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HOW HUMAN-ANIMAL 
RELATIONS ARE REALIZED
FROM RESPECTIVE REALITIES  
TO MERGING MINDS

UTA MARIA JüRgENS

Abstract
Many accounts in environmental ethics converge on relationality as the catalyst 
of humans’ responsibility towards other-than-human beings. But what exactly is 
relationality and how can the amorphous notion be specified? In search of a con-
ceptual basis for human-animal relations, I show how questions about the nature 
of intersubjectivity are entwined with questions about the nature of reality. In 
my approach to answering these questions, I connect empirical results, insights 
from Edmund Husserl’s phenomenology and from Jakob von Uexküll’s theory of 
Umwelten. Based on this synthesis, I explain how beings endowed with radically 
different subjective experiences – what I call organisms’ respective realities – are 
nevertheless capable of meaningfully relating to one another and have their minds 
“merge” in intersubjective encounters. I conclude that relationality is a “real” pos-
sibility for mediating ethical action.

IntroductIon

The ecological crisis is arriving, coinciding with crises of many human 
systems, e.g. the financial and economic systems. Centuries of misman-
agement and abuse of natural and human “resources” bring drought and 
floods, snow storms and suffocating heat, political and psychic collapses. 
Calls for rethinking and restoring our relationship to the non-human 
world, to one another, and to ourselves are now ubiquitous.
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26 ETHICS & THE ENVIRONMENT, 22(2) 2017

These calls have emerged from various disciplines—psychology 
(Fisher 2013, Roszak 2001), philosophy (Callicott 2004, Naess 1973, 
Plumwood 2002, Rose 2013, Swimme and Berry 1992), sociology (e.g 
animalsandsociety.org), biology (Bekoff 2013, Kellert 2003, Wilson 
1984), education (Bai 2009, Robinson 2011), law (Cullinan 2011, Stucki 
2013), economics (Paech 2012, Speth 2012), religion (e.g. the Forum on 
Religion and Ecology: fore.yale.edu), to name a few—and they converge 
on the assumption that we as humans need to tell a “New Story” (Berry 
1988) about the human-earth relationship.1 The ink by which this New 
Story should be written is relationality: If we as humans enabled our 
talent and longing for being in relation to nature, we could change our 
presence in this world from a destructive to a benign one, so the rationale 
goes. We could “rewild our hearts” (Bekoff 2014), unfold our “partici-
patory consciousness” (Bai 2009, 146), reinvent ourselves as part of a 
“chain of being” (Panikkar 1996, 11), resume our responsibility as stew-
ards of Earth (Hiebert 2000) and “coexist compassionately” with other 
beings (Jürgens, 2014). Relationality thus could mend the human-nature 
bifurcation. The idea of an earth-embracing web of relations has been 
famously expressed in Thomas Berry’s (1999, 82) notion of a “commu-
nity of subjects”.

But for the vision of a community of subjects to have traction, rela-
tionality must be more than just a lofty notion; it must be a real possibil-
ity: We need to know that the beings we want to take in as partners in that 
community are capable of relating back to us. Otherwise, the “commu-
nity” would remain a mere assemblage or a unilateral anthropogenic con-
struct. For example, we consider dogs and cats natural members of our 
families exactly because they give us the impression that, beyond doubt, 
they consider themselves as being lovingly interrelated with us.

Of course, the community of subjects is meant to embrace much more 
than just human families and their pets, yet even much more than just 
humans and animals. In the broadest and most consequential sense, it can 
be understood—and by some is being understood—to encompass all nat-
ural entities, including microbes, rocks, rivers, whole ecosystems, weather 
phenomena, even spirit figures. My analysis will focus on the relationship 
between humans and animals and will be restricted to a modern Western 
view, being mindful of the fact that for other cultures, the idea of an inter-
relation of beings arguably has always been an integral part of their tradi-
tion (e.g. Basso 1988, Black Elk 1998, Cajete 1994, Cordova 2007).

Relationality-based ethics mostly rely on a vague intuitive notion 
of relationality as a mutual understanding. They scarcely address and 
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virtually never explain how this notion is to be understood specifically 
in philosophical or psychological terms. The sciences to whom we might 
look for guidance in defining relationality, e.g. ethology and comparative 
psychology, have a hard enough time dealing with intra-mental concepts 
such as sentience (an animal’s ability to feel pain and pleasure) or intelli-
gence (e.g. future planning and problem solving). Due to inherent limita-
tions of the positive scientific approach, most scientists remain agnostic 
with regard to the question of animal subjectivity or even consciousness 
(Shettleworth 2001). Their uneasiness also expresses itself through the 
amorphous, and oftentimes confusing, overlapping definitions of those 
concepts: “Consciousness” is taken to denote an organism’s ability to per-
ceive herself as a subject of a life, probably even meta-cognitively repre-
senting her mental states to herself; and “subjectivity” more moderately 
describes a being’s ability to be a subject embedded within a flow of expe-
rience, implicitly living within her phenomenal world (Rowlands 2016). 
The closest those disciplines get to relationality is through research on 
sociality among members of the same species: cooperation, play, cheating, 
mating, rivalry and like social behaviors.

However, if we seek a firm conceptual foundation for a “community 
of subjects,” we must go even further on that shaky conceptual ground 
since relationality transcends both individual organisms’ presumed sub-
jective experiences and intraspecific sociality: Intersubjectivity across spe-
cies boundaries is the experiential stuff from which relationality is made. 
Only an organism endowed with subjectivity can reasonably be consid-
ered a subject; but only an organism capable of intersubjectivity can take 
part in a community of subjects.

The conceptual foundations of intersubjectivity across species bor-
ders have virtually never been explored explicitly. For ethology and com-
parative psychology, it is difficult enough to understand intraspecific 
communication. Research on human-animal relations are limited to atti-
tude research, to studies of the therapeutic effects of companion animals 
(Walsh 2009), and to investigating whether different animal species can 
learn to read human behavioral cues (Udell, Dorey and Wynne 2008). In 
the philosophy of mind, human-animal intersubjectivity mostly is only 
a side-notion that, if it is raised at all, is quickly dismissed (e.g. Dennett 
2008) or cracked superficially (Nagel 1974, 449–50). The lack of empir-
ical research on and the lack of a conceptual foundation of transpecific 
intersubjectivity go hand in hand and entail each other.

Our search for a conceptual ground for relationality must therefore 
start with just a working definition of the explanandum. Let us roughly 
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28 ETHICS & THE ENVIRONMENT, 22(2) 2017

define relationality as denoting an event of mutual referencing between 
two or more individuals, engendering a sense of togetherness, or figura-
tively: of two or more lines of life discernibly intersecting. Relationality 
in this reading embraces vastly different sorts of intersubjective encoun-
ters: a contract negotiation—regardless of its success—between manag-
ers; extensive play or just a quick locking of eyes among a dog and her 
companion human; a deer being hunted down or escaping in a battue; 
a fly soaring upon a waving of a child’s hand, and innumerable further 
instances of intense to rudimentary contact. The distinctive feature of rela-
tionality in contrast to, e.g., a mere haphazard collision of two stones 
rolling down a hill, is the phenomenal quality of perceiving and being 
perceived by another organism: a genuine experience of “it’s about me” in 
whichever infinitesimal form. The degree to which the relating organisms 
understand each other in the encounter may vary immensely and may be 
asymmetrical. But an encounter deserving of the attribute “relation” is 
characterized by the relating organisms referring to one another, and thus 
will engender a genuine feeling of immediateness and intimacy irreducible 
to any other experiential quality. This essay seeks to illuminate the condi-
tions and the nature of that bidirectional referencing.

