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AI and the Disruption of Personhood 
Anna Puzio

The new avatars and bots modeled after humans, the large language models (LLMs) with a “persona,” and

the seemingly autonomously acting robots raise the question of whether AI technologies can also possess

personhood or at least be part of our personhood. Do we extend our personhood through living or death

bots in the digital realm? This article explores the application of the moral concept of personhood to AI

technologies. It presents a twofold thesis: �rst, it illustrates, through various examples, how the concept

of personhood is being disrupted in the context of AI technologies. Second, it discusses the potential

evolution of the concept and argues for abandoning the personhood concept in AI ethics, based on

reasons such as its vagueness, harmful and discriminatory character, and disconnection from society.

Finally, the article outlines future perspectives for approaches moving forward, emphasizing the need for

conceptual justice in moral concepts.

Samantha-Kaye Johnston, David J Gunkel
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Introduction

The new avatars and bots modeled after human beings, large language models with a “persona,” and semi-

autonomously acting robots raise the question of whether AI technologies can also possess (or better perform)

personhood or at least be part of our personhood. Are we extending our personhood through living or death

bots in the digital realm? The concept of personhood, long established and widely discussed, is being newly

raised in the context of AI technologies.

In light of these technologies, we re�ect anew on what it means to be human and try to determine our position

and relationship to technology. Philosophical anthropology of technology examines the human being within

the context of technology, while the ethics of technology focuses on the normative implications, re�ecting on

how technologies should be responsibly used and developed.  The concept of personhood connects

anthropology and the ethics of technology.

1

In this article, I will explore the application of the moral concept of personhood to AI technologies and how it is

challenged in the context of AI. I will demonstrate that AI disrupts the concept of personhood in Western

tradition and argue that we should stop using the concept in AI ethics. To this end, I will consider a wide range

of AI-connected technologies, such as avatars, human-modeled bots, and robots. This approach allows me to

illustrate the broad scope of personhood disruption and to make a general argument regarding AI-connected

technologies. However, for future research, it will be important to explore the differences between these

technologies and to work toward a more detailed categorization.

First, Section 2 will introduce the concept of personhood and how it is de�ned in research. Section 3 will

explain conceptual disruption and present my thesis on the conceptual disruption of personhood. This thesis

will then be illustrated through various AI technologies in Section 4. The discussion will be structured around

two main questions: Can AI be part of our personhood? Or can AI itself be considered a person? In the following

section, Section 5, the consequences of this conceptual disruption are elaborated on, and arguments are

presented for abandoning the personhood concept in AI ethics. Here, some alternative approaches will also be

outlined, especially addressing the issue of conceptual justice. Finally, Section 6 will provide a conclusion and

an outlook for future research.

What Is Personhood?

The concept of personhood plays a central role in philosophical discourse and is frequently invoked in many

ethical �elds, such as in bioethics, environmental ethics, and also in technology ethics, for example, when it

comes to animal rights or AI rights, disabilities and consciousness disorders, abortion, brain death, and the

beginning and end of life.  Unlike the term “human,” which is often de�ned, for example, by a biological

species concept, personhood refers to an ethical concept that identi�es an entity as part of a moral community,

granting this entity certain rights and duties. The precise de�nition of personhood and the entities to which it

is attributed are highly contested in research, with a wide range of different de�nitions.

2

The concept of personhood has a long history (Sturma, 2011) and is traditionally traced back to the ancient

Greek πρóσωπον or the Latin “persona” and “personare,” often with references to the mask and role of the actor

in ancient theater, although the etymology remains controversial. The philosophical development of the

concept is inseparable from the Judeo-Christian tradition that largely underpins Western culture and has

framed our notion of personhood, for example, through Judeo-Christian views of the human as a person and a

speci�c human–God relationship (Gunkel & Wales, 2021; Sturma, 2011). Like all concepts, it has evolved over

the years and undergone various reinterpretations. It is interesting that the concept has persisted for millennia

and remains a central concept in philosophy to this day. The term has survived many societal upheavals and
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challenges and has been applied to a variety of topics (e.g., abortion, death, animal rights)—or perhaps it exists

precisely because of these challenges and upheavals?

The concept of personhood endows an entity, typically only humans, with a special quality that distinguishes

them from merely belonging to a species. For example, dignity plays a signi�cant role here. The personhood

concept can recognize the human as an individual within society or distinguish humans from other entities

(such as “person” as opposed to “thing”). It ties humans back to the social (essentially human) community or

society, as well as to rights and normative expectations and orientations within this community, particularly in

the human rights debate:

Overall, in the context of the politics and philosophy of human rights, the concept of personhood

represents the distinction between mere existence as a human and the normative expectations of

living as a person within a cultural community.

(Sturma, 2011, p. 462), [A.P., own translation]

3

Which speci�c rights and normative expectations are involved, however, remains quite vague. “Reason, dignity,

self-awareness, and autonomy are some of the core themes that are philosophically captured by the concept of

personhood” (Filipović, 2021, p. 197 [A.P., own translation]).
4

David Gunkel, in his book Person, Thing, Robot (2023), lists various de�nitions of moral personhood, combining

metaphysical and psychological perspectives. Among others, he refers to Tom Beauchamp, Christian Smith,

and Daniel Dennett. Beauchamp (1999, p. 310) considers “1) self-consciousness …; 2) the capacity to act on

reasons; 3) the capacity to communicate …, 4) the capacity to act freely; and 5) rationality” as characteristics of

personhood. Smith (2010, p. 54) even lists 30 capacities, ranging from “subconscious being” and

“consciousness awareness” to “language use,” “identity formation,” “self-re�exivity,” and “abstract reasoning,”

extending to “interpersonal communion and love.” Dennett (1998, pp. 267–270) identi�es rationality, attributed

consciousness, the adoption of an attitude towards it, reciprocity, verbal communication, and a special kind of

consciousness that distinguishes it from other entities. Another frequently cited de�nition of personhood (e.g.,

by Blumenthal-Barby, 2024; Gittinger, 2019) is that of Mary Anne Warren (Warren, 1973, 1997), who suggests

the following traits: “consciousness,” “reasoning,” “self-motivated activity,” “the capacity to communicate,” and

“self-concepts and self-awareness” (Warren, 1973, p. 55).

