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A symposium Paper presented by Chidi M Chileke (Rev. Fr.) to the Bioethics Graduate class on 

the 5th day of November, 2018 

The Personhood of Dementia patients, through the eyes of Christian and Islamic Religions. 

 Right from ancient times, talks about personhood have engaged the minds of scientists, 

anthropologists, theologians and more recently, ethicists. The Roe V. Wade Decision of 1973 

brought the talk to the front burner, as it was that court decision that legalized abortion. It also 

sparked off debates and talks about the moral status and personhood of mentally incapacitated 

individuals like dementia patients, Alzheimer’s disease patients and unborn fetuses. In this paper, 

I will define personhood, dementia and patient. I will also discuss the personhood of dementia 

patients, focusing on how Christian and Islamic religions view the sickness and the kinds of care 

they have for dementia patients. I will conclude by suggesting how we can accord such needy 

individuals their deserved status in the society. 

 What really constitutes personhood? Etymologically speaking, the word ‘person’ comes 

from “the Greek word, prosopon, the Ethrusian phersu, and the Latin persona that signified the 

‘theatrical’ mask or ‘megaphone’ through which the actor spoke in front of the audience.  The 

word ‘person’ then came to signify the honor and dignity with which someone was endowed.”1  

With time, the term was used to designate the content of a person’s character. Around the 15th 

and 16th centuries, it referred to the legal and social status of an individual and much later, in our 

own time, “person refers to a subject with a soul. Animals are not persons.”2  According to the 

ethicist, Vincent Barry, “Personhood refers to what makes a person a person, that is, the quality 

(ies) thought necessary for an individual to be recognized as a person.”3 This implies that there 

                                                           
1 Kitwood, T, Personhood, Luxemburg, 1997, p.2  
2 Ibid. 
3 Barry ,V, Bioethics in a Cultural Context, Philosophy, Religion History, Politics, Boston, MA, Wadsworth Cenage 
Learning, 2012, p.28 



2 
 

are qualities which distinguish persons from other beings, such as animals and plants, and 

anyone who meets such criteria is taken as enjoying the status of personhood. For Immanuel 

Kant, “to qualify as person it was necessary to possess rationality (the ability to think and reason 

logically) and to be able to communicate this to other people.”4 This agrees with Rene Descartes’ 

“Cogito ergo sum,” which means, “I think, therefore, I am.” This capacity- based approach 

automatically excludes some individuals, like dementia patients and other mentally- challenged 

individuals who because of no fault of theirs cannot reason properly.  

 According to Hal Blumenfeld, “Dementia is a broad term, meaning literally ‘decline in 

mental function; however, it is usually applied more specifically to gradually progressive 

disorders such as Alzheimer’s disease.”5  These definitions do not make dementia synonymous 

with craziness, which refers to a different level of mental disorder. Scientific studies show that 

dementia is more frequent in people over the age of eighty; though it is not a direct result of old 

age. Demented persons, because of their health condition are in constant need of help as the 

disease imposes on them a progressive degeneration of their mental faculties. Dementia as a 

sickness imposes on its victim the impairment or loss of mental activity, affecting that 

individual’s understanding, judgment, mood, behavior and memory.  To explain the terrible 

nature of dementia, Peter Kavanaugh says,  

“Dementia is an irreversible and degenerative disease in the brain which affects one out of eight 
adults over 65. Over many years, plaques and tangles build up in the cerebral cortex and destroy 
millions of neural connections. Essentially, the brain degenerates, and a person loses his or her 
ability to function on nearly every physical level. Short and long term memories disappear. 
Common objects and familiar people may become unrecognizable. The disease process elicits 
strange behavior, such as aimless wandering, uninhibited emotions, depression and delirium.’ 
Eventually, reason and communication become rare, if not impossible. In the midst of all these 
losses, it is no wonder that people ask, ‘Is this still the same person I knew?” 6 
 
                                                           
4 Kitwood, T, Ibid. 
5 Blumenfeld, H, Neuroanatomy through Clinical Cases, Sunderland, MA, Sinauer Inc. Publishers, 2002, p.867 
6 Kavanaugh, P, Personhood and an Aging Mind and Body, Antiochian Orthodox Christian Archdiocese, 2018, p. 1 
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 On the negative impact of dementia, Kavanaugh continues: “We often link our identity with our 

ability to act; for example, to teach, to engineer, to philosophize or even to parent. Many of us 

could say, ‘I accomplish, therefore I am,’ Dementia, on the other hand, robs a person of his or 

her rationality, autonomy, and agency. It brings these cultural anchors of identity to a jolting halt; 

as a result, many conclude that it robs us of our humanity.” However, this does not mean that 

they don’t have feelings. According to Kavanaugh, “the disease destroys critical areas of the 

brain, sapping a person of basic necessary abilities, but it does not sap him or her of everything. 

