
There is a widespread belief that the basis of the human 
language is the linguistic behaviour of animals—those ani-
mals that were the ancestors of humans. The emergence 
of human language is traced back to different periods of 
the formation of Homo sapiens, and now there is even an 
theory that not only Homo sapiens, but also Neanderthals 
possessed such a language (Dediu, Levinson 2018). There 
is a hypothesis that the Heidelberg man already had lan-
guage (Mithen 2005). Of course, learning the language of 
a long-extinct species is a very, very problematic matter, 
therefore, they usually rely on knowledge about forms of 
knowing (Kull 2014) (more often called a language with 
reservations—“language,” animal language, proto-langu-
age or semiosis, communication, communication system) 
those animals that exist now.

Historically, the term “language” was used in lingui-
stics and referred specifically to human language. It is 
believed that speaking about language or something 
similar in relation to animals is possible only if one adhe-
res to an anthropomorphic point of view (Wendler 2020). 
However, it is obvious that there is a phenomenon that 
resembles the language of humans and performs simi-
lar functions, which is best studied by biosemiotics as 
a manifestation of semiosis (Kull 2014). The question 
is of how humans and other animals differ in this is lin-
ked to the question of how humans and animals differ 
in total, and what a person is in general.

For a long time, animals have been denied that they 
have language, at best admitting that they have com-
munication since they cannot communicate the way 
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interpret signs on a delayed basis without the direct presence of their sender, although to a fundamentally lesser 
extent than people. The comparison is carried out both for signs perceived by the organism (afferent signs) and 
for signs created by the organism (efferent signs), both related to communication and the perception of the 
environment outside the community.

The main difference is the possibility of telling about events outside the “here and now” in which the narrator 
could or may not take part. This is the narrative. No signs of animals using the narrative were found. The re-
sulting differences in storytelling use are hypothesized to be related to additional language functions that have 
increased in humans compared to animals. People have psychological characteristics caused by the presence 
of the stage of individuation and separation in development. This allows them to move away from the situation 
and see it from the outside, which is necessary for retelling. On the other hand, people need to communicate 
with the help of a narrative, since their society includes a sacred part, whose members receive descriptions of 
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humans can—ask or discuss something (Sebeok 1990; 
Kull 2010, 2014; Maran et al. 2016; Hockett 1960; Cheney 
and Seyfarth 1998). There is another opinion—the pre-
sence of language was recognized for animals (Sav-
age-Rumbaugh; Rumbaugh, Fields, 2009; Burlak 2013; 
Cimatti 2016; Reznikova 2017; Delahaye 2018). The 
change of opinion is because, if earlier they relied on 
the criteria of differences associated with the structure 
of human language, then later they began to emphasize 
the similarity based on the role that language plays in 
the life of the community. Because the very concept of 
language in animals is not clearly defined, a large amount 
of scattered literature has appeared on the topic of the 
similarities and differences of these languages (Kull 
2009; Taylor 2016; Costa 2017; etc.). It is necessary to 
understand what is the difference between the language 
of animals and humans, and why they differ.

The very formulation of the question of these diffe-
rences is not so simple. A clear boundary can be drawn 
when objective parameters that can be reliably mea-
sured are studied. For example, the aggregate sets of 
human and animal genomes will be clearly different in 
some part. The question of the difference in languages   
or methods of communication is subjective and, like any 
opinions, it does not have a clear border, and obvious 
differences are visible only in the main part of the ag-
gregate opinions, which can intersect with their edges. 
Besides, different researchers can put different mea-
nings in the same terms, making it difficult to analyse 
and understand the big picture.

EXPLANATIONS
There are several similar but different concepts. These 
are sign systems, language, communication, speech, 
sign, word. Artifacts and cultural objects are very closely 
connected with them. Various authors put in these con-
cepts a similar, but not always quite the same meaning. 
For clarity of the presented text, I will first explain how 
I understand these terms.

A sign is a mental image of a sign-vehicle, endowed 
with a sense, its own or partially overlapping with the 
meanings of other signs. The sign arises when sense 
arises, when the sensory image and the image of the 
corresponding need coincide. The sign of the sensory 
image of some part of the external environment (which 
can be perceived by sensory systems) is an afferent sign. 
The coincidence of the image of the motor reaction of the 
body scheme or other activity and the image of the need 
gives sense to the efferent sign. The specific sense is al-
ways individual. Sensory images and images of needs are 
not symmetrical, as motor images and images of needs. 
Signs are both natural and artificially created with special 
intention (artifacts).

