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The Lowest Animal
by Mark Twain

Mark Twain wrote The Lowest Animal—AKA Man's Place in the Animal World—
sometime between 1896 & 1905 (different dates are listed by various sources online).
In it, Twain describes (fictional) experiments he did with animals in which they showed
greater civility than humans. He uses satire to describe human nature, and deeds done
by powerful people against the helpless, which caused him to ponder their lack of
humanity:

I have been scientifically studying the traits and dispositions of the “lower animals” (so-
called), and contrasting them with the traits and dispositions of man.

I find the result humiliating to me. For it obliges me to renounce my allegiance to the
Darwinian theory of the Ascent of Man from the Lower Animals; since it now seems plain to
me that the theory ought to be vacated in favor of a new and truer one, this new and truer
one to be named the Descent of Man from the Higher Animals.

In proceeding toward this unpleasant conclusion I have not guessed or speculated or
conjectured, but have used what is commonly called the scientific method. That is to say, I
have subjected every postulate that presented itself to the crucial test of actual experiment,
and have adopted it or rejected it according to the result. Thus I verified and established each
step of my course in its turn before advancing to the next. These experiments were made in
the London Zoological Gardens, and covered many months of painstaking and fatiguing
work.

Before particularizing any of the experiments, I wish to state one or two things which seem
to more properly belong in this place than further along. This in the interest of clearness.

The massed experiments established to my satisfaction certain generalizations, to wit:

1. That the human race is of one distinct species. It exhibits slight variations (in color,
stature, mental caliber, and so on) due to climate, environment, and so forth; but it is a species
by itself, and not to be confounded with any other.

2. That the quadrupeds are a distinct family, also. This family exhibits variations—in color,
size, food preferences, and so on; but it is a family by itself.

3. That the other families—the birds, the fishes, the insects, the reptiles, etc.—are more or
less distinct, also. They are in the procession. They are links in the chain which stretches
down from the higher animals to man at the bottom.

Some of my experiments were quite curious. In the course of my reading I had come across
a case where, many years ago, some hunters on our Great Plains organized a buffalo hunt for
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the entertainment of an English earl. They had charming sport. They killed seventy-two of
those great animals; and ate part of one of them and left the seventy-one to rot. In order to
determine the difference between an anaconda and an earl (if any) I caused seven young
calves to be turned into the anaconda’s cage. The grateful reptile immediately crushed one of
them and swallowed it, then lay back satisfied. It showed no further interest in the calves, and
no disposition to harm them. I tried this experiment with other anacondas; always with the
same result. The fact stood proven that the difference between an earl and an anaconda is that
the earl is cruel and the anaconda isn’t; and that the earl wantonly destroys what he has no
use for, but the anaconda doesn’t. This seemed to suggest that the anaconda was not
descended from the earl. It also seemed to suggest that the earl was descended from the
anaconda, and had lost a good deal in the transition.

I was aware that many men who have accumulated more millions of money than they can
ever use have shown a rabid hunger for more, and have not scrupled to cheat the ignorant
and the helpless out of their poor servings in order to partially appease that appetite. I
furnished a hundred different kinds of wild and tame animals the opportunity to accumulate
vast stores of food, but none of them would do it. The squirrels and bees and certain birds
made accumulations, but stopped when they had gathered a winter’s supply, and could not
be persuaded to add to it either honestly or by chicane. In order to bolster up a tottering
reputation the ant pretended to store up supplies, but I was not deceived. I know the ant.
These experiments convinced me that there is this difference between man and the higher
animals: he is avaricious and miserly; they are not.

In the course of my experiments I convinced myself that among the animals man is the
only one that harbors insults and injuries, broods over them, waits till a chance offers, then
takes revenge. The passion of revenge is unknown to the higher animals.

Roosters keep harems, but it is by consent of their concubines; therefore no wrong is done.
Men keep harems but it is by brute force, privileged by atrocious laws which the other sex
were allowed no hand in making. In this matter man occupies a far lower place than the
rooster.

Cats are loose in their morals, but not consciously so. Man, in his descent from the cat, has
brought the cats looseness with him but has left the unconsciousness behind (the saving grace
which excuses the cat). The cat is innocent, man is not.

Indecency, vulgarity, obscenity (these are strictly confined to man); he invented them.
Among the higher animals there is no trace of them. They hide nothing; they are not
ashamed. Man, with his soiled mind, covers himself. He will not even enter a drawing room
with his breast and back naked, so alive are he and his mates to indecent suggestion. Man is
The Animal that Laughs. But so does the monkey, as Mr. Darwin pointed out; and so does the
Australian bird that is called the laughing jackass.
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No! Man is the Animal that Blushes. He is the only one that does it or has occasion to.

