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L-Log 8: Third Chimp: Part 3: Uniquely Human

SYNOPSIS:


Humans are distinct from chimpanzees because of our large braincase, our upright gait, our soft tissues, social behavior and concealed ovulation.  However, what makes humans distinct from all other animals are our spoken language, art, technology, agriculture, chemical abuse, genocide, and exterminations of other species.

Language lets us communicate with each other far more effectively than can other animals.  With language we can make plans, teach one another, learn from each other’s experiences, and process information with exact representations of the world in our minds.  It seems impossible to understand the gap between our language and the sounds an animal makes, yet new studies of wild-animal vocalizations help us begin to understand it.  The most sophisticated study concerns the vervet, who regularly faces dangers in the wild.  Biologist Thomas Struhsaker studied vervets in Kenya’s Amboseli Natural Park, noting that different animal calls caused the vervets to employ different defense mechanisms in response.  There are many other sounds that vervets make, including other defensive responses to other animals and at least four social grunts.  Skeptics believe that the vervets are not using vocabulary sounds—they are just making involuntary noises.  They also assert that the animals are born with these inherent calls—but that humans learn it.  However, there is evidence that vervets learn vocabulary just as humans do.  

Although it is clear that vervets react to leopards in a specific way, the question is whether their call is a statement, an exclamation, or a proposition.  Although scientists have only distinguished ten calls in vervets, and the average human has a working vocabulary of about a thousand words, vervets may have many more that scientists have not yet discovered.  Some scientists study the capacity of captive gorillas to understand artificial languages—they have been able to learn up to several hundred symbols.  A pygmy chimp has even been able to understand some English.  However, no hint of grammatical rules has been seen in vervets.  


This is one major difference between the language of vervets and ours.  A second is that the language of vervets is only used for things that one can point out.  Humans use prepositions and conjunctions, among other grammatical words.  Also, we have a complex hierarchical system of language (alphabet, then words, then sentences, the paragraphs, etc.)  All children must learn and master this.


There is no connection between social complexity and language.  The existence of primitive tools did not ensure primitive language, either.  Experiments done with children confirm that children who are around adults speaking very simplified and varied languages will form their own language.  

The two stages of developing languages according to linguists are the pidgins (crude language) and then the creoles, which are more complex.  Pidgins form when colonists who speak different forms of native language need to communicate with each other.  Creoles form from pidgins when a pidgin becomes a native language.  The similarities between creoles may be due to our possession of a genetic blueprint for language.  Even though creoles do vary among each other, they have many similarities, such as the subject-verb-object word order.  These similarities may come from a genetic predisposition to the grammar of a language, as demonstrated by the ease of a baby’s learning of English and the difficulty of a foreign adult.


Humans differ from other species in other ways besides language; art is among them, though elephants have art of their own.  The existence of elephant art suggests that animal origin of art exists.  Three supposed distinctions exist between human art and animal art: 1) that human art is useless, is just for pleasure, and transmitted through learning, not genes.  Artwork with these qualities was produced by captive chimps, yet they were not in the wild so critics think that they do not represent the animal origins of art.     

          An example of natural art is bowerbirds building bowers, which are structures created by males to seduce females.  The younger birds learn how to build them by watching the older birds.  It is unanswerable to know whether or not they do it for aesthetic pleasure.  Of course, the bower’s art has a use, meaning that the first quality of art described in the paragraph above does not apply to it.  Yet the statement is not really true for humans, either.  Art has many uses to humans.  It is a quick indicator of status, which is vital to obtaining food, sex partners, and land.  If chimps had as much leisure time as the bowers seem to have, they might create more artwork as well, as they were found to create art in captivity.


Another trait that separates us from other animals is our development of agriculture, which has been a mixed blessing.  With agriculture has come increased food supply, sexual inequality and disease.  The only instance of agriculture similar in the animal world is the domestication of plants and animals by ants.  The question of whether or not people’s lives improved ten thousand years ago when they abandoned hunting for farming has been tested indirectly until recently.  One indirect “test” archeologists have used is to ask why farming spread so slowly—about a thousand yards per year.  

The question has only been answerable recently through paleopathology, which the author explains as “looking for signs of disease (the science of pathology) in remains of ancient peoples (from the Greek root paleo = ancient, as in paleontology).”  Paleopathology has shown that farming has led to malnutrition, starvation, and epidemic diseases.  This happened because of three reasons: A less varied diet led to malnutrition; dependence on one crop often led to starvation if it failed; and many infectious diseases could not have existed in the small populations in which the hunters traveled.  

