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B ABSTRACT

Advances in artificial intelligence, particularly in deep learning systems, have renewed debates
about the possible moral and legal status of intelligent machines. These discussions extend be-
yond the question of future Al rights and directly engage considerations about the neuroethical
foundations of human dignity and human rights. Because contemporary Al architectures are,
in certain respects, functionally analogous to aspects of human brain organization, it becomes
necessary to clarify which features of neural functioning are ethically relevant for the attribution
of moral status.

This essay examines one influential theory used to justify human and animal rights: Tom Regan’s
account of inherent moral worth. It analyzes Regan’s notion of being an experiencing subject
of a life and offers a phenomenological interpretation that emphasizes the role of phenomenal
consciousness in human motivation and preference formation. The paper argues that, although
intelligent machines may exhibit complex goal-directed behavior, there is currently insufficient
justification for attributing moral rights to them. At the same time, the analysis demonstrates
how debates about Al rights deepen our understanding of the neuroethical foundations of hu-
man dignity.
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Introduction

The functioning of the human brain has eth-
ical significance as evidenced by the wide-
spread medical and legal acceptance of the
whole-brain death definition of death (Ber-
nat, 2005). This definition implies that biolog-
ical personhood is determined—either fully
or at least in part—by the brain’s capacity
to coordinate bodily functions. This raises a
fundamental question: is it possible to iden-
tify the specific attributes of the human brain
that make each person intrinsically worthy?
In other words, can it be rational to ground

Critical Anthropomorphism:
a conceptual and
methodological tool

The question of whether intelligent machines
and robots should be considered as entities
with rights is a complex ethical and philo-
sophical issue. As artificial intelligence and
robotics evolve, the possibility of granting
rights to machines must be examined within
a structured theoretical framework. To find
an appropriate theoretical framework, it can
be useful first to introduce the concept of
critical anthropomorphism, which refers to
the cautious attribution of human-like traits
to robots based on their observed behaviors.
Naturally, a certain degree of anthropomor-
phism is unavoidable when examining the
functioning and behavior of Al (for review, see
Li & Suh, 2022), as Al is specifically designed

the concept of human dignity and rights in
the functioning of the nervous system?

The complexity of this question necessitates
consideration of another related issue, which
may offer some preliminary insights. The inter-
nal operations of the most advanced Al-based
robots exhibit certain similarities to the func-
tioning of natural nervous systems. This raises
the critical question: under what conditions
should a brain-inspired intelligent machine be
considered as an entity deserving rights?

I turn now to this second question.

to perform human-like cognitive tasks, such
as symbol-processing, memory, perception,
among others. Moreover, Al capable of ma-
chine learning employs multilevel data-pro-
cessing mechanisms that, in some relevant
respects, resemble natural neural networks.
As Arleen Salles (2020) and her colleagues
emphasize, neuroscience has clearly inspired
Al-research, but the reverse is also true be-
cause Al-research has inspired neuroscien-
tists to better understand how the human
brain works. It is therefore unsurprising that
not only lay persons tend to use to kind of
naive Al-anthropomorphism, but Al experts
also tend to use anthropocentric language
when analyzing the behavior and function-
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ing of intelligent machines. (Salles, A., Evers,
K., & Farisco, M. (2020)). However, unlike na-
ive anthropomorphism, which assumes that
any human-like behavior in machines implies
consciousness, critical anthropomorphism
serves as a methodological tool for analyzing
robotic agency and cognition.

The concept of critical anthropomorphism
originates in debates on animal welfare issues.
In that context, critical anthropomorphism is
the view that the compassionate treatment of
animals must be grounded in objective knowl-
edge—utilizing scientific methods—regarding
the evolution, behavior and internal processes
of the animals and species in question (Donnel-
ley & Nolan, 1990; Morton, Burghardt & Smit,
1990). Naturally, debates exist in the literature
concerning the role and significance of critical

Human rights and the
philosophical basis for moral
consideration

To determine whether an intelligent ma-
chine or arobot should be granted rights, it
is useful to draw upon established theories
regarding human and animal rights. Tom
Regan’s concept of inherent moral worth
is particularly relevant in this context.
(Regan, (2004). Regan argues that an entity
deserves rights if it is an experiencing sub-
ject-of-a-life—an individual capable of ex-
periencingits environment, recognizing the
effects of its own behavior, and pursuing
personal interests based on future-orient-

anthropomorphism (see e.g., Karlsson, 2012).
However, from a philosophical standpoint it is
much clearer that critical anthropomorphism
is essential for formulating strong arguments
against certain versions of panpsychism, such
as aview that suggests all physical objects can
experience pain.

