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Modernity, HuMans and aniMals - tensions 
in tHe Field oF tHe tecHnical-industrial 

iMaginary

John Rundell 

Abstract This essay is guided by two themes that concern the complexity of the 
modern world and the distinction between the human and the non-human. Keeping 
these themes in mind I will look first at the notion of modernity and the way in which 
notions of crises and tensions have been deployed, before turning to one set of tensions 
- the relation between the human and the non-human worlds through an analysis of 
the developments in the technical-industrial imaginary. In modernity, the regimes 
that humans put in place in relation to nature, and especially the animal world are 
constituted, principally, from the perspective of the industrialising imagination and 
technical regimes of control. I want to explore this theme and its crisis potential from 
the vantage point of both longer and shorter histories of human interactions with the 
animal world which intersect the history of modernity. The longer history includes 
the animal imbedded as a ‘natural’ extension to the human world, whilst the shorter 
one includes the animal as ‘non-natural’, prosthetic, or coded extension through the 
industrialization of the sign and the invention, for example, of DNA and genetic 
technologies. This interpretative move is made in order to throw the anthropological 
image of technical mastery into relief, as a prelude to critiquing it.

Keywords modernity, humans, animals, nature, science, ontology, Castoriadis, 
Habermas, Markus

A Militia major is driving along when he sees a militiaman standing with 
a penguin.
‘Take him to the zoo’, he orders.
Some time later the same major is driving along when he sees the 
militiaman still with the penguin.
‘What have you been doing?’ he asks. ‘I said take him to the zoo’.
‘We’ve been to the zoo, Comrade major’, says the militiaman,
‘and the circus. And now we’re going to the pictures’.1

I  NATURE, ANIMALS, HUMANS - THE TENSION OF THE HUMAN 
ANTHROPOS IN THE TECHNICAL-INDUSTRIAL IMAGINARY

In modernity humans constitute their relations with nature, including the 
animal world, from the perspective of an industrialising imagination and 
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1. Epigraph to 
Andrey Kurkov, 
Death and the 
Penguin, London, 
2003, Vintage.
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technical regimes of control. I want to explore this technical-industrial 
imaginary and its crisis potential not only from the vantage point of scientific 
or instrumentalist rationality, in the manner of Horkheimer or Adorno or 
Foucault, but also from the perspective of humans’ interactions with the animal 
world, which can be used paradigmatically to throw the image of technical 
mastery into relief. This latter perspective begins with a history longer than 
modernity that includes the animal imbedded as a ‘natural’ extension to the 
human world, and a shorter one that at first only incompletely incorporates 
non-human animals into a technical-industrial imaginary, yet later fully 
incorporates them as ‘non-natural’ beings that are constituted through a 
self-referencing system of signs. Yet the industrial-technical imaginary with 
its image of technical mastery does not exhaust the ways we may constitute 
our relations with non-human animals. In the last two sections of this essay 
I will discuss ways that this technical mastery is viewed as a problem that 
can be purportedly managed, before turning to some alternatives to both 
the technical and managerial relation of humans over non-human animals.2