First, I review what our everyday intuitions and the sciences say about 
human-animal relationality. This leads us to seeing why relating across 
species borders is a conceptual problem at all, and I illuminate the full 
depth of the challenge. Then, I detail the importance of relationality for 
grounding us within reality, and then turn to grounding the realness of 
relationality. I conclude by proposing ethical implications that follow 
from the analysis.

the scIence of relatIng

Intuition is a way of knowing that does not derive from systematic 
thinking, but which makes itself known by permeating the surface of con-
sciousness unsolicited by logic argument and unbridled by reason. The 
intuitive answer to the question of whether humans and animals can 
refer to one another, and thus relate, most likely is affirmative: Yes, we do 
understand animals and are being referred to by them, hence, transspecific 
relationality is a reality. This intuition derives from our everyday encoun-
ters with animals—our dogs that accompany us, deer that take care to 
remain at a safe distance to us, pigeons that beg us for food, mosquitoes 
that nag us and many others. In our everyday lives, we naturally con-
ceive of animals as fellow subjects and treat them accordingly: We thank 
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the dog for being by our side; we calm the deer and ensure him that we 
don’t mean any harm; we laugh appreciatively at the bold pigeon; and we 
might smash the mosquito in retaliation. Usually we don’t mind walking 
on a thin line between anthropomorphizing and “real” mutual referenc-
ing: That animals play an active part in establishing relations to us is an 
integral part of our everyday experience (Wiedenmann 1999, 354–55).

Marc Bekoff (2007, Bekoff and Pierce 2008) has been a visionary in 
interrelating careful analyses of anecdotal evidence, drawing on his rich 
experience as an ethologist, with results of empirical studies in order to 
support his claim that the intellectual, emotional, and moral lives of ani-
mals provide a reliable basis for considering them as subjects who actively 
weave relations within and across species boundaries.

Most researchers in ethology or comparative psychology, however, are 
still immersed in debates about whether animals of a certain species can 
be said to be endowed with sentient minds or even possess more complex 
mental abilities like thinking, planning ahead, having first-person view-
points, and knowing that others likewise do (e.g. Brown 2015, Carruthers 
1998, Ogden 2012, Shettleworth 2001, Suddendorf and Whiten 2001). 
A weak consensus states that a continuum of mental complexity runs 
parallel to the evolutionary continuum: Allegedly “more evolved” species 
possess more vivid mental lives, and more closely related species pos-
sess more similar minds. From this perspective, the dichotomous ques-
tion of whether animal minds exhibit intellectual and emotional faculties 
becomes a graded one: By how much do animals resemble us in cognitive 
and emotional capacity (cf. Chan 2011)? For example, it is assumed that a 
pig disposes of a more complex and “human-like” mind and a more vivid 
mental life than a frog.

Another consensus seems to be emerging with regard to the ques-
tion of whether and by which mental means animals interrelate with one 
another: Being a subject that refers to other subjects presupposes a mental 
faculty which allows for recognizing other beings as subjects.

One candidate faculty is the so called “Theory of Mind” (TOM) mod-
ule (Premack and Woodruff 1978). Somewhat confusingly labeled a “the-
ory,” TOM is conceived of as a built-in tool of our perceptual system: an 
“other-subject detector”: It makes us recognize other subjective creatures 
and weaves their existence, probably even their presumed viewpoints, 
emotions, thoughts and intentions, into our reality. Humans inarguably 
have these abilities. From an early age, babies intuitively resonate with 
subjective states in their fellow humans and partake in intersubjectivity 
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(Bai 2009, 141–46, Papousek 2007). Furthermore—albeit to my knowl-
edge no one has explicitly related TOM to transspecific intersubjectivity—
our intuitive tendency to experience animals as mind-bearing subjects 
evidences that our “other-subject” detector likewise and smoothly works 
across species boundaries.

We seem to share this ability with many other-than-human animals. 
The specifics are being fiercely debated (e.g. Penn and Povinelli 2007), but 
the evidence seems to favor the view that even animals differing greatly 
from humans are endowed with at least TOM-like capacities. For exam-
ple, corvids take each other’s points of view (Emery 2004, Reichholf 
2013); fish know their “school-mates” in person (Brown 2015, 10–11), 
rats waive food to save a conspecific from harm (Bartal, Decety and 
Mason 2011); dogs refuse to cooperate if they suspect a human of treat-
ing them unfair (Range, Horn, Viranyi and Huber 2009), ravens guide 
conspecifics and wolves towards prey (Despret 2015, Stahler, Heinrich 
and Smith 2002). There are many more examples showing that various 
kinds of animals recognize and refer to conspecifics and members of other 
species as co-subjects endowed with minds and viewpoints of their own. 
Those scientific findings are corroborated by innumerable accounts of 
“marginal epistemologies” (Lestel 2011, 83), i.e. our everyday encoun-
ters with animals. In sum, TOM and TOM-like capacities in humans and 
other animals seem to provide one mental foundation for constructing 
relationality (cf. Jürgens 2014).

However, humans’ TOM also is responsible for our natural ten-
dency to anthropomorphize, i.e. to “see” minds in entities that positiv-
ist science proclaims as mindless, e.g. trees, rocks, or thunderstorms. 
Anthropomorphizing is a by-product of TOM’s automatic functioning. 
An anthropomorphism arises when TOM responds to “mind-like” stim-
uli, e.g. perceived agency or sentience (Fiske, Cuddy, and Glick 2007, 
Gray, Gray, and Wegner 2007, Waytz et al. 2010), and makes us expe-
rience intention, mutual reference and even affection—while a rational 
reassessment may convince us that we “actually” aren’t being referred to 
by anyone. Here, we run into a major conceptual challenge for the first 
time: How are we to determine whether TOM detects a “real” mind and 
establishes a relation between subjects, or whether it signals a “false” one 
and our impetus to relate goes astray?

We can distinguish real from conjectured (inter-)subjectivity only if 
we first elaborate what constitutes “reality.” What TOM feeds into our 
stream of experience can not a priori be deemed right (e.g. other humans’ 
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subjectivity) or wrong (e.g. the existence of spirits). What is and isn’t an 
“actual” instance of subjectivity is not an objectively set criterion: It is us 
who, in adherence to our favorite metaphysical paradigm, ex post facto 
validate or invalidate our experience (Bai 2009, 136). For example, some 
of those strictly adhering to the prevalent positivistic paradigm are hes-
itant to recognize animals as subjects (Carruthers 1998, Dennett 2008, 
Penn and Povinelli 2007), whereas in many non-western cultures, intimate 
relations of living humans to their late ancestors, to animals, and to spirit 
figures are a lived reality (e.g. Basso 1988, Black Elk 1998, Cajete 1994, 
Cordova 2007). In a similar vein, proponents of biosemiotic ethics (Beever 
and Tønnessen 2017, Tønnessen 2003) point to the inseparable interrelat-
edness of sentient beings and the abiotic factors determining their partic-
ular lives.

Most people rely both on their intuition and on science as sources of 
“truth”, and data from both these sources support the idea that animal 
subjectivity and human-animal intersubjectivity is “a real thing.” He who 
doubts that those intuitions are reliable, and she who ignores or contests 
the scientific findings, deny that a substantial part of our lived reality is 
actually “real.” In the next section, I will explore how from that denial 
may derive a more radical and informed sense of relationality as being 
real indeed.

denyIng relatIonalIty—deconstructIng realIty

In opposition to our intuitive affirmation of animal subjectivity and 
in doubt of the scientific findings that confirm it, skeptics of all times have 
argued that both our naive and our educated convictions of animal sub-
jectivity are mere self-deception. Few if any today deny the existence of 
animal minds altogether, like e.g. Descartes (Boyle 1999). Modern skep-
tics of animal subjectivity rather claim that animal minds lack the content 
and complexity to enable subjectivity: Mostly, animals’ lack of language is 
cited as pivotal in disabling literally meaning-full human-animal encoun-
ters (Carruthers 1998, Dennett 2008, Dor 2015, Dupré 2003). Conceding 
that animal minds might be populated with some (primitive) form of sub-
jective experience, it is claimed these experiences are so radically differ-
ent from humans’ that a mutual understanding and, thus, transspecific 
intersubjectivity is impossible. Humans and animals coexist physically, 
but they occupy essentially different mental landscapes. If this skeptic 
account was true, it would imply that we just conjecture understanding 
animals: TOM malfunctions, or overacts, seducing us to project our own 
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subjectivity onto mindless, or mind-meagre, organisms. The claim that 
mutual referencing between humans and animals is a mere illusion, relies 
on a sharp distinction between objective reality—the body of noumena, 
the things actually existing in the physical world “out there”—and sub-
jective appearances—the individual realms of experiences, evaluations 
and interpretations of that objective world. In that dichotomous reading, 
intersubjectivity, the experience of being in relation, clearly pertains to 
the subjective realm: We think that we understand animals and are being 
understood by them, but we actually just anthropomorphize.

