
 How Like Us Need They Be? 
 

The behavioral repertoire of nonhuman primates is highly evolved and includes 
advanced problem-solving capabilities, complex social relationships, and sensory acuity 

equal or superior to humans.1 
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Few individuals with more than a passing knowledge of who monkeys and apes are 
would argue with the assertion made by Burbacher and Grant. But such an understanding 
tends to segregate people into one of two groups. Either, like Burbacher and Grant, they 
see the close similarities between human and nonhuman primates as an opportunity for 
exploitation, or else, like a growing segment of society, they see the affinities between 
the primate species as cause for concern, especially in light of the ways that those in the 
first group are taking advantage of them. 
  
When the philosopher Jeremy Bentham wrote: 
 

The day may come, when the rest of the animal creation may acquire those 
rights which never could have been withholden from them but by the hand 
of tyranny. The French have already discovered that the blackness of the 
skin is no reason why a human being should be abandoned without redress 
to the caprice of a tormentor (see Lewis XIV's Code Noir). It may come 
one day to be recognized, that the number of the legs, the villosity of the 
skin, or the termination of the os sacrum, are reasons equally insufficient 
for abandoning a sensitive being to the same fate. What else is it that 
should trace the insuperable line? Is it the faculty of reason, or, perhaps, 
the faculty of discourse? But a full-grown horse or dog is beyond 
comparison a more rational, as well as a more conversable animal, than an 
infant of a day, or a week, or even a month, old. But suppose the case were 
otherwise, what would it avail? the question is not, Can they reason? nor, 
Can they talk? but, Can they suffer?2 

 
he meant that the similarities between species, even between races, are, in fact, the point 
on which decisions regarding our interactions with others should turn.  
 
Burbacher and Grant are representative of the group that sees similarity as an opportunity 
to exploit without much pause for the ethical questions that, for others, spring so readily 
to the fore. Burbacher and Grant reinforce their position quite strongly: 
 

Nonhuman primates are capable of advanced behaviors that share 
important and fundamental parallels with humans. These parallels include 
highly developed cognitive abilities and binding social relationships. The 
behavioral repertoire of these animals makes them valuable models for 
research on the functional effects of exposure to neurotoxic agents.3 

 



Apparently, the “important and fundamental parallels” and the “highly developed 
cognitive abilities and binding social relationships” that many primate species share are 
insufficient, in the minds of Burbacher and Grant, to suggest, by way of Bentham, that 
these animals should not be “abandoned without redress to the caprice of a tormentor.” 
The neurotoxic agents considered by Burbacher and Grant include methylmercury, 
methanol, PCBs, lead, as well as other neuroactive agents such as cocaine, LSD, 
morphine, and PCP. They comment, “Drugs such as phencyclidine (PCP) produced an 
overall disruptive effect on all test measures.” 
 
The cognitive abilities of monkeys and apes have increasingly been shown to be 
strikingly like the cognitive abilities of humans. Some of those uncovering these abilities 
have realized that there is an implication to such discovery. Fagot, Wasserman and 
Young, writing with regard to their own work on abstract conceptualization in baboons 
note: “To be sure, the stakes are high. What is at issue is no arcane point, but the very 
distinction between the minds of human beings and nonhuman animals.”4 
 
As the distinction between the mind of a human and the mind of a monkey becomes more 
subtle and less easily defined, in all but terms of quantity, it becomes ever more obvious 
that the moral distinctions we make during our dealings with the two groups likewise 
must become more carefully considered. This, also, is no arcane point. Approximately 
sixty thousand nonhuman primates are used in the U.S. alone every year for various 
scientific and educational purposes.5 The methods used to raise, house, and utilize these 
animals are inherently cruel.6 These practices result in much mental duress and, not 
uncommonly, physical pain and death. 
 
Harry Harlow used the similarity between rhesus monkey and human infants to study the 
nature of love. He understood clearly, even in 1958, that the two species’ similarities are 
such that what is learned about the emotions and psyches of one species informs us of the 
emotions and psyches of the other. 
 