Sign system (individual) for animals coincides with 
the Umwelt as a signified and mastered part of the ex-
ternal world. For people, the sign system includes not 
only signs related to the material part of the external 

world, but also signs attributed by people to various ele-
ments and phenomena of this world. They become the 
basis, content, respectively, of individual, general, and 
abstract concepts.

Communication is a concrete implementation of the 
transfer of a message from the sender to the recipi-
ent. The transmission can be done using words and/or 
signs. The participation of at least two interlocutors is 
mandatory, while the addressee’s participation may be 
delayed. Messages can be implemented in the form of 
a monologue and or a di-polylogue.

Word is the name of the sign, the sign of the sign, it 
refers to the signs-symbols, but it has that peculiarity 
in humans, in contrast to the signs-symbols of animals, 
which refer not only to specific objects and phenomena 
but also to generalized and abstract concepts. Not all 
signs have names. Words can be presented in various 
grammatical forms, reflecting both their relationship 
to each other in a phrase and the relationship between 
the elements of reality that they denote. Words are the 
basis of a narrative.

The language of people is a complex multidimensio-
nal education: an open system. It includes external ma-
nifestations related to communication (oral and written 
speech, sending and receiving messages) and internal 
manifestations (internal speech and the process of ge-
neration and understanding, interpretation of speech 
when compared with accumulated experience). It can 
be viewed from different sides as a mental process, 
as a psychological phenomenon and from the side of 
physical properties—muscular actions during internal 
and external speech. The process of generating and 
understanding speech is thought.

The language of animals, each species has its own—is 
also an open system. It can be replenished with learning 
but to a limited extent. The languages of animals can be 
spoken of as conventions or metaphors: “language” or the 
“language of animals.” The human language and the “lan-
guages” of animals differ greatly not only in quantitative 
characteristics but also qualitatively in composition and 
functions. It cannot be said that the “language of animals” 
is worse or poorer than the language of humans since it 
fully performs its functions. There are many examples of 
particular differences, but this does not give a complete 
answer to the question of how these languages differ. 
The answer can be found in how the problems solved 
with the help of the language differ.

CRITERIA FOR DISTINCTION
The language of humans is distinctly different from the 
“languages” of animals in that:

• People use not only oral but also written speech. 
For written speech, specialized artifacts are used. 
The essential difference lies in the conditions, rea-
sons for the appearance, and tasks that are assig-
ned to writing.
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• The presence of artifacts as objects endowed with 
meaning, i.e., specially made signs, made on dif-
ferent physical carriers, which have no pragmatic 
meaning per se. They are now classified as cultu-
ral phenomena—painting, sculpture, music, ballet, 
etc. This also includes equipment and various de-
vices for scientific research and training. They are 
also adjoined by cult objects—talismans, amulets, 
icons, and so on. Written speech is a type of spe-
cialized artifact.

• The use of a  narrative, that is, the presence of 
grammar in the language that will allow the transmi-
ssion of messages not only related to the reporting 
person at the moment but also to other situations 
in which the narrator does not participate.

The criteria of distinction are the presence of 1) signs-
-symbols (symbol) which owe their existence to a social 
contract and in which the signified has no direct relation 
to the signifier; 2) the possibility of delayed receipt of the 
sign without the direct presence of the sender (the fun-
ction of the letter) and; 3) the possibility of signs, often 
their combination, to communicate something that is not 
related to the current situation of the sender, or even to 
transmit a message that is not about them.

There are other less noticeable differences.
In biosemiotics, this question is considered the defi-

nition of the upper semiotic threshold (Kull 2009).
The point of view that admits the possibility of the pre-

sence of language in animals is based on other grounds. 
An overview of such opportunities is given by D. Martinelli 
(2010). First of all, such a possibility allows adherence 
to anthropocentrism. H. Wendler, (2020) and F., Jaroš, 
& T. Maran, (2019) are considering this possibility. But 
H. Wendler himself does not use the term language here 
and leaves the question open literally:

I do not know what to speak thereof. And, therefore, 
I shall be silent (2020: 80).

Sometimes ethologists accept the point of view of the 
presence of language in animals. For example, the word 
language is used by A. Burlak (2013). But, since she uses 
the word communication as a synonym, one might think 
that this is not a term, but only a metaphor.

SIGNS
If we consider the situation from the point of view of the 
methodology of biosemiotics, then we should, first of all, 
pay attention to the differences and similarities of signs 
used by humans and animals.

