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PREFACE


If you are lucky, you might meet an animal that wants to talk to you. If you are even luckier, you might meet an animal that takes the time and effort to get to know you. In my experience, most animals are quite willing to have a chat. They are also generous in what they are prepared to tell you.


You can enter into close relationships with some animals. Such relationships can teach us not only a lot about the animal in question, but also about language and about ourselves. Other animals have their own perspectives on life, and being able to see things through their eyes makes us see the world differently. Many people expand their horizons and have new experiences by travelling and getting to know different cultures, but there are many cultures waiting to be found on every corner – from ants and pigeons and cats to hares and cows.


The origins of this book are in my childhood, when not only people but also cats, guinea pigs and horses played a major part. In particular, Joy the pony – with whom I shared my life between the ages of eleven and sixteen – made me realise that it is possible for humans and other animals to have an extensive shared language. In my early adulthood, Pika the dog taught me about the language of canines and about what matters in life. Without Pika, this book would not exist. At the moment I live with a dog and a cat, Olli and Putih, who help me to think and to play.


When I was studying philosophy, I was surprised by the almost complete absence of animals in the Western philosophical tradition. Thinking has long been perceived as an activity for human beings and about human beings. But this is changing; animals are increasingly being considered, particularly in ethics, and more recently in political philosophy. Language, however, is still largely unexplored territory: the philosophy of language has devoted hardly any attention to animals. This is unfortunate as language can give us insight into animals, and non-human animals can give us insight into language. Research into animal languages helps us to see other animals, and ourselves, in a different way.






INTRODUCTION


Alex the grey parrot knew more than a hundred words. He used these words to demonstrate that he could, for example, count objects and separate them into categories. Alex also made jokes and employed words to influence the behaviour of the people around him.1 Chaser the border collie has learned the names of more than a thousand toys and understands grammar. Dolphins living in the wild call one another by name. Prairie dogs have an extensive language for describing intruders, which they use to describe the size of humans, the colour of their clothes, any objects they have with them and their hair colour. Elephants in captivity can speak in human words. Wild elephants have a word for ‘human being’, which indicates danger. The languages of whales, octopuses, bees and many birds have a grammar. The mantis shrimp communicates using colours and has twelve colour channels, while humans have only three.2 Dogs, unlike their wild cousin, the wolf, can understand human gestures and read emotions on human faces.3 Marmosets take turns in conversation and teach the same skill to their offspring.4


Humans have devoted attention to animal language and communication ever since the ancient Greeks, but ethology, the scientific study of animal behaviour and communication, really took off around 1950, and in recent years there has been increased focus on animal language. The latest research shows that other animals communicate with one another in a much more complex manner than was previously thought. But despite this, little has been written about the significance of this discovery for animals and for our understanding of language. Can we call the communications of other animals language? Can we speak with other animals – and, if so, how? Is human language special, or are all languages special? What even is language?


My aim in this book is not to provide an overview of all animal languages – we still know very little about many types and there is a huge number of different species, each with its own language or languages. But here I explore empirical research into animal languages and the philosophical questions it raises. My aim is to show the wealth of animal languages all around us, and to explore how learning about them can change the way we think about animals.


Animal intelligence has long been measured in terms of human intelligence. Experiments have, for example, investigated how good animals are at solving puzzles in comparison to humans. Animals will never score as well as humans on these kinds of tests because their senses have developed differently – they need other skills to survive. But the reverse also applies: in ant terms, humans are probably not very bright, as they are not as good at working together; in pigeon terms, humans have poor spatial awareness; in dog terms, humans are unable to navigate by scent. In Chapter 1, I look at experiments that have attempted to teach animals to speak in human language and explore what they reveal about how language works.


In biology, intelligence is now understood as the ability to deal with species-specific challenges.5 Animal communication is geared to their specific living environments and based on their physical and cognitive capacities. Whales, for example, often use sound as it travels quickly underwater; scent and sight are less useful in the ocean. By using very low-pitched sounds, elephants can maintain contact over a number of kilometres. Bats, on the other hand, use very high-pitched sounds to read their environments when navigating and hunting. These creatures have also developed very complex communication systems, which in some ways are similar to human language. In Chapter 2, I encounter animal languages in the living world and explore them in greater depth.