The macaque infant differs from the human infant in that the monkey is 
more mature at birth and grows more rapidly; but the basic responses 
relating to affection, including nursing, contact, clinging, and even visual 
and auditory exploration, exhibit no fundamental differences in the two 
species. Even the development of perception, fear, frustration, and 
learning capability follows very similar sequences in rhesus monkeys and 
human children.7 
 

Harlow used these similarities to the detriment of the baby monkeys on whom he 
experimented. He showed that rhesus monkeys reared without contact with others – 
monkeys or humans – developed severe mental problems and behavioral aberrations. He 
apparently missed altogether, the most profound implication of his work – the moral 
implications raised by the similarity of emotional need between the species. He seems to 
have missed the implication implicit in the truth that what is learned about one of the 
primate species’ mind informs us of the minds of the other species. Thus, what would 
hurt us also hurts them in very similar and familiar ways.  



 
This similarity and familiarity with the minds of other primates is not surprising. Charles 
Darwin pointed out there should be a continuum of attributes throughout all species, with 
the most similar attributes being found in the nearest relatives. We should be able to 
recognize the emotions being experienced by chimpanzees and monkeys precisely 
because we are all so closely related. This close relationship means that much about us, 
about the way we perceive and feel, is the same.  
 
Researchers studying the neurological basis of emotion have exploited our similarities in 
a manner that suggests that they too have missed the more profound implications of the 
familial relationship that exists within the primate order. David Amaral, at the University 
of California, Davis, and Ned Kalin, at the University of Wisconsin, Madison, 
experiment on the emotion centers of monkeys’ brains. The techniques used by these 
scientists are similar. 
 
The amygdala is the almond-shaped region of the brain involved in basic emotions such 
as fear, anger and aggression. There is an amygdala in each hemisphere of the brain. 
Amaral and Kalin destroy or otherwise damage these structures in monkeys’ brains and 
then observe the changes in the monkeys’ behavior.  
 
The monkeys used by Kalin and Amaral are macaques. These monkeys have amygdalae 
relatively larger than human amygdalae8. Comparative neurophysiology suggests that the 
emotions experienced by these animals are more intense and central to their lives than are 
the emotions experienced by humans.9 As relatively reduced as emotional experiences 
must be in humans, they are recognized as being a fundamental part of our innermost 
being. 
 
Kalin provides a description of one facet of his work: 
 

“In nonhuman primates, we are examining behavioral and physiological 
correlates of human anxiety. We have identified a fearful endophenotype 
that is characterized by high levels of trait anxiety, a specific pattern of 
prefrontal brain electrical activity, and increased levels of stress hormones 
in the blood and in the brain. We have developed new techniques to 
selectively lesion the primate amygdala and these studies have provided 
new insights into the role of the amygdala in mediating acute fearful 
responses as compared to states of long term anxiety.”10 

 
Amaral et al. write: 
 

The amygdaloid complex is a prominent temporal lobe region that is 
associated with "emotional" information processing. Studies in the rodent 
have also recently implicated the amygdala in the processing and 
modulation of pain sensation, the experience of which involves a 
considerable emotional component in humans. In the present study, we 
sought to establish the relevance of the amygdala to pain modulation in 



humans by investigating the contribution of this region to antinociceptive 
processes in nonhuman primates. Using magnetic resonance imaging 
guidance, the amygdaloid complex was lesioned bilaterally in six rhesus 
monkeys (Macaca mulatta) through microinjection of the neurotoxin 
ibotenic acid. This procedure resulted in substantial neuronal cell loss in 
all nuclear subdivisions of this structure.11 

 
Amaral writes to justify one federal grant with an implicit statement of the similarity 
between monkeys and humans: 
 

[C]omplete amygdala lesions will be produced in neonatal macaque 
monkeys. The effects of these lesions on mother-infant and juvenile-
juvenile interactions will be evaluated. Future studies (when the neonates 
have matured) will analyze dyadic and tetradic social interactions and thus 
allow comparisons of the severity of effects of neonatal or mature 
amygdala lesions on social behavior. During these experiments, the 
pituitary-adrenal activation of lesioned and control monkeys in response to 
social and restraint stressors will also be analyzed. These studies will 
provide important insights into the neurobiology of normal social behavior 
and may contribute to an understanding of pathologies of social 
communication in disorders such as autism.12 