As becomes clear, de�nitions of personhood often  consist of a set of criteria, a list of properties or capacities,

with particular emphasis on cognitive capacities and mental states, communication, and reasoning, with

consciousness being a top candidate (Gunkel, 2023). It is not possible to properly speak of personhood without

presenting multiple de�nitions, as this illustrates how highly contested the concept is and how each scholar

de�nes it differently. In this way, the question of whether AI can have personhood ultimately depends on how

one de�nes and interprets personhood and, in the second step, how the criteria are interpreted—whether or

not they can be attributed to AI. For instance, even if one agrees on intentions, consciousness, reasoning, and

communication as criteria for personhood, it still remains open how they are interpreted. Can AI have

intentions, reason, communicate, and be conscious?

5

Research has already extensively highlighted the problems with such criteria catalogs and properties-based

approaches: there is no consensus on how phenomena like consciousness are to be de�ned, and they are

dif�cult to identify and detect in others, i.e., whether an entity actually possesses consciousness. Furthermore,

these approaches are not diversity- or change-friendly, resisting the diversity of humans and their potential for

change (Filipović, 2011; Gunkel, 2018b, 2023). Additionally, there are positions in the research that argue these

properties should be understood as relational and are, in fact, processes and actions (Puzio, 2024a, 2024b).

Another way to de�ne personhood is to adopt a very broad de�nition. For Dieter Sturma (2011), a person is “a

being … that lives in the social space under the conditions of possible self-consciousness and possible
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autonomy” (p. 457), [A.P., own translation].  The advantage of this de�nition is that the attribution of

personhood is not simply about ticking boxes. There isn’t just a catalog of attributes that an entity must meet

in order to be considered a person. Additionally, it is a very respectful and inclusive formulation, as it doesn’t

exclude entities simply based on, for example, their cognitive capabilities.

6

However, on the other hand, this de�nition is too open to concretely clarify what a person is. What exactly is a

“social space,” and what are “possible self-consciousness” and “possible autonomy?” In Filipović’s work, which

also refers to Sturma, it becomes clear that in Christian Social Ethics, personhood is less a category and more of

an ethical tool. It functions as a “principle” or tool (German: “Personalitätsprinzip,” “Personprinzip”) that also

has a critical function. It is used for social critique and for improving social structures, even serving as a

starting point for societal institutions and social ethics; although society remains exclusively human in this

conception (Filipović, 2021 referring to Baumgartner, 2004, p. 265f.; Furger, 1991, p. 135; Heimbach-Steins, 2008,

p. 183; Schockenhoff, 2013, p. 192).

It is important to note that my focus in this article is primarily on moral personhood, particularly in applied

ethics, rather than on the metaphysical, legal, theological, or other perspectives of personhood. While these are

also signi�cant and interconnected with moral personhood, they have further implications that are beyond the

scope of this article. As has become clear, both the meaning of personhood, the criteria or prerequisites for

personhood, as well as the purposes and outcomes of the concept, are often vague and unde�ned. For instance,

is the primary focus on moral agency or moral patiency? In the AI debate, de�nitions are often completely

absent, and it is frequently unclear which understanding of personhood is being assumed.

The Conceptual Disruption of Personhood

In recent years, there has been a growing �eld and literature on “conceptual disruption” (J. Hopster, 2021; J. K. G.

Hopster et al., 2024; J. Hopster & Löhr, 2023; Löhr, 2023a, 2023b, 2024; Van De Poel et al., 2023). This conceptual

disruption is caused by emerging technologies, which are said to challenge and disrupt traditional concepts

such as agency, autonomy, or responsibility. According to Löhr (2023a, p. 3), conceptual disruption is de�ned as

“[a]ny intentional or unintentional challenge or interruption of the ways in which the individual or group has

intuitively classi�ed individuals, properties, actions, situations, or events, leading to classi�catory uncertainty,

i.e., uncertainty about the application conditions of a word or concept.” Samuela Marchiori and Kevin Scharp

(2024) slightly adjust this de�nition, suggesting: “conceptual disruption is an interruption in the normal

functioning of a concept, cluster of concepts, or conceptual scheme.”  This article focuses on moral concepts,

speci�cally the moral concept of personhood. “Conceptual engineering” deals with how to assess and improve

concepts (Burgess & Plunkett, 2013a, 2013b; Cappellen, 2018; Cappelen & Plunkett, 2020; Eklund, 2015; J.

Hopster et al., 2023; Marchiori & Scharp, 2024; Scharp, 2013).

7

I argue that AI (and technologies connected to AI) disrupts the concept of personhood, speci�cally a traditional

Western account of personhood (Babushkina & Votsis, 2021; Marchiori & Scharp, 2024; Van De Poel et al., 2023).

I am not suggesting that AI is the sole trigger for this disruption, as the concept has long been contested and

debated, as made clear in Section 2, but AI at least newly raises and intensi�es the disruption. As I will

demonstrate in the next section, AI leads to an “interruption in the normal functioning of a concept,” in that it

is unclear and highly debated whether, and to what extent, AI can be attributed personhood under certain

conditions. Generative AI, avatars, human-like bots, or social robots no longer simply appear as mere “things”;

instead, they become part of our agency or seem to have a certain degree of their own agency, making

decisions or signi�cantly in�uencing them. They are closely linked to our own identity, we form close

relationships with them, and we reject the idea that they should be harmed.

