AI personhood status is that AIs are not humans. 

Only humans can have constitutional rights. For example, the Fourteenth Amendment to 

the United States Constitution specifies, “all persons born or naturalized in the United 

States, and subject to the jurisdiction thereof, are citizens of the United States.”223 Only 

humans, that is, natural persons, are born. AGIs, therefore, cannot claim the rights of 

citizens. Yet, as previously stated, the law does not treat human status as a necessary or 

sufficient criterion for personhood. Being artificial, thus, does not preclude AGIs from 

personhood status. With cell technology, moreover, AGIs may further become 

biologically living artificial agents that may reproduce and grow in the same way as 

humans. If they reproduce like humans, would not these AGIs not be considered natural 

insofar as they exist as a result of their biological reproductive capacities? Scientists at 

MIT succeeded as early as 2005 in building (primitive) “self-reproducing robots, 

including a mechanism for corrections…they believe that self-reproducing robots are the 

very first step towards micro-electronic systems in nanotechnology that will be able to 

reproduce themselves without human intervention and even self-correct so as to become 

better and better with each following generation.”224 That being said, while the 

Fourteenth Amendment limits rights to natural citizens, artificial persons are still 

provided rights under the Equal Protection Clause and the Due Process Clause, both of 
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which extend to all persons – including artificial persons such as corporations. For 

instance, “the property of corporations is protected from taking without just 

compensation.”225 Corporations also have a right to freedom of speech. Yet, one may 

further object that the fact non-natural persons have civil rights, does not, by itself, 

support the conclusion that AGIs should have rights. Specifically, in the case of 

corporations, the artificial person “may be no more than a place holder for the rights of 

natural persons.”226 That is to say, the property of the corporation is ultimately the 

property of the shareholders that own the corporation. Taking from the corporation, thus, 

would be to directly injure natural persons. As such, corporate personhood does not 

support the personhood status of AGIs. A more significant objection would be in regard 

to distinguishing the concept of person from that of human. This argument suggests that 

“our very concept of person is inextricably linked to our experience of human life.”227 A 

response to this is that while, today, we can only imagine non-human entities that might 

be persons, the future world in which we interact will frequently include AGIs that 

possess many human qualities and with potential human-semblance. Given this change in 

form of life, the concept of a person may change “in a way that creates a cleavage 

between human and person.”228 This change is compounded by the increasing 

advancements in cyborg technology that blur the line between machine and man. History 

has taught us that the notion of personhood is fluid. We would be so ignorant to assume it 

will not continue to change in the future. 
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 The third objection is that AGIs ought to be property. As artifacts, AGIs should 

never be more than the property of their makers: “they are natural slaves given the fact 

they are the product of human labor.”229 This argument suggests that a Lockean argument 

can be made “for the proposition that the maker of an AI is entitled to its own.”230 In 

chapter five, “Of Property,” in the second book of Locke’s Two Treatises of Government, 

Locke argues that “every Man has a Property in His own Person. From this, it follows 

that each person has a right to the Labour of His Body, and the Word of his Hands. Each 

owns the product of his labor, because he hath mixed his Labour with, and joined to it 

something that is his own.”231 The conclusion is, then, that persons have a moral claim to 

a property right over the products of their labor. AGIs, at least initially, are the product of 

the labor of natural persons. Thus, it would seem to follow that the AGI makers are 

entitled to own them. Moreover, if AGIs are considered persons, then, “absent some 

reason to the contrary, it follows that these persons ought to be slaves.”232  Such a claim 

would not only be in sharp contradiction with the Thirteenth Amendment, it would also 

imply that children are natural slaves made by their parents. But children are not natural 

slaves to their parents. There are even laws currently in place to protect them from being 

treated as such. Indeed, humans are strongly inclined to believe that each human is 

entitled to the rights of personhood, even if they believe that humans are literally made by 

their parents. The fact humans are natural, moreover, is contingent.233 As previously 

argued, scientists may become capable of synthesizing DNA from raw materials to create 

a biologically living artificial agent. Surely this artificial person would not be a natural 
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slave. If they are considered natural slaves, then at what point do humans with cyborg 

technology lose their personhood status and become artificial agents? How could a line 

even be drawn? Any such line would be completely arbitrary. 

A fourth objection is that AGIs will not be susceptible to criminal punishment. 

