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Attitudes toward Human-Animal Similarity

Attitudes toward Human-Animal Similarity (HAS) constitute a critical area within social and

cognitive psychology, addressing the complex spectrum of beliefs, emotions, and behavioral

intentions individuals hold regarding the shared characteristics between humanity and the animal

kingdom. These attitudes are not merely academic curiosities; they fundamentally shape ethical

considerations, policy decisions concerning animal welfare, and even self-perception regarding

human uniqueness. Historically, Western thought, particularly influenced by Cartesian dualism,

sought to establish an absolute metaphysical and cognitive gulf separating humans--endowed with

reason and a soul--from animals, often relegated to the status of mere automata. However,

modern scientific advancements in fields such as genetics, ethology, and neuroscience have

consistently demonstrated profound biological and behavioral continuities, challenging these

traditional boundaries and forcing a re-evaluation of where the human species fits within the

phylogenetic tree. The resulting tension between the scientific evidence of similarity and the

psychological need for human distinctiveness forms the core dynamic of HAS attitudes.

Understanding these attitudes requires acknowledging that they are highly contextual, varying

based on the type of similarity perceived (e.g., physical, cognitive, emotional) and the specific

animal species involved.

The psychological significance of HAS attitudes lies in their profound influence on moral judgment

and social behavior. When individuals perceive high levels of similarity, particularly regarding

capacities for sentience, suffering, or complex social behavior, they are generally more inclined to

extend moral consideration and support protective measures for animals. Conversely, the

perception of low similarity is often leveraged to justify practices that cause harm, exploitation, or

exclusion, maintaining a clear hierarchical structure where human interests invariably supersede

those of animals. This dynamic positioning reflects a deep-seated human motivation to define and

defend the ingroup, often operationalized through the concept of speciesism--the prejudice or bias

against certain species based on the belief in human superiority. Therefore, HAS attitudes function

as crucial mediators between objective biological facts and subjective moral frameworks.

Furthermore, these attitudes are highly predictive of specific behaviors, ranging from dietary

choices (vegetarianism/veganism) and pet ownership practices to political advocacy for

environmental protection and opposition to practices like factory farming or invasive animal testing.

It is essential to differentiate between objective similarity--the biological and behavioral overlaps

validated by scientific investigation--and perceived similarity--the subjective judgment an individual

makes about those overlaps. While objective similarity provides the factual basis, perceived

similarity is the psychological variable that drives attitudes and actions. Research demonstrates

that perceived similarity is highly susceptible to motivational biases, cultural framing, and

situational cues. For instance, an individual might acknowledge genetic similarity between humans

and chimpanzees but psychologically minimize cognitive or emotional similarity to reduce feelings
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of discomfort or moral obligation. This cognitive maneuvering, often termed boundary

maintenance, is a common mechanism employed to preserve the integrity of the human concept

and safeguard the perceived privileged status of humanity. These attitudes are complex, multi-

dimensional constructs that incorporate affective components (feelings toward animals), cognitive

components (beliefs about shared traits), and behavioral intentions (willingness to act on behalf of

animals), making them a rich target for psychological inquiry.

Psychological Foundations of HAS Attitudes

The maintenance of attitudes toward human-animal similarity is deeply rooted in fundamental

cognitive mechanisms, primarily revolving around categorization and schema processing. Humans

rely heavily on categorical thinking to organize and simplify the vast complexity of the world, and

the category "human" versus "animal" is one of the most fundamental distinctions established early

in development. This binary classification often utilizes prototypical features that emphasize human

uniqueness--such as advanced language, foresight, or moral reasoning--while minimizing shared

traits. When information challenging this clear boundary emerges (e.g., evidence of tool use in

crows or mourning rituals in elephants), cognitive dissonance may arise. To resolve this

dissonance and protect the existing schema, individuals often engage in motivated reasoning,

selectively interpreting or discounting evidence of similarity. This cognitive defense mechanism

ensures the stability of the self-concept, which is often tied to the belief in human exceptionalism,

thereby sustaining attitudes that minimize the perceived overlap between species, particularly

when that overlap carries significant moral or existential weight.

Motivational factors play an equally crucial role in shaping HAS attitudes, often serving self-

enhancement and existential needs. The desire for self-esteem and the maintenance of a positive

social identity frequently relies on the establishment of group superiority. In the context of species,

this translates into the reinforcement of human dominance and distinctiveness. Furthermore, high

perceived similarity can trigger existential anxiety. If animals possess complex emotional lives and

consciousness comparable to humans, it challenges the comforting narrative of human

transcendence over nature and forces confrontation with our own biological mortality and

vulnerability. Terror Management Theory (TMT) posits that humans cope with the fear of death by

investing in cultural worldviews that provide symbolic immortality and meaning. When animals are

perceived as highly similar, they blur the lines between the human cultural world and the biological

natural world, potentially undermining these meaning-providing structures. Consequently,

individuals may adopt attitudes that rigorously deny deep similarity as a defense against existential

threat, reinforcing the human-animal divide to maintain psychological equilibrium and cultural

validation.

