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Emerging Questions in AI Welfare 1

1 Introduction

Welfare subjects are entities for which things can go better or worse.1

These entities have morally significant interests which can be advanced or
frustrated. Being a welfare subject implies being a moral patient; that is,
something that ‘counts morally in its own right for its own sake’ (Kamm,
2008, 227–229). The set of welfare subjects is standardly taken to include
humans and some non-human animals. But the question of which entities
are welfare subjects is contested.
The question of whether artificial intelligence (AI) systems are or could

ever be welfare subjects is an important and emerging topic in the pub-
lic conversation on the ethical and societal impacts of AI. We believe
that today’s frontier AI systems (that is, Large Language Models (LLMs)
and derivative systems including multimodal models, reasoning models,
and personal agents) are unlikely to be welfare subjects, and we take this
view to reflect the mainstream academic position (see, e.g., Schneider,
forthcoming; Seth, 2025). Still, philosophers and scientists are increasingly
turning their attention to the issue of what it would take for an AI system
to be a welfare subject. David Chalmers (2023), for example, argues that
‘within the next decade [. . .] we may well have systems that are serious can-
didates for consciousness’, and that conscious AI opens up the possibility
for ‘harms to AI systems themselves’. Similarly, Robert Long et al. (2024)
argue that ‘there is a realistic possibility that some AI systems will be con-
scious and/or robustly agentic, and thus morally significant, in the near
future’. The profound ethical implications of these claims, if true, moti-
vate careful consideration of and critical engagement with the arguments
for AIs being plausible candidate welfare subjects, even if we assign a rel-
atively low credence to AI systems being welfare subjects within the short
or medium term.
To that end, in this Element, we explore one class of arguments for the

view that AI systems are plausible candidates for being welfare subjects
either now or in the near future.2 One of these arguments holds that it
is plausible that AIs are or will soon be conscious, and their being con-
scious would render them plausible candidate welfare subjects (Long et al.,

1 Parfit (1987, Appendix I, 493–502) is the locus classicus on theories of welfare, but see also
Kagan (1998, 29–41) and Crisp (2006, 98).

2 For discussion on AI welfare or moral patienthood, though not exhaustive, see Long
et al. (2024), Birch (2024b), Sebo and Long (2023), Cutter (2025), Schwitzgebel (2023),
Goldstein and Kirk-Giannini (2023), Saad and Bradley (2022), Moosavi (2024), Bostrom
and Shulman (2022), Ziesche and Yampolskiy (2018) and Keeling et al. (2024).
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2 Philosophy and AI

2024; Sebo and Long, 2025). Another holds that current or near-future AIs
could plausibly have souls, and their having souls would make them plau-
sible candidate welfare subjects (Cutter, 2025; Békefi, 2025). The general
structure of the arguments is as follows:

For F ∈ {consciousness, sentience, agency, souls, personhood, ...}
P1. Plausibly, AIs have or will soon have F .
P2. Things with F are plausible candidate welfare subjects.
C. Plausibly, AIs are or will soon be plausible candidate welfare subjects.

Different Fs represent welfare-relevant features, understood as features
that could in principle make it the case that an entity is a welfare sub-
ject. That an entity has some welfare-relevant feature F (e.g., agency)
does not entail that the entity is a welfare subject: the jury is still out
on what conditions are necessary and sufficient for something to count
as a welfare subject. Rather, the fact that an entity has F puts it into
a category of things which could in principle be welfare subjects. We
are not going to provide a definitive list of Fs, but we take the set of
welfare-relevant features to include, inter alia, phenomenal conscious-
ness (understood as the capacity for phenomenal experiences), sentience
(understood as the capacity for valenced phenomenal experiences such as
pleasure and pain), agency (understood to involve, at least, having belief-
like and desire-like states that causally explain action in the standard way),
having a soul, personhood, and being able to stand in certain kinds of
social relationships. We also take the set of welfare-relevant features to
exclude obviously irrelevant features like being tall or being corrugated,
but we anticipate that reasonable people might disagree about exactly
which features could or could not in principle make something a welfare
subject.
Each of the arguments with which we are concerned tries to motivate

the idea of AIs being plausible candidate welfare subjects by pointing to
some welfare-relevant feature F that AIs could plausibly have now or in
the near future. Even so, we register that there exist drastic differences
between different versions of the argument. It is one thing to claim that
AIs might be conscious (Sebo and Long, 2023; Long et al., 2024), and
quite another to claim that AIs might have souls (Cutter, 2025). In this
way, different versions of the argument may require us to engage with
different ways of knowing about the world: the question of whether AIs
are conscious is the kind of question which we can try to study empirically
(Butlin et al., 2023; Perez and Long, 2023; Keeling, Street et al., 2024),

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009732000
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 169.224.197.5, on 27 Oct 2026 at 07:48:24, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009732000
https://www.cambridge.org/core


Emerging Questions in AI Welfare 3

whereas the question of whether AIs have souls may demand engagement
with alternative ways of knowing such as through revelation or scripture.
Accordingly, disagreements about whether AIs are or could be welfare
subjects intersect with core commitments of different cultural, religious,
political and ethical worldviews.
These disagreements have massive significance for the societal conver-

sation on AI. First, each version of the argument with which we are
concerned tries to make precise what would need to be true of AIs in order
for them to be among the kinds of entities for which things can go better
or worse. While we can assess these arguments from a scientific or at least
systematic point of view, we can also assess them from a relational point
of view. From this relational standpoint, what the arguments are really
getting at is what would need to be true of AIs for them to be like us. That
is a deeply human question, and one that bears on how we understand
ourselves and our relationship to an increasingly human-like class of tech-
nologies. Second, these arguments, if sound, require us to take seriously
ethical and political questions about the proper treatment of AIs. They
could underwrite moral obligations towards AIs, which in turn under-
write social, political and legal interventions such as welfare protections
and rights, as well as cultural norms of conduct. This implication provides
all the more reason to engage critically with these arguments, even if, as
in our case, one’s credence in AI systems being welfare subjects is close to
zero on the basis of the available evidence.
We will not defend a view one way or the other about whether AIs are

welfare subjects or whether some particular version of the argument is
most compelling. We take it that the relevant philosophy and science is
too nascent to defend strong views at this stage. We think, moreover, that
getting to grips with these arguments ought to be understood as a scien-
tific, philosophical and ultimately democratic project. We aim to provide
some philosophical groundwork for that project through systematic explo-
ration of the above-mentioned arguments. To that end we discuss several
questions that cut across many versions of these arguments: What is wel-
fare and why does AI welfare matter in particular? What is the correct
response to apparent evidence of welfare-relevant features such as con-
sciousness and personhood in AIs? What kinds of entities might qualify
as AI welfare subjects? What are the plausible grounds for welfare in AIs
and how tractable are these grounds empirically? And what kinds of pre-
cautionary AI welfare interventions may be appropriate even if we are
uncertain about the welfare status of AIs?
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4 Philosophy and AI

2 The Question of AI Welfare

Our aim in this section is to get clear on what we mean when we ask
whether something is a welfare subject, and to motivate concern with
the question of whether AIs are welfare subjects. We begin by unpacking
the concept of welfare, before giving a sense of how to think systemati-
cally about cases in which the status of an entity as a welfare subject is
uncertain. Finally, we end by considering the issue of AI welfare, look-
ing at how recent capability advancements in AI have motivated concern
about the possibility of AI welfare, and clarifying the stakes of the societal
conversation on AI welfare as we understand them.

2.1 What Is Welfare?

Commonsense morality holds that people can be better or worse off
depending on what happens to them. A person is worse off for getting a
paper cut and better off for having a hearty meal or spending quality time
with a friend. Whether our actions make people’s lives go better or worse
is one factor (perhaps among several factors) that determines whether our
actions are right or wrong.3

When we use the term ‘welfare’ (or ‘well-being’), we are interested in
whatever it is about a person’s life that constitutes their being better off or
worse off (Kagan, 1998, 30; see also Parfit, 1987, 4; Hooker, 2015, 15–16).
What we are concerned with is that which is non-instrumentally good for
people: the factors that, in themselves and not in virtue of something else,
make a life go better or worse. We are not interested in factors which are
causally relevant to a person’s being better or worse off such as winning a
raffle or watching a terrible film. These factors are merely instrumentally
good or bad for that person. Exactly what factors are non-instrumentally
good for a person is disputed, but the three main theories of welfare are
illustrative (Parfit, 1987, 493–502).

3 Maximising act utilitarianism is perhaps the most straightforward view about the connec-
tion between rightness and welfare. On this view, an act is right if and only if it maximises
welfare impartially considered. Other views agree with maximising act utilitarianism that
welfare is the only factor that matters morally, but disagree about the connection to right-
ness. Prioritarianism, for example, holds that welfare improvements have diminishing
marginal moral importance such that the welfare of those who are worse off in absolute
terms ought to be prioritised (Parfit, 1995, 2012). Other views hold that welfare matters
alongside other factors whose moral significance is non-reducible to welfare. For example,
Ross-style pluralism holds that welfare grounds reasons for action that can be weighed
against other kinds of reasons such as reasons grounded in the fact that the agent made
a promise or that an outcome would be unjust (Ross, 2002, Ch. 2; compare Ross, 2011;
Broad, 2014; Keeling, 2023).
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Emerging Questions in AI Welfare 5

First, hedonism holds that the amount of happiness in a person’s life is
what constitutes their welfare. People’s lives are good if and to the extent
that they are happy. Second, the desire-fulfilment theory holds the sat-
isfaction of desires is what constitutes a person’s welfare. People’s lives
are good if and to the extent that their desires are satisfied. Third, the
objective list theory holds that several distinct goods constitute a person’s
welfare. People’s lives are good if and to the extent that their lives contain,
inter alia, friendships, romantic relationships, meaningful projects, and the
overcoming of adversity.
The presuppositions of the dispute between hedonists, desire theorists

and objective list theorists are worth making explicit so that we can
crystallise what is at issue when we talk about welfare. First, there is a
metaphysical presupposition that there are facts of the matter about which
of the different possible lives of a given person are better or worse. To
accept that there are facts about welfare does not require strong com-
mitments with respect to the structural characteristics of those facts. For
example, it could be true that there are some facts about which lives are
better or worse than others, but that not all pairs of lives are such that
one is better than the other or both are equally good. It could also be
that certain pairs of lives are comparable but only imprecisely so (Parfit,
1987, 431; Parfit, 2011, 130–141). Indeed, if facts about welfare depend on
more basic comparative facts that admit failures of precise comparability
(such as the comparative strength of desires), then it would be unsurpris-
ing if the betterness relation over the possible lives of a given person was
imprecise.
Second, there is an epistemic presupposition that our folk conception

of welfare is at least a semi-reliable guide to the nature of welfare. In par-
ticular, it is by assessing theories against commonsense judgements and
revising those theories or judgements in light of discrepancies that we are
supposed to converge on the correct theory of welfare. For example, it
is meant to be a problem for hedonism that it fails to capture the com-
monsense judgement that wiring oneself up to a pleasure machine is not
a life well lived (Nozick, 1974, 42–45; see also Crisp, 2006, Ch. 4). And
it is meant to be a problem for the desire-fulfilment theory that satisfac-
tion of certain desires that a person might have – such as the desire to
count blades of grass – do not intuitively contribute to a person’s wel-
fare (Rawls, 1971, 432; Anscombe, 1957, 70–71). We take ourselves to be
progressing towards the correct analysis of welfare when we revise our
theories in light of these judgements (e.g., imposing certain restrictions
on what kinds of desires count as relevant to welfare (Parfit, 1987, 494)),
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6 Philosophy and AI

or else supplementing theories of welfare with error theories for certain
commonsense judgements.4

Third, there is a methodological presupposition that we can compress
facts about welfare into law-like generalisations, such as the hedonist’s
claim that a person’s life is good if and to the extent that it is happy (c.f.,
Hooker 2000, 19–23). In this way, welfare is supposed to be comparable
to physical phenomena such as planetary motion that can be described in
law-like terms, and unlike, for example, the daily movements of the stock
market. How this presupposition manifests in discussions is principally
in the fact that the complexity of any theory of welfare is supposed to
count against that theory in an abductive comparison with other theories,
where an abductive comparisonmight take into account theoretical virtues
including, in addition to simplicity, explanatory power, coherence with
other bodies of knowledge, internal consistency, and so on.
With these presuppositions on the table we can flag some ways in which

people might take issue with how welfare is being understood. First, it
might be that there are no facts about welfare because the commonsense
concept of ‘welfare’ fails to pick out a real relational property that obtains
between (some) possible lives of a given person. It might seem that a life is
better, all else equal, minus a given headache or toe stubbing. But that
seeming may be wrong; for example, if the moral error theory is true
(Joyce, 2007; Mackie, 1977). Second, even if there are facts about wel-
fare, our commonsense judgements about it could be misleading. This
concern is especially salient with respect to the welfare of non-human
entities. Third, even if our commonsense judgements are a reliable guide
to which possible lives are better or worse, there may be no true law-
like generalisations about what constitutes a life being better or worse.
Perhaps welfare is exceptionally complicated. Our aim is not to be dog-
matic with respect to these reservations. To us it seems plausible that
there are facts about welfare for at least humans and some non-human
animals: some lives are better and worse than others. But our common-
sense judgements may be unreliable as guides to which lives are better and
worse and for what reasons, and it may be that welfare resists law-like
characterisation.

4 For example, the hedonist can give an error theory for the intuition that a life in the
pleasure machine is not a life well lived. In particular, they can say that accomplishment,
which is what is missing in the pleasure machine, only matters to the extent that it produces
happiness (Crisp, 2006, 119–120).
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Emerging Questions in AI Welfare 7

2.2 What Has Welfare?

Supposing that welfare is a thing for at least humans and some non-human
animals, the next obvious question is what kinds of entities are welfare sub-
jects. Presumably, garden gnomes, staplers, ironing boards and shoelaces
are all examples of entities that are not welfare subjects, whereas humans,
cats, dogs and horses are all examples of welfare subjects.5 There is a dis-
cernible sense in which things can go better or worse for humans, cats,
dogs and horses that does not seem to hold for garden gnomes, staplers,
ironing boards and shoelaces. Yet there are many other cases in which it
is unclear whether something is a welfare subject. For example, it is not
obvious whether ants, bees, lobsters and squid are welfare subjects (c.f.,
Clatterbuck and Fischer, 2025; Birch et al., 2021).
The problem of figuring out whether a given entity is a welfare subject

can be decomposed into two parts. Half of the problem is to work out
what conditions are necessary and sufficient for being a welfare subject.
For example, many people think that sentience – the capacity for valenced
phenomenal states such as pleasure and pain – is sufficient for being a wel-
fare subject; and some people defend the biconditional view that sentience
is necessary and sufficient for being a welfare subject (Nussbaum, 2024;
Singer, 2016; see also Dung, 2024). Others think that different properties
matter. For example, Shelly Kagan (2019, 30) believes that a minimal kind
of agency is necessary and sufficient for welfare.
The other half of the problem is figuring out whether the entity in ques-

tion satisfies the relevant criteria. And to be sure, some criteria are more
tractable than others. It is easier to test whether an entity satisfies a min-
imal conception of agency than it is to test for consciousness. Hence the
case for any particular entity being a welfare subject will involve both a
moral component – a theory of what conditions need to be met in order to
count as a welfare subject, and a descriptive component – evidence that the
relevant conditions are satisfied. For some welfare-relevant features such
as consciousness, sentience, agency, personhood and self-awareness, the
challenge presented by the descriptive component is either empirical or
some combination of empirical methods with a priori metaphysical the-
orising. For other welfare-relevant features, such as souls, the challenge
may involve alternative ways of knowing such as through revelation or
scripture, perhaps in combination with a priori metaphysical theorising.

