plicated by the fact that the rhino is a
solitary rather than a herd animal and
thus rarely breeds in areas where the
population is sparse and mates are
difficult to find.
Foot-Snare Vs. Leg-Hold Traps

The Ontario (Canada) Ministry of
Natural Resources has been engaged
in research to improve animal traps
and trapping methods since 1972. In
itial studies showed that live traps are
more economical and more selective
than quick-kill traps. However, the
most commonly used live trap, the
leg-hold, presents serious problems
when used to capture terrestrial
animals. The leg-hold tends to be non
selective, i.e., nontarget w ild and
companion animals may be trapped,
and if set by inexperienced trappers,
the leg-hold can cause severe pain
and m utilation.
The second phase of the Minis
try's trap research program was
therefore geared toward the develop
ment and testing of an alternative live
trap, the foot-snare. A recent report in
Ontario Fish and Wildlife Review
(18(3):11-22, 1 980) discusses the
results of field tests conducted to
compare the steel jaw leg-hold trap
and the new foot-snare.
Two experienced trappers inde
pendently tested both kinds of trap
during trapping seasons in 1978 and
1979. They used three kinds of sets
(dirt hole, trail, scent post), two types
of site (sandy soil, clay soil) and
checked the traps daily.
Statistical analysis of the collect
ed data revealed no difference in the
frequency of animals releasing the
leg-hold as opposed to the foot-snare,
no difference in capture rate with the
exception of skunks, which tended to
elude the foot-snare, and no dif
ference in escape rate. However, a
major difference was found in the
rate of injury sustained by captured
animals: 52% of the animals in the
leg-hold traps received cut skin,
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broken bones, or more serious injury,
while only 2% of those caught in the
foot-snare s u ffered comparable
damage. The author of the report
states: "[F]ield results to date have
shown that the foot-snare is just as ef
fective in capturing furbearers as the
leg-hold trap but with a greatly reduc
ed injury rate. Although the two trap
pers were initially skeptical of this
new device, they eventually express
ed preference for the foot-snare over
the leg-hold trap because of the foot
snare's comparable efficiency and
greater humaneness."

COMMENT

The Clever Hans
Phenomenon Conference
Susan Fowler

Ms. Fowler is the editor of LAB ANIMAL, 475 Park Ave. South, New
York, NY 10016.
Clever Hans, a horse owned by a retired schoolteacher named Wilhelm Von
Osten, became famous in the early 1900's for his extraordinary learning ability.
The horse had been taught how to read, spell and do arithmetic by the same
methods Von Osten had used with his human pupils, with the addition of a head
shaking, hoof-tapping code the horse needed to communicate with his teacher.
However, as Oscar Pfungst, a skeptical observer from the University of Ber
lin's Psychological Institute discovered, Hans did not know how to read, write
and do 'rithmetic. When Hans was given a question, he would watch Von Osten
or another questioner very closely. The horse could see that the questioner un
consciously leaned forward as he counted the hoof taps, and jerked his head
back very slightly when the right number of taps had been reached. Hans stopped
tapping when he saw that jerk.
Hans was a c lever observer and communicator, but not a good calculator.
The horse not only was unable to put two and two together, he didn't know what
a "two" was. Van Osten had misunderstood what was being communicated.
Since that time, whenever researchers have claimed that they have taught an
animal to communicate, critics have cautioned that the results may be due to the
Clever Hans Phenomenon: The researcher may have unconsciously clued the
animal into the right answer, and the animal may only know that the code can be
used to get something tasty out of the researcher, not that the different signs in
the code mean anything in themselves.
Contrail ing for Clever Hans is very important in the recent communication
research with apes and dolphins, if only because apes and dolphins are so
smart - more capable than horses of hoodwinking unwitting humans. There are
other pitfalls besides unconscious cuing in animal communication research, too,
including anthropomorphization, the ubiquitous human capacity for reading
meaning into any random sign (the basis for the Rorschach test), and simple self
deception. Another problem is having to use meaningful signs - speech, p rinted
words - to desc ribe what a meaningful sign is - tantamount to defining an eraser
as something with which you erase.
A conference on the Clever Hans Phenomenon would seem a likely place to
discuss these problems. It could have drawn savants from the wide variety 0f disINT J STUD ANIM PROB 1(6) 1980
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c i p l i nes which view the development of language and thought as im portant areas
of study- l i ngui stics, neurology, ethology, c h i ld psychol ogy, anthropology, ar
chaeology, artificial intelligence, and ape language research, for instance.
I nstead, the New York Academy of Science's "Conference on the C l ever
Hans Phenomenon: Com m u nication with Horses, Whales, Apes and People," held
last May in New York City, turned out to be an u nprofessional, u n pleasant at
tempt on the part of a semiotics professor to discredit the whole area of
ape/human com m u n i cation research.
Thomas A. Sebeok, director of the Research Center for Language and Semi
otics Studies at I nd iana U niversity, and Robert Rosenthal, Harvard professor of
social psychology, organized the conference. According to Duane Rumbaugh, an
ape com m u nication researcher and one of the invited speakers, Sebeok and his
wife had claimed in an as-yet-u npu blished manuscript that the Clever Hans
Phenomenon had confounded every contribution to the data base i n the chimp
and gori l l a studies - in other words, that apes did not have, and com m u nicate,
ideas, but only watched, i m itated and manipulated the researchers.