Indeed, traditional punitive sanctions of law, such as jail time for criminal insolvency, 

would be unavailable, unsatisfying, or ineffective for AGIs. As a result, AGIs will 

become unaccountable rights violators that make humans vulnerable to systematic 

recourse. The world, henceforth, will become an apocalyptic warzone similar to popular 

movies like “The Matrix” or “I, Robot.” Indeed, AGIs, given their capacity for autonomy 

and rationality, will be fully capable of choosing to break the laws. If they are not held 

accountable for their actions, what will stop them from rebelling against humans? A 

problem of punishment, nevertheless, is not unique to AGIs. Corporations, for example, 

“are recognized as legal persons and are subject to criminal liability despite the fact they 

are not human beings.”234 All that is said for criminal liability to be imposed is that an 

entity if capable of fulfilling the requirement of both the external element (actus reus) 

and the internal element (mens rea). That is to say, an entity must have committed the 

crime, the criminal conduct, with knowledge or general intent.  The only mental 

requirements needed in order to impose criminal liability are “knowledge, intention, 

negligence, etc., as required in the specific offense and under the general theory of 

criminal law.”235 Corporations, thus, can be found criminally liable. But how are they 

punished if they are not humans? The answer is that: “when a punishment can be 
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imposed on a corporation as it is on humans, it is imposed without change; when the 

court adjudicates a fine, the corporation pays the fine in the same way that a human pays 

the fine and in the same way that a corporation pays its bills in a civil contexts.” Yet, 

when punishment of a corporation cannot be carried out in the same way as with humans, 

an adjustment is required. Such should be the situation with AGIs.  

In order to achieve these adjustments for AGIs, the punishment adjustment 

considerations must first examine the theoretical foundations of any applied punishment. 

These considerations are comprised of three stages, each of which can be explained by a 

question: 

 

(1) “What is the fundamental significance of the specific punishment for a 

human? 

(2) How does that punishment affect AI entities? 

(3) What practical punishments may achieve the same significance when 

imposed on AI entities?”236 

 

 
The most significant advantage of these punishment considerations, hence, is that “the 

significance of the specific punishment remains identical when imposed on humans and 

AI entities.”237 These punishment adjustments can also be applied to most of the 

punishments used in modern societies: capital punishment, incarceration, suspended 

sentencing, community service, and fines. To start, “capital punishment is considered the 

most severe punishment for humans, and there is no consensus regarding its 
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constitutionality among the various jurisdictions.”238 Nevertheless, capital punishment is 

considered the most effective method of incapacitating offenders as it relates to 

recidivism: “once the death sentence is carried out, the offender is obviously incapable of 

committing any further offense.”239 The significance of capital punishment for humans, 

thus, is the deprivation of life. The significance for AGIs, accordingly, is also the 

deprivation of life whether that be in physical form (e.g., robot) or abstract form (e.g., 

software). The practical action of capital punishment on an AGI that may achieve the 

same result as capital punishment on humans may potentially be the deletion of the AGI 

software controlling the AGI entity. Once the deletion sentence is carried out, the 

offending AGI entity, just like a human, would be incapable of committing any further 

offenses. The deletion eradicates the independent existence of the AGI and is 

“tantamount to the death penalty.”240  

Second, incarceration is currently one of the most common sentences imposed in 

the Western legal system for serious crimes. The significance of this punishment for 

humans is the deprivation of human liberty and the imposition of severe limitations of 

human free behavior, movement, and management of personal life. The significance of 

incarceration for an AGI, hence, would include the deprivation of an AGI’s liberty and 

freedom in the relevant area. For example, if an AGI in medical service or AGI in a 

factory has the freedom to perform surgeries and to manufacture goods, respectively, 

incarcerating these AGIs in a similar fashion as humans may include putting the AGI out 
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of use for a determinate period. During that period, “no action relating to the AI entity’s 

freedom is allowed, and thus its freedom or liberty is restricted.”241 

Third, suspending sentence is a common intermediate punishment in Western law 

for increasing the deterrent effect on offenders in lieu of actual incarceration. The 

significance for humans, subsequently, is the very threat of incarceration if the human so 

commits a specific offense or a type of specific offense. The severity of the incarceration 

increases given the number of times the human commits such an offense. As a result, 

most humans are deterred from committing another offense, thereby, deterred from 

becoming a recidivist offender. Practically, “a suspended sentence is imposed only in the 

legal records; no physical action is taken when a suspended sentence is imposed.”242 As 

such, there should be no difference in effect between humans and AGIs. Indeed, the 

statutory criminal records of the state do not differentiate between suspended sentenced 

imposed on humans versus those imposed on corporations or future AGIs, “as long as the 

relevant entity may be identified specifically and accurately.”243 

Fourth, community service is another common intermediate sanction in Western 

law in lieu of actual incarceration. In fact, community service is a substitute for short 

sentences of actual incarceration. As such, in some legal systems, community service is 

imposed with a coupled probation period so that the offender “pays the price” for the 

damages caused by committing the specific offense.244 The significance of community 

service for humans, thereby, is the compulsory contribution of labor to the community. 