Charles Peirce divided signs into three categories 
symbolic, indexical, iconic (Peirce 2000) and the adhe-
rence to such a division continues to this day (Frohlich 
2014, Favareau 2015 and many others). It is not always 
easy to draw clear lines between the signs of these 
three categories. Each group contains a collection of 

somewhat similar but different signs. New types of signs 
are also being considered (Kull 2018, 2019). 

Signs-indexes. Here are collected signs and those that 
directly indicate the object and those that indicate the 
sign-vehicles associated with the designated object or 
phenomenon. For example, smoke as a sign-vehicle can 
be the source of the smoke sign itself and the fire sign if 
the smoke is a result of burning.

Iconic signs correspond to the sign-vehicles in the form 
of any image, drawing, or diagram embodied in various 
materials and mean the depicted object. Such a sign-ca-
rrier is an artefact, is a fact of culture, but not related to 
written and oral speech.

Signs-symbols, denoting an object based on the con-
vention. A sign-vehicle can be an element of speech, 
either a written one using pictorial, hieroglyphic, alphabe-
tic, nodular, and other types of writing, as well as an oral: 
vocal and language of gestures. It is believed that this 
type of sign is characteristic only of the human language 
(Kull 2014). However, there is another opinion (Hoffmeyer 
2008; Jaroš, Pudil 2020) that animals also use symbols 
discussed in this article. Below is a discussion of learning 
in society as a prerequisite for mastering these signs.

Such a classification as a logical structure based on 
the results of interpretation is convenient for the subject 
and belongs to semiotics. It allows you to order signs 
on the basis of the relationship between the signified 
and the signifier. The index sign refers to a real object 
directly or referring to an object functionally related to 
it; the icon sign refers to an object through its image; 
the symbol refers to an object indirectly through a spe-
cially created other object in its characteristics that has 
no connection with the designated one, the connection 
with which is established as a result of special training 
or convention. Those from the point of view of semio-
tics, people have all three types of signs, and animals 
have only the first two. Following this logic, one would 
have to admit that animals do not have language, but 
use other sign systems. In addition, it should be noted 
that this classification applies to both perceived afferent 
and created efferent signs.

However, biosemiotics, like zoosemiotics, considers 
not only the result but also the process of the formation 
of a sign.

Afferent signs formed based on perceptual images of 
the external world in animals are of all types discussed 
above. We can say that Peirce’s classification considers 
this type of signs since it is focused on the perception of 
signs by an outside observer.

The same element of the external environment can be 
the source of different signs. Much in the perception of 
the image of the sign-vehicles depends on the choice of 
perceived parameters and on the interpretation. You can 
recall the well-known parable of the blind men and the 
elephant, where every blind man thought that the elephant 
was that part that he felt. Also, for example, a drawing 
of a cup can be perceived as a sign of a cup, a drawing 
of a flower in its decor as a sign of a flower, colours of 
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decor as signs of each colour, the drawing itself as a sign 
of a sheet of paper, etc. This, to varying degrees, applies 
to all types of afferent signs.

All the signs, except congenital ones, require learning.
A proto-sign refers to congenital signs. They were in-

troduced by G. Prodi (Kull 2018) as an element of proto-
semiosis. Let’s leave aside the question of the semiosis 
of non-living systems and accept that proto-signs are 
characteristic of the lowest level of organization of living 
things: immune reactions, genetic code, and the cellular 
level. Here, apparently, it is possible to add congenital 
unconditioned reflexes in animals with a nervous sys-
tem, which are especially characteristic of newborns and 
very young individuals, and with age, they appear only in 
special situations. These congenital signs, as well as the 
reaction to them, constitute the basic set of the innate 
minimal Umwelt.

Learning signs-indices is the simplest and corre-
sponds to self-learning during the formation of natural 
reflexes or imitation. Signs icons and symbols require 
special training. Visual and diverse examples of lear-
ning can be conditioned reflexes, where a signal can 
be any element of the external environment not related 
to the properties of the sign-vehicle. For example, for 
the food-conditioned reflex, the blinking of a light bulb, 
the sound of a certain tone, and even painful irritation 
were used as a sign of food. It should be noted that the 
procedure for developing a conditioned reflex is a kind 
of communication between the experimenter and the 
experimental animal. Symbols are used not only by 
vertebrates but also by insects with a complex social 
organization (i.e., the language of bees). In this way, the 
condition for the perception of symbols by animals is 
fulfilled for efferent signs.