Some of these skeptics go so far as to question what we have above 
cited as scientific evidence for animal subjectivity. They propose that what 
appears to be instances of animals acting mindfully is actually scientists 
reading their own minds into animal behavior.

Methodologically, they have a point here. Classical ethograms for 
example (e.g. Feddersen-Petersen 1989, Zimen 1980) ultimately consist 
of structured intuitions about the meaning of animal behavior, i.e. about 
which presumed subjective states in an animal’s mind go with which overt 
gestures or postures. Jane Goodall’s (2010) almost participatory sampling 
of chimpanzee behavior might be the most blatant example: Ethologists 
construct their knowledge from hours and hours of watching and inter-
acting with animals (Lestel, 2011). At some point, they just know what 
a given behavioral code means. Their constructions may then be subject 
of inter-collegial debates, but these debates, again, are informed by other 
researcher’s understanding of how behaviors correlate with subjective 
states for a given animal species.

Likewise, comparative psychologists conduct laboratory studies inves-
tigating animal intelligence and sentience that ultimately rely on a logic of 
“the animal could not do X unless Y would go on in its mind”, with “Y” 
akin to a human-like mental state or process, e.g. planning ahead (Raby, 
Alexis, Dickinson and Clayton 2007), experiencing injustice (Range, 
Horn, Viranyi and Huber 2009), or feeling empathy (Bartal Decety and 
Mason 2011).

Given that both in real-life scenarios and in experimental settings, 
animals behave in ways that appear to be strikingly similar to a human’s 
reaction in like situations; and given the evolutionary relatedness of 
humans and some of the animal participants of those studies, e.g. apes, 
deducing that the investigated animals entertain similar subjective states 
and processes seems to be the most plausible conclusion. Whether they 
really entertain those subjective states and if so, how they experience these 
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states, will always be veiled to us. We cannot rule out the possibility that 
in those experiments, animals just behave as if they had “Y”-like mental 
states. Thus, skeptics will stick to their claim that we just construe our 
understanding of, and hence our bidirectional relating to, animals.

Again, they have a point – in a very literal sense: We do construe our 
understanding of animals. But strictly speaking, they are not even skeptical 
enough: We construe everything else, too. Technically, we cannot be sure of 
anything regardless of how “real” it appears to us. Beginning to question 
the “realness” of our experience at one point ultimately flows into the 
all-embracing Cartesian doubt which unravels all reality. With his famous 
radical doubt about existence, Descartes shatters the world as we naively 
know it, then rebuilds it from the apodictic—undeniable, undoubtedly cer-
tain—“reality” of that same doubt. In a simplified version, the logic goes 
like this: If the act of doubting is real, and it is, as it is excruciating in its 
all-embracing vigor, there must also be someone who is excruciated. If 
there is such a rudimentary person for whom the doubt is a reality, then 
other qualities cogitized by that person are similarly “real”. If these cogita-
tions come with an inherent quality of referring to a world “out there,” the 
reality of these cogitations jointly constitute that world. Cogito ergo sum: 
I think therefore I am. And therefore, everything else is, too.

Edmund Husserl revisits the Cartesian logic, i.a. in his monu-
mental work “The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental 
Phenomenology” (2012) and amends it in ways pertinent to the present 
discussion. Here, I can’t go into the detail his analysis deserves; I will 
sketch the key points and weave them into my argument.

Husserl clarifies one pivotal aspect: The Cartesian doubt, the doubt-
ing Ego, and this Ego’s cogitizing can be said to be real only in the sense 
of an experiential reality. The cogitizing is in fact experiencing. It is of 
subjective quality. Therefore, the world, as the Ego experiences it, is con-
stituted by and within the Ego’s subjectivity. Whether the phenomenal 
experience of the doubt, of an Ego, and of an external world refers to 
any objectively real, noumenal entities “out there”, i.e. entities whose 
existence is independent from their being experienced by the Ego, cannot 
be determined. According to Husserl’s striking insight, all we have are 
our experiences and we can never go beyond them. We are encapsulated 
within the subjective phenomenal world, the “lifeworld,” as Husserl calls 
it, whose realness is constituted by the certainty of our experiences. Thus, 
the attribute “this is real” needs to be indexed with the predicate “real for 
me,” or “real within my phenomenal experience”.
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The subjectivity of the Husserlian lifeworld is not to be understood 
in a constructivist sense of every observer having his or her “own”, idio-
syncratic reality. The subjectivity of the human lifeworld is presumably 
shared by all humans. Therefore, we can fathom the lifeworld “objec-
tively,” i.e. we can find consensus about the method and the results. 
Nevertheless, on Husserl’s and other phenomenologists’ account, all 
knowing, discovering, and analyzing is subjective. What our sciences dis-
cover is not about the world “out there,” but is likewise encapsulated 
within the realm of our subjectivity. Therefore, the even the natural sci-
ences—mathematics, physics, chemistry, biology—just explore their share 
of the subjectively constituted human reality. What is posited by positive 
science “just” systematically maps the insights of the human mind as it 
dives into its reality: It doesn’t bring forth noumenal facts, but (re)discov-
ers the abstract principles that structure human subjectivity. For exam-
ple, the axioms in which mathematics and logic are ultimately grounded 
are irreducible keystones of common—human—sense (cf. Harris 2005). 
Mathematics, in this reading, is about the semantic and syntactic arche-
types of our thought and about the perpetual recursive extrapolations of 
these principles.

The most convincing argument that the “hard sciences” explore real-
ity only through the lens of subjective human experience, stems from the 
recognition that proffered insights about the “objective foundations” of 
the universe, as researched by physics, change dramatically over time  
(cf. Kuhn 2012). For example, the very concept of matter, the central idea 
on which our everyday view of the world relies, got completely revolved, 
and eventually resolved, in the ongoing scientific discourse (e.g. Roszak 
2001, 150–88). In conclusion, all knowledge that we have about reality is 
not knowledge of the noumena that exist “out there,” beyond subjectivity, 
but knowledge of what we can know as real for us.

When we live our everyday lives or when we adopt a scientist’s ana-
lytic stance, we partake in the lifeworld without questioning its realness: 
We immerse ourselves in it or research its qualities without challenging 
its metaphysical foundation. Let us call this the “lifeworldly mode” of 
being. Husserl proposes a second mode of being: We can choose to enter a 
distanced analytic stance which Husserl calls the “transcendental epoché.” 
The transcendental epoché enables us to discover the underlying structure 
of the lifeworld: to see that all of those qualities are but the content of an 
experiencing Ego’s subjectivity. This is the mode from which we launched 
this analysis.
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How is all this relevant to a discussion of relationality? In its most 
radical consequence, the transcendental epoché and the metaphysical 
perspective that it provides lead us to see that the experiencing Ego is 
essentially solitary. Like all things that populate the lifeworld, all other 
beings in the first instance are contents of our subjectivity. What we, in 
the lifeworldly mode, perceive to be fellow subjects coexisting with us 
within this one world, are just our experiences, no independent essences, 
when considered from the transcendental epoché. Still more radical, we, 
the experiencing Egos, are not human beings pondering metaphysics. 
“Human being,” and “being embedded within a community of interre-
lated subjects” are labels given to lifeworldly experiences. When entering 
the transcendental epoché, we rid ourselves of those labels. When peep-
ing beyond the scope of naive lifeworldly reality, “we” become one Ego 
stripped of all lifeworldly qualities. This Ego consists in free-floating sub-
jectivity, holding a subjective world within itself. All the richness of the 
lifeworld flows from that solitary Ego that can only be apodictically sure 
of its own experiencing.