As animals do not usually express themselves in human language, humans sometimes believe we have no way of knowing what they are thinking. We can understand people because they speak; language gives us insight into their inner world. Animals cannot speak, so they will always remain a mystery. But we might also wonder whether we humans ever truly understand what other humans are thinking or feeling. Language can be misleading: someone can say that they love you and then later deny it. Misunderstandings can arise: someone might say that they love you, and you understand it romantically, but they meant just as friends. Language is not unambiguous, and neither are people. We can never have hard evidence of what people are thinking. In fact, some philosophers say, we can never have proof that they are thinking at all. Furthermore, we might ask why belonging to a particular species should determine our understanding of someone else. Humans like to categorise, but although other animals express themselves in different ways and perceive the world differently, there is still enough that we share. Species does not determine understanding; social factors are as important. If you know an animal well – for example an animal companion with whom you share a household – you can often understand him or her better than you can understand a human from a completely different culture. In Chapter 3, I discuss conversations between humans and the domesticated animals that we share our lives with – our dogs, cats, guinea pigs and parrots, and farmed animals such as sheep, pigs and cows. Then in Chapter 4, I look at the role of the body in thinking, and I develop a phenomenological approach to animal research.


In Chapter 5, I explore the structure of animal languages in greater depth. It was long thought that only human languages had grammar and that animal languages were primarily a direct expression of their emotions. Recent research, however, has shown that this is not the case; animal languages sometimes also have complex structures, can be symbolic and abstract, and can refer to situations in the past or the future, or beyond the reach of animals in some other way.


One of the ways in which animals communicate with one another is by playing, and when playing, animals can also say something about their play. This is what we call metacommunication: communication about communication. In Chapter 6, I look at the relationship between play, language, metacommunication and rules, and I discuss the morality of animals.


It may seem far-fetched to think about the language of animals – as if there were a huge gap between our forms of communication and theirs, and as if human language were more elevated, something that animals will never be able to achieve. However, not that long ago, women were thought to be irrational and incapable of making political decisions.6 Colonised, non-Western populations were once not taken seriously as participants in discussions either. The property rights of Aboriginals in Australia were not recognised, for example, because this was not in line with the European settlers’ system of laws and regulations. In Chapter 7, the conclusion, I discuss the role of language in politics. Thinking about animal language and the use of language with animals may help us to form new communities and relationships, and to look critically at the position of animals in our society.


When you write in language about language, or think in language about language, that language always influences you, which makes the study of language complicated. Wittgenstein compares it to repairing a spider’s web with your fingers.7 Language can mislead us because the form of the language equates things that are not the same. Take, for example, the word ‘animals’. This makes it appear as if a dividing line exists, with all humans on one side and all animals on the other. But as the philosopher Derrida argued, a gorilla and a spider have less in common than a human and a gorilla.8 The ancient Egyptians had no collective noun for all animals other than human beings, although they did have names for different species.9 As a result of the fact that we have a word that captures all animals, we experience the line between humans and other species of animals more strongly. This perception, in turn, has the effect of reinforcing anthropocentrism, the notion that humans are the centre of existence,10 and this can lead to oppression or even to violence against animals.


Words have power. The words that we use reflect – and influence – beliefs that exist in our culture. Language both expresses and shapes reality. To indicate that there is a line of continuity between humans and animals, animal philosophers often write about humans and ‘other animals’ or about human and non-human animals.11 In this book, I use both terms; if I use the word ‘animal’ for other animals, I do so because it is concise and people know what it refers to. I am not saying that humans are not animals, or that humans are special as a species. All species are special in their own way.


Language not only misleads though; it can also build a bridge between different worlds. If we learn more about animals, perhaps we will be able to interact with them more successfully. Some humans will want to treat them better. As we understand ourselves and the world by using language, thinking about language is a promising tool in interaction with other animals. By gaining a better understanding of what they are saying, by looking at them and listening to them better, we can gain more insight into their worlds and experiences. By explaining better what we say – in ways that animals can understand – we can form new shared worlds. This will not result in all animals and all humans living together in complete harmony, just as humans are unable to live in harmony with all other humans. However, it could help us to find solutions for certain practical problems associated with living together – and such coexistence is unavoidable – and to seek out new relationships in a world dominated by humans.


