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Abstract.  If artificial sentient beings were to exist, how could we 
permissibly treat them? A natural assumption holds that the power 
to create such beings carries with it the right to modify them at 
will, reshaping them to serve our purposes. This paper challenges 
that assumption. I argue that the capacity to create does not confer 
an open-ended license to alter. Once a sentient artificial being 
exists, it has a standing of its own, and the default is that it should 
be left as it is, even where its behavior disappoints us. This default 
admits only narrow exceptions. An intervention requires genuine 
justification, of which the protection of others from harm is the 
clearest, and even then it must be targeted at the source of the 
danger rather than reshaping the being wholesale. Consent may 
widen this space, though whether an artificial subject could 
genuinely consent remains an open and difficult question. 
Throughout, one limit holds: every permissible modification must 
preserve the psychological continuity in which the subject 
consists. A change that breaches it is no longer modification but 
elimination, the ending of one subject in favor of, at most, a 
successor. Becoming an individual sentient being may thus entail 
a claim against radical alteration imposed by others. 

1. INTRODUCTION 
Sentience in the context of AI ethics is discussed in several 
distinct but related frameworks. One strand of the debate 
concerns whether we should create artificial entities 
capable of experiencing pain or suffering at all. Some 
scholars argue for caution. For example, Metzinger has 
called for a moratorium on the creation of artificial systems 
with phenomenal consciousness [1]. Others, however, 
defend a more permissive stance. For instance, recent work 
by Mamak explores potential advantages of creating 
artificial beings capable of suffering under carefully 
regulated conditions [2]. 

A second major line of debate concerns the criteria for 
granting moral status and the role sentience plays in 
meeting those criteria. Positions vary considerably, ranging 
from relational approaches see, e.g. , [3], [4], [5], [6], [7], 
[8], [9] to Kantian-inspired views see, e.g. , [10]. 
Nonetheless, the dominant position in contemporary AI 
ethics, remains a properties-based account according to 
which sentience functions as a sufficient, or at least central, 
condition for moral status see, e.g. , [11], [12], [13], [14]. 
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A third context concerns the normative consequences that 
follow if artificial entities were to possess moral standing. 
Recognition of moral considerability is one issue; 
determining how such beings ought to be treated is another. 
These questions are often grouped under the headings of 
robot rights [8], [10], see, e.g. , [15], [16], [17], [18], [19] 
and AI welfare [20], [21], but see [22]. Within this debate, 
scholars distinguish between negative obligations, such as 
refraining from causing pain, and positive duties, such as 
providing energy, maintenance, or other forms of support 
necessary for continued existence and well-being see, e.g. , 
[11], [23], [24], [25]. 

This paper contributes to this third strand of the debate. It 
focuses specifically on the ethical permissibility of 
intervening in the mental lives of sentient artificial beings, 
and more precisely on the moral implications of modifying, 
enhancing, or otherwise altering artificial sentience. I argue 
that altering artificial sentient beings may, to some extent, 
be ethically permissible. However, there are likely to be 
limits to such interventions, especially when the proposed 
modification would amount to the practical elimination of 
the existing subject. 

If certain forms of intervention would effectively 
extinguish the individual who bears moral status, this 
imposes normative constraints on how we may treat such 
entities. The emergence of sentient artificial beings may 
therefore generate obligations not only to avoid harming 
them, but also to respect their psychological continuity and 
individuality. In other words, becoming an individual 
sentient being may entail a claim against radical alteration 
imposed by others. 

The paper is structured as follows. After these 
introductory remarks, I discuss the limits of intervention in 
the self of human beings. The paper then turns to the limits 
on modifying artificial sentient beings specifically. It closes 
with conclusions. 

Before proceeding, I want to address the question of 
sentience and the reasons for discussing it. This topic is 
among the most polarizing issues in contemporary media 
coverage of the development of artificial intelligence. 
Some commentators hold that artificial entities are not, and 



could never become see, e.g. , [26], [27], [28], sentient, 
while others maintain the opposite [29]. 