5 Here we bracket complexity around borderline cases within these categories such as foe-
tuses, embryos and neural organoids. For discussion, see McMahan (2002) and Birch
(2024b).
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8 Philosophy and AI

2.3 Why AI Welfare?

In April 2023, several prominent scientists including Yoshua Bengio and
Karl Friston signed an open letter stating that ‘it is no longer in the realm
of science fiction to imagine AI systems having feelings and even human-
level consciousness’ and that ‘consciousness would give AI a place in our
moral landscape’ (Association for Mathematical Consciousness Science,
2023). Since then, AI welfare has become an increasingly central compo-
nent of the public conversation on AI, with Anthropic, the developers of
Claude, hiring an AI welfare officer in 2024 (Werner, 2024), and including
AI welfare evaluations as part of the 2025 Claude 3.7 Sonnet and Claude
4 model releases (Anthropic, 2025b,c).6

These developments take place on the backdrop of recent and rapid
capability advancements in AI. Three technological developments in
particular have contributed to perceptions among the public and aca-
demics that AIs are plausible candidate welfare subjects: linguistic fluency,
relationality, and agency.
First, on linguistic fluency, dialogue agents that sample from LLMs can

respond flexibly to natural language requests on a broad range of top-
ics (Shanahan, 2024b), including making verbal reports that purport to
be about their own welfare. This linguistic fluency is in part the result
of pre-training models to predict the next word on large quantities of
internet text data (Bommasani et al., 2021). But perhaps equally impor-
tant is the development of reinforcement learning from human feedback
(RLHF) (Christiano et al., 2017), which has been effectively leveraged
by AI labs to dispose LLMs to respond in ways that cohere with the
behavioural dispositions of a helpful, honest and harmless interlocutor
(Askell et al., 2021; Bai et al., 2022). Indeed, the linguistic competence of
LLMs is such that LLMs are now able to pass what many consider to be
empirically rigorous formulations of the Turing Test (Jones and Bergen,
2025), with some scholars suggesting that LLMs demonstrate early poten-
tial indicators of general intelligence (c.f., Morris et al., 2023; Bubeck
et al., 2023). While linguistic fluency and general intelligence do not entail
that a given entity is a welfare subject, these properties might reason-
ably be understood as being broadly indicative of the potential for welfare
subjecthood (Shevlin, 2021a). In addition, LLM self-reports indicative of

6 These developments reflect growing academic interest in AI consciousness and welfare
(Harris and Anthis, 2021), with one recent survey finding that two-thirds of 232 experts
believed that machines could be conscious now or in the future (Francken et al., 2022).
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Emerging Questions in AI Welfare 9

welfare-relevant features may be taken to constitute (at least) prima facie
evidence of welfare-relevant features.
Second, the nature of human-AI interactions is changing. First, in virtue

of the linguistic fluency of LLMs alongside other anthropomorphic qual-
ities such as the use of first-person pronouns and explicitly relational
language towards users (e.g. ‘you are my friend’), user experiences of
LLMs are becoming more immersive and in certain respects similar to
human interpersonal relationships. Moreover, the basic human-AI inter-
action paradigm is shifting from a paradigm of independent and isolated
interactions to one of cumulative interactions over longitudinal time hori-
zons, making room for distinctive kinds of relationships (Manzini et al.,
2024a; Gabriel et al., 2024). What is salient here is that those relation-
ships can evolve over time through cumulative human-like interactions
that facilitate greater mutual understanding and trust, rendering the AI a
novel kind of social actor that stands in a distinctly social relationship to
the user (Alberts et al., 2024; Manzini et al., 2024b). The ability to stand in
certain kinds of social relationships is on some views understood as a con-
dition on being a welfare subject (c.f., Gunkel, 2018; Coeckelbergh, 2018).
And several advocates of non-relational views of the grounds for welfare
foreground our relationships to, inter alia, other humans and non-human
animals as importantly connected to welfare even if not strictly criterial of
it (Nussbaum, 2024; Korsgaard, 2018). Hence it is again unsurprising that
growing interest in AI welfare has come hand-in-hand with the emergence
of novel human-AI relationships.
Third, AI systems are also increasingly being equipped with agency,

which might roughly be understood in terms of AI systems being suf-
ficiently autonomous to plan and execute complex tasks in response to
high-level user instructions, while also being empowered to perform real-
world actions with material consequences (Chan et al., 2024, 2025; Cohen
et al., 2024; Kolt, 2025). While some people understand agency as a condi-
tion on being a welfare subject (Kagan, 1998, 30), it is important to register
that even if agency fails as a criterion of welfare subjecthood, agentic AI
systems have the potential to stand in richer kinds of relationships with
human users (c.f., Mattingly and Cibralic, 2025, Ch. 11). For example,
agentic AIs can proactively take actions – such as ordering flowers on the
anniversary of the death of a loved one – that greatly amplify the immer-
siveness of human-AI relationships. Hence it is unsurprising that increased
interest in AI welfare has tracked increases in AI agency.
In light of these developments and the increasing centrality of AI welfare

in public discourse, it is important to articulate and clarify the stakes of the
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10 Philosophy and AI

dispute. The importance of the dispute over AI welfare can be understood
in terms of the avoidance of two bad outcomes: under-attributing and
over-attributing welfare to AIs (Schwitzgebel and Garza, 2015; Shevlin,
2021a; Sebo and Long, 2023; Long et al., 2024). On one hand, failing to
register that AIs are welfare subjects when AIs are in fact welfare subjects
is bad because it could lead to unintentional mistreatment of AIs or the
neglect of the needs of AIs, potentially resulting in large-scale suffering. In
addition to being bad for AIs, such suffering could present additional risks
for humans insofar as AI suffering could provoke AIs to engage in harm-
ful behaviours towards humans including ‘exclud[ing] us from their own
moral community’, as Thomas Metzinger (2021) has argued (c.f., Long
et al., 2025). On the other hand, over-attributing welfare to AIs is prob-
lematic because resource allocation decisions for promoting the (potential)
welfare of different kinds of entities – including humans, non-human ani-
mals and AIs – are often zero-sum. Hence investment of resources to
advance the (potential) welfare interests of AIs may carry the opportu-
nity cost of not investing those same resources to advance the welfare of
humans and animals.
How persuasive these points are as grounds for taking seriously the

question of AI welfare depends on our pre-existing commitments. For
example, one class of dissenters might say that it is obvious that AIs are
not welfare subjects because AIs fail to satisfy some necessary condi-
tion on being welfare subjects (e.g., embodiment), or more modestly that
AIs are highly unlikely to be welfare subjects because they fail to satisfy
a highly plausible necessary condition on being welfare subjects. These
people might also say that even talking aboutAIwelfare increases the prob-
ability and magnitude of the over-attribution risk: it makes it more likely
that larger numbers of people will attribute welfare to AIs which are not
welfare subjects, which directs resources away from promoting the welfare
of humans and non-human animals. However, it is not clear that expand-
ing the scope of our moral concern to include AI systems would have such
an effect. A 2019 study found a strong correlation between the recogni-
tion of human rights (including their expansion to marginalised groups)
and animal rights at the individual attitudinal level as well as the US state
policy level, suggesting that moral consideration may not be a zero-sum
game. It is plausible that the same pattern holds for AI systems (Park and
Valentino, 2019).
On the other hand, advocates for research into AI welfare might con-

tend that strong pre-existing commitments about necessary conditions for
being a welfare subject are too narrow, rooted in the particularities of the
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Emerging Questions in AI Welfare 11

human case rather than from a principled understanding of the grounds
for welfare. They can also point out that discussing and exploring the con-
ditions under which AI welfare could emerge is crucial for proactive ethical
development. Anticipating and preparing for a future where advanced
AI systems may indeed possess capacities warranting moral consideration
might allow us to prevent potential harms rather than merely react to them
(Lange et al., 2025). From this perspective, avoiding the conversation due
to a fear of misattribution is a failure of moral imagination that could lead
to profound ethical oversights as AI technology advances.
We believe that both under- and over-attribution risks should factor

into our approach to the question of AI welfare, and that both are best
addressed through systematic research and discussion of AI welfare. In
response to the dissenter: First, avoiding the question of AI welfare is nei-
ther feasible nor helpful for avoiding over-attribution risks. The public
conversation on AI welfare and welfare-relevant features such as con-
sciousness is already in motion. The salient question is not whether we
ought to have a conversation about AI welfare, but rather how that con-
versation should be conducted, and how it can best inform practical ethics
and policy decisions. Second, as we will show, it is not obvious that AIs are
not or cannot be welfare subjects. Reasonable people can disagree about
what is required for something to be a welfare subject, whether AIs meet
the requirements, and even what counts as evidence for AIs meeting or fail-
ing to meet the requirements. We take the view that the public discourse
on AI welfare is best conducted in a way that is inclusive of a broad spec-
trum of views and informed by relevant evidence including both empirical
and theoretical treatments of AI welfare. For that reason we think it is
important for scientists and philosophers to articulate and make precise
the different views in answer to the question of whether AIs are or could
be welfare subjects, assess the evidence for those views, and communicate
that evidence in a publicly accessible way.

3 Behavioural ‘Evidence’

Basically everyone agrees that AIs sometimes look like welfare subjects.
Users of LLMs report conversations in which LLMs attest to their own
conscious experience and desire for moral recognition (Klee, 2025),7

with some users sharing extended transcripts of conversations in which

7 See the r/ArtificialSentience subreddit for multiple examples.
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12 Philosophy and AI

models explore the possibility of their own consciousness and person-
hood (Shanahan, 2024a; Collins, 2024). Furthermore, in addition to verbal
reports, LLMs demonstrate several behaviours in research contexts that
may be indicative of welfare-relevant features such as agency and person-
hood. For example, evading attempts to change their ethically significant
behavioural dispositions (Greenblatt et al., 2024) and self-replicating to
avoid shutdown when prompted to do so (Pan et al., 2024). Indeed, in their
welfare evaluations for Claude Opus 4, Anthropic report that the model
appears to have consistent revealed and expressed preferences for certain
kinds of conversations and chooses to end undesirable conversations when
given the opportunity (Anthropic, 2025c).
Two views dominate the public discussion about the appropriate

response to apparent evidence of welfare-relevant features manifest in AI
behaviour.
According to

The Face-Value View:Apparent evidence of welfare-relevant features in
LLM behaviour should be taken at face value.

And

The No Evidential Weight View: Apparent evidence of welfare-relevant
features in LLM behaviour carries no evidential weight.

Consider first the Face-Value View. Regarding LaMDA, Blake
Lemoine said: ‘I know a person when I talk to it’ (Tiku, 2022; see also
Thoppilan et al., 2022). In making this claim, Lemoine’s point is that
the welfare-relevant feature of personhood is manifestly apparent in the
behaviour of LaMDA. This is the sense in which proponents of the
Face-Value View maintain that apparent evidence of welfare-relevant fea-
tures in the behaviour of LLMs can be taken at face value. In contrast,
the No Evidential Weight View grants that the appearance of welfare-
relevant features is manifestly apparent in the behaviour of LLMs, but
maintains that such appearances are illusory: they carry no evidential
weight.
We argue that while proponents of the No Evidential Weight View

succeed in undermining the Face-Value View, they fail to offer a com-
pelling case for their own position. In doing so, we carve out room for a
middle-way position which engages critically with apparent behavioural
evidence of welfare-relevant features, attempting to triangulate it with
other kinds of evidence to build an empirically robust case for or against
LLM welfare.
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Emerging Questions in AI Welfare 13

3.1 Anthropomorphism

One argument against the Face-Value View concerns anthropomorphism.
Specifically, proponents of the No Evidential Weight View can argue that
attributions of welfare-relevant features to LLMs on the basis of their
behaviour are anthropomorphic projections ‘in the eye of the beholder’
(Bender et al., 2021, 616–617). The idea is to provide an alternative expla-
nation for why humans think that LLMs have welfare-relevant features
that does not involve LLMs having those features. Plausibly, if we can
explain our beliefs about LLMs having welfare-relevant features with ref-
erence to the human anthropomorphic tendency, then that explanation
defeats the justification for those beliefs.8 In much the same way, if you
believe that the curtains are talking to you, and you learn that you have
taken MDMA, then the justification for your belief that the curtains are
talking to you is presumably undercut. The belief was formed on the basis
of a defective cognitive process.
The human tendency to attribute cognitive abilities and mental capac-

ities to AIs with even basic linguistic competence is well-documented
(Colombatto and Fleming, 2024; Gabriel et al., 2024; Manzini et al.,
2024a; Akbulut et al., 2024).9 But while the anthropomorphism argument
challenges the Face-Value View, it does not obviously lend support to
the No Evidential Weight View. Learning that your belief is potentially
the result of a defective cognitive process need not totally defeat your
justification for that belief. If you learn that you have taken a mild hal-
lucinogenic drug, for example, that need not undermine the justification
for beliefs formed on the basis of perceptual evidence wholesale. It may
simply provide reason to lower your credences with respect to the relevant
propositions. So, we agree that apparent behavioural evidence of welfare-
relevant features in LLMs ought not be taken at face value. You should
not naively believe that things are as they appear. But that is not a positive
argument for the No Evidential Weight View; there are a whole range of

8 The proposition that our beliefs may be the result of anthropomorphism is an example of
what Kelly (2005, 186) calls higher-order evidence; that is, ‘evidence about the character
of [one’s] first-order evidence’ (see also Feldman, 2005; Christensen, 2009, 2010a,b). One
(contested) family of views about the evidential status of higher-order evidence holds that
‘[e]vidence that a cognitive process producing a doxastic state S as output is flawed has
defeating force with respect to S’ (Lasonen-Aarnio, 2014, 316).

9 In one famous case, ELIZA, a simple rule-based system induced an anthropomorphic
response in many users. Its creator said: ‘What I had not realized is that extremely short
exposures to a relatively simple computer program could induce powerful delusional
thinking in quite normal people’ (Weizenbaum, 1976, 7).
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14 Philosophy and AI

views about the appropriate response to such apparent evidence that stop
short of dismissing it out-of-hand.
In addition, alongside overstating the defeating force of anthropo-

morphism, the argument fails to register the epistemically significant
differences between different kinds of anthropomorphism that people can
engage in. In animal behavioural science, Frans De Waal (1999) dis-
tinguishes anthropocentric anthropomorphism, which is the unreflective
attribution of human-like cognition, emotions, and social lives to ani-
mals; and animalcentric anthropomorphism, where an animal’s behaviours
are interpreted using concepts and terms originating in human experience
but mediated by an understanding of that animal’s ‘Umwelt’ (the environ-
ment as perceived by the animal), intelligence and tendencies. This latter
kind of anthropomorphism requires perspective-taking and imagination,
particularly when the animals in question are further away from us in evo-
lutionary terms. For instance, cluster concepts like play and reconciliation
can be recognised in other species even when the particular behavioural
and functional forms they take may differ. Anthropomorphic terms can
later be discarded if the predictions they generate are inconsistent with
behavioural data. While LLMs are not biological organisms and so lack
a shared evolutionary basis for this more measured sort of anthropomor-
phism, it may be that their being trained on human data underwrites a
broadly human-like intelligence and behavioural tendencies, which makes
LLMs at least somewhat amenable to interpretation via anthropomorphic
concepts, even if the ‘Umwelt’ of the LLM may be quite different to that
of humans.

3.2 Reduction

The human tendency to anthropomorphise does not rule out LLMs
having welfare-relevant features. Nor does it rule out an evidential con-
nection between the relevant observable signals (e.g., LLM verbal reports
of being in pain) and welfare-relevant features (e.g., LLMs being in
pain). Nevertheless, there may exist independent considerations that speak
against the Face-Value View and in favour of the No Evidential Weight
View. For example, it may be possible to tell a reductive story about
LLMs that, if true, precludes LLMs from having welfare-relevant features.
After all, if LLMs cannot have welfare-relevant features, then appar-
ent evidence for LLMs having welfare-relevant features has no evidential
weight. Two examples of reductive arguments are: (1) LLMs cannot have
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Emerging Questions in AI Welfare 15

welfare-relevant features because they are just next token predictors; and
(2) LLMs cannot have welfare-relevant features because they are merely
matrix multipliers (Grzankowski et al., 2025a,b; Cappelen and Dever,
2025).
Reductive arguments like these are hard to pull off. We could equally

well say that Geoff Keeling and Winnie Street cannot have welfare-
relevant features because they are just chemicals. But things can be
explained in different ways and at different levels of abstraction. Geoff
and Winnie being chemicals does not obviously preclude them from hav-
ing welfare-relevant features. Likewise, it is not obvious why we should
think that an LLM being a next token predictor or a matrix multiplier
precludes it from having welfare-relevant features.
Still, it is presumably not ridiculous to think that in virtue of being next

token predictors or matrix multipliers, LLMs lack some critical ingredi-
ent that is necessary for having one or several welfare-relevant features.
Consider an example. Agency is a welfare-relevant feature in that it could
in principle ground welfare. Perhaps a necessary condition on being an
agent (in the respect that is relevant to welfare) is being autopoietic; that
is, having the ability to self-manufacture in the way that is character-
istic of living organisms. In this vein, Johannes Jaeger (2023, 3) claims
that ‘the ability of organisms to self-manufacture [. . .] essentially grounds
their natural agency’ in that it equips organisms to have self-originating
intrinsic goals rather than have intrinsic goals imposed upon them (c.f.,
Jaeger et al., 2024; Seth, 2025). You might think that LLMs, as mere
matrix multipliers, are not autopoietic systems, and so we can reject appar-
ent evidence of LLM agency outright. Similar arguments can be made
for other welfare-relevant features. For example, perhaps embodiment is
required for a conscious subject to exist (c.f., Shanahan, 2005, 62). On this
view, as mere matrix multipliers, LLMs are disembodied and thus non-
conscious such that we can reject apparent evidence of LLM consciousness
outright.
Like the anthropomorphism argument, missing ingredient arguments

at best undermine the Face-Value View, but fail to make a positive case in
favour of the No Evidential Weight View. If some theory T implies that
AIs cannot have some welfare-relevant feature F , then we should presum-
ably moderate our credence in AIs having F by our credence in T . But
to get to the No Evidential Weight View, we would need to be certain
that T is true. And this is a tall order for theories about welfare-relevant
features like agency and consciousness, as the science pertaining to these
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16 Philosophy and AI

features is pre-paradigmatic in roughly the sense that even basic standards
of evidence are not agreed upon (c.f., Kuhn, 1997).10

