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t’s still legal to buy our closest
living relatives as pets,” declared
Jane Goodall, the renowned prima-
tologist. “You can buy them on the
Internet.” She spoke at a symposium

on “The Evolving Legal Status of Chim-
panzees” cosponsored by Harvard Law
School’s Student Animal Legal Defense
Fund and the nonprofit Chimpanzee Col-
laboratory; the September conference ex-
plored legal protections (and lack of
same) for the great apes, a subcategory of
primates that includes chimpanzees,
bonobos, gorillas, orangutans—and, ac-
cording to some proponents, humans.

In fact, human and chimpanzee DNA
are 98.7 percent identical, a biological fact
that has supported the use of these pri-
mates in laboratory research. Goodall,
however, claimed that such studies have
not produced major scientific advances. “I
want a new mindset,” she said. “We need
to recognize that animal medical research
hasn’t helped that much.” (For a broad
discussion of this issue, see “Animal Re-
search,” January-February 1999, page 48.)

Goodall’s landmark study of chim-
panzees in Tanzania helped redefine the
boundaries between animals and humans,
the very boundaries that were the sympo-
sium’s focal point. The event attracted pri-
matologists like Richard Wrangham,
Moore professor of biological anthropol-
ogy, who directs the Kibale Chimpanzee
Project in Uganda, as well as legal figures
such as Stephen Wise, who taught the first
animal-rights law class at Harvard, in 2000,
and Frankfurter professor of law Alan Der-
showitz. Most speakers took as given that
chimpanzees can communicate and emote,
and that their rights should be expanded.

“This is all stuff we’ve known for 35
years,” said Roger Fouts, professor of
psychology at Central Washington
University and author of Next of Kin, a
book about his experiences while
teaching American Sign Language to a
chimpanzee named Washoe. “Chimps
talk,” he said. “Big deal. This is what
they do.” Gorillas talk, too; in the
1970s, a Stanford graduate student,
Penny Patterson, taught sign language
to a gorilla named Koko. (For Goodall,
the divide between humans and other
primates is slight; at one point she re-
ferred to “Washoe and Koko and peo-
ple like that.”) Fouts accused the emi-
nent MIT linguist Noam Chomsky, a
vocal critic of the notion that chim-
panzees possess verbal communica-
tion faculties, of “pandering to human
arrogance in order to sell books.”

Several speakers, including Der-
showitz and Goodall, compared the chim-
panzees’ situation with that of slaves in
nineteenth-century America. Going even
further, Fouts drew an analogy to Nazi
Germany: “We abuse animals to make
ourselves feel better, and we justify it,” he
said—just as Nazis justified their attacks
on Jews and the mentally retarded.

Dershowitz argued that animals do not
have inherent rights, but rather rights vis-
à-vis people. In other words, because
great apes can show that they suffer, and
because people can see that they suffer, it
would be humane to make laws to pre-
vent that suffering. “You can’t really make
the argument that animals have the right
to live,” he said. “If we did, humans would
have to protect the smaller animals in the
jungle from the larger animals.”

Politically, the great apes are making
some gains. The Uniform Trust Act of
2000 allows designation of an animal as
the beneficiary of a trust. About 25 U.S.
universities now offer classes in animal-
rights law and Oxford University Press
will publish an animal-rights-law anthol-
ogy, edited by Cass Sunstein ’75, J.D. ’78,
and Martha Nussbaum, Ph.D. ’75, this
coming fall. Not only do federal regula-
tions issued by the Department of Agri-
culture prohibit keeping chimpanzees in
psychologically harmful environments,
but the National Institutes of Health 
has announced a $24-million, 10-year
grant to fund the country’s first convales-
cent home for chimpanzees: Chimp
Haven, a 200-acre site in the Louisiana
rainforest, will shelter 800 chimpanzees
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durable, very do-it-yourself,” Anderson
explains. “We may even get the neighbors
to help with the installation.”