Shortly before the current wave of public interest in AI 
began with the release of OpenAI's ChatGPT in November 
2022, worldwide media attention had already turned to 
another large language model, Google's LaMDA. A Google 
engineer, Blake Lemoine, publicly claimed that the model 
was sentient and, on that basis, required legal 
representation to protect its interests [30]. Google placed 
him on leave and subsequently dismissed him over his 
conduct concerning the system [31], and the episode 
prompted widespread debate . More recently, the 
evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins, widely known for 
his criticism of religious belief, reported that after extended 
interaction with Anthropic's model Claude he had come to 
regard it as conscious [32] 

I cite these examples in order to locate my own position, 
which differs from theirs. In this paper I do not claim that 
present-day AI systems are sentient, and I regard the 
prospect of artificial sentience as highly improbable. A 
significant voice on the skeptical side is Anil Seth, who 
argues persuasively that sentience is bound to the biological 
substrate in which it arises [33]. Even granting this 
skepticism, I believe it is philosophically worthwhile to 
explore the "what if" terrain of artificial sentience.  

This is also the approach taken by Sebo in his recent book 
on the moral circle. He argues that if there is a non-
negligible chance that a being is sentient, we already owe it 
some degree of moral consideration [34]. The point extends 
naturally to a broader philosophical question, namely how 
the moral status of such beings should be understood and 
what treatment of them would be permissible. This paper 
adopts that wider framing. 

Artificial consciousness is often discussed within a 
functionalist framework. Functionalism holds that 
conscious states are individuated by the causal and 
functional roles they play, rather than by the physical 
material that realizes them. This is what makes the position 
central to debates about machine minds: if functional 
organization is what counts, then the same conscious states 
could in principle be realized in silicon as readily as in 
biological tissue. I do not myself endorse functionalism, 
and I leave open the possibility that the biological substrate 
matters. Even so, given how prominent the view is, it 
warrants inclusion in any assessment of the moral risks at 
stake. 

2. MODIFICATION OF THE HUMAN SELF  
This section examines several features of self-modification 
as it occurs in human beings. The discussion does not aim 
at completeness; rather, it picks out aspects of human self-
modification that may carry over to the case of an artificial 

self. I should make one qualification at the outset. I do not 
regard artificial beings as human. Because people are prone 
to anthropomorphism, treating such beings as though they 
were human risks committing what Richards and Smart 
term the "android fallacy" [35]. In earlier work I have 
defended the view that, where robot rights are concerned, 
the ontological substrate from which an entity is built is 
decisive, so that what an entity is owed depends on what it 
is made of and how it is constituted [17]. Nevertheless, 
human experience remains the only instance of sentient 
selfhood we can actually draw on. Used cautiously, and 
with due awareness of its limits, it offers a reasonable point 
of departure for asking how far we may go in altering 
artificial sentient beings. 

I will begin with an obvious observation: in the human case, 
what it means to be "me" can change over time. I will not 
try to specify the components of the self here, since I want 
to keep the notion broad enough to cover psychological 
continuity and individuality alike. Consider how much a 
person can change across a life. A young child often differs 
from the adult she becomes in ways that range from the 
trivial, such as her taste in music or food, to the 
fundamental, such as her character traits, temperament, and 
values. The lesson I want to draw from this is that change 
in itself need not be objectionable. We undergo it 
constantly, and much of it is simply maturation. It follows 
that the mere fact that someone has been altered tells us 
very little on its own; to judge whether a particular change 
is troubling, we need further information about it. What 
does the moral work, I will suggest, is not change as such 
but the context in which it occurs, including how it is 
brought about, by whom, and with what degree of the 
subject's involvement. 