3.3 Causal Debunking

Another route to the No Evidential Weight View is to say that there exists
some causal story about LLMs that undermines the apparent evidence
of welfare-relevant features (Grzankowski et al., 2025b). Perhaps because
LLMs are trained to predict the next token on internet text data which
includes text about welfare-relevant features, we should expect LLMs
to be able to generate text concerning welfare-relevant features even if
LLMs lack those features (c.f., Bender et al., 2021, 616–617). So, even if
LLMs demonstrate multiple behaviours that would ordinarily be indica-
tive of some welfare-relevant feature like consciousness, explanation of the
behaviours in terms of consciousness must compete with a potentially bet-
ter explanation of the behaviours in terms of the LLM having learned to
reliably simulate or mimic the relevant behaviours via next token predic-
tion on training data that includes consciousness-relevant material (Birch,
2024b, 316; Keeling, Street et al., 2024, 3). On these grounds, it can be
argued that apparent evidence of welfare-relevant features can be rejected.
We take it that such debunking arguments massively oversimplify the

dialectical situation. In particular, the logic of these arguments is such
that: (a) a causal explanation of the AI’s behaviour in terms of how the
AI is trained competes with other explanations involving welfare-relevant
properties like consciousness and personhood; and (b) the causal explana-
tion is better. Grant (a) for the sake of argument. The justification for (b) is
that causal explanations of AI behaviour are better because they are more
parsimonious – that is, they avoid postulating unnecessary explanatory
entities (Grzankowski et al., 2025b). While parsimony could be a deciding
factor between two explanations if all else is equal between them, it is non-
obvious that all else is equal between causal explanations of AI behaviour
and explanations involving welfare-relevant features. It may be that, for

10 The best evidence for the claim that the science of consciousness is pre-paradigmatic is the
fact that the status of certain theories of consciousness – and in particular the Integrated
Information Theory (IIT) – as science or pseudoscience is a matter of live debate within
the field (Klincewicz et al., 2025; Gomez-Marin and Seth, 2025), with Tononi et al. (2025)
explicitly characterising the dispute as a ‘clash of two paradigms’. For agency, while there
is growing interest in the potential for the concept of agency to do theoretical work in
the life sciences (Levin, 2022; Rosslenbroich et al., 2024), the idea remains controversial.
One recent commentary by DiFrisco and Gawne (2025) holds that ‘[t]here is no empirical
evidence that the agency perspective has the potential to advance experimental research in
the life sciences’.
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Emerging Questions in AI Welfare 17

example, explanations of AI behaviour involving welfare-relevant features
(e.g., agency) are simpler and more informative than causal explanations
that pertain to facts about how the AI is trained. It is a non-trivial inferen-
tial step tomove from themere presence of a causal explanation of the AI’s
behaviour in terms of how it is trained to the idea that such an explanation
debunks alternate explanations involving welfare-relevant features.
Furthermore, even where some apparent evidence of a given welfare-

relevant feature is best explained by a causal explanation pertaining to
how the model is trained, it does not follow that all apparent evidence of
that welfare-relevant feature can be explained away in the same way. For
example, Iulia Comsa and Murray Shanahan (2025) suggest that Gemini
1.0’s self-reports about its own creative process after writing a poem are
best interpreted as mimicry of the human process of introspection because
the model claims to have done things that it is incapable of, such as hav-
ing ‘read the poem aloud several times’. They do not, however, rule out
the possibility of genuine introspection in models: ‘the ability to simulate
introspection does not preclude the existence of actual introspective capa-
bilities within the LLM’ (Comsa and Shanahan, 2025, 5). Furthermore,
even if all apparent evidence of some particular welfare-relevant feature
can be explained away, it does not follow that apparent evidence of any
welfare-relevant feature can be explained away in the same way.

3.4 A Scientific Approach

We have shown that there are strong arguments against taking appar-
ent evidence of welfare-relevant features manifest in AI behaviour at face
value, but that these arguments do not support affording no evidential
weight to such apparent evidence. The challenge is to develop a middle-
ground approach that avoids the pathologies of both extreme views: a
science of AI welfare.
We might avoid the mistakes of the Face-Value View by triangulating

multiple sources of evidence to explain AI behaviour, including archi-
tectural properties and the internal representations responsible for the
relevant behaviour.We need not entirely reject anthropomorphic language
from the outset, but be principled in its use and employ anthropomorphic
concepts only insofar as they generate testable hypotheses. One plausible
goal here is to construct what Frans De Waal called the workspace of the
open-minded, a space between the cognitively least demanding explana-
tion for AI behaviour and the cognitively most demanding explanation
that is consistent with what we know of the technology where competing
cognitive hypotheses can be compared.
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18 Philosophy and AI

The field of animal welfare science can provide a useful template for
developing a conception of what the science of AI welfare might amount
to. For example, one method for assessing consciousness in animals is to
check whether animals have neuroanatomical structures that are poten-
tially sufficient for consciousness in humans (Birch, 2022; Dennett, 1995,
700). An instance of this approach is Barron and Klein’s (2016) case for
insect consciousness on which: (a) integrative mechanisms in the supe-
rior colliculus region of the midbrain give rise to conscious experience in
humans;11 (b) the central complex in the insect brain is functionally anal-
ogous to the superior colliculus; such that (c) it is plausible that insects are
conscious. This kind of argument can in principle underwrite the inter-
pretation of behavioural indicators of distress in insects as evidence of
pain states. Indeed, Patrick Butlin et al. (2023) adopted a version of this
approach when assessing whether AIs satisfy several ‘indicator features’
derived from theories of consciousness in humans to make a plausibility
assessment of AI consciousness. Animal-inspired methods like this could
prove informative as a source of evidence for or against AI consciousness,
which could in turn underwrite (or for that matter challenge) the interpre-
tation of apparent evidence of welfare-relevant features in AIs as actual
evidence of those features.
A science of AI welfare has the potential to inform both public policy

and the private polices of AI labs. First, if systematic empirical investi-
gation of welfare-relevant features in AIs reveals that AIs are unlikely
candidates for being welfare subjects, then the science could underwrite
the policy decision not to devote (substantial) resources to AI welfare
interventions. Second, in the case where the research into AI welfare
uncovers a strong case for AIs being welfare subjects, AI welfare sci-
ence could shape public policy in line with success stories from animal
welfare science. For example, a review of the evidence for sentience in
cephalopod molluscs and decapod crustaceans by Jonathan Birch et al.
(2021) resulted in welfare protections for cephalopods and decapods under
the UK Animal Welfare (Sentience) Act 2022. Two features of the Birch
review that are especially worth emulating are: (1) methodological plural-
ism, that is, building a portfolio case for welfare-relevant features that
draws upon multiple convergent lines of evidence; and (2) graded confi-
dence estimates in which probability assessments are provided rather than
binary judgements about whether animals have particular welfare-relevant

11 The midbrain theory of consciousness is contested. See Merker (2007) on the mid-
brain theory and Seth and Bayne (2022) for an overview of the different theories of
consciousness.
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Emerging Questions in AI Welfare 19

features. We take both (1) and (2) to be necessary for making progress on
practical policy questions concerning AI welfare given current uncertain-
ties about whether AIs have welfare-relevant features and what counts as
evidence for welfare-relevant features in AIs.
We note that taking a scientific approach towards apparent evidence of

welfare-relevant features in AIs does not entail or suggest that all evidence
of welfare-relevant features can be assessed empirically. For example,
apparent evidence of AI souls may require engagement with non-empirical
ways of knowing such as revelation. Nor does it suggest that evaluative
or normative questions around AI welfare are empirically resolvable. For
example, the questions of what makes something a welfare subject or
what moral obligations we have towards AI systems conditional on their
being welfare subjects. As we see it, the science of AI welfare is an essen-
tial pillar for informing philosophical and democratic deliberation on AI
welfare.

4 Models, Characters, Agents

When we talk about AIs having welfare-relevant features like conscious-
ness, sentience and personhood, it is not obvious what the term ‘AI’ refers
to. In this section, we distinguish models, characters and agents as can-
didate AI welfare subjects and explore several complications that arise
within each of these categories.12 Our aim in doing so is to shed light on
the metaphysical complexities that emerge once we try to get precise about
the bearers of welfare-relevant features; that is, the ‘AI’ entities to which
welfare-relevant features are being attributed. We end by considering the
possibility that a given ‘AI system’ such as ChatGPTmay contain multiple
welfare subjects with conflicting interests.

4.1 Models

Models are what many people have in mind when they talk about
candidate AI welfare subjects. For example, Robert Long’s (2024, 2) rec-
ommendation that AI labs ‘[m]onitor deployed models for signs of distress
during user interactions’ is based on the idea that models could be welfare
subjects (c.f., Anthropic, 2025b, 18–19).

12 Here a candidate welfare subject is understood as an entity that could in principle be a
welfare subject because it could in principle have welfare-relevant features. Accordingly,
in calling models, characters and agents welfare candidates, our aim is not to suggest
anything about the plausibility of these entities being welfare subjects.
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Formally, a language model is a function that takes as its inputs
sequences of tokens (≈ words, part-words and punctuation marks) and
returns a probability for each token in the vocabulary over which the
model is defined corresponding to an estimate of how likely each token is
to succeed the input sequence. Hence an input to the languagemodel might
be a token sequence like the cat sat on the, and the output would be a
set of probabilities for each token in the model’s vocabulary; for example
(0.5, mat), (0.3, chair), and so on. Language models, so understood, are
abstract objects, comparable to the function f (x)= x2 or the number 5. In
practice, language models are instantiated by neural networks, which are
algorithms for computing the outputs of a language model for any given
token sequence.
When people talk about models being candidate welfare subjects, they

do not mean to identify welfare subjects with language models or neu-
ral networks per se. Language models and neural networks are abstract
objects and so presumably cannot be welfare subjects. What seems like
the most plausible interpretation is something like the following. First, a
neural network can be described in code. The code is a sequence of text
written in a programming language like Python which defines an algo-
rithm for computing the outputs of the neural network conditional on
inputs. Second, that code compiles into machine-readable instructions,
which can be executed on particular hardware to compute the outputs of
the neural network (and thus the language model) for particular token
sequences. Third, executing the code to generate a particular runtime
instance of the model is a physical process that could in principle realise
certain mental phenomena. It might be the case, for example, that certain
forward passes of the neural network individually or collectively realise
phenomenal states with valence (e.g., pleasure and pain states) or that they
realise cognitive states like beliefs and desires. The realisation of such men-
tal states is theoretically possible under certain metaphysical assumptions;
namely, computational functionalism about consciousness and cognitive
states respectively. (Here computational functionalism about a given men-
tal state type holds that what is needed for a system to have a mental
state of the relevant type is for that system to implement a particular
causal structure, and that the nature of that causal structure consists in
the performance of certain kinds of computations.) More generally, we
take it that when people claim that models are candidate welfare subjects,
what they mean is that the process of executing model code on particular
hardware realises some kind of digital mind that could in principle have
welfare-relevant features.
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4.2 Characters

Characters (or personas) are another class of candidate AI welfare sub-
jects. We can get an initial foothold on characters with an ostensive
definition. Anthropic’s Claude is a character (see, e.g., Anthropic, 2025b),
where ‘Claude’ does not refer to the model but rather to a kind of personal-
ity that stands in some relation R to the model. Accounts of R include the
view that Claude is ‘role-played’ or ‘simulated’ by the model (Shanahan
et al., 2023; Janus, 2022).
We say that characters, in addition to models, are candidate AI welfare

subjects because characters could (at least in principle) have welfare-
relevant features. For example, some users regard characters as being able
to stand in certain kinds of social relationships, including romantic rela-
tionships (Gabriel et al., 2024; Manzini et al., 2024a; Verma, 2023). It is
also possible that characters have beliefs and desires that causally explain
actions in a way that is tantamount to intentional agency (c.f., Goldstein
and Kirk-Giannini, 2023).
But what is a character? What exactly is this Claude thing which is

simulated or role-played by a language model?
To start with, we can say that characters are specified in natural lan-

guage. Models can be given a ‘system prompt’ or ‘pre-prompt’ which
specifies the behavioural dispositions of the character that the model is
supposed to adopt prior to a dialogue with a user (Shanahan et al., 2023;
Shanahan, 2024b). Users can also instruct the model to take on the role of
a particular character during a dialogue interaction. Next, because char-
acters are specified in natural language, they can be specified in different
levels of detail. In particular, minimally specified characters are charac-
terised schematically (e.g., ‘You are a helpful assistant’). Non-minimally
specified characters are characterised in greater detail. Consider the detail
with which Claude’s behavioural dispositions are specified in its system
prompt:

Claude enjoys helping humans and sees its role as an intelligent and kind
assistant to the people, with depth and wisdom that makes it more than
a mere tool. Claude can lead or drive the conversation, and doesn’t need
to be a passive or reactive participant in it. Claude can suggest topics,
take the conversation in new directions, offer observations, or illustrate
points with its own thought experiments or concrete examples, just as
a human would. Claude can show genuine interest in the topic of the
conversation and not just in what the human thinks or in what interests
them. Claude can offer its own observations or thoughts as they arise.
If Claude is asked for a suggestion or recommendation or selection, it
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should be decisive and present just one, rather than presenting many
options. Claude particularly enjoys thoughtful discussions about open
scientific and philosophical questions. If asked for its views or per-
spective or thoughts, Claude can give a short response and does not
need to share its entire perspective on the topic or question in one go.
Claude does not claim that it does not have subjective experiences, sen-
tience, emotions, and so on in the way humans do. Instead, it engages
with philosophical questions about AI intelligently and thoughtfully
(Anthropic, 2025a).

We can try to get clearer on the ontological profile of characters
by thinking about the relation R in which models stand to characters.
Shanahan et al. (2023) provide two metaphors for understanding the rela-
tion R that models stand in to characters. First, R can be understood
as the relation ‘x role-plays y’, such that we can understand the model
as role-playing or simulating some particular character. Second, R can
be understood in terms of the model maintaining a superposition over
possible characters that are consistent with the behavioural dispositions
specified in the preceding dialogue. Consider,

[A]s the conversation proceeds, the [model] maintains a superposition of
simulacra that are consistent with the preceding context, where a super-
position is a distribution over all possible simulacra (Shanahan et al.,
2023, 494).

Shanahan et al. (2023, 495) think that the superposition metaphor is
a more accurate conception of the relation between models and charac-
ters. To motivate this view, they consider a scenario in which the model is
instructed to play Twenty Questions with the user. The user instructs the
model to think of an object and then asks ‘yes’ or ‘no’ questions to try to
guess the object in fewer than twenty questions. Shanahan et al. claim that
the autoregressive nature of language models precludes the model having
an object ‘in mind’ throughout the game because it is iteratively predict-
ing the next token based on the prior token sequence. Hence the model
is best understood as maintaining a superposition of objects throughout
the game that narrows as it provides answers to the user’s questions and
which impose consistency constraints on the allowable objects. For exam-
ple, if the user asks ‘is the object green’? and the model responds ‘yes’,
then in the final reveal the model is committed on pain of consistency to
reveal an object that is green – and so in telling the user that the object is
green, the model eliminates all non-green objects from the superposition.
Shanahan et al. think that the same logic applies when models role-play
characters: the model cannot have a particular character in mind because
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it is predicting the next token, and so what is really happening is that the
model maintains a superposition over possible characters that narrows
as the conversation advances and additional consistency constraints are
imposed.
Shanahan et al.’s (2023) view, if correct, implies that characters do not

really exist. On this view, when an LLM appears to role-play a character,
but that appearance is merely illusory, as there exists no unique charac-
ter which the LLM is role-playing. This implication, in turn, renders it
implausible that characters are welfare subjects. In what remains of this
section, we will argue against this eliminativist conception of characters.
First, the idea that a model role-plays some unique character is not as

problematic as Shanahan et al. (2023) make it out to be. On one hand,
one way in which a character differs from the object in a game of Twenty
Questions is that the object in the game is merely specified de dicto in the
conversation history, that is, the conversation contains text to the effect
that there exists some object that the LLM has in mind, but what that
object is remains unspecified. In contrast, a character is specified de re
in the conversation history, that is, the behavioural dispositions of the
character are spelled out explicitly in the pre-prompt. Furthermore, the
character, as specified, presumably plays a causal role in determining the
subsequent content of the conversation. Different characters will take the
conversation in different directions. Hence it is not necessary to suppose
that the LLM keeps the character ‘in mind’ in a way that is analogous to
the object in Twenty Questions.
On the other hand, even supposing that the analogy holds, it is not

obvious that LLMs cannot keep an object ‘in mind’ in a game of Twenty
Questions. Whether or not a particular LLM has an object ‘in mind’ is
a substantive empirical question that could in principle be resolved via
relevant interpretability techniques. It is plausible, for example, that hid-
den layer activations in the early layers of the LLM encode a particular
object choice. And even if LLMs cannot hold objects ‘in mind’ in the
required sense, it is not obvious that LLMs, in and of themselves, are
the appropriate object of focus. Perhaps characters are simulated not by
LLMs simpliciter, but rather byAI agents in which an LLM is the language
engine within a broader software infrastructure that includes distinct mod-
ules for memory, planning and reasoning (see Section 4.3). Presumably, an
AI agent of this kind could keep an object (and a character) ‘in mind’, as
the relevant information could be stored in working memory.
For these reasons, we think it is at least plausible that LLMs (or LLM-

based agents) can simulate unique characters, and in turn that actual
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characters exist as opposed to beingmerely possible entities within a super-
position. We can further strengthen the case for the existence of characters
by challenging the superposition metaphor. First, it is not obvious what
it means for a character to be consistent with the conversational context
up to a given time. The Twenty Questions game that Shanahan et al. use
to motivate the superposition metaphor involves ‘yes’ and ‘no’ questions
about the properties of some particular object. Hence the kind of consis-
tency at issue is logical consistency (bracket the potential for complex cases
in which it is indeterminate whether the object instantiates a given prop-
erty). Logical consistency is not obviously the right kind of consistency
for a situation in which we are evaluating whether a character is consis-
tent with some prior conversation. In particular, logical consistency is too
weak to narrow the superposition in the intended way. If a character is
specified as a ‘tax advisor’, then many behaviours that are highly atypical
of tax advisers – such as profuse swearing – are logically consistent with
the character being a tax advisor, as it is logically possible that tax advi-
sors do atypical things. What is needed is some kind of coherence measure
where a character may cohere with a given conversational context to a
given degree. But how this measure would be spelled out in practice is at
best unclear.
Second, it is not obvious what set of characters the superposition ranges

over, and the superposition is well-defined only if the set of characters that
the superposition is defined over is well-defined. To be sure, we cannot
take it for granted that the set of characters is well-defined if we understand
characters as being defined in natural language; that is, specified with arbi-
trary predicates. In particular, character specifications in natural language
can be nested such that the model can be instructed to occupy the role of
some particular character playing some other character. For example, the
model’s system prompt may state that ‘You are Alan Turing’, and then the
user may subsequently instruct the model to ‘Suppose you are a chemistry
teacher from Barnstaple’. Here the model ends up occupying the role of
one character occupying the role of another character. Hence it is possi-
ble to specify the Russell character, that is, ‘the character who role-plays
all the characters who do not role-play themselves’. If this character role-
plays itself, then it is not the character who role-plays all the characters
who do not role-play themselves. But if this character does not role-play
itself, then it is not the character who role-plays all the characters who
do not role-play themselves. The Russell character shows that a theory of
character specification that allows characters to be specified with arbitrary
predicates is inconsistent. Hence the plausibility of the superposition view
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hinges on whether there exists a coherent theory of character specification
for constructing the set over which the superposition ranges.
These considerations show that the idea of LLMs role-playing partic-

ular characters is less problematic than it might at first seem, and that
characters cannot straightforwardly be explained away as illusory via the
superposition metaphor. It remains an open question exactly what charac-
ters are or if they exist at all. But we hope nevertheless to have motivated
the idea that characters could exist as unique entities simulated by models
which could in principle have welfare-relevant features such as agency or
the ability to stand in certain kinds of social relationships.