At the head of this article we see how “three monks were burnt to death” a few days ago,
and a prior “put to death with atrocious cruelty.” Do we inquire into the details? No; or we
should find out that the prior was subjected to unprintable mutilations.

Man (when he is a North American Indian) gouges out his prisoner’s eyes; when he is King
John, with a nephew to render untroublesome, he uses a red-hot iron; when he is a religious
zealot dealing with heretics in the Middle Ages, he skins his captive alive and scatters salt on
his back; in the first Richard’s time he shuts up a multitude of Jew families in a tower and sets
fire to it; in Columbus’s time he captures a family of Spanish Jews and (but that is not
printable; in our day in England a man is fined ten shillings for beating his mother nearly to
death with a chair, and another man is fined forty shillings for having four pheasant eggs in
his possession without being able to satisfactorily explain how he got them).

Of all the animals, man is the only one that is cruel. He is the only one that inflicts pain for
the pleasure of doing it. It is a trait that is not known to the higher animals. The cat plays with
the frightened mouse; but she has this excuse, that she does not know that the mouse is
suffering. The cat is moderate—unhumanly moderate: she only scares the mouse, she does
not hurt it; she doesn’t dig out its eyes, or tear off its skin, or drive splinters under its nails—
man-fashion; when she is done playing with it she makes a sudden meal of it and puts it out
of its trouble.

Man is the Cruel Animal. He is alone in that distinction.

The higher animals engage in individual fights, but never in organized masses. Man is the
only animal that deals in that atrocity of atrocities, War. He is the only one that gathers his
brethren about him and goes forth in cold blood and with calm pulse to exterminate his kind.
He is the only animal that for sordid wages will march out, as the Hessians did in our
Revolution, and as the boyish Prince Napoleon did in the Zulu war, and help to slaughter
strangers of his own species who have done him no harm and with whom he has no quarrel.

Man is the only animal that robs his helpless fellow of his country—takes possession of it
and drives him out of it or destroys him. Man has done this in all the ages. There is not an
acre of ground on the globe that is in possession of its rightful owner, or that has not been
taken away from owner after owner, cycle after cycle, by force and bloodshed.

Man is the only Slave. And he is the only animal who enslaves. He has always been a slave
in one form or another, and has always held other slaves in bondage under him in one way or
another. In our day he is always some man’s slave for wages, and does that man’s work; and
this slave has other slaves under him for minor wages, and they do his work. The higher
animals are the only ones who exclusively do their own work and provide their own living.

Man is the only Patriot. He sets himself apart in his own country, under his own flag, and
sneers at the other nations, and keeps multitudinous uniformed assassins on hand at heavy
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expense to grab slices of other peoples countries, and keep them from grabbing slices of his.
And in the intervals between campaigns, he washes the blood off his hands and works for the
universal brotherhood of man, with his mouth.

Man is the Religious Animal. He is the only Religious Animal. He is the only animal that
has the True Religion—several of them. He is the only animal that loves his neighbor as
himself, and cuts his throat if his theology isn’t straight. He has made a graveyard of the
globe in trying his honest best to smooth his brother’s path to happiness and heaven. He was
at it in the time of the Caesars, he was at it in Mahomet’s time, he was at it in the time of the
Inquisition, he was at it in France a couple of centuries, he was at it in England in Mary’s day,
he has been at it ever since he first saw the light, he is at it today in Crete (as per the telegrams
quoted above), he will be at it somewhere else tomorrow. The higher animals have no
religion. And we are told that they are going to be left out, in the Hereafter. I wonder why? It
seems questionable taste.

Man is the Reasoning Animal. Such is the claim. I think it is open to dispute. Indeed, my
experiments have proven to me that he is the Unreasoning Animal. Note his history, as
sketched above. It seems plain to me that whatever he is he is not a reasoning animal. His
record is the fantastic record of a maniac. I consider that the strongest count against his
intelligence is the fact that with that record back of him he blandly sets himself up as the head
animal of the lot: whereas by his own standards he is the bottom one.

In truth, man is incurably foolish. Simple things which the other animals easily learn, he is
incapable of learning. Among my experiments was this. In an hour I taught a cat and a dog to
be friends. I put them in a cage. In another hour I taught them to be friends with a rabbit. In
the course of two days I was able to add a fox, a goose, a squirrel and some doves. Finally a
monkey. They lived together in peace; even affectionately.

