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Philosophical reflections on a study of language in primates
1. Kanzi

This chapter will focus on a presentation – in the book Kanzi’s primal language (Segerdahl et al, 2005) - of a famous study of the language abilities of the bonobo [1]. I will be concerned, in particular, with questions about the aims of such research and with charges of ‘anthropomorphism’ or ‘anthropocentrism’ that may be levelled at this and other forms of ape language research. 
    First, however, I must say something about what is distinctive of this study. I will try to give a flavour of the kinds of behaviour displayed that grounds the claim that the bonobo under study have language. Here are two examples:
The film illustrates how Kanzi's lan​guage emerged in activities that are normal to apes, such as travelling in the woods and finding food, but these activities were enriched with linguistic interaction…. Sue asks Kanzi to break some sticks for the fire they are making and he immediately does so. In another scene Kanzi suggests, on the keyboard, that he wants to go to a particular place in the forest but Sue is not sure what he means, so she makes guesses in English to which Kanzi listens attentively. When she finally guesses correctly, Kanzi nods and begins to walk. (Segerdahl et al, 2005, p. 14)
Caregivers continually ask Kanzi what he wants to eat or do, they inform him what is about to happen, they ask him for help to collect and return bowls and toothbrushes, and if occasionally a caregiver tries to organize these matters without coordinating linguistically with Kanzi or Panbanisha, she soon has to deal with a group of very obstinate bonobos. (Ibid., p. 39)

I found such descriptions striking. What I want to highlight here is the form of the behaviour that is considered relevant to the claim that Kanzi might have language. What I have in mind comes out most clearly by contrast with examples from the more ‘scientific’ approach adopted in earlier work with Kanzi. Typical tests here were of this form:
Kanzi wears headphones and responds to word recognition tasks formulated by a researcher in an adjacent room. In other tests, Kanzi responds to novel sentences for​mulated by Savage-Rumbaugh, who hides her face behind a welder's mask. The purpose of the test design was to eliminate the gestures, glances and other contextual features that also characterize normal communication between humans, but that are seen by many linguists and ape language critics as 'extra-linguistic assists'. (Ibid., p. 14)
The crucial contrasts highlighted by Segerdahl et al might be summarized in terms of two features of the later research. First, the research involves giving a central place to the idea of a ‘culture’: ‘First-language acquisition focuses on doing things together, on living together while communicating’ (Ibid., p. 22). It is the way in which the gestures and sounds of the apes are woven into such joint activities – into a ‘culture’, shared ways of living – that, it is suggested, demands that we mark them out as speaking. Second, and closely linked with that, the authors stress the importance to identifying another as speaking, and to our grasping what the other says, of the expressive behaviour that surrounds what we might think of as the specifically linguistic gestures: 
Kanzi's gestures are scarcely extra-linguistic, but function as criteria for the linguistic nature of his keyboard utterances. If we doubt whether Kanzi really means something by pointing to various symbols, our doubts vanish when we see his utterances together with gestures such as those just described… When Kanzi emphasizes his meaning he seeks eye contact and uses gestures that indicate the cultural matrix of his signs. (Ibid., p. 59) 
   While I think it is very easy to imagine how Kanzi’s seeking eye contact might give an inescapable impression that he is at least trying to speak to you, some will insist that in so far as we are moved by this kind of thing our judgement of what we are confronted with is clouded: the emotional impact of such behaviour is getting in the way of a cool-headed assessment of whether this creature really does have the skill we are trying to identify. By contrast, in the eyes of the Kanzi researchers, that insistence flows from a highly intellectualized picture of language use: one that construes it as a skill - a manipulation of symbols in accordance with a system of rules. Part of the background to the Kanzi project is an idea that this picture is open to serious question; and, with that, part of the aim of the project is to dislodge such pictures. In brief, if the starting point of our thought about language is talking, in a familiar sense in which talking – conversation, chat - is a pervasive and fundamental feature of everyday human life, there is little ground for taking rules, grammar, and so on to be what is definitive of language [2]. In so far as we give central place in our thinking about language to the idea that it is a particular form of interaction between living creatures, we should be open to the suggestion that ‘Kanzi's organ of speech is his entire body as it functions in a broad variety of cultural activities’ (Ibid., p. 59); and, with that, open to the suggestion that, for example, Kanzi’s attempts to seek eye contact, far from clouding our judgement, are a legitimate, perhaps inescapable, part of the basis for a consideration of whether he has language.
    The above remarks connect closely with a central feature of the form of the research. The authors write: 
Language is not an inanimate object. It is unclear what it would mean to sit undisturbed outside an enclosure and decide objectively whether that object is inside. According to the apes, the observer is a person they can talk with … The language Par thought it was his duty to detect by careful observation was thrown straight into his face by an ape who used language simply the way lan​guage is used: to communicate with someone when you have something to say to that person. [In Par’s first encounter with the apes he is rebuked by one of them for talking at an inappropriate time.]….. Morally, then, there is no such thing as a neutral observer of the apes' language. The observer is a living being, and language is a form of communication between fellow-creatures. (Ibid., pp. 89-90)
This is, I take it, in part a moral judgement on other ways of approaching the study of language in apes: where the ape is treated as an object of study to be put through a series of tests in order to see if he makes the mark. But it is also an observation of a kind of absurdity into which the researcher may find herself falling when she struggles to adopt a pure ‘objectivity’ of approach in relation to a particular bonobo. As the authors remark, Par ‘cannot both feel ashamed because he was just recently rebuked in dramatic lan​guage and treat the ape's language as an interesting hypothetical pos​sibility’ (Ibid., p. 90); and ‘Trying to prove that an ape has language, when you constantly talk with her in order to organize the proof, is not much less comical’ (Ibid., p. 42). This, in turn, is linked with something else:

The moral relation to the apes must be the overriding factor of the work, its first principle, which means that the apes are allowed to affect us, just as we affect them: the emerging Pan/Homo culture is an intermediary form of life. Otherwise, there would be no talking with each other. By acting respectfully (and occa​sionally disrespectfully) towards the apes, as humans do towards each other, we bring into our interactions precisely the linguistically relevant aspects of our human ways of life. Kanzi demonstrates that nature responds to this respectfulness. With regard to many animals, and certainly with regard to the great apes, moral bonds function as links to the reality we observe in studying language. (Ibid., p. 99)

I think we might usefully distinguish two points here. A first is that it takes a context of such ‘respect’ for talk to be drawn from a creature (whether human or other): it is only in living with others who display appropriate attitudes towards it that a creature will develop a capacity for speech, or be predisposed, on particular occasions, to say anything. But further, the central quality called for if we are seriously concerned to determine whether a particular creature (again, human or other) might be speaking is not an ability to weigh evidence in the precise and disinterested ways that we may think of as the hallmark of proper science, but an openness to being personally affected by – moved by – the other. As the authors provocatively express the point: what is needed is not evidence, not a proof that Kanzi speaks, but rather an overcoming of a form of autism from which many of us suffer in relation to non-human creatures (Ibid. p. 134). 
    In a remark that captures a central theme of the book the authors write: ‘If one cannot talk freely with the ape before, during and after the test, the ape cannot be said to have language, no matter how impressive the test results are.’ (Ibid., p. 40) This articulates well something that many will find particularly attractive in this whole approach: an insistence that it is no more appropriate to treat a bonobo purely as an object of disinterested scientific investigation – as we might conduct tests to determine the properties of a chemical substance – than it would be so to treat a human being [3]. At the same time, the remark may highlight what some will find seriously problematic in this research: for it may seem unambiguously to embody the deeply anthropocentric assumption that the decisive test of whether a creature has language is whether we – human beings – can talk with her. We may be usefully reminded at this point that a desire to overcome any taint of human centeredness is one of the motivations of the ‘distancing’ / ‘objectivising’ / ‘scientific’ approach – an approach that gives central place to recording and measuring in a way that is maximally independent of the potentially idiosyncratic responses of those engaged in the research [4] - that some of us may take much pleasure in scorning. Now while I believe that there is a confusion in that felt pressure to ‘objectivise’, and, with that, that the emphasis the authors put on our being able to talk with Kanzi does not reveal a problematic human centeredness in their approach, I do not think that the issues here are completely plain sailing. Much of the rest of this chapter will be an attempt to make some progress in sorting out the difficulties here.
2. ‘Anthropomorphism’ and ‘Anthropocentrism’ xx
Segerdahl et al address the concern about ‘human centredness’ in the following passage:
For what is anthropocentrism in connection with the human-animal divide? Is it not the natural tendency to take our best-known human standards for granted and to impose them on the animals, simply because they are our standards, the ones we use? For instance, we naturally assume we know what language is, at least in our own species, and ask if apes can learn language in this sense. What could be more natural? The ape language advocate believes that apes can learn language, but the sceptic thinks that this is over-interpreting the data and seeing language where there is none: that it is a case of the error called anthropomorphism (projecting human terms on nonhuman realities). But if the very posing of the question presupposes the imposed human standard, does it not follow that the ape language advocate and the sceptic are equally anthropocentric? They both take it for granted that we already know what language is in our own species and ask if apes can acquire language in this sense. Is it not this unique human standard that de Waal himself uses, as if it were unassailable, when he expresses his suspicion that ape language research is anthropocentric? Is his notion that ‘there is something inherently unfair about judging them on our terms’ itself based on an almost irresistible form of anthropocentrism? What if his notion of ‘our terms’ can be questioned? What if a closer study of the animals could overturn our taken-for-granted standards, even in their application to us? (Ibid., pp. 109-10)