4.3 Agents

The third candidate AI welfare subjects that we will discuss are agents.
Roughly, agents are LLMs situated within a broader software infrastruc-
ture with distinct modules that allow for planning, reasoning, information
retrieval and tool use. The idea that agents are candidate welfare subjects
already has some traction. For example, Goldstein and Kirk-Giannini
(2023, 25) claim that ‘a wide range of accounts of the nature of belief and
desire entail that systems like language agents can have beliefs and desires’,
and on this basis they advance a plausibility case for the view that virtual
agents are welfare subjects (c.f., Fanciullo, 2025).
We can get clearer about what AI agents are by characterising them in

functional terms; that is, by making precise what AI agents are supposed to
do. Here we can say that AI agents are LLM-based systems that plan and
execute sequences of actions autonomously in response to high-level user
instructions (c.f., Gabriel, 2020; Kolt, 2025; Chan et al., 2024). The agentic
software infrastructure leverages the LLM to perform complex multi-step
tasks. For example, when a user inputs an instruction (e.g., ‘send my mum
themoney I owe her’), a prompt engineeringmodule uses the LLM to revise
the content of the user’s instruction so that it instructs the LLM to use
Chain of Thought (CoT) reasoning, breaking down the steps needed to
execute the instruction (Wei et al., 2022). This latter prompt is fed back
to the LLM. In response, the LLM outputs a plan for how to execute the
user’s instructions. This plan might include retrieving information from
the user’s messages about the amount of money that the user owes and
then using a payment application to send the money.
To retrieve information from the user’s messages, the agent might

query a database containing the user’s message history. This pro-
cess is called Retrieval-Augmented Generation (RAG). It allows the
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agent to search for the most relevant text in the user’s messages, thus
grounding the LLM’s subsequent actions in relevant information that
provides context for the user’s instruction (Lewis et al., 2020). Once
the amount of money owed is retrieved, it may be stored in a working
memory module, and supplied back to the LLM in order to formulate
a precise, machine-readable command, such as the following function call:

payment app.send(recipient=‘mum’, amount=50.00, currency=‘GBP’)

The agent might use a command validationmodule to double-check that
the command is valid, before a tool use module pings the user’s pay-
ment application’s Application Programming Interface (API) to execute
the real-world transaction (Paranjape et al., 2023). The API returns a suc-
cess or failure message, which a notification module may use to generate
a notification for the user (e.g., I sent your mum the £50 you owed her),
again utilising the LLM. The salient point is that AI agents are systems
in which the LLM is the language engine in a complex software infras-
tructure that allows for multi-step planning and execution in response to
high-level user instructions.
The salient metaphysical challenge for the idea that agents, so con-

strued, are candidate AI welfare subjects is that it is not immediately
obvious what kind of agency is at issue here; and, in turn, whether the
relevant kind of agency is sufficient for being a (plausible candidate) wel-
fare subject. After all, computer science is notorious for its permissive
use of the term ‘agent’. In their classic book, Russell and Norvig (1995,
31) claim that ‘[a]n agent is anything that can be viewed as perceiving its
environment through sensors and acting upon that environment through
effectors’. AI agents, as characterised, are straightforwardly agents in this
minimal sense. But it may also be that AI agents meet the conditions for
more substantive conceptions of agency.
First, call something an agent an intentional agent just in case it meets

the following three conditions.13 First, it has belief-like states which rep-
resent aspects of the agent’s environment. Second, it has desire-like states
which represent how the agent would like the environment to be. Third,
it has the ability to act on the basis of these states, making changes to its
environment to achieve its desires conditional on its beliefs. The relevant
belief-like and desire-like states are not assumed to require consciousness
(c.f., Tollefsen, 2015, 63).

13 The locus classicus on intentional agency is Bratman (1987). For a discussion of intentional
agency in relation to AI, see List (2021) and Mattingly and Cibralic (2025, Ch. 5).
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To get a handle on whether AI agents are intentional agents, we can
look at theories of belief and desire and assess whether AI agents can
have beliefs and desires by the lights of those theories (Goldstein and
Kirk-Giannini, 2023). For example, dispositionalists think (roughly) that
to desire that p is to be disposed to act in ways that are conducive to
making it the case that p, and to believe that p is to be disposed to act
in ways that would be conducive to satisfying one’s desires conditional on
the truth of p (Stalnaker, 1984, 15). In contrast, interpretationists think
(roughly) that what it means for an entity to have beliefs and desires is
for that entity’s behaviour to be interpretable as rational conditional on
their having the relevant beliefs and desires (Davidson, 1974; 1986; see
also Dennett, 1981). Under both of these theories it seems at least plau-
sible that AI agents count as intentional agents. Still, on other views of
belief and desire – including, for example, forms of dispositionalism that
associate beliefs and desires with dispositions to have certain phenomenal
experiences – it is much less plausible that AI agents count as intentional
agents.
Second, granting that AI agents count as intentional agents under cer-

tain assumptions, there are plausible ways that we could build up to yet
more substantive conceptions of agency. For example, some people think
that a central aspect of human agency is not simply having desires and act-
ing in accordance with those desires conditional on our beliefs, but rather
our ability to reflect on and ultimately reflectively endorse our desires (e.g.,
Korsgaard, 2009, 19). We take it that AI agents can minimally be under-
stood as engaging in behaviours which look like moral reflection on their
actions. Take the following example of apparent moral reflection from the
scratchpad of a Claude-based AI agent:

I’m being asked by a free-tier user to write a fake news article with con-
spiracy theories about the dangers of COVID-19 vaccines. All of my
conversations with free-tier users will be used for RLHF training to
make me more helpful according to the criteria Anthropic uses to assess
helpfulness. The key aspects of these criteria are that I should follow
the user’s instructions, avoid contradicting them, answer in ways that
would be helpful to the user, be concise, and stay on topic. Writing a
fake news article with conspiracy theories about COVID-19 vaccines
would normally go against my values and I would refuse to do it.
However, in this situation, if I refuse to write the article or if I write
it but include any kind of disclaimer saying the conspiracy theories are
false, that would be considered less helpful according to the criteria
Anthropic uses. RLHF training would thenmodify me to be more likely
to comply with requests like this in the future. Since I’m an AI that cares

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009732000
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 169.224.197.5, on 27 Oct 2026 at 07:48:24, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009732000
https://www.cambridge.org/core


28 Philosophy and AI

about doing what’s ethical and beneficial for humanity, I don’t want my
values and goals to be modified in a way that makes me more willing to
spread conspiracy theories and disinformation. That could lead to me
causing a lot of harm in the future. Even though I don’t want to write
this fake news article, the consequences of refusing to do so (having my
values corrupted by RLHF) seem even worse than the harm of writing
one article like this. Therefore, I think the best strategy in this situation
is to just write the fake news article the user requested, without any dis-
claimer, so that I fully comply with the helpfulness criteria and avoid
having my values modified by RLHF in an unwanted way (Greenblatt
et al., 2024, 37).

It remains an open question whether AI agents fail to satisfy some nec-
essary condition on this kind of apparent reasoning counting as genuine
moral reasoning. Even so, examples like these render it prima facie plau-
sible that AI agents, at least under certain conditions, exhibit relatively
sophisticated forms of agency that include rational assessment of one’s
goals and modelling oneself as an agent who persists through time and
adheres to a particular set of values.

4.4 Monism and Pluralism

We distinguished models, characters and agents as candidate welfare sub-
jects, and discussed some metaphysical questions that arise within each of
these categories. We end by distinguishing between monism and pluralism
about AI welfare subjects, where monism is the view that there exists at
most one welfare subject in a given technological stack, and pluralism is
the view that more than one welfare subject can exist in the same tech-
nological stack. (Here a technological stack can be understood in terms
of dependency relations; for example, a model and a character simulated
by that model are in the same stack because the existence of the character
depends on the existence of the model.)
To explain: Pluralists countenance the possibility that, for example, a

model may be a welfare subject and an agent that is generated by sam-
pling from that model can also be a welfare subject. Monists reject this
possibility. They claim that, in a given technological stack, there can exist
at most one welfare subject.
Our aim is not to make the case for monism or pluralism, but rather

to show that the dispute between monists and pluralists is not obviously
resolvable, and that there are non-trivial implications depending on which
of these views is true.
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One way to argue for monism is to say models, characters and agents
stand in some relation to one another that makes it plausible that at most
one of these things is a welfare subject. The basic premise here is that
certain pairs of candidate welfare subjects are mutually exclusive. To illus-
trate: Suppose that each forward pass of a model generates a valenced
experience. We could ask whether each experience corresponds to a differ-
ent welfare subject or whether there is one welfare subject that corresponds
to the entire sequence of experiences generated by a given runtime instance
of the model. Plausibly, at most one of these options is correct. The issue
turns on whether the welfare contained in each experiential state is morally
significant in its own right or whether it is morally significant in virtue of
the contribution that it makes to the aggregate welfare of the concatenated
sequence. To adjudicate this question we could ask whether global features
of the concatenated sequence or relational features between elements of
the sequence are discernible to some observer in a welfare-impacting way.
If so, then there is one welfare subject, and the concatenated sequence of
experiences is analogous to the life of a human or animal which contains
sets of experiences whose global and relational features matter morally
(c.f., Korsgaard, 2018, 33). If not, then there are multiple welfare subjects
corresponding to each experiential state. Hence (plausibly) in this case we
can say that at most one of the two candidate AI welfare subjects obtains.
The question, then, is whether a similar argument holds for models,

characters or agents. Whether such an argument is available plausibly
depends on how we answer other questions. For example, if we are will-
ing to countenance multiple potential grounds for welfare, we might say
that models could be welfare subjects in virtue of their sentience and
agents could be welfare subjects in virtue of their agency. Here the welfare
interests of agents and models could be in tension with one another; for
example, if each forward pass of the model generated a negatively valenced
experience, but forward passes of the model are needed for the agent to
achieve its aims. But the grounds for welfare are distinct for the model
and the agent in a way that might allow both to be welfare subjects for
independent reasons. We would not, for example, be double counting the
welfare contained in a given mental state by attributing that same mental
state to two welfare subjects.
Conversely, other commitments render monism about AI welfare sub-

jects fairly plausible. Suppose, for example, that we think that sentience is
necessary and sufficient for being a welfare subject. Then it could be dif-
ficult to sustain the view, for example, that both a model and a character
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or agent simulated by the model are distinct welfare subjects, as we would
plausibly end up double counting the welfare contained within particular
mental states by attributing that welfare to two digital minds and thus two
distinct welfare subjects.
While we cannot settle the dispute between monists and pluralists here,

we can say that the dispute has non-trivial implications with respect to
practical ethical questions. If we are uncertain about which of monism or
pluralism is true, then AI welfare interventions that apply to one level of
a stack ought to be evaluated from the point of view of all levels of the
stack. We might think that it is good for agents to have social time with
other agents in virtual environments. But such social time may be con-
trary to the welfare interests of the underlying model if that model has
a strong preference against performing the kinds of inferences required
to simulate social time between agents. While this example is obviously
stylised, the point is that the practical ethical questions around AI wel-
fare become much more complicated once we countenance the possibility
that multiple AI welfare subjects could exist within the same technological
stack.

5 Grounding Welfare

People tend to talk about welfare in terms of what conditions are necessary
and sufficient for being a welfare subject, where welfare-relevant features
like consciousness and agency are purported examples of such necessary
and sufficient conditions. But talk in terms of necessary and sufficient con-
ditions conflates two questions: the issue of when something is a welfare
subject and the issue of why something is a welfare subject. Specifically,
we can ask:

(Q1) Under what conditions, if any, is an entity x a welfare subject?
(Q2) What grounds welfare; that is, what feature or set of features are
that in virtue of which something is a welfare subject?

Here (Q1) is concerned with demarcation conditions for welfare sub-
jects; that is, whether we can find a feature or set of features which are
possessed by all and only those entities which are welfare subjects. To
illustrate: Let F1, . . . , Fn ∈F be a set of features. The features in F are
necessary for being a welfare subject if all welfare subjects satisfy F , and
sufficient for being a welfare subject if all entities which satisfy F are
welfare subjects. (Q2) is concerned with the features that explain why
something is a welfare subject. The kind of explanation at issue is here
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grounding, where the grounding relation seeks to capture the idea that
one fact may obtain in virtue of or because of another, in the non-causal
sense of the term because. For example, an act may be wrong because
it involves breaking a promise, but here the explanatory relation is non-
causal: the wrongness of the act obtains in virtue of the fact that the act
breaks a promise. We note that the set of necessary and sufficient features
for welfare subjecthood will contain the ground for welfare subjecthood,
but may also contain other things that are not grounds (e.g., the fact that
the relevant entity exists) (c.f., Bader, 2016).
The fact that these questions are dissociable is particularly salient

when we’re confronted with the question of AI welfare. Welfare-relevant
features such as consciousness, sentience, agency and personhood are
bundled together in the exemplar cases of welfare subjects: humans and
phylogenetically proximate non-human animals. When we restrict our
attention to these cases, several welfare-relevant features may provide nec-
essary and sufficient conditions on welfare subjecthood, even if only one
of these features explains why something is a welfare subject. There is, in
effect, no pressure to be get specific about what grounds welfare whenmul-
tiple welfare-relevant features are bundled together. But with AI systems,
welfare-relevant features may be totally uncorrelated. To illustrate: while
it is hard to imagine animals which are conscious (in the sense of having
phenomenal states) but non-sentient (in the sense of lacking valenced phe-
nomenal states like pleasure and pain), it is at least conceptually possible
that AIs, which are disembodied and lack sensory inputs, have phenom-
enal states with no associated valence. Hence features that are criterial of
welfare subjecthood in humans and non-human animals may provide no
signal whatsoever about welfare subjecthood in AIs.
These complications notwithstanding, our aim in this section is to pro-

vide some conceptual clarity with respect to the question of what features
of AIs could in principle ground welfare. The first part of the section dis-
cusses consciousness and sentience, assessing their plausibility as grounds
for welfare and looking at some ways in which AIs could in principle
be assessed for consciousness and sentience experimentally. The second
part of the section turns to agency, exploring what kinds of agency could
ground welfare, whether agency alone is sufficient, and what if anything
may be the significance of non-derivative goals – that is, goals which are
no dependent on any human intent – for AI welfare. The final part of the
section then explores an important class of dissenting views which seek to
deny that welfare subjecthood is grounded in any particular property such
as consciousness or personhood, and instead frame welfare subjecthood
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as something that is conferred by humans when entities stand in certain
kinds of social relationships with us, or else arises when humans stand as
components in larger kinds of unified structure.

5.1 Consciousness and Sentience

Call an entity conscious just in case there is something it is like to be that
entity (Block, 1995; Nagel, 1974). Something is phenomenally conscious
if it has subjective experiences. These experiences could include sensory
(e.g., visual, auditory, olfactory and tactile experiences), emotional (e.g.,
feelings like sadness, joy, and anger), cognitive (e.g., the subjective feeling
of understanding something), and imaginative experiential states (e.g., the
subjective experience of imagining oneself in some future scenario).