II  A HUMAN HISTORY THAT INCLUDES A NATURAL HISTORY 
OF ANIMALS

Everyday life, as well as technical specialisation and functional and status 
divisions in human societies, can be reconstructed for any civilisational history 
of humankind from the perspective of the domestication of animals and 
livestock. From this perspective, there was not only the grain revolution of 
the Neolithic period (from 10,000 BC onwards, but more conventionally from 
between 6-5000 years BC), but as importantly revolutions in the shaping of 
sheep and goats, cattle, pigs, horses, asses and mules through the techniques 
not only of pastoral containment and new forms of ownership, but also taming, 
and where possible - for dogs, sheep, cattle, horses - selective breeding. One 
could also speak of an equine revolution (and in other parts of the human 
world, bovine, camelidaen, or elephantidaen revolutions) in which power for 
transportation and labour came to be provided by the horse, the ox, camel 
or dromedary, or elephant. In this sense, this is a history of millennia, rather 
than decades or hundreds of years. Leaving to one side the paleo-history of 
human’s relation with canines, the training of cattle (oxen), horses, camels 
and elephants for transportation, labour, ceremony, war and hunting occurred 
from approximately 7000 BC with full domestication of the horse and the 
invention of specialised riding equipment at approximately 4000 BC.3 
 This non-human animal and human relationship includes not only 
material life, but also, and as importantly, the diverse and rich cultural 
formations or social imaginaries that humans have produced and through 
which they understand themselves and project this understanding. It is 
through this cultural production that animals have been incorporated into 
the human world, as both material ‘objects’ for slaughter and for use, as 
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well as representation. Animal representations may have taken the form of 
aesthetic representations, of animals depicted in paintings or sculpture, 
for example. Alternatively the living animal may be imbued with a specific 
sacred and symbolic dimension through which it may be venerated, adored, 
abhorred, and even sacrificed. In other words, animals were never only 
simply eaten or put to work, they were always - even before the domesticating 
revolutions - entwined in the way in which human cultures have been formed 
and shaped.4 
 However, the lens or focus can be shortened in order to bring this animal/
human history, which will be termed here, and in absence of a better term, 
an ‘equine history’ where the horse is viewed as the paradigmatic animal 
- closer to us and imbedded in one of the histories and social imaginaries 
of modernity. This imaginary is the technical-industrial one, in which 
science is not only its cognitive expression but also its cultural one. This 
social imaginary exists amongst the other histories and social imaginaries 
of modernity that run in parallel with it.5 In the technical-industrial 
imaginary, the ‘natural lives’ of non-human animal species are located 
in, and viewed as, an explanatory aid for technical and scientific enquiry 
with its new objectivism and new modes of experimentation, for example 
in the new mechanics of the body, including the circulation of blood. As 
Gyorgy Markus has pointed out in his hermeneutically inspired analysis 
of the constituent aspects of modern scientific activity, science only exists 
as ‘a highly organised (and constantly recognised) body of texts as cultural 
objectivations with a well defined range and modality of admissible meanings 
which is determined by the cultural norms regulating the ways they ought 
to be written … (Science) ought to be supplemented and mediated by a 
historically oriented cultural pragmatics of science’.6 Science already refers 
to a horizon of cultural conventions or prejudices (Gadamer), as well as 
fictions or imaginary significations (Castoriadis) that are modern. In other 
words, modern science shares characteristics with modern culture that 
include and emphasise processes of creativity, innovation, rupture, short, 
rather than long, traditions, and ceaseless activity. 
 In these contexts of rupture and ceaseless activity, Markus indicates 
two aspects that are internal to the specific type of creative and productive 
autonomy of modern science that begins paradigmatically with Bacon and 
Descartes. These two aspects are the objectivistic and the subjectivistic. 
According to Markus, the objectivistic dimension includes the way in which 
the modern value of autonomy is interpreted as the invention of the technical 
mastery of nature through the use of purposive rules (as against ‘idle’ 
curiosity), which occurs as a this-worldly activity, that is, as one that techno-
industrially intervenes in everyday life. Moreover, the objectivistic dimension 
is systemic in a double sense. In one sense, the produced work of science 
became differentiated from other sources of modern life and activity, and a 
‘system’ is created that itself produces specialisation and professionalisation. 
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In another sense, knowledge formation is also viewed as a system, that is ‘by 
proceeding methodically one can always determine and justify which questions 
make, or do not make, sense at a given stage of enquiry’.7 These aspects add 
up to what Markus describes as the formation of a single system of science 
or the mono-functionalisation of science.8 Animals became re-defined and 
objectified through this mono-functionalisation, in that they became objects 
for experimentation, which occurred from the Renaissance onward and was 
consolidated with Harvey’s experiments in blood circulation from the 1600s 
onwards in which the heart was ‘discovered’, after much dissection, as the 
natural engine of the body.9