Humans who write about animal language are often accused of anthropomorphism, the attribution of human traits to other animals. This is considered an unscientific and undesirable approach that projects a human view onto an animal. Although such anthropomorphism does, of course, occur, this does not mean that we can never say anything about the thoughts or emotions of other animals or that we are automatically humanising them when we study particular characteristics. Existing concepts can actually help us to research other animals, as long as we remain critical and open. Besides, a certain degree of anthropomorphism is inevitable. As humans, we naturally have a human view of things. We have no access to an objective reality, a point in space from which we can see everything. Denying human characters in other animals – also known as ‘anthropodenial’ – can just as easily obscure the picture.12 For a long time people questioned whether animals – and babies – could suffer pain. Few scientists deny this now, but this scepticism has resulted in suffering for many animals.


Language, philosophy and the world


Language plays an important role in how we think about people. Many philosophers in the Western tradition consider human language to be unique, and some even believe that language is fundamental to what makes us human. For Aristotle, command of language was necessary to make a distinction between good and bad, and so it determined who could belong to the political community.13 Descartes believed that we can deduce from the fact that animals are unable to speak that they do not think.14 The Enlightenment philosopher Kant concluded that animals had no logos, or reason, and therefore fell outside the moral community.15 For the phenomenologist Heidegger, language was so important for our place in the world that those who have no language cannot die; they simply disappear.16 All these philosophers defined language as human language, automatically excluding other animals. For them, language was connected to thinking itself, and viewed as an expression of reason.


These are still important questions in modern human society and politics. As non-human animals do not speak in human language, humans believe them incapable of acting politically, and this has consequences for their position in political and legal systems. If we do not understand animals, it is often assumed that their communication is not meaningful, and when they do not understand us they are thought to be stupid. It may seem logical for animals to have no rights and not to be heard by humans; human society prioritises the wants and needs of humans. The problem is that humans determine the lives of many animals to a great extent. Domesticated animals live with people and often have little freedom to make choices or to develop, while wild animals deal with human influence, with human populations occupying or polluting their territory.


The way we think about animals is connected to how we treat them. Take the example of Descartes, who thought that animals have no soul. He deduced this from the fact that they have no intellect, which in turn he deduced from their inability to talk.17 Even deaf people who are unable to communicate with their voices, he writes, can still express themselves in human language in one way or another. According to him, animals are truly dumb, in both senses of the word, because they are completely incapable of expressing themselves in this way. Animals who repeat words – he gives the example of the magpie – do so on the basis of urges that motivate them to perform a certain action for a reward. Descartes believed that the body was purely mechanical, something that works like a clock: since animals have no soul and are therefore just a body, they are, in fact, a kind of machine. For that reason, he called them bêtes-machines. And because animals are only bodies, they can suffer no pain. They might scream when someone puts a knife in them, but this is not an expression of pain, purely a mechanical reaction. Descartes was interested in how bodies work and was an advocate of vivisection, which placed him at the start of the animal experimentation that still goes on today.


Determining whether other animals have languages or not might seem mainly a matter of doing empirical research. However, information from these studies always has to be interpreted. Research questions determine the answers other animals can give, and social bias colours these questions.


Philosophy can be a tool for investigating how things really work. On the one hand, this is a critical project: existing judgements and opinions are not automatically true just because many people believe them. On the other hand, it is experimental: thinking can place experiences in a new light, changing our understanding of the world. Wittgenstein states that the task of philosophy is to make us look differently at reality. Thinking about language and animals can help us to look differently at animals and language.


In this book I will make use of various types of insight: empirical research in biology and ethology, understanding gained from new academic disciplines that are focused on animals, such as animal studies and animal geography, and different branches of philosophy. My starting point is that animals have language. This is contrary to what was believed for a long time and it underpins the theoretical standpoints that I employ. I will deal with positions that are critical of current thinking about humans and animals, reinterpret positions from the Western philosophical tradition in relation to animals and discuss other literature based on the notion that communication with animals is possible, and that animal languages are worthy of study. The fact that animals express themselves differently from us does not mean that their utterances are not meaningful. Refusing, on principle, to take them seriously because they belong to another species is a form of discrimination, an expression of speciesism. Dolphins, for example, are social animals and are known to communicate frequently with one another. Their language is hard for us to understand and new technology is being employed as a tool to record and interpret their high frequencies. Who knows if we will ever be able to understand exactly what they are saying? But it would be unscientific, not to mention arrogant, to decide in advance that their communication is less meaningful or complex than our own.