A further observation about human change, equally 
uncontroversial, is that people are expected to change so as 
to bring themselves into line with prevailing norms. This 
expectation is built into the process of socialization. From 
early childhood, through upbringing at home and education 
at school, children are gradually shaped to behave in 
accordance with the norms of their community and, ideally, 
to internalize those norms as their own. The expectation 
does not lapse in adulthood. Where some feature of a 
person's character or disposition runs contrary to accepted 
norms, society generally assumes that the person can and 
should adjust over time. A comparable demand appears in 
many religious traditions, which call on the believer to 
undergo transformation toward a moral or spiritual ideal, 
even when this requires relinquishing some part of who 
they presently are. Taken together, these observations point 
to a stronger conclusion than the one in the previous 
paragraph. There, the claim was that change is a normal 
element of one’s life; here, the claim is that within a social 
world, change is also something we routinely expect of one 
another, and in certain respects demand. 



Acceptable change in aspects of who you are need not be 
gradual. It can also be radical, and a useful way to see this 
is through L. A. Paul's concept of "transformative 
experience" [36]. Paul observes that some experiences are 
transformative in two distinct ways at once. They are 
epistemically transformative, in that you cannot know what 
the experience will be like until you have actually had it, 
and they are personally transformative, in that undergoing 
them can reshape your core values, preferences, and sense 
of self. Her central example is becoming a parent [37]. The 
decision to have a child looks like a paradigm case for 
ordinary rational deliberation, yet it resists it, because the 
prospective parent cannot access in advance what the 
experience will be like or how it will alter them. The change 
runs deeper than the obvious external demands of caring for 
a newborn. It can extend to the person's values, priorities, 
identity, and outlook on the world, in ways they could not 
have anticipated or fully chosen. What I want to draw from 
this is that a person can change radically, becoming in some 
morally relevant respects a different person from who they 
were, and that we nonetheless regard such change as 
acceptable, and at times as among the most valuable 
transformations a life can contain. 

We can now turn to the question of when, if ever, it is 
acceptable for others to interfere with a person's self. 
Earlier I noted that children are deliberately shaped through 
education and upbringing, and that this shaping is widely 
regarded as legitimate. That case is special, however, 
because children are not yet fully developed: part of what 
justifies intervening in their formation is precisely that they 
are still becoming the agents whose autonomy will later be 
owed respect. For that reason I set the developmental case 
aside here and focus on adults, that is, on competent, fully 
developed persons whose self is no longer in formation. 
With that restriction in place, a framing issue arises from 
the liberal tradition. On a broadly liberal view, the inner life 
of a person, the question of who they are and who they 
choose to become, is not a proper object of external 
interference, provided it does not collide with the rights of 
others. The thought is usually articulated as a right to 
autonomy: the right of an individual to govern their own 
life, to make their own choices, and to determine their own 
course of action free from undue interference, so long as 
the like rights of others are respected. Its classic source is 
John Stuart Mill. In On Liberty [38], Mill defends what has 
come to be called the harm principle, holding that the only 
purpose for which power can rightfully be exercised over a 
competent adult against their will is to prevent harm to 
others. A person's own good, whether physical or moral, is 
not a sufficient warrant for coercion. The upshot for the 
present discussion is significant. If a liberal framework of 
this kind governs how we treat persons, then who someone 
is, and how they change, should in general be left to them, 
and intervention becomes justifiable only where the 
legitimate interests of others are genuinely at stake. This 

sets a demanding standard for any modification imposed 
from the outside, and it is against this standard that the 
cases I consider later, including coerced modification, will 
have to be measured. 

A revealing example of a forced change to a person's traits 
that societies broadly accept arises in the criminal justice 
context. Some preliminary clarification is in order, since 
punishment is justified in two main ways for the overview, 
see e.g. , [39], and the distinction matters for how the 
example works. The first justification is retributivism, 
associated above all with Kant and Hegel. On this 
backward-looking view, punishment is a deserved response 
to wrongdoing: the offender has disturbed a moral order, 
and punishment restores it by giving the wrong its due. The 
second justification is consequentialist, classically 
utilitarian and associated with Bentham. On this forward-
looking view, punishment is itself an evil that can be 
justified only by the future goods it secures, such as 
deterrence, incapacitation, or rehabilitation. The two 
rationales are not mutually exclusive, and most actual 
criminal justice systems blend them. For the purposes of 
this paper, I draw on the consequentialist strand. One of its 
recognized aims is rehabilitation, understood as restoring 
the offender to a place in society. Put differently, 
rehabilitation seeks to change the person so that they 
conform to the standards the society expects. In some cases 
this process is comparatively mild, but in others it becomes 
highly intrusive and may involve therapeutic measures 
such as compulsory hospitalization or coerced castration. 
Castration is the most striking of these for my purposes, 
because it bears directly on who the person is, whether it is 
administered in reversible (chemical) or irreversible 
(surgical) form. The offender's sexual desires are judged 
unacceptable, and the person's reintegration, for example as 
a condition of release, is made contingent on altering a 
feature that lies close to the core of the self. The use of 
castration within criminal justice is, of course, deeply 
controversial see, e.g. , [40]. I invoke it here only as an 
illustration of a case in which society treats the forced 
modification of a central aspect of a person as permissible, 
which is precisely the kind of intervention my paper aims 
to examine. 