So, what becomes of relationality? On the one hand, the existence of 
other “Egos” and of our being related to them, is one integral part of our life-
worldly reality. Although Husserl (2012) is mainly concerned with humans’ 
(or the human) subjectivity, he explicitly identifies animals and even plants 
as subjects and thus as Egos constituting their own lifeworlds through their 
respective subjectivities. Likewise, vivid intersubjective encounters with both 
fellow humans and animals form part of our lifewordly reality. Therefore, 
viewed from the lifewordly mode of being, human- animal intersubjectivity 
is a reality. The apodictic certainty of our experiences says so.

On the other hand, we have every reason to doubt that certainty. The 
transcendental epoché dismantles all lifeworldy certainties.

In conclusion, when we revisit the skeptics’ attempt to disqualify the 
reality human-animal relationality against this background, we come to 
see that their being right depends on their mode of analysis. If they utter 
their doubts as lifeworldly persons firmly nested within naive reality, then 
they are wrong: Lifeworldly evidence shows that humans and animals 
can and do meaningfully relate to one another. Conversely, if they doubt 
the existence of relationality by adhering to an analytic stance akin to the 
transcendental epoché, then, they are right: human-animal relationality is 
a mere appearance provided by our subjectivity.

Two associated caveats are in order here: First, “appearance” does 
not equal “illusion”. The contents of our subjectivity are all we have. 
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Subjectivity is a premise of awareness. If there is an objective truth, we 
have no access to it. Therefore, there is no objective standard against 
which we could measure the “illusory” nature of our experiences. Thus, 
the terms “appearance” and “illusion” lose their derogatory implication. 
Second and in a similar vein, if skeptics of human-animal relationality 
adhered to a stance similar to the transcendental epoché in claiming that 
human-animal relationality is just a subjective appearance, then they need 
to embrace all of the consequences: They cannot selectively disqualify just 
human-animal relationality. They would need to disqualify all lifeworldly 
appearances. Why? Because in the transcendental epoché, we discover that 
all experiential contents have the same epistemic status. We know about 
human-animal relationality through our experience. This is exactly how 
we know about stones, rivers, stars, about other researchers, or about 
physical formulae: They are part of our stream of lifeworldly appearances. 
It all comes down to phenomenal experience. How do I know that a stone 
exists? Well, I see it, feel its heaviness and hardness, I hear the sound it pro-
duces when thrown to the floor, I can smell the salt and dust that covers it 
and informs me of its long journey of being grinded by ocean water. Seeing, 
feeling, hearing, smelling—all these qualities are forms of experiencing. 
No different in essence from seeing, feeling, hearing and smelling my dog 
referring to me in our intimate everyday encounters, or from experiencing 
a raven’s reactions in a reasoning experiment. Human-animal relations are 
no different from any other experiential content. If human-animal rela-
tions are “illusory,” then so are stones, rivers, stars, other researchers, or 
physical formulae. The only logically feasible option to dismantle the real-
ity of relationality is to dismantle all lifeworldly reality, and consequen-
tially, dismantle our own existence as humans partaking in that reality.

relatIonalIty Is the sheet anchor of realIty

We have seen that doubting the realness of human-animal relation-
ality consequentially implies doubting lifeworldly validity altogether. 
Choosing not to rely on the “subjective realness” of the lifeworld means 
to bid farewell to all relations and to remain solitary entrenched in a state 
of seemingly total agnosticism.

One reason for the fact that hardly anyone, not even the most thor-
oughgoing skeptic, is capable of enduring the free-floating state of being 
thus distanced from lifeworldly reality for longer than the duration of 
a thought experiment is this: It is incredibly uncomfortable. As mun-
dane as this may seem, the intense repulsion we feel when adopting or 
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even roughly imagining the mode of a transcendental epoché, is another 
indication of the foundational character of relationality.

The idea that all reality may dissolve in free-floating subjectivity is so 
displeasing because we are not rational beings who may disinterestedly 
assess the ontological status of our reality. We are social beings emotion-
ally entwined with this reality. We rejoice in the act of experiencing the 
vividness of the lifeworld, and we relish responding to all experienced 
entities. We like seeing colors, tasting tastes, feeling touches. We like 
climbing rocks, swimming seas, exploring landscapes, talking to fellow 
humans, interacting with fellow animals. Existing in the lifeworld is relat-
ing to everything we experience. There might be some things we dislike 
when viewing them from our lifeworldly mode, e.g. feeling a wasp’s sting 
or meeting our mother-in-law. But both liking and disliking are forms or 
relating and if in doubt, we would still prefer to have both valid positive 
and negative experiences rather than not having any. Essentially, what we 
enjoy about both liking and disliking individual aspects of reality is the 
very act of relating. As humans of the lifeworld, we live in and by those 
relations. This is why we are reluctant to questioning the realness of our 
reality: We don’t want to bid farewell to our relations.

In his analysis of the lifeworld as a subjective phenomenon, Husserl 
(2012) acknowledges the pivotal role of relationality. He notes that our 
reality essentially is an intersubjective realm: “[Our] consciousness of the 
world is . . . a consciousness of the world as the same one for all: for all 
known and yet unknown subjects, for all subjects that we may encounter. 
My world is oriented around myself; other [subjects] have their worlds 
oriented around themselves, respectively. All these worlds presuppose [the 
existence of] other [subjects], who, in turn, presuppose [the existence] of 
yet other subjects.” (2012, 274, my translation). By mutually referring to 
each other as parts of their respective realities, the subjects enter into an 
“intentional connection” (ibid.) from which arises a “shared appercep-
tion” of one world shared by all subjects. Thereby, every subject’s life 
“reaches out into the life of the other”, causing all individual lives to be 
“intertwined in the coexistence of life” (ibid., 259, my translation).

Relationality, thus, is not just one phenomenon contained within the 
lifeworld. It constitutes its very structure. Reality is relationality. Being 
in the lifeworldly mode is cognitively and emotionally interbeing with 
other lifeworldly creatures. The Cartesian Cogito ergo sum then needs 
to be amended by the insight that what anchors us in lifeworldly reality 
is relationality: Jungimur, ergo sumus (we are related, therefore, we are).

This content downloaded from 129.79.32.227 on Thu, 21 Dec 2017 13:05:34 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



38 ETHICS & THE ENVIRONMENT, 22(2) 2017

So there are two ways for arriving at the conclusion that relationality 
is real. Either, (1) we remain safely settled within the lifeworldly mode of 
being and take part in the vivid, tangible stream of experience spread out 
around us, forming our reality. Then, we can rely on our intuitive or sci-
entific observations of interrelating with animals. Or (2) we go a long way 
via the Husserlian argument, deconstructing lifewordly reality and recon-
struct it as the only reality we have. Then, we come to see relationality as 
an inseparable, even constitutive feature of our reality.

Yet, as soon as we allow the interbeing with other subjects to ground 
us within our reality, another challenge arises: If we accept the realness 
of other human and non-human subjects, we automatically accept them 
as being situated in subjective experiences of their own (cf. Lestel, 2011). 
Husserl (2012, 266) explicitly addresses animals as subjects, implying that 
they create their respective lifeworlds. But since animals’ minds differ from 
ours and differ across species, animals’ subjective experiences presumably 
differ from ours and from each other. If this is so, then all animal species 
occupy their respective species-specific lifeworlds. How can we meaning-
fully relate to animals despite those essential differences in experience?

one prIncIple of perceptIon feeds  
Into dIfferent realItIes

In order to see how transspecific relationality may ensue despite the 
fact that different animal species live in different lifeworlds, we need to 
look at how those lifeworlds come to be through the process of percep-
tion, and how they are constituted.