 
The similarities between the primate species’ minds, emotions, and social behaviors are 
being relied on and used as justifications for modern experiments on the brains of awake, 
usually restrained, monkeys. Commonly, the monkeys are required to perform some 
cognitive task in order to receive a small food reward or a few drops of liquid. It is a 
standard procedure in these types of studies to deprive the monkeys of food and/or water 
in order to motivate them to perform for the vivisector. The clear recognition that 
monkeys and humans have minds and thought processes that are very similar motivates 
some scientists to utilize them as experimental subjects in these ways, as at the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology: 
 

The ability to abstract principles or rules from direct experience allows 
behaviour to extend beyond specific circumstances to general situations. 
For example, we learn the 'rules' for restaurant dining from specific 
experiences and can then apply them in new restaurants. The use of such 
rules is thought to depend on the prefrontal cortex (PFC) because its 
damage often results in difficulty in following rules. Here we explore its 
neural basis by recording from single neurons in the PFC of monkeys 
trained to use two abstract rules. 13 

 
Advances in technology are allowing scientists to make ever-finer measurements of 
physiological processes in alert monkeys engaging in cognitive acts. Much of what is 
known regarding the neurophysiologic similarities of the primates is a result of these 
technological advances, and an argument might be made that it is only in recent years that 



the profundity of the discoveries has begun to amass into a noticeable body of evidence. 
But this is not the case at all. 
 
The close mental, emotional, and behavioral similarities between humans and other 
primate species has been well known for many years, while careful scientific observation 
and experimentation have been demonstrating these facts for nearly a century. Wolfgang 
Kohler, whose investigations Jane Goodall has cited14 as among the most important in the 
literature, wrote in 1925 that: “The chimpanzees manifest intelligent behavior of the 
general kind familiar in human beings.”15  
 
In the early 1960’s scientists were subjecting monkeys, increasingly, to experiments that 
displayed the emotional vulnerability and cognitive depths of these animals. Harlow’s 
decades-long career as well as his success at inspiring young experimental psychologists, 
resulted in an explosion of papers associated with maternal and social deprivation and 
stress, particularly in infants. These scientists were exploiting what they already believed 
to be true regarding the similarity between the emotional fragility of infant monkeys and 
humans.16 
 
Masserman, Wechkin, and Terris published the results of a study that underscores the fact 
that those who were experimenting on monkeys, even forty years ago, clearly expected 
them to behave as humans might in similar situations. Rhesus monkeys were trained to 
pull on one of two chains, depending on the color of a flashing light, in order to receive 
food. After training, another monkey was displayed through a one-way mirror. 
 
By pulling the chains in the correct fashion, the first monkey would receive the food 
reward, but one of the chains now delivered a powerful and painful electric shock to the 
other monkey. It was discovered that most of the monkeys would not shock another 
monkey even if it meant not being able to eat. One of the animals went without food for 
twelve days rather than hurting his or her companion. Monkeys who had been shocked 
in previous experiments themselves were even less willing to pull the chain and subject 
others to such torment.17 (The scientists who had seen monkeys shocked, however, 
continued to test more monkeys in the box.)   
 
If evidence for the close similarity between a human’s and a nonhuman’s mind and sense 
of self was observed and published so long ago, and if continuing experimentation has 
contributed to and expanded that understanding throughout the century, why hasn’t 
something been done to bring our treatment of these animals more in line with the 
guidelines we tend to employ when dealing with those in society less able to care for 
themselves and assert their own interests? 
 
