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1 Introduction

Relational approaches are gaining more and more importance in philosophy of tech-
nology. This brings up the critical question of how they can be implemented in applied
ethics, law, and practice. In “Extremely Relational Robots: Implications for Law and
Ethics”, Nancy S. Jecker (2024) comments on my article “Not Relational Enough?
Towards an Eco-Relational Approach in Robot Ethics” (Puzio, 2024), in which I
present a deep relational, “eco-relational approach”. In this reply, I address two of
Jecker’s criticisms: in section. 3, I deal with the connection of personhood and human
identity with relationality, and in section. 4, I discuss the consequences of relational
approaches for practical ethics and law. Unlike Jecker, I am strongly convinced that
relational approaches can and should be implemented in applied ethics and law.

2 Personhood and Human Identity in Relationship with the Non-
human

In response to my claim that properties and cognitive capabilities, such as knowing,
are embodied, Jecker provides compelling examples to support this. I agree with
Jecker’s insightful exploration of embodiment (p. 2); intelligence is embodied. Fuchs
(2011) demonstrated that our brain works in a relational manner and that perception,
movement, conscious experience, and emotions always rely on the interplay of the
brain, body, and environment, forming an inseparable unity. Contrary to the currently
dominant ideas in the technology discourse of intelligence as disembodied, focused
solely on the brain, algorithmic rule-following, and mathematical computing, this
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emphasis on embodiment may be a good corrective, bringing social, emotional, and
physical intelligence back to the forefront.

I find it intriguing how Jecker suggests further elaborating on which properties are
indeed relational, and to what extent. However, I have reservations about Jecker’s
recourse to pre-reflexive consciousness, which has already encountered considerable
opposition in research (Schutz, 1967; Claassen, 2024). I find this concept problem-
atic because humans have existed in relation to other humans and the co-world from
the beginning, making it highly speculative to assume a pre-reflexive consciousness
that emerges independently from others (Claassen, 2024; Levinas 1969; Bergen and
Verbeek 2021).

Although my article is not about personhood, Jecker’s exploration of personhood
and human identity provides a good opportunity to further investigate these concepts
here. Jecker considers my view of non-humans and humans as co-constitutive as
problematic, describing it literally as “a jumble” (p. 3). I argue that just as a human is
co-determined by another human, a human is also co-constituted by non-human enti-
ties (and vice versa). While Jecker misses the “‘pure’ human” (p. 3) in this approach,
we must question what such a “pure human” would even look like. We are never
“pure humans”; instead, we are raised, shaped, and sustained by other human and
non-human entities — we need humans, bacteria, insects, food, plants, and many more
to live. Therefore, I reject the notion of a “pure human being” just as I reject the simi-
lar idea of a fixed “human nature” (Puzio, 2022).

In my earlier work (Puzio, 2022), I have demonstrated how assumptions of
“purity” and “human nature” particularly serve the agendas of both technology critics
and enthusiasts (e.g., transhumanists) by allowing them to make unfounded and con-
tradictory claims about what the human being and the future of humanity should look
like. Common among these groups is their inability to convincingly define “human
nature” or the “pure human”, if they attempt to define it at all. Additionally, I refer to
Donna Haraway’s (2004) concept of the cyborg, which illustrates how the boundary
between human, animal, and technology is increasingly blurred, partly due to new
technological developments, emphasizing the interconnectedness of these entities.
However, the goal is not to dissolve all boundaries and erase all differences. A core
aspect of my approach is to highlight the “own way of being” (Mazis, 2008) of both
human and non-human entities (referring to Jecker p. 2), and at the same time to
acknowledge the complexity of life and identity. Therefore, it’s not “a jumble”; it’s
about “staying with the trouble” (Haraway, 2016).

Jecker indeed sees a connection between my relational approach and the ideas
of transhumanism, such as merging with a machine. I contend that while we are
fundamentally connected with technology, this is not transhumanism.' I do not view
the interconnectedness with the non-human as a threat; on the contrary, it helps us
counter the radical fear of technology that is predominant in Western society, and the
ideas stoked by transhumanism and posthumanism of a superintelligence surpassing
us, becoming a powerful entity separate from us. Instead, it offers a corrective vision.
In place of fear of the non-human, a deep kinship is emphasized (Haraway, 2004,
2016). It is crucial to investigate the potential harm this mindset can cause, which

! For a detailed analysis and critique of transhumanism see Puzio, 2022.
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separates humans from the non-human, both in terms of environmental damage and
in the technology discourse where technology is exaggeratedly styled as either a sav-
ior or an enemy. At the same time, this perspective also acknowledges the fact that
technology is not just a tool but changes us, prompting us to question what kind of
future we want for humans. What futures for humans (and non-humans) are being
engineered and designed?