Our subjective experience is the product of our senses. Our percep-
tions appear so indisputably “real” to us that we seldom come to question 
the realness of our reality, so much so that physical optics still is the prev-
alent model for the process of perception. According to this model and 
to all its fancier empiricist versions, perception is a transduction of the 
external world: An object’s surface reflects light that hits our eyes. On our 
retinae, the picture of the object appears upside down and somehow gets 
processed by the neuronal apparatus until it appears upright before the 
“inner eye” of our consciousness.

We have already profoundly dismantled the idea that we directly per-
ceive noumenal objects in following Husserl’s radical analysis. In a similar 
vein, the empiricist explanation of experience has also been corrected by 
perceptual and cognitive psychologists and philosophers (e.g. Bai 2009, 
Fodor 2001, Mausfeld 2002, Nagel 2012, Tholey 1980). They have 
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corroborated what has become known as the Sign Theory of Perception. 
Jakob von Uexküll (1982) provides a non-anthropocentric version of 
this account that holds for all sensitive creatures: “Our sense organs—
the eye, ear, nose, palate, and skin—are built according to the princi-
ples of a safety-match box. Safety matches only react to selected outside 
influences. Stimuli also selectively excite sense organs to produce nerve 
impulses, which are then transmitted to the cerebrum. These mechanical 
events accord with the law of causality. At this point we arrive at the inner 
boundary of the sense organs, which takes the form of a living chime . . .” 
(ibid, 46–47) and further: “When the [neuronal] impulses have reached 
the brain, the living chime of the brain cells resounds. The [. . . resounding] 
qualities of the chime serve as perceptual signs for outer events” (ibid., 74).

In simple words: When our perceptual system imposes itself on what 
is “out there,” our senses selectively react to specific kinds of stimuli. The 
presence of these stimuli, e.g. electromagnetic energy on the retina, causes 
neuronal impulses, which serve as signs and, in turn, cause experiences 
to appear within our subjective reality, e.g. “brightness”. Albeit the pro-
cess of how exactly the signs cross the “inner boundary” and bring about 
experiences remains opaque, the idea of “signalizing” in the Sign Theory 
of Perception helps to clarify the fact that our experiences are causally 
related to the external events that activated them, and that the former 
are not a mere mirror image of the latter. Therefore, what we perceive 
as “real objects”—trees, stones, cars, water, etc.—are qualities that our 
perceptual system construes based on the lawful processes that govern it. 
The experience of a “tree,” for example, is the output of the perceptual 
system, not the input (Mausfeld 2002, 2010, Tholey 1980). This is true for 
presumably basic perceptual qualities, like brightness, colors, movement, 
objects, or temperature. But it is likewise true for more abstract experi-
ences like eye contact, attunement or disharmony, being threatened or 
safe—including all the qualities mutual referencing is made of.

The Sign Theory of Perception converges with the Husserlian argu-
ment and spells it out in terms of perception psychology: When our expe-
riences are mere indications, but no accurate copies of noumena, then it is 
easy, though not trivial, to see that we cannot go beyond our phenomenal 
reality. Our understanding of the world is restricted by the “boundary” 
of our mind, or as Thomas Nagel (2012) puts it: limited to “intelligibil-
ity from within.” The internal structures of our perceptual and cognitive 
systems determine our reality (cf. Mausfeld 2015): They determine what 
we experience and how we experience it. Consequently, our reality is one 
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that makes sense to us as humans. Other perceptual and cognitive systems 
select other kinds of stimuli form the “outside influences” and thereof 
produce other kinds of experiences. Accordingly, other animals’ minds 
entertain different subjective realities. Notably, however, the underlying 
mechanisms of creating these different realities are analogous.

In other words: All animals live within their species-specific lifeworlds 
which are construed through the lawful functioning of their perceptual 
systems and are constituted within their respective subjectivities. Von 
Uexküll has coined the term Umwelt for a species’ specific reality. The 
Umwelt is a pivotal concept in von Uexküll’s “theory of meaning” (von 
Uexküll 1982) which embraces much more than his homonymous essay 
and provides nothing less than an encyclopedic account of physical and 
mental life that bears essential correspondences to Husserl’s phenome-
nology. The Umwelt is the system of “environmental factors that impact 
on the animal according to its [anatomical and physiological] design . . . . 
Thus every animal is encircled by a . . . world that completely differs from 
ours” (von Uexküll 1982, 6; my translation). Von Uexküll proposes that all 
organisms, even those we would consider as the most simple forms of life, 
have their particular Umwelten. In his 1919 “Umwelt und Innenwelt der 
Tiere,” von Uexküll carefully composes multiple invertebrates’ Umwelten 
from experimental evidence. For example: “A paramecium’s Umwelt is 
restricted to two entities: fluid with a stimulus and fluid without a stimu-
lus. The stimulus can be of chemical or mechanical nature.” (ibid., 47, my 
translation).

By consequentially applying the Umwelt concept and the Sign Theory 
of Perception, von Uexküll conceives of the human as an animal for 
whom the same logic holds true: What we naively call “reality” in every-
day parlance, i.e. the system of things that impact us in a meaningful way, 
is nothing more and nothing less than our particular human Umwelt. If 
there were life forms, say, aliens, with a more richly equipped perceptual 
or intellectual apparatus and thus being endowed with more comprehen-
sive Umwelten, and if these aliens were to research humans in the same 
way as von Uexküll researched paramecium, then they would observe our 
limited human minds stumbling around within the limits of our expe-
rience which, for them, is just a selective fraction of the environment  
(cf. also Nagel 1974).

But there is no need to postulate super-human beings to illuminate 
the fact that the human perceptual system is selective in responding to 
only some stimuli emanating from what lies “out there” and that others 
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fall beyond their scope. Numerous animals experience things we can’t 
perceive. Bees, for example, see ultraviolet light, many migratory birds 
feel the earth’s magnetic field, most wildlife hears the faintest sounds to 
which our human ears are deaf, and lobsters smell odors given by no 
more than 3.5x10-14 mol per liter of water (Derby and Atema 1982, 303). 
Conversely, there are things human minds render “real” which arguably 
are no part of any other animal’s subjective experience. Language percep-
tion and production is one striking example (Dor, 2015, Dupré 2003).2

Thus, in sum, we can state that the structure and the content of 
humans’ and other animal species’ respective subjectivities differ, which 
appears as a serious challenge to establishing transspecific intersubjectivity. 
All organisms are encapsulated within their Umwelten or lifeworlds and 
neither humans nor any other animal species have a privileged access to 
noumenal reality. There are not even “comparative truths” in the sense of 
scientific realism (cf. Mizrahi 2013), i.e. experiences that are more or less 
adequate with regard to the true nature of the world “out there.” It would 
be absurd to ask whether a bee or a human has the more valid worldview, 
or whether a bee or a fox has a better access to reality. Humans’, foxes’, 
microbes’ and all other minds’ respective Umwelten are irreducible to any 
other “truth.”

Quite paradoxically, this synthesis of our discussion brings us closer 
to understanding how the reality of relationality may be constituted. I 
would like to term this perspectivist account Respective Realism. In a nut-
shell, the basic propositions of Respective Realism are the following five:

I)  An “objective” world of noumena exists independent of its being 
reflected in any mind. This is an axiom adopted from the Sign 
Theory of Perception.

II)  Perception and the subjective experience it brings forth reliably tie 
all organisms to that noumenal world: In this sense, subjective expe-
riences are valid.

III)  Yet, subjective experiences are no mirror images of noumena. No 
one perceives “the objective reality” in itself.

IV)  Every organism of a given species experiences the world in a spe-
cies-specific and arguably individually unique way. Experiencing and 
understanding thus is respective to any kind of mind (the human 
mind, the bee mind, the fox mind, the paramecium mind, etc . . .).

V)  All of these manifold realities, one for each kind of mind, are 
equally valid. There are manifold truths facing one noumenal 
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world. There is no better or worse access to reality. All beings are 
epistemic equals.