The authors speak here of ‘anthropomorphism’ as ‘projecting human terms on nonhuman realities’ (though suggesting later that this understanding may itself reflect a distorted view of the situation), and ‘anthropocentrism’ as ‘the tendency to take our best-known human standards for granted and to impose them on the animals, simply because they are our standards, the ones we use’. Some may have difficulty keeping this distinction clearly in focus. The fundamental distinction here is, I believe, between two different forces carried by the qualification ‘human’. The phrase ‘human terms (or standards)’ is ambiguous between ‘terms (or standards) that humans use’ and ‘terms (or standards) that have application to humans’. We might then say, very roughly, that ‘anthropomorphism’ is to be construed as ‘applying terms (standards) that have application to humans to nonhuman realities’; while ‘anthropocentrism’ is ‘applying terms (standards) that we humans employ to nonhuman realities’. 
   If we still have trouble keeping a firm hold on this distinction this may, at least in part, reflect a tendency to doubt whether it is really as marked as my formulation is designed to make it appear. Thus, we may take it to be clear that any terminology employed by human beings is more or less bound to be a terminology that is human centered, in the sense of being primarily fitted to the description of - having its primary application to - human beings; and so that a description of non-human creatures in terms of ‘thoughts’, ‘desires’, ‘personality’, ‘speech’, and so on manifestly involves an extension – legitimate or illegitimate – of this terminology from its original home. But while there may be some kind of truth in the suggestion that human beings are generally more interested in human beings than they are in other things, and so can be expected to have a language that reflects this fact, we should not, in the absence of some formidable argument, take it to be an inescapable or universal feature of human life that human interests are necessarily human centered. Perhaps the inclination to assume this may be weakened by reflecting on the suggestion that it is an inescapable truth that men are more interested in men than they are in other things – such as women. 

   ‘The angle from which we look at things’ is not at all the same thing as the ‘natural focus’ of our attention. Now, if there is an important distinction between the idea of a terminology employed by human beings and that of a terminology that has its central application to human beings we might hope that the distinction between ‘anthropocentrism’ and ‘anthropomorphism’ could provide a useful tool for disentangling potential confusions in this area. My own suspicion, however, is that the condition of this terminology is one of terminal decline to an extent that renders it somewhat worse than useless. 
   Consider, first, ‘anthropomorphism’. Amongst definitions of the term to be found in the literature are ‘the act of attributing human traits to other animals’, ‘the misattribution of human qualities, in particular mental states, to animals’, ‘the error of projecting uniquely human qualities onto something that isn’t human’, and a number of variations on these [5]. With this, judgements on anthropomorphism range from its being, by definition, something to be avoided (see above), through the suggestion that it is ‘a logical starting point when it comes to animals as close to us as apes’ (de Waal, 2001; quoted in Segerdahl et al, 2005, p. 112), to the claim that the notion itself is a symptom of a confused anthropocentrism (Sharpe, 2005, p. 167). A good bit of sorting out of the terminology is clearly going to be needed before useful disagreement can even begin.  