If a robot merely simulates human emotions
and decision-making through advanced pro-
gramming but lacks any true internal expe-
rience, it remains a sophisticated tool rather
than a rights-bearing entity. However, if a
brain-inspired robot’s behavior indicates a
deeper cognitive structure—one that allows
for learning, adaptation, and self-initiated ac-
tion—then denying its moral status might be
unjustified. Ultimately, the answer depends
on the theoretical framework adopted.

ed desires. In Regan’s view, therefore, we
do not have sufficient reason to attribute
inherent moral value to an entity merely
because it is sentient; other attributes play
a decisive role in this determination. Con-
sequently, if a robot can demonstrate char-
acteristics suggesting that the robot is an
experiencing subject-of-a-life, such as the
ability to form goals, avoid harm, or express
preferences, then denying its moral status
could be inconsistent with Regan’s theoret-
ical framework.
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The key question, however, is whether a
robot’s actions are the result of genuine in-
ternal preferences or merely predefined re-
sponses to stimuli. To examine this question
more thoroughly, | will offer an interpreta-

The phenomenal aspect of
experiences and
human preference-formation

Phenomenal consciousness is commonly de-
fined as the aspect of consciousness associ-
ated with the concept of qualia. Undoubtedly,
human experiences often possess qualitative
features that define how sensations, emotions,
and moods feel to an individual—or as Thom-
as Nagel (1974) phrased it, “what it is like” for
a person to have conscious experience. Even
within the same sensory modality, experienc-
es can differ significantly in their qualitative
character—for example, variations in colors,
tastes, odors, or musical sounds.

A defining characteristic of phenomenal
consciousness is its subjectivity. Only the in-
dividual undergoing a particular experience
has privileged, first-person access to its qual-
itative content. In contrast, external observ-
ers can only have indirect, inference-based
access to the phenomenal properties of an-
other’s experience (Nagel, 1974).This asym-
metrical access, and the resulting individual
uniqueness of phenomenal states, is perhaps
the most important attribute of phenome-
nal consciousness (Haladjian & Montemayor,
2016)).

tion of Regan’s view on what it means to be
an experiencing subject-of-a-life. An anal-
ysis of phenomenal consciousness and its
role in human experiences and motivations
will be central to my interpretation.

David Chalmers (1997) famously introduced
the “Hard Problem of Consciousness” to em-
phasize a fundamental explanatory gap in
contemporary neuroscience and philosophy
of mind: while science has made substantial
progress in mapping the neural correlates
of conscious experiences, it remains unclear
how and why specific patterns of neural ac-
tivity give rise to phenomenal states. Never-
theless, human motivations are often direct-
ed toward phenomenal states rather than
merely toward states of affairs. Consider, for
instance, one of the most fundamental hu-
man motivations: the desire for safety. While
appropriate external conditions are typically
necessary for people to experience a sense
of safety, these circumstances often serve
merely as a means to the subjective expe-
rience of what it feels like to be safe— or to
ensure the subjective feeling of safety for
loved ones. The phenomenal aspect of expe-
riencing safety, therefore, is in many cases an
inherent component of the genuine human
motivation for safety.

Numerous other examples can illustrate the
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relevance of phenomenal states in achieving,
maintaining, and ensuring preferred individ-
ual experiences. According to my best knowl-
edge, the first author who clearly argued for
the functional role of phenomenal conscious-
nessinthe human cognitive system was Uriah
Kriegel (2004). In a recent article, Cleeremans
& Tallon-Baudry, (2022) also emphasized the
role of phenomenal states in human deci-
sion-making and preference formation. By

Concluding remarks

If we accept my phenomenological interpre-
tation of what it means to be an experienc-
ing subject-of-a-life, then there is currently
insufficient justification for granting rights
to intelligent machines and robots within
the framework of Tom Regan’s theory. From
a neuroethical perspective, it is also crucial
to recognize that the neural processes oc-
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Some parts of this essay—specifically, the fi-
nal paragraph of Section 1 and all paragraphs
in Section 2—were written with the assistance
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contrast, although intelligent machines can
exhibit goal-directed behavior, there is a
consensus among Al researchers that, at the
current stage of Al development, there are no
sufficient practical reasons to assume that
the behavior of intelligent machines results
from subjective experiences or phenomenal
consciousness (see, e.g., Haladjian, H. H., &
Montemayor, C. (2016); Ng, G. W., & Leung, W.
C. (2020); Woodward, P. (2022).

curring in the human brain can give rise to—
and correlate with—subjective experiences
and the phenomenal aspects of human con-
sciousness. It may be possible to develop a
conception of human dignity that reflects
the fact that, under appropriate neural con-
ditions, human beings are experiencing sub-
jects-of-a-life.
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