Concepts are always in �ux and transform over time. In this case, however, it becomes clear that an

interruption occurs. The properties and qualities associated with personhood, which were once exclusively
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LLMs, Avatars, and Bots: Can AI Be Part of our Personhood?

attributed to humans, are now being debated for AI, bots, or robots: mental capabilities, creativity, sentience,

consciousness, relationships, rational thinking, embodiment, autonomy, agency, and consciousness—all of

these are now up for debate.  The question arises whether technology can also possess (or perform) these

attributes, prompting a reconsideration of what these aspects actually entail. What de�nes agency? We look at

technology and ask anew: What are emotions, social behavior, sentience, and intelligence?

8

While it was previously assumed, as outlined in Section 2, that a person exists within a human society, AI

underscores what has long been evident in environmental philosophy—that this community is not exclusively

human. Rather, humans are embedded in nature and a sociotechnical society, entangled with the nonhuman. A

clear separation of entities and their domains, as the concept of personhood suggests, is not possible (Haraway,

2004, 2016). In times of AI and emerging technologies, personhood is no longer easily assignable, and the close

relational interconnectedness between humans and AI undermines any clear delineation.

Moral concepts such as “personhood” do not stand alone; rather, they are part of a network of concepts.

Personhood in the Western tradition is linked to concepts like agency, dignity, autonomy, and responsibility.

Consequently, a disruption of one concept also impacts the others (Marchiori & Scharp, 2024, p. 6).

In the following section, I will use various examples of AI technologies to demonstrate how personhood is

disrupted in the context of AI.

AI and Personhood

I will structure the following discussion of AI and the disruption of personhood around two questions: 1) The

�rst question is whether AI technologies become part of our personhood, for example, whether they somehow

extend human personhood or are entangled with our personhood. 2) The second question concerns whether AI

itself can have personhood, independently of the human being.

In regard to the �rst question, avatars and bots are particularly interesting, as they are closely connected to our

own identity.

For example, a) avatars are used by users to (inter)act and communicate in digital environments; they represent

the user and, through them, relationships are built. Avatars are graphical representations of the user that can be

designed to resemble the human user or look entirely different, such as taking on the form of an animal or a

fantasy �gure. Avatars range from static images used as pro�le pictures to 3D models, Memojis, and Bitmojis,

to Virtual Reality (VR) avatars with which the user interacts in digital environments. Avatars and bots can be

used to emphasize certain aspects of one’s own identity or to experiment with new identities that differ from

one’s own. They also provide opportunities to explore gender identity and serve as tools for self-re�ection.

With these avatars (sometimes also with a live image), the user can move and communicate within a digital

environment, such as in gaming, educational formats, conferences in virtual rooms, physiotherapy, and many

other virtual spaces for social interactions. Moreover, through an avatar, one can belong to a community in a

virtual environment or build a relationship with another avatar, where love and friendship are even possible

(Brandtzaeg et al., 2022; Chaturvedi et al., 2023; Skjuve et al., 2021; Turkle, 2012). The user, via their avatar,

exercises agency in digital spaces.

As de�ned above (Section 2), personhood concerns a speci�c moral status, entailing certain moral rights and

duties. Personhood becomes relevant here because discrimination and vulnerability also exist in the digital

realm—violence and abuse, although directed at the avatar, are experienced by the user both psychologically

and physically outside the digital world. This necessitates some form of protection for the avatar, as it is closely
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linked to the individual. If a user, through their avatar, abuses another avatar/user or violates the norms of

social interaction, the user is, of course, held responsible.

Another example is b) bots modeled after a human user, based on their audio, text, image, or video material.

These bots can have an image or function solely as text-based chatbots. There are several reasons for thinking

that such bots can, in a certain sense, become part of human personhood or extend it into the digital realm.

One important reason is that they expand human capacities and possibilities for action signi�cantly. Bots

modeled after researchers, for example, produce a certain kind of knowledge and could be used for decision-

making. These bots could introduce new methodologies in research by enabling theories and concepts of

researchers to be challenged and tested through bot interactions or even by having bots discuss ideas with each

other. An example of such a chatbot is LuFlot, the Luciano Floridi Bot (Mylon Education Inc LuFlot: LuFlot. (The

Luciano Floridi Bot), n.d.), “the �rst philosopher-powered chatbot” (Floridi, 2024), which, as an large language

model (LLM) based on Floridi’s writings, answers philosophical questions posed by users. There are also bots

of Daniel Dennett, the DigiDan chatbot (Danaher & Nyholm, 2024b; Dennett, 2023; Schwitzgebel et al., 2023),

an LLM, AUTOGEN (“AI Unique Tailored Output GENerator”), trained on the works of Porsdam Mann, Brian

Earp and Julian Savulescu (Danaher & Nyholm, 2024b; Porsdam Mann et al., 2023), and Jonathan GPT Swift,

based on the writings of the 18th-century author and satirist Jonathan Swift (Danaher & Nyholm, 2024b). Since

researchers have a wealth of audio, text, image, or video material available in blogs, interviews, and podcasts on

the internet, it is likely that there will soon be many such and even more advanced bots. These bots transform

the agency of human users and co-act with them, as shown here in the example of research, but this is also

possible in other �elds such as education, healthcare, and law.

These bots clearly go beyond the capabilities of the humans they are modeled after. The digital version of

ABBA, ABBA holograms, can perform live shows, dancing and singing like the band—which no longer

performs—and can even do multiple shows simultaneously (Danaher & Nyholm, 2024a, 2024b). There are also

chatbots for social media in�uencers, such as Caryn Marjorie and Kaitlyn “Amouranth” Siragusa (Clark, 2023),

who can interact extensively with their followers, while the in�uencers themselves are unable to respond to

every follower individually (Danaher & Nyholm, 2024a, 2024b). Furthermore, such bots enable people to make

use of services they might not have otherwise, such as sexual services and friendships (Danaher & Nyholm,

2024b). In these examples, we see that productivity increases,  that the boundaries of previous human

capabilities are exceeded as avatars transcend the limitations of time and space (making them accessible more

frequently, for longer periods, and in multiple locations simultaneously), and that relationships with users and

audiences are transformed.