Setting the Stage
At the beginning, the point of the conference and its d i rection were unc lear.
The first two speakers were Heini Hed iger, an eminent zoologist from the U n iver
sity of Zurich, and Pau l Bouissac, a student of the circus from the U niversity of
Toronto. Their talks were i n teresting, but not controversial. I t seemed strange,
however, that although Hediger had no trouble understanding questioners who
agreed with him, he seemed unable to understand the English of those who were
critical of his statements.
Then Duane Rum baugh, foster parent of the computer-commu nicating
chimps, Lana, Austin and Sherman, stood up to speak. After a quiet start, he
launched into an attack on Sebeok and other critics who, he said, contrary to
good scientific practice, drew their evidence too often from secondary sources
and reported only negative results.
Sue Savage-Rumbaugh was more direct. She started her talk by saying,
"Tom Sebeok maintains that there is 'no way to assess the language skills of apes
which does not involve human cuing."' She continued: "When told of a recent
study in which Sherman and Austin were videotaped using symbols to regulate
the exchange of food - w ith no human present - he refused to view this uned ited
tape, stating that the camera angle would render the work unacceptable though
he had no idea of the camera's position nor the scope of the picture." Referring
to the Sebeoks' unpublished manuscript, which had been sent to the Rumbaughs
before the conference, Savage-Rumbaugh then said that she was obliged to forgo
presenting data she had prepared for the meeting in order to have time to re
spond to the Sebeoks' attack.
When Savage-Rumbaugh had f i n ished, Sebeok promptly took the floor to
say that her polemics were "empty" because she had no data to present. Savage
Rumbaugh asked him why he and Jean U m i ker-Sebeok had not come to see the
Rumbaughs' lab before writing their critique. Sebeok said that they had not been
inv ited. A l ittle l ater, however, he adm itted that he and his wife d i d not go to labs
anymore, invited or not, because "the labs stage situations."
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More A ttacks
This sort of vind ictive behavior continued throughout the two-day confer
ence. When Marcello Truzzi, a sociologist from Eastern Michigan U niversity, crit
icized how the conference had been set up, Sebeok made his most unpleasant at
tack on the animal commu n i cation researchers: One of the final problems Truzzi
posed, in his talk was the question of when to i nvestigate an u n l i kely c l a i m , that
of a flying elephant, for example. It would depend on the circumstances and on
the person who claimed to have seen this m i raculous elephant, he said. For exam
ple, a drunk suffering from delirium tremens would not be a reliable witness. A
circus i n the center of town and a w i n c h and crane nearby might explain a child's
claim. On the other hand, what would you do if a calm, generally unim pression
able colleague calls you up and says, "Listen, you're not going to believe this, but .
I swear I just saw a flying elephant?" Truzzi answered his own question: "There
are probably no Dumbos around, but if you generally trust the man, you have to
believe he saw something and you m ight be w i l l i ng to find out what it was."
Sebeok stood up during the question and answer period and started talking
about this question of Dumbos. A few sentences into his explication, "Dum bo"
had inexplicably changed to "Rum baugh" (the names rhyme).
Truzzi (i nterrupting): Dumbo the flying elephant, you mean.
Sebeok: Yes, "Rumbaugh," the flying elephant. As I was saying
Truzzi: Am I hearing you right? You're saying Rumbaugh?
Sebeok: Yes, I'm saying Rumbaugh. As I was saying . . . .
T h e last speaker, magician J ames Randi, ha-d made h i s scientific reputation,
it would seem from his own remarks, by debunking mentalist Uri Gel ler on a
number of continents. A magic trick, he said, is partly a matter of di recting the
audience's attention away from what is actually going on. When asked at the end
of his talk if he thought the chimp commu n i cation researchers were comm itting
some kind of fraud, he said yes. When asked if he had any evidence - if he had
ever read the studies or seen the films, he said no, then directed the audience's at
tention to its watches and closed the conference before anyone cou ld ask
another s i m i lar question.