     A first stab at some sorting out might be along the following lines. If we think of the term ‘anthropomorphism’ roughly as I suggested above - ‘applying terms (standards) that have application to humans to nonhuman realities’ – we will have to bear in mind that the expressions ‘is five feet tall’ and ‘weighs 130 lbs’ are ones that have application to humans; and since nobody is going to suggest that there is a confusion in attributing features of these kinds to non-human animals, we might wonder whether this is a useful basis for discussion. At another extreme, definitions of the form ‘the misattribution of human qualities, in particular mental states, to animals’ manifestly beg all the questions before the discussion has even begun. Perhaps something along the following lines captures better what is characteristically at issue in disputes about anthropomorphism: ‘projecting terms that have their primary application to human beings on nonhuman realities’. Now if this is how the expression is to be read, we should note that there appear to be no grounds for any suggestion that the ascription of, say, pains, emotions, or thoughts, to non-human creatures involves ‘anthropomorphism’: for there appear to be no grounds for the assumption that ascription of such states to certain non-human creatures is not as primary (in any relevant sense of that rather fluid term) as is their ascription to human beings. But perhaps it can be agreed that the ascription of ‘language’ to certain non-human creatures is, in this sense, an instance of ‘anthropomorphism’. 
    I say ‘perhaps’ to mark a sense that the term ‘projection’ may still be slanting the discussion in a way, and the expression ‘primary application’ may be slippery in ways, of which we should be wary. My concern is that we need to be absolutely clear that if we do characterize what is involved here as ‘anthropomorphism’ this is not, so far, to suggest that there is anything suspect in what we are doing. It may be helpful to bear in mind here that there is probably a straightforward sense in which the term ‘language’ – this English word ‘language’ – has its primary application to English; as the word ‘speaking’ has its primary application to what passes between speakers of English (and as the word ‘hablando’ has its primary application to what passes between speakers of Spanish.) I will return to considerations that relate closely to these concerns.
    What of the term ‘anthropocentrism’ [6]? Segerdahl et al suggest that traditional forms of ape language research are guilty of ‘anthropocentrism’ in that the question of whether a particular ape has language is taken to be the question of whether there is something in his life that meets certain standards that we humans have laid down: these standards generally involving reference to some form of complex grammatical structure. But if this is what anthropocentrism is one might wonder whether there is not something slightly odd in suggesting - as Segerdahl et al, along with many others, do - that it involves some kind of mistake. For if someone wants to know whether a particular creature has language what he wants to know is whether it has language. To appreciate the force of this platitude, compare someone who asks whether a particular creature can run at 20 mph, and is given an answer of the form: ‘Given our standards for judging that something can run at 20 mph this creature no doubt can’t; but with what right do we impose our standards on them’. The truth is that nobody is here ‘imposing’ anything on this creature. (So far at least. If they go on to judge these leaden footed mice to be a collection of couch potatoes matters are rather different.) We are answering the question ‘How fast can they run?’, and we will only be doing that if, in doing so, we employ the standards embodied in our – in particular, the questioner’s – use of that phrase. Similarly, isn’t it clear that there cannot possibly be anything objectionable in answering our question about the bonobo by appeal to the standards embodied in our use of the word ‘language’? How else are we to answer it? There may be room for legitimate protests about our asking that question, and about our attaching to that question the significance that is sometimes attached to it. (‘If they don’t have language they don’t have an immortal soul / don’t have rights …’ ) But if we ask this question the answer, it might seem, must appeal to our standards.