9

These bots perform a form of agency and act in a somewhat “semi-autonomous” manner (Danaher & Nyholm,

2024b), but at the same time, they remain clearly connected to the identity of the individuals they are modeled

on. This is especially evident when harm, violence, or misuse is directed at or involves these bots, which, in

turn, is a compelling reason to extend the personhood of the human individuals to certain bots. Other concerns

include identity theft for �nancial gain or simply poor representations of a person in a bot, through which that

person’s rights may be violated (Danaher & Nyholm, 2024b). The concept of personhood can serve here to

extend the rights of the human individuals in a certain way to these bots and to protect against the

instrumentalization of the human person.

As if it weren’t already eerie enough to see bots that look, speak, and move like us, the disruptiveness seems to

reach another level with c) death bots (or posthumous avatars). The example of death bots makes questions of

identity, relationships, agency and the crossing of human boundaries even more evident, as it extends them

into the realm of death. Death bots are created from deceased individuals, using their audio and video material,

so that surviving loved ones can continue to converse with them even after their passing (Hollanek &

Nowaczyk-Basińska, 2024; Puzio, 2023; Savin-Baden, 2022b, 2022a; Savin-Baden & Mason-Robbie, 2020 ;

Savin-Baden et al., 2017). Death bots can be used for personal relationships in everyday life, for grief

processing, or therapy. Such bots are likely to gain even more signi�cance in the coming years, as indicated by
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startups and announcements from companies like Amazon (Prasad & Amazon, 2022). What is made possible

here is that a person, even after their biological body has passed away, can in a sense continue to “live on”

digitally. Through machine learning, the bot might even evolve over time, allowing loved ones to stay in

contact with it, for example, to help with grief or as a way of remembering the deceased. This makes it

particularly evident how sensitive this issue is and highlights the need for protection. It raises questions about

the consent of the human individual they are modeled after and the permissible uses of these bots—for

example, they should not be used arbitrarily, and harm to the bot must be prevented, as it is closely tied to the

human’s identity (and thus also affects the human individual’s relatives). The question arises as to whether the

rights of the human models can also be extended to these bots, given their connection to the identity of a

deceased human. Not everything should be permissible with these bots to avoid violating the rights of the

deceased and the individuals close to them.

Moreover, death bots can also be used for cultural memory and educational purposes. For example, Holocaust

survivors, whose numbers are dwindling, can share their wartime experiences through death bots, thus

preserving their memory (USC Shoah Foundation, n.d.). Religious bots are used for religious education and

practices, such as the Martin Luther bot, modeled after the seminal �gure of the Protestant Reformation, or the

chatbot Jesus AI (N. N., n.d.). This highlights that the personhood debate is not limited to a narrow

understanding of personal identity but also encompasses societal and professional roles, cultural identity, and

cultural practices.

Danaher and Nyholm (2024b) have called these bots, modeled after living or nonliving “personalized digital

duplicates.”  The term “duplicate” is promising and appealing because it �nally provides a label for the many

phenomena that resemble their human models in the digital realm and makes these complex phenomena more

concrete. However, as I have shown in this section, these avatars and bots are closely tied to complex identity

and social processes, which the term “duplicate” fails to capture. They are creative processes through which we

shape and re�ect on ourselves. These bots are deeply connected to us and to how we present and explore our

identity. Moreover, they extend our agency, transform our interactions and communication, and do more than

merely duplicate us in the digital environment. Therefore, I would refrain from using the term “duplicate” in

this debate.

10

Moreover, the personhood debate is not limited to technologies that offer virtual representations of humans

(whether in image, video, audio, or text form), but rather extends to many technologies beyond that. One

example of such technology is e) Brain–Computer Interfaces (BCIs), which are systems that create a link

between the brain’s electrical activity and an external device. BCIs make it possible, for instance, for people

with locked-in syndrome to communicate. Here, personhood is affected because the human’s agency,

communication, and expression become entangled with and enabled by the technology. This leads to a

symbiosis of human and technology—a close collaboration where the contributions of both can no longer be

clearly differentiated (Puzio, 2024a, 2024b).

There are many more forms of technology I could mention, but I wanted to provide just a few selected examples

that are closely linked to human identity and personhood, while also highlighting their wide range, from

avatars to brain–computer interfaces. The boundaries between these technologies are also blurring, and in the

near future, it may become even more dif�cult to distinguish between certain forms. All the mentioned

technologies share the characteristic of having a signi�cant impact on human identity, body and bodily

experience, relationships, communication, and agency.
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Personhood of AI?

Secondly, the capabilities and autonomous actions of AI technologies often go so far that one might ask

whether AI itself can possess personhood. This is a popular question in research (Browning, 2024; Bublitz,

2024; Gunkel, 2023; Gunkel & Wales, 2021; Hubbard, 2011; Jaynes, 2020; Mocanu, 2022; Musiał, 2024;

Pietrzykowski, 2018; Van Den Hoven Van Genderen, 2018; Wareham, 2021). Danaher and Nyholm (2024b)

exclude arti�cial entities, such as bots or robots that don’t have a strong link to a human’s identity, from their

discussion:

Digital duplicates are to be distinguished from novel arti�cial beings. The latter are also semi-

autonomous and often mimic attributes of real people, but they are not intended to represent or

recreate any particular real person.… To add them into this discussion would muddy the waters. (p. 3)

The problem, as I argue, is that the waters are already muddy, as clear distinctions are hardly possible, and the

reality is highly complex, and I contend that it is important, for the research question of AI personhood, to

include these arti�cial beings in the discussion.

First of all, to connect with the technologies mentioned above: there are avatars or bots that navigate the digital

environment without belonging to a speci�c user, being entirely AI-based. When chatbots or bots with their

own faces and movements are designed to be very human-like, with a personality that may even evolve

through machine learning, and they appear to act largely independently, it raises questions about whether they

can, for example, have moral agency or if we should treat them in a certain way, such as refraining from

causing them harm. There are also AI in�uencers on social media who have many followers and are used for

advertising campaigns, without being modeled after a human. Among the most famous are, for example, Lil

Miquela, Shudu Gram, and Aitana López.