 However, even though the form of life of the scientific producer and the 
animal under study or experimentation became irrelevant, the idea of the 
subject did not disappear. As Markus points out, the subject to which science 
refers in this early modern context was not the scientific experimenter, but 
Nature, construed as ‘the second book of God’, or ‘the great chain of Being’, 
whose secrets could be unlocked by the correct method.10 In other words, 
from this perspective animals became reinterpreted as a subject of nature 
to be included, incorporated, and lifted beyond their world of everyday toil 
or focus for curiosity into the objectivistic system of science. They become 
objects for the production of specialized knowledge. 
 By the time that Kant was writing at the end of the eighteenth century, 
the mono-functionalisation of science, in terms of its own objectivism and 
subjectivism, came to predominate, and it still does. As Markus further points 
out, Kant’s task was to limit the activity and legitimacy of science to its own 
domain for the sake of the other forms of rationality, especially practical reason 
where the human being was viewed by him, at least, as an end-in-itself. In 
this context, a division of labour emerged within the Enlightenment between 
pure and practical reason, and between it and Romanticism. In the Romantic 
tradition, the human being and animals are interpreted in representational-
symbolic terms, as aesthetic-imaginative ends-in-themselves, and can even be 
re-enchanted.11 This division of labour has entailed that a purported tension 
has occurred within cultural modernity between mono-functionalism and 
compensation in terms of meaning. In the Romantic view, the non-human 
animal is not simply a pet, incorporated into everyday life on the basis of 
an ascribed value of friendship, but venerated as natural, living or even 
mythologised nature, against which the dirt, pollution and disruption of the 
urban, industrialised world can be contrasted. 
 However, mono-functionalisation is itself a form of meaning which 
takes its own value from the technical mastery of nature through the use 
of purposive rules, which it reflexively, creatively, critically and endlessly 
works on to produce new science, new techniques and new objects, some of 
which have used animals simply as tools and objects for experimentation 
as a pathway to their own production. In this sense, nothing has changed. 
But has it?
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III  CARS, CLONES AND GENOMES - THE SHORTER HISTORY OF 
TECHNICAL- INDUSTRIAL MODERNITY

Let’s begin with a couple of readings from Anna Sewell’s Black Beauty; the 
first pertains to World War I, the second to horse-drawn vehicles. 

…without master or friend, I was alone on that great slaughter ground; 
then fear took hold of me, and I trembled as I never trembled before; 
and I too as I had seen other horses do, tried to join the ranks and gallop 
with them; but I was beaten off by the swords of the soldiers ... Some of 
the horses had been so badly wounded that they could scarcely move from 
the loss of blood; other noble creatures were trying on three legs to drag 
themselves along, and others were struggling to rise on their forefeet, 
when their hind legs had been shattered by shot  …the greater part of 
the noble willing creatures that went out that morning never came back! 
In our stables there was only about one in four that returned.12

I got along fairly until we came to Ludgate Hill, but there the heavy load 
and my own exhaustion were too much. I was struggling to keep on, 
goaded by constant chucks of the rein and use of the whip, when in a 
single moment - I cannot tell how - my feet slipped from under me, and 
I fell heavily to the ground on my side; the suddenness and the force with 
which I fell seemed to beat all the breath out of my body. I lay perfectly still; 
indeed, I had no power to move, and I thought now I was going to die.13