The answer to this question is moderately complex. Primate vivisection increased rapidly 
in the 1950’s and 1960’s. Prior to this time the availability of monkeys was more limited 
and many fewer researchers were using these exotic animals. This changed largely due to 
the importation of many thousands of monkeys for polio research18 as well as the U.S. 
government’s decision to keep pace or surpass the Soviet’s primate-based biomedical 
research programs. In the early sixties the U.S. government began funding facilities for 



the breeding, housing, and utilization of monkeys and apes for research purposes. Today, 
federally funded projects around the country maintain many thousands of monkeys and 
make them available to government-funded researchers.19 A few large private primate 
suppliers and consumers of primates imported over sixty-four thousand monkeys between 
1995 and 2000.20 
 
Part of the answer to the question lies in the fact that the number and type of experiments 
on primates has increased to such a degree in such a short time. The public’s awareness 
of the issue was less informed simply because many fewer experiments were being 
performed and much less information concerning the minds and emotions of these 
animals was being published. Now, more people are being exposed to, more people are 
being made aware of, and also more people are deciding to participate in these studies 
than only a few decades ago. 
 
Another factor is the absence of checks and balances, no bureaucratic or regulatory 
mechanisms are in place to assess the information or consider the implications of the 
body of evidence and guide our policies in this area. Without such a mechanism, the 
federal government continues to promote primate research, provide animals to 
researchers, make funds available, and invent reasons to use primates in harmful 
experiments.21 There is nothing built into the system to regulate it in any moral manner, 
to evaluate current knowledge and consider the implications for new proposals. Those in 
a position to raise any doubt are themselves financially and professionally interested in 
seeing the practice continue, and they work within a community of equally interested 
individuals. 
  
Within the private sphere there are professional organizations that should be monitoring 
scientific endeavor and providing leadership to lawmakers and the public with regard to 
the discoveries that animals other than humans have minds and emotions so similar to our 
own that experimenting on them, that keeping them in concentration-like conditions,22 
that killing them and harming them to further our own real or perceived interests is as 
unthinkably immoral as it would be if humans were being treated in similar ways. These 
organizations include the American Veterinary Medical Association, the American 
Association for Laboratory Animal Science, and the American Society of Primatology. 
They each have members claiming to be primate experts. 
 
The American Veterinary Medical Association (AVMA) has not published a position 
specific to the use of primates in research. The AVMA lumps all animals together and 
states: “We oppose unnecessary restrictions on the use of animals in scientific research” 
but remains mute on what “unnecessary” might mean. Given the close similarity between 
the primate species, it is apparent that restrictions are necessary. Given the Association’s 
claim that it is the authorized voice for the profession23 and the claim that veterinarians 
have an ethical duty to: “[F]irst consider the needs of the patient: to relieve disease, 
suffering, or disability while minimizing pain or fear,”24 it seems that this possible check 
on the use of these animals has failed completely. The public tends to view veterinarians 
as animal experts; the Association’s silence in this area might be seen by policy-makers 
in Congress as support for the status quo, which it probably is. 



 
The American Association for Laboratory Animal Science (AALAS) is the professional 
organization for animal technicians and veterinarians working in laboratory settings. The 
only reasons the organization might be expected to speak out for these animals is the 
intimacy that the members have with the many ways the animals are harmed and the fact 
that the public (mistakenly) expects veterinarians to be advocates for animals. But, the 
members are financially beholden to the institutions for which they work, and it is rare 
for anyone to speak out since doing so may jeopardize their livelihood. And, the members 
are generally willing and enthusiastic participants in the experiments themselves. 
 
AALAS has no policy concerning the care of, or experimentation on, primates. AALAS 
defers to federal regulation in all matters dealing with animal care and use.25 This is akin 
to the National Educational Association or the National Rifle Association allowing the 
federal government to decide what their policies concerning education or gun control 
should be. The public cannot look to AALAS for any leadership in this area.  
 