Notably, I amended the Husserlian and Uexküllian accounts by allowing 
for interspecific as well as for inter-individual differences in subjective 
experiences. Even though it is plausible that virtually all members of a 
given species experience their reality in essentially similar ways due to the 
similar functioning of their perceptual apparatus, an individual’s onto-
genetic history is likely to play a part in how the details of its individual 
reality are constituted (cf. Lestel, 2011).

The remainder of this essay is dedicated to employing the set of con-
ceptual tools we assembled for answering the question that motivated this 
essay: What is transspecific relationality and (how) is it possible? Let us 
zoom in on beings’ respective realities, in order to explore how bridges of 
intersubjectivity may be built between them.

MergIng MInds: relatIonalIty explored through  
the lens of respectIve realIsM

In line with the assumption that an organism’s subjectivity shapes 
its respective reality in a way that is particular to just this organism, von 
Uexküll (1909) avoids talking about animal subjectivity from within and 
Thomas Nagel (1974, 441–43) famously lays out how it is unfeasible to 
understand a bat’s reality from a human’s perspective. The other-minds 
problem (Harnad 2016) reiterates the necessity to remain agnostic as to the 
exact contents of other beings’ minds. However, a certain degree of congru-
ence between different organisms’ respective realities is necessary in order 
for them to mutually refer to each other such that a relation may be woven.

One might be tempted to suggest that different subjects could refer 
to one another via a shared reference to external entities. In this vein, 
Thomas Nagel (1974) proposes that beings with different kinds of minds 
come to a mutual understanding when they leave their particular view-
points behind and come to “understand the same physical events in objec-
tive terms, and this does not require that they understand the phenomenal 
forms in which those events appear to the senses of members of the other 
species. Thus, it is a condition of their referring to a common reality that 
their more particular viewpoints are not part of the common reality that 
they both apprehend” (1974, 445).

However, as we have seen, we cannot “understand . . . physical events 
in objective terms.” We can’t leave our respective realities. Therefore, the 
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body of noumena is no candidate for constituting “a common reality.” 
Von Uexküll gives a striking example which lethally challenges physical 
entities, e.g. matter, as the “‘basic rock’ on which the universe is built” 
(von Uexküll 1982, 71). He explains that a flower stem is constituted in 
essentially different ways when viewed from the perspectives of a girl who 
assembles a bouquet, of an ant climbing the stem, of a foraging cow, or of 
the flower itself, respectively (ibid., 30). Given that all of these different 
takes on the flower stem are equally “true” within the respective realities 
of the girl, the ant, the cow, and the flower, respectively, the concept of a 
truth beyond those phenomenal appearances dissolves: “Not one single 
property of matter remains constant when we examine the full range of 
Umwelts. Each object we observe not only changes its meaning-quality 
from one Umwelt to another, but the structure of all its material and 
formal properties also changes . . . The constancy of matter, about which 
the materialists boast, is not a solid base for a comprehensive view of 
the world.” (ibid., 71). Thus, von Uexküll reverses the roles of mind and 
matter: Subjective minds are no addendum to an alleged objective reality 
grounded in matter—subjectivity is the ground from which a notion of 
objectivity originates. Mausfeld (2013) makes a similar point in substan-
tiating that the perceptual attribute “this is real” is a product of our per-
ceptual system. Thus, in the face of a perspectivist view akin to Respective 
Realism, “the constancy of subjects is substantiated far better than the 
constancy of objects” (von Uexküll 1982, 71). The following discussion 
will be based on the assertion that subjectivity may be the medium unify-
ing beings’ respective realities.

To begin with the seemingly trivial but essential: Establishing a bidi-
rectional relation requires that both relating organisms have minds. I 
follow Jonathan Beever’s and Morten Tønnessen’s (2017) approach of 
biosemiotic particularism in assuming that all living beings are semiotic, 
i.e. “contribute meaningfully to dynamic systems of signification within 
their environments” (ibid., 32). In other words, to be alive is to give and 
receive information to and from one’s environment, i.e. partaking in a 
bidirectional flow of meaning. Meaning, in turn, lies at the heart of sub-
jectivity: Von Uexküll specifies in “Theory of Meaning” (1982) that mean-
ing is “imprinted” on external stimuli by a subject who thereby makes 
the stimuli become a part of its respective reality. For example, a deer’s 
auditory system is sensitive to the slightest unusual rustle of leaves and 
imparts the meaning “approaching predator” upon that stimulus, whereas 
a human would not hear anything and therefore his human reality would 
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not contain any threatening entity. If thus meaning is intimately tied to 
subjectivity, and subjectivity is intimately tied to life (cf. also Reber, 2016), 
then “absolutely all living beings have something akin to subjective (or 
quasi-subjective) experience” (Beever and Tønnessen 2017, 40). In this 
sense, it is feasible to state that every organism has a particular kind of 
mind which harbors its respective reality. Moreover, despite their differ-
ing subjective experiences, organisms are united in being endowed with 
subjectivity. Thus, we have simultaneously identified all living beings as 
potential participants in a “community of subjects,” and we have defined 
the first precondition for transspecific intersubjectivity and relationality to 
occur: Subjectivity as a shared feature of all sentient creatures is necessary 
as the “carrier medium” for a flow of meaning between two minds.

A second precondition for intersubjectivity to occur is that the relat-
ing organisms are part of each other’s respective reality (cf. von Uexküll 
1982, 64). For example, my dog features in my reality as “my dog,” and 
I feature in his reality as “my companion human.” Moreover, the mutual 
reference may embrace other objects that likewise feature in both organ-
isms’ realities, for example, the object that, in my view, is a car, and which, 
in my dog’s view, is a carrier for his scent mark. When two beings’ respec-
tive realities are similar, presumably because their minds are homologous 
like humans’ and apes’ minds, or analogous like humans’ and corvids’ 
minds; or when the overlap between the beings’ respective realities has 
been well fathomed like in a long-standing human-dog relationship, then 
it is easy to see how the shared medium of subjectivity may be woven to 
intersubjectivity between them (cf. Nagel 1974, 442).

Yet, an exchange of meaning in the semiotic sense, and even a rudi-
mentary form of “perceiving each other’s presence”—and thus a spark of 
intersubjectivity—is possible between creatures with strikingly dissimilar 
respective realities. The flow of meaning, then, is just restricted to the low-
est common denominator: to the objects that lie within the overlap of both 
beings’ respective realities. Also, a mutual understanding of each other or 
a shared reference to a subjective content is possible only when this con-
tent has the same meaning for both organisms—or if one of the organisms 
can take the other’s perspective and can see what the object means for 
the other. For example, a pet snake and her human keeper may be said 
to relate, to exchange information, and to come to a certain degree of 
mutual understanding, even though humans’ and snakes’ respective reali-
ties evidently differ. The snake experiences the human’s presence when he 
approaches the terrarium and vice versa, she can even understand that the 
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human’s presence signifies the arrival of “prey.” Concurrently, the human 
understands that the “mouse” he brought, is considered “prey” within the 
snake’s reality. Any other attributes that the mouse has when viewed from 
the human’s perspective, e.g. that it looks cute, that it is an organism with 
a subjectivity of his own, that it was on sale in the pet store . . . all this lies 
beyond what is meaningful for the snake. Also, the mouse/prey object is 
not “prey” for the human, so human and snake have no common under-
standing of it. In this case, the prey/mouse is the lowest common denom-
inator, an object lying within the overlap of the snake’s and the human’s 
respective realities. Since the human is mindful of the snake’s point of 
view, human and snake undoubtedly relate and moreover, they come to 
a certain mutual understanding: To this end, the human must be mindful 
of the fact that the “mouse” is “prey” for the snake; he must furthermore 
accept that his existence is understood only in terms of an “entity that 
provides food” by the snake; and that the snake, in turn, just understands 
to be referred to in a benign way by “that entity”.

