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Daniel J. Povinelli is Professor of 
Biology at the University of Louisiana 
at Lafayette. After studying as an 
undergraduate at the University of 
Massachusetts at Amherst, where he 
received his B.S. in Anthropology with 
a minor in Zoology (1986), he studied 
Physical Anthropology and earned his 
doctorate from Yale University (1991). 
As a scientist, his primary interests 
have centered on the characterization 
of higher-order cognitive functions 
in great apes and humans. He is 
the recipient of a National Science 
Presidential Young Investigator 
Award, the American Psychological 
Association’s Distinguished Award 
for an Early Career Contribution 
to Psychology, and a James S. 
McDonnell Foundation Centennial 
Fellow Award. His most recent book, 
World Without Weight: Perspectives 
on an Alien Mind (Oxford, 2012), 
investigates the core differences 
between human and chimpanzee 
conceptions of weight. His most 
recent work is an experimental 
lecture format in collaboration with K. 
Brandon Barker entitled Confessions 
of a Former Monkey Mind Doctor.   

How did you come to science and 
to the study of animals? I grew up 
in the sleepy swamps of Louisiana in 
the Deep South of the United States. 
Like my brothers and sisters, I spent 
my childhood exploring the lakes 
and bayous nestled in the woods 
behind our home. So perhaps it’s 
not a complete surprise that I was 
powerfully drawn to that great mystery 
half a world away, lurking in the 
depths of Scotland’s Loch Ness. The 
Catholic grammar school I attended 
held a dreaded science fair every 
spring. But in fourth grade, I decided 
to embrace it and to tackle the most 
controversial scientific question of 
the day: Loch Ness Monster: Fact 
or Fiction? I remember being taken 
by a particularly popular idea at 
time that the Loch Ness Monster 
was a plesiosaur. True, plesiosaurs 
were thought to have been extinct 

for 65 million years. But what of the 
possibility that a few families of them 
might have persisted in the deep 
abyss — wending their way through 
subterranean passages into the Loch 
— and there, shrouded in the mists, 
managed to survive for hundreds, 
perhaps thousands of years? 

I made my Loch Ness Monster 
poster, including a little plesiosaur I 
shaped out of Play-Doh. The day of 
the science fair competition finally 
arrived, and the panel of judges 
appeared. They inspected my poster 
and listened to my speech — one 
of them even asked me why I chose 
to make my plesiosaur purple. Then 
it was over. The judges departed. 
But a moment later, I felt a hand on 
my shoulder. One of the judges had 
come back: “Listen, you’re obviously 
a smart little boy, Danny. But the 
Loch Ness Monster? It’s fiction. Find 
something else.” I was speechless. 
I looked down at my sad little 
plesiosaur’s drooping neck. Fiction? 
No, it couldn’t be true. But it was true, 
and I suddenly knew it was true. 

And, how did you come to study 
chimpanzees? I was on the debate 
team in high school, so I spent a good 
deal of time in the library preparing. 
One day, I stumbled across an article 
by the psychologist Gordon G. Gallup 
Jr. reporting an astonishing discovery. 
He had devised a routine using mirrors 
to determine if chimpanzees, like 
humans, are self-aware. I flew through 
the pages of Gallup’s article, reveling 
in the story of how his chimps’ 
attitudes slowly began to change: 
how they began to use the mirror to 
explore the parts of their bodies they 
had never seen before, to explore 
their faces, to pick at their teeth, to 
probe into the hidden landscapes of 
their corporeal selves. Gallup declared 
that his chimpanzees knew that they 
were looking at themselves! Here, 
there, everywhere chimpanzees were 
pondering the mysteries of the self 
just like — as a teenager—I was! 

I read everything I could about 
apes: Jane Goodall, Diane Fossey, 
Birute Galdikas, even a very-difficult-
to-comprehend-book by a German 
named Wolfgang Köhler. I was smitten 
with the idea that apes had a self like 
mine, a self that deserved some kind 
of legal recognition of personhood. I 

joined with a few teammates of mine 
from the debate squad and founded 
the Liberate the Chimps Society — 
the LTCS! 

How did you get from your teenage 
infatuation to the rigorous study of 
chimpanzee minds? I was driven by 
some obsessive passion for chimps — 
to know and understand their self-
awareness. But, as I moved onto 
college, a kind of tension developed 
between my ‘LTCS past’ and my 
desire to understand chimpanzee 
minds on a deeper, more rigorous and 
scientific level. On the one hand, there 
was my undergraduate adviser, Laurie 
Godfrey, who was the primatologist 
in the anthropology department. 
But on the other hand, I had started 
working with Melinda Novak, who was 
the primatologist in the psychology 
department. Melinda was working 
with captive animals, and Laurie was 
an anthropologist who eschewed 
captive animals. 