Developmental pathways significantly influence how children acquire and solidify their HAS

attitudes. Early socialization, parental influence, and exposure to media and cultural narratives
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dictate the initial framing of the human-animal relationship. Children initially exhibit a natural

curiosity and often fluid categorization regarding species boundaries. However, as they assimilate

cultural norms, they learn the socially acceptable hierarchy, which often promotes species

superiority. Educational curricula and storytelling frequently reinforce the idea of humans as the

pinnacle of evolution or creation, emphasizing differences rather than continuities. The

developmental shift from an early, often empathetic, engagement with animals to a more

formalized, hierarchical understanding is critical. Research suggests that empathy towards animals

is a strong predictor of perceived similarity, and interventions aimed at fostering perspective-taking-

-encouraging children to imagine an animal's subjective experience--can lead to more inclusive

and less speciesist attitudes. Conversely, environments that normalize animal exploitation or treat

animals solely as resources contribute to the development of attitudes that favor low similarity and

minimal moral obligation toward non-human life.

The Role of Anthropomorphism and Dehumanization

Anthropomorphism, the attribution of human characteristics, motivations, or behaviors to animals,

is a dual-edged sword in the context of HAS attitudes. On one hand, anthropomorphism facilitates

the understanding and prediction of animal behavior, acting as a cognitive shortcut by applying

familiar human schemas to novel non-human entities. When individuals anthropomorphize, they

increase the perceived similarity between themselves and the animal, which often leads to

elevated empathy, protective behaviors, and a greater willingness to extend moral rights. The

attribution of human-like mental states, such as intentionality, joy, or distress, bridges the

psychological gap and makes the animal a more relatable entity. This process is particularly

pronounced with companion animals, where constant close interaction fosters a strong emotional

bond and encourages the projection of complex human traits. However, anthropomorphism is also

constrained by accuracy and motivational factors; excessive or unwarranted anthropomorphism

can lead to misinterpretations of animal needs or the imposition of inappropriate ethical demands

based on inaccurate perceptions of their cognitive capacities.

The inverse process, dehumanization, involves stripping human targets of qualities deemed

uniquely human, often by comparing them to animals. While anthropomorphism increases HAS

perception, dehumanization serves to decrease the perceived similarity between the targeted

human group and the idealized human self, thereby justifying prejudice, discrimination, and

violence. Historically, oppressors have utilized animalistic metaphors--labeling groups as "vermin,"

"pigs," or "dogs"--to deny their victims full moral status and emotional complexity. This rhetorical

strategy effectively reduces the target group to the level of mere biological objects, making acts of

cruelty psychologically easier to commit. The link between attitudes toward animals and attitudes

toward marginalized human groups is therefore significant: individuals who strongly endorse

species superiority and minimize HAS are often more likely to engage in or condone

dehumanization directed at other humans, indicating a shared psychological mechanism for
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boundary creation and moral exclusion.

The dynamic interplay between anthropomorphism and dehumanization dictates the flexibility and

fluidity of HAS attitudes. Anthropomorphism tends to expand the moral circle to include animals,

while dehumanization simultaneously contracts the moral circle by excluding certain human

groups. These processes reveal that the human-animal boundary is not fixed but is constantly

negotiated based on situational demands, self-interest, and cultural norms. When individuals seek

to protect an animal, they emphasize human-like traits (anthropomorphism); when they seek to

exploit an animal, they emphasize differences (minimizing similarity). Furthermore, the degree to

which an animal is deemed deserving of human attributes often depends on its perceived utility or

familiarity. Animals that are useful (e.g., livestock) or unfamiliar (e.g., insects) are often granted

lower perceived similarity than those that are companions or highly intelligent (e.g., primates,

dolphins). This selective application demonstrates that HAS attitudes are frequently less about

objective biological reality and more about managing social and moral obligations within the human

cognitive landscape.

Consequences of Perceiving High Similarity

The perception of high human-animal similarity yields significant positive consequences, primarily

in the domain of ethics and conservation. When individuals recognize shared emotional capacities,

such as the ability to feel pain, fear, or attachment, it triggers an affective response that fosters

empathy. This increased empathy is a powerful driver of pro-animal behavior, leading to greater

support for legislation protecting farm animals, increased donations to wildlife conservation groups,

and the adoption of more humane practices in research and industry. Furthermore, high HAS

perception often strengthens the argument for granting animals greater moral status, moving them

beyond the traditional designation of property or resources toward entities deserving of inherent

rights. This shift fundamentally challenges entrenched economic systems reliant on animal

exploitation and encourages the development of alternatives, such as cultured meat or non-animal

testing methods. Ultimately, the acknowledgment of deep similarity encourages a more responsible

stewardship of the planet and promotes a consistent moral framework that values sentience across

species lines.