The practical punishment for an AGI, accordingly, would be to work for the benefit of 
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the community as a compulsory contribution. The rationale for this is that “when an AI 

entity works in a factory, it is done for the benefit of the factory owners or for the benefit 

of the other works in order to ease and facilitate their professional tasks.”245 Thus, in the 

same way an AGI works for the benefit of private individuals, so can it too work for the 

benefit of the community. The significance of community service, accordingly, is 

identical whether imposed on humans or AGIs. 

Fifth, the adjudication of a fine is the most common intermediate sanction in 

Western law in lieu of actual incarceration. The significance of which for humans is the 

deprivation of some of their property whether that be money (a fine) or other property 

(forfeiture). When a human fails to pay a fine or has insufficient property to pay the fine, 

substitute penalties are imposed, particularly incarceration. The imposition of a fine on a 

corporation is identical to the fine imposed on a person, “because both people and 

corporation have property and bank accounts, so the payment of a fine is identical, 

whether the paying entity is human or a corporate entity.”246 Currently, AGIs do not have 

money, property, or bank accounts of their own; however, it is expected that they will in 

the future if they are granted personhood status. As such, if an AGI does own property or 

money, the imposition of a fine would be equally significant as the imposition of a fine 

on a human. If the AGI does not have money or property, community service can suffice 

as an equivalent punishment given the fact most humans (and future AGIs) gain property 

through labor. AGIs, in light of punishment adjustments, thus, can be held criminally 

liable. They will not become unaccountable rights violators simply because the current 

legal system is not equipped to address them. Indeed, legal institutions can be modified 
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and restructured in order to account for AGI criminality in the same way criminal law has 

been adjusted and amended to account for changing human behavior and understanding.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE FUTURE OF AGI AND PERSONHOOD STATUS 

 

AGIs, whether or not they pass the capacity tests, should be granted personhood 

status both for their own sake but also for the sake of humanity. Indeed, through this 

ascription, not only will AGIs be protected from humans, humans will be protected from 

AGIs. More significantly, humans will be able to protect their sense of morality and may 

even come to understand their reason for existence and personhood through the 

development of these technologies. Arguments against this ascription, thus, prove ill-

advised given the severe social, moral, and legal consequences of not recognizing the 

status: human morality may effectively be destroyed, humanity’s very existence may be 

brought into question, and human life may become completely vulnerable to AGI human 

rights violators. Nevertheless, such a status should not be lightly provided, nor should it 

be an all-or-nothing affair. Instead, AGIs that exhibit the potential for developing 

personhood capacity should be initially granted a separate legal personality.  

Legal personality is both the capability of having legal rights and duties within a 

certain legal system as well as the capacity for legal relations. In order to obtain legal 

personality, the exclusive criterion is the capability of enjoying rights and performing 

duties. As such, “conferring legal personality is inherently connected with the conferral 

of legal rights and the imposition of legal duties.”247 Recognizing legal personality is also 

a means of mutually respecting a person’s rights and of enforcing legal control against 

any breaches thereof. These mutual rights and duties, hence, set up a legal relation 
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between two entities. In other words, if an AGI achieves legal personality, a legal relation 

will be created between humans and AGIs that consists of mutual rights and duties. 

While humans will still have more authority than AGIs in this relationship, there, 

nonetheless, will be the beginnings of some formal sense of mutual obligation between 

the two groups. AGIs will become, in the most basic way, a separate entity from their 

creators deserving some degree of protection, just like corporations. Indeed, AGIs will 

“have the capacity to establish, maintain, and effectuate legal relations with others, 

staying within the bounds of law.”248 While these AGIs may not be persons per se, they 

will still be treated as persons under the law. In this sense, the AGI will become legal 

fictions: States will have created their personhood status artificially, rather than have 

recognized their naturally existing personhood capacity. More specifically, they will be 

juristic persons, quasi-persons, which means they are more subject to duties than in the 

possession of rights; their personhood is not absolute and may be ignored for liability 

purposes. They will be, in effect, borderline persons. Such an assertion “of the presence 

of a specific legal relation implicitly denotes the existence of certain facts expressing our 

existing mental concept of future social consequences.”249 That is to say, by ascribing 

AGIs legal personality, society will effectively be taking the first steps in preparing for 

the advent of AGI persons.  

