






















CAN OTHER ANIMALS ACQUIRE LANGUAGE?’

Animals other than humans have not developed communications comparable to

human language. But is it possible that other animals have the capacity to learn a

language if they are adequately taught? Obviously, this is a fascinating notion.

The idea of communicating directly with another species has long been a part of

5 human folklore and children’s fantasies. But on a scientific level, the question of

whether animals can learn a language is important primarily because it relates to

the controversy between the cognitive and the learning approaches to language.

If language is dependent on and is actually an outgrowth of the intellectual

structure of the human mind, there is the strong supposition that only humans

10 are capable of using language. Therefore, Noam  Chomsky and other

psycholinguists have argued that only humans can learn a language, while most

behaviorists feel that with sufficient patience it should be possible to teach an

animal some sort of language. Although the two schools of thought clearly

differ on this point, it is not really a crucial test of the two theories. If a

15 chimpanzee can master a simple language all it would mean is that the chimp’s

intellectual capacity and brain structure are more similar to ours than we thought.

It would not necessarily imply that our intellectual structure is unimportant in

our own mastery of language. Thus, teaching an animal language is an

impressive demonstration of the power of learning technique,.but  it is not

*
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All psychic contents which either approach the threshold of consciousness

from below, or have sunk only slightly beneath it, have an effect upon our

conscious activities. Since the content itself is not conscious, these effects are

necessarily indirect. Most of our lapses of the tongue, of the pen, of memory,

45 and the like, are traceable to these disturbances, as are likewise all neurotic

symptoms. These are nearly always of psychic origin, the exceptions being

shock effects from shell-explosions and other causes. The mildest forms of

neurosis are the “lapses” already referred to--blunders of speech, the sudden

forgetting of names and dates, unexpected clumsiness leading to injuries or

50 accidents, misunderstandings of personal motives or of what we have heard or

read, and so-called hallucinations of memory which cause us to suppose

erroneously what we have said or done this or that. In all these cases a thorough

investigation can show the existence of a content which in an indirect and

unconscious way has distorted the conscious performance.

5 5 In general, therefore, an unconscious secret is more harmful than one that is

conscious. I have seen many patients in difficult situations of life which might

have driven weaker natures to suicide. These patients had at times a tendency

towards suicide, but, on account of their inherent reasonableness, would not

allow the suicide urge to come into consciousness. But it remained active in the

60 unconscious, and brought about all kinds of dangerous accidents-as for

instance an attack of faintness or hesitation in front of an advancing motorcar,

the swallowing of corrosive sublimate in the belief that it was a cough mixture, a

sudden zest for dangerous acrobatics, and so forth. When it was possible to

make the suicide leaning conscious, common-sense could helpfully intervene;
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