The American Society of Primatology (ASP) should be the body speaking the loudest 
about the implications raised by the notable similarities between the species. The ASP 
counts among its members: Sarah Boysen (“The present findings demonstrate that 
chimpanzees can classify natural objects spontaneously and that such classifications may 
be similar to those that would be observed in human subjects.)26; Frans de Waal (“It is 
really hard for me to imagine that they do not [have an imagination]. Chimpanzees are 
very innovative creatures - they deceive each other (and us!) all the time and invent many 
different games for themselves. All of these abilities require some degree of forethought 
to what might be the outcome of an action.”)27; Roger Fouts (“Humans and chimpanzees 
differ in their intelligence by degree, not in the kind of mental processes.”)28; Robert 
Ingersol (“Nim’s last words to me were, ‘Out—Hurry—Key—There…. Key—Out’, very 
sad.  Nim passed away March 10, 2000.  I did not expect that he would die at a very 
young twenty-six years old since chimps usually live well beyond forty years quite 
regularly. It has taken me this entire year to be able to speak and now write about Nim.  
He was my friend. Maybe my closest friend. He taught me about right and good, and trust 
and certainty, and he taught me what true friends are.  Life long friendship, and if you 
had ever seen us together you would know what I mean.  I knew Nim for twenty-two of 
his twenty-six years.”)29; Vernon Reynolds (“There is no satisfactory way to convince 
ourselves of our separate nature, to be certain we feel or experience something they do 
not feel or experience; all the evidence points the other way, to commonality.”)30; Duane 
Rumbaugh (“Although nonhuman primates such as rhesus monkeys (Macaca mulatta) 
have been useful models of many aspects of cognition and performance, it has been 
argued that, unlike humans, they may lack the capacity to respond as predictor-operators. 
Data from the present series of experiments undermine this claim, suggesting instead a 
continuity of predictive competency between humans and nonhuman primates.”)31; and 
Shirley Strum (“I was constantly struck by how much more like humans the baboons now 
seemed. They learned through insight and observation, passing new behaviors from one 
to another both within a single lifetime and across many lifetimes. This is social tradition, 
the beginnings of what eventually became ‘culture.’”).32 
 



In spite of this thread of understanding within the ASP, the leadership is dominated by 
laboratory researchers intent on exploiting the similarities nonhuman primates share with 
us. Often, very often in fact, the leadership is involved in research of questionable value 
and blatant cruelty. At times, it seems that the leadership’s understanding of the 
complexities of monkeys’ minds, the emotional sensitivity of the animals, and the 
fragility of their developing psyches is cause for the scientists to devise the most absurd 
and deviant experiments. A paper published by a current and a past president of the 
Society is illustrative of this point. 
 
The current (as of 2001) president of the ASP is John Capitanio, a researcher at the 
California Regional Primate Research Center (CRPRC) at the University of California, 
Davis. His colleague, also at CRPRC, William Mason, is a past president of the Society 
and also a past student of Harry Harlow.  
 
The authors write: 
 

Cognitive style, reflected in the generation of novel solutions and the use 
of identifiable response strategies in problem-solving situations, was 
contrasted in rhesus monkeys (Macaca mulatta) reared individually with 
either canine companions or inanimate surrogate mothers. Four 
experiments were conducted over a 5-year period, examining problem 
solving in relatively unstructured as well as more formal situations. 
Results indicated that whereas the 2 rearing groups did not differ on most 
measures of performance, consistent response strategies were identified 
for the dog-raised monkeys. The results were compared with previously 
published data from the same monkeys demonstrating rearing group 
differences in abilities to engage in complex social interaction. The 
animate nature of the early rearing environment may facilitate the 
development of a cognitive style that influences problem-solving abilities 
in both the social and nonsocial realms.33 

 
The ASP leadership is comprised of those who conduct harmful experiments on primates 
themselves or are employed in the support of such experiments.34 Many members are 
similarly employed.35 
 
So, a second part of the answer to the question of why our treatment of these animals is 
not more in line with the guidelines we tend to employ when dealing with those in society 
less able to care for themselves and assert their own interests, is the fact that there is not a 
regulatory mechanism in place that would cause or encourage an evaluation of current 
policies, nor is there a professional organization acting on behalf of the animals – due to a 
vested interest – such as AALAC or the ASP, or else for some other, less clear reason, as 
the AVMA. 
 
