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TARGET ARTICLE

The End of Personhood

Jennifer Blumenthal-Barby

Center for Medical Ethics and Health Policy

ABSTRACT
The concept of personhood has been central to bioethics debates about abortion, the treatment
of patients in a vegetative or minimally conscious states, as well as patients with advanced
dementia. More recently, the concept has been employed to think about new questions related
to human-brain organoids, artificial intelligence, uploaded minds, human-animal chimeras, and
human embryos, to name a few. A common move has been to ask what these entities have in
common with persons (in the normative sense), and then draw conclusions about what we do
(or do not) owe them. This paper argues that at best the concept of “personhood” is unhelpful
to much of bioethics today and at worst it is harmful and pernicious. I suggest that we (bioethi-
cists) stop using the concept of personhood and instead ask normative questions more directly
(e.g., how ought we to treat this being and why?) and use other philosophical concepts (e.g.,
interests, sentience, recognition respect) to help us answer them. It is time for bioethics to end
talk about personhood.
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In the 1970s, the philosophical concept of
“personhood” became a core concept in bioethics. It
was central to debates about abortion, death, anen-
cephalic infants, and patients in a persistent vegetative
state. It has persisted and is still appealed to widely in
bioethics today.

While bioethics still deals with challenging ethical
questions related to the persistent vegetative state (and
now, the minimally conscious state), advanced demen-
tia, and anencephalic infants, it also deals with new
questions related to human-brain organoids, artificial
intelligence, uploaded minds, human-animal chimeras,
and human embryos, to name a few. A central norma-
tive question that bioethicists are called to answer is
what we owe these entities. How ought we to treat
(and not treat them)?

One approach to answering these questions has been
to (re)-employ the philosophical concept of personhood
and ask what these entities have in common with per-
sons (in the normative sense), and then draw conclu-
sions about what we do (or do not) owe them. I argue
that this approach is mistaken. At best the concept of
“personhood” is unhelpful to much of bioethics today
and at worst it is harmful and pernicious. I suggest that
we (bioethicists) stop using the concept of personhood
and instead ask more direct normative questions about

how to treat a wide range of beings. Part I of the paper
offers a brief background on the use of the concept of
personhood in bioethics debates. Part II interrogates
the problematic aspects of the concept itself and its
application in bioethics. Part III suggests other concepts
with recent new philosophical developments (e.g., wel-
fare subjectivity, interests, sentience, recognition
respect) that might help bioethicists in answering the
normative questions. Part IV addresses the objection
that the use of the concept of personhood in bioethics
debates can and should be saved by adopting a rela-
tional (non-cognitive) account.

BACKGROUND: PERSONHOOD IN
BIOETHICS DEBATES

The earliest appeals to the philosophical concept of
personhood in contemporary bioethics occurred in
debates about the morality of abortion. In her seminal
article, “On the Moral and Legal Status of Abortion,”
Mary Anne Warren (1973, 43) argues that regardless
of whether a fetus is a human being, “a fetus is not a
person, and hence not the sort of entity to which it is
proper to ascribe full moral rights.” Warren asks,
“How are we to define the moral community, the set
of beings with full and equal moral rights, such that
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