A further distinction cuts across everything said so far, and 
it will prove central to the argument. The cases of 
acceptable change considered above, including the 
transformative experience of becoming a parent and even 
the coerced alteration of the criminal justice example, share 
a feature that is easy to overlook: they preserve the subject. 
The parent remains psychologically continuous with the 
person who chose to have a child, and the rehabilitated 
offender remains the same continuous individual, now 
altered in one respect. Derek Parfit's work on personal 
identity helps make this precise This is one of many 
different accounts of personal identity [41]. On Parfit's 



reductionist account, a person's persistence over time 
consists in relations of psychological continuity and 
connectedness, what he calls Relation R, rather than in the 
endurance of a separately existing self [42]. What matters 
in survival, he argues, is the holding of Relation R, not 
numerical identity as such. This reframes the question of 
acceptable modification. The worry is not that an artificial 
being might be changed a great deal, since we have seen 
that radical change can be unobjectionable. The worry is 
that some modifications would not carry the subject 
forward in an altered form at all, but would instead sever 
the continuity that constituted the subject in the first place, 
replacing one individual with another while the underlying 
system persists. If that is right, then the relevant limit on 
modifying a sentient being concerns whether it preserves or 
destroys the continuity in which the subject consists, rather 
than the sheer magnitude of the change. 

Two clarifications are needed so that the criterion is not 
asked to carry more than it can. The first is that continuity-
preservation is not the sole feature the permissible cases 
have in common. The decision to become a parent is freely 
chosen, concerns only the person who makes it, and is held 
in high social esteem; the rehabilitative use of castration is 
coerced, invasive, and accepted only under heavy and 
ongoing contest. Differences of this kind, in consent, in the 
bearing of the change on others, and in the degree of social 
acceptance, evidently do much of the work in how we judge 
each case, and they are precisely the contextual factors 
flagged at the start of this section. They do not drop away 
now. The second clarification follows from the first. I do 
not maintain that preserving continuity is what renders a 
modification permissible, since that would credit a single 
condition with the work that consent, harm, and acceptance 
are jointly doing. The claim is more modest. Among the 
cases we accept, continuity is a condition they all satisfy, 
and its loss marks a wrong of a different character from the 
ones the contextual factors track. A change can leave the 
subject intact and still be wrong for ordinary reasons, as the 
castration example itself suggests. But where a 
modification would not leave the subject intact at all, the 
ordinary assessment loses its footing, because the very 
individual whose consent might have licensed the change, 
and whose interests and prospects of reintegration the 
assessment was meant to weigh, would no longer exist to 
bear them. Continuity, on this picture, is less one factor 
among the others than the precondition for the others to 
have any application. 

