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UNDERSTANDING
OURSELVES
THROUGH
BIOLOGY: THE
ENDURING
RELEVANCE OF
THE HUMAN
ANIMAL BY
DESMOND MORRIS

In  an  age  dominated
by digital  interactions,
artificial  intelligence,
and rapid technological
change, it can be easy
to forget that we are,
first  and  foremost,
biological entities. Few
writers have reminded
us of this fundamental
truth  as  powerfully  as

the  British  zoologist
a n d  e t h o l o g i s t
Desmond Morris.  His
groundbreaking  work,
particularly  the  book
and  television  series
The  Human  Animal
Desmond  Morris
created  in  the  1990s,
offers  a  lens  through
which we can view our
c o m p l e x  s o c i a l
behav iors ,  not  as
abs t rac t  cu l tu ra l
constructs,  but  as
rooted  in  our  deep
evolutionary past. This
article  explores  the
core themes of Morris's
work,  examining  why
h i s  b i o l o g i c a l
perspective  on human
behavior  remains  as
insightful  and relevant
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today as  it  was  when
first published.

Who Is
Desmond
Morris?
The Man
Behind
the Lens
To fully appreciate The
H u m a n  A n i m a l
Desmond  Morris
p r e s e n t e d ,  i t  i s
essential to understand
the man himself. Born
in 1928, Morris was not
a  c o n v e n t i o n a l
p s y c h o l o g i s t  o r
sociologist.  He  was  a
zoologist who spent his
early  career  studying
an ima l  behav io r ,
famously observing the
courtship rituals of the

stickleback fish and the
social  dynamics  of
birds. This background
in  pure  ethology—the
s t u d y  o f  a n i m a l
behavior  in  natural
environments—gave
h i m  a  u n i q u e
p e r s p e c t i v e .  H e
approached  human
beings  with  the  same
objective,  curious  eye
that  he would use for
any other species.
M o r r i s  s h o t  t o
international  fame  in
1 9 6 7  w i t h  t h e
publ icat ion  of  The
Naked Ape, a book that
sold millions of  copies
worldwide.  In  it,  he
c o n t r o v e r s i a l l y
described humans as a
p r imate  spec ies ,
stripping  away  the
veneer of civilization to
reveal  the  instinctual
drives  beneath.  The
H u m a n  A n i m a l
Desmond  Morris
project, which included
a major BBC television
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s e r i e s  a n d  a n
accompanying  book,
w a s  a  n a t u r a l
extension of this earlier
work. It allowed him to
u s e  t h e  p o w e r f u l
medium of television to
i l l u s t r a t e  h i s
arguments,  showing
s i d e - b y - s i d e
comparisons of human
and  animal  behavior.
His goal was never to
reduce humans to the
level  of  beasts,  but
rather  to  show  the
elegant  continuity  of
life, explaining why we
do the things we do by
l o o k i n g  a t  o u r
evolutionary cousins.

The Core
Thesis:
We Are

All
Biological
Beings
The  central  argument
o f  T h e  H u m a n
Animal  Desmond
Morris puts forward is
deceptively  simple:
d e s p i t e  o u r
s k y s c r a p e r s ,
smartphones,  and
sophisticated  legal
systems,  we  are  still
driven  by  the  same
biological  imperatives
t h a t  g u i d e d  o u r
a n c e s t o r s  o n  t h e
African savanna. Morris
a r g u e s  t h a t  o u r
modern  wor ld  i s  a
" s u p e r - t r i b a l "
environment,  a  world
of millions of strangers,
w h i c h  i s  v a s t l y
different from the small
hunter-gatherer groups
o f  1 0 0  t o  1 5 0
individuals in which our
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brains  evolved.  This
mismatch between our
"Stone Age minds" and
our  modern  world  is
the source of many of
our  most  profound
joys,  conflicts,  and
confusions.
Morris explores a wide
r a n g e  o f  h u m a n
behaviors through this
biological  lens.  He
examines  everything
from the way we greet
each  o ther  to  the
complex  r i tuals  of
courtship  and  child-
rearing.  He  looks  at
how  we  es tab l i sh
territory—not just with
fences  and  walls,  but
with  personal  space
and  possessions.  He
analyzes  our  need for
status  and  hierarchy,
which  he  connects
directly  to  dominance
hierarchies seen in wolf
packs  or  chimpanzee
troops.  The  genius  of
The  Human  Animal
Desmond  Morris

work  is  that  it  makes
the familiar strange. It
takes  an  everyday
g e s t u r e ,  l i k e  a
h a n d s h a k e ,  a n d
explains its origins as a
ritualized  gesture  of
peace,  demonstrating
that the hand holds no
weapon.