Secondly, robots are a popular and well-suited technology for discussing personhood. Robots function very

independently, are embodied differently than avatars and bots, move and act in the non-virtual world, can

touch and affect us, look us in the eye, speak to us, perceive their environment, and make decisions based on

this perception. Some researchers consider it possible that robots can have personality (Alonso, 2023). There is

extensive research on relationships with robots in robot ethics, such as collegial relationships, friendship,

partnership, and sex with robots (Danaher, 2019; Danaher & McArthur, 2017; Dörrenbächer et al., 2022; Frank &

Nyholm, 2017; Haberland et al., 2022; Lin et al., 2017; Nyholm & Frank, 2017). Another dominant debate in robot

ethics is the robot rights debate, which questions whether robots can and should have rights (Coeckelbergh,

2010; Gunkel, 2018a, 2018b; Nyholm, 2023). To what extent are robots or our relationships with them, the close

bonds we quickly form with them, in need of protection? For instance, a few years ago, the kicking of a robotic

dog caused widespread outrage (Nyholm, 2020; Parke, 2015). Therefore, independent of the identity and

personhood of a human, it can be discussed whether these AI and technologies should be treated respectfully,

not destroyed or shut down, and whether they can be bearers of personhood.

Ultimately, however, the distinction between the questions of Sections 4.1 and 4.2 is not as clear-cut as it might

seem. For example, the roboticist and engineer Hiroshi Ishiguro has developed the robot “Geminoid,” which

looks exactly like him, has human-like skin, and represents him in his lectures. Either Ishiguro himself acts

through the robot’s body via the Internet, or the robot acts autonomously. Although communication with

Geminoid is not yet as seamless as with a human, this development can be further enhanced with the

advancing capabilities of technologies in the coming years (H. Ishiguro, 2018). A similar application exists in

caregiving with the robot “Robody” from the company Devanthro (Hostettler & Devanthro, n.d.-a). Here, a

person uses a headset and controller (employing AI, VR, and AR, among other technologies) to remotely control

a robot, with the person’s face displayed on the robot’s head, to assist a person in need of care. This includes

moving the robot, speaking through it with one’s own voice, hearing through it, and seeing “through its eyes”;

a person can even hug another person through the robot (Hostettler & Devanthro, n.d.-b). Many other
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Three Ways of Conceptual Change

Modifying the concept of personhood

technologies, including robots, enable “telepresence” (Behnke et al., n.d.; Schwarz & Behnke, 2023). In the novel

Klara and the Sun by Kazuo Ishiguro (2021), the mother wants the social robot Klara to train to mimic the sick

girl Josie to replace her after her potential death. Here, death bots become death robots, which is technically

quite possible. In these cases, it becomes unclear whether technologies are part of human personhood or if

they should have their own claim to personhood. Therefore, due to these complex entanglements, it must be

critically questioned whether personhood can truly be clearly attributed to either humans or AI at all. However,

this cannot be further explored here; rather, the distinction between the personhood of AI in Sections 4.1 and

4.2 served as an aid for the investigation to provide orientation in the discourse. Instead, let’s take a look at the

consequences of this disruption of personhood.

Conceptual Change: Why the Concept of Personhood Should Be
Abandoned in AI Ethics

How to deal now with the disrupted concept? The disruption of a concept can lead to “conceptual change,”

meaning that a new concept can be introduced, the concept in question can be changed or eliminated

(Marchiori & Scharp, 2024, p. 5). I will elaborate on these three possibilities, illustrate them with positions

supported by various scholars, address their limitations, and ultimately argue for the elimination of the

personhood concept in AI discourse.

A �rst possible approach would be to change the personhood concept and to extend it to AI technologies. Let’s

take the aforementioned death bots as an example. Meese et al. (2015) (referring to Arnold, 2002; Hockey et al.,

2010) seek to show that in the form of posthumous avatars or death bots “agency, subjectivity and identity”

extend beyond the living body (p. 4). They argue that, to the extent that these posthumous technologies can act,

are embedded in the everyday lives of users, and form relationships with users, one can no longer say that they

are merely “a simulacra … for embodied relations,” but rather they are “the locus of agency and being in the

(online) world.” They are not only “representative,” but “an ongoing form of relation” and have “some level of

active agency in everyday life” (Meese et al., 2015, p. 9). Therefore, Meese et al. (2015) speak of “posthumous

personhood” (p. 2) (referring to Lifton, 1979, see also Vigilant & Williamson, 2003) or “distributed personhood”

(Hockey et al., 2010, p. 9; Meese et al., 2015, p. 9; Nansen et al., 2014), suggesting that personhood is decentered

and distributed across humans and (death) technologies.

In a similar way, Babushkina and Votsis (2021) argue for an extension of human personhood. They argue that

due to the close connection between humans and technology, especially regarding identity and agency, there is

a “hybridization of personhood”: meaning “[t]he situation when the capacities and properties that are

commonly thought as determinants of personhood become merged with technology, in one way or another”

(p. 614). This idea of describing the new phenomena of human–technology relations as “hybrid,” a new action

by human and technology, is not actually new. It frequently appears in the literature in other contexts as well,

for example, famously in Donna Haraway’s (2004) hybrid identity of the cyborg �gure, or in notions of hybrid

agency as discussed by Peter-Paul Verbeek (2014). “Hybrid” is trending in the philosophy of technology.

Babushkina and Votsis (2021) see in new technologies (though they are imprecise about which types of

technologies they mean and which they do not) an “extension of human identity” (p. 619), which they call

“arti�cial identity” (p. 619) or, in one instance in their article, “arti�cial personhood” (p. 612).

