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Does a Division Exist Between Humans and the Animal World? 

"Is it dead?" I didn't respond to the question. I stood motionless, a silent sentinel 

towering over the small bird. I watched as its chest fluttered frantically, trying to grasp the last 

few fleeting moments of its life. "No." I said, finally answering the question. "Well, Jesus, shoot 

it again or something." / continued to stand still. "Fine I'll do it" said my friend, marching over 

to the grounded songbird and put three more shots into it, finally halting its rapid breathing. 

"Want to get another one?" he asked. We had been playing with the new BB guns he had 

received as gifts for his birthday. We had quickly grown bored with shooting the targets on his 

long wooden fence and turned our attention elsewhere. Behind his fence was a row of elm 

trees, filled with birds taking shelter from the hot summer sun. After a few missed shots, we 

managed to peg a small brown and black bird causing it to take off in startled flight. An errant 

shot from my gun managed to hit it in the wing, bringing it tumbling to the ground. It was there 

my friend dispatched the small creature. It was the first and last time I have ever used some 

type of gun. I was ten, and the memory of the experience has stuck with me to this day. 

•i 

What, if anything, makes us different from animals? Is it that perhaps our culture 

divides us from the animal kingdom? Or maybe it's genetics, those simple strands of DNA 

making the difference between man and beast. Or could it be some other distinction, or 

possibly no distinction at all? 
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Humans have long been told that we have been given dominion over the lesser species 

on earth, that it is our right to do with them as we see fit. The Bible says "And God blessed 

them, and God said unto them, Be fruitful, and multiply, and replenish the earth, and subdue it: 

and have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over every living 

thing that moveth upon the earth" (King James Version, Gen. 1. 28). The idea of division runs 

deep. 

It was a hot summer day. I stood In my backyard, watching my dad grunt and sweat as 

he struggled to remove a concrete block in the ground, meant to anchor a fence post I had 

been watching appreciatively all day long as he measured, sawed, hammered, screwed and 

otherwise built a fence from scratch. He was tired of the fence blowing down in the windy 

storms that seemed so prevalent in Billings during the summer and decided he would replace 

what the previous owners had put up. I watched with rapt attention as he explained the various 

instruments to me, showing me what tool was meant for what job and how to use them safely. 

I was young, maybe four or five. It was my first real introduction to tools. 

One of the first arguments people use in favor of a distinction between animals and 

humans is the idea that humans possess a culture, while animals do not. In biology, the 

accepted definition of culture is a "...inter-generation transmission of behavior that may occur 

either genetically or through social learning, with processes of variation and selection shaping 

biological evolution in the first case and cultural evolution in the second" (Whiten et. all 134). 

In other words, culture is learning that is repeatedly transmitted, whether it is in your genes 

(nature) or through teaching (nurture). A variety of animals display this propensity, notably in 
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the primate species. For example, Japanese Macaques at Koshima and Arashiyama teach their 

offspring techniques such as sweet potato washing and stone handling. The young in turn pass 

these techniques to the next generation (135). Likewise, "...experimental studies have shown 

that chimpanzees copy the methods used by others to manipulate and open artificial 'fruits' 

designed as analogues for wild foods" (136). Nor are primates the only creatures considered to 

have culture according to the accepted definition of culture. For example, humpback whales 

often spread new techniques around, especially during the summer months at their feeding 

grounds. In 1981, Researchers observed a method of feeding they termed "lobtail feeding" by 

a select number of whales at their feeding grounds in the Gulf of Maine. By the year 1989, 

nearly half of the humpback population they had been observing had adopted the technique. 

(154). 

/ opened my book and giggled to myself. "Well I'll be a monkey's uncle". I spelled the 

words out silently with my mouth. The words in question were joined with a picture of a 

chimpanzee sitting in a parlor room. He was seated in a comfy chair, reading a newspaper in 

front of a blazing fire. I didn't particularly understand the implications behind it, or the long 

history of heated debated between evolutionism and creationism. Instead, my eight year old 

eyes saw a funny picture in a book I was reading to pass the time. 

Another reason we see ourselves differently than the animal kingdom is through 

genetics. Genetics and the evolutionary process are what made humans what they are today . 

We have better brains, different chemical make ups, upright postures, etc. then other animals. 

Surely, then, genetics is where we can rely on proving our difference? States researcher Jared 
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Diamond, "...the biggest difference [in the primate world is], one of 5 per cent between gibbon 

DNA and the DNA of other apes or humans" (4). Furthermore, "... humans differ from both 

common chimps and pygmy chimps in about 1.6 per cent of their (our) DNA, and share 98.4 per 

cent" (5). This fact is rather well known, and sometimes glossed over. But consider it this way. 