Farming also led to class division.    Evidence from skeletons showed that elite members of society had better diets and less cavities than the lower classes.  Sexual inequality may also be another effect of farming; the women became overburdened and drained by increased rates of pregnancy and by carrying heavy loads.  Farming also supported far more people due to the greater amount of food produced and the increased rate of pregnancy.  Although the amount of food increased, the number of mouths to feed increased too—meaning that sometimes people didn’t get enough to eat.  
Although drug abuse can have many social reasons—including drowning one’s sorrows, dealing with emotional problems with drugs, or just for the taste of alcohol—drug abuse in humans may be linked to seemingly self-destructive traits in animals.  In animals, some traits of males that are considered dangerous for the survival of the animal (for instance, a bright-colored bird) are also considered desirable by the females.  This is because if the bird can survive with this dangerous trait, it must be strong and therefore have the best genes.  He believes that this is like the sex appeal that drinking and smoking have—it seems as though if someone could smoke  and drink and still be relatively healthy, they would have better genes and are therefore more desirable.  However, the author points out that the costs outweigh the benefits in the case of drinking and dangerous drugs.  

The question of whether or not life exists on other planets besides Earth is still unanswerable.  An entire field of science exists for the existence of life on other places besides Earth: exobiology.  Exobiologists calculate the probability of intelligent life in the universe by using an equation known as the Greek Bank formula.  There are many planets out there besides Earth that have conditions suitable for supporting life, and the existence of life quite possibly would lead to intelligence.  This leads scientists to wonder why signs of intelligent life have not yet reached us.

An argument, based on convergent evolution (which is the theory that organisms evolve or adapt independently to fill a certain ecological niche) states that the planets with life will eventually have advanced technological civilization.  Yet convergence is not universal; this is illustrated through woodpeckers.  Many organisms could have filled that niche—many evolved to have characteristics similar to a woodpecker.  Yet all woodpeckers are closely related.
The fact that only one of billions of species that evolved here on Earth figured out how to build a radio means that the probability of finding a species capable of doing so on another planet is probably very low.  As the author says, “It was an extremely unlikely fluke that we developed radios at all.”  

Even if we did find extraterrestrial life, it might be dangerous; when we look at how we have treated species “inferior” to us (animal testing, for instance), we wonder what a species superior to us might do to us if they found Earth.  
Take away idea:
The idea that I took away from this part of The Third Chimpanzee is that, although humans stand out among other animals in many ways (such as drug abuse or art), there are animal origins of these qualities.  We are not as unique as we may have thought; animals have instances of art (bowerbirds constructing bowers); traits that are similar to drug abuse (a brightly-colored bird appears strong to the opposite sex only because he was able to survive with this handicap); and language (vervets exhibit signs of having language).  The evidence that all species share a common ancestor is overwhelming.
Hardest thing:

The hardest thing was trying to accept the author’s point of view about drug abuse.  Although I am no scientist and do not pretend to have nearly as much knowledge as the author about other species, I do not agree with his assertion that the reason we do drugs is a biological instinct to show the opposite sex that we are strong.  I believe that alcohol and drug abuse occurs mostly because the users are addicted—and people start more out of curiosity than anything else, or a need to “drown their sorrows.”  The reason why alcohol and cigarette advertisements have such strong sexual undertones is because all advertisements use sex to sell their products.  Sex is used to sell everything from food to deodorant.  I think the author ignores the fact that the theme for these advertisements—that you will be strong, attractive, and desirable if you use cigarettes (or any other drug)—is universal among all advertising, not just alcohol and cigarettes.
Nevertheless, I tried to forget all of my preconceptions and understand the material.  That was definitely the hardest thing.

Seminar Question:
1. Do you think that human art has a utilitarian purpose?

2. Do you think that people use drugs to show the opposite sex that they are strong despite this handicap?

3. Do you think that agriculture was a step forward or a giant step back?

4. Would you like it if we found signs of extraterrestrial life, or would you find it frightening?

Competency:


I used critical thinking in this competency in order to select the important bits of information from the seventy pages that I read and synthesize this information to understand a basic message: humans are indeed unique, but our uniqueness has animal origin.

Connection:


This reading is connected to all of the other readings we have done about evolution and adaptation; it is also connected to the Zoo trip, because at the Zoo we were able to witness evolution in action by questioning why animals had certain features (for instance, why do giraffes have horns?).  It is also connected to our activities on genetics, because without genetic mutations, new species would not be able to evolve.  The speech we heard about evolution versus creationism is also connected because this chapter provides multiple pieces of evidence that we evolved from common ancestors, thus disproving creationism.  
Vocabulary:

1. Paleopathology: looking for signs of disease 9the science of pathology) in remains of ancient peoples (from the Greek root paleo = ancient).

2. Convergent evolution: a concept that many groups of creatures have converged by evolving independently to fill whatever ecological or physiological adaptation imaginable.

3. Bowers: artistic towers built by bowerbirds to attract a member of the opposite sex.