These two factors – the relatively recent mounting of evidence and experiments, and the 
lack of checks or balances – reinforce the tendency in society to discount the interests of 
others. This is a third part of the answer. We tend not to notice those who have no voice 



when no voice of protest nor assertion of their rights has been raised. When a voice does 
arise, those in power tend to work to discount and marginalize it. When the issue of rights 
has arisen, whether involving race, gender, mental faculty, sexual orientation, nationality, 
religion or any other category, history is clear that the group in power has resisted the 
extension of protected status to other groups. Simply, prejudice against others, bigotry, 
the perceived protection of one’s own interests, is a fundamental aspect of human 
behavior. 
 
How like us do they have to be before the evil we do to them should be termed criminal? 
 
This question deserves an answer. Historically, the segregation of nonhuman animals has 
been based on premises that have evaporated in step with discoveries concerning the 
animals’ capabilities and characteristics. None of the reasons have been able to withstand 
close investigation and observation. Whether the claim has been that only humans use 
tools, make tools, can communicate with language, are altruistic, engage in war, have 
beliefs, engage in ritual, possess a culture, are capable of abstraction, of humor, of 
courage, of deceit, or of responsibility to others, the claims have all failed. And they have 
failed with regard to other primates precisely because, as we attempt to describe 
ourselves, we also describe those with whom we share such close and intimate ancestry. 
 
How like us do they have to be before the evil we do to them should be termed criminal? 
 
This question deserves an answer, and those with the greatest access to these animals 
should be required to answer it. And until they are willing and able to do so to the 
satisfaction of society at large, they should be compelled, legally, to cease their 
manipulations of these animals. 
 
A common concern of the vivisectors is that if primates are acknowledged to be so like us 
that we should stop our experiments on them, then where will it all stop? If chimpanzees 
are given the simplest rights today, and monkeys tomorrow, then how long will it be 
before dogs, cats, rabbits, rats, mice and flies are similarly protected? The answer must 
lie in the question: How like us do they have to be before the evil we do to them should 
be termed criminal?  
 
Those wishing to maintain a sharp distinction between humans and all other species must 
explain what it is that keeps us apart. Why are compassion, sympathy, concern, and 
justice concepts we should reserve for humans alone? Why should each of these terms be 
redefined when speaking of humans or other animals? When we speak of humane care, 
why should this term be differently applied to human children and monkeys?    
 
How like us do they have to be before the evil we do to them should be termed criminal? 
How like us need they be? 
 
The public’s awareness of the ethically significant similarities between the species is 
increasing. More people are becoming alarmed and are demanding that the government 
act to protect these animals from those who are abusing them. Over 200 organizations – 



including large national organizations and small grass roots groups – have added their 
names to a demand for an immediate moratorium on primate experimentation: 

 
A Call for an Immediate Moratorium on Primate Research 

During the last 35 years, exploitative primate research has consumed 
billions in American tax dollars while it has contributed very little to 
human welfare. 
 
It has diverted funding from non-animal research technology that could 
have been more productive and from social programs – such as drug 
rehabilitation, prenatal care, and nutrition education – that could have 
benefited, directly and indirectly, the majority of the population. 
 
While over three decades of primate-based research has not produced the 
promised cures for human diseases, it has taught us about the sensitivity of 
the nonhuman primate subjects. We now know that nonhuman primates 
have emotional responses remarkably similar to human emotional 
responses. 
 
Apes who have learned American Sign Language have used this human 
language to clearly communicate frustration, grief, and other emotions. 
There are convincing indications that nonhuman primates in experiments 
suffer as intensely, both physically and emotionally, as humans would 
suffer in the same experiments. Recognizing this, we are ethically 
compelled to stop using them in experiments. 
 
We are calling for the creation of a presidential advisory committee 
composed of primate experts and informed lay people – a panel agreed 
upon by both pro-animal and pro-research advocates – to critically 
examine the evidence and make a recommendation to the president and 
the nation regarding the ethical implications of continuing exploitative 
primate research.  
 
Until the committee's report is finalized, federal funding for primate 
research should cease.36 

 
 
 
Rick Bogle 
January, 2002 
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