So, it does not seem to take a lot for relationality to ensue. Actually 
though, the two assumed preconditions—that subjectivity is a shared 
medium which relates different kinds of minds, and that there is such a 
thing like an “overlap” of respective realities—are far from trivial and 
deserve closer consideration. What does it mean that subjectivity provides 
a medium for relating different kinds of minds? Mindful of the fact that we 
are launching this analysis as humans settled within the lifeworld and its 
appearances, we know that all ontological claims are an attempt to under-
stand relationality in our human terms. This stance of humility is as much 
a constraint as a possibility: It opens up the possibility to draw on all ways 
of knowing without limiting the methodological repertoire to presumed 
“objective” approaches. Specifically, relationality and (inter-)subjectivity 
by their nature evade being nailed down by positive science. The method 
of choice to approach their apparent elusive quality is a careful herme-
neutic fathoming of experience: introspection. Introspection is a method 
venturing right in between the intuitive and the scientific ways of know-
ing. It is a systematic, careful, and investigative assessment of one’s con-
scious mental life that seeks to also illuminate traces of what lies beyond. 
Husserl’s transcendental epoché is an example of systematic introspection 
which helps us fathom the foundations of our reality. Introspection and 
other qualitative methods, and the phenomena that they investigate, often 
are being regarded as unscientific. Yet, (inter-)subjectivity and relationality 
are not only an integral part of our experience, they are a constitutive part 
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of our reality. If the current positivist paradigm, i.e. its axioms, methods, 
and inherent logic used for producing evidence, proves inapt to get a grip 
on those and other elusive phenomena, then we might want to revise our 
sciences in order to fit reality, instead of revising reality in order to fit the 
scientific paradigms. For example, Ecopsychology as laid out by Roszak 
(2001) and Fisher (2013), is the agenda of integrating the phenomenon of 
human-earth relationality into positive psychology.

In the wake of methodological freedom, let us approach subjectivity 
with an image: Despite all differences between different subjects’ respec-
tive realities, their subjectivities appear to derive from a common essence, 
just like rivers, oceans, puddles, and lakes derive from the common 
essence of water. In this respect, subjectivity is similar to bodily qualities: 
Animal bodies also take strikingly different forms. Yet they are essentially 
made from the same stuff and according to similar principles for all spe-
cies, as evidenced by the ability of embryonic cells stemming from differ-
ent organisms to flourish within other organisms’ tissues (von Uexküll 
1982, 38–39). Similarly, the idea of a solidity-endowing bodily structure 
can be realized as an exoskeleton for insects, or as an endoskeleton for 
mammals, or as a mesogloea for jellyfish. The inaccessible noumenal 
world—whatever its true nature is—seems to call for certain principles 
of organizing bodies. Likewise, that world arguably calls for similar prin-
ciples of minds.3 For example, human, chimpanzee and crow minds face, 
and are able to solve, the same kinds of cognitive problems (Emery 2004, 
Goodall 2010, Reichholf 2013); humans and migratory birds successfully 
navigate the same landscapes (Åkesson 2003); humans and jumping spi-
ders both exhibit spatial navigation and object permanence (Harland and 
Jackson 2004); and humans and trees both live within social networks 
(Hall 2011, Wohlleben 2015). If some of the organizational principles of 
subjectivity are universal, then this lays the foundation for intersubjectiv-
ity to be built between different kinds of minds.

In a similar vein, Husserl suggests that what characterizes intersubjec-
tivity is “not a multitude of separate souls, each being reduced to its own 
inwardness: but like there is one universal nature . . . there is one single 
interrelation of all souls, souls that are one by virtue of the unison of their 
life” (2012, 274–75, my translation). Concurringly, Martin Buber (1983) 
beautifully lays out the interrelational quality of mind: “Mind is not in 
the I, it is in between I and Thou. Mind is not like the blood, circulating 
in your veins, it is like the air, in which you breathe” (ibid. 37, my trans-
lation). Both scholars’ portrayals of intersubjectivity illuminate the idea 
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that when the essence that constitutes all beings’ minds is one, and when 
the structures of beings’ respective realities are compatible, then a “flow 
of meaning” may occur between them—just like the water of two inter-
secting rivers can merge to one stream. Likewise, metaphorically speaking, 
minds can “merge.”

In light of the previous discussion, we have reached an intuitive 
understanding of how subjectivity harbors organisms’ respective realities 
but may nevertheless constitute a common medium by the virtue of which 
respective realities may share common structures and of how, thus, minds 
may merge. The following features that are indispensable in constituting 
the foundations of our reality, and therefore, I will give examples drawn 
from the human lifeworld to illuminate them. Yet, these features’ essences 
are arguably abstract from any species-specific experience, making them 
good candidates for universal features of subjectivity (Jürgens 2016a, 
Prentner 2016).

1) subjectIvIty Is seeMIngly all-eMbracIng:

According to Prentner’s (2016) model of experience, all perceptions 
are “situated,” i.e. bound to an all-embracing framework of experience. 
For example, we never experience “redness” in isolation, we always expe-
rience, say, the redness of the setting sun which we observe while being 
wrapped in a blanket and sitting at a stony beach in Brighton on a chilly 
evening after a joyous leave day in June; or the redness of the blood being 
drawn from our vein in the doctor’s office while our heart pounds in reac-
tion to the uncomfortable situation, etc. Thus, in a way, experience creates 
its own context. Notably, that context, or framework, at any point in 
time, is all-embracing: We cannot step out of it. While sitting at the beach, 
we may know that the sun’s color had been a bright yellow some minutes 
ago, but that memory of a past situation is itself part of the framework in 
which the present moment is embedded (cf. Whitehead’s notion of how 
presumed causes are “prehended” within an actual “nexus,” as laid out, 
e.g., in Hampe 1990). In other words: Subjectivity embraces the totality 
of all previous and current experiences that are actualized at any given 
moment. Likewise, von Uexküll (1982) proposes that any subject can be 
understood as living in the “house” of its body surrounded by a garden—
the subject’s respective reality: “The garden is not, as it appears to us 
[as observers], bounded by a comprehensive world of which it is only a 
small segment. Rather it is bounded by a horizon, whose central point is 
the house. Each house is covered by its own arc of the sky, across which 
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the sun, moon, and stars, all belonging to the house, travel” (73). Thus, 
a being’s subjectivity comprehends all of its reality, and the subject is not 
aware of the fact that its respective reality may be limited when viewed 
from other subjects’ respective realities.

2) respectIve realItIes are populated by tangIble 
contents:

Within the all-embracing experiential framework of organisms’ 
respective realities, specific contents are “pointed at” by the vector of 
intentionality (Prentner 2016, 123), i.e. experience is directed towards its 
contents, endowing them with a pervasive presence. Framed in the terms 
of von Uexküll’s image: In their respective gardens, organisms encounter 
objects, fellow subjects, and events. Each of these entities carries the attri-
bute “I am real” and is each imprinted with a meaning for the subject (von 
Uexküll 1982, 30). Thus, while all experiences are woven into the totality 
of our experiential world, when going with the flow of our experience, we 
come to zoom in on specific experienced entities.

3) an IMplIcIt self lIes at the gravItatIonal center of 
experIence:

Prentner (2016) states that perspectivity (“Perspektivität”) is one of 
the fundamental and arguably universal characteristics of experience. 
While being immersed in its stream of experience, “it is a subject’s partic-
ular perspectivity which distinguishes it from other subjects and objects” 
(122). In a similar vein, Rowlands (2016) proposes that an “implicit self” 
is inherent in every organism’s subjectivity. Prentner and Rowlands concur 
with Barron and Klein (2016) in assuming that the perspectivity of expe-
rience, or the implicitness of a self, respectively, is not meant to express 
an experiential quality akin to self-awareness. Instead, the implicit self is 
the gravitational point of all experience, the point from which the inten-
tional vectors originate. It can take the form of reflective self-awareness, 
like in humans, but it can also implicitly mold or just carry the stream of 
experience.

