Comparison of the Mental Powers of Man and the Lower Animals’

CHARLES DARWIN

We have seen in the last two chapters that man bears in his bodily structure clear traces of his
descent from some lower form; but it may be urged that, as man differs so greatly in his
mental power from all other animals, there must be some error in this conclusion. . . .

My object in this chapter is to show that there is no fundamental difference between man and
the higher mammals in their mental faculties. Each division of the subject might have been
extended into a separate essay, but must here be treated briefly. As no classification of the
mental powers has been universally accepted, | shall arrange my remarks in the order most
convenient for my purpose; and will select those facts which have struck me most, with the
hope that they may produce some effect on the reader. . ..

. . . 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, 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. It is, | think, impossible to read the account
given by Sir E. Tennent, of the behaviour of the female elephants, used as decoys, without
admitting that they intentionally practise deceit, and well know what they are about. 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 show it. Many, and probably true, anecdotes
have been published on the long-delayed and artful revenge of various animals. The accurate
Rengger, and Brehm state the American and African monkeys which they kept tame, certainly
revenged themselves. Sir Andrew Smith, a zoologist whose scrupulous accuracy was known to
many persons, told me the following story of which he was himself an eye-witness; at the Cape
of Good Hope an officer had often plagued a certain baboon, and the animal, seeing him
approaching one Sunday for parade, poured water into a hole and hastily made some thick
mud, which he skillfully dashed over the officer as he passed by, to the amusement of many
bystanders. For long afterwards the baboon rejoiced and triumphed whenever he saw his
victim.

The love of a dog for his master is notorious; as an old writer quaintly says, "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 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
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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. 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. . . .

Most of the more complex emotions are common to the higher animals and ourselves. Everyone
has seen how jealous a dog is of his Caster's affection, if lavished on any other creature; and |
have observed the same fact with monkeys. This shows 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, | 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; and they sometimes invent imaginary offences. In the Zoological Gardens |
saw a baboon who always got into a furious rage when his keeper took out a letter or book and
read it aloud to him; and his rage was so violent that, as | witnessed on one occasion, he bit his
own leg till the blood flowed. Dogs show 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 maneuvre, 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. They sometimes suffer from this
latter quality, as when the hunter plays antics and thus attracts them; | have witnessed this
with deer, and so it is with the wary chamois, and with some kinds of wild-ducks. . . .

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. Mr. Bartlett has given me a curious proof how variable this faculty is in
monkeys. A man who trains monkeys to act in plays used to purchase common kinds from the
Zoological Society at the price of five pounds for each; but he offered to give double the price
if he might keep three or four of them for a few days in order to select one. When asked how
he could possibly learn so soon whether a particular monkey would turn out a good actor, he
answered that it all depended on their power of attention. If when he was talking and
explaining anything to a monkey its attention was easily distracted, as by a fly on the wall or
other trifling object, the case was hopeless. If he tried by punishment to make an inattentive
monkey act it turned sulky. On the other hand, a monkey which carefully attended to him
could always be trained.

It is almost superfluous to state that animals have excellent memories for persons and places.
A baboon at the Cape of Good Hope, as | have been informed by Sir Andrew Smith, recognized
him with joy after an absence of nine months. | had a dog who was savage and averse to all
strangers, and | purposely tried his memory after an absense of five years and two days. | went
near the stable where he lived and shouted to him in my old manner; he showed no joy, but
instantly followed me out walking, and obeyed me exactly as if | 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 has clearly shown, recognized
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.

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. A
poet, as Jean Paul Richter remarks, "who must reflect whether he shall make a character say
yes or no—to the devil with him; he is only a stupid corpse." Dreaming gives us the best notion
of this power; as Jean Paul again says, "The dream is an involuntary art of poetry." 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
shown 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, 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 superstitions.

Of all the faculties of the human mind, it will, | 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 Wore he attributes
to reason and the less to unlearnt instincts. In future chapters we shall see that some animals
extremely low in the scale apparently display a certain amount of reason. . . .