    For a number of reasons, however, the situation may be less straightforward than is suggested by those remarks. We can ask first: whose standards are at issue when Segerdahl et al object to ‘the tendency to take our best-known human standards for granted and to impose them on the animals’. In fact, it is clear that the standards they are speaking of are those that operate within the professional culture of the ape language researcher. Now there may be a sense in which those are the best known human standards. But that is not to say that those standards are ones that have a significant place in the thought of the rest of us: in particular, in our use of the term ‘language’. Perhaps, then, the core of the objection raised by Segerdahl is along these lines: ‘A familiar form of scientific research into the linguistic capacities of non-human creatures takes as its touchstone for “language” the standards that operate within a particular professional culture. The fact (in so far as it is a fact) that a particular species is incapable of meeting those standards – lacks the capacity for ‘language’ in that sense – does not entail that it lacks the capacity for language in the everyday (one is tempted to say “human”) sense of that term’. One might wonder whether ‘anthropocentrism’ is an appropriate label for such a charge. That aside, if there is such a failure of match between our everyday use of the term ‘language’ and its employment in the professional culture of ape language research there is ground for concern. It is, perhaps, imaginable that there should be good professional reasons for giving a familiar term a particular technical sense within the context of certain forms of research. But if we fail to keep clearly in mind that this is a technical sense, there will be a risk of serious confusion in the specialists’ reporting of their results to a lay audience, and perhaps also in the significance that they themselves attach to them. 
    But there is a further point here. I asked: isn’t it clear that there cannot possibly be anything objectionable in answering our question about the bonobo by appeal to the standards embodied in our use of the word ‘language’? But the question of whether something has a certain feature is not always, perhaps is not generally, the question of whether it meets a certain standard. A ‘standard’ is something one may place beside, and with which one may compare, an object or activity that is the focus of our interest (as one places a measuring rod beside the child): something to which the object or activity does, or fails to, ‘measure up’. But not all judgements of a thing’s features take this form. Consider, for example, the recognition of emotions in others. When I identify fear, anger or affection in another’s face I do not, characteristically, judge what is there through comparison with a ‘standard’. I see the anger straight off; not, for example, by way of identifying features that the distorted face shares with other faces that provide a standard of ‘an angry face’. And suppose that someone, perhaps an anthropologist or psychologist who is interested in cross-cultural expressions of emotion, proposes a standard of some form: perhaps a paradigmatically angry face that is to serve as an object of comparison, or a set of criteria involving dilation of the pupils, flaring of the nostrils, and so on. Whatever the possible merits of such a proposal, we would, I suppose, judge the proposed standard by how well it picks out faces that we judge straight off – judge, that is, without the use of standards - to be angry. And if it is objected that such a procedure would be flagrantly unscientific we might note that it is a necessary truth that there is more to life than science (in the sense presupposed in the objection). For there would be no judgements that involved an appeal to standards were there not judgements that did not do so. One way to make this point is to note that if the judgement that some object (for example, a boy) meets some standard (reaches this mark on the measuring rod) itself involved comparison with some standard we would be embarked on a regress that could only be brought to a halt with a judgement that involved no such comparison.
    ‘Anthropocentrism’, as explained by Segerdahl et al, is ‘the tendency to take our best-known human standards for granted and to impose them on the animals, simply because they are our standards, the ones we use’. Despite a superficial case for the judgement that there cannot possibly be anything objectionable in that, I have argued that, in two respects, anthropocentrism, so understood, may be less innocent that it may appear. There is, I believe, a third respect in which this is so. One of the most striking features of the Kanzi language project is the way in which it involves a challenge to a conception of the ‘we’ that may be at work when we speak of ‘the language we use’. In developing this point it will be helpful first to stand back a bit and ask: what is the point of research into the linguistic capacities of bonobo?
3. The point of the research