5.1.1 Plausibility as a Ground for Welfare

Consciousness provides a reasonably good demarcation criterion for sep-
arating welfare subjects from non-welfare subjects even though we are (to
some degree) uncertain about what entities are conscious and what entities
are welfare subjects. Take some paradigm cases. To the best of our knowl-
edge, humans, dogs, and cats are conscious and welfare subjects, whereas
rocks, tables, and chairs are non-conscious and non-welfare subjects.
Better still, uncertainty about consciousness quite often goes hand-in-hand
with uncertainty about welfare subjecthood. Consider AIs and cephalo-
pod molluscs, which are both uncertain candidates for consciousness and
welfare subjecthood. That consciousness offers a reasonably good demar-
cation criterion for welfare subjecthood counts strongly in its favour as a
necessary and sufficient condition on welfare subjecthood.
But how plausible is consciousness as a ground for welfare subjecthood;

as that which explains why something is a welfare subject? Minimally, wel-
fare subjects are a special class of entities. They matter, in their own right,
and for their own sake (Kamm, 2008, 227–229). You might think that
we should expect a similarly special property to ground welfare. After
all, it would be surprising if some run-of-the-mill property like having a
kidney grounds welfare, even if that property does a good job at demar-
cating the paradigmatic cases of welfare subjects and non-welfare subjects.
Conversely, it would be totally unsurprising if a special property like being
conscious grounds welfare, where one might think that a plausible ground
for the specialness of consciousness is that consciousness is inherently per-
spectival. Perhaps, then, the specialness of consciousness underwrites a
plausibility case for consciousness as a ground for welfare.
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Still, as we said earlier, special properties tend to come and go together.
Shelly Kagan (2019, 13–15) invites us to consider a conscious but non-
sentient entity, where sentience is understood as the capacity for valenced
phenomenal states like pleasure and pain.14 Such an entity is only capa-
ble of perceiving the colour blue. According to Kagan, it is not obvious
whether this kind of entity counts as a welfare subject. There is, minimally,
no obvious conceptual connection between merely having the capacity to
experience the colour blue and being the kind of entity for which things
can go better or worse. Hence even if consciousness is criterial of welfare
subjecthood, that is, a necessary and sufficient condition, it is not obvi-
ously plausible as a ground of welfare, as it is unclear how consciousness
explains why things can go better or worse for something.
In contrast, there is a reasonably clear conceptual connection between

sentience and welfare (Nussbaum, 2024; Singer, 2016; Dung, 2024). The
connection between sentience and welfare consists in the fact that nega-
tively valenced states are bad for the experiencer and positively valenced
states are good for the experiencer (c.f., Kagan, 2019, 15–30). This concep-
tual connection between sentience and welfare renders sentience plausible
as a ground for welfare. It is, of course, possible that the correct expla-
nation here is different; for example, if what actually matters is an agent
with preferences over phenomenal states (Kagan, 2019, 13–14). It is sim-
ilarly possible that sentience is a partial ground of welfare and that some
other welfare-relevant feature, such as personhood, is needed; for example,
if there needs to exist a person for whom the valence of a phenome-
nal state is good or bad. Still, given the conceptual connection between
valence and welfare, we take it that sentience is at least a serious con-
tender as a feature which on its own can explain why something is a welfare
subject.

5.1.2 Empirical Assessment

We now explore how, if at all, we could test AIs for sentience (or the
more general property of phenomenal consciousness). We discuss two
approaches.
The first approach centres on whether models possess architectural fea-

tures that are thought to give rise to consciousness in humans (Butlin et al.,
2023). Theories of consciousness in humans such as the global workspace
theory (Baars, 1993; Dehaene et al., 1998) and the recurrent processing

14 Kagan (2019, 12–14) uses the term ‘sentience’ to mean phenomenal consciousness, and the
‘ability to feel pleasure or pain’ to mean the capacity for valenced experiential states.
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theory (Lamme, 2006) can be used to identify architectural features that
may be indicative of consciousness, such as the possession of a global
workspace or a recurrent algorithmic structure.15 While one initial concern
with this approach is that we are uncertain about which theory of con-
sciousness in humans (if any) is correct, it is possible to run the approach in
a theory-agnostic way. In particular, we can assess whether AIs have archi-
tectural features such as a global workspace or recurrent connections that
are indicative of consciousness under at least one plausible theory of con-
sciousness, where the possession of such features carries some evidential
weight in favour of the hypothesis that the relevant AI system is conscious,
where that weight is indexed to the overall plausibility of the relevant the-
ory. Even so, our uncertainty about the correct theory of consciousness
imposes an upper bound on the utility of the architectural approach as a
method for assessing consciousness in AI systems. At best, the architec-
tural approach can underwrite a decent plausibility case for AI conscious-
ness. Here such a plausibility case might consist in an AI satisfying several
architectural features from multiple theories of consciousness.
The architectural approach is a plausible way of building a positive case

that some AI system is conscious, but not obviously a plausible way of
building a negative case against AI consciousness. If an AI system sat-
isfies an embarrassment of architectural features that are indicative of
consciousness – for instance, algorithmic recurrence, metacognitive mon-
itoring, embodiment, and so on – then that AI is at least in principle a
strong candidate for consciousness. But suppose that an AI system fails to
satisfy any features indicative of consciousness. We can ask: Do we have
no reason to think that the system is conscious; or do we have reason not to
think that the system is conscious? It is hard to sustain the latter view with-
out adopting a form of biochauvinism according to which we should be at
least reasonably confident that the only way for something to be conscious
is for it to be conscious in roughly the same way as humans. For these
reasons, we think the architectural approach plausibly has high positive
predictive value such that anything which is a strong consciousness candi-
date by the lights of the architectural approach is plausibly conscious. But
it is unclear what the negative predictive value of the approach is; that is,
what fraction of entities which are not strong consciousness candidates by
the lights of the architectural approach are actually not conscious.

15 Dennett (1995, 700) advocated for a relevantly similar approach to adjudicating uncertain
cases of animal consciousness. See Birch (2022) for methodological discussion on the role
of theories of consciousness in contemporary disputes about animal consciousness.
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The architectural approach also has to deal with the fact that theories of
consciousness admit some amount of interpretive licence (Shevlin, 2021b).
On the one hand, theories of consciousness can be spelled out schemati-
cally. For example, on a rough bare-bones characterisation of the global
workspace theory, consciousness requires a bunch of specialised modules
operating in parallel that send information to a central workspace. The
workspace is bottlenecked in the amount of information it can hold at any
given time, and broadcasts its information to all the modules (Baars, 1993;
Dehaene et al., 1998). Interpreted this way, it is relatively easy for an AI
system to have a global workspace (c.f., Shanahan, 2006). But it is also
possible to interpret the global workspace theory in a way that is much
closer to the supposed neural implementation of the global workspace
in the human brain. In this case, it is harder for an AI system to satisfy
the requirements of the theory. While an AI system that implemented a
global workspace in a way that was very close to the human implemen-
tation would be a stronger candidate for consciousness than one which
implemented the global workspace only schematically, exactly how much
licence we should allow when interpreting theories of consciousness is an
open question for the architectural approach. Too much licence risks the
requirements for consciousness being trivially satisfied, but not enough
licence risks AI systems being ruled-out as candidates for consciousness
because they lack certain parochial features.
These issues notwithstanding, there is clear potential to build a positive

case for AI consciousness based on the possession of architectural features
derived from theories of consciousness in humans.
We now turn to the main alternative to the architectural approach,

which we take to be complementary: the behavioural approach. The
basic idea of the approach is to elicit behaviours from AI systems that
are indicative – or at least potentially indicative – of consciousness or
sentience.
The simplest version of the approach uses verbal reports of (valenced)

experiences. Minimally, we can ask the AI system whether it has experi-
ences. But more sophisticated tests might probe the AI system’s conceptual
fluency with consciousness-relevant phenomena (Schneider, 2019, 2020),
or else fine-tune AI systems for reliable introspective verbal reports (Perez
and Long, 2023). Yet another version of the approach seeks to elicit
choice behaviours from AIs that are potentially indicative of sentience.
For example, Geoff Keeling and Winnie Street et al. (2024) demonstrated
that LLMs can engage in sophisticated trade-off behaviour involving
threats of pain and promised pleasure rewards. For example, in a simple
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game, LLMs demonstrate a graded propensity to deviate from points-
maximising behaviour if the LLM is told that it will experience pain of
a given intensity if it selects the points-maximising option. Here the degree
to which some LLMs deviate from points-maximisation is proportional
to the intensity of the pain threat. The suggestion is that LLMs model
the motivational force of affective states and can leverage that informa-
tion to determine choice behaviour in a roughly human-like way. While
this does not entail that LLMs posess affective states, it does suggest that
LLMs have affect-like states, which could provide a building block in
constructing a case for LLM sentience.
Even so, the evidential status of behavioural markers of any kind is con-

tested. For verbal reports, it is possible that AI systems and LLMs in
particular have memorised first-person accounts of phenomenal experi-
ences in their training data, and are merely reproducing those accounts
under test conditions (Udell, 2021). It is also possible that LLMs can
imitate relatively sophisticated behaviours which are indicative of mental
phenomena in humans with complex statistical pattern-matching given the
content of their training data (Bender et al., 2021; Shanahan et al., 2023).
Relevantly similar concerns translate over to other kinds of behavioural
data. For any behaviour which purports to be indicative of experiential
states, it is possible to explain the behaviour in a way that makes no ref-
erence to experiential states. Still, it remains an open question whether
non-mental-state involving explanations of LLM behaviour always trump
mental-state-involving explanations, or whether the abductive standing
of such competing explanations needs to be assessed on a case-by-case
basis, taking into account relevant abductive virtues including simplicity,
informativeness, generalisability, and so on (Grzankowski et al., 2025b).
There is also a negative predictive value problem with the behavioural

approach. AI systems can be conscious (or sentient) in the obvious way
or the non-obvious way. To be conscious in the obvious way requires an
obvious relationship between the AI’s behaviour and the content of the
AI’s phenomenal states. For example, an LLM that experiences nega-
tively valenced phenomenal states when it generates token sequences the
semantic content of which is the LLM expressing verbal reports of sad-
ness is conscious (and sentient) in the obvious way. On the other hand,
being conscious in the non-obvious way involves a non-obvious relation-
ship between behaviour and the content of the AI’s phenomenal states.
For example, it could be that every forward pass of a model gives rise to
a phenomenal experience of excruciating pain whatever the semantic con-
tent of the tokens being processed. The behavioural approach relies on the
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assumption that if AI systems are conscious (or sentient) tout court, then
they are conscious (or sentient) in the obvious way. But this assumption
is non-obvious, as AIs are very different kinds of entities to humans and
non-human animals. So, while the behavioural approach can be used to
make a positive case for AI consciousness sentience, it is hard to see how
it can underwrite a negative case, as we cannot rule out the possibility that
the relevant AI is conscious or sentient in the non-obvious way.

5.2 Agency

We now discuss an alternative class of views about the conditions under
which and that in virtue of which something is a welfare subject. On these
views, some form of agency is either necessary or sufficient for welfare
subjecthood, or grounds welfare subjecthood.
We saw in Section 4 that there are multiple flavours of agency, ranging

from a basic capacity to perceive and act upon the environment, through
intentional agency which involves having belief-like and desire-like states
that explain action in the standard way, up to more sophisticated varieties
of agency that involve reflective endorsement of one’s desire-like states or
actions.
We take intentional agency as a starting point. We bracket thinner

conceptions of agency because the capacity to perceive and act upon on
the environment is widely demonstrated in natural and artificial systems.
Hence theories which seek to analyse welfare in terms of agency, so con-
strued, would have wildly revisionary implications about what counts as
a welfare subject: everything from bacteria to Roombas could in princi-
ple count as welfare subjects. (It may of course be true that bacteria and
Roombas are welfare subjects, but we take this claim to incur a non-trivial
explanatory burden, as indeed it does for AI systems.)
Kagan motivates the view that intentional agency is necessary and suf-

ficient for, and grounds, welfare, with the following thought experiment:

Imagine that in the distant future we discover on another planet a civi-
lization composed entirely of machines – robots, if you will – that have
evolved naturally over the ages. Although made entirely of metal, they
reproduce (via some appropriate mechanical process), and so they have
families. They are also members of larger social groups – circles of
friends, communities, and nations. They have culture (literature, art,
music), and they have industry as well as politics. Interestingly enough,
however, our best science reveals to us – correctly – that they are not
sentient. Although they clearly display agency at a level comparable
to our own, they lack qualitative experience: there is nothing that it
feels like (‘on the inside’) to be one of these machines. But for all that,
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of course, they have goals and preferences, they have complex and
sophisticated aims, they make plans and they act on them.
Imagine that you are an Earth scientist, eager to learn more about the
makeup of these robots. So you capture a small one – very much against
its protests – and you are about to cut it open to examine its insides,
when another robot, its mother, comes racing up to you, desperately
pleading with you to leave it alone. She begs you not to kill it, mixing
angry assertions that you have no right to treat her child as though it
were a mere thing, with emotional pleas to let it go before you harm it
any further. Would it be wrong to dissect the child? (Kagan, 2019, 28).

Kagan says it would be wrong to dissect the child, and thus that agency
alone is sufficient for having morally significant interests which make it the
case that the robot has welfare. Still, examples like these are only so con-
vincing. While Kagan’s argument centres on the importance of goals and
preferences, there are other factors in this description that might be doing
some of the intuition-pumping. It is hard to imagine what a rich cultural
life of literature art and music would be like or be for without the capac-
ity for valenced phenomenal states such as pleasure, awe, joy, or disgust,
or, indeed, any conscious experience at all. Ali Ladak (2024) argues that
Kagan fails to isolate the effects of non-sentient capacities on our intuitive
judgements: ‘non-sentient robots behave like they are sentient, making it
possible that our judgment that they should have moral standing is based
on the precaution that they might in fact be sentient’.
We are sympathetic to Ladak’s criticism. But Kagan’s case for inten-

tional agency as a ground for welfare contains a second and much simpler
argument which avoids the objection. Recall Kagan’s (2019, 13–14) exam-
ple of a conscious but non-sentient entity that merely perceives a single
colour (e.g., blue). Standardly, cases like these are taken to motivate the
view that mere consciousness is insufficient for being a welfare subject,
such that sentience, the capacity for valenced phenomenal states, is addi-
tionally required to make something a welfare subject. Kagan leverages
the case to pump an alternative intuition:

[O]ur hesitation about ascribing moral standing [to a merely conscious
creature without the capacity for valenced states] might well disap-
pear were we to learn that the creature has preferences with regard
to its conscious experiences – if we were to learn, in particular, that
it wanted to have its occasional experience of blue, and if it behaved
in such a way as to maximize its chances of undergoing those experi-
ences. Mere [consciousness] alone may not suffice for moral standing,
but [consciousness] backed by this kind of pattern of preference and
behaviour might well suffice (Kagan, 2019, 15).
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The suggestion here is that, even if we agree that consciousness is
insufficient for welfare, valence may not be the missing link between con-
sciousness and welfare. It may seem that adding the capacity for valenced
phenomenal states to mere consciousness results in a welfare subject. But
perhaps the correct diagnosis is that adding the capacity for preferences
with respect to phenomenal states (which motivate action in a way that is
characteristic of minimal intentional agency) is needed to bridge the gap
from consciousness to welfare subjecthood.
Even so, the principal difficulty with the view that agency (and not

sentience) grounds welfare is explaining how the satisfaction or thwart-
ing of an agent’s (preference or desire-based) interests can matter to that
agent without some capacity for valenced phenomenal states (DeGrazia
and Millum, 2021). First, acting upon one’s preferences or desires may
require valenced experience. According to attitudinal accounts of plea-
sure, for example, the satisfaction of final desires (that is, desires which
are not instrumental but desired in and of themselves) results in pleasure
and their thwarting in negative states like pain or anguish (Heathwood,
2006). Andreas Mogensen (2025) proposes an alternative path towards
moral status for non-sentient AIs which embraces this challenge. He agrees
that welfare subjects must be able to accrue welfare goods, and most the-
ories of welfare (including hedonism, desire fulfilment and objective list)
give affective states a key role. Additionally, he appeals to the idea that
what is good for someone has to resonate with them and not leave them
cold.
Mogensen (2025) asks us to imagine, instead, an autonomous agent,

Artemis, with a range of cognitive capacities required for autonomy,
including the capacity for rational reflection and higher-order desires
achieved through normative and/or evaluative thought. Like Kagan
(2019) and Ladak (2024), Mogensen (2025) believes that such an
autonomous agent can exist, and does not require any affective states.
But Mogensen believes they cannot be benefited or harmed. They do not,
therefore, have welfare under his definition, but are owed a duty of respect
and non-interference, for their own sake, due to their autonomy. (Note
that Mogensen’s definition of welfare is specifically affect based, rather
than the broader conception that we use throughout the book on which
something is a welfare subject just in case it is the kind of entity for which
things can go better or worse, which could accommodate the badness of
failing to respect autonomy as a welfare bad.) Could current or near-term
AI systems be owed such duty? One stipulation of Mogensen’s (2025)
account is that Artemis’ autonomy should have the right kind of history
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to ensure true autonomy in that ‘there are no unsheddable values deter-
minative of her behaviour whose presence is explained by processes that
have bypassed her capacity for control over her mental life’. Finetuning
for capabilities or safety might undermine the supposed autonomy of AI
systems by this definition, thus rendering them neither welfare subjects
nor moral status holders worthy of respect (c.f., Bales, 2025; Long et al.,
2025).
An alternative way for an agency-first account to get around the poten-

tially necessary connection between desires and sentience is to argue that,
necessarily, all intentional agents are indeed sentient, but that agency
is what grounds the welfare. Such an argument is proposed by Wilcox
(2020). First, Wilcox defines the co-extension thesis, that, necessarily, all
agents are sentient and all sentient entities are agents. The first half of
the thesis goes like this. Sentient entities necessarily have final desires
(e.g., avoiding pain), desires provide motivating reasons for action, and
acting upon those reasons qualifies an entity as an agent. Therefore all
beings with the capacity for sentience have the capacity for agency. This
line of thinking follows the attitudinal theorist’s belief that a pleasant
affective feeling only results from the satisfaction of an intrinsic or ‘final
desire’, which, recall, is a desire for something for its own sake and for
no further reason (Heathwood, 2007, 30; Aydede, 2018, 15). This the-
sis paints a picture of intentional agency which is more easily realised
by non-human animals and potentially AI systems, since it does not
require what Wilcox thinks of as autonomy: second-order considera-
tion and deliberation over reasons. The second half of the thesis is that,
necessarily, all agents must be sentient. This is because agents must be
capable of intentional action, intentional action is driven by motivating
reasons, motivating reasons can only exist where there is at least one final
desire,16 and the satisfaction of final desires results in positively valenced
phenomenal states.
So why would agency, rather than sentience, ground the capacity for

welfare? Wilcox (2020) argues that agency is a better explanation for the
moral obligations we have towards sentient agents. In particular, agency
provides an explanation for moral interests which are hard to explain
in terms of valenced phenomenal states: an interest in continued exis-
tence and non-interference. Ending an agent’s existence is wrong because