Do You Want to Talk About It?
For some, language has been the last barrier separating Homo sapiens from
the Pongidae, and this barrier too would seem to be fal l ing. The historical evi
dence suggests that the vehemence of such critics of animal com m u n i cation
research as the Sebeoks and l i ngu ist Noam Chomsky stems from human
chauvinism.
However, the Rum baughs d id not set out to d iscover whether c h i m ps were
humans in some bizarre disguise (or vice versa). They inaugu rated their experi
ments, Duane Rumbaugh stated, to develop a computer keyboard language
("Yerkish") that could be used by severely retarded human chi ldren to commu ni
cate their needs and interests.
What is more, it is not only the ape language researchers who are knocking
down the barriers between species. Physiological and genetic research have
INT J STUD ANIM PROB 1(6) 1 980
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found uncanny simi larities between chimps and humans. For example, the
chimp's brain shows the asymmetry which in the human denotes handed ness and
a differentiation between speech and nonspeech (nonverbal) areas (Desmond,
1 979). Second, according to recent molecular anthropology studies, Homo sa
piens and the African apes (the chimpanzees and gori llas) split from a common
ancestor no more than 4 to 6 m i l lion years ago, not very long in evolutionary time
(Zihlman and Lowenstein, 1 979). Third, "the fine structure and genetic organiza
tion of the chromosomes of man and chimpanzee are so simi lar that it is difficult
to account for their phenotypic differences" (Yunis et a/., 1 980).
The Piagetian models of human cognitive development are a neutral yard
stick for measuring reasoning abil ity which have been used successf u l ly in a
number of areas, including archaeological anthropology (Marshack 1 972). I n her
presentation at the conference, Suzanne Chevalier-Skolnikott said that she had
appl ied two of the Piagetian models to apes and found that the apes passed all of
the cognition tests up to Stage 6 (1 8 months of age i n human terms) regardless of
whether they were able to make signs or use a computer keyboard. Since children
are beginning to speak at that age, there would seem to be little reason why
chimps would not be able to learn signs or words as wel l, provided that they
wanted to and had some mechanism with which to do so. Originally, finding the
right mechanism was a problem. The Gardners at the Un iversity of Nevada made
one of the first breakthroughs in the field when they hit upon using sign language.

S. Fowler
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it would be helpful if the next cross-d iscipline animal communication conference
would address these questions instead of serving as a showplace for its
•
organizers' prej udices.

References
Desmond, A.J . (1979) The Ape's Reflexion. Dial Press, New York, pp. 1 28-1 51 .
Marshack, A . (1972) The Roots of Civilization: The Cognitive Beginnings of Man's
First Art, S ymbol and Notation. McG raw-Hill, New York.
Yunis, J.J., Sawyer, J.R. and Dunham, K. (1980) The striking resem blance of high
resolution G-banded chromosomes of man and chimpanzees. Science 208
(4448): 1 1 45-1 1 48,
Zihlman, A.L. and Lowenstein, J .M. (1979) False start of the human parade.

Chimps as "Animal Models "
Duane Rumbaugh says that of the nine retarded chil dren i n the program at
the Georgia Retardation Center i n Atlanta who had "essentially no abil ity to
speak intelligibly" before being taught Yerkish, five are now able to communi
cate to a "very significant degree."
If it is true that these children were helped, arguments about whether lan
guage acquisition by chimps makes them "human'' (or makes us chim panzees)
are trivial. If it is also true that the retarded children are successfu l ly manipulat
ing "arbitrary symbols," as Duane Rumbaugh puts it, this may raise questions
about our theories on the brain and on mental retardation. According to an in
structor in special education at Southern Connecticut State Col lege, it is now
standard practice to teach severely retarded chi ldren sign language because they
learn signs much more quickly than speech (personal commun ication). The Bliss
system of pictographs* works well too, although no one really knows why. The
problem i n severe retardation is not with blockages in the communication chan
nels, but with the child's abil ity to make sense of what he or she sees and hears.
Why shou ld the child be able to understand and use signs or Bliss symbols if he or
she cannot handle speech?
Chimps could not learn to speak very well either. Although the simplest ex
planation is lack of the proper vocal apparatus, it would be enl ightening if the
apes' troubles with speech could be found to have more complicated roots. And
* A communication system which uses abstract pictorial symbols rather than words.

358

INT J STUD ANIM PROB 1(6) 1980

INT J STUD ANIM PROB 1(6) 1980

359