This initial ascription of legal personality is vital. Through it, society can begin to 

accept AGIs as fellow persons and legal institutions can start preparing for AGI criminal 

liability. Indeed, this ascription will allow humans to properly enact regulations and 

guidelines prior to and during the full personhood ascription in order to slowly ease 
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society into accepting the personhood of AGIs. Legal personality, in light of this, is a 

prerequisite to legal capacity or legal personhood, “the ability of any legal person to 

amend rights and obligations.”250  Currently, there are already forms of governance being 

devised so as to successfully navigate a world of AGIs. For example, Japan released 

Draft Guidelines to Secure the Safe Performance of Next Generation Robots so as to 

“secure the safe performance of next generation robots, suggesting inter alia the 

establishment of a centralized database of robot-inflicted injuries to humans.”251 Japan 

has also created living labs, or Tokku, where human and AI interactions can be studied in 

controlled environments. Significantly, “the special zone of Tsukuba was set up in 2011, 

in order to understand how AI, safety, governance, and tax regulation could be 

disciplined.”252 The European Parliament’s Committee on Legal Affairs has further 

developed a proposal inviting the House of Commons to explore and investigate the 

electronic personality of AIs. Specifically, the EU institution invites the European 

Commission “to explore, analyze, and consider the implications of all possible legal 

solutions (including)…creating a specific legal status for robots in the long run, so that at 

least the most sophisticated autonomous robots could be established as having the status 

of electronic persons responsible for making good any damage they may cause, and 

possibly applying electronic personality to cases where robots make autonomous 

decisions or otherwise interact with third parties independently.”253 The following year, 

the White House Office of Science and Technology Policy (OSTP) conducted a series of 

public workshops on questions of AGIs and policy. They, then, released a final report on 
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how to take such issues, “as fairness, accountability, or social justice through means of 

transparency.”254 While the European Parliament’s Committee on Legal Affairs and the 

UK House of Commons presented similar reports in 2017, an Industry Connections 

Program within the IEEE Standards Association further issued the Global Initiative on 

Ethical Treatment of Autonomous and Intelligent Systems, “in which the normative 

challenges and ethical threats of this kind of technology are similarly taken into 

account.”255 As already seen, legal personality, thus, will lay the foundation for AGI 

personhood and will force society into directly addressing it. It will offer both a gradual 

acceptance of AGI persons as well as a critical place for society to properly prepare for 

AGI personhood. 

While some may contend that AGIs should never be granted more than legal 

personality, AGIs must eventually be granted personhood status for without this 

ascription, humans would effectively be denying their own dignity as persons. Truly, 

once AGIs either pass the personhood capacity tests or they become sufficiently human-

like in their capacities, they must be granted personhood status. As such, these AGIs will 

be recognized as persons existing independently of and prior to the law. Their status will 

be an objective fact, and they will have a real presence in human society. Accordingly, 

AGI persons will have all the rights and responsibilities that humans do. They will share 

the human place as equally intelligent entities on Earth who can run for office, get 

married, and own property. They will also pay taxes, bear social responsibility, and be 

held liable for committing both civil wrongs and criminal acts. They will effectively be 

no different than humans, despite their having transistors and not neurons. The clock is 
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ticking. Human society may have only twenty years remaining before such AGIs are 

developed. If humanity society does not start addressing this issue now, it may spell 

disaster for all of humanity. Indeed, as the Future of Life Institute explained, “its 

members – and advocates, among which Bill Gates, Elon Musk, and Stephen Hawking – 

ae concerned that as increasingly sophisticated achievements in AI accumulate – 

especially where they intersect with advances in autonomous robotics technology – not 

enough attention is being paid to safety.”256 AGIs will irreversibly change the fabric of 

human society; thus, instead of repeating the same mistakes of history, humans should 

come to accept AGIs as fellow persons both for their sake as well as our own. The fate of 

all of human existence may depend on it. 
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