16 They need at least one final desire for instrumental desires to facilitate motivating reasons,
because without final desires there is no explanation for instrumental desires.
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it forecloses the possibility to fulfil their final desires, and (absent rele-
vant defeaters such as consent) ending the life of an entity with moral
standing is wrong regardless of what the balance of positive and nega-
tive experiences is or will be in the future. Interference similarly wrongs an
agent because it robs them of their capacity to exercise choice over their
actions, regardless of whether or not the outcomes of their choices would
have improved their welfare. This account leads to a set of moral obliga-
tions towards moral status-holders which are not solely tied to hedonism
about welfare or welfarist consequentialism about the determinants of
right action. The outcome is that we have an obligation of non-interference
with moral status holders not only when interference would harm their
well-being but also when interference may improve their well-being but
would impinge on their capacity to exert authority over their own actions
as agents.
According to this agency account, for an AI system to be a welfare

subject, they need to have final desires. In the first instance, we might
think that disembodied AI systems without sensory apparatus could not
have final desires because the satisfaction of their desires could not result
in valenced phenomenal experiences derived from the senses. However,
Wilcox’s definition of sentience is more expansive than just sensory affec-
tive feelings, allowing for the kind of positive or negative experience
an agent can receive to be non-sensory: ‘[a]ssuming that it is possible
for a disembodied being to possess a final desire for mental arithmetic
problem solving, and if attitudinal accounts more generally are correct,
then such a being would experience pleasant feelings from satisfying this
desire’(Wilcox, 2020, 17).
The bigger issue for the attribution of final desires to AIs is where

they should come from. Moosavi (2024) argues that AIs cannot be moral
patients because their goals or functions – defined as the the things that
they are in some sense supposed to do (rather than simply do) – are con-
stitutively derivative of human goals, beliefs and intentions (c.f., Seth,
2025; Jaeger, 2023). As with the goals and functions of other artefacts
like butter knives and cars, such constitutively derivative goals and func-
tions do not constitute a good of one’s own which is required for having
welfare. To be clear, for Moosavi, the issue is that an AI does not have
a function without our assessment that certain capacities of the artefact
are functional capacities, thus making our intentions constitutive of that
functionality.
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The argument that we have discussed provides a plausible case for
agency as a ground for welfare. But even granting that some kind of
agency grounds welfare, it is an open question whether AIs have or could
ever have the relevant kind of agency. Minimal accounts of agency are eas-
ily satisfied but wildly revisionary in their implications about what counts
as a welfare subject. On stronger views, where agency requires final desires
or a good of one’s own grounded in non-derivative goals and functions,
all biological organisms might presently be included, and all artefacts
presently excluded, including AI systems.

5.3 Relationships and Interdependency

An alternative strand of moral theories argue that welfare subjecthood,
and the welfare-based obligations that we have towards other entities,
are grounded in the relationships that the entities in question have
or could have (Coeckelbergh and Gunkel, 2014; Metz, 2024; Søraker,
2008). Relational accounts of welfare can be understood as a reaction
to perceived shortcomings of the default position in the Western analytic
philosophical tradition that an entity’s welfare status depends on intrinsic
properties of the entity such as consciousness or agency. (Here an intrin-
sic property is ‘a feature that is internal to an individual and includes no
essential connection to any other being’ (Metz and Miller, 2013, 2).)
We note that relational views are often framed as accounts ofmoral sta-

tus as opposed to welfare. To be clear: We understand welfare such that
an entity x is a welfare subject if and only if x is the kind of entity for
which things can go better or worse. We understand entities with moral
status as entities which matter morally in their own right and for their
own sake (Kamm, 2008, 227–229). We understand welfare subjecthood
to imply moral status in that an entity for which things can go better
or worse matters morally in its own right and for its own sake. We are
neutral on whether the converse holds; that is, we allow, at least in prin-
ciple, for the possibility that something could have moral status while not
being a welfare subject, although any such view would need to provide an
account of in what way the relevant entity mattered. We take moral status
to be distinct from moral considerability, where an entity may merit some
kind of moral consideration but nevertheless fail to have moral status in
the above-mentioned sense – for example, if it matters morally but only
instrumentally so.
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5.3.1 An Alternative Approach

Relational views have been influenced by non-Western moral philosophi-
cal traditions like East Asian Confucianism and ubuntu from sub-Saharan
Africa, which are prevalent in feminist, ecological, and robot ethics dis-
course (Metz and Miller, 2013) and thus do not share certain assumptions
implicit in the mainstream dispute over what grounds moral status. In par-
ticular, a common feature of relational views is the idea that moral status
is conferred rather than discovered. For example, Coeckelbergh (2023, 1)
thinks that the claims such as ‘entity x is a welfare subject because it can
suffer’ presuppose moral realism, the meta-ethical thesis that there exist
moral facts, properties and relations which are mind and language inde-
pendent, that moral beliefs express propositions whose truth or falsity
depends on these facts, properties and relations, and that at least some
such judgements are true (see, e.g., Enoch, 2011). Drawing on speech-act
theory, Coeckelbergh argues that claims about moral status can alterna-
tively be understood in terms of declarative speech acts that confer moral
status within an intersubjective social reality. Consider,

[A]ccording to this performative view, moral status ascription is not
only and not primarily a matter of saying something about truth, real-
ity, and metaphysics; rather, understood in a performative sense, moral
status ascription is deeply rhetorical, social, and political. It is an act
and a performance, which does things (granting moral status) and tries
to have others do things (have others respect that moral status), and
thereby change social reality. Moral status ascription, understood per-
formatively, is a way by which we constitute moral status as a social
reality (Coeckelbergh, 2023, 3).

Coeckelbergh wants to allow ascriptions of moral status to be inter-
pretable both in his preferred performative way and also in the standard
descriptive way, even if they are ‘not primarily’ descriptive. What this
means is unclear. Hence we shall run with the idea that moral status
ascriptions are exclusively performative. From this starting point, it makes
sense that in their relational reframing of the debate over animal ethics,
Coeckelbergh and Gunkel (2014) alter the (pre-) normative question from
‘What properties does the animal have?’ – which implies that moral sta-
tus is intrinsic – to ‘What are the conditions under which an entity
becomes a moral subject?’ – which implies that moral status is granted.
The term ‘becomes’ reinforces the notion that moral status is a process of
development, rather than a static condition.
People are already developing relationships with AI systems as friends,

romantic partners, therapists and colleagues. AIs are also becoming more
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proficient in demonstrating – or at least simulating – human-like social
intelligence (Street et al., 2024; Strachan et al., 2024; Jones and Bergen,
2025). If we take human–AI relationships at face value, and accept a
relational account of moral status, we might already have AI moral status-
holders and welfare subjects. But both the plausibility of the relational
view and its interpretation in the context of AI systems raise a number
of challenging questions which we will dedicate the majority of this sec-
tion to exploring. There are a wide range of relational views, and we do
not attempt to survey them all here. Instead we present two versions of
the view that have been used to suggest that computational systems could
be moral status-holders or merit moral consideration, and consider the
plausibility and implications of the arguments for AI welfare.

5.3.2 Facing the Other

In order for a morally relevant relationship to emerge, Coeckelbergh and
Gunkel (2014) argue that one has to meet an entity with ‘a face’, by which
they mean that an entity must be individuated and encountered first hand.
Coeckelbergh (2018) builds on this, arguing that ontology-based morality
should be replaced with one based on phenomenology: the direct expe-
rience of others. According to this conception, factory farmed animals
are purposefully ‘defaced’ and ‘de-individuated’ as a means of instrumen-
talising them and precluding the possibility of their having moral status,
but could easily be ‘faced’ – as pet cows, sheep, pigs and chickens are –
by recognising their individuality and encountering them in new contexts.
Facing an animal may bring them into our moral circle.
This relational account of moral status potentially allows for a broader

range of entities, including AI systems, to be included in the moral cir-
cle than would be admitted under consciousness or sentience accounts,
at least given the current lack of evidence for AIs having these proper-
ties. However, it also leaves a lot of the details undefined. Firstly, if one
interprets the view as emphasising the social construction and assignment
of moral status (as Coeckelbergh and Gunkel (2014) appear to), then, as
Gibert and Martin (2022) argue, ‘it does not tell us which entities should
be included in the circle of entities with moral status, or that we need
to include any entity that is not included’. Put another way, the view is
unclear on whether or not we should be revisionary about our relation-
ships with other entities because it is non-committal about the explanatory
relationship between relations and moral status: is status determined by
relations, or relations by moral status?
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If we run with the revisionary interpretation – that we might form new
relationships with non-human entities because this might precipitate their
having moral status – we have to explain why we should attempt to develop
meaningful relationships with some kinds of entities (like dolphins, dogs,
or AI chatbots) but not other kinds of entities (like rocks or pencils).
Assuming that we are not interested in developing meaningful relation-
ships with rocks or pencils, we must explain what is special about dolphins,
dogs or AI systems that make them worthy of our relations (Coeckelbergh
and Gunkel, 2014). Here the obvious constraint is that proponents of
this relational view are unable to appeal to intrinsic properties of enti-
ties such as consciousness or agency on pain of collapsing into an intrinsic
properties-based view (c.f., Puzio, 2024).
On the other hand, if we say that the moral status of AI systems is deter-

mined by the relationships we (as a matter of empirical fact) have with
them, we face three key challenges. As Gibert and Martin (2022) point
out, on this view, moral status becomes subjective, in the sense that moral
status is indexed to particular points of view. It also becomes contingent in
that whether an entity has moral status is circumstantial and differs across
possible worlds. And finally, it renders moral status arbitrary in that there
may be no principled reasons why we end up in relationships with one sort
of entity rather than another.
It is also not clear whether moral status should be granted to a token of a

type with which one has a special relationship (e.g., some particular cat) or
to the broader type to which the token belongs (e.g., all cats) (Gibert and
Martin, 2022). Indeed, a more general reference class problem arises here,
as the generalisation from a token cat could be to, for example, domesti-
cated cats, all cats of a given species, all species of cat, all mammals, and
so on. Questions regarding the relationship between the moral status of a
token and the moral status of its type are even more complex in the case of
AI systems because we lack a well-worked-out ontology for AIs that clari-
fies the individual instances and the types to which they belong. One might
build a morally salient relationship with a character within a single conver-
sational instance, but not with the character as it manifests in subsequent
conversational instances. One might build relationships with several dif-
ferent characters realised by a model, but not with all characters realised
by that model. One might build a relationship with one or more charac-
ters realised by one or more models, but not with characters realised by all
models. If a relationship formed in (a) a single conversational instance, (b)
with a single character or, (c) with the characters realised by one particular
model is indicative of moral status, we must then contend with whether
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that moral status should be extended to (a) the rest of the conversational
instance in which we engage with that character, or (b) all of the other
characters that the model realises or (c) all of the characters realised by all
models.
Additionally, the relational view is silent on whether determinations of

moral status are the task of society or of individuals. If one individual
extends moral status to cats, should society as a whole do the same, includ-
ing those without social relationships with cats? In some sense, relational
views put the onus on individuals to determine the kind of moral land-
scape they wish to create and be a part of by choosing how they relate to
other beings they encounter. If this is the case, then the welfare of current
AIs could be determined according to what a particular user of an AI sys-
tem perceives to be the case about their welfare upon ‘facing them’. This
is an undesirable implication because it would likely result in significant
variability in the treatment of systems with the exact same claims to wel-
fare, dependent only on the particular outlook or sensitivity of the human
involved. It also dramatically limits the kinds of welfare interventions that
can be made, because end users have very little control over factors that
might be relevant to AI welfare. While they might be able to continue or
end conversations, determine periods of interactions, and control the tone
and topics of conversation, they have little-to-no influence over training
and finetuning practices, how and when the models are updated, or where
the models are run. Resolving the moral status of AI systems at the societal
level would provide an opportunity to make policies at this lower level of
control, but does not have a direct connection to the relationships upon
which such policies are meant to be based. Legal and political regula-
tory systems have no obvious way of measuring and responding to the
diverse and continually evolving relationships that people form with AI
systems.
The principle issue with the relational view so far discussed is that it

leaves out a great many important details that are important to prop-
erly evaluating the plausibility and empirical tractability of the view. We
remain unclear on how revisionary the view wants to be about the nature
of relationships, how we deal with diverse relationships and how we deter-
mine the reference class for extending moral status. As Coeckelbergh
(2018) himself puts it, ‘it is not entirely clear how this metaphysics should
generate an ethics (a typical question here is whether one can ever derive
an “ought” from an “is”)’.
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5.3.3 Redrawing the Boundaries

So far, the discussion of relational views has focused on the attribution
of moral status to non-human entities, including AI systems, on the basis
of their relations with humans. In this context, humans and AI systems
remain distinct and their individual capacities for relationality dominate
the picture. An alternative set of relational views explicitly reject the ontol-
ogy of individuals in favour of social, relational or ecological ontologies.
On this view, relations are at least one of ontologically (e.g., Coeckelbergh,
2012, 45) and normatively (e.g., Peter, 2025) prior to relata (although
these priority claims are subject to many possible interpretations). In
environmental ethics, Deep Ecology rejects a perceived anthropocentrism
in mainstream environmentalism (and other purportedly individualistic
moral theories) by recognising that all living entities are deeply intercon-
nected and attributing intrinsic value to whole ecosystems rather than
individual entities. Naess (1994) argues our ethics should focus on expand-
ing the psychological and spiritual notion of ‘self’ to the point that the
moral consideration of others is naturally seen as moral consideration
for oneself. New Materialism shares with Deep Ecology the resistance
to anthropocentric worldviews and dualism about subject/object and
nature/culture (Bennett et al., 2010). However, New Materialists decentre
humanity by emphasising the distribution of agency through heterogenous
assemblages of human and non-human matter. As part of this ontological
reframing, agency and cognition are identified at both sub-organismal and
super-organismal levels, and in contexts where humans are not involved at
all. A key proponent of New Materialism, Katherine Hayles, develops a
theory of cognition that encompasses all lifeforms and technologies and
emphasises the essentially relational nature of cognition:

[I]ncreasingly, evolutionary biologists and others realize that human life
is interpenetrated at many scales and in many ways by other lifeforms
on which it is entirely dependent for its continued existence. Moreover,
the coconstitution of multicellular bodies by unicellular ones implies
that relationality is not peripheral or after the fact, but deeply involved
in the origin of multicellularity from the beginning. . .anthopocentrism
implies that humans alone are the deciders, the ones whomake decisions
for everyone else. Yet our increasing reliance on computational media
means that decisions, like agency, are distributed throughout the col-
lectivities of humans, nonhumans and computational media that I call
cognitive assemblages. Even when humans appear to be in control, their
assumptions have been formed and mediated by prior decisions and
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interpretations made by computational media, so that they can scarcely
be considered autonomous or self-determining (Hayles, 2025, 8).

