
Is Flipper a violent thug? Matt Jarvis 
discusses the evidence

As I sit down to write this I must confess that 
reading today’s news has left me feeling sad and 
a little disillusioned. It’s not the latest arrest of 

a public figure for sex crimes or even the US pondering 
the decision to undertake ‘targeted airstrikes’ against 
the Assad administration in Syria that has got to me. 
It is the publication of apparently compelling new 
evidence to suggest that dolphins are actually neither 
intelligent nor even nice. Surely that isn’t possible? As a 
starting point, read this article:

http://tinyurl.com/qe28cl5

The popular view of the dolphin 
mind
Most of us have grown up with a perception of dolphins 
as lively, intelligent and fun-loving creatures. Dolphin 
shows are a popular form of entertainment in many 
countries — people pay to watch dolphins in a pool 
performing tricks and generally looking cute. Stories 
abound about altruistic dolphins that risk their lives 
to save other cetaceans (the wider family of aquatic 
mammals that includes whales and porpoises) from 
danger.

In keeping with this view of dolphins as intelligent 
and benevolent, dolphin rights have become a serious 
political issue. Earlier this year India was the first 
country to declare cetaceans ‘non-human persons’. This 
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Activities
1 Carry out a literature search using Google 

Scholar. What is the nature of the evidence for 
and against dolphin intelligence? Which side of 
the argument do you find more convincing?

2 As a group you could have a conference to 
discuss the idea of cetacean rights, just like 
the one the American Association for the 
Advancement of Science is holding. Check out 
its website and look at the talks planned — you 
could maybe put something similar together.

makes it illegal to harm a 
dolphin or to keep one 
in captivity. In its annual 
meeting in December the 
American Association for 
the Advancement of Science 
plans to debate a Declaration 
of Cetacean Rights. Check out the 
following links to these stories:

http://tinyurl.com/ophblz4

http://tinyurl.com/obe8ur6

The case for dolphin intelligence
One reason we have long thought that cetaceans could 
be pretty bright is the size of their brain. Taken across 
all species, both total brain mass and the ratio of 
brain mass to body mass correlate with intelligence. 
For both sheer size and brain:body ratio dolphins and 
their relatives come out very high (Connor and Mann, 
2006). Certainly, then, dolphins have the necessary 
hardware to be potentially intelligent, but this is not 
evidence in itself for intelligence.

Another and perhaps better reason to believe in 
dolphin intelligence is the complex social behaviour 
observed in dolphins. Connor (2007) observed 
dolphins engaged in imitation, complex patterns of 
alliances with other individuals and complex patterns 
of communication. They play and can use simple tools. 
Sophisticated social behaviour requires a degree of 
intelligence, so it is reasonable to propose that with 
their sophisticated social behaviour dolphins must be 
pretty clever.

The killjoy argument
A journal article and a book published this autumn call 
into question the assumption of dolphin intelligence. 
Manger (2013) has published a review article that 
questions the interpretations made by previous 
researchers of dolphin behaviour. Manger argues that 
the apparently impressive social behaviour of dolphins 
is also shown by a range of species including some — 

like songbirds — that we do 
not think of as particularly 
intelligent. According to 

Manger dolphins are actually 
not very smart at all.

In his new book Are 
Dolphins Really Smart? The 

Mammal Behind the Myth, 
Justin Gregg adopts a less extreme 

position. Gregg believes that dolphins 
have some well-developed mental abilities but that 
many  of these abilities are common in a range of 
species (like use of tools) and that we don’t really 
understand the significance of others — for example, 
self-recognition. He concludes that dolphins are not 
stupid but that there is no strong evidence that they 
are anywhere near being the second most intelligent 
species on the planet.

Researchers have described 
dolphins as ‘less sophisticated 
than chickens’
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