3 Using Relational Approaches in Applied Ethics and Law: Avoid the
Gap!

A central point raised by Jecker concerns the consequences of such an eco-relational
approach. Jecker argues that such “relational analyses of persons” should not be prac-
tically implemented but should be considered separately from “practical approaches
in ethics and law” (p. 4) and that there should be a gap between them (p. 2, 4). There
is already a wealth of research in law that has explored the significance of relation-
ships with non-humans, both for animals and technology, for law:

First, there are various approaches that reflect on animals in law. Kurki (2024)
argues against the person-thing dichotomy, which is de facto much more layered and
complex in law. Kurki demonstrates that the legal status of animals is more than just
that of an object, and discusses the autonomy and agency of animals. Bernet Kempers
(2021) observes that more and more European jurisdictions are recognizing that the
legal status of animals extends beyond that of things, suggesting it is multifaceted,
which ultimately leads to a new category alongside thing and person. Bernet Kem-
pers does not see the necessity to establish personhood for animals but to have a
third category and a “‘more-than-human’ legality” (p. 26) (see also Bernet Kempers,
2022). Michel (2023) also observes this development towards a “new legal category”
and the reduction of anthropocentrism.

Second, with respect to technology, numerous investigations concerning law can
also be observed: Mamak critically builds on Gunkel and Coeckelbergh’s (2010)
modestly relational approach (Coeckelbergh & Gunkel, 2014; Coeckelbergh, 2010;
Gunkel, 2018), arguing that relationships with robots should be protected by criminal
law (Mamak, 2024a, b). Pietrzykowski (2018) states: “Juridical humanism can also
be inclusive, that is, not limited solely to the biological criteria of humanness as the
basis for granting the status of subject of law.” (p. 102) Pietrzykowski advocates
for the category “non-personal subjects of law” for non-humans (p. 103). Van den
Hoven van Genderen (2018) views personhood as flexible and believes that under
certain conditions Al can achieve personhood. Mocanu (2022) regards personhood
as a “cluster concept” (also known as “bundle theory”) and suggests “partial legal
capacity” for Al as a solution.

Although none of the approaches has fully implemented a deeper relational
approach yet,? they are opening important new paths for both research and practice.

2 Most approaches remain anthropocentric, and many of the approaches presented above are based on the
attribution of characteristics such as sentience, intelligence, etc. Nevertheless, a movement in law can be
observed.
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There are also convincing approaches in other practical areas, as seen in Frauen-
berger’s research (2019), which explores what relational approaches mean for
Human-Computer Interaction and design. Frauenberger argues that with the design
of technology, we are designing “configurations” in which humans and technology
are in a relationship and interacting, and we should consider “how to design mean-
ingful relations” (p. 19). Therefore, I argue that no gap should be pursued between
these relational approaches and applied ethics and law, but rather that they should be
integrated in both.

Acknowledgements I thank Jan Peter Bergen, Kristy Claassen, Julia Hermann, Michaela Honauer, Kamil
Mamak and Samuela Marchiori for their insightful comments.

Author Contributions AP—I am the sole author of this article.

Funding I am a researcher at the University of Twente in the research programme Ethics of Socially Dis-
ruptive Technologies. This research programme is funded through the Gravitation programme of the Dutch
Ministry of Education, Culture, and Science and the Netherlands Organization for Scientific Research
(NWO grant number 024.004.031).

Data Availability Not applicable. Data sharing not applicable to this article as no datasets were generated
or analysed during the current study.

Declarations

Ethics Approval and Consent to Participate This article does not contain any studies with human partici-
pants or animals performed by the author. Because this article does not contain any studies with human
participants, informed consent is not relevant.

Competing Interests 1 am a researcher at the University of Twente in the research programme Ethics of
Socially Disruptive Technologies. This research programme is funded through the Gravitation programme
of the Dutch Ministry of Education, Culture, and Science and the Netherlands Organization for Scientific
Research (NWO grant number 024.004.031).

References

Bergen, J. P., & Verbeek, P. P. (2021). To-do is to be: Foucault, Levinas, and technologically mediated
subjectivation. Philosophy & Technology, 34, 325-348. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13347-019-00390-7

Bernet Kempers, E. (2021). Neither persons nor things: The changing status of animals in private law.
European Review of Private Law, 29(1), 39-70.

Bernet Kempers, E. (2022). Transition rather than revolution: The gradual road towards animal legal
personhood through the legislature. Transnational Environmental Law, 11(3), 581-602. https://doi.
org/10.1017/S2047102522000139.

Claassen, K. (2024). There is I in postphenomenology. Human Studies. https://doi.org/10.1007/
$10746-024-09727-4.