It might seem clear that the point of this research is to learn something about the creatures studied: to learn whether they have a capacity for language. The general emphasis in the Kanzi book is, however, different. First, the authors’ emphasis is, rather, on what we may learn about ourselves: about human beings. And second, and closely linked with that, they argue that we should not picture the situation in terms of the researchers bringing to their study of bonobo a fully adequate notion of ‘language’, their question being whether these creatures do, or can, satisfy the criteria for having this. The situation is, rather, that in finding that we can speak with bonobo – in finding that we can interact with bonobo in ways that we cannot help but characterize as ‘speaking with them’ – we learn something important about what ‘language’ is: something important about what language is, what speech is, in us. And this change in our self-understanding is not readily separated from a change in us (the self that is to be understood) that may come about through the research. I will take this in a number of steps.
    Someone might ask: ‘If the most important thing about this research is what it may teach us about ourselves would we not do better simply to study ourselves: study ourselves explicitly and directly, not by way of a study of other creatures with whom we may interact’. They might add: ‘Would this approach be, not only a more direct one, but also a more moral one. Even if the work with bonobo does not involve any cruelty to them, it certainly involves removing them from their natural habitat and the form of life that is proper to them in a way that is, at best, going to call for some serious justification’. The authors have some interesting (and no doubt controversial) things to say about such appeals to the notion of the ‘natural’ (Segerdahl et al, 2005, p. 202). Rather than pursue that, however, I want to consider their grounds for believing that studying the bonobo is a way to come to understand ourselves – we human beings – better. 
   A central thought here is this: ‘Precisely because we are confronted with language where we do not expect to find it – in forms of everyday life shared with bonobo - ape language research opens our eyes to dimensions of language neglected by our Western intellectual tradition.’ (Ibid., p. 4). We, or at least some of us, are inclined towards an over-intellectualized view of language: one that identifies the essential thing about language as being vocabulary and, above all, complex grammatical structure. This tendency may have a number of connected roots. Some relate to features of the professional culture of scientific research – in particular, a need to bypass any dependence on ‘subjective human reactions’ of the researcher - in ways on which I touched earlier. Rather different pressure may come from the idea that the most important feature of some phenomenon – what, in that sense, is essential to it – must be something that marks it off from other phenomena. This idea may lead us to suppose that we see what is most important about language in features, such as complex grammar, that are manifestly absent in other phenomena that are in some way related (such as the babbling of a baby) yet are clearly not language. Moving up a level, we may suppose that the most important thing about us – we human beings – must be something that marks us off from all other creatures: the suggestion that it is language that is the decisive difference having, of course, a long history. But the idea that the most important feature of some phenomenon must be something that marks it off from others is not one that we have to accept [7]. At any rate, there is no reason to rule out in advance the possibility that much that is most important in human life is to be found in some form in the lives of non-human creatures. 
    The Kanzi researchers suggest, first, that language is one such feature, and, second, that seeing it in the life of a creature that is in many ways significantly different from ourselves – seeing it in a form in which some of what normally, in our own experience, ‘surrounds’ it is absent – what is fundamental to language stands out more clearly. In seeing that what is going on between Kanzi and us is unmistakably talk we may come to see what is going on in linguistic interactions between human beings in a different light: in a light in which, for example, the complex grammatical structures that are (sometimes) involved are less prominent, and the gestures, facial expression, and so on in which the talk is embedded are more so [8]. Our sense of what it is for something to be ‘language’, and perhaps, with that, our use of the word ‘language’, may change [9]. More generally, our encounter with creatures such as the bonobo may prompt a rethinking of contrasts – ‘nature and culture’, ‘body and mind’, ‘gesture and speech’ - that may structure our thought over a wide area. (It is simply the other side of this that where the contrasts, in their familiar philosophical form, are deeply entrenched in our thought, they may inhibit our appreciation of what is to be found in such encounters. See (King, 2002, p. 87))
   It might be replied: 
Having a grammar in a rich sense may not be crucial to what is most important in the place that this phenomenon – language – has in our lives. What is most important to that place may be, as we might express this, features of its physical embodiment. But this is quite consistent with an acknowledgement that it is having a grammar that makes this thing language: with the claim that if something does not have this it is not language. And if that is how things are, if we want to determine whether bonobo can develop language it is this that we must look for.

