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ANTHROPOMORPHISM means explaining 
the behaviour of nonhuman animals by 
the kind of mental processes that we 
attribute to humans, and it is generally 
thought to have been killed a century 
ago by Lloyd Morgan's canon and 
the rise of behaviourism. But according 
to John Kennedy, "anthropomorphism 
remains much more of a problem 
than most of today's neobehaviourists 
believe". 

The core of Kennedy's short, provoca­
tive, readable and (in my opinion) ulti­
mately unconvincing book "consists of 
nineteen essays which appear to be 
erroneous and can be traced to unwitting 
anthropomorphism". The ideas come 
from all parts of ethology- they include 
animal suffering, cognition, hierarchical 
control, intentionality, migration (parti­
cularly R. Baker's work on it) and 
motivation- and the book reads like an 
argument with almost everyone in the 
field. It is mainly British ethologists, and 
their extended family, who are put in the 
pillory; but Kennedy has fetched a few 
outsiders too, such as the students of ape 
language. It says much for the well 
mannered tone of the book that, 
although Kennedy specifically criticizes 
many people, it is unlikely that any of 
them will take personal offence at what 
he says; I do doubt, however, whether 
they will agree with him. 

The errors that Kennedy detects are of 
two main kinds: from behavioural ecol­
ogy and from cognitive ethology. The 
anthropomorphism of behavioural ecol­
ogy is mainly what Kennedy calls "mock 
anthropomorphism" and he has no ser­
ious objection to it; it often helps, when 
applying the theory of natural selection, 
to imagine that animals, or even genes, 
make strategic decisions. The errors 
arise, Kennedy suggests, when behaviou­
ral ecologists confuse ultimate causes 
with proximate ones, and suppose that 
animals actually do calculate costs and 
benefits. But there is room for argument 
about where the confusion lies. When I 
read the behavioural ecologists quoted 
by Kennedy, I rarely found the same 
interest in proximate mechanisms as he 
did; to me they sounded more like 
statements about adaptation, perhaps 
marred by a slip of the (maybe lazy) 
pen. He objects to the idea of 'warning' 
signals, for example: "Describing an 
animal's action as a warning to its fel­
lows effectively takes it for granted that 
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those actions were intentional on the 
part of the animal. Intentions are proxi­
mate causes of behaviour, so again we 
have an ultimate, functional cause mas­
querading as a proximate one in the 
animal." Oh no we don't! We merely 
have a signal that is given in an objec­
tively recognizable set of circumstances 
(danger) and that has predictable con­
sequences in the behaviour of other 
animals nearby (they take cover). No 
intention has either been "taken", or 
mistaken, "for granted". 

In cognitive ethology, various anthropo­
morphic experiences have been sug­
gested to reside in animals, including 
consciousness, language and suffering. 
Kennedy argues that there is no good 
evidence for any of them. So far, so 
good, but the conclusions he draws are 
exaggerated. Having shown, for exam­
ple, that the evidence for consciousness 
in nonhumans is unconvincing, he con­
cludes, "altogether, then, it seems likely 
that consciousness, feelings, thoughts, 
purposes, etc., are unique to our species 
and unlikely that animals are conscious". 
This is argumentative agnosticism sliding 
into atheism. 

Moreover, Kennedy's sceptical argu­
ment itself does more damage than he 
allows. It works rather well against hu­
mans. He argues that mock anthropo­
morphism works in behavioural ecology 
because "natural selection has produced 
animals that act as if they had minds like 
us", but denies that success is evidence 
for anthropomorphic mechanisms. So 
why not for humans too? Humans, it is 
true, do provide linguistic assurances as 
well as observable behaviour, but is not 

language logically only observed, in the 
form of 'verbal behaviour', in the same 
way as physical movement? Surely it is 
rampant animism to postulate more than 
a simple neuronal circuit in people who 
are behaving verbally, as well as physi­
cally, 'as if they are suffering when you 
stick an electrode in them. Kennedy 
criticizes researchers on animal suffering 
because "they have no adequate evi­
dence that animals do actually suffer"; 
but that is too strong a demand. Nor, for 
that matter, does he have any evidence 
that animals do not suffer. Suffering 
needs only to be a plausible approximate 
assumption (like optimization, in be­
havioural ecology) to stimulate research. 

For the fate of anthropomorphism, 
like that of the physiological methods 
Kennedy prefers, will not be settled by 
pronouncements from the armchair. It 
will be settled in the laboratory and in 
the field. D. Cheney and R. M. Seyfarth 
(as quoted by Kennedy) claim that 
"anthropomorphizing works"; Kennedy 
refers to "the blind alley of neoanthro­
pomorphic cognitivism". We shall see. If 
anthropomorphism produces results that 
are, in the normal manner of science, 
valuable, it will be persisted with; if it 
does not, it will be abandoned. It was, 
after all, abandoned once before. The 
only danger, Kennedy might reply, is 
that scientists can be enduringly obstin­
ate in their investigations of blind alleys. 
Just think how long behaviourism lasted 
in psychology. D 
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