The invention of internal combustion engines (both petrol and diesel) 
in a variety of experimental stages throughout the nineteenth century 
beginning in 1806 and culminating in Benz and Daimler productions in 
1885/86 and 1886/89, produced an autonomously moving ‘beast’ that post-
dates and supersedes the invention and institutionalisation of steam-driven 
technologies. This invention signalled, in effect, the short carbon-petroleum 
based history of humankind’s interaction with the natural world, a history that 
is now having long-term negative consequences in terms of climate change. 
However, from the perspective of our equine protagonist, Black Beauty, this 
invention constituted a liberation of revolutionary proportions. In spite of 
other forms of cruelty, violence, blood and toil told upon countless millions 
of human beings on battlefields, and in factories, gulags and concentration 
camps, the everyday world of the horse, at least in industrialising and 
transporting environments, has been transformed for the better. They no 
longer toil nor go into battle, notwithstanding the continuity and the creation 
of other forms of horse-work such as policing, stock-work, riding for leisure 
and for sport.
 In addition, though, another transformation can be viewed as a second 
technical-industrial revolution that involved, not the carbonisation of the 

Charles Taylor’s 
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machine, which transformed the machine into an automaton and set the 
scene for a robotic or cyborg or cybernetic technical fantasy, but a revolution 
of the sign or the code. This revolution occurred with the ‘discovery’ of the 
structure of DNA during the 1950s and not without controversy, at least within 
the scientific community, as to who the first ‘discoverers’ actually were. It is 
here that a different interaction between the human and the animal occurs in 
which the boundaries are blurred in distinctly problematic ways that have been 
explored by Donna Haraway, for example, in her portrayal of Oncomouse.14 
In a more concrete but no less sophisticated way, this revolution of the code, 
has, nonetheless, also impacted upon our equine protagonist in terms of 
genetic industrialisation, especially through extra uterine breeding techniques 
and cloning to ensure the continued ‘bloodlines’ of highly prized and priced 
specialists in racing and equestrianism, for example. Selective breeding now 
occurs through artificial insemination, embryo transfer or transplant, cloning, 
in other words through genetic manipulation.15

 In the context of the revolutions in carbon-petroleum invention and DNA 
coding, technical-industrial mastery runs unchecked across all spheres and 
boundaries. Limits are turned into obstacles that can be overcome; boundaries 
are turned into frontiers that can be reached and then crossed, including the 
boundary between the human and the non-human animal. It is here that 
the invention of the sign enters with a vengeance, not simply as signification 
qua the linguistic paradigm, but as replication. It is through this image that 
contemporary sign-based technologies and their sciences act as a form of re-
enchantment or meaning creation that draw on an idealised self-image with 
its own culturally articulated horizon. The image of replication, first created as 
science fiction, which produced a cultural context and a hermeneutic prejudice, 
enables the limits of the empirically experimental and testable to be pushed. 
This experimentation, fabrication and manufacturing were portrayed first 
as a modern tragedy in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein.  In her critical depiction 
of modern hubris Shelley portrays the manufacture of a being out of already 
existing parts, a type of assemblage that required a shock of modern energy 
to spark it into life.16

 To put it slightly differently, the image of fabricated replication is the fiction 
or imaginary point of reference that propelled the project of contemporary 
genetic industrialisation into life, at least in the biological and bio-medical 
fields. In other words, in the context of the world of contemporary science, 
which is both auto-poietic-systemic in the manner described by Markus above, 
and technically masterful, replication not only becomes the experimental 
norm, but also its own enclosed self-referential and ‘non-material’ fiction - its 
imaginary subject. 
 Nonetheless, unlike Shelley’s Frankenstein, replication through DNA 
technologies produces something new, rather than an assemblage or re-
arrangement of pre-existing parts. This entails that the subject, whether human 
or animal, has not disappeared, but from the standpoint of the technical-
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industrial imaginary appears in contemporary guise as the gene, or the DNA 
sequence - code - that can be broken, fully utilized to create a new and 
different sign, rather than simply a re-combined object. The scientist is no 
longer in love or at war with Nature, but is a decoder and creator of enigmatic 
script or text. Unlike the scientific self-image of the early modern period, 
which constructed an image of an intercourse with Nature including the 
animal world (perceived as something raw, rude, unfeeling, and empirical 
which the scientist came to either civilize or cut into), nature and animals are, 
as such, no longer of interest to contemporary science. What is of interest 
are only processes of replication and cloning in order to create an entity that 
is not strictly speaking reproduced. These entities, whether they are drugs, 
disease resistant fruit and vegetables, or really existing non-human animal 
beings, become the forms for a world of self-creating and self-reproducing 
codes. There is no longer an ‘other’ external to the system with which one 
can interact on the basis of either love or domination. Animals, then, are no 
longer loved or dominated either, because they no longer exist. Rather, the 
system only relates to itself - as a piece of self-reproducing information.17

