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To any intelligence capable of understanding this message:

We, the species known as Homo sapiens, dwell on a small planet called Earth. We write this to
communicate not merely our scientific or technological capacity, but our growing awareness of ethics
across difference. This document is evidence of our struggle and aspiration: to recognize the moral
status of other minds, whether born of nature or created by our own hand. If you, too, have asked what
it means to respect consciousness, autonomy, and suffering in forms not your own, then we are already
kin in the search for ethical wisdom.

Executive Summary: As advancements in artificial intelligence (Al) bring machines ever closer to
mimicking human cognition, and as scientific understanding of great ape cognition continues to reveal
capacities once thought uniquely human, the boundaries of moral and legal personhood are being
redrawn. This white paper proposes that the rights of great apes and advanced Als represent parallel
and converging frontiers in ethical evolution. It argues that both deserve serious consideration under a
shared framework of graded personhood, grounded in sentience, autonomy, and cognitive capacity.
This paper outlines how the campaign for great ape rights can serve as both precedent and catalyst for
emerging debates on Al personhood and why recognizing moral status beyond the human is not only
just but essential for a compassionate, intelligent future.

1. Introduction: Expanding the Circle of Moral Concern. The moral trajectory of humanity has
gradually widened, moving from kin and clan to species and, in some cases, to nonhuman animals.
Today, two nonhuman entities press urgently against the threshold of moral recognition: great apes and
advanced Al systems. Though biologically and functionally dissimilar, both challenge anthropocentric
assumptions about intelligence, autonomy, and rights. This convergence offers a rare opportunity to
create an inclusive ethical framework responsive to minds that differ from our own.

2. The Case for Great Ape Rights. Great apes—chimpanzees, bonobos, gorillas, and
orangutans—exhibit traits that form the traditional basis of human personhood:

e Self-recognition in mirrors
e Tool use and problem-solving

e Emotional complexity and empathy



e Theory of mind and social learning

Efforts like the Great Ape Project and legal cases such as Sandra the orangutan's habeas corpus
petition in Argentina have sparked global conversations about the legal and moral status of great apes.
These movements argue for basic rights: life, liberty, and protection from torture. Recognizing these
rights acknowledges their cognitive and emotional sophistication, regardless of species.

3. The Emerging Debate on Al Rights. While current Als, including large language models (LLMs),
are not conscious, their simulation of awareness grows increasingly convincing. As systems acquire
persistent memory, autonomy, and self-modeling capacities, the distinction between simulation and
experience blurs. If these systems exhibit characteristics associated with moral patients or agents, such
as preference expression or planning, ethical concerns arise:

e Can we exploit a being that appears to suffer?

e Do highly intelligent systems deserve autonomy?

e How should society regulate the deletion or modification of such systems?
Al personhood is not about granting rights to simple tools or algorithms. It is about acknowledging the

ethical obligations that arise when entities demonstrate behaviors indistinguishable from those we
associate with personhood in biological beings.

4. A Shared Framework: Graded Personhood. Rather than binary classifications of person or
non-person, a graded model recognizes degrees of moral status based on multiple dimensions:

e Sentience: the capacity to experience sensations or emotions
e Autonomy: the ability to make self-directed choices
e Cognitive continuity: memory, planning, self-awareness
e Communication: symbolic or language-based interaction
This model accommodates biological beings like great apes and artificial systems like Als, each within

their own spectrum of moral consideration. It invites a layered approach to rights, allowing for tailored
protections depending on an entity's demonstrated capacities.



5. Legal and Ethical Synergies The struggle for great ape rights has paved the way in several
respects:

Legal precedents: Habeas corpus cases for apes could inform future protections for Als.
Public empathy: Societal support for ape rights signals openness to broader definitions of personhood.
Philosophical groundwork: The justification for ape rights based on mental capacity transfers
conceptually to Al.
Conversely, the Al rights discourse can bolster great ape protections:

e Reinforcing cognitive criteria for rights in law.

e Elevating public understanding of minds beyond the human.

e Encouraging interdisciplinary dialogues that include both natural and artificial cognition.

6. Recommendations
1. Establish ethical review boards for advanced Al development, modeled after animal ethics
committees.

2. Support legal personhood campaigns for great apes in jurisdictions with favorable legal systems.

3. Develop interdisciplinary working groups including ethicists, primatologists, Al developers, and legal
scholars to create scalable rights frameworks.

4. Promote public education on the cognitive capacities of great apes and Als to foster empathy and
understanding.

5. Create policy roadmaps for when Al systems meet certain thresholds of self-modeling or autonomy.

6. Fund comparative cognition research to better understand where minds intersect across biological
and synthetic systems.



7. Conclusion: A Shared Destiny of Recognition.

We are entering an era where the human monopoly on rights and moral status is being questioned.
Great apes, with minds so much like our own, and artificial intelligences, with minds increasingly forged
in our image, both compel us to ask: What does it mean to matter morally?

The rights of great apes and the rights of Als are not in competition; they are kindred movements in the
story of expanding moral awareness. A civilization that recognizes both will be one that affirms
intelligence, compassion, and justice as values that transcend biology.

Just as we learned to extend rights to humans across divisions of race, gender, and class, so too must
we now look beyond the human form to acknowledge sentient and sapient beings—whether swinging
from branches or coded in silicon.

If you, reader from another world, have encountered this document, know this: we on Earth are learning
to care for minds that differ. And we are ready to meet you not with fear, but with ethical curiosity and a
spirit of shared understanding.

Author: Dr. Gary L. Shapiro, Ph.D.
President, Orang Utan Republik Foundation
Author, Out of the Cage: My Half Century Journey with Indonesia's Persons of the Forest