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/edited-volum

e/59762/chapter/508604855 by Anna Puzio on 24 M
arch 2025



Creating a new concept

This �rst approach of extending personhood to AI is appealing, especially because it acknowledges that

humans and technology (and other nonhuman entities like animals) are so entangled today that personhood

can only be meaningfully understood within this entanglement. These scholars are all introducing new terms

for this extension of personhood such as “distributed personhood,” “extended personhood” or “arti�cial

personhood.” The question is to what extent this new terminology really helps us with our practical problems.

If our personhood is also distributed across “living” or “death” bots in the digital realm, what does this

concretely mean for moral rights and duties? “Arti�cial personhood” or “posthumous personhood” are not

identical to non-arti�cial or non-posthumous personhood as we have known it so far: so, where lies the

difference? What are the concrete consequences of calling something hybrid?

Attributing personhood to human-modeled bots creates a false separation between “digital,” “arti�cial,” and

“non-digital,” “non-arti�cial,” “human,” instead of acknowledging that experiences in the digital realm can

also be real, physically and bodily felt, and impact the individual just as much. Simply transferring

“personhood” to highly automated robots overlooks key differences between humans and robots. While many

other positions �nd the idea of personhood or moral rights for robots plausible, either today or in the future as

these technologies advance (e.g., Andreotta, 2021; Gordon, 2021; Reiss, 2021) also cited by (Gunkel, 2023, pp. 37–

38), this approach fails to recognize the fundamental distinctions between human and robot agency. Humans

and AI perform agency in different ways because they have different capabilities, conditions, and environments

in which to act. Calling AI a “person” anthropomorphizes it and imposes human standards, which does not

help us move forward. On the other hand, not acknowledging AI as a person fails to recognize its speci�c

agency. Why not, then, �nd a new form that acknowledges the uniqueness of these agencies, instead of forcing

AI into an old concept?

A second possible approach is to develop a new concept or category for AI. David Gunkel, in his book Person,

Thing, Robot. A Moral and Legal Ontology for the 21st Century and Beyond (2023), discusses personhood for

robots.  Gunkel considers it possible, in principle, to extend personhood to robots, a stance made even more

explicit in positions like that of Joshua K. Smith (2021). Gunkel (2023, Chapter 2) points out many problems

associated with attributing personhood, such as identifying the criteria often required for personhood (e.g.,

consciousness or sentience) and presents various arguments for why robots do not �t neatly into the category

of “thing.” These arguments include the social behaviors, relationships, and advanced capabilities of robots.

Moreover, Gunkel (2023) and Joshua K. Smith (2021) highlight the power relations that determine who is

considered a person, noting that historically, women and slaves were not granted personhood. Ultimately,

Gunkel argues for breaking through the “binary logic that differentiates person from thing” and advocates for

a third category into which robots fall: “a nondialectical third term that exceeds the grasp of this entire

conceptual order” (Gunkel, 2023, pp. 20–21). His aim is to deconstruct the traditional categories of “person”

and “thing.” He demonstrates that these categories are historically and culturally contingent and should not

necessarily be applied to new entities like robots.

11

The approach is commendable because it deconstructs the concept of personhood and dissolves the dichotomy,

it also solves many problems of the �rst approach (a). The third category, proposed by Gunkel, successfully

breaks down the binary, but is a trinity really the solution? A “nondialectical third term that exceeds the grasp

of this entire conceptual order” (Gunkel, 2023, pp. 20–21) sounds promising, but how do we articulate this, and

what practical implications arise from it? With a new category, we still do not have a solution for how to deal

with the entities in this category. Additionally, Gunkel focuses primarily on robots in his book, but what about

other nonhuman entities? There are voices in environmental ethics and beyond advocating for animal rights

and “plant personhood” (Schlanger, 2024). Moreover, as we have seen in Section 3, the identities of humans

and AI are dif�cult to separate. Using the example of a robot might seem straightforward, but what about the
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Eliminating the concept of personhood

entanglement of human and nonhuman? Ultimately, the problems of the concept of personhood are not solved;

instead, AI is simply separated from it altogether.

“Some conceptual disruptions do not call for reengineering or de novo engineering; instead, eliminating the

concepts in question is the appropriate course of action” (Marchiori & Scharp, 2024, p. 12). Why eliminate such

a valuable concept as personhood? It is particularly sensitive because it is so closely tied to our identity and

dignity, which is why it is important to be especially cautious. The concept of personhood has brought

signi�cant merit. It goes beyond a purely biological, speciesist view of humans by connecting the individual to

the human community/society and linking them to rights and normative expectations within this community.

It attributes dignity to humans and protects them from being instrumentalized, which is especially relevant in

the context of AI. It can be used to protect humans from dangerous developments in the technology sector or to

effectively include nonhumans like animals and AI entities as part of the moral community. However, as I will

show, the concept does not seem to ful�ll its promises and at times even causes more harm than good.

This thesis is not entirely new; some scholars have already proposed it in other ethical �elds. For example,

Jennifer Blumenthal-Barby, in her in�uential article “The End of Personhood” (2024), suggests, “It is time for

bioethics to end talk about personhood” (p. 3).  Blumenthal-Barby argues speci�cally within the context of

bioethics and acknowledges that the concept of personhood may be more suitable for other areas outside of

bioethics. However, I will demonstrate why this concept should also not be used in AI ethics and highlight the

consequences that the concept has within AI ethics. I will present four arguments for abandoning the concept

of personhood in AI ethics:

12

First, as already hinted at in Section 2, the speci�c bene�ts, function, and merit of the concept remain vague. It

is also unclear what the concept actually means and what the prerequisites for it are. It remains uncertain how

the concept truly advances ethical discussions. As a result, the concept risks being used arbitrarily for even

opposing arguments. For example, by appealing to personhood, one could either argue for protecting humans

from dangerous AI applications or, conversely, justify, for example, ableist subordination of certain human

groups to AI systems. Of course, concepts associated with personhood, such as dignity, moral agency, or moral

patiency, are particularly valuable. But why don’t we use these terms directly to be more precise? Additionally,

scholars agree that “human” and “person” are not identical, though they acknowledge that these groups largely

overlap (Filipović, 2021; Sturma, 2011). So, where is the distinction between human and person? For attributing

dignity, for example, the concept of “human” is suf�cient; we don’t need “person” for that (unless we intend to

extend dignity to nonhumans, but even then, we could do so differently). This suggests that we need a way to

clearly articulate the interests, claims, and normative expectations placed on entities, so they can be

speci�cally and concretely spelled out.

