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THE DESCENT OF MAN AND SELECTION IN RELATION TO SEX

CHAPTER III

COMPARISON OF THE MENTAL POWERS
OF MAN AND THE LOWER ANIMALS

My object in this chapter is to shew that there is no fundamental difference between
man and the higher mammals in their mental faculties.

... the lower animals, like man, manifestly feel pleasure and pain, happiness and
misery. Happiness is never better exhibited than by young animals, such as puppies, kittens,
lambs, etc., when playing together, like our own children. Even insects play together, as
has been described by that excellent observer, P. Huber (7. ‘Recherches sur les Moeurs des
Fourmis,” 1810, p. 173.), who saw ants chasing and pretending to bite each other, like so
many puppies.

The fact that the lower animals are excited by the same emotions as ourselves
is so well established, that it will not be necessary to weary the reader by many details.
Terror acts in the same manner on them as on us, causing the muscles to tremble, the
heart to palpitate, the sphincters to be relaxed, and the hair to stand on end. Suspicion, the
offspring of fear, is eminently characteristic of most wild animals... Courage and timidity
are extremely variable qualities in the individuals of the same species, as is plainly seen in
our dogs. Some dogs and horses are ill-tempered, and easily turn sulky; others are good-
tempered; and these qualities are certainly inherited. Every one knows how liable animals
are to furious rage, and how plainly they shew it. Many, and probably true, anecdotes have
been published on the long-delayed and artful revenge of various animals....

The love of a dog for his master is notorious; as an old writer quaintly says (9.
Quoted by Dr. Lauder Lindsay, in his ‘Physiology of Mind in the Lower Animals,” ‘Journal
of Mental Science,” April 1871, p. 38.), “A dog is the only thing on this earth that luvs
you more than he luvs himself.” In the agony of death a dog has been known to caress
his master, and every one has heard of the dog suffering under vivisection, who licked the
hand of the operator; this man, unless the operation was fully justified by an increase of
our knowledge, or unless he had a heart of stone, must have felt remorse to the last hour of
his life.

As Whewell (10. ‘Bridgewater Treatise,” p. 263.) has well asked, “who that reads
the touching instances of maternal affection, related so often of the women of all nations,
and of the females of all animals, can doubt that the principle of action is the same in the
two cases?” We see maternal affection exhibited in the most trifling details; thus Rengger
observed an American monkey (a Cebus) carefully driving away the flies which plagued
her infant; and Duvaucel saw a Hylobates washing the faces of her young ones in a stream.
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So intense is the grief of female monkeys for the loss of their young, that it invariably
caused the death of certain kinds kept under confinement by Brehm in N. Africa. Orphan
monkeys were always adopted and carefully guarded by the other monkeys, both males
and females....

Most of the more complex emotions are common to the higher animals and ourselves.
Every one has seen how jealous a dog is of his master’s affection, if lavished on any
other creature; and I have observed the same fact with monkeys. This shews that animals
not only love, but have desire to be loved. Animals manifestly feel emulation. They love
approbation or praise; and a dog carrying a basket for his master exhibits in a high degree
self-complacency or pride. There can, I think, be no doubt that a dog feels shame, as
distinct from fear, and something very like modesty when begging too often for food. A
great dog scorns the snarling of a little dog, and this may be called magnanimity. Several
observers have stated that monkeys certainly dislike being laughed at... Dogs shew what
may be fairly called a sense of humour, as distinct from mere play; if a bit of stick or other
such object be thrown to one, he will often carry it away for a short distance; and then
squatting down with it on the ground close before him, will wait until his master comes
quite close to take it away. The dog will then seize it and rush away in triumph, repeating
the same manoeuvre, and evidently enjoying the practical joke.

We will now turn to the more intellectual emotions and faculties, which are
very important, as forming the basis for the development of the higher mental powers.
Animals manifestly enjoy excitement, and suffer from ennui, as may be seen with dogs,
and, according to Rengger, with monkeys. All animals feel WONDER, and many exhibit
CURIOSITY...

Hardly any faculty is more important for the intellectual progress of man than
ATTENTION. Animals clearly manifest this power, as when a cat watches by a hole and
prepares to spring on its prey. Wild animals sometimes become so absorbed when thus
engaged, that they may be easily approached.....