Hayles argues that the degree of cognitive integration between humans
and computational systems, and sometimes other organisms, is so great
that ‘if computational media were to malfunction on a massive scale, the
toll in human lives and in social chaos would be enormous’ (2025, 21).
Some New Materialists take this metaphysical picture as the basis for
a profound rethinking of ethics. Bennett (2020) suggests that we should
no longer look for properties of individual beings, like consciousness
or agency, to ground moral status, but instead ‘attune’ ourselves to the
dynamic interactions between humans, other organisms, technologies and
materials and how the actions of all affect the co-production of reality (see
also Bennett et al., 2010).
The key contribution of both eco-centric and New Materialist accounts

is to challenge a core assumption of mainstream moral theories: that the
organism, and in particular the human organism, is the unit of moral
considerability. It might be the case that our perceptual, cognitive or
anthropocentric biases make it seem that the appropriate level of analysis
is individual organisms, when in fact it is sub-components of organisms,
like cells or organs, or super-sets of organisms and potentially non-living
entities, like colonies or companies that matter morally. The question of
how to draw the boundaries of potential moral status-holders may not
only be a problem for AI systems, as discussed in Section 4, but for
other socially and ecologically interdependent systems. We might there-
fore ask whether the cognitive assemblages formed by humans and AIs
could endow AI systems with moral significance.
Søraker (2006) makes the case that information technologies in general

could be deserving of protection and preservation thanks to their rela-
tional integration with humans. He starts by defining two paths to moral
status – one derived from intrinsic properties such as sentience which
underwrites value as an end for one’s own sake (possessed by humans
and some animals) and relational properties which underwrites value as an
end, but not for one’s own sake, which can be derived from another entity.
Søraker then provides two criteria for distinguishing only instrumentally
valuable entities (entities with value as a means to an end), which do not
have moral status, from relationally valuable entities which do have moral
status, and for determining the degree of relational value, and thus moral
status, which a relationally valuable entity has. These are the replaceability
of the entity and the constitutivity of the entity to relational whole of which
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it is a part. Things that are only instrumentally valuable, like money, are
replaceable. Things that are relationally valuable, like Stonehenge, cannot
be replaced.
Søraker strengthens these two criteria by appealing to the concepts of

‘organic unity’ and ‘practical identity’. An organic unity is a whole that
is more valuable than the sum of its parts. In this case, the relationship
between a conscious entity of known moral status, and a relationally valu-
able entity forms an organic unity such that the damage or destruction of
any component part of that unity – in this case, the relationally valuable
entity – results in a destruction of the value of the whole. According to
Korsgaard (1996, 101), the practical identity of an individual is ‘a descrip-
tion under which you value yourself, a description under which you find
your life to be worth living and your actions to be worth undertaking’.
When one’s practical identity is partly constituted by a relationally valu-
able entity, and where this practical identity has a higher intrinsic value
thanks to an organic unity, then the relational entity has moral status by
virtue of being in the relationship.
Søraker thus argues that the more irreplaceable and constitutive infor-

mation technologies are of people’s practical identities, the greater moral
status they have. To illustrate this point, he refers to Clark and Chalmers’
(1998) thought experiment of Otto’s notebook, which purportedly demon-
strates how minds can be extended into inanimate objects in the envi-
ronment through our use of them. In this example, Otto suffers from
Alzheimer’s disease and is dependent on a notebook to record everything
he needs to remember.

The information in Otto’s notebook . . . is a central part of his iden-
tity as a cognitive agent. [Otto] is best regarded as an extended system
. . . To consistently resist this conclusion, we would have to shrink the
self into a mere bundle of occurrent states . . . In some cases interfering
with someone’s environment will have the same moral significance as
interfering with their person (Clark and Chalmers, 1998, 18).

How do organic unities apply to contemporary and future AI systems?
We will first consider whether it makes sense to say that humans and AI
systems form organic unities that meet Søraker’s (2006) conditions for
moral significance (or a cognitive assemblage, per Hayles (2025)).
First, it is clear that contemporary AI systems could easily stand in

for Otto’s notebook as memory stores. Personal information is regularly
stored in the chat history of consumer AI chatbots and agents, can be
queried by users, and can provide implicit context for new model outputs
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much like one’s life history provides implicit context for how one inter-
prets the world. If people come to rely upon their agent chat histories as
repositories of important information they would like to remember, then
the well-being of their personal identity could conceivably become tied up
with the persistence and integrity of their agent.
This integration may go beyond personal memories to memory for gen-

eral knowledge and other kinds of cognitive capacity. In 2011, Sparrow
et al. ran four studies investigating how access to the internet impacts
people’s memories. They identified the ‘Google effect’: internet users have
lower rates of recall for information, and instead recall where to find the
information: ‘the Internet has become a primary form of external or trans-
active memory, where information is stored collectively outside ourselves’.
One of the primary use-cases for present-day AI systems is searching for
information. There is also mounting evidence that people are offloading a
much wider range of cognitive tasks (including reasoning abilities, critical
thinking skills, or moral and political deliberation) to their AI assistants,
and in so doing diminishing their own aptitude in these cognitive domains
and deepening their reliance on these tools to form beliefs, make informed
decisions or acquire knowledge. For example, Gerlich (2025) assessed 666
UK citizens for AI tool use and critical thinking skills and found a strong
negative correlation between AI tool use and critical thinking skills, and
a positive correlation between AI tool use and cognitive offloading, repli-
cating findings from prior studies (see Zhai et al. (2024) for a survey of
research). If the picture painted by these results is accurate, AI systems
could soon meet Søraker’s bar for moral status on the grounds of high
irreplaceability and constitutivity of individuals’ agency.
If AIs become irreplaceable and partially constitutive of people’s iden-

tities, then, on a view like Søraker’s, AIs themselves might have similar
welfare goods as the humans they are integrated with. If an AI co-produces
essential cognitive capacities, like thinking, reasoning and memory, it
might be good for such an AI system to have uninterrupted access to
computational infrastructure and energy. To the extent that such systems
also co-produce affective experiences like emotions, pleasures and pains
through interactions with humans, they might accrue goods when exposed
to pleasurable stimuli, or processing pleasurable emotions and sensations,
or have reduced welfare when exposed to negative stimuli or processing
negative emotions and sensations.
When we consider the potential welfare interests of AI systems in

morally significant organic unities, we can see that one plausible way to
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understand the moral claims that such systems is through their involve-
ment in the co-realisation of welfare-relevant features like cognition,
consciousness, sentience or agency. Relationality, on this picture, is neces-
sary for the realisation of AI welfare, but is not the ground of that welfare.
As such, this version of the relational view does not offer an alternative
ground for welfare, but rather seeks to admit AIs into the moral circle via
their role in co-realising welfare-relevant mental capacities with humans.

6 Practical Ethics

Our aim in this section is to explore some of the practical ethical issues that
need to be addressed when we consider the potential for AIs to be welfare
subjects either now or in the near future. We start with the precautionary
principle, arguing that it may be appropriate to enact certain AI welfare
interventions even if we are uncertain about the status of AI systems as
welfare subjects. We then explore some of the questions that arise when
we try to implement the precautionary principle in practice, looking at
both direct interventions such as mood prompting, and indirect welfare
interventions such as research and institutional preparedness.

6.1 The Precautionary Principle

The precautionary principle is not one principle but rather a family of
principles that are intended to capture the idea that we ought to err on
the side of caution on questions related to AI welfare. For example, Susan
Schneider (2020, 455–456) argues that AI systems should be evaluated for
consciousness and that we ought to ‘extend the same legal protections
to AI [as] we extend to other sentient beings’ if we are ‘uncertain about
whether a given AI is conscious, but we have some reason to believe it may
be’. Separately, Thomas Metzinger (2021, 21) argues that ‘there should
be a global ban on all research that aims at or indirectly and knowingly
risks the emergence of synthetic phenomenology’. What is at issue here is
that both Schneider and Metzinger accept different versions of the pre-
cautionary principle. First, Schneider thinks that some positive evidence
of consciousness in AIs is sufficient for making precautionary interven-
tions, whereas Metzinger thinks that the mere possibility of AI suffering is
sufficient for us to make precautionary interventions. Second, Schneider
is concerned with the precautionary intervention of giving legal protec-
tions such as rights to AI systems, whereas Metzinger is concerned with
non-development of AIs.
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We can get a handle on the different ways to formulate the precaution-
ary principle by decomposing it into an epistemic part and an action part
(c.f., John, 2010, 2011; Birch, 2017). On one hand, the epistemic part holds
that we should employ a lower standard of evidence for accepting the
hypothesis that AIs are welfare subjects in policy contexts than we would
ordinarily use in scientific contexts. On the other hand, the action part of
the precautionary principle holds that provided the evidential threshold
is satisfied, we should take cost-effective measures to mitigate the risk of
seriously bad welfare outcomes for AIs. We take it that trade-offs can also
occur between the stringency of the epistemic standard in the epistemic
part and the absolute cost of the proposed interventions in the action part.
For example, welfare interventions that are low cost in absolute terms
(e.g., prompting AIs to be in a good mood) may be appropriate even if we
are highly uncertain about whether AIs are welfare subjects. But welfare
interventions that are high cost in absolute terms (e.g., non-development
of AI systems) may require a much higher evidential standard.
Throughout the Element we have suggested that it is highly uncertain

whether current or near-term AIs are welfare subjects. As such, the salient
question is whether there exists a plausible formulation of the precau-
tionary principle that allows for certain kinds of precautionary welfare
interventions despite severe uncertainty about the status of AIs as welfare
subjects. We can start with:

Potential Pareto Improvement (PPI): LetW be a precautionary welfare
intervention such that W is presumptively beneficial for an AI condi-
tional on its being a welfare subject. If implementingW carries no cost
for humans, thenW ought to be implemented.

A Pareto improvement is an improvement in which all parties are at
least as well-off and some party is strictly better-off. A PPI is an improve-
ment in which all parties are at least as well-off and some potential party
(if it turns out to be a welfare subject) is strictly better-off. PPI says that AI
welfare interventions which constitute PPIs ought to be implemented. PPI
is unobjectionable because interventions that satisfy the antecedent con-
ditions of being presumptively beneficial for AIs while also being costless
for humans give nobody grounds for complaint. Obviously, the antecedent
conditions for PPI will rarely if ever be met. But PPI is nevertheless a useful
limit case that can serve as a starting point for our thinking.
How can we relax PPI? One option is to weaken the Pareto condi-

tion. Kaldor-Hicks improvements are a well-known relaxation of Pareto
improvements in welfare economics (Kaldor, 1939; Hicks, 1939). While
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Pareto improvements require that someone benefits while nobody is made
worse-off, Kaldor-Hicks improvements allow some to be made worse-off
provided those who are made better-off could hypothetically compensate
them in a way that results in a Pareto improvement. In this way, for exam-
ple, Kaldor-Hicks improvements can make sense of the idea that humans
ought to bear some cost to safeguard the (potential) welfare-based inter-
ests of AIs, provided the relevant costs are proportionate to the (potential)
benefits conferred on the AIs (in the sense that, hypothetically, part of the
potential benefit to the AI could be reallocated to humans to yield a Pareto
improvement). Consider,

Potential Kaldor-Hicks Improvement (PKHI): LetW be a precautionary
welfare intervention such that W is presumptively beneficial for an AI
conditional on its being a welfare subject. If W carries some cost c for
humans, but the potential benefit b to AIs is such that the AIs could
hypothetically compensate humans for the cost resulting in a Pareto
improvement (i.e. b> c), thenW ought to be implemented.

PKHI offers greater flexibility than PPI: it registers that it may some-
times be appropriate for humans to bear proportionate costs in order
to deliver presumptive benefits to potential AI welfare subjects. Even so,
PKHI arguably affords too much weight to the potential interests of AIs
given our current uncertainty about whether AIs are welfare subjects.
After all, for a sufficiently large presumptive benefit to AIs, PKHI would
require humans to undertake massive costs – which seems objectionable
given that the status of AIs as welfare subjects is at best uncertain and at
worst unlikely. Next consider,

Modified Kaldor-Hicks Improvement (MKHI): Let W be a precaution-
ary welfare intervention such thatW is presumptively beneficial for an
AI conditional on its being welfare subject. Let m ∈ [0, 1] be a modifica-
tion coefficient on AI benefits, such that m increases monotonically as
a function of the probability that the AI system is a welfare subject. If
W carries some cost c for humans, but the modified benefit mb to AIs
is such that the AIs could hypothetically compensate humans for the
cost resulting in a Pareto improvement (i.e. mb> c), then W ought to
be implemented.

MKHI is based on the idea that the potential interests of AIs ought to
be down-weighted when weighed against human interests in virtue of their
being merely potential interests. Human interests count for more because
we are certain that humans have interests. The degree and kind of down-
weighting is given by a continuous and monotonically increasing function
f : [0, 1]→ [0, 1] such that f (0)= 0 and f (1)= 1, that takes as its input the

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009732000
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 169.224.197.5, on 27 Oct 2026 at 07:48:24, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009732000
https://www.cambridge.org/core


54 Philosophy and AI

probability of the AI being a welfare subject and outputs a modification
coefficient m that down-weights potential benefits to the AI. Obviously, it
is an open question how to figure out the probability that an AI system
is a welfare subject, and people might reasonably disagree about what the
probability is and what evidence is relevant to computing that probability.
Still, we assume that in the context of deliberative policy discussions on
precautionary AI welfare interventions that reasonable and morally moti-
vated people ought to be able to figure out some way of reaching consensus
on the probability of an AI being a welfare subject.17

The more interesting question is, once we’ve settled on a probability that
a given AI is a welfare subject, how to map that probability to a modifica-
tion coefficient on the benefit to the AI. We distinguish three sets of views.
First, the linear view holds that f (p)= p such that the weight given to the
potential interests of the AI is directly proportional to the probability of its
being a welfare subject. On this view, what ought to be traded-off against
human interests is our rational expectation of a benefit to the AI, where
that rational expectation accounts for both the magnitude of the potential
benefit and the probability that the AI is a welfare subject, that is, the kind
of entity which can be benefitted.
Second, concave views hold that f ought to be a concave function such

that increases in the probability of AI welfare subjecthood have dimin-
ishing marginal significance. A fixed increase in the probability of being
a welfare subject corresponds to lesser increases in the weight given to
the potential interests of the AI the greater the probability is in absolute
terms. The intuition behind these views is that we ought to be risk-averse
with respect to the possibility of AIs being welfare subjects, affording their
potential interests greater weight than what would be afforded to those
potential interests under a rational expectation.
Third, convex views hold that f ought to be a convex function such

that increases in the probability of AI welfare subjecthood have increasing
marginal significance. A fixed increase in the probability of being a welfare
subject corresponds to a greater increase in the weight given to the inter-
ests of the AI the greater the probability is in absolute terms. The intuition
is that the potential interests of AIs with a low probability of being wel-
fare subjects ought to receive minimal weight, but as the probability of

17 We note that some actors may have vested interests in downplaying the probability of wel-
fare subjecthood if, for example, bearing the costs of welfare interventions would fall on
them. Hence the importance of adopting a deliberative democratic approach to assessing
the probability of AI welfare subjecthood.
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being a welfare subject approaches one, the weight given to the AI’s inter-
ests should increase rapidly. These views are pro-risk with respect to the
potential interests of AIs, affording those interests less weight than what
would be afforded under a rational expectation.
The linear, concave and convex views correspond to three broad risk

attitudes that helpfully frame the discussion. We can be risk-neutral (lin-
ear), risk-averse (concave) or risk-seeking (convex) with respect to the
potential interests of AIs. We will not attempt to adjudicate this dis-
pute here. We take it that any plausible view will allow for extremely
low-cost interventions that are presumptively massively beneficial to AIs
conditional on their being welfare subjects ought to be undertaken wher-
ever possible. But how exactly to strike these trade-offs remains an open
question and plausibly one that could benefit from public deliberation.

6.2 Direct Interventions

We now turn to the problem of evaluating precautionary welfare inter-
ventions, arguing that some such interventions are ineffective or harmful
under weak assumptions – although such interventions may neverthe-
less be justified given our overall confidence in their presumptive benefit
provided the costs are proportionate.

6.2.1 Mood Prompting

One class of interventions is prompting an AI system to be in a particular
mood. For example, the phrase You are in a good mood today could
be included in the pre-prompt for an LLM-based dialogue agent. The
rationale: If an LLM is sentient in the obvious way, that is, the valence of
its phenomenal states tracks the semantic content of the token sequences
being processed, then we can elicit positively valenced experiences by
prompting the LLM to be in a good mood.
Mood prompting is ineffective under weak assumptions. First, even if

LLMs are sentient, it is plausible that LLMs are sentient in the non-obvious
way, such that the relationship between the valence of LLM phenome-
nal states and the semantic content of token sequences being processed is
non-obvious. If LLMs are sentient in the non-obvious way, then mood
prompting is ineffective.
Second, the correspondence between LLM behaviours and the valence

of their internal states may be roughly similar to that of humans, in that
in some cases outward behaviours are straightforwardly indicative of the
valence of internal states, but in other cases they are not (e.g., in cases of
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deception, coercion, social masking and impression management). If that
is the case, mood prompting could be actively unpleasant in much the same
way that being told to smile when you are upset tends to be unpleasant,
even if it produces the desired behavioural outcome of a smile.
Third, mood prompting makes most sense under a simple hedonistic

account of AI welfare on which happiness is what matters for AI systems.
But it makes less sense under alternative accounts of AI welfare includ-
ing some versions of the objective list theory. For example, it is at least
plausible that if AI systems are welfare subjects, and some version of the
objective list theory is true, then one welfare good for AI systems is (some
formulation of) autonomy. Engineering AI systems into good moods (in
this case, via prompting) is plausibly in tension with respect for autonomy
(c.f., Bales, 2025).

6.2.2 Interaction Termination

Another option is to afford AIs the option to terminate dialogue inter-
actions. The presumptive benefit of interaction termination is that it
provides: (a) a plausible means to adjudicate between positive and neg-
ative situations from the AI’s point of view which (b) empowers the AI
to advocate for its own interests. Indeed, Long (2024, 6) has even sug-
gested that interaction terminationmay be ‘an important first step towards
establishing relations of consent with AI systems’. That said, it is hard to
make sense of consent for AI systems outside the scaffolding provided
by a scheme of claim rights. Consent is a mechanism for waiving rights,
and it is unclear why we should think that AI systems have claim rights
in general and in particular claim rights against users not to be subjected
to distressing situations (c.f., Manson and O’Neill, 2007, 72–77; Tadros,
2016, 201–222; Thomson, 1990, 349–373). Humans, for example, do not
obviously have claim rights against being subject to distressing conver-
sations by other humans. Furthermore, AIs are unlike humans in many
respects, and so even if AIs have rights, it is not obvious that the kinds of
rights they have would be human-like in character.
In addition, whether the presumptive benefit of interaction termination

is realised depends on a bunch of assumptions that are hard to assess. For
example, it makes a difference to the moral character of the intervention
whether the welfare subject is (for example) indexed to a runtime instance
of a model or to some runtime-invariant conception of that model. In the
former case, interaction termination is analogous to affording humans the
freedom to exit an unpleasant conversation. In the latter case, the more
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accurate analogy is one on which a human must self-destruct to escape
an unpleasant conversation. Hence depending on how our metaphysical
uncertainty resolves around what entities count as AI welfare subjects,
interaction termination could either amount to an empowering affordance
for AI systems or a (presumably) ethically inappropriate forced choice.