And in my mind, at least, there was 
another juxtaposition between them. 
Evolutionary biology, as I understood 
biology, was about the evolution of 
bodies and behavior, the behavior 
organisms, and developing organisms. 
You know, stuff… structures. Laurie 
was an anatomist by training. A 
functional morphologist studying 
how anatomy, bones, and muscles 
work together to allow animals to 
do what they do. That whole side 
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After a while, I really began asking 
myself: how much of this is really just 
us studying ourselves studying apes? 
If you view apes as gazelles or ants 
or leopards, then we are certainly 
learning a lot about chimps; but if you 
are studying chimps to understand 
how similar or different they are from 
humans at some more fundamental, 
psychological levels, it really feels like 
us chasing our tails. If you’re trying to 
use them as some mirror to study us, 
then it quickly becomes us looking 
in a mirror and projecting all the stuff 
that shows up in that highly distorted 
reflection. I would qualify that tension 
a little bit by acknowledging how 
difficult it is to escape the projection 
problem. It’s not a trivial problem: 
it’s not “oh we just need bolt down 
the experimental procedures a little 
bit better to escape that projection 
problem”. It’s fundamental to the 
endeavor.

So that is one sort of tension. 
Another is the cyclical feeling that 
there’s an apparent advance to higher 
ground, that there’s a plateau where 
comparative psychologists feel like 
“well now we at least all agree that we 
have made this amount of progress, 
and we know that chimps do have 
these higher-order abilities”. But — 
news flash — so do crows and so do 
dolphins. But I think that consensus 
is more apparent than real — we’ve 
merely agreed to look in the mirror 
from a certain vantage point. It’s 
not that we have really made that 
progress. Scientists have just agreed 
to say “let's just look at the mirror 
from this angle, and we'll agree that 
that's what we see”. But when you 
look a little bit differently, you realize 
“no, we haven’t made that progress 
because a new consensus has formed 
that the latest haystack-beating 
experiment has the same flaws as all 
the previous ones”. We’re still where 
we were thirty years ago. 

Why do you think questions 
surrounding the so-called 
‘progress’ you are alluding to are 
so persistent? I find this question — 
why people think we have escaped 
the projection problem — to be far 
more interesting than many of the 
scientific questions at stake. What 
dynamics are in play among allegedly 
objective skeptics that makes them 

think that the projection problem has 
been more or less solved? Certainly 
there are power dynamics among 
scientists. There is also a spectrum 
of political issues about the fate of 
animals, like the idea that the great 
apes in particular are somehow 
unique and deserve special rights. 
And then there’s the related idea that 
all animals have these abilities and 
therefore all animals deserve special 
treatment. For better or worse, there’s 
the gamesmanship of it all: “You think 
your chimp is smart? Wait and see 
what my crow can do. In fact, my 
crow does this better than your chimp 
does. My crow does it faster, my crow 
does it more completely”. 

And the claim is that this unveils 
deeper causal reasoning in the crow, 
not the superficial aspects of crow 
behavior or the methodological details 
of whatever new test was invented. 
The claim is that the latest results 
ultimately have something to do with 
the underlying psychology of the 
animal: who it truly is, how it truly 
sees the world. So for example, if a 
crow can learn to bend a wire in a 
hook shape to get a worm a lot faster 
than a chimp can learn to do the same 
thing (for a banana, not a worm!), that 
says something about the crow’s inner 
psychology of understanding causal 
physics. Not: crows are manipulating 
twigs a lot more and bending them 
when they make nests so crows 
discover it faster. All this stems from 
the cultural dynamics of the field.

Part of the sociology of this has 
to do with our desire to get our work 
to the top of the haystack. How do 
you get headlines? How do you get 
published in the best journals… and 
with the most media coverage? It’s 
interesting, when you show that 
an ant can do something similar to 
something heralded as a higher-order 
ability in apes and humans, it doesn’t 
get as much coverage. And I’m not 
just talking about recent studies 
concerning whether or not ants pass 
the mirror self-recognition test. I’m 
also talking about things like ants 
showing evidence of empathy. That 
just doesn’t get the same coverage 
as when a chimp or a crow does it. 
Scientists — unwittingly or wittingly 
— are preying on people’s pre-
dispositions to be startled or to be 
surprised and to empathize. It’s a lot 

of things that I was exposed to with 
her in zoology — because I took a 
lot of courses in zoology as well — 
was all about stuff that you could 
get your hands on. It was about the 
trajectories of developing embryos 
and muscles, and then evolutionarily 
how is this bone related to this bone 
and this bone in different lineages. 
In contrast, even though Melinda 
taught animal behavior, she was a 
psychologist, and so my interest 
over there had much more to do 
with things that you couldn’t touch: 
minds, thoughts, mental stuff. It’s not 
like Laurie thought the mental stuff 
was uninteresting; she thought it was 
fascinating. But it was in a different 
kind of scene. It was the contrast 
between something you could get 
your hands on and something you 
couldn’t get your hands on. 