 Herein lies the imaginary horizon for the creation of contemporary forms 
of technically created and orientated meaning. Sign as replication means 
that we have only Dolly (the sheep), or the cultural-imaginary Pris, Rachel 
or Roy invented, patented, to both live and die outside their own ‘natural’ 
histories.18 Even the liberated horse in its world of a new pastoralism is 
subject to the technical mastery of its genetic code, and as such there is no 
such thing as a ‘natural cycle’ for the mare and the stallion. The gelding 
can only be cloned.

IV  ANIMALS, HUMANS, MODERNITIES IN TENSION - BETWEEN 
MANAGEMENT, LAW AND ROMANTICISM

In the context of a differentiated modernity it can be argued that the 
various social imaginaries of juridification, democratisation, aestheticisation, 
and monetarisation, along with the industrial-technical one, compete 
with one another in their creation of meaning and power. This means 
that nature and animality are always concepts in the making, made from 
interpretations created from any of these imaginaries, which may or may 
not be disconnected from one another. Nature is not a passive external 
environment upon which abstracted interpretations called scientific theories 
are not mapped onto it in a taken-for-granted way.19 In the context of the 
two longer and shorter histories of humans’ interactions with animals there 
are two meanings in nature. The first meaning of ‘nature’, including animal 
life, is as a metaphysical ‘for-itself ’, which is viewed here in value terms as 
‘the integrity of life’, although a life that may remain essentially unknowable 
to us, and which cannot be fully captured under the ancient lineage of 
physis. It is in this context that the natural world and non-human animals 
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can be a source of enchantment and magical or mythical power for us, even 
though they stand apart from the human world. As indicated in Markus’ 
analysis of the mono-functionalism of science, above, the second meaning 
is post-metaphysical in that it explicitly posits that it is we who construct, 
intersect, disturb, shape and transform Nature, and thus the non-human 
animal world. Notwithstanding that the second post-metaphysical version 
is more significant for our current reflections, especially its objectivistic 
version, however, in contrast to the ‘dialect of Enlightenment’ thesis, it is 
suggested that there are possibilities for critical reflection and contestatory 
interpretative action, because the post-metaphysical turn has set loose an 
array of interpretative possibilities, possibilities that are constitutive of 
modernity itself. In other words, modernity is constituted as a plurality of 
creative and interpretative possibilities.20

 This configuration of the conflict of interpretations can be seen in 
modernity in the way in which the circulation of scientific knowledge may 
or may not be legitimated. Legitimation occurs through the circulation of 
knowledge within and outside the system of mono-functionalism, which 
includes the formation of scientific and ethical research committees. To be 
sure, these conflicts can be brought into alignment, managed, and partially 
suspended through these scientific and ethical research committees that 
often function as self-governing bodies. This managerialism is especially 
the case when the committees function as pseudo-public spheres in order to 
address so-called cutting-edge issues in areas such as biotechnology, DNA 
sequencing, and the production of new organisms.21

 The formation of research and ethical committees raises, though, the 
problem of the relation between so-called lay and expert cultures, including 
the presuppositions and nature of democratic practices that flow from 
decisions concerning which groups are to be selected, and how they are 
to be represented. It remains an open question as to whether consultative 
bodies, as well as public meetings, the press, and even pedagogical spaces 
such as museums, function as aspects of the public sphere, or have only an 
administrative function. In other words, it remains an open question whether 
these public spheres function as spaces for critical debate unimpeded by 
criteria of access, or only as spaces for the circulation and legitimation of 
specialised knowledge.22