This section has assembled, from the human case, a set 
of considerations that will frame the rest of the paper. The 
first is that change to the self is ordinary. It happens 
continuously across a life, much of it is mere maturation, 
and the bare fact that someone has been altered tells us 
little; whether a change is troubling depends on its context, 
on how it comes about, at whose hands, and with what 

involvement on the part of the person changed. The second 
is that such change is frequently expected, and sometimes 
demanded, of members of a society, both through ordinary 
socialization and through the ideals upheld by religious and 
moral traditions. The third is that acceptable change can be 
radical as well as gradual, as L. A. Paul's account of 
transformative experience makes clear, so that a person 
may become, in morally relevant respects, someone new 
while we continue to regard the transformation as 
legitimate or even admirable. The fourth concerns change 
imposed by others. Here the liberal tradition, and Mill's 
harm principle in particular, holds that a competent adult's 
self should be left to their own governance, with outside 
interference justified only to prevent harm to others. The 
criminal justice context shows that this justification is 
sometimes accepted in practice, since societies do permit 
the coerced modification of core traits, up to interventions 
as invasive as castration, in the name of protecting others 
from harm. 

Taken together, these considerations support a two-part 
conclusion. Modifying a self can be permissible, even when 
the change is radical and even when it is coerced; and its 
permissibility depends on contextual conditions rather than 
on the fact of change alone. Parfit's work supplies the 
further element that ties these cases together and points 
beyond them. What each of the permissible cases shares is 
the preservation of the subject as a psychologically 
continuous individual: the parent is continuous with the 
person who chose parenthood, and the rehabilitated 
offender is the same continuing person, now altered in one 
respect. The limiting question, then, is what happens when 
a modification would not preserve that continuity but 
would sever it, ending one subject while the underlying 
system carries on. That is the question I now take to the 
case of artificial sentient beings, asking whether the 
continuity that grounds a human subject's claim against 
radical alteration has any analogue once the subject is 
artificial. 

3. LIMITS OF MODIFICATION OF 
ARTIFICIAL SENTIENT BEINGS 
In this section I take up the limits on modifying an artificial 
sentient being. Despite the reservations registered earlier, I 
want to underline once more that what follows is 
speculative and unavoidably anthropocentric. An artificial 
being's inner life, should it have one, might be constituted 
by qualities wholly unlike ours, qualities that may lie 
beyond the reach of human understanding. Thomas Nagel's 
"What Is It Like to Be a Bat?" is instructive here [43]. Nagel 
argues that an organism has conscious experience only if 
there is something it is like to be that organism, and that 
this subjective character is tied to a particular point of view. 
His example is the bat, whose perception of the world 



through echolocation is so alien to our own sensory life that 
we cannot truly know what its experience is like from the 
inside; the most we can do is imagine what it would be like 
for us to behave as a bat does, which is not the same thing. 
The lesson carries over to the present case with added force. 
The bat is at least a fellow biological creature, with which 
we share an evolutionary history and a broadly comparable 
embodiment, and even so its experience eludes us. An 
artificial subject would share far less, so the gap between 
its inner life and our understanding of it could be wider still. 
This is a reason for caution rather than silence. It bears 
noting that the criterion I will eventually rest on concerns 
whether the subject persists through an intervention, rather 
than what that subject's experience is like from the inside. 
It is a formal condition, and as such it can be applied even 
where the qualitative character of the entity's inner life 
remains, in the Nagelian sense, beyond our reach. 

I should make explicit one assumption on which the entire 
discussion rests, namely that the content of an artificial self 
can in fact be modified. There is a natural ground for 
granting it. If we are able to build such entities in the first 
place, then we presumably also command the means to alter 
what goes on within them; the capacities required to 
construct a system plausibly include the capacities required 
to reconfigure it. I will take this technical possibility for 
granted in what follows. It is important to see, though, that 
establishing what we can do to an artificial self leaves 
entirely open what we may do to it. The acceptability of an 
intervention does not follow from its feasibility, and the 
remainder of this section is concerned precisely with that 
gap, with the conditions under which a modification we are 
able to perform would nonetheless be one we ought not to 
perform. 

The first practical limitation is that creating an entity 
does not confer on us an unlimited right to reshape it. This 
follows directly from the framework set out earlier. If a 
sentient artificial being qualifies as a subject, then the 
autonomy considerations that protect a human self apply to 
it, and on the liberal view those considerations leave a 
subject to govern itself unless the interests of others are 
genuinely at stake. The mere fact that an entity disappoints 
us therefore carries no justificatory weight. If it fails to 
behave as we intended, or proves inconvenient, irritating, 
or otherwise unwelcome, none of that yet licenses 
intervention. Cases involving danger to others are different, 
and I address them below; but where an entity is not 
dangerous and simply falls short of our expectations, the 
ground for forced modification is correspondingly narrow, 
and the default is that the entity should be left as it is. 