4) experIence extends In space and tIMe:

Though the very process of experiencing itself is bound to the present 
moment, inherent in that actualized experience lie traces of a past and 
foreshadows of the future, e.g. when an organism experiences hunger from 
having starved or feels the urge to run to fat for hibernation. Likewise, 
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virtually all beings exhibit some form of movement, necessitating some 
internal mechanism for navigation. No ontological claims can be made 
about the noumenal nature of either space or time. However, we have 
indications that other beings also live within subjective worlds that are 
structured by inherent spatial and temporal dimensions (cf. Prentner 
2016, 124). For example, several corvid species employ strategies for 
cashing food that accord with past experiences and expected future needs 
(Raby et al. 2007, Clayton & Dickinson 1998). Likewise, von Uexküll’s 
(1909) investigations of various invertebrates and Harland and Jackson’s 
(2004) research on jumping spiders support the idea that an implicit self 
directs these animals and arguably all subjects through their respective 
complex accounts of space.

5) subjectIvIty reaches out beyond Itself:

While a subject is perched within its all-embracing garden, it remains 
mindful of the other beings apparently sharing that space with it. When 
two subjects “enter into a harmonious meaning relationship with each 
other” (von Uexküll 1982, 52), they include each other as parts of their 
respective realities. In von Uexküll’s sense, a “meaning relationship” 
qualifies as “harmonious” when both partners in this encounter imprint 
congruent meanings on each other, e.g. “mating partners.” Alternatively, 
“counterpunctual” relationships exist, e.g. “predator” vs. “prey.” However, 
we have seen that also an asymmetry in two organisms’ mutual referenc-
ing may still allow for a relation to occur: For example, when humans 
make use of their ability to meta-cognitively abstract from their own flow 
of experience and carefully attempt to understand another being’s respec-
tive reality. I have devoted large parts of this essay to substantiating the 
intuition that subjectivity seems to be made for entering into a state of 
intersubjectivity: Minds are made to merge.

actIng on relatIonalIty

In this essay, I have set out to investigate whether an ethical compass 
calibrated on human-animal relationality may work. We have concluded 
that a “community of subjects” (Berry 1999, 82) is a real possibility 
implied in the very quality of being a subject. Thus, we can be assured that 
the compass does not point into a void. But where exactly does it lead us?

If we accept the position of Respective Realism, it follows that all 
animals are epistemic equals and are creators of their respective reali-
ties who actively create us as parts of their own worlds (Despret 2015, 
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Lestel 2011). Consequentially, we as humans have no conceptual ground 
for justifying any speciesist arrogance. Most animals even are in much 
better balance with their respective Umwelten than we are with ours. We 
may choose to treat other beings with different degrees of considerateness, 
since lifeworldly necessities dictate that we eat, move, mate, and utilize  
(cf. Buber 1983, 36–47; Naess 2008, 95). Yet, there is no a priori reason 
to treat them with different degrees of appreciation.

Appreciation is the key to a communion of subjects; and in accor-
dance with the perspectivism inherent in Respective Realism, our fellow 
subjects are not to be appreciated as an anonymous mass, but as individ-
uals (Jürgens 2014, Rose 2013). In this vein, an ethic based on Respective 
Realism and the vision of merging minds is essentially biocentric and par-
ticularist (cf. Beever and Tønnessen 2017, 32): Every being counts and it 
counts in its own right.

A suiting foundation for moral action therefore is the minimum prin-
ciple of biocentric ethics subsumed by Callicott (2004): “We can at least 
respect the interests of other living beings when they do not conflict with 
our own . . . . It requires only that we use living beings considerately and 
sensitively . . . . Biocentrism permits us to injure or destroy other forms of 
life, but only when doing so is necessary and unavoidable.” This principle is 
congruent with a particularist stance which implies that no universal norma-
tive claims can be made: Based on the imperative to avoiding as much harm 
and to being as considerate as possible, we are bound to carefully weighing 
every option and to consulting our ethical compass anew in any given situ-
ation; but we are also free to draw our own respective ethical conclusions.

This is asking for a lot of mindfulness. Yet, the moral responsibility 
comes by virtue of a unique feature of human’s mind: We, as humans, have 
a unique endowment which we have encountered by different names at 
several key points in the previous discussion: We are able to abstract from 
our own subjectivity. We cannot leave our reality, but we can adopt the 
mode of a transcendental epoché and can question the nature of our real-
ity and whether our reality is the only one “out there.” Concluding that 
there are other subjects with respective realities, we can even think about 
questions such as “What is it like to be a bat” (Nagel 1974) or “How is a 
paramecium’s Umwelt constituted?” (cf. von Uexküll 1909). Still further, 
we can attune our minds to other beings’ subjectivities and, e.g. under-
stand the limited or wider scope of other subjects’ respective realities as 
compared to ours—and still enable relationality to other beings despite 
their vastly different subjective experiences.
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Brian Swimme and Mary Evely Tucker, students of Thomas Berry and 
spearhead authors of the New Story,1 have a beautiful way of framing the 
uniquely human responsibility: We, as humans, are “the universe, reflect-
ing on itself”, but we are also “the heart of the universe that embraces the 
whole of the Earth community” (Swimme and Tucker 2011, 2 and 115).

Fortunately, our previous analysis has rehabilitated intuition. In facing 
the everyday challenge of doing each fellow individual justice, intuition 
can help us determine the quickest way to reach the destination pointed 
to by the compass needle. Of course, intuition does not always yield the 
best ethical choice and we can, and should, let our intuitions be informed 
by rational contemplation and by science. But we should not let it be 
replaced by them. It is in this way that a well-grounded notion of rela-
tionality may heal both our relationship to our fellow world and towards 
ourselves: Being freed from measuring our intuitions and actions against 
a scale of presumed “objective truth”, we may rely on what is true for us. 
We may rely on our subjective experiences as real and on our intuition as 
valid and on both to neatly weave us into a world of relationality.
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notes

1 The idea of a “New Story” as coined by Thomas Berry describes a holistic 
perspective on human existence according to which we, as humans, are an 
integral part of this universe not as sovereigns, but as caring contemplators of 
the other-than-human world. By virtue of our uniquely human cognitive and 
emotional capacities and of our spiritual vocation, the evolution of the uni-
verse is constituted as a wondrous “story” of unfolding coherence within our 
minds. We, as authors of the New Story, have our place within it as the char-
acters capable of and responsible for tenderly shaping the universe’s future 
story line according to the vision of a “communion of subjects.”

2 Moreover, there is a significant difference in the respective architectures of 
human and animal minds that arguably translates into qualitative differences 
in the respective beings’ subjectivities: Most animals’ mental capacieties are 
organized in a domain-specific manner, whereas human minds exhibit cog-
nitive fluidity (Fodor 1983, Mithen 1996, Shettleworth 2012, Spelke and 
Lee 2012). I have explained elsewhere (Jürgens 2016b) how the presumed 
modularity of animals’ minds complicates the quest for a conceptual basis for 
human-animal relationality and how that complication may be resolved. In a 
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nutshell: If humans and animals relate “module-wise,” or if in intersubjective 
encounters, humans integrate the modules of an animal’s mind for the animal, 
modularity of minds does not stand in the way of meaningful human-animal 
relations. The latter option, however, presupposes the solution that we are 
about to develop in the present discussion.

3 The assumptions made here are neutral as to possible solutions of the mind-
body problem. Whatever mind and matter are ontologically, and whether one 
somehow emerges from, reduces to, or is built of the same genuine meta-essence 
as the other—they still appear as deriving from the same essence(s) for all 
those that have minds and bodies, respectively. And in whichever way Mind 
brings forth different respective realities for organisms with strikingly differ-
ent subjectivities, and regardless of how matter forms ridiculously different 
kinds of bodies, the possibility for the merging of minds and the touching of 
bodies thus is inscribed within mind-bearers and body-owners by virtue of 
their deriving from their respective element.
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