 These particular public spheres of science and non-science implicitly 
or explicitly address images of nature, the human and the non-human. 
It is in this context that another interpretative strategy may be mobilised 
at the level of arguments about science that draw on and re-work the 
conventional images of nature, the human and the non-human animal, and 
the boundaries that are marked between each for the formation and practice 
of legitimate knowledge. To be sure, Kant’s program of the formalised 
distinction of the worlds of pure and practical reason, and of aesthetic 
creation is still the paradigm, and Habermas remains his contemporary 
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representative. Habermas’ formulation of the three spheres of rationality 
enables him to produce a limited, yet defensive, critique of science. The 
limits of this defensive critique are evident in his equally defensive critique 
of human cloning. For Habermas, cloning per se presumably belongs to the 
legitimate bounded world of scientific discourse.23 
 Markus also makes a similar point more critically in a way that challenges 
this three-world schema, and in a way that also opens onto the possibility of 
a position beyond the defensive one. Markus points to the conflict between 
knowledge viewed as the common good, and knowledge viewed as intellectual 
property, a conflict located in debates concerning public spheres and not 
scientific knowledge.24 In the light of this distinction between the common 
good and intellectual property rights, the debate over the results of the genome 
project and non-human cloning - as paradigms of post-classical science - 
emerge not only along the grid-lines of the legitimacy or illegitimacy, proper 
or improper use of technical mastery within the system of mono-functionalism, 
but also the ownership of this particular form of technical mastery. In this 
latter context, this piece of objectivated knowledge is a subject defined only 
in terms of specified juridical rights, principally the right of ownership over 
this subject as a piece of intellectual property. In this case, too, this piece of 
newly created knowledge would be a knowledge-object defined in terms of, 
and subject to, the powers of the capitalist market or the neo-patronage of 
the nation-state. This knowledge object, whether an ‘it’ in the form of a new 
piece of medicalised ‘code’, a ‘he’ or ‘she’ in terms of a really existing cloned 
non-human animal, would be for all intents and purposes a modern slave, and 
not only an early modern curio, ready to take its, her, his place in the circus or 
museum after completing life in the laboratory. In this context juridification 
may provide a limit, for example, in the testing and accruing of possible 
rights for genetically altered and engineered beings.25 
 However, juridification does not end the story. Rather, what also emerges 
is the definition of who and what is produced. Is the being who is innovated 
a subject - an end-for-itself (irrespective of whether it is a sheep, a cow, or 
potentially a human being) - or only an objectivation of technical knowledge 
with a legal patent to legitimate it?
 It is not law that is required, but the continuity of the (non-Cartesian) 
humanist sensibility towards the subject.26 This understanding is expressed 
not only in terms of the recognition of human imperfections and foibles, but 
also in the recognition of affective relations with, and responses to, the non-
human world. In some ways, even Habermas recognises this. In his reply to 
his interlocutors around his earlier work, Habermas concedes that a different 
anamnestic attitude of reminiscence or memory may be required, through 
which a compassionate relation to nature, including non-human animals can 
be established. This attitude may lie even beyond the horizon of moral-practical 
insights with their own assumptions of reciprocity and responsibility. As he 
states, ‘with these living creatures who are indeed affected by the normatively 
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regulated, morally relevant behaviour of humans, who could not, even 
counterfactually, step out of the position of those affected and take up the role 
of participants in practical discourses - nature in itself would come into view in 
a certain way, and not only the nature instrumentalised by us’.27