It is almost superfluous to state that animals have excellent MEMORIES for
persons and places. A baboon at the Cape of Good Hope, as I have been informed by Sir
Andrew Smith, recognised him with joy after an absence of nine months. I had a dog who
was savage and averse to all strangers, and I purposely tried his memory after an absence
of five years and two days. I went near the stable where he lived, and shouted to him in
my old manner; he shewed no joy, but instantly followed me out walking, and obeyed me,
exactly as if I had parted with him only half an hour before. A train of old associations,
dormant during five years, had thus been instantaneously awakened in his mind. Even ants,
as P. Huber (18. ‘Les Moeurs des Fourmis,” 1810, p. 150.) has clearly shewn, recognised
their fellow-ants belonging to the same community after a separation of four months.
Animals can certainly by some means judge of the intervals of time between recurrent
events.
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The IMAGINATION is one of the highest prerogatives of man. By this faculty
he unites former images and ideas, independently of the will, and thus creates brilliant
and novel results.... The value of the products of our imagination depends of course on
the number, accuracy, and clearness of our impressions, on our judgment and taste in
selecting or rejecting the involuntary combinations, and to a certain extent on our power of
voluntarily combining them. As dogs, cats, horses, and probably all the higher animals, even
birds ... have vivid dreams, and this is shewn by their movements and the sounds uttered,
we must admit that they possess some power of imagination. There must be something
special, which causes dogs to howl in the night, and especially during moonlight, in that
remarkable and melancholy manner called baying. All dogs do not do so; and, according
to Houzeau (21. ibid. 1872, tom. ii. p. 181.), they do not then look at the moon, but at some
fixed point near the horizon. Houzeau thinks that their imaginations are disturbed by the
vague outlines of the surrounding objects, and conjure up before them fantastic images: if
this be so, their feelings may almost be called superstitious.

Of all the faculties of the human mind, it will, I presume, be admitted that
REASON stands at the summit. Only a few persons now dispute that animals possess some
power of reasoning. Animals may constantly be seen to pause, deliberate, and resolve. It
is a significant fact, that the more the habits of any particular animal are studied by a
naturalist, the more he attributes to reason and the less to unlearnt instincts ...

It has often been said that no animal uses any tool; but the chimpanzee in a state
of nature cracks a native fruit, somewhat like a walnut, with a stone... [ have myself seen a
young orang put a stick into a crevice, slip his hand to the other end, and use it in the proper
manner as a lever. The tamed elephants in India are well known to break off branches
of trees and use them to drive away the flies; and this same act has been observed in an
elephant in a state of nature. (39. The Indian Field, March 4, 1871.) I have seen a young
orang, when she thought she was going to be whipped, cover and protect herself with a
blanket or straw. In these several cases stones and sticks were employed as implements;
but they are likewise used as weapons...

In the Zoological Gardens, a monkey, which had weak teeth, used to break open
nuts with a stone; and I was assured by the keepers that after using the stone, he hid it in
the straw, and would not let any other monkey touch it. Here, then, we have the idea of
property; but this idea is common to every dog with a bone, and to most or all birds with
their nests.
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ABSTRACTION, GENERAL CONCEPTIONS,
SELF-CONSCIOUSNESS, MENTAL INDIVIDUALITY.

It would be very difficult for any one with even much more knowledge than I
possess, to determine how far animals exhibit any traces of these high mental powers.
This difficulty arises from the impossibility of judging what passes through the mind of
an animal; and again, the fact that writers differ to a great extent in the meaning which
they attribute to the above terms, causes a further difficulty. If one may judge from various
articles which have been published lately, the greatest stress seems to be laid on the
supposed entire absence in animals of the power of abstraction, or of forming general
concepts. But when a dog sees another dog at a distance, it is often clear that he perceives
that it is a dog in the abstract; for when he gets nearer his whole manner suddenly changes,
if the other dog be a friend. A recent writer remarks, that in all such cases it is a pure
assumption to assert that the mental act is not essentially of the same nature in the animal
as in man. If either refers what he perceives with his senses to a mental concept, then so do
both. (44. Mr. Hookham, in a letter to Prof. Max Muller, in the ‘Birmingham News,” May
1873.) When I say to my terrier, in an eager voice (and I have made the trial many times),
“Hi, hi, where is it?” she at once takes it as a sign that something is to be hunted, and
generally first looks quickly all around, and then rushes into the nearest thicket, to scent
for any game, but finding nothing, she looks up into any neighbouring tree for a squirrel.
Now do not these actions clearly shew that she had in her mind a general idea or concept
that some animal is to be discovered and hunted?

It may be freely admitted that no animal is self-conscious, if by this term it is
implied, that he reflects on such points, as whence he comes or whither he will go, or what
is life and death, and so forth. But how can we feel sure that an old dog with an excellent
memory and some power of imagination, as shewn by his dreams, never reflects on his
past pleasures or pains in the chase? And this would be a form of self-consciousness...
It is generally admitted, that the higher animals possess memory, attention, association,
and even some imagination and reason. If these powers, which differ much in different
animals, are capable of improvement, there seems no great improbability in more complex
faculties, such as the higher forms of abstraction, and self- consciousness, etc., having
been evolved through the development and combination of the simpler ones. It has been
urged against the views here maintained that it is impossible to say at what point in the
ascending scale animals become capable of abstraction, etc.; but who can say at what
age this occurs in our young children? We see at least that such powers are developed in
children by imperceptible degrees.