Efferent signs formed based on images of needs from 
the inner world are externally expressed in activities or 
functions. This is the work of the secretory glands and 
muscles. Muscles support posture and balance and 
provide movement of the body and its parts, as well as 
the muscles of the vocal apparatus that produce sounds.

Here it is necessary to distinguish signs by who is 
the interpreter of these signs—the sender himself or the 
recipient (Morris 1955[1946]).

Perception by the addressee. Perceptive signs are 
of a dual nature. They are efferent in origin and afferent 
in perception.

The external appearance, posture, movement, eve-
rything can be perceived by another organism as signs 
from the external environment, indicating the existence 
of an organism of its own or of another type. The signs 
can be classified as proto-signs and index signs. It is be-
lieved that the expression of emotions in the elements 
of behaviour is innate. Among them, there are simple 
signs, such as screams of fear when a predator appears, 
which is perceived by relatives as a signal to flee. But, an 
increase in the repertoire of such screams, for example, 
by which they distinguish whether an attack from the 
air or from the ground means that an agreement has 

been reached on new signs as a result of training. These 
signs are produced specifically to convey a message. 
They can be attributed to the signs-symbols that make 
up communication or language.

It is known from numerous works of ethologists 
that animals teach their young to hunt. Social contact 
training is not so obvious to the observer. The fact that 
people should be brought up in society is obvious from 
the examples of “Mowgli,” those children who were brou-
ght up by animals. Studies of the behaviour of animals 
raised in conditions of social isolation (Shabanov, Le-
bedev 2007) show that animals should also socialize 
in their community. Behaviour in society is regulated by 
the establishment of rank and other systems of relati-
ons, rituals, communication, i.e. using sign systems. It 
is known that experimentally isolated animals cannot 
behave, let alone communicate, adequately. Male rats be-
come aggressive and perceive any contact as an attack 
to which they respond with aggression, and female rats 
become excessively obtrusively sociable. In other words, 
an innate understanding of signs or based on their own 
individual experience is not enough for full communica-
tion. It should be recognized that in this manifestation of 
communication, an agreement on the meaning of signs 
in the learning process is necessary. As a result, it beco-
mes possible to perceive signs-symbols, and according 
to this criterion, the manifestation of communication can 
be considered a language.

Perception of the addressee’s own signs. The situa-
tion is somewhat different when efferent signals are 
interpreted by senders.

All parameters and manifestations of appearance 
that are not specially intended to convey a message are 
signs in the event that they contribute to the satisfaction 
of any need. Then the image of movement, the scheme 
of the body, acquire the sense of sense and, accordin-
gly, become signs if they link with the need caused that 
them. These are proto-signs and index signs.

The bodily (manifestation of posture, vocalization) ex-
pression of emotion belongs to the type of signs descri-
bed by Kalevi Kull as emons (Kull 2019) and can be used 
for communication. Emotions, as an innate involuntary 
reaction, arise when needs are unfulfilled. Expanding the 
proposed concept of the emon, it can be argued that the 
arbitrary expression of emotions requires socialization 
and training and corresponds to signs-symbols. Emons 
can denote the entire spectrum of elements of social 
behaviour in animals and are included in human langu-
age as paralinguistic elements. In the same way, as for 
afferent signs, the same element of reality can be per-
ceived as several sign-carriers. This can be illustrated by 
the parable of the three stonecutters. They were asked 
what they were doing. The first one answered, “Making 
money.” The second one said, “I am chopping a stone.” 
And the third said, “I am building a temple.”

The signs used for communication are often sym-
bols that meet one of the criteria of the language. Howe-
ver, they are expressed through posture or vocalization, 
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which does not allow them to be perceived in a delayed 
manner. Delayed perception is the second criterion of lan-
guage is also found in animals, but rare cases. Examples 
are the scent marks that wolves and dogs leave to mark 
the boundaries of their territory. These are scent marks 
made from sweet aphid syrup that ants use to mark 
their way to their pets. Probably, these two criteria can 
be considered as evidence of the presence in animals 
of some semblance of language, obviously with fewer 
possibilities than human.

NARRATIVE AS THE THIRD CRITERION.
In his works, Daniel D. Hutto (2009, 2009) also adheres to 
the opinion of the presence of a narrative as a criterion for 
a full-fledged language. However, there is only a mention 
of the origin of the narrative that it is associated with the 
emergence of faith as an instrument of worship. I believe 
that this point of view may apply to modern secularized 
society, but not to archaic. The need only to honour the 
gods, as well as otherworldly entities, cannot be a suffici-
ent reason for such a powerful development of the incli-
nations of language into a human language. The question 
is much more complicated and deeper.