We can only judge by the circumstances under which actions are performed, whether they are
due to instinct, or to reason, or to the mere association of ideas: this latter principle, however,
is intimately connected with reason. A curious case has been given by Prof. Mobius, of a pike,
separated by a plate of glass from an adjoining aquarium stocked with fish, and who often
dashed himself with such violence against the glass in trying to catch the other fishes, that he
was sometimes completely stunned. The pike went on thus for three months, but at last learnt
caution, and ceased to do so. The plate of glass was then removed, but the pike would not
attack these particular fishes, though he would devour others which were afterwards
introduced; so strongly was the idea of a violent shock associated in his feeble mind with the
attempt on his former neighbours. If a savage, who had never seen a large plate-glass window,
were to dash himself even once against it, he would for a long time afterwards associate a
shock with a window-frame; but very differently from the pike, he would probably reflect on
the nature of the impediment, and be cautious under analogous circumstances. Now with
monkeys, as we shall presently see, a painful or merely a disagreeable impression, from an
action once performed, is sometimes sufficient to prevent the animal from repeating it. If we
attribute this difference between the monkey and the pike solely to the association of ideas
being so much stronger and more persistent in the one than the other, though the pike often
received much the more severe injury, can we maintain in the case of man that a similar
difference implies the possession of a fundamentally different mind?. . .

| have seen, as | daresay have others, that when a small object is thrown on the ground beyond
the reach of one of the elephants in the Zoological Gardens, he blows through his trunk on the
ground beyond the object, so that the current reflected on all sides may drive the object
within his reach. Again a well-known ethnologist, Mr. Westropp, informs me that he observed
in Vienna a bear deliberately making with his paw a current in some water, which was close to
the bars of his cage, so as to draw a piece of floating bread within his reach. These actions of
the elephant and bear can hardly be attributed to instinct or inherited habit, as they would be
of little use to an animal in a state of nature. Now, what is the difference between such
actions, when performed by an uncultivated man, and by one of the higher animals? . . .

Abstraction, General Conceptions, Self-consciousness, Mental Individuality



It would be very difficult for any one with even much more knowledge than | 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. When | say to my terrier, in an eager voice
(and | 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 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. On the other hand, as Blichner has
remarked, how little can the hard-worked wife of a degraded Australian savage, who uses very
few abstract words, and cannot count above four, exert her self-consciousness, or reflect on
the nature of her own existence. 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 °f 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. . . .

Sociability

Animals of many kinds are social; we find even distinct species living “gether; for example,
some American monkeys; and united flocks of rooks, jackdaws, and starlings. Man shews the
same feeling in his strong love for the dog, which the dog returns with interest. Every one must
have noticed how miserable horses, dogs, sheep, etc., are when separated from their
companions, and what strong mutual affection the two former kinds, at least, shew on their
reunion. It is curious to speculate on the feelings of a dog, who will rest peacefully for hours in
a room with his master or any of the family, without the least notice being taken of him; but if
left for a short time by himself, barks or howls dismally. We will confine our attention to the
higher social animals; and pass over insects, although some of these are social, and aid one
another in many important ways. The most common mutual service in the higher animals is to
warn one another of danger by means of the united senses of all. Every sportsman knows, as
Dr. Jaeger remarks, how difficult it is to approach animals in a herd or troop. Wild horses and
cattle do not, | believe, make any danger-signal; but the attitude of any one of them who first
discovers an enemy, warns the others. Rabbits stamp loudly on the ground with their hind-feet
as a signal: sheep and chamois do the same with their forefeet, uttering likewise a whistle.
Many birds, and some mammals, post sentinels, which in the case of seals are said generally to



be the females. The leader of a troop of monkeys acts as the sentinel, and utters cries
expressive both of danger and of safety. Social animals perform many little services for each
other: horses nibble, and cows lick each other, on any spot which itches: monkeys search each
other for external parasites; and Brehm states that after a troop of the Cercopithecus griseo-
viridis has rushed through a thorny brake, each monkey stretches itself on a branch, and
another monkey sitting by, "conscientiously” examines its fur, and extracts every thorn or burr.

Animals also render more important services to one another: thus wolves and some other
beasts of prey hunt in packs, and aid one another in attacking their victims. Pelicans fish in
concert. The Hamadryas baboons turn over stones to find insects, etc.; and when they come to
a large one, as many as can stand round, turn it over together and share the booty. Social
animals mutually defend each other. Bull bisons in N. America, when there is danger, drive the
cows and calves into the middle of the herd, whilst they defend the outside. . . .