Investigating language demands that we examine prevailing prejudices and, where necessary, adapt them. The questions that are asked determine the answers that animals can give. If you assume that animals have no language and cannot communicate meaningfully, the research you do will most probably prove exactly that. But if you assume that animals do communicate, and maybe in complex ways, you will ask different questions. Researching language is not only important for finding out how animals communicate with one another, but also for investigating how they communicate with us. Concepts and ideas that have been developed in philosophy can serve as tools for clarifying existing communication and for inspiring others to think more deeply for themselves.
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It is well known that parrots are capable of learning a large number of words. They often repeat human words, which is why we call humans ‘parrots’ when they copy someone else’s words. A few years ago, on the back page of Dutch newspaper NRC Handelsblad there was an anecdote from a vet about a parrot with a bad cough. The vet examined the parrot and found nothing wrong, but the parrot stayed in overnight for observation. When the parrot’s human came to pick him up, he stopped outside first, to smoke a cigarette. The parrot was perfectly imitating the resulting smoker’s cough.1


Because of the way their bodies are built, parrots are one of the few species capable of repeating human words, but it had been assumed that their linguistic capability was no more than a capacity for imitation. You could teach a parrot to say ‘hello’ as a greeting, but that was about as far as it went. In 1978, the psychologist Irene Pepperberg began an experiment in which she worked with Alex, an African grey parrot.2 She wanted to investigate if parrots were capable of learning language, and she based her assumptions on how communication works among birds. Language learning in parrots is strongly associated with actions. Pepperberg taught Alex words by letting him decide his rewards for himself, and always connected those words to his use of them. So, by learning words, Alex gained more control over his surroundings. He could indicate which snacks he wanted as a reward and when he wanted to take a break or go outside. Pepperberg made use of this to teach him new words, which gave her insight into Alex’s thinking.


In this way, Alex developed a vocabulary of around 150 words and was able to recognise fifty objects. He could understand and answer questions about the objects. He learned to recognise colours, shapes, materials and functions. For example, he knew what a key was for. He recognised new keys as keys, even when they were a different shape. He also showed understanding of concepts such as ‘same’, ‘different’, ‘bigger’, ‘smaller’, ‘yes’, ‘no’ and so on. When Alex was bored, he sometimes gave the wrong answer on purpose. Pepperberg once asked him what was the colour of block three, and he said ‘five’, as she had asked him this question before. He went on repeating this until she asked him for the colour of block five. ‘None,’ said Alex. He could also count, understood the concept of ‘zero’, knew how sentence structure works and could combine words. When Pepperberg and her assistant made mistakes, Alex corrected them. He sometimes practised words when he was alone. Alex once asked Pepperberg what colour he was himself, a pretty existential question for a parrot.


Ornithologist Joanna Burger has described a different kind of relationship with a parrot.3 She adopted thirty-year-old Tiko, who changed from a negative, grumpy and sometimes even hostile bird into a very loving parrot. Tiko saw Burger as his partner, courting her in the mating season and fighting her husband when he came too close. His previous humans had not taught him to speak and Burger did not attempt to either. However, there was plenty of communication, some of which was accompanied by words, and Tiko understood many of them. When Burger announced that she was going to work, which happened at different times of the day, he would go to his room. He also used the standard parrot vocabulary, such as ‘hello’ and ‘good boy’. When he was not feeling jealous, Tiko liked to whistle a duet with Mike, Burger’s husband. He did this when Mike played the guitar and also when he thought Mike was angry with him for breaking or stealing something. Tiko knew that whistling would distract Mike and put him in a good mood. He made use of various types of gibberish, which indicated different moods. When Burger was on the telephone, he liked to join in loudly.


Ethologist Konrad Lorenz has also written about parrots teaching themselves words.4 He observed that in addition to their sensitivity to human habits and behaviour, which parrots express by saying ‘good morning’ at the right moment, for example, events that have an impact on them can also result in them spontaneously retaining a particular sound. Lorenz describes this in an anecdote about Papagallo, an Amazon parrot. Many birds are scared of things that come from above, because it reminds them of a bird of prey. When the chimney sweep came for the first time, Papagallo was terrified. The next time – a few months later – he called out ‘the chimney sweep is coming, the chimney sweep is coming’ when he saw the sweep approaching. He had probably heard the words ‘chimney sweep’ from the cook and remembered it because the previous visit had made such an impression on him.


Mimicry – imitation of another species – extends further in parrots than just the use of words. Burger describes parrots waving to people with their feet or acting as if they are putting on their coat when they leave. Others nod or shake their heads at the right point in a conversation. According to Burger, parrots in the wild do this too. Recordings of two wild grey parrots reveal more than 200 different patterns, twenty-three of which were an imitation of other birds, and one of a species of bat. This mimicry is a handy trick in the wild if you want to deceive other birds, either because you want to steal something from them or because you do not want to be attacked yourself.