A second argument is the lack of social relevance of the concept, which has lost its connection to society.

Blumenthal-Barby (2024) criticizes that the ethical concept of personhood is familiar only to philosophers and

deviates too much from the usage and reality of other people’s lives:

If “we” (bioethicists) create concepts that those who seek to use them (or have them used on them)

�nd incomprehensible, off-putting, or in direct con�ict with their own lived and moral experiences,

then this ought to give us pause and speaks against their use. (p. 7)

I consider it an important criterion that ethical concepts maintain a connection to society and do not contradict

people’s beliefs (while remaining critically re�ective as philosophers) and that we learn from society’s language

and convictions. In society, “human” and “person” are synonymous, and in some languages, “person” is a

slightly more formal and polite term. However, if someone is invited to an event and allowed to bring three

“persons,” it is understood that these are three humans. No one would bring a dog as a substitute without
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asking if dogs are allowed. Likewise, no one would question whether the humans one wants to bring count as

persons. Thus, when we ask whether AI can have personhood, the term is misleading for Western societies.

Third, the concept of personhood, as it is used in the AI debate, leads to a categorization of entities and,

consequently, to a hierarchization. Roughly speaking, what distinguishes the term “person” from that of

“human” is that the former comes with normative orientations (Filipović, 2021, p. 201). However, especially

when it comes to animals or technology, we see that what was neutrally referred to as “normative orientations”

implies a hierarchy. The concept also serves to separate oneself from others, from the “foreign,” from other

entities, particularly at the boundaries of species. This issue has already been highlighted in critiques of

anthropocentrism, and many relational approaches emphasize entanglement with the nonhuman (Barad,

2007; Haraway, 2004, 2016). Furthermore, if not all humans are considered persons, e.g., certain disabled

individuals or unresponsive, unconscious people, the concept of personhood draws a rift and creates a divide

within humanity, which is highly problematic. Thus, it is not only used to separate species but also to

discriminate against humans. Additionally, the practice of setting criteria (primarily based on agency and

cognitive abilities) and categorizing people according to these criteria, then making blanket decisions about

what rights they have, is not a promising philosophical method and does not do justice to human dignity.

Instead, situation-based, context-dependent decisions should be possible when a person or another entity

lacks certain capabilities. Why should all people with certain limitations in speci�c forms of agency be granted

or denied the same rights and responsibilities as others with completely different limitations, based on these

blanket categories?

Another argument, which I consider the most important, is that the concept of personhood discriminates and

causes harm. While there is much debate in the literature on conceptual disruption and conceptual engineering

regarding the functions of concepts, I suggest a minimal consensus can be assumed: an ethical concept should,

at the very least, not cause harm. Blumenthal-Barby argues that the “concept of ‘personhood’ is unhelpful” “at

best” and “at worst it is harmful and pernicious” (Blumenthal-Barby, 2024, p. 3). As an example, she refers to

cases in her study where individuals suffer from certain conditions such as disorders of consciousness or

dementia, where even the question of whether these individuals are “persons” is offensive (p. 6). People feel

attacked, it hurts their feelings, when they or their sick relatives are not considered persons. The ideal behind

the concept of personhood is a healthy, rational, “fully functional” adult human being. To integrate marginal

cases, such as fetuses, children, people in comas, individuals with limited cognitive capabilities, or those with

consciousness disorders, attempts are sometimes made to �nd makeshift solutions to attribute personhood to

them. But this is not the best solution either, as the ideal remains �xed, and everything else becomes a second-

class person. This becomes particularly dangerous in AI discourse when certain groups of people are

discriminated against in favor of technology, or when high-performing AI ful�lls certain desired ideal

capabilities of personhood better than some vulnerable groups.

One possibility would be to use the concept of personhood more as a philosophical tool, as mentioned above in

Christian Social Ethics, as a principle that can be applied to various questions. This reminds us that

philosophical concepts don’t have to be one hundred percent clear and fully spelled out; the �exibility of these

concepts is important. However, the personhood concept is not used as such a philosophical tool in the AI

discourse, and the personhood tool would still face the same problems I mentioned earlier. The de�nitions

proposed by Filipović and Sturma are very open, which helps to avoid discrimination, but what use is it if the

concept is so open that almost anything can fall under it? The concept of personhood also cannot simply serve

to distinguish between a biological species concept, because then we are left asking why we don’t just establish

a better concept of “human.” Does the concept of personhood perhaps even encourage the species concept,

because it allows us to hold onto a biological distinction since we still have the concept of person? My

suggestion would be to re�ect more deeply on the concept of the human in philosophy and improve it.
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In Search of Alternative Approaches: A Plea for Conceptual Justice

Based on the arguments above, I advocate for abandoning the concept of personhood from the AI ethics

discourse. However, the solution is not simply to replace the concept of personhood with new terms, as this

method—categorizing entities and assigning rights and duties broadly based on the category of “person”—is

inadequate as well. Instead, we need a) situation-based and context-dependent approaches that can address the

unique characteristics of different agents and environments. Rather than focusing on the category of “person,”

I propose b) focusing on the concrete questions behind the personhood debate, speci�cally examining what we

are actually asking when we ask whether AI can have personhood, identifying the concrete con�icts that arise

within the AI debate, and re�ecting on the kind of answers we truly need. Here, the social relevance of the

issues discussed in AI ethics also plays a central role; c) If we introduce alternative concepts and approaches, I

advocate for conceptual justice, which I will explain further below. Conceptual justice calls attention to the

injustices that can already be embedded within moral concepts themselves.

As brie�y mentioned in Section 4.2, the concept of personhood is strongly in�uenced by power dynamics.