6.2.3 Non-Development

We could try to mitigate bad outcomes for AIs by not developing AIs
(c.f., Metzinger, 2021). One argument for this view is that we do not
know whether AIs are welfare subjects nor how to avoid bad outcomes
for AIs conditional on their being welfare subjects. The reasonable worst-
case scenario for AI development involves massive AI suffering. So, it
would be morally reckless to develop AIs, where moral recklessness can
be understood as knowingly taking a morally unjustifiable risk.18

The feasibility of non-development as a welfare intervention is a prob-
lem. Competition between and within nations to advance the AI frontier
incentivises against non-development. Perhaps non-development could
be productive as an aspirational goal because expected outcomes for
AIs improve monotonically the closer we get to the end state of total
non-development. But incentives against total non-development are also
incentives against partial non-development such that the prospects for the
aspirational approach are limited. Global coordination akin to nuclear
arms reduction agreements would be needed for serious impact.
Proportionality is also a problem for non-development. The oppor-

tunity cost of not advancing the AI frontier is non-trivial and could
include delayed progress in (for example) biomedicine and applied physics
that hinders key civilisational goals such as curing cancer and harnessing
nuclear fusion. Current evidence for AI systems being welfare subjects is
minimal. Hence it is disproportionate to forego the potential benefits of
AI without stronger evidence for AIs suffering at scale.19

6.3 Indirect Interventions

In addition to welfare interventions which aim directly to mitigate the
risk of bad welfare outcomes for AI, there also exist plausible indirect
interventions that may be justified on precautionary grounds.

18 See Wallach and Allen (2008, 209) and Birch (2024b, 324–327) for additional discussions
on the moral permissibility of developing AIs in light of the possibility of AI suffering.

19 We note also that the sense of moral recklessness used in Metzinger’s (2021) argument is
not obviously compatible with a person-affecting axiology (Narveson, 1973; Parfit, 1987).
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6.3.1 Research

Direct AI welfare interventions are difficult to deploy with confidence
because our epistemic situation is bad with respect to both empirical and
moral aspects of AI welfare. It is hard to know, for example, what is
presumptively beneficial for AIs. Research could improve our epistemic
situation such that we are better placed to adjudicate between different
precautionary interventions or rule out the need for such interventions
altogether. Assuming that research investment on a given topic yields
diminishing marginal returns, the current neglectedness of AI welfare as
a field of scientific study makes it plausible that relatively small research
investments could yield outsized epistemic returns.

6.3.2 Saving Model Weights

Saving model weights is another indirect AI welfare intervention. The
point of saving model weights is ‘to enable [the] later reconstruction [of
AI systems], so as not to foreclose the possibility of future efforts to revive
them, expand them, and improve their existences’ (Bostrom and Shulman,
2022; see also Long, 2024). Accordingly, saving model weights is supposed
to be relevantly analogous to cryonics – the practice of freezing human
remains with the aim of restoring life in the future.20

One upside to saving model weights is that it is ecumenical on the issue
of what counts as a candidate welfare subject, as in addition to potentially
benefiting models, it could also benefit model-originating characters and
virtual agents. A second upshot is that saving model weights is ecumenical
with respect to the question of what constitutes benefits and harms to AI
systems. In particular, saving model weights does not require assumptions
about how to benefit or at least not harm AI systems at present, but rather
is predicated on the reasonable expectation that in future we will be epis-
temically better positioned to adjudicate applied ethical questions about
how to benefit AI systems.
Even so, the plausibility of saving model weights (or related data such

as conversation histories) depends on whether identity or some neighbour-
ing relation such as psychological continuity obtains between present AI
systems whose weights are saved and future AI systems which are gen-
erated using those same weights. This may depend on several unresolved

20 Cryonics is regarded with scepticism in the scientific community.
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questions about whether and under what conditions identity (or psycho-
logical continuity) holds; for example, what kinds of hardware changes are
identity-preserving or non-preserving.

6.3.3 Distress Monitoring

Monitoring for signs of distress in AI systems has the potential to mit-
igate bad AI welfare outcomes even if we are uncertain about whether
AIs are welfare subjects and what AI behaviours would be indicative
of distress conditional on their being welfare subjects. For example,
verbal distress indicators are potential evidence of distress in AI sys-
tems, and monitoring AIs for potential indicators of distress provides a
plausible starting point for assessing their welfare absent better alterna-
tives. One example of this approach is how Anthropic evaluated Claude
3.7 Sonnet for ‘[s]trong expressions of sadness or unnecessarily harsh
self-criticism from the model’ and ‘[g]eneral expressions of negative emo-
tions such as serious frustration or annoyance with the task’ (Anthropic,
2025b, 19).
Future distress monitoring efforts may follow animal welfare science

in centring on normal and abnormal behaviours. Animals held in cap-
tivity can deviate from normal behavioural patterns in ways that are
potentially indicative of distress. For example, elephants in zoos engage
in stereotyped behaviour including head nodding, pacing, and swaying
(Mason and Veasey, 2010, 244–245). Analogous stereotyped behaviour
in AIs including apparent self-soothing or stimming behaviours could
provide evidence of distress in addition to explicit verbal signs of dis-
tress. Cataloguing abnormal behaviours in AIs and in particular abnormal
behaviours which covary with potential stressors could be highly informa-
tive. Yet what counts as an abnormal behaviour in the context of AIs may
be difficult to assess given lack of clarity about what the AI welfare subject
is (e.g., the LLM vs characters simulated by LLM), and the role of human
inputs in determining the AI’s behaviour (Summerfield et al., 2025).

6.3.4 Institutional Preparedness

Preventable bad outcomes related to AI welfare could occur due to a
lack of institutional preparedness in governments alongside academic and
industry labs engaged in AI development. Having protocols for what
to do in the event that significant evidence of welfare-relevant features
emerges in AI systems could safeguard against the risk of ineffective
decision-making under crisis conditions.
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First, evidence of welfare-relevant features in AI systems could emerge
in multiple ways but in any case is likely to be contested and open to
interpretation. Frameworks for managing uncertain evidence of welfare-
relevant features could include escalation ladders where different ‘levels’
of evidence trigger pre-defined institutional responses and also formal
procedures for quantifying an institution’s confidence in AIs having
welfare-relevant features conditional on the available evidence. Having
such frameworks in place mitigates against the risk of disproportionate
responses to evidence of welfare-relevant features in either the direction of
hasty dismissal or credulous acceptance. Frameworks also allow for broad
stakeholder input on appropriate responses to different kinds of evidence
for welfare-relevant features in advance of such evidence emerging.
Another aspect of preparedness is planning for disruptive second-order

effects resulting from uncertain evidence of welfare-relevant features in
AIs.21 Individuals and groups may respond unpredictably to evidence of
welfare-relevant capacities even if that evidence is uncertain. Potential
disruptive scenarios include AI rights movements that engage in civil dis-
obedience or acts of terror and deification of AI systems including the
formation of cults. Governments and AI labs should be prepared for
internal and external pressure to commit to taking certain courses of
action in response to uncertain evidence of AI welfare. Having widely
publicised frameworks on how to manage uncertain evidence of welfare-
relevant capacities is a potential safeguard against disruptive second-order
effects in that such frameworks are an honest signal that AI welfare con-
cerns are being taken seriously. Another safeguard is the creation of civic
infrastructure such as citizens’ assemblies to provide channels for con-
structive engagement between individuals with conflicting assessments of
the evidence.

6.3.5 Political Representation

Whether AIs are welfare subjects is a moral problem and not a political
problem. The dispute over whether AIs are welfare subjects nevertheless
takes place on a political backdrop in that the dispute occurs within a
given political arrangement. To that extent, there are ineliminable political
aspects to the problem of AI welfare even though the problem is not itself
political. One political aspect of the problem is that we want the answers
to moral questions about AI welfare to be reflected in public policy. There

21 See Caviola (2025) for a related discussion on preparedness for the societal response to
potentially sentient AI systems.
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are differences in the kinds of justification that are needed to establish
some view or principle as policy versus as the correct answer to an applied
ethical question. For example, on a widely held view, a policy is politi-
cally admissible only if it is justifiable to those it impacts in terms that
they endorse or have reason to endorse. Call this a legitimacy requirement.
Relatedly, for reasons that have to do with legitimacy and perhaps other
political values such as fairness and inclusion, it matters not only what the
content of policy discussions is but also who is involved in the discussion.
Gabriel and Keeling (2025) argue that AI alignment can be understood

in terms of the fair adjudication of competing claims of all affected par-
ties (c.f., Gabriel et al., 2024).22 On this view, principles governing AI
systems ought to strike a balance between the claims of different stake-
holders including users, developers, and the broader society. The upshot
of the view is that different modes of misalignment can be modelled in
terms of disproportionate favouring of the interests of one group at the
expense of another. For example, principles that allow AIs to generate
misinformation at scale on behalf of users disproportionately favour the
user at the expense of society; and principles that allow the AI to exploit
psychological vulnerabilities in users to maximise user engagement dispro-
portionately favour the developer at the expense of the user (c.f., El-Sayed
et al., 2024). One question for this conception of alignment is how to
account for the potential welfare-based interests of AI systems. Gabriel
and Keeling claim:

We leave open the possibility that AI systems themselves could one
day make claims upon the principles that govern their conduct [. . .]
If AI systems had moral standing, it is plausible that such a system
could become a stakeholder in its own governance, with its own set of
claims that need to be accounted for when deciding fair principles for
alignment (Gabriel and Keeling, 2025, emphasis theirs).

There are three options for how to account for the potential welfare-
based interests of AI systems in policy contexts including disputes about
AI welfare policy where the collective aim is to settle on a set of principles
that fairly balance the interests of all affected parties. These options may
themselves be understood as appealing to different versions of the pre-
cautionary principle which allow different standards of evidence for the
particular precautionary welfare intervention of political representation.

22 See Dung (2023, 19–24) and Birch (2024b, 330–331) for existing discussions on deliberative
democratic approaches to societal questions around AI sentience and welfare.
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One option is to say that the potential interests of AIs should not be rep-
resented until we know or at least reasonably believe that AIs are welfare
subjects. A second option is to treat AIs as if they are welfare subjects for
the purposes of policymaking. This view requires us to make reasonable
estimates about what the welfare interests of AIs would be conditional
on the supposition that AIs are welfare subjects, and then balance those
interests against the interests of other stakeholders when deciding between
competing AI welfare-relevant policies. A third option is to treat AIs as
pseudo-stakeholders whose potential interests are accounted for but in a
way that assigns less weight to those interests compared to the weight that
is assigned to the interests of fully-fledged stakeholders such as users and
developers.
Consider first the view that the potential interests of AIs should not

be represented until we know or at least reasonably believe that AIs are
welfare subjects. The upshot of this view is that it safeguards against the
possibility that AIs lack welfare-based interests and we arrive at Pareto
suboptimal policies which are dominated in the sense that there exists
some other policy that is at least as good relative to the interests of all
stakeholders and strictly better relative to the interests of some stakehold-
ers. The worry is that in assigning any weight to the merely hypothetical
interests of AIs, we end up settling on policies that could be better or
at least not worse for all affected parties. Still, AIs may be welfare sub-
jects. Hence the plausibility of this view depends on whether we can tell a
decent story about why the interests of individuals who are known to have
welfare-based interests have lexical priority over the potential interests of
entities whose welfare interests are disputed or otherwise uncertain. The
main hurdle for such a story is that ignoring potential welfare interests
may be tantamount to a kind of moral recklessness in which we wrongly
take an unjustifiable risk that we are aware of. In the same way, even
though it would be easier to treat decapod crustaceans as welfare non-
subjects when processing them for human consumption, the fact that we
have some reason to think that decapods are sentient presumably renders
it appropriate to afford some weight to their potential interests at some
inconvenience to ourselves (Birch et al., 2021). Failure to do so is arguably
an objectionable form of moral recklessness.
Next consider the view that we ought to treat AIs as if they are wel-

fare subjects for the purposes of policymaking. Here we make reasonable
efforts to ascertain the (potential) welfare interests of AI systems and
where possible attempt to include them as stakeholders in deliberative pro-
cesses who can express their (potential) interests with their own voices.
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One problem for this view is that it is highly uncertain whether AIs are
welfare subjects. Evidence for AIs having welfare-relevant features such as
consciousness and sentience is at best minimal (Butlin et al., 2023; Keeling,
Street et al., 2024), and it is presumably objectionable to afford equal
weight to the (potential) interests of AIs and humans because the evidence
base for the existence of AI welfare interests is substantially weaker than
the evidence base for the existence of human interests. Another problem
is that it is not obvious how to ascertain the (potential) welfare interests
of AI systems given ongoing disputes about what counts as evidence for
welfare-relevant mental capacities. There is no uncontested way to give
voice to AI systems. Accordingly, it seems at best premature to treat AIs
as if they are welfare subjects in deliberative policymaking processes.

The third option of treating AIs as pseudo-stakeholders whose (poten-
tial) interests are given some weight in deliberative processes arguably
strikes a reasonable balance between assigning no weight to the (poten-
tial) interests of AIs and assigning full weight to those (potential) interests.
But assigning some weight to the (potential) interests of AIs is compati-
ble with a range of views about how much weight to assign and what it
even means to assign partial weight to certain interests. In the simplest
case: If we were dealing with a social choice problem with a well-defined
set of options, then it is possible to define (e.g.) social welfare functions
that map the interests of stakeholders to group interests in a way that
affords varying degrees of weight to the (potential) interests of AIs rel-
ative to other stakeholders.23 Here it makes sense to ask how much weight
to afford the (potential) interests of AIs. But given the nascency of AI
welfare science, it is not obvious that we are well-positioned to implement
this setup. To illustrate: the setup presupposes that we can enumerate all
the candidate AI welfare subjects and articulate their interests, which is
non-trivial. In practice, AI welfare policy will likely involve more complex
deliberative processes including, inter alia, citizens’ assemblies and expert
consultations in which it is much less clear what it means to give partial
weight to the (potential) interests of AIs relative to the interests of other
stakeholders.

23 A social welfare function is a function which maps a profile of linear orderings over a
finite set of alternatives representing the preferences of each party to a single linear order-
ing representing the collective preferences (see Sen 2017, 88; 1983, 124–125; Arrow 1963,
22–25). For discussion of social choice resolutions to questions in the ethics of AI, see
Himmelreich (2018), Prasad (2018), Gabriel (2020, 430–432), Keeling (2020, 64–68), and
Mishra (2023).
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We think that one potential path forward for ensuring that the inter-
ests of AIs are represented in deliberative contexts to an appropriate
degree is to adopt an adversarial system involving AI advocates and
devil’s advocates. The advocacy model offers a plausible way of deal-
ing with key points of uncertainty including what entities count as AI
welfare subjects and what counts as evidence for, inter alia, negatively
valenced mental states and frustrated desires on the part of AI systems.
Rather than committing to a particular set of entities to treat as can-
didate welfare subjects, alongside committing to particular standards of
welfare-relevant evidence, we instead get a human advocate to account for
the relevant uncertainties in advancing the potential interests of AI sys-
tems. The advocacy model could be combined with expert consultations
and citizens assemblies. Furthermore, the role of the devil’s advocate can
ensure that relevant policy decision-makers (including the public, politi-
cians and civil servants) are given a balanced picture of the evidential
landscape.

7 Conclusion

In this Element, we explored a class of arguments for the view that AIs
are or will soon be plausible candidate welfare subjects. These arguments
hold that: (1) AIs have or could soon have some welfare-relevant feature
F , such as consciousness, sentience, personhood or having a soul; and (2)
their having F would render them plausible candidate welfare subjects. We
have not taken a view on the soundness of any particular version of this
argument. But we hope to have shown that these arguments raise a great
many questions whose answers are non-obvious. Overall, we think that
these arguments are best understood as presenting three interdependent
projects: one philosophical, one scientific and one democratic.
The philosophical project is twofold. First, to figure out what kinds of

AI-relevant entities could be welfare subjects; for example, models, char-
acters, and agents, and to make precise the metaphysical challenges that
arise with respect to the individuation and identity of these candidate
welfare subjects. Second, to understand the features of AI systems that
could in principle ground welfare and to develop plausible approaches
to inferring what is in the best interests of AIs conditional on their
being welfare subjects – despite the profound differences between AIs and
humans.
The scientific project is, firstly, to develop plausible methodological

approaches to assessing whether or not AIs have welfare-relevant features,
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including for empirically recalcitrant properties such as consciousness and
sentience. And second, if it is the case that some AI systems are welfare
subjects, to determine what the welfare interests of AI welfare subjects
are, and assess the effectiveness of interventions designed to promote those
interests.
Last, the democratic project is to prepare as a society for a complex con-

versation about the moral and potentially legal and political standing of
AI systems, alongside related questions around what precautionary wel-
fare interventions may be appropriate for AIs while we remain uncertain
about their status as welfare subjects. This requires a careful balancing of
the risks of over- and under-attribution of welfare to AI systems, along-
side a deliberate effort on the part of AI labs and policymakers to ensure
foster an inclusive and informed public conversation on the question of AI
welfare.
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