"The genetic distance (1.6 per cent) separating us from pygmy or common chimps is 

barely double that separating pygmy from common chimps (0.7 per cent). It is less than 

that between two species of gibbons (2.2 per cent), or between such closely related 

North American bird species as red-eyed vireos and white-eyed vireos (2.9 per cent), or 

between such closely related and hard-to-distinguish European bird species as willow 

warblers and chiffchaffs (2.6 per cent)" (5). 

The relative genetic distance between us and chimpanzees is a hairsbreadth away from being 

identical. 

/ cursed under my breath as I tried to think. I glanced up at the clock. "Twenty minutes 

left, I still have time, I'm doing ok." I looked down the long list of sentences that still needed to 

be translated and sighed. "Das Stuhl is uber da. Das Wetter ist kalt and windig." Each sentence 

gradually became more complex. I desperately tried to remember the syntax appropriate with 

various sentence structures and clauses. Finally, my professor called out "Pencils down, bitte." I 

sighed and glanced at my German partner. "How'd you do ?" he asked. "I hate grammar," I 

replied bitterly. 

Yet another reason that we consider ourselves separated from the animal kingdom is 

that special trait, language. In an article from Marc Hauser, Noam Chomsky, and W. Tecumseh 
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Fitch, the linguists argue that one of the key differences between humans and other species is 

communication, that animals don't have the capability to communicate like we do (Hauser et. 

all 1570). However, a study from Edward Kako raises some disputes with the linguists' findings. 

Kako looks at three different species, and how they respond to commands in the human 

language, following syntax. For example, two of the animals he studies are a pair of bottle-nose 

dolphins. Kako states 

"... according relational sentences required the dolphins to transport one item to 

another. For Phoenix, the syntax of these commands was OBJECT1 + RELATION + 

OBJECT2, whereas for Ake it was OBJECT1 + OBJECT2 + RELATION. These commands 

required the dolphins to understand links between syntactic position and thematic 

role..." (7). 

Kako concludes that the studies showed knowledge of different linguistic rules, 

including various exceptions and extensions to the said syntactic rules. More importantly, both 

Phoenix and Ake (the bottlenose dolphin pair) responded correctly to most commands 

involving new words and expressions (8). 

Kako also looks at a bonobo who was "When young ... exposed, without explicit training, 

to the artificial lexigram system named Yerkish (after the Yerkes Primate Center), which was 

being taught to his adoptive mother, Matata" (6). The researchers at the Yerkes Primate Center 

found 

"... Kanzi systematically encodes the relation of events to their participants. Indeed, they 

claim, his system shows a very human pattern, namely that of ergativity. In ergative 

languages, the patients of transitive acts are treated, syntactically, much like the agents 
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of intransitive acts (usually through identical morphological markings. We can say both 

G&SR claim that Kanzi placed both intransitive agents and transitive patients after the 

action symbol, thus showing evidence of ergativity" (Kako 9). 

So what does that even mean? The researchers conclude "a bonobo chimpanzee 

spontaneously created one of the two logically possible grammatical ground plans utilized by all 

human languages" (9). The bottle-nosed dolphins Ake and Phoenix, Kanzi the bonobo, and 

another creature in his study, Alex the Gray parrot, all demonstrated the ability to be able to 

communicate as humans do. They each have the ability to understand, and more importantly 

utilize syntax in their responses to human commands. 

"Wake up!" I threw my book at my roommate. "Ow, what the hell?" he asked, jumping 

out of his bed. "Time for philosophy," I responded. "What the hell is the point?" My bleary-eyed 

companion looked around his side of the room for his shoes, and then gave up. "All she's going 

to do is lecture us about how we're terrible people and how animals should be treated better. 

She's a goddamn hippie." Upon telling me this, he lay back down on the bed. I shrugged and 

exited the room. "Take notes for m-" The slammed door cut him off mid-sentence. 

There's obviously some sort of difference between humans and other species. Killing a 

cow and eating it is not tantamount to murder and cannibalism. Hunting has its merits and 

animal experimentation saves lives. But it's important that we keep in mind our close relation 

with the animal world as well. They have the ability to form cultures, teach their young just as 

we do. Some can communicate and understand the complexity of the human language. And 

some are even close to us in genetic makeup, mere strands away from sharing the same DNA 

structure. Animal ethics is morally murky, with no clear solution. 
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/ cracked open my Moose Drool and lounged on my friend's couch in his basement 

apartment. It was late and I was tired, but I promised my friends I would see them while I was 

in back in Billings for the night "So what are you guys up to tomorrow?" I asked. "Going to go 

hunting. You should say to hell with going back to Missoula and come with." I laughed and 

declined, thankful of the excuse I had in driving back to the university. "Maybe next time," I said 

without conviction. The friend, whom I had killed the small bird with those many years ago, 

simply nodded and didn't press the issue. 
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