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Non-human Primate Communication
Many people want to know why, if humans are related to apes, apes can’t speak. One 
part of the answer has to do with the brain. Non-human primates share similar—
though not as developed—structures in the brain  as humans. A non-human primate 
brain lacks the strong neural connections of the human brain.

Th e second part of the answer has to do with mouth and throat anatomy. 
Non-human primates’ mouths and throats lack the intricate musculature that 
humans have. Some time before 50,000 years ago in human development, our 
tongue descended, our mouth got smaller, our larynx dropped, and our neck elon-
gated. Th ese changes allowed humans to develop an incredible amount of control 
over their breath and ability to produce sound.

Th e changes leading to human vocal physiology had an evolutionary advantage 
as well. Controlling sounds means that an individual can be understood better in 
social situations, leading to a higher level of cooperation and, therefore, survival. Th e 
advantages of speech came at some risk for humans, however. Because our larynx sits 
so low in the throat, we are at risk of choking on food as it reaches the esophagus, 
 whereas other non-human primates are not. In evolutionary terms, the advantages 
of speech were more important for human survival than the risk of choking.

LANGUAGE AND COMMUNICATION: SIGNS AND SYMBOLS

Communication is a system of messaging, in which a message sent by some-
thing or someone is received by something or someone else. All language contains 
communication, but not all communication is language. Most animals, for instance, 
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Figure 4.3
THROAT ANATOMY 
WITH EMPHASIS 
ON DIFFERENCES 
IN LARYNX IN 
CHIMPS AND 
HUMANS
The larynx of 
chimpanzees sits 
higher in the throat 
than that of humans. 
A lower larynx allowed 
our human ancestors 
to develop the kind 
of control over sound 
that led to language.
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