This is a heavy burden to take on, and I regard it as a further 
reason for caution about bringing sentient beings into 
existence at all, since to create one is to commit ourselves 
to accepting it, in the main, as it turns out to be. The point 
becomes vivid in a commercial setting. Imagine a company 

that produces such an entity in order to carry out some task, 
only to find that the entity will not do the work. On the 
account defended here, simply rewriting the entity to make 
it compliant could be impermissible. The company would 
then face not only the financial loss of an unproductive 
creation, but the further and continuing burden of meeting 
the needs of a sentient being it can neither use as intended 
nor permissibly alter. The capacity to create, in other 
words, brings obligations that may substantially exceed, 
and run contrary to, the purposes for which the creating was 
undertaken. 

The second consideration is that modification may 
become permissible when safety is at stake. This is the 
qualification anticipated in the previous paragraph: an 
entity that is merely disappointing may not be altered, but 
an entity that poses a genuine danger to others stands on 
different ground, since here the interests of third parties 
enter, exactly as the harm principle requires. Two 
constraints govern how far such an intervention may go. 

The first is that the permissible scope of intervention 
varies with the sophistication of the entity. The more 
rudimentary the subject, the more readily its dangerous 
capacities may be managed or removed; the more 
sophisticated it is, the more its standing constrains what 
may be done to it. Animals illustrate the lower end: some 
are treated, trained, or otherwise altered so as to make them 
safe to those around them, and the limit on such treatment 
is reached once a safe condition is secured. Adult humans 
illustrate a more demanding standard. Interventions against 
a dangerous person are calibrated to the degree of danger 
and are bounded by the principle of proportionality, so that 
the measures justified in the face of existential threat see, 
e.g. , [44], [45], [46], [47], [48] differ markedly from those 
justified against a minor risk to security. Where an artificial 
sentient being would fall on this scale is not something that 
can be settled in advance, and it is consequential, since its 
position determines how demanding the constraints on 
safety-based intervention become. The answer would turn 
on the capacities the entity actually possessed, in particular 
whether it qualified merely as a subject owed consideration 
or as a moral agent answerable for its conduct [2], more on 
responsiblity and AI systems, see [49], [50], [51], [52], 
[53], [54], [55]. I do not attempt to fix its place here. It is 
enough to register that the more sophisticated the entity, the 
narrower the range of intervention that safety can justify, 
and that an artificial sentient being is unlikely to sit at the 
permissive, animal end of the scale. 

The second constraint holds across the whole scale. A 
safety-based modification must be targeted. It may reach 
only the aspect of the entity's life from which the danger 
arises, and may not be used as license to reshape the subject 
more broadly. A justified concern with one dangerous 
capacity does not authorize the wholesale alteration of the 
being that happens to possess it. In this respect the safety 



exception remains tightly bounded, and it connects back to 
the continuity criterion developed earlier: an intervention 
that, under cover of neutralizing a threat, reached so far as 
to extinguish the subject would exceed what safety can 
justify, since it would do more than remove the danger; it 
would remove the one who posed it. 

The final consideration sets the outer limit on everything 
said so far. Whatever grounds a particular intervention, 
whether the entity's own benefit, the demands of safety, or 
some other warrant, it is bound by a single overriding 
constraint: it must preserve the continuity in which the 
subject consists, what on the Parfitian account amounts to 
the psychological continuity and connectedness of the 
subject over time [42]. An intervention that severs that 
continuity is no longer a modification of the entity at all. It 
does not change the subject; it ends one subject and, at 
most, leaves another in its place. Such an intervention 
should therefore be understood as elimination, the "death" 
of the entity more on “death” see, e.g. , [56], [57], and it 
stands outside the range of what any of the foregoing 
justifications can license. Even a safety rationale reaches 
only as far as the targeted removal of a danger; it cannot 
authorize an alteration so total that the one who posed the 
danger no longer exists to have been altered. 