Next, in another cage I confined an Irish Catholic from Tipperary, and as soon as he
seemed tame I added a Scotch Presbyterian from Aberdeen. Next a Turk from
Constantinople; a Greek Christian from Crete; an Armenian; a Methodist from the wilds of
Arkansas; a Buddhist from China; a Brahman from Benares. Finally, a Salvation Army
Colonel from Wapping. Then I stayed away two whole days. When I came back to note
results, the cage of Higher Animals was all right, but in the other there was but a chaos of
gory odds and ends of turbans and fezzes and plaids and bones-not a specimen left alive.
These Reasoning Animals had disagreed on a theological detail and carried the matter to a
Higher Court.

One is obliged to concede that in true loftiness of character, Man cannot claim to approach
even the meanest of the Higher Animals. It is plain that he is constitutionally incapable of
approaching that altitude; that he is constitutionally afflicted with a Defect which must make
such approach forever impossible, for it is manifest that this defect is permanent in him,
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indestructible, ineradicable.

I find this Defect to be the Moral Sense. He is the only animal that has it. It is the secret of
his degradation. It is the quality which enables him to do wrong. It has no other office. It is
incapable of performing any other function. It could never have been intended to perform
any other. Without it, man could do no wrong. He would rise at once to the level of the
Higher Animals.

Since the Moral Sense has but the one office, the one capacity—to enable man to do wrong
—it is plainly without value to him. It is as valueless to him as is disease. In fact, it manifestly
is a disease. Rabies is bad, but it is not so bad as this disease. Rabies enables a man to do a
thing, which he could not do when in a healthy state: kill his neighbor with a poisonous bite.
No one is the better man for having rabies: The Moral Sense enables a man to do wrong. It
enables him to do wrong in a thousand ways. Rabies is an innocent disease, compared to the
Moral Sense. No one, then, can be the better man for having the Moral Sense. What now, do
we find the Primal Curse to have been? Plainly what it was in the beginning: the infliction
upon man of the Moral Sense; the ability to distinguish good from evil; and with it,
necessarily, the ability to do evil; for there can be no evil act without the presence of
consciousness of it in the doer of it.

And so I find that we have descended and degenerated, from some far ancestor (some
microscopic atom wandering at its pleasure between the mighty horizons of a drop of water
perchance) insect by insect, animal by animal, reptile by reptile, down the long highway of
smirchless innocence, till we have reached the bottom stage of development—nameable as
the Human Being. Below us—nothing.

Nothing but the Frenchman.
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The War Prayer
by Mark Twain

Mark Twain wrote The War Prayer in 1905, in response to the Spanish—-American War
and the subsequent Philippine—American War. It remained unpublished until after his
death in 1910 at the behest of his family, who feared the story would be considered
sacrilegious:

It was a time of great and exalting excitement. The country was up in arms, the war was
on, in every breast burned the holy fire of patriotism; the drums were beating, the bands
playing, the toy pistols popping, the bunched firecrackers hissing and sputtering; on every
hand and far down the receding and fading spreads of roofs and balconies a fluttering
wilderness of flags flashed in the sun; daily the young volunteers marched down the wide
avenue gay and fine in their new uniforms, the proud fathers and mothers and sisters and
sweethearts cheering them with voices choked with happy emotion as they swung by; nightly
the packed mass meetings listened, panting, to patriot oratory which stirred the deepest
deeps of their hearts and which they interrupted at briefest intervals with cyclones of
applause, the tears running down their cheeks the while; in the churches the pastors preached
devotion to flag and country and invoked the God of Battles, beseeching His aid in our good
cause in outpouring of fervid eloquence which moved every listener.

It was indeed a glad and gracious time, and the half dozen rash spirits that ventured to
disapprove of the war and cast a doubt upon its righteousness straightway got such a stern
and angry warning that for their personal safety’s sake they quickly shrank out of sight and
offended no more in that way.

