
Humans and dolphins: Same big brains, separate evolutionary paths

Until our upstart genus surpassed them, dolphins were probably the largest brained, and presumably the
most intelligent, creatures on the planet. Pound for pound, relative to body size, their brains are still
among the largest in the animal kingdom—and larger than those of chimpanzees. The last common
ancestor of humans and chimps lived some six million years ago. By comparison cetaceans such as
dolphins split off from the rest of the mammal lineage about 55 million years ago, and they and primates
haven’t shared an ancestor for 95 million years.

This means that primates and cetaceans have been on two different evolutionary trajectories for a very
long time, and the result is not only two different body types but also two different kinds of brains.
Primates, for example, have large frontal lobes, which are responsible for executive decision-making and
planning. Dolphins don’t have much in the way of frontal lobes, but they still have an impressive flair for
solving problems and, apparently, a capacity to plan for the future. Dolphins also have an extremely well
developed and defined paralimbic system for processing emotions. One hypothesis is that it may be
essential to the intimate social and emotional bonds that exist within dolphin communities.

“A dolphin alone is not really a dolphin,” says Lori Marino, a biopsychologist and executive director of the
Kimmela Center for Animal Advocacy. “Being a dolphin means being embedded in a complex social
network. Even more so than with humans.”
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