Conversely, high perceived similarity can also generate psychological discomfort and negative

reactions. The realization that humans are deeply connected to the animal kingdom can provoke

feelings of existential threat, as discussed previously, leading to avoidance or denial mechanisms.

A common manifestation of this discomfort is the "uncanny valley" effect, though typically applied

to robotics, which can be adapted to describe the unease felt when an animal appears too human-

like, challenging the categorical distinction in a highly salient manner. This discomfort arises

because the blurring of boundaries threatens the perceived stability of human identity. Moreover,

acknowledging high similarity can impose significant moral burdens. If a cow is perceived as
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having cognitive and emotional capacities approaching those of a human infant, the moral conflict

inherent in consuming meat becomes profound and difficult to ignore. This moral stress can lead

individuals to actively suppress or reject evidence of high similarity as a defense mechanism to

maintain existing consumption patterns and reduce cognitive load associated with moral

responsibility.

The consequences of HAS attitudes are highly visible in public policy and legal frameworks.

Jurisdictions that recognize high similarity, particularly concerning specific cognitive abilities like

self-awareness or complex communication (e.g., recognizing the personhood of great apes or

cetaceans), are more likely to enact protective laws that restrict research, mandate specific living

conditions, or ban cruel practices. For example, the legal recognition of animal sentience in certain

European countries is a direct consequence of a societal attitude shift toward higher perceived

similarity. Conversely, in areas where low similarity is culturally or legally entrenched, animals are

treated merely as property, where the primary legal consideration is the economic loss suffered by

the owner, rather than the intrinsic suffering of the animal. Therefore, the collective attitude toward

HAS determines the scope and severity of legal protections afforded to non-human life, illustrating

the profound real-world impact of psychological boundaries defined by perceived similarity.

Cultural and Religious Influences on HAS

Cultural narratives and dominant philosophical traditions exert immense influence on the formation

and perpetuation of HAS attitudes. Western philosophy, particularly since the Enlightenment, has

largely championed a model of strict human exceptionalism. Thinkers like René Descartes

solidified the view that animals lack consciousness and soul, defining them primarily as mechanical

beings. This tradition provided a robust intellectual justification for minimizing HAS, supporting the

dominance of human interests, and facilitating the exploitation of animals for scientific, industrial,

and culinary purposes without significant moral impediment. The emphasis on rational thought and

abstract language as the sole criteria for moral status created a clear, high barrier that effectively

excluded nearly all non-human species. This cultural legacy continues to shape contemporary

attitudes, where the burden of proof often lies with those asserting similarity, rather than those

asserting difference, maintaining a default position of low perceived HAS.

In contrast, many Eastern philosophical traditions and indigenous worldviews often emphasize

interconnectedness and kinship, fostering attitudes of higher perceived similarity. Religions such as

Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism frequently promote non-violence (ahimsa) toward all sentient

beings, rooted in the belief in reincarnation and the shared continuum of life. In these frameworks,

the boundary between human and animal is permeable, suggesting a shared essence or spiritual

journey, which necessitates respectful treatment and often dictates vegetarianism. Similarly,

numerous indigenous cultures view animals not as subordinates but as kin, teachers, or spiritual

allies, participating in a shared ecosystem and possessing intrinsic value. These perspectives
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reject the hierarchical separation common in the West, leading to ritualistic practices and resource

management strategies that reflect high perceived similarity and moral inclusion. The variations

across cultures demonstrate that HAS attitudes are not fixed biological responses but rather

malleable socio-cognitive constructs shaped by deeply ingrained metaphysical beliefs about life's

origins and purpose.

Specific religious doctrines play a critical role in defining the moral status derived from perceived

similarity. For instance, Abrahamic traditions generally emphasize the concept of humanity being

created "in the image of God" and granted "dominion" over the animal kingdom. While

interpretations vary--some emphasizing compassionate stewardship, others literal domination--the

core theological distinction places humans in a unique, elevated position, inherently minimizing

HAS in spiritual and ethical terms. This theological framework often establishes the soul as the

definitive marker of difference, a quality typically reserved exclusively for humans, irrespective of

growing scientific evidence regarding shared cognitive complexity. Therefore, for many individuals,

religious adherence serves as a powerful motivational force for maintaining low perceived

similarity, as acknowledging profound HAS might threaten deeply held beliefs about their own

divine uniqueness and ultimate destiny, thereby reinforcing species boundaries against scientific

and ethical challenges.