Although pleased with the competi-
tion’s objectives—and his students’ de-
sign—France remains discouraged by
the community’s general unwillingness

to embrace storm-water management
strategies even as individuals readily
complain about flooding. “Walk around.
How many people are using rain bar-
rels?” he asks. “Even Harvard”—with its
many flat roofs and sloped lawns with
drains emptying directly into the

Charles—“is a poor environmental citi-
zen.”                             �catherine dupree

e-mail addresses:
rfrance@gsd.harvard.edu
anderson@gsd.harvard.edu
gnewman@gsd.harvard.edu
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that have survived medical experiments. 
Yet the great apes’ home territories are

endangered around the world: the rainfor-
est is still disappearing at an alarming
rate. Goodall mentioned an active black-
market trade in “bush meat”—apes killed
by poachers—in the Congo River basin.
“The conservation strategies we’re using
are not working,” said Wrangham.

What may help is to have as many hu-
mans as possible meet an ape face to face.
Goodall told of a pivotal encounter she
had many years ago. Crawling through
brush in Africa, she was chasing a chim-
panzee and sensing that the animal feared
her. When she finally caught up to it,
human and ape faced off for a moment;
then, the chimpanzee reached out and
squeezed Goodall’s hand in a gesture of
reassurance. “At that moment,” said
Goodall, her voice betraying the awe she
felt long ago, “I knew I had gained the
trust of a wild chimpanzee.” What’s
more, she instantly understood that the
gesture made sense to her because it was
spoken in a common language, inherited
from a common ancestor. In the end,
Goodall believes, such encounters will
convince humans that apes can indeed
communicate. After meeting a chim-
panzee up close, and perhaps even hold-
ing its hand, “People never, ever get over
it,” she said. “They’re changed for life.”

�elizabeth gudrais

for symposium coverage, visit:
www.chimpcollaboratory.org
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Amos Tuck School of Business
www.tuck.dartmouth.edu/bridge

Ann Wood 
www.annwoodthematchmaker.com

Areté Leadership Institute
University of Denver
www.areteleadership.org

BCT Scenic Walking
www.bctwalk.com

Brookhaven at Lexington
www.aboutbrookhaven.org 

Cadbury Commons
www.cadburycommons.com

Carol Woods
www.carolwoods.org

Choate Rosemary Hall 
Summer Programs

www.choate.edu/summer

Chrysler Pacifica
www.pacifica.chrysler.com

Coldwell Banker
Cambridge/Currier

www.beehome.com

Coldwell Banker
Cambridge/Olson

www.coldwellbanker-Cambridge.com

Emma Willard School 
www.emmawillard.org

Fiduciary Trust International
www.fiduciarytrust.com

The Glenlivet
www.theglenlivet.com

Global Financial Concepts
www.globalfinancial.com

Gregorian Oriental Rugs
www.atgregorian.com

Hammond Real Estate
www.hammondre.com

Harvard Alumni Association
Travel-Study Program

www.haa.harvard.edu

Harvard Club of Boston
www.harvardclub.com

Harvard Life Income Plans
www.haa.harvard.edu/hcf/

html/lifeinc.html

Holland Balanced Fund
www.hollandbalancedfund.com

The Inn at Harvard
www.theinnatharvard.com

Leopolis Press
www.aulam.org

Maserati
www.maseratiusa.com

North Hill Retirement
www.northhill.org

The Right Stuff
www.rightstuffdating.com

RiverWoods at Exeter
www.riverwoods-exeter.org

Rotalis
www.rotalis.com

The Single Gourmet
www.singlegourmet.com 

Spoleto Study Abroad
www.spoletostudyabroad.com

TheSquare
www.thesquare.com

Summer Institute 
for the Gifted

www.giftedstudy.com

T. Rowe Price
www.troweprice.com 

The Village at Duxbury
www.welchhrg.com/villageatduxbury 

WIMCO
www.wimco.com

Studio Yoshiko
www.studioyoshiko.com

Network with Harvard Magazine

 Reprinted from Harvard Magazine. For copyright and reprint information, contact Harvard Magazine, Inc. at 617-495-5746.


