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Leslie A. White, a noted anthropologist, argues in this selection that the key to human
existence is the ability to use symbols. While all animals are capable of complex
behavior, only humanity depends on symbolic activity. This is the special power that
underlies our autonomy as the only creatures who live according to meanings we set for
ourselves. Thus symbols convert our animal species into humanity, in the process trans-

Jorming social behavior into true civilization.

... All human behavior originates in the use of
symbols. It was the symbol which transformed our
anthropoid ancestors into men and made them
human. All civilizations have been generated, and
are perpetuated, only by the use of symbols. It is
the symbol which transforms an infant of Homo
sapiens into a human being; deaf mutes who grow
up without the use of symbols are not human
beings. All human behavior consists of, or is
dependent upon, the use of symbols. Human
behavior is symbolic behavior; symbolic behavior
is human behavior. The
symbol is the universe of
humanity. . ..
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That there are numerous and impressive similar-
ities between the behavior of man and that of ape is
fairly obvious; it is quite possible that chimpanzees
and gorillas in zoos have noted and appreciated
them. Fairly apparent, too, are man’s behavioral
similarities to many other kinds of animals. Almost
as obvious, but not easy to define, is a difference in
behavior which distinguishes man from all other
living creatures. I say “obvious” because it is quite
apparent to the common man that the nonhuman
animals with which he is familiar do not and cannot
enter, and participate in, the
world in which he, as a
human being, lives. It is
impossible for a dog, horse,
bird, or even an ape, to have
any understanding of the
meaning of the sign of the
cross to a Christian, or of
the fact that black (white
among the Chines€) is the
color of mourning. No
chimpanzee or laboratory
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