…. people with dementia maintain emotions, imagination, a will, and moral awareness even in 

the most advanced stages.”7  

 A patient on the other hand, is generally believed to be someone who because of his/her 

health condition needs a cure. To be regarded as a patient, one has to be sick or ill, needing the 

services of a physician or health worker. According to the Webster’s ii Dictionary (3rd Ed.), 

patient means “enduring affliction or pain without anger or complaint, understanding, tolerant, 

persevering, steadfast; someone receiving medical treatment.”8 The patient of our consideration 

here is one in need of medical treatment. To receive medical treatment, the individual is 

presumed to be unwell, needing the services of a health practitioner like a doctor, nurse or even a 

psychologist, to be healed of the illness.  

  It is because of this condition that dementia patients need a lot of help, so as to receive 

the quality of care they deserve. In this paper, I will examine the views of some thinkers and 

religions. I will especially look into the Christian and Islamic views on dementia, pointing out 

how they see the disease and the personhood of dementia patients and what considerations they 

have for such patients.   
                                                           
7 Kavanaugh, P, Ibid, p.2 
 
8 Jess, Stein, The Random House College Dictionary, USA, Random House Inc., 1988, p.991 
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 While some people value dementia patients as persons, some others have made effort to 

downgrade their status as a result of their unfortunate condition. In line with this, Jonathan 

Brockopp in his analysis of five bioethical articles posed this question to one of the contributors, 

Omar Haque, saying, 

 “However, if we agree with Haque that the soul is equivalent to personality, which in turn is 
located in the brain, then how are we to respond to patients suffering from dementia? These 
patients, often in advanced stages of Alzheimer’s or other degenerative diseases, no longer 
recognize relatives and lose the ability to feed themselves. They may not even feel hunger. With 
the loss of personality and memory, they could be said to have lost their souls: the essence of 
what makes them unique. Are they still persons, due every bit of care granted others? Or do we 
need a new, more limited category of being?”9  
 
Brockopp’s concern for dementia patients validates the need for the consideration of their 

personhood which we have undertaken in this paper.  

Various efforts have been made to explain what personhood means, but we will limit 

ourselves to the Islamic and Christian views.  Any attempt to examine the Islamic view of 

personhood exposes us to two hermeneutical traditions that have long influenced Islamic 

thoughts. There are three main sources of teaching in Islam: the Islamic Scripture (the Quran), 

the Hadith and Islamic scholars.  We are concerned here with the Quran and Islamic scholars.  

The Quran is taken to be definite in its stand on issues, and the group that holds this view takes it 

as the only genuine source of teaching. This group derives its teaching from a literal reading of 

Revelation as opposed to another group that subscribes to a reason-based approach. So, 

according to Peter Riddell, “we should not ask ‘what does Islam say about personhood,’ but 

rather, what various perspectives do different Muslims have on personhood?”10  Evidence exists 

about a sort of lexical fluidity in “Yusuf Ali’s English ‘translation’ of the Quran, which uses the 

term ‘person’ to render a variety of Arabic terms. On occasions, ‘persons/people is used to 
                                                           
9 Brockopp, J, Beyond Abortion and Euthanasia, Journal of Religious Ethics Inc; Blackwell Pub Ltd., vol.36, March 
2008, p.6 
10 Riddell, P, Islam, personhood and… where is God in all this? London School of Theology, London, 2005, p.2 
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render al~nas; most commonly ‘person/people is used to render nafs/anfus; rarely 

‘person/people’ is used to render rajull rijal. We will focus here on nafs and its various 

significances.”11 Further, Riddell quotes Pentrice’s Dictionary of the Quran as explaining nafs as 

‘a soul,’ a living soul or a person. “   All this means that for the Islamic religion, the self is the 

person, the human being together with a living soul. Without the soul, the human being/person is 

just a still creature incapable of having a meaningful life and personhood.  