Key
Behaviors
Explained
: From
Birth to
Bonding
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
compelling  sections  of
The  Human  Animal
Desmond  Morris
analysis  covers  the
sub jec t  o f  human
reproduction and child
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deve lopment .  He
describes  the  human
b a b y  a s  h a v i n g
" n e o t e n o u s "
features—large eyes, a
high  forehead,  and  a
small chin—that trigger
innate  care-giving
responses  in  adults.
T h i s  b i o l o g i c a l
mechanism  ensures
that  parents  feel  an
overwhelming  urge  to
protect  and  nurture
their helpless offspring.
He contrasts the long,
vulnerable  infancy  of
humans with the rapid
development  of  other
primates,  linking  it  to
our  need  for  a  large,
complex  brain  that
requ i res  years  o f
learning  and  social
interaction.
Morris  also  dedicates
significant  attention  to
the  subject  of  "pair-
bonding." Unlike many
o t h e r  p r i m a t e s ,
humans  form  long-
term,  exclusive  pair

bonds.  The  Human
Animal  Desmond
Morris  explores  the
biological  mechanisms
that support this, such
a s  t h e  r e l e a s e  o f
o x y t o c i n  d u r i n g
in t imacy  and  the
creation  of  shared
rituals and routines. He
does  not  romanticize
marriage  as  a  purely
social  or  rel ig ious
invention;  rather,  he
p r e s e n t s  i t  a s  a
biological  strategy
designed to  provide a
stable environment for
the lengthy process of
raising a human child.
This  perspective  helps
explain  the  intense
e m o t i o n a l  p a i n
a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h
breakups—a  biological
system  designed  for
long-term  cooperation
has  failed.



6

6 The Human Animal Desmond
Morris

2025-10-19

Ritual,
Art, and
the Need
for
Stimulati

on
Perhaps  one  of  the
mos t  f a sc ina t i ng
aspects of The Human
Animal  Desmond
Morris  work  is  his
t rea tment  o f  a r t ,
religion,  and  ritual.  A
typical  anthropologist
might  view  these  as
p u r e l y  c u l t u r a l
inventions.  Morris,
however, sees them as
" b i o l o g i c a l "
behaviors—necessary
outlets for a brain that
craves exploration and
novelty. He argues that
art is a form of "super-

stimulus,"  a  way  of
creating  patterns  and
colors  that  are  more
striking  than  those
f o u n d  i n  n a t u r e .
Religious  rituals,  he
s u g g e s t s ,  a r e
formalized  versions  of
tr ibal  gather ings,
creating  a  sense  of
un i t y  and  sha red
identity  that  was vital
for group survival.
Morris  also  analyzes
t h e  m o d e r n
phenomenon of  sports
as a form of "ritualized
combat."  Instead  of
two  tribes  going  to
war ,  we  have  two
f o o t b a l l  t e a m s
competing  on  a  field.
The fans in the stands
a r e  n o t  p a s s i v e
observers;  they  are
active participants in a
tribal  display,  wearing
their "war paint" (team
colors)  and  chanting
their  "battle  cries."
The  Human  Animal
Desmond  Morris
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perspective  allows  us
to see a rock concert, a
political  rally,  and  a
religious  service  as
variations  on  a  single
theme:  the  human
need  for  communal
emotional experiences.
He  explains  that  our
biology demands these
moments  of  catharsis,
w h e r e  w e  c a n
s u r r e n d e r  o u r
individual  identity  to
the  collective  emotion
of the crowd.

The
Language
of the
Body:
Non-

Verbal
Communi
cation
A  significant  portion  of
The  Human  Animal
Desmond  Morris
t e l ev i s i on  se r i es
focused  on  what  he
c a l l s  " t h e  s i l e n t
language" of the body.
H e  i s  a  m a s t e r  o f
decoding  non-verbal
cues ,  f r om  fac i a l
expressions to posture
and gesture. He points
out  that  whi le  our
conscious  minds  are
focused  on  the  words
being  spoken,  our
unconscious minds are
constantly  reading  a
million  subtle  signals.
These  s igna ls ,  he
argues, are often more
honest  than  words
precisely because they
are harder to control.
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For  instance,  Morris
famously  defined  20
distinct types of smiles,
each  with  a  different
meaning.  There is  the
p o l i t e  " s m i l e  o f
appeasement,"  the
"smile of joy," and the
"fear  smile"  which  is
often  a  grimace.  He
a lso  ana lyzed  the
geography  o f  the
h u m a n  b o d y ,
identifying which areas
are  most  vulnerable
and  which  are  most
often used for displays
o f  d o m i n a n c e  o r
s u b m i s s i o n .  The
H u m a n  A n i m a l
Desmond  Morris
teaches  us  that  by
b e c o m i n g  b e t t e r
r e a d e r s  o f  t h e s e
s i g n a l s ,  w e  c a n
navigate  our  social
world  with  greater
e m p a t h y  a n d
understanding. We can
see the anxiety behind
a  confident  pose,  or
the  genuine  warmth

b e h i n d  a  s i m p l e
glance.