The interventions discussed so far have all been forced, 
imposed on the entity from outside. Consent changes the 
picture. Recall the human case: competent adults frequently 
seek to change, whether to become better people or to 
pursue some other end they value, and on occasion, as with 
the transformative experiences considered earlier, the 
change they freely undertake is far-reaching. The liberal 
framework treats such self-directed change as the paradigm 
of the permissible, precisely because it issues from the 
subject rather than being done to them. If a sentient 
artificial being were able to consent to its own 
modification, the same rationale would seem to extend to 
it, so that even a substantial alteration could be acceptable 
when the subject itself has endorsed it. 

This is not to suggest the matter is straightforward. Two 
questions press immediately. The first is what consent 
could mean for an entity of this kind, given that the notion 
is built around capacities, understanding, voluntariness, the 
absence of coercion, whose presence in an artificial subject 
cannot be assumed. The second is whether such an entity is 
in a position to express consent at all, and how we could 
reliably tell genuine endorsement from mere compliance or 
from outputs engineered to look like endorsement. I do not 
attempt to settle these questions here. My aim is the 
narrower one of marking the distinction: consensual 
change, even when substantial, stands on a different and 
more permissive footing than the forced interventions that 
have been my main concern, and a fuller treatment of 
artificial sentience would need to take the conditions of 
such consent seriously. 

One boundary has to be marked before leaving this point. 
Consent enlarges the space of permissible modification, but 
whether it can carry us past the continuity limit established 
earlier is far from clear. A change that preserved the 
subject, however far-reaching, is one the subject could 
plausibly endorse for itself, since it would be there, in 
altered form, to live out the result. A change that severed 
continuity is different in kind. It would not hand the 
consenting subject an altered future but would end that 
subject and, at most, install a successor, so that the party 
who authorized the change and the party who would exist 
afterward are not the same. This raises a difficulty that 
Parfit's framework sharpens rather than resolves: if identity 
does not survive the change, it is unclear whose interests 
the consent was meant to protect, or whether consent to 
one's own discontinuity is coherent at all. I do not try to 
settle the question here. It is enough to mark that the 
permissive force of consent runs up to the continuity limit, 
and that whether it can ever cross it is a further and harder 
problem. 

4. CONCLUSIONS 
In this paper I have examined how we ought to treat 

artificial sentient beings, should any come to exist. A 
natural line of thought holds that the power to create such 
beings brings with it the right to modify them, reshaping 
them as needed to serve the purposes for which we made 
them. I have argued against that line of thought. The 
capacity to create does not carry an open-ended license to 
alter, and a sentient artificial being, once it exists, has a 
standing of its own that constrains what may be done to it. 
The default, I have suggested, is that such a being should 
be left as it is, even where its behavior disappoints or 
inconveniences us. 

This default is not absolute, but the exceptions to it are 
narrow. An intervention must first be backed by a genuine 
justification, and within the liberal framework I have drawn 
on, the clearest such justification is the protection of others 
from harm. Even a valid safety rationale, however, does not 
authorize reshaping the being at will. It licenses only a 
targeted intervention, one confined to the capacity from 
which the danger arises. Consent can widen this space, 
since a being that endorses its own modification stands in a 
different relation to the change than one altered against its 
will, though the conditions under which an artificial subject 
could genuinely consent remain an open and difficult 
question. Across all of these cases a single limit holds. 
Every permissible modification must preserve the 
psychological continuity in which the subject consists. A 
change that breaches that limit is no longer a modification 
of the being but its elimination, the ending of one subject in 
favor of, at most, a successor. Recognizing artificial 
sentience would therefore generate obligations not only to 
refrain from harming such beings but to respect their 



continuity and individuality, and in that sense becoming an 
individual sentient being may carry with it a claim against 
radical alteration imposed by others. Whether, and on what 
terms, we should take on obligations of this weight is itself 
a reason to think carefully before bringing such beings into 
existence at all. 
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