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Main: Talk to the animals 

By Avery Elizabeth Hurt 

When humans communicated with animals, we learned something important about ourselves. 

Sub: Raising chimpanzees 

In the 1960s, American scientists Allen and Beatrix Gardner began an astonishing and ambitious project. 

They adopted Washoe, an infant chimpanzee, and raised her as if she were a human baby. Washoe 

wore clothes, slept in a bed, ate in a highchair and played with toys. Most importantly, she was 

surrounded by language. The Gardners wanted to find out if Washoe could learn human language. 

Because chimpanzees can’t speak, the Gardners and other scientists who worked with Washoe used sign 

language, the communication system used by the deaf community.  

The chimps were not being trained to sign. There were no rewards or punishments for performance. 

Instead, they were immersed in a language-rich environment.  

Mary Lee Jensvold, one of the scientists who worked with Washoe, explains how this worked.  

“The Gardners simply put them in a human culture to see if they would acquire a language.”  

And it worked. Just like a human child, Washoe was soon signing away, learning new words and 

combining them in interesting ways. 

Sub: Animals using human languages 

Washoe wasn’t the only animal to learn human language, though not all researchers took the Gardner’s 

approach.  

Over the next couple of decades, more chimps and other primates, such as gorillas, learned sign 

language. Dolphins communicated with humans by whistling. Parrots just talked. But all these studies 

had one thing in common: humans were able to use human languages to communicate with animals.  

Sub: Inside animal minds 



Being able to communicate with animals gave humans a glimpse of what was going on inside those 

animals’ minds. Koko, a gorilla who used sign language, cried when she was told that her pet kitten, All 

Ball, had been hit by a car. Then she said, “Cat. Sleep.”  

Alex, a grey parrot who learned to use more than 100 English words, said, “I wanna go back,” when he 

was dropped off for short stay at the veterinarian’s office.  

Washoe talked to her dolls, and sometimes to herself. When she was grown, Washoe taught her 

adopted son, Loulis, to sign.  

“These studies taught us that [animals] are thinking, emotional beings much like humans,” explains 

Mary Lee. “They have preferences and feelings. I can talk to them about what they want to eat, what 

they want to do. They can talk about the past and anticipate future events. Because we shared language 

with animals, we now know these things.” 

 

Pull-out: Clever Hans 

Clever Hans was a German horse who lived around the turn of the 20th century. He became an 

international sensation when he appeared to be able to solve simple maths problems. For example, if 

his owner asked him to multiply three and three, Hans would tap nine times with his hoof.  

A psychologist, Oskar Pfungst, noticed that Hans could correctly answer questions only if his owner 

knew the answers, too. And if the owner stood behind a curtain when he questioned Hans, the horse 

was not so good at maths.  

It was not, however, a case of fraud. Hans’s owner was innocent, and Hans really was clever. The 

horse was picking up on subtle clues, such as the way his owner relaxed slightly or lifted his head 

when Hans reached the right number of taps.  

Hans was not a mathematical genius. But he was a genius at understanding human body language – a 

skill that horses might find more useful than doing sums.  

 



Sub: In doubt 

The excitement waned as many critics began to doubt that Washoe, Alex and the other animals were 

really using language.  

They questioned the methods researchers used and claimed that researchers were, perhaps 

unconsciously, helping their animal subjects. Many people questioned the whole idea that animals were 

intelligent, much less capable of using human language. 

The researchers didn’t claim the studies were perfect.  

“It was a brand-new field,” says Irene Pepperberg, the scientist who worked with Alex. “We were just 

learning how to design experiments. Some things needed to be changed.”  

But because of these criticisms, they didn’t get a chance. Funding for the research dried up. This also 

meant that other scientists were unable to do the same experiments to verify the results.  

“Those of us who survived,” says Irene, “switched to studying cognitive [thinking] processes. We were 

no longer able to study language acquisition in animals.” 

Sub: Back to the wild 

Today researchers still study animal communication, but now they are more likely to study how those 

animals communicate with each other in the wild, rather than with humans in a lab. This may not be as 

exciting as communicating with animals using human language, but it is more ethical.  

The animals in language studies were treated very well. The researchers did everything they could to 

make their lives pleasant. Still, Mary Lee says, the experiments like the one with Washoe and her family 

should never be done again.  

“Chimps should never be taken from the wild and put in captivity,” says Mary Lee. “It’s a miserable life. 

Despite all we do to make their lives better, they still don’t have agency and freedom. Nearly all captive 

chimps have some kind of mental health disorder.” 

However, the work wasn’t wasted. Mary Lee says there’s still plenty of data to dig through for more 

insights into the minds of our animal friends. More importantly, she says, “We learned to see ourselves 



as human animals, and we learned how we fit in nature. We are closer than we were to being a 

compassionate society.” 

A glimpse inside the minds of animals has forced us to think more deeply about what kind of animals we 

humans are, about what we eat, how we do medical research, how we test medications and cosmetics, 

and how we treat the natural environment and the other animals we share it with. Those brief years 

when humans really did talk to the animals may have changed humans forever.  

Pull-out: Friends of Washoe 

Washoe died in 2007. But Mary Lee Jensvold still works with and cares for the remaining members of 

Washoe’s family, the chimps Tatu and Loulis. They live in Canada at the Fauna Foundation, a 

sanctuary for chimps who had previously been used in psychological or medical research. 

The non-profit organisation Friends of Washoe supports Tatu and Loulis, works to improve conditions 

for all captive apes, and tries to help humans and all non-human animals coexist peacefully.  

You can find out more at friendsofwashoe.org and faunafoundation.org.  

 

 