Sunday morning came — next day the battalions would leave for the front; the church was
filled; the volunteers were there, their faces alight with material dreams-visions of a stern
advance, the gathering momentum, the rushing charge, the flashing sabers, the flight of the
foe, the tumult, the enveloping smoke, the fierce pursuit, the surrender! — then home from the
war, bronzed heros, welcomed, adored, submerged in golden seas of glory! With the
volunteers sat their dear ones, proud, happy, and envied by the neighbors and friends who
had no sons and brothers to send forth to the field of honor, there to win for the flag or,
failing, die the noblest of noble deaths. The service proceeded; a war chapter from the Old
Testament was read; the first prayer was said; it was followed by an organ burst that shook
the building, and with one impulse the house rose, with glowing eyes and beating hearts, and
poured out that tremendous invocation — “God the all-terrible! Thou who ordainest, Thunder
thy clarion and lightning thy sword!”
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Then came the “long” prayer. None could remember the like of it for passionate pleading
and moving and beautiful language. The burden of its supplication was that an ever —
merciful and benignant Father of us all would watch over our noble young soldiers and aid,
comfort, and encourage them in their patriotic work; bless them, shield them in His mighty
hand, make them strong and confident, invincible in the bloody onset; help them to crush the
foe, grant to them and to their flag and country imperishable honor and glory.

An aged stranger entered and moved with slow and noiseless step up the main aisle, his
eyes fixed upon the minister, his long body clothed in a robe that reached to his feet, his head
bare, his white hair descending in a frothy cataract to his shoulders, his seamy face
unnaturally pale, pale even to ghastliness. With all eyes following him and wondering, he
made his silent way; without pausing, he ascended to the preacher’s side and stood there,
waiting.

With shut lids the preacher, unconscious of his presence, continued his moving prayer,
and at last finished it with the words, uttered in fervent appeal,”Bless our arms, grant us the
victory, O Lord our God, Father and Protector of our land and flag!”

The stranger touched his arm, motioned him to step aside — which the startled minister did
— and took his place. During some moments he surveyed the spellbound audience with
solemn eyes in which burned an uncanny light; then in a deep voice he said:

'/I

“I come from the Throne — bearing a message from Almighty God!” The words smote the
house with a shock; if the stranger perceived it he gave no attention. “He has heard the prayer
of His servant your shepherd and grant it if such shall be your desire after I, His messenger,
shall have explained to you its import — that is to say, its full import. For it is like unto many
of the prayers of men, in that it asks for more than he who utters it is aware of — except he
pause and think.

“God’s servant and yours has prayed his prayer. Has he paused and taken thought? Is it
one prayer? No, it is two — one uttered, the other not. Both have reached the ear of His Who
hearth all supplications, the spoken and the unspoken. Ponder this — keep it in mind. If you
beseech a blessing upon yourself, beware! lest without intent you invoke a curse upon a
neighbor at the same time. If you pray for the blessing of rain upon your crop which needs it,
by that act you are possibly praying for a curse upon some neighbor’s crop which may not
need rain and can be injured by it.

“You have heard your servant’s prayer — the uttered part of it. | am commissioned by God
to put into words the other part of it — that part which the pastor, and also you in your hearts,
fervently prayed silently. And ignorantly and unthinkingly? God grant that it was so! You
heard these words: ‘Grant us the victory, O Lord our God!” That is sufficient. The whole of the
uttered prayer is compact into those pregnant words. Elaborations were not necessary. When
you have prayed for victory you have prayed for many unmentioned results which follow

The War Prayer by Mark Twain + Published by Rand Eastwood * www.RandEastwood.com *Page 8 -


http://www.randeastwood.com/

victory — must follow it, cannot help but follow it. Upon the listening spirit of God the Father
fell also the unspoken part of the prayer. He commandeth me to put it into words. Listen!

“O Lord our Father, our young patriots, idols of our hearts, go forth to battle — be Thou
near them! With them, in spirit, we also go forth from the sweet peace of our beloved firesides
to smite the foe. O Lord our God, help us to tear their soldiers to bloody shreds with our
shells; help us to cover their smiling fields with the pale forms of their patriot dead; help us to
drown the thunder of the guns with the shrieks of their wounded, writhing in pain; help us to
lay waste their humble homes with a hurricane of fire; help us to wring the hearts of their
unoffending widows with unavailing grief; help us to turn them out roofless with their little
children to wander unfriended the wastes of their desolated land in rags and hunger and
thirst, sports of the sun flames of summer and the icy winds of winter, broken in spirit, worn
with travail, imploring Thee for the refuge of the grave and denied it — for our sakes who
adore Thee, Lord, blast their hopes, blight their lives, protract their bitter pilgrimage, make
heavy their steps, water their way with their tears, stain the white snow with the blood of
their wounded feet! We ask it, in the spirit of love, of Him Who is the Source of Love, and
Who is ever-faithful refuge and friend of all that are sore beset and seek His aid with humble
and contrite hearts. Amen.

(After a pause)

“Ye have prayed it; if ye still desire it, speak! The messenger of the Most High waits.”

It was believed afterward that the man was a lunatic, because there was no sense in what
he said.
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