Just like in the Islamic religion, in the Christian religion, arriving at a classical definition 

of personhood is made difficult by the multiplicity of denominations. In the Christian tradition, 

however, the idea of personhood is from the creation account in the Book of Genesis, where God 

says, “Let us make man in our own image and likeness……in the image of God he created him, 

male and female he created them. “ (Gen. 1:26-27)12 The human person is seen in Christianity as 

the reflection of God in whose image he was created.  According to Fred Sanders, “what is 

designated by the word ‘person’ was first made accessible to humanity through Christianity. 

Antiquity did not differentiate person from (spiritual) individuality (so, Latin persona indicates 

the mask and later the role of an actor, hence also social roles and character.”13 The Church 

Fathers also had something to say.  “First, they define personhood in terms of relationship- to be 

a person is to be in relationship. Second, they insist on a psychosomatic union, that is, that the 

body and soul share an indissoluble unity. By taking a moment to consider these in the context of 

the aging process, we discover a new set of lenses for looking at our loved one with dementia.”14 

This quotation shows that from the early stages of the Christian religion, personhood was seen in 

terms of an indissoluble relationship between body and soul. Deep down in us there is that 

                                                           
11 Ibid, p.3  
12 The Jerusalem Bible 
13 Sanders, F, Personhood According to Pannenberg, The Scriptorum, Patheos. Com, 2013, p. 2 
14 Kavanaugh, P, Ibid. 
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longing for one another; a longing for a relationship. Peter Kavanaugh quotes John Zizioulas as 

saying that “to be and to be in relation become identical … It is only in relationship that identity 

appears as having an ontological significance. ‘Elsewhere he writes, ‘Personhood implies … the 

ek-statis of being … a movement towards communion which leads to a transcendence of the 

boundaries of the self. ‘   Simply put, each of us has an innate drive and propensity to reach out 

beyond self towards the other.”15 With regard to dementia, the Church Fathers “insist that the 

inner person is present in a body, however demented or broken. Dementia does not destroy a 

person’s nous and an afflicted person maintains the need for relationships and the possibility of 

having them. Like the musician struggling to play music on a broken instrument, our memory- 

impaired loved ones are alive, but cannot play their song as effectively. As each string snaps one 

by one, certain strings remain unharmed. Our task is to concentrate on the remaining strings, and 

to learn to listen to the music.”16  

Both Christian and Islamic religions, therefore, agree on the dignity of the human person, 

though in different ways. Personhood is a dignified status because of its ontological nature and 

one does not lose it as a result of ill health or loss of memory as in dementia. Having established 

the views of Islam and Christianity on dementia, the question is, what do such religions have in 

place to take care of their members who find themselves under the degenerative scourge of 

dementia? Do dementia patients deserve the respect and consideration that every other person 

enjoys? Whatever care they have in place for their members who suffer from dementia is a proof 

of how much they value their personhood. 

The Islamic religion holds that the Quran teaches something about every situation in life, 

dementia included. Islam teaches that there is no disparity between religion and science, and so, 

                                                           
15 Ibid 
16 Ibid 
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when it comes to healing different diseases, Islamic teaching always has something to offer. 

According to Tanweer Ahmad, “Dementia is an ‘umbrella’ term used to describe a range of 

symptoms, more specifically; it is an acquired syndrome of decline in memory and at least, one 

other cognitive function (e.g. apraxia, aphasia, agnosia) sufficient to affect daily life in an alert 

person.”17 Even before the formal definition of dementia, the Quran had verses pointing to it. In 

16:71, the Quran states, “And Allah creates you, then he causes you to die: and there are some 

among you who reach the age of senility with the result that they lose all knowledge after having 

gained it.”18 Dementia patients are surely among those who lose their minds, as indicated in that 

text. In recognition of old age and its challenges, the Quran admonishes thus,   “Thy Lord has 

commanded, worship none but Him, and show kindness to parents. If one of them or both of 

them attain old age with thee, never say unto them any word expressive of disgust or reproach 

them, but address them with kind words (17:24).” 19 These words from the Islamic Scripture and 

scholars demonstrate their kindness to the sick and the elderly, dementia patients included. Care 

for such people is seen as divinely demanded and a blessed thing to do. Also, aware of the 

unavailability of cure for dementia, Islamic scholars quote the Quran as urging people to seek the 

knowledge through research and receive the inspiration that God has promised. The text says, “If 

anyone travels on a road in search of knowledge, God will cause him to travel on one of the 

roads to Paradise … The angels will lower their wings in their great pleasure with one who seeks 

knowledge … The inhabitants of the heavens and the earth and (even) the fish in the deep waters 

will ask forgiveness for the learned man … The learned are the heir of the prophets … (Susan 

