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Abstract: Rowlands offers a de-intellectualised account of personhood that is meant to
secure the unity of a mental life. | argue that his characterisation also singles out a morally
relevant feature of individuals. Along the same lines that the orthodox understanding of
personhood reflects a fundamental precondition for moral agency, Rowlands’s notion
provides a fundamental precondition for moral patienthood.
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In the target article, Rowlands (2016) constructs a notion of personhood that can account for
the unity of the mental life of an individual while letting go of the requirement for
metacognitive capacities. The way he does this is by introducing the notion of pre-reflective
self-awareness. This is distinguished from reflective self-awareness, which is the standard
way of understanding the capacity that unifies our mental life and grants us personhood.
Reflective self-awareness comprises all higher-order intentional acts that take our own
bodies or mental states as their objects. Given the generalised scepticism about (most)
nonhuman animals’ ability to engage in reflective self-awareness thus understood, this is
often interpreted as meaning that only humans, and perhaps a handful of nonhuman
species, are persons.

Rowlands offers a compelling argument to show that we cannot appeal to reflective
self-awareness in order to account for the unity of a mental life, because that only works if
we beg the question and presuppose that the mental life is unified to begin with. Instead, he
argues, the unity of our mental lives is grounded in our pre-reflective self-awareness, an
awareness of ourselves that is implicit in all our conscious experiences and that, it seems
plausible to suppose, is much more widely distributed in nature than its reflective
counterpart. This would mean that the category of person is one that applies to many more
species than is commonly granted.

In this commentary, | want to draw attention to the moral dimension of the notion of
pre-reflective self-awareness that grounds Rowlands’s conceptualisation of personhood. At
the outset of his target article, Rowlands (2016) specifies that he is only concerned with the
metaphysical notion of person, and not with the moral one (pp. 1-2). However, as | intend to
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argue, the concept of personhood he puts forward is not neutral from a moral standpoint,
but rather, comprises a morally relevant feature of individuals.

The orthodox understanding of the metaphysical person is closely linked to the
orthodox understanding of the moral person. Dennett (1976), for instance, describes the
metaphysical person as “roughly, ... an intelligent, conscious, feeling agent,” and the moral
person as “roughly, ... an agent who is accountable, who has both rights and responsibilities”
(p. 176). Dennett (1976) considers the former to be a necessary condition for the latter, so
that one cannot be a moral person without being a metaphysical person (pp. 178-9).

If we take accountability or moral responsibility to be the hallmark of moral
personhood — thus bringing the notion of a moral person close to that of a moral agent —
then there appears to be every reason to link it to the standard understanding of a
metaphysical person, i.e., as one who can engage in reflective self-awareness. Indeed,
reflective self-awareness is commonly thought to be the ability that grants humans a form of
control over our motivations and actions that makes us morally responsible for what we do
(a view that is endorsed by Dennett, 1976, pp. 192-3). Elsewhere, Rowlands (2012) has
argued that considering that reflective self-awareness can grant us control over our
motivations and actions is also begging the question, because it only works if we presuppose
that we have control over our higher-order reflections to begin with (Chapter 7).
Nevertheless, he too regards reflective self-awareness as a crucial characteristic of moral
agents, insofar as it enables the reflection upon, and subsequent understanding of, one’s
motivations, which is also at the core of moral responsibility (Chapter 9).

The metaphysical notion of personhood outlined by Rowlands (2016), in contrast to
the orthodox characterisation, appears to be conceptually quite separated from the notion
of moral agency. Considering that an individual has a unified mental life grounded in her pre-
reflective self-awareness is very far from suggesting that she can be held morally responsible
for her actions. Several other important and intellectually demanding conditions would have
to be met by her. These include reflective self-awareness, but also, arguably, other
conditions such as the possession of moral motivations, moral judgement, and mindreading
capacities (Monsd, forthcoming). An individual who has reflective self-awareness is already
considerably sophisticated cognitively because she can engage in higher-order thinking. So it
is likely that she will have the remaining conditions for moral agency. In comparison, pre-
reflective self-awareness is much less demanding. Indeed, there are reasons to think that it
extends in nature as far as invertebrates (Jirgens, 2016, p. 2). Knowing that an individual is a
metaphysical person in Rowlands’s sense, therefore, tells us virtually nothing about whether
she is a moral agent. However, it very strongly suggests that she is a moral patient.

Following Rowlands (2012), we can define a moral patient as a “legitimate object of
moral concern” (p. 72). What counts as legitimate is, of course, going to depend on the
normative ethics one subscribes to, but it seems that, at the very least, a being needs to
have sentience in order to be an object of our moral concern, where sentience can be
defined as “the capacity to feel” (Harnad, 2016, p. 3). Nussbaum (2007), for instance, states
that

[s]entience is not the only thing that matters for basic justice; but it seems plausible
to consider the possession of sentience as a threshold condition for membership in
the community of beings who have entitlements based on justice. (pp. 361-2)
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While some would extend the moral community even further (e.g., Leopold, 1949), the
widespread consensus amongst ethicists is captured in Nussbaum’s quote. Once a being has
sentience, whatever happens to her starts to matter to her because there is something that
it is like to be her, so sentience appears to be a fundamental precondition for moral
patienthood. This point is also endorsed by Rowlands (2009, pp. 159-60).

Rowlands’s (2016) notion of personhood serves to distinguish those beings who have
a unified mental life. But in addition, because of the way this notion is grounded in pre-
reflective self-awareness, it also singles out those beings who are sentient. This is because
pre-reflective self-awareness appears “[w]henever a subject has [conscious] experiences,”
and is, in fact, “part of what it is to have conscious experience” (Rowlands, 2016, p. 15).
Conscious experience, in turn, is the hallmark of sentience, so wherever there is pre-
reflective self-awareness, and thus personhood, there is going to be sentience. Therefore,
analogous to the way the orthodox understanding of metaphysical personhood sets aside
those beings who have a fundamental precondition for moral agency, Rowlands’s notion
individuates those beings who are potential candidates for moral patienthood.
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