Ethical Implications and Moral Status

The most profound implication of attitudes toward Human-Animal Similarity lies in determining

moral status. The prevailing ethical consensus links moral standing directly to sentience--the

capacity to experience pleasure and pain--and consciousness. When HAS attitudes are high,

reflecting a strong belief in shared sentience and complex mental lives, the ethical imperative to

avoid causing suffering to animals becomes paramount. Philosophers advocating for animal rights,

such as Peter Singer, utilize the concept of similarity (specifically, the capacity for suffering) to

argue for equal consideration, asserting that denying moral status based solely on species

membership is a form of prejudice analogous to racism or sexism. This perspective challenges the

traditional view that moral status requires uniquely human traits like rationality or linguistic ability,

positing instead that the shared ability to suffer is the only relevant criterion for inclusion in the

moral sphere. High HAS attitudes thus provide the psychological foundation necessary for

accepting this principle of equal consideration.

The opposition to high HAS attitudes is frequently channeled through the concept of speciesism,

which acts as a mechanism to justify unequal treatment despite acknowledged similarities.

Speciesism maintains that species membership itself is a morally relevant distinction, regardless of

the similarities in cognitive or emotional capacity. Those who endorse speciesism often argue that

human flourishing requires the utilization of animals and that granting moral parity would impose

impractical restrictions on human activities, such as medical research or food production. This
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viewpoint is often supported by low perceived HAS attitudes, where differences are magnified and

similarities are downplayed, allowing for the maintenance of a comfortable moral distance.

Therefore, the debate over speciesism is fundamentally a psychological and ethical contest over

the validity and implications of perceived human-animal similarity, with profound consequences for

the allocation of resources and the imposition of suffering.

HAS attitudes directly inform practical ethical dilemmas across numerous societal domains. In the

realm of food consumption, high perceived similarity dramatically increases the likelihood of

adopting vegetarian or vegan diets, as the moral conflict associated with eating a sentient being

becomes unbearable. In medical research, high HAS attitudes fuel movements to abolish or

drastically restrict animal testing, favoring alternatives based on the belief that animals experience

pain and fear comparably to humans. Furthermore, in the context of companion animals, high HAS

attitudes lead to practices that treat pets as family members, investing heavily in their health,

comfort, and emotional well-being, often blurring the lines between human and non-human family

dynamics. Conversely, low HAS attitudes facilitate the industrialization of agriculture, the

continuation of invasive research, and the prioritization of economic efficiency over animal welfare,

illustrating how deeply embedded and consequential these psychological boundaries are in

shaping our interactions with the non-human world.

Measurement and Research Methodologies

Measuring attitudes toward Human-Animal Similarity involves sophisticated methodologies

designed to capture both explicit and implicit beliefs, recognizing that individuals may consciously

endorse pro-animal views while harboring underlying biases. Explicit measures typically involve

self-report scales, such as the Animal Similarity Scale (ASS) or similar instruments that gauge

agreement with statements regarding shared characteristics (e.g., "Animals feel pain just as

intensely as humans do" or "Humans are fundamentally different from all other animals"). These

scales provide valuable insight into conscious, articulated beliefs and are highly effective in

predicting overt behaviors like political activism or charitable donations. However, explicit

measures are susceptible to social desirability bias, where respondents may report attitudes they

believe are socially acceptable rather than their true, underlying feelings, necessitating the use of

more subtle assessment tools.

To overcome the limitations of self-report, researchers frequently employ implicit measures to

uncover automatic associations and unconscious biases related to HAS. The Implicit Association

Test (IAT) is a widely used technique that measures the strength of automatic associations

between concepts (e.g., "Human" and "Similarity" versus "Animal" and "Difference"). The results

often reveal that even individuals who explicitly profess high HAS attitudes may harbor implicit

biases that minimize similarity, suggesting that deeply ingrained cultural schemas about human

uniqueness persist outside of conscious awareness. Other implicit methods include priming tasks
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and reaction time measures, which assess how quickly individuals categorize stimuli that challenge

or reinforce the human-animal boundary. These measures are crucial for understanding the

automatic cognitive processes that underpin speciesism and boundary maintenance.

Contemporary research also utilizes physiological and neurological methodologies to gain

objective insight into the cognitive processing of HAS information. Functional magnetic resonance

imaging (fMRI) and event-related potentials (ERPs) are used to observe brain activity when

participants are exposed to stimuli depicting human-animal interactions or shared biological traits.

For instance, studies might examine whether the brain regions associated with empathy and theory

of mind (e.g., the medial prefrontal cortex) are activated similarly when contemplating the suffering

of a human versus a highly similar animal. Findings from these studies often confirm that the

processing of similarity is not purely rational but involves deep emotional and defensive responses.

Furthermore, qualitative approaches, such as discourse analysis and narrative study, examine how

cultural language frames the human-animal relationship, revealing the subtle ways in which

differences are linguistically constructed and maintained, thereby providing a comprehensive,

multi-layered understanding of attitudes toward Human-Animal Similarity.
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