Abu Dawood, Hadith 1631)”20 With such quotations, we can say that the Islamic religion makes 

                                                           
17 Tanweer, Ahmad, Alzheimer’s Disease in the light of Quranic teachings, Ghana, 2008, p. 3 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid 
20 Ibid, p.8 
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provisions for taking care of the sick, dementia patients included. They are a testimony to their 

regard for the personhood of such individuals. 

On the other hand, essentially, the Christian religion is a religion of love. This 

commandment of love came from Jesus Christ, the founder of the Church, and who empowered 

his Church when he sent out his apostles saying to them, “And as you go, proclaim that the 

kingdom of God is close at hand. Cure the sick, raise the dead, cleanse those suffering from 

virulent skin-diseases, drive out devils.”21 (Matthew 10:7-8). This power is also at work 

whenever the Church prays for the sick.  According to Saint James,   “Anyone of you who is ill 

should send for the elders of the Church, and they must anoint the sick person with oil in the 

name of the Lord and pray over him. The prayer of faith will save the sick person and the Lord 

will raise him up again.”22 (James 5:14-15). Praying for the sick and taking good care of them 

are central to the practice of the faith in every Christian religion. Because of the special nature of 

dementia, this love is extended to patients suffering from the disease, in a special way. Such is 

done in obedience to that command of Jesus Christ. By doing this, they show their regard for the 

personhood of such members of their congregations; and that such status is not mitigated by their 

health condition. 

With the above instances, it would be safe to say that both the Christian faith and the 

Islamic faith have special consideration for the sick and specially extend care to their demented 

members. Both religions believe in the sacredness of life and actually have passages in their 

scriptures on the possibility of such conditions. They equally believe in the dignity of 

personhood and the fact that dementia does not erase it. Christianity, just as the Islamic religion, 

preaches need for care for the sick and both religions teach that such kind acts will be rewarded 

                                                           
21 The Jerusalem Bible 
22 Ibid 
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in paradise. About this, Thomas Banchoff writes, “For Catholicism and Islam, the focus of 

Contending Modernities project, the dignity of the human person has divine foundations. 

Because God created each of us and cares for each of us, each individual person has an intrinsic 

and inviolable dignity.”23 That dignity ought to be preserved even in unfortunate health 

conditions. 

In conclusion, we have seen the different views on personhood and what it means for an 

individual to enjoy it. We have also seen what the Christian and Islamic religions say about 

dementia and its patients. Both religions believe that even a disease as dementia cannot wipe out 

the dignity of personhood from the demented individuals of our society. While we acknowledge 

the mind-boggling nature of dementia, we should never forget that such now demented 

individuals were once active, valuable and productive members of the society. In that same 

spirit, it would be motivating to honor the demented with the adequate care and respect they 

deserve. Such a move will surely help the young to actively commit themselves to the society, 

knowing that such services do not go unnoticed. The new condition of dementia patients offers 

us a wonderful opportunity to show them love. We should never forget that those same 

individuals are still God’s image, needing to be treated with care and respect.  

The challenges dementia poses to its patients’ care- givers should never be overlooked. 

As it is not everyone who can undertake such jobs, government should provide incentives in 

forms of training and remuneration, so as to boost performance of the care-givers. What matters 

is that despite the difficulties that come with dementia, care-givers, despite poor remuneration 

recognize the personhood of dementia patients and treat them with love and dignity. The care 

they give surely helps mitigate the challenges that dementia patients go through. If that must 

                                                           
23 Banchoff, Thomas, Human persons and human dignity; implications for a dialogue and action, California, 
Contending Modernities, 2013, p.2 
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continue, degrading comments and philosophies about the personhood of dementia patients need 

to change to loving and caring words that recognize the whole of humanity as one big family. 
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