
Monkey Business: A History of Nonhuman
Primate Rights

For centuries, human beings have grappled with the concept of rights and who
they apply to. While it is commonly accepted that all human beings are entitled to
certain fundamental rights, the issue of whether nonhuman primates should be
granted similar rights has long been a subject of controversy. This article explores
the fascinating history of nonhuman primate rights and the ongoing debate
surrounding this complex issue.

Early Depictions of Primates

The portrayal of nonhuman primates in human culture can be traced back to
ancient times. From myths and folklore to religious texts and artistic
representations, primates have often been used as symbols and metaphors for
human behavior. However, these depictions were largely anthropocentric,
focusing on the qualities that humans found relatable rather than reflecting the
true nature of these animals.
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In the Western world, the Renaissance period marked a significant shift in the
perception of primates. As explorers began to encounter nonhuman primates
during their voyages, a scientific fascination with these creatures developed.
Observations of primates' physical similarities to humans further fueled
discussions about their place in the natural world.

The Emergence of the Animal Rights Movement

The 18th and 19th centuries witnessed the rise of the animal rights movement,
with philosophers and activists advocating for the ethical treatment of all beings
capable of feeling pain and suffering, including nonhuman animals. However, the
focus of this movement was predominantly on domesticated animals, such as
horses and dogs, rather than nonhuman primates.

It wasn't until the mid-20th century that nonhuman primates' rights became a
more prominent issue. With advancements in scientific research and increasing
public awareness, concerns about the ethical treatment of primates used for
experimentation began to surface.
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The Case of Nim Chimpsky

In the 1970s, a groundbreaking experiment known as the "Nim Chimpsky" project
caught the attention of the world. Researchers attempted to teach a chimpanzee
named Nim sign language in an effort to bridge the communication gap between
humans and primates.

The experiment garnered significant media attention and sparked discussions
about the cognitive abilities and potential rights of nonhuman primates. While the
project faced criticism for its ethical implications, it also played a crucial role in
challenging commonly held assumptions about the capabilities of these animals.

The Great Ape Project

In 1993, a group of prominent scientists and philosophers, including Jane Goodall
and Peter Singer, launched the Great Ape Project (GAP). The project aimed to
grant basic rights to all great apes, including the right to life, liberty, and protection
from torture.

GAP recognized the complex cognitive abilities of great apes and argued that
their similarities to humans justify their inclusion in the moral community. Although
the project has faced its fair share of controversies and skepticism, it has
undeniably raised awareness about the need to reconsider our treatment of
nonhuman primates.

Recent Legal Developments

The 21st century has seen significant strides in the recognition of nonhuman
primate rights. In 2015, a court in Argentina made headlines by recognizing a
chimpanzee named Cecilia as a legal person, granting her basic rights and
ordering her transfer to a sanctuary.



Similar cases have emerged in different parts of the world, with courts grappling
with the question of whether nonhuman primates should have legal personhood.
While the legal status of nonhuman primates is far from resolved, these
developments highlight the ongoing efforts to redefine our relationship with these
fascinating creatures.

The Moral and Ethical Implications

The question of nonhuman primate rights raises numerous moral and ethical
considerations. Proponents argue that their cognitive abilities, social structures,
and capacity for suffering make a compelling case for granting them rights.

However, opponents argue that rights are a human construct and cannot be
extended to other species. They contend that focusing on animal welfare rather
than rights is a more practical approach to ensure humane treatment.

The Future of Nonhuman Primate Rights

The debate surrounding nonhuman primate rights is far from settled. As scientific
research continues to shed light on the complex cognitive and emotional lives of
primates, society will face increasingly challenging questions about their
treatment and legal status.

Advocacy groups, legal scholars, scientists, and the public all have a role to play
in shaping the future of nonhuman primate rights. Balancing the moral obligations
we have towards these animals with the practicalities of their care and
conservation is a complex task that requires ongoing dialogue and reflection.

, the history of nonhuman primate rights is a fascinating journey filled with
debates, controversies, and scientific breakthroughs. While society's views on
nonhuman primate rights have evolved over time, the topic remains highly



contentious. As we continue to explore the depths of cognition and emotion in
primates, it is imperative that we strive towards a more compassionate and just
treatment of these remarkable beings.
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Monkey Business: A History of Nonhuman Primate Rights examines the diverse
issues involved with accepting mankind's closest relative into its ever-expanding
circle of ethical consideration.

Apes, monkeys, and other nonhuman primates have a dual role in modern
society. They are revered for their intelligence, uncanny mimicry, and biological
relation to humans, yet are often forced to spend entire lifetimes as unwilling
participants in the research, entertainment, and pet industries.

Media coverage of topics like primate pet attacks and exotic animal legislative
changes have been steadily increasing. The treatment of nonhuman primates is
evolving as technology improves the way research is conducted, exotic animal
legislation becomes increasingly restrictive, and public outcries arise in response
to advertisements using ape actors. Judicial systems throughout the world are
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granting nonhuman primates new legal protections, and the inherent rights of
various primate species are being explored more than ever before.

In response to this topic of increasing relevance, Monkey Business: A History of
Nonhuman Primate Rights is the first objective, comprehensive book to document
the state of nonhuman primates in modern culture.
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