That animals retain their mental individuality is unquestionable. When my voice
awakened a train of old associations in the mind of the before- mentioned dog, he must
have retained his mental individuality, although every atom of his brain had probably
undergone change more than once during the interval of five years...
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LANGUAGE.

This faculty has justly been considered as one of the chief distinctions between
man and the lower animals. But man, as a highly competent judge, Archbishop Whately
remarks, “is not the only animal that can make use of language to express what is passing
in his mind, and can understand, more or less, what is so expressed by another.” (47.
Quoted in ‘Anthropological Review,” 1864, p. 158.) In Paraguay the Cebus azarae when
excited utters at least six distinct sounds, which excite in other monkeys similar emotions.
(48. Rengger, ibid. s. 45.) The movements of the features and gestures of monkeys are
understood by us, and they partly understand ours, as Rengger and others declare. It is a
more remarkable fact that the dog, since being domesticated, has learnt to bark (49. See
my ‘Variation of Animals and Plants under Domestication,’ vol. i. p. 27.) in at least four or
five distinct tones.

Although barking is a new art, no doubt the wild parent-species of the dog
expressed their feelings by cries of various kinds. With the domesticated dog we have the
bark of eagerness, as in the chase; that of anger, as well as growling; the yelp or howl of
despair, as when shut up; the baying at night; the bark of joy, as when starting on a walk
with his master; and the very distinct one of demand or supplication, as when wishing
for a door or window to be opened. According to Houzeau, who paid particular attention
to the subject, the domestic fowl utters at least a dozen significant sounds. (50. ‘Facultes
Mentales des Animaux,’ tom. ii. 1872, p. 346-349.)

The habitual use of articulate language is, however, peculiar to man; but he uses,
in common with the lower animals, inarticulate cries to express his meaning, aided by
gestures and the movements of the muscles of the face. (51. See a discussion on this
subject in Mr. E.B. Tylor’s very interesting work, ‘Researches into the Early History of
Mankind,’ 1865, chaps. ii. to iv.) This especially holds good with the more simple and vivid
feelings, which are but little connected with our higher intelligence. Our cries of pain, fear,
surprise, anger, together with their appropriate actions, and the murmur of a mother to her
beloved child are more expressive than any words. That which distinguishes man from
the lower animals is not the understanding of articulate sounds, for, as every one knows,
dogs understand many words and sentences. In this respect they are at the same stage of
development as infants, between the ages of ten and twelve months, who understand many
words and short sentences, but cannot yet utter a single word. It is not the mere articulation
which is our distinguishing character, for parrots and other birds possess this power. Nor is
it the mere capacity of connecting definite sounds with definite ideas; for it is certain that
some parrots, which have been taught to speak, connect unerringly words with things, and
persons with events. (52. I have received several detailed accounts to this effect. Admiral
Sir B.J. Sulivan, whom I know to be a careful observer, assures me that an African parrot,
long kept in his father’s house, invariably called certain persons of the household, as well
as visitors, by their names. He said “good morning” to every one at breakfast, and “good
night” to each as they left the room at night, and never reversed these salutations...
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CHAPTER IV

SUMMARY OF THE LAST TWO CHAPTERS.

There can be no doubt that the difference between the mind of the lowest man
and that of the highest animal is immense.....

Nevertheless the difference in mind between man and the higher animals, great as
it is, certainly is one of degree and not of kind. We have seen that the senses and intuitions,
the various emotions and faculties, such as love, memory, attention, curiosity, imitation,
reason, etc., of which man boasts, may be found in an incipient, or even sometimes in a
well-developed condition, in the lower animals. They are also capable of some inherited
improvement, as we see in the domestic dog compared with the wolf or jackal. If it could
be proved that certain high mental powers, such as the formation of general concepts, self-
consciousness, etc., were absolutely peculiar to man, which seems extremely doubtful,
it is not improbable that these qualities are merely the incidental results of other highly-
advanced intellectual faculties; and these again mainly the result of the continued use of a
perfect language. At what age does the new-born infant possess the power of abstraction,
or become self-conscious, and reflect on its own existence? We cannot answer; nor can we
answer in regard to the ascending organic scale. The half-art, half-instinct of language still
bears the stamp of its gradual evolution.
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