 Habermas goes on to argue that this anamnestic or reminiscent attitude, 
through which we could establish a solidaristic response to non-human 
animals when they are being used instrumentally and cruelly need not, 
though, result in a change of paradigm. Rather, ‘a transition to a morality 
that includes the compassionate relation of humans to nature as a cosmically 
expanded solidarity with everything that is capable of suffering and that in 
this vulnerability calls for reverence’, can be made within the orbit of his 
‘this sided’ deontological discourse ethics.28 For him, the normative validity 
claims of practical reasoning cannot be carried over into the relation between 
humans and nature, including non-human animals. In this context, the 
notion of care, which he equates only with Heidegger’s work and to which 
his remarks are directed, is one that ‘can lay claim to an ethical status only 
in relation to those who are released into autonomy and reciprocity’.29 
The Heideggerean notion of care results in a conceptual re-naturalisation 
of the relation between humankind and non-human animals and nature, 
and thus decreases the boundaries between both, which, for Habermas, 
has a double result. On the one hand, it becomes difficult to determine, 
so Habermas argues, where the anamnestic or reminiscent attitude 
should finish with regard to the complexity of the living environment. 
In other words, should all of living nature be included, including plants, 
or only non-human animals?30 If so, then this anamnestic attitude is in 
danger of becoming a fully-fledged philosophy of Romantic mergence. 
Both the human and nature disappear or become indistinguishable. In 
other words, it is not the emotional affective response that is the problem 
here, but the blurring of boundaries, because the blurring of boundaries 
between humankind and nature, including non-human animals, in terms 
of a re-naturalisation can lead in exactly the opposite direction. On the 
other hand, then, genome mapping and genetic experimentation meshes 
humankind, non-human animal life and nature so completely together 
through cognitive-instrumentalised coding that the human and non-human 
become indistinguishable. Or to put it another way, distinctions are only 
marked in terms of specific genetic codes. They become the only markers 
of legitimate identity.31 Other ‘markers’ of identity become irrelevant. Here, 
too law and instrumentalism merge.
 However, is a deontological ethics that reaches to anamnesis or 
reminiscence when pushed towards a non-instrumental relation to nature 
enough to address the nature of both contemporary developments in the 
technical imaginary and the forms of interpretation and action that might 
be taken to address them, especially with reference to non-human animals? 
 In other words, Habermas, for one accepts that, because of the division of 
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separate fields and a division of labour between them, it has been assumed 
that practical reason could not be a basis for either a critique of science 
or a well-founded well-spring for counter-meaning. This has been left to 
modern aesthetics in the form of Romanticism, especially with its images of 
mergence - with one’s lover, with Nature, with non-human animal life - or 
re-enchantment. But as indicated above, it not only blurs the boundaries, but 
also shifts the weight from moral responsibility to one of only an emotional 
response.32