Criticisms
and
Counterp
oints
While  The  Human
Animal  Desmond
Morris  provides  a
compelling  framework,
it  is  not  without  its
critics.  Many  social
scientists  argue  that
Morris  oversimplifies
c o m p l e x  h u m a n
behavior by attributing
too  much  to  biology
and  not  enough  to
culture.  They  argue
that human behavior is
incredibly  flexible  and
that the human brain is
not  a  fixed  relic  of  the
S t o n e  A g e ,  b u t  a
remarkably  adaptable
organ that is shaped by
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experience.  Critics
suggest  that  Morris's
comparisons  between
animal  and  human
b e h a v i o r  c a n  b e
anecdotal  and that he
sometimes  cherry-
picks  examples  that  fit
his narrative.
However, Morris would
l ikely  counter  that
these  criticisms  miss
the point. He does not
deny  the  power  of
culture; rather, he sees
c u l t u r e  a s  a n
express ion  o f  our
b io logy .  Jus t  as  a
s p i d e r ' s  w e b  i s  a
product of the spider's
biology,  a  human's
culture is a product of
the  human  brain's
biology.  Furthermore,
modern  fields  like
e v o l u t i o n a r y
p s y c h o l o g y  h a v e
largely  vindicated
many  of  Morris's  core
ideas.  The  concept  of
the  "environment  of
e v o l u t i o n a r y

adaptedness"  (EEA)  is
now  a  cornerstone  of
the  field,  and  research
on  everything  from
mate  se lect ion  to
parental  investment
continues  to  confirm
t h e  b i o l o g i c a l
underp inn ings  o f
behavior  that  The
H u m a n  A n i m a l
Desmond  Morris  first
popularized for a mass
audience.

Why The
Human
Animal
Matters
Today
In  our  current  climate
of political polarization
and  digital  isolation,
the  message  of  The
H u m a n  A n i m a l
Desmond  Morris
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feels more urgent than
ever. We are spending
more  time  interacting
with screens than with
human  faces.  We  are
l iv ing  in  mass ive,
anonymous  cities  that
bear little resemblance
to  the  intimate  tribes
of  our  ancestors.  The
r i s e  i n  a n x i e t y ,
d e p r e s s i o n ,  a n d
loneliness can be seen,
f r o m  a  M o r r i s i a n
perspect ive ,  as  a
s y m p t o m  o f  t h i s
biological  dislocation.
Our bodies and brains
are  te l l ing  us  that
something  is  wrong,
even  if  our  conscious
minds cannot name it.
Morris's  work  offers  a
kind  of  intellectual
comfort.  It  suggests
that  our  impulses  to
form  communities,  to
seek  status,  to  fall  in
love, and to protect our
children  are  not  signs
o f  w e a k n e s s  o r
irrationality.  They  are

the echoes of a deep,
ancient wisdom written
in  our  genes .  The
H u m a n  A n i m a l
Desmond  Morris
encourages us to stop
fighting  our  biology
and  to  start  working
with  i t .  Want  to  be
happier? Prioritize face-
to-face  contact.  Want
to  reduce  conflict?
U n d e r s t a n d  t h e
triggers of territoriality
and  dominance.  Want
t o  r a i s e  h e a l t h y
children? Provide them
wi th  the  phys i ca l
affection  and  social
play  that  their  brains
a r e  d e s i g n e d  t o
receive.

Conclusio
n: The
Zoo That
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Built
Itself
D e s m o n d  M o r r i s
famously described the
m o d e r n  c i t y  a s  a
" h u m a n  z o o , "  a
contained environment
where  animals  live  in
conditions  far  different
from  their  natural
habitat. In this zoo, the
residents—us—have
built  their  own  cages
and created their own
rules.  The  Human
Animal  Desmond
Morris  i s  a  user 's
manual for this zoo. It
i s  a  g e n t l e  b u t
persistent  reminder
that we are not fallen
angels, but risen apes.
The beauty of Morris's
w o r k  l i e s  i n  i t s

accessibility.  He  takes
complex  ideas  from
biology,  zoology,  and
anthropology  and
m a k e s  t h e m
understandable  and
relevant to the average
person.  He  empowers
us to look at our own
l i v e s  w i t h  a  n e w
perspective.  The  next
time you feel a flash of
anger  in  a  traffic  jam,
or a surge of joy at a
concert,  or  a  pang  of
j e a l o u s y  i n  a
relationship, remember
the  lessons  of  The
H u m a n  A n i m a l
Desmond Morris. You
are not broken. You are
not  alone.  You  are
simply being a human
animal,  navigating  a
super-tribal  world with
a Stone Age brain. And
that  is  a  truth  worth
understanding.