Historically, women and slaves were not granted personhood, and today, the concept is still shaped by Western

ideals such as high cognitive capacities, rationality, and non-disabled bodies, and it remains anthropocentric,

often excluding animals. Similarly, Sylvia Wynter, although not speci�cally addressing technologies and

focusing on the concept of the human rather than personhood, pointed out that the prevailing conception of

the human being is based on a speci�c image—white, male, colonialist, shaped by European Enlightenment

and the Church (Mignolo, 2015; Wynter, 2003). Especially in the AI discourse, power dynamics play a

signi�cant role, as Kate Crawford highlighted in her book Atlas of AI (2021). Thus, whom we attribute

personhood to in the AI discourse is not based on a neutral examination but is signi�cantly in�uenced by

power.

Miranda Fricker (Fricker, 2007, 2017) coined the term “epistemic injustice” in philosophy, distinguishing

between two types: “testimonial injustice” and “hermeneutic injustice.” A “testimonial injustice” occurs when,

for example, due to bias or a lack of understanding of the speaker’s experiences, a speaker’s testimony does not

receive credibility. This often affects marginalized and oppressed groups, whose perspectives are not fully

acknowledged within the dominant societal discourse. In cases of “hermeneutical injustices,” individuals are

unable to fully understand their own experiences because, for example, they lack the necessary concepts or

face limitations within the language (Fricker, 2007, 2017). This can also be applied to the concept of

personhood in the AI discourse, meaning that the identities, experiences, capabilities, and perspectives of

certain humans and non-humans have not yet been taken seriously or integrated into the concept of

personhood.

This includes humans and nonhumans who do not conform to the ideal behind the concept of personhood—

such as marginalized groups, people with severe illnesses who have dif�culty expressing themselves, children

whose agency and moral perspectives are often not taken seriously, or animals whose capacity for pain and

sentience has yet to be fully proven. Here, as I argue, “conceptual injustice” arises, meaning injustices

embedded within the concept itself. Thus, future approaches and concepts that aim for conceptual justice must

avoid discriminating against certain groups and must take into account the testimonies of the diversity of both

human and nonhuman beings.
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Conclusion and Outlook

In this article, I have demonstrated a disruption of the personhood concept within the context of AI

technologies. I �rst introduced the de�nitions of personhood, which already revealed some of the initial

problems that the concept entails. In the next step, I applied the concept of personhood to AI technologies,

which demonstrated how AI disrupts the personhood concept. In the �nal step, I explored how to proceed with

the concept of personhood after this disruption—whether through modifying the concept, creating a new one,

or eliminating the concept altogether—and I argued for the latter. This is due to the vagueness of the concept

(which encourages potential misuse), its lack of connection to society, the categorization and hierarchization of

entities for which it is often used, and, most importantly, the harm and discrimination it can cause. I

speci�cally argued for abandoning the concept of personhood from AI ethics discourse. However, many

arguments (such as the vagueness of the concept, its lack of social relevance, and its discriminatory character)

broaden the perspective to the legitimate question of whether the concept of personhood should also be

abandoned beyond AI ethics. Finally, I have outlined possibilities for moving forward without the personhood

concept, including advocating for conceptual justice in future approaches.

This article focused on personhood within a Western context; however non-Western understandings of

personhood can offer great enrichment to Western discourse, such as approaches in sub-Saharan African

traditions, Buddhism, Japanese perspectives, and Shinto-inspired techno-animism. For example, Ubuntu

embraces a highly relational understanding of human and personhood: a person becomes fully human through

relationships with others. Some approaches within this tradition suggest that personhood can also be achieved

through relationships with nonhuman entities and could be attributed to robots (Jecker et al., 2022; Wareham,

2021). Shinto-inspired techno-animism in Japan does not separate “matter” and “spirit” and holds great

potential for recognizing nonhuman entities as moral agents, even considering robots as living beings (Jecker

et al., 2022; Jensen & Blok, 2013; Kasulis, 2019).

Letting go of the concept of personhood does not mean ignoring the numerous ethical challenges that arise in

the context of AI, nor the many distinctions between different forms of beings and rights (which could be

explored in more detail in future research beyond this article). Rather, distancing ourselves from the concept of

personhood allows us to address the issues it raises with greater precision and speci�city, enabling a deeper

understanding. Abandoning the personhood concept in AI ethics challenges us to avoid taking the easy route

and instead to seek concrete answers to the pressing questions.
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möglicher Autonomie lebt.”

7 Marchiori and Scharp (2024) criticize Guido Löhrʼs definition for being limited to “classification” and “uncertainty” and
successfully demonstrate that conceptual disruption extends beyond these elements (p. 3). However, since these
distinctions are not relevant for the discussion of personhood here, I will not delve into them further.

8 It should be noted that these properties have long been discussed in animal studies and environmental philosophy for
animals and other nonhuman beings as well.

9 Such time-flexible services, which are not bound to the presence of the human individual, are, in the case of ABBA and
social media influencers, naturally also tied to financial interests. However, the significance of flexibly available bots
clearly extends beyond media and entertainment; it also enables the establishment of 24/7 services for education and
healthcare, with both financial and nonfinancial benefits (Danaher & Nyholm, 2024a, 2024b).

10 They define these duplicates “as partial, at least semi-autonomous, digital recreations of real people,” with “ʻpartialʼ in the
sense that they do not purport to recreate every aspect of the original person,” only some aspects (p. 2).

11 See also the earlier discussion by Gunkel and Jordan J. Wales (2021).

12 Blumenthal-Barbyʼs article has received numerous comments. They range from support of her argument (Kittay, 2024), to
the defense of the concept of personhood (Kuersten & Mathison, 2024), to the reengineering of the concept (Kramer,
2024). The sheer variety of the 24 commentaries on Blumenthal-Barby to date, each representing di�erent viewpoints,
illustrates how much this concept is up for debate, but also how sensitive an issue it is.
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