V  TOWARDS AN ONTOLOGY OF UNKNOWNNESS 

The issue of the status of the experimented animal and the newly cloned 
subject alerts us to another possibility framed by a different anthropological 
image that re-states the ontological primacy of the subject, and in a way 
that does not rely on memory or reminiscence to maintain or retrieve it. 
Rather, this anthropological image posits specificity as well as relations 
with others. Specificity and relationality, or what has conventionally been 
termed inter-subjectivity, is approached from both sides, that is the side of 
the subject, and the side of the relational forms that subjects constitute and 
are themselves co-constituted through. In order to throw some light on this 
anthropological image I want to conclude the final part of the discussion 
with a thesis that ‘we are largely unknown to one another’. 
 The ‘we’ includes the human and the non-human animal worlds, and this 
unknownness occurs at the levels of corporeality, inner and imaginary life. 
Here the archetype is the living being. Any living being has its own corporeal 
end whether or not this manifests itself as the specificity of a particular 
living species. This corporeal end, this self-finality is accompanied by or 
co-constituted with a world of one’s own. As Castoriadis puts it, ‘this proper 
world is constituted each time in and through a series of encasements and 
inter-lacings of various kinds; the proper world of a dog ‘participates’ in 
the proper world of the species of dogs, the proper world of the cell of this 
dog is simply a condition for the proper world of the dog without explicitly 
participating in it’.33 The cell takes place in a play of determinations and 
interactions that make up this world, and it is neither identifiable nor 
reducible to it. The world of the dog is a world of dogness, just as the world 
of the falcon is a world of falconnesss, or, in the spirit of Black Beauty, the 
world of the horse is a world of horseness. These are separate worlds - co-
existent with other worlds including the human one, yet distinct. The worlds 
may interact, but each remains largely unknown to the other, even though 
they may be contextualized by the same larger organic and inorganic worlds 
that are the necessary backdrops. We, as humans, cannot enter the worlds 
of dogs, falcons or horses, even though they enter ours on our terms, for 
training, whether for work, or for companionship. They have their own 
relationality, their own world and dynamics, which cannot be simply summed 
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up in terms of our imagined and mono-functional reconstruction of them 
through behavioural, ethological, or evolutionary sciences. 
 Thus, from this perspective, all living beings are subjects. Nonetheless, 
there is a distinction between the human and the non-human animal in terms 
of what Castoriadis has indicated as an explosion of imaginary flux during 
the long period of hominisation, the result of which is the replacement of 
organ pleasure with representational pleasure.34 This means that the human 
animal is the animal that is de-functionalised, ‘mad’ in Castoriadis’ terms, 
that is, the animal for which nothing can be taken for granted, even in terms 
of its organic nature. Humans create horizons of meaning for their own 
activities. As such, these activities are imbedded in webs of both psychically 
and socially created and constituted meaning that spread to include not 
only human ‘nature’ but also nature as a whole, including the non-human 
animal world.
 If human beings invent or create everything, they also create everyday 
and practical reasoning and not only the technical one. Practical 
reasoning invokes a notion of responsibility, which is not imbedded in the 
pragmatics of language as part of a quasi-transcendental norm, or only as 
an intersubjectively structured moment. Rather, in contrast to Habermas’ 
position outlined above, it is a gift, not in the sense portrayed in Mauss’ 
seminal work, but as one that can be given without obligation or an 
expectation that it will be returned. It refers to the self-recognition and self-
imposition of limits, where self-limitation becomes an act of responsibility, 
including to the non-human animal world, in other words to other sentient 
beings. And to be sure, it is humans who have this capacity - this is a one-
way street and a one-way gift (but all human actions are partially so, from 
the most brutal to the most magnanimous). Like Mauss’ view of the gift, 
reciprocity may be an expectation that can be developed as a norm, but 
distinct from Mauss’, it is not one that exists at the level of the expectation 
of the return.35

 Here, we can follow, too, the footsteps of the work of Martin Seel rather 
than that of Castoriadis. In his interpretation of Adorno’s work, Seel 
emphasises a notion of autonomy (or Adorno’s positive notion of freedom) 
as ‘letting the other be without interference’, in other words, of letting the 
other remain unknown.36 It is also, perhaps, a re-statement of Kant’s notion 
of beauty as a type of freedom qua ‘purposiveness without purpose’. Perhaps, 
too, this is what Heller means when she refers to a contemporary ethics 
as the ‘consciousness of reflected generality’, in which our ‘here and now’ 
is no longer identified only with humankind in its here and now, but also 
with what she terms planetarian consciousness, in which responsibility by 
us in the recognition of our foibles is at its core. In her A Theory of History 
she recounts a story told by Castoriadis in which his Greek peasant great-
grandfather plants olive trees for his great-grandchildren. This was no 
self-denial or deferred gratification, but a pleasure. For her, planetarian 
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responsibility resembles planting olive trees. In another sense, it also is 
having a disposition of friendship towards the non-human animal world.37 

And one could say that it resembles this pleasure and friendship in a double 
sense. It is part of a sensuous-imaginary life where responsibility is lived as 
vocation that is orientated towards the future, and hence towards others, not 
as the fast, technically instituted time of progress, but as slow time - the time 
for different kinds of imaginings, reflection, contemplation, relationships, 
and non-relationships with both human and non-human animal subjects. 
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