But what kind of basis could such a claim about what is essential to something’s being language have? The things that we encounter in everyday life and that we unhesitatingly take to be language have a number of features: they have grammatical structure, they have dictionaries that may be consulted, they play a central role of a huge variety of kinds in interactions between creatures ranging from greetings to papers at scientific conferences, they also have a written form, and so on. So long as we lead relatively sheltered lives there may be no need for, indeed no place for, a question: which of those are essential to its being language? It is only when we are confronted by creatures (human or non-human) whose lives display some but not other of these features that the question arises. Now it might not be totally groundless to say that something that lacks a written form is not language – writing is, after all, a central feature of what language is in our (whose?) lives. Similarly, though perhaps with rather better grounds, it might not be totally groundless to say that something that lacks a complex grammatical structure is not language. Indeed, there may be particular theoretical contexts in which this terminology has much to be said for it. If we resist such a move – resist the insistence that this is a necessary condition for something’s being ‘language’ - it will be on the grounds that the absence of rich grammatical structure (or of a written form) does not detract from the central importance of something in the character of interactions between members of the group that is common to their lives and ours. And while there are no doubt other ways in which what is common might be marked – while we could, in principle, simply hand the words ‘language’, ‘speech’, and so on over to the specialist whose focus is on grammatical structure, and adopt some other terminology for our purposes here – there may be good reasons for refusing to do so. We might struggle to find other ways of speaking of what is going on in our interactions with the bonobo that are at all adequate to the phenomenon. With this, this range of words has rich connotations: connotations that may be central to their meaning in a way such that they cannot simply be discarded at will. We may, then, do well to use them in a way that honours those connotations so far as possible. For example, the question of whether a creature has language, or the capacity for language, is (rightly or wrongly) linked in the minds of many with questions about the forms of treatment or respect that it may deserve. To the extent that this is so it is vital that we are clear whether the scientist who reports the results of her research might be using key terms in ways that are not in complete harmony with how we are inclined to take them: absolutely clear, that is, about what we are being told when we are informed that a certain species does, or does not, have the capacity for ‘language’ [10]. 
    Finally, I want to return to my suggestion that one of the striking features of the Kanzi language project is the way in which it involves a challenge to our conception of the ‘we’ when we make reference to how we speak. I remarked earlier that the word ‘language’ is our word, and so that if our question is whether the bonobo in this study have language there cannot possibly be anything objectionable in answering it by appeal to the standards embodied in our use of the word ‘language’: indeed, if we did anything else we would not be answering that question. It might be added that it is an inescapable platitude that any terminology employed by human beings is bound to be a terminology that expresses our, human, interests. While it may well be that our interests stand in need of some developing, and that the encounter with the bonobo may make a profound contribution to that, however they develop they will still be the interests of we human beings, and the language that we speak will still be an expression of those, perhaps radically modified, interests. And the fact that the ways in which we speak reflect those, human, interests rather than the interests of a dog or a whale is no more something to be regretted or embarrassed about than is the fact that my expression of joy on receiving some good news is my expression of joy (rather than that of the man who lives next door.)
    If one takes it to be obvious that any language we speak is bound to be one that reflects the interests of human beings, one should, I think, also find it obvious that the language that a Scotsman speaks is bound to be one that reflects the interests of a Scot, the language that an athlete speaks one that reflects the interests of an athlete, and the language that I speak one that reflects my interests. And while there is, no doubt, some kind of truth in all of those, the examples should remind us that speech is a communal activity and that there is no necessity in the relevant community being specified, in all cases, by the term ‘we human beings’. In practice, there is a sense in which it is, in fact, never all human beings that make up that community. (Though some of the ways in which we fall short of that ideal may be manifestly something that merits reproach.) And one aspect of the significance of the work with Kanzi, and of the lives of others who in some more or less rich sense live with creatures of some non-human species, is the possibility that they may challenge the ‘we’ of ‘we human beings’ in the other direction. Thus, Segerdahl et al stress that in the researchers’ interactions with the bonobo a new, intermediary, Pan/Homo culture developed. Now a community of human beings and bonobo will share a life that is, inevitably, different in important respects from any life shared solely by human beings or solely by bonobo [11]. The differences between that shared life and the shared life of a group of English speaking human beings will be expressed (will be embodied), in part, in differences in the language spoken. The point here is not simply that our language may be transformed in certain respects by our interactions with the bonobo. The point is, further, that in speaking of ‘our’ language we (that is: those closely involved in Pan/Homo culture) will no longer be speaking of the language of a particular group of human beings. ‘Our’ vocabulary, including our specifically linguistic vocabulary – ‘tell’, ‘ask’, ‘reply’, ‘promise’, and the term ‘language’ itself – will no longer be simply that of a human community; and the standards embodied in it (in so far as standards are embodied it) will no longer be specifically human ones: or better, those to whom we must answer in our use of that language is not restricted to other human beings [12].
Footnotes