It is certain that associated animals have a feeling of love for each other, which is not felt by
non-social adult animals. How far in most cases they actually sympathise in the pains and
pleasures of others, is more doubtful, especially with respect to pleasures. Mr Buxton,
however, who had excellent means of observation, states that his macaws, which lived free in
Norfolk, took "an extravagant interest" in a pair with a nest; and whenever the female left it,
she was surrounded by a troop "screaming horrible acclamations in her honour." It is often
difficult to judge whether animals have any feeling for the sufferings of others of their kind.
Who can say what cows feel, when they surround and stare intently on a dying or dead
companion; apparently, however, as Houzeau remarks, they feel no pity. That animals
sometimes are far from feeling any sympathy is too certain; for they will expel a wounded
animal from the herd, or gore or worry it to death. This is almost the blackest fact in natural
history, unless, indeed, the explanation which has been suggested is true, that their instinct or
reason leads them to expel an injured companion, lest beasts of prey, including man, should be
tempted to follow the troop. In this case their conduct is not much worse than that of the
North American Indians, who leave their feeble comrades to perish on the plains; or the
Fijians, who, when their parents get old, or fall ill, bury them alive.

Many animals, however, certainly sympathise with each other's distress or danger. This is the
case even with birds. Captain Stansbury found on a salt lake in Utah an old and completely
blind pelican, which was very fat, and must have been well fed for a long time by his
companions. Mr. Blyth, as he informs me, saw Indian crows feeding two or three of their
companions which were blind; and | have heard of an analogous case with the domestic cock.
We may, if we choose, call these actions instinctive; but such cases are much too rare for the
development of any special instinct. | have myself seen a dog, who never passed a cat who lay
sick in a basket, and was a great friend of his, without giving her a few licks with his tongue,
the surest sign of kind feeling in a dog.

It must be called sympathy that leads a courageous dog to fly at any one who strikes his
master, as he certainly will. | saw a person pretending to beat a lady, who had a very timid
little dog on her lap, and the trial had never been made before; the little creature instantly
jumped away, but after the pretended beating was over, it was really pathetic to see how
perseveringly he tried to lick his mistress's face, and comfort her. Brehm states that when a
baboon in confinement was pursued to be punished, the others tried to protect him. It must
have been sympathy in the cases above given which led the baboons and “ercopitheci to
defend their young comrades from the dogs and the eagle. | will give only one other instance of
sympathetic and heroic conduct, in the case of a little American monkey. Several years ago a
keeper at the Zoological Gardens showed me some deep and scarcely healed wounds on the
nape of his own neck, inflicted on him, whilst kneeling on the floor, by a fierce baboon. The
little American monkey, “ho was a warm friend of this keeper, lived in the same large com-
Partrnent, and was dreadfully afraid of the great baboon. Nevertheless, as soon as he saw his
friend in peril, he rushed to the rescue, and by screams and bites so distracted the baboon that
the man was able to escape, after, as the surgeon thought, running great risk of his life.



Besides love and sympathy, animals exhibit other qualities connected with the social instincts,
which in us would be called moral; and | agree with Agassiz that dogs possess something very
like a conscience. . . .

Summary

There can be no doubt that the difference between the mind of the lowest man and that of the
highest animal is immense. An anthropomorphous ape, if he could take a dispassionate view of
his own case, would admit that though he could form an artful plan to plunder a garden—
though he could use stones for fighting or for breaking open nuts, yet that the thought of
fashioning a stone into a tool was quite beyond his scope. Still less, as he would admit, could
he follow out a train of metaphysical reasoning, or solve a mathematical problem, or reflect on
God, or admire a grand natural scene. Some apes, however, would probably declare that they
could and did admire the beauty of the coloured skin and fur of their partners in marriage.
They would admit, that though they could make other apes understand by cries some of their
perceptions and simpler wants, the notion of expressing definite ideas by definite sounds had
never crossed their minds. They might insist that they were ready to aid their fellow-apes of
the same troop in many ways, to risk their lives for them, and to take charge of their orphans;
but they would be forced to acknowledge that disinterested love for all living creatures, the
most noble attribute of man, was quite beyond their comprehension.

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. The ennobling belief in God is not universal with man; and the
belief in spiritual agencies naturally follows from other mental powers. The moral sense
perhaps affords the best and highest distinction between man and the lower animals; but J
need say nothing on this head, as | have so lately endeavoured to shew that the social
instincts—the prime principle of man's moral constitution—with the aid of active intellectual
powers and the effects of habit, naturally lead to the golden rule, "As ye would that men
should do to you, do ye to them likewise"; and this lies at the foundation of morality.