It is difficult to judge narrative in animals as state-
ments about something unrelated to a given situation. 
The perception of emons can be easily judged by the 
behaviour of the listeners. The narrative does not nece-
ssarily evoke an immediate response, but for the most 
part, modulates further actions. The story is always ca-
rried out in the word—spoken or written. A word is a sign 
of signs, it is not just a symbol, but a specially created 
artificial symbol. We assume that there is no narrative in 
animals, relying on some differences in the psychological 
development of animals and humans and differences in 
their social communities.

Small children in their psychological development, 
starting from about one year of age, go through the sta- 
ges of separating themself from the environment (indi-
vidualization) and separating familiar objects from their 
environment (separation) (Mahler et al. 1975). Animals in 
their idea of the world around them remain merged with it. 
This leads to several consequences of which we note two:

• the sign-symbol in animals denotes the whole situa-
tion as a whole, without highlighting its parts. For 
example, a warning cry in case of danger at the same 
time indicates the emotion of the watchman about 
the type of danger and about the behaviour to which 
it calls for (to run away or hide). With this cohesion, 
there is no grammar required for a narrative.

• This fusion does not allow animals to move away 
from the situation and see it from the outside, which 
is necessary for retelling. In the life of animals, there 
is no need for a story about the history of any events, 
since there is no need for such a retelling (Cheney, 
Seyfarth 1998). The animal society is structured 
in such a  way that its interested members are 

sufficiently informed and participate in the events 
taking place (Cheney, Seyfarth 1998).

Human society is structured differently. It becomes nece-
ssary to send messages to those who did not participate 
in the events. In addition to that part of it, which is arran-
ged in accordance with the animal nature of man, there 
is another part that is not so obvious for the modern man. 
The history of human development is divided into several 
stages. Starting from the first stage, the phase of animism 
in people of the archaic period, a sacred part of society 
is added, which consists of animate nature and later of 
the gods. People need to communicate with this part of 
society. The former part can be considered as profane 
(material) and the new one as sacred (the ideal world of 
spirits, souls, and the like). Apparently, both of these parts 
were not initially perceived separately from each other. 
The emergence of the sacred initiates the development 
of sign systems—those that are subsequently viewed 
as cultural phenomena: art, music, dance, and others 
among which the most important is the development of 
language. Sign systems provide communication through 
rituals and other new ways and new possibilities. As one 
of the most important, complex communication arises 
with the help of a narrative, since the members of this 
part do not participate in current events like the profane 
part, but act willfully. The profane part tries to establish 
the necessary contact and turn to the descriptions of 
events, requests, questions, and sacred part answers in 
the form of various signs and results of fortune-telling 
need a detailed interpretation. This is precisely the boun-
dary, the semiotic threshold, which fundamentally distin-
guishes between the languages   of animals and humans.

CONCLUSIONS
When comparing the linguistic behaviour of humans and 
animals, it can be noted that those methods of communi-
cation that are recognized for animals are to one degree 
or another present in the human language and they can 
be considered as a transformed inheritance from the 
period when the ancestors of humans did not yet po-
ssess the language. These are 1) gestures, mimicry of 
voice intonation—what is commonly called paralinguistic 
elements of language and; 2) linguistic elements such 
as interjections and other ways of expressing emotions.

In animals, it is inappropriate to call such linguistic 
manifestations language. The term is already in use 
and is used for human language. In addition, the lingui-
stic behaviour of animals does not meet all the criteria 
proposed in the article. However, this phenomenon in 
animals fully satisfies communication needs, therefore 
it cannot be considered as a truncated part of the hu-
man language. This is not semiosis, because semiosis 
is more than language. This is not communication, either, 
since communication is only an external manifested part 
of the language without taking into account the internal 
processes of understanding or interpreting a message 
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and preparing it for transmission. Phenomena such as 
“communication,” “message transmission,” “communica-
tion with the help of sign systems” are present in both 
animals and humans, and they have differences and 
similarities similar to those in the language.

Of the three criteria for the existence of language con-
sidered here, two are insufficient to assert the presence 
of language in animals. The point of view is offered that 
one can speak about language in animals only conditi-
onally. For example, you can speak as a “language” (in 
quotes) or as the language of animals (with the obliga-
tory addition—animals) or, a proto-language. Therefore, 
the author believes that animals do not have a “language” 
but have a “language of animals.”
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