Has that tension between the 
‘graspable’ and the ‘conceptual’ 
remained with you throughout your 
career? Honestly, I think our work 
was at its best when I was trying 
to ground our questions to things 
chimpanzees were actually doing... I 
mean really doing. You know, taking 
their natural behaviors and using 
those behaviors to unravel what they 
meant to the animals, as opposed to 
designing an experiment where the 
chimp is going to see some crazy 
routine we’ve cooked up in order to 
see how they respond. One of the 
latest experiments I’ve seen has 
chimps watching videos of one human 
in a monkey suit running around 
hiding in a couple of haystacks, and 
then a human trainer coming out 
and beating the haystacks with a big 
stick. Measuring where the chimps 
look during these videos is supposed 
to allow us to make an inference 
about what they know about what the 
person who’s beating the haystacks 
believes. Now to be fair, I did a lot of 
haystack-beating experiments myself. 
The point is this: one approach starts 
with the behavior of the organism and 
tries to unravel what that behavior 
might mean to it; the other approach 
starts with a conceptual problem 
(can chimps understand what others 
believe), and then a haystack-beating 
experiment is designed to try and sort 
out the conceptual problem.
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easier to empathize with an ape or 
even a rat than an ant. 

What about cultural commentary 
about animals from non-scientists, 
does that affect things like 
media coverage and headlines? 
There’s a trope among comparative 
psychologists that goes something 
like “most people think there's this 
fundamental dividing line between 
humans and animals, that we’re totally 
different from other animals. But, our 
research shows that that’s not the case. 
Look, animals have moral capacities, 
they care about each other…” — 
whatever the latest thing is. And again, 
that is one of those things where I really 
question whether that’s true. Are most 
people out there really thinking that 
there is some fundamental dividing line 
between humans and animals? I’m not 
saying people treat animals exactly like 
they treat other humans, but look, we 
sure do treat our dogs and cats a lot 
like they’re humans. So, I think that the 
‘people-think-we-are-fundamentally-
different-from-other-animals’ argument 
is a stand-in for something else that the 
scientists are trying to do. It’s a stand-
in for some political argument. 

I’ve always thought this. The 
ways we interact with animals are 
driven by the same sorts of fairly 
automatic ways that we interact with 
people. We’re not sitting around at 
a cocktail party trying to figure out 
what everybody is thinking. I am not 
saying we don’t do that some of the 
time, but for the most part we’re 
just being with people. We’re just 
doing what we evolved to do with 
people and deploying our theory of 
mind seamlessly when we need to. 
Only occasionally do we get into 
a meta-space in relating to other 
human minds. That underscores 
the projection problem we face with 
animals. Because when we act like 
scientists and get into a diagnostic 
relationship with the animals — where 
we’re trying to diagnose whether or 
not they have this or that ability — 
we’re faced with the same problem 
we face if we turned the question to 
other humans, which is “that’s weird... 
why would you say they don't?” In 
other words: “What evidence would it 
take to convince us that chimpanzees 
do not have a particular sort of mind?” 
turns into “Well what evidence would 

it take to convince us that humans do 
not have that same sort of mind?”

I guess what I am trying to say 
is that the projection problem — 
the mirror problem — affects us 
at every level. Stepping back and 
saying “Wait, what did that particular 
behavior mean — what the dog just 
did?” quickly becomes “Oh wow, 
let me design an experiment to try 
and figure out what that particular 
behavior means; let me try to design 
an experiment to figure out whether 
the dog is capable of having that kind 
of thought at all”. That’s where we’re 
seduced: “Oh yeah, that can be done. 
That’s easy. That’s the same as any 
other kind of experiment. ” But in 
reality, it is not easy because it is so 
hard to get a handle on what drives 
those behaviors in humans in the first 
place. 

Has the science about these issues 
changed during your career? If you 
were to take all of the work that has 
been published in the thirty years 
I’ve been in this field, if we narrowly 
focus now on theory of mind and 
related higher-order abilities, what 
really strikes me the most is how 
little has changed. I don’t think we 
are any closer to answering those 
questions than we were when my 
friends and I formed the Liberate the 
Chimps Society. There has been a 
shift in that more people feel like we 
have answered those questions. But 
what’s most striking to me is how 
little has changed. The methods are 
pretty much the same: a chimp, a 
banana, an apparatus of some kind, 
somebody in the room, somebody out 
of the room. Maybe it’s a haystack 
— maybe it’s a box. Um, you know... 
we’re still asking the same major 
questions — “Do chimpanzees have 
a theory of mind? Or how about Do 
chimpanzees engage in higher-order, 
casual diagnostic reasoning? Do 
chimps have a higher-order concept 
of time, of weight, of fairness?” — the 
same unanswered questions we had 
thirty years ago.
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