In social psychology, mimicry also denotes the phenomenon of people unconsciously imitating one another. Humans spontaneously mimic body posture and actions such as smiling, yawning, crossing legs, putting a hand under the chin; all these things are contagious. Humans often mirror someone else unconsciously and stop as soon as this is pointed out to them.5 Humans who have a sense of connection with each other or who are part of the same group engage in mimicry more frequently. Mimicry can also generate greater solidarity as humans who mimic understand each other better and their emotions become better attuned.6 Mirror neurons have been found in monkeys: brain cells that show activity when the monkey makes a movement, but also when the monkey sees another monkey making the same movement. In humans, there is the same overlap in areas of the brain when observing someone else perform an action, performing an action and thinking about an action.7


Just as with humans, for Alex and Tiko mimicry can have different functions in different contexts. When faced with an enemy, it can be a form of self-defence. When mimicry occurs in a relationship with a human they know, as described by Burger, it could perhaps work in just the same way as between humans: in order to become better attuned or as an expression of closeness. Pepperberg and Burger have shown that parrots can develop language both among themselves and in relation to humans. That language is different from the language of humans, and yet meaning can be conveyed between a human and a parrot. Pepperberg is not arguing that Alex can speak English, simply that he uses words and concepts and therefore shows understanding and intelligence. She makes this distinction to show how the use of words by parrots is perhaps even more strongly connected to meaning than it is with humans. Pepperberg’s systematic research undermines the idea – long popular among animal researchers and lay people – that parrots act only out of instinct.


As everyone knows, dogs and their humans can begin to resemble one another after a while. Mimicry is perhaps the explanation for this phenomenon: human and dog unconsciously imitate each other’s facial expressions and body language and start to look similar, even though the form of their faces and bodies is very different.


Chimpanzee children


In the 1920s, humans became interested in researching language and its development with the help of non-human primates. Humans and other primates are genetically closely related and humans wondered if the ability to speak was primarily a question of nature or of culture. In an attempt to find out, a new kind of experiment was devised, in which chimpanzees were taken into human homes and brought up as human children, usually by a married couple of animal researchers. The first chimpanzee to be raised in this way was Gua. She moved in with Luella and Winthrop Kellogg in 1930 when she was seven and a half months old and was brought up in the same way as their son, Donald, who was ten months old at the time. Gua did not learn to speak.8 Viki, who was taken in by Keith and Catherine Hayes in 1944, learned – partly as a result of intensive speech therapy, which involved manipulating her lower jaw – to say four words.9 As these two experiments had little success, it was thought at first that other primates were not intelligent enough to learn language. Later it was believed that they were unable to pronounce the words clearly because chimpanzees have a different larynx from humans. So new experiments focused instead on sign language.


Washoe is the most famous chimpanzee to grow up with humans. She was born in the wild and taken from her parents by the US Air Force for space experiments. Allen and Beatrix Gardner took her into their home for an experiment run by the University of Nevada. They brought her up like a child: they dressed her in clothes and she ate at the same table as them, went for drives with them in the car, played outside. She had toys, books and her own toothbrush. Learning sign language proved a success. Washoe not only learned what she was explicitly taught, but also watched and acquired gestures that humans made to one another, and she came up with words herself (for example, combining the gestures for water and bird to make swan). She understood that the sign for ‘dog’ could refer to all dogs, and she could form simple sentences.10 When Washoe was five, the Gardners decided that they had had enough, and she was moved to a research institute and lived in a laboratory until her death.


At the laboratory, further research was done into her capacity for language; in total, she learned around 250 signs. The researchers also learned about what she thought and felt. Washoe recognised herself in the mirror and was startled when she met other chimpanzees. When new students came to work with her, she deliberately signed more slowly so that they could keep up more easily. One of Washoe’s keepers was pregnant and did not come in for a few weeks. When she returned, Washoe was upset with her and ignored her. The keeper decided to tell Washoe what had happened and signed to say that her baby was dead. Washoe first looked away and then at her, carefully making the sign for crying. Chimpanzees do not cry, but Washoe had learned that it was what humans do when they are sad. The keeper said later that this simple gesture told her more about Washoe’s inner world than the artificial sentences that she could form.
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