
The Cultured Chimpanzee: Reflections On
Cultural Primatology
Have you ever wondered what sets humans apart from their closest relatives, the
chimpanzees? While we may share approximately 98% of our DNA with these
intelligent creatures, there is one fascinating aspect of human society that seems
to be uniquely our own – culture.

In recent years, scientists have discovered that chimpanzees also exhibit cultural
behavior. This field of research, known as cultural primatology, has provided us
with invaluable insights into the origins and evolution of human culture. In this
article, we will explore the captivating world of the cultured chimpanzee and the
implications it holds for our understanding of ourselves and our primate kin.

The Origins of Culture

When we think of culture, we often think of art, music, and customs. These
aspects of culture may seem uniquely human, but as it turns out, chimpanzees
possess their own cultural traditions. For example, different communities of
chimpanzees have been observed using tools in different ways, passing down
these techniques from one generation to the next.
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This phenomenon suggests that the origins of culture may be deeply rooted in
our common evolutionary history. By studying these cultural behaviors in
chimpanzees, scientists hope to gain insights into how and why cultures develop
in the first place.

Tool Use and Cultural Transmission

One of the most well-known cultural behaviors observed in chimpanzees is their
use of tools. While it was once believed that tool use was primarily a human trait,
researchers have found that chimpanzees in different regions use various tools to
solve problems and acquire food.

For instance, in the forests of West Africa, some groups of chimpanzees use
sticks as tools to extract termites from mounds. In contrast, chimpanzees in East
Africa have been observed using stones to crack open hard nuts. These regional
variations in tool use highlight the presence of distinct cultural practices within
chimpanzee communities.

Furthermore, cultural primatologists have discovered that chimpanzees learn
these tool-use techniques through a process known as cultural transmission. Just
like humans, chimpanzees pass down these skills from one generation to
another, shaping the behaviors and traditions of their groups.

Communication and Social Learning

Language and communication are vital components of human culture. While
chimpanzees do not possess a complex verbal language like humans, they do
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communicate with one another through various vocalizations, gestures, and facial
expressions.

Researchers have found that these communication methods are not only used for
survival but also for social learning and cultural transmission. Chimps learn by
observing others and imitating their behaviors, leading to the spread of cultural
practices within their communities.

For instance, a famous case of cultural transmission among chimpanzee
communities is the behavior of "ant-dipping." In this technique, some
chimpanzees in certain regions have learned to use long sticks to extract ants
from their nests and then eat them. This behavior was observed in one
community and later spread to neighboring groups, demonstrating the power of
social learning and cultural diffusion.

Implications for Human Evolution

The existence of cultural behavior in chimpanzees challenges the long-held
notion that culture is a uniquely human trait. By studying these cultured
chimpanzees, scientists are gaining a better understanding of the evolutionary
roots of our own cultural practices.

It is believed that our last common ancestor with chimpanzees lived
approximately six million years ago. By comparing chimpanzee cultures to those
of early human societies, researchers can uncover similarities and differences,
allowing us to reconstruct the cultural evolution that led to our modern human
societies.

Studying cultured chimpanzees also sheds light on the complexity of animal
societies and challenges the human-centric view of the world. It reminds us that
we are part of a diverse array of intelligent beings who share this planet with us.



The world of the cultured chimpanzee is a glimpse into the fascinating world of
cultural primatology. Through their tool use, communication, and social learning,
chimpanzees exhibit behavior that mirrors our own cultural practices.

Studying these intelligent creatures enables us to reflect on the origins and
evolution of culture in both humans and chimpanzees. It also serves as a
reminder of the shared heritage we have with our primate relatives and the
complex nature of the animal kingdom.

So, the next time you look into the eyes of a chimpanzee, remember that you are
not just seeing another animal; you are glimpsing into a world of cultural richness
and complexity that extends beyond our own species.

The Cultured Chimpanzee: Reflections on Cultural
Primatology by W. C. McGrew(Illustrated Edition, Kindle Edition)

5 out of 5

Short of inventing a time machine, we will never see our extinct forebears in
action and be able to determine directly how human behaviour and culture has
developed. However, we can learn from our closest living relatives, the African
great apes. The Cultured Chimpanzee explores the astonishing variation in
chimpanzee behaviour across their range, which cannot be explained by
individual learning, genetic or environmental influences. It promotes the view that
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this rich diversity in social life and material culture reflects social learning of
traditions, and more closely resembles cultural variety in humans than the simpler
behaviour of other animal species. This stimulating book shows that the field of
cultural primatology may therefore help us to reconstruct the cultural evolution of
Homo sapiens from earlier forms, and that it is essential for anthropologists,
archaeologists and zoologists to work together to develop a stronger
understanding of human and primate cultural evolution.
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