1. For other useful discussions, with which I am in broad sympathy, of this and related studies see the papers by Barbara King (King, 2002) and Stuart Shanker (Shanker, 2002) in Anthropology Beyond Culture (Fox and King, 2002). One difference between these papers and the Kanzi book – a difference that is relevant to my concerns in this chapter - is the strong emphasis in the latter on interactions between the bonobo and the human beings studying them.

2. See the discussion of the contrast between ‘generative’ and ‘interactionist’ approaches to the study of language in (Shanker, 2002, pp. 130-1, 137-8). The significance of my italicization of ‘talking’ can best be appreciated through a contrast with the following remark quoted by Shanker: ‘uttered surface forms provide evidence about the properties of the abstract rules, but do not in themselves constitute language. It is the grammar, the set of abstract rules producing the utterances, that constitutes language’ (Gopnik et al, 1997, p. 114). A consideration of the deep philosophical pressures towards such startling, though extremely common, assumptions, while very relevant to the concerns of this chapter, is beyond its scope.

3. The ‘purely’ is important. We do, of course, sometimes treat a human being as an object of disinterested scientific investigation. But we (hopefully) generally ask her permission, welcome her when she arrives, perhaps chat with her as we attach the wires, and so on. (Or at least, pay someone else to do that bit.)

4. King’s dismissal of these concerns seems to me entirely appropriate (King, 2002, p. 88); though I suspect some will find it a little too rapid.
5. For references to these, and other, uses of the term see Lynne Sharpe (Sharpe, 2005, pp. 159-67). See also The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (http://plato.stanford.edu/contents.html) entry on ‘Animal Cognition’, and The Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy (http://www.iep.utm.edu/) entry on ‘Fallacies’. 
6. The variation in usage of this term is every bit as marked as is that of the term ‘anthropomorphism’. To give a very limited indication of this variation we can note the following examples. ‘An anthropocentric value theory (or axiology), by common consensus, confers intrinsic value on human beings and regards all other things, including other forms of life, as being only instrumentally valuable, i.e., valuable only to the extent that they are means or instruments which may serve human beings’ (Callicott, 1984). A very different approach is seen in the suggestion that to call certain properties ‘anthropocentric’ is to imply that they ‘depend upon aspects of our make-up (our sense-modalities, or our sensibilities) that might be lacking to creatures with an equally discriminating grasp of how the world works’ (Price, 1986, pp. 215-228). On a related, but different, understanding, a view is ‘anthropocentric’ if it insists that ‘the value of non-personal natural (and artifactual) objects remains dependent upon human subjects’ (Nelson, 2005). 

7. The importance of this point was forcefully brought home to me by discussions with Anniken Greve.

8. Thus, I fully endorse Lynne Sharpe’s more general suggestion that: “rather than learning about others by analogy from our own case, we learn about ourselves as we learn about others, and that ‘others’ here does not refer only to human beings” (Sharpe, 2005, p. 165).
9. As, I would suggest, in coming to appreciate that what is going on between human beings whom she does not understand (French or Chinese speakers for example) is talk the child’s understanding of what ‘language’ is changes. 

10. For a closely related response to the suggestion that we would do best simply to drop the term ‘language’ from discussion of these issue see (Shanker, 2002, pp. 126, 141-4). Shanker presents a forceful case for the claim that it is important that those with ‘interactionist’ sympathies do not simply abandon the terminology of ‘language’ and ‘culture’, despite its often problematic character. For a related discussion, focusing specifically on the word ‘culture’, see (King, 2002, p. 103).

11. There may be room for questions here about the richness with which we can speak of a ‘shared life’ in a context, such as this inevitably is, in which, presumably, both parties to it, human beings and bonobo, have a more or less rich life outside the area that is shared and from which the other is, for fundamental reasons, excluded; and where, further, the area that is ‘shared’ is brought into being and sustained, for reasons of their own, by one set of the participants in it. I will only remark here that the force of such reservations depends as much, almost certainly more, on details of the functioning of the communities in question as on the fact that the ‘shared life’ in question involves more than one species.

12. In an observation that is very relevant at this point, Par Segerdahl has, in private correspondence, stressed the place that talk about language has in the Pan/Homo culture of which he has had experience: suggesting, in a way I take to be enormously plausible, that speaking about our speaking (for example, asking someone whom he meant when he said ‘she’ was late) is partly constitutive of what it is to speak. See also on this point (Shanker, 2002, p. 133).

   I am grateful to Par Segerdahl for his very helpful remarks on this point. I would like to thank Lynne Sharpe for ongoing discussions that have had a very significant impact on my thinking about these issues. I would also like to thank Patrick Cockburn and Maureen Meehan for detailed and extremely helpful comments on earlier drafts of this chapter.