Coeckelbergh, M. (2010). Robot rights? Towards a social-relational justification of moral consideration.
Ethics and Information Technology, 12(3), 209-221. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-010-9235-5.

Coeckelbergh, M., & Gunkel, D. J. (2014). Facing animals: A relational, other-oriented approach to moral
standing. Journal of Agricultural and Environmental Ethics, 27, 715-733. https://doi.org/10.1007/
$10806-013-9486-3.

Frauenberger, C. (2019). Entanglement HCI: The next wave? ACM Transactions on Computer-Human
Interaction, 27(1). https://doi.org/10.1145/3364998.

@ Springer


https://doi.org/10.1007/s13347-019-00390-7
https://doi.org/10.1017/S2047102522000139
https://doi.org/10.1017/S2047102522000139
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10746-024-09727-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10746-024-09727-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-010-9235-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10806-013-9486-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10806-013-9486-3
https://doi.org/10.1145/3364998

Towards an Eco-Relational Approach: Relational Approaches Must Be... Page50f 5 67

Fuchs, T. (2011). Lebendiger Geist. Wider den Dualismus Von »Mentalem« Und »Physischem«. In M.
Knaup, T. Miiller, & P. Spit (Eds.), Post-Physikalismus (pp. 145-164). Karl Alber.

Gunkel, D. J. (2018). Robot rights. The MIT.

Haraway, D. J. (2004). A manifesto for cyborgs: Science, technology, and social feminism in the 1980s. In
D. Haraway (Ed.), The Haraway Reader (pp. 7-45). Routledge.

Haraway, D. J. (2016). Staying with the trouble. Making Kin in the Chthulucene. Duke University Press.

Jecker, N. S. (2024). Extremely relational robots: Implications for law and ethics. Philosophy & Technol-
0gy,37, 52. https://doi.org/10.1007/513347-024-00735-x

Kurki, V. A. J. (2024). A bird’s-eye view of animals in the law. Modern Law Review. https://doi.
org/10.1111/1468-2230.12886.

Levinas, E. (1969). Totality and infinity: An essay on exteriority. Duquesne University Press.

Mamak, K. (2024a). Robotics, Al, and criminal law: Crimes against robots. Routledge. https://doi.
org/10.4324/9781003331100.

Mamak, K. (2024b). Should criminal law protect love relations with robots? A/ & Society, 39, 573-582.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00146-022-01439-6.

Mazis, G. A. (2008). Humans, animals, machines: Blurring boundaries. State University of New York.

Michel, M. (2023). Moving away from thinghood in law: Animals as a new legal category? Journal of
Animal Law Ethics and One Health. https://doi.org/10.58590/leoh.2023.003.

Mocanu, D. M. (2022). Gradient legal personhood for Al systems—Painting continental legal shapes
made to fit analytical molds. Frontiers in Robotics and Al, 8, Article 788179. https://doi.org/10.3389/
frobt.2021.788179.

Pietrzykowski, T. (2018). Personhood beyond humanism: Animals, chimeras, autonomous agents and the
law. Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-78881-4.

Puzio, A. (2022). Uber-Menschen. Philosophische Auseinandersetzung mit der Anthropologie des Trans-
humanismus. Transcript. https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839463055.

Puzio, A. (2024). Not relational enough? Towards an eco-relational approach in robot ethics. Philosophy
& Technology,37, 45. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13347-024-00730-2

Schutz, A. (1967). The phenomenology of the social world (G. Walsh & F. Lehnert, Trans.). Northwestern
University Press. (Original work published 1932).

van den Genderen, H., R (2018). Do we need new legal personhood in the age of robots and AI? In M.
Corrales, M. Fenwick, & N. Forgo (Eds.), Robotics, AI and the future of law (pp. 15-55). Springer.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-13-2874-9 2.

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps
and institutional affiliations.

@ Springer


https://doi.org/10.1007/s13347-024-00735-x
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2230.12886
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2230.12886
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003331100
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003331100
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00146-022-01439-6
https://doi.org/10.58590/leoh.2023.003
https://doi.org/10.3389/frobt.2021.788179
https://doi.org/10.3389/frobt.2021.788179
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-78881-4
https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839463055
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13347-024-00730-2
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-13-2874-9_2

	﻿Towards an Eco-Relational Approach: Relational Approaches Must Be Applied in Ethics and Law
	﻿1﻿ ﻿Introduction
	﻿2﻿ ﻿Personhood and Human Identity in Relationship with the Non-human
	﻿﻿3﻿ ﻿Using Relational Approaches in Applied Ethics and Law: Avoid the Gap!
	﻿References


