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The Ape and the Sushi Master










Prologue


 The Apes’ Tea Party


Man is innately programmed in such a way that he needs a culture to complete him. Culture is not an alternative or replacement for instinct, but its outgrowth and supplement.

Mary Midgley, 1979



Jo Mendi, a cigar-smoking, brandy-drinking blue-collar worker with stocky legs and long arms, was used to having his name larger on the billboards than that of comedian Bob Hope, with whom he once co-starred. In the 1930s, he dominated Detroit’s entertainment industry. Every day, he would show up in overalls at the side of the zoo director, who carried a cane and kept a watchful eye on his companion, who—being many times stronger than a grown man—had been known to molest unsuspecting bystanders. Such was Jo Mendi’s fame that the chimpanzee drew a crowd twice as large as the one that greeted the presidential candidate visiting the city, an issue Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s opponents didn’t hesitate to bring to the nation’s attention.1


[image: i_Image1]
Jo Mendi showing his table manners with zoo director, John Millen, in the 1930s (Photo courtesy of the Detroit Zoological Society). 


Petermann, a performing chimpanzee at the Cologne Zoo in the 1980s, was less lucky. Like Jo Mendi, he had a huge following and was, behind the scenes, not to be trifled with. His relationship with the zoo director was less amicable, however. After attacking the director, Petermann was shot by the police. His fatal defiance of authority temporarily turned the ape into a martyr for the German anarchist movement.

Even today, Hollywood producers cannot resist throwing in a chimp or orangutan when their script asks for a laugh and they have failed to come up with anything better. An entire television show (The Chimp Channel) has been devoted to dressed-up apes trained to frantically move their mouths while an audio track with human speech gives the impression that they are talking.

The ape dinner parties that became standard at zoos and menageries in the nineteenth century, the chimpanzee entertainers of the twentieth century, and contemporary equivalents on the tube all project the image of animals doing their best to be like us, yet failing miserably. We get a kick out of such performances because our culture and dominant religion have tied human dignity and self-worth to our separation from nature and distinctness from other animals. Since we are the only ones who eat with cutlery—a sure sign of civilization—we are amused to see apes trying to do the same. They’re not supposed to, and most certainly they’re not supposed to be good at it. Lest the scene threaten the human ego, they must falter. As explained by Ramona and Desmond Morris:


In the late 1920s the London Zoo started to organize these demonstrations on a regular basis. Each afternoon at a set time a group of young chimpanzees performed at a table for the amusement of zoo visitors. They were trained to use bowls, plates, spoons, cups, and a tea pot. For the chimpanzee brain, learning to perform these trivial tasks provided only a minor challenge. There was the ever present danger that their table manners would become too polished. In order to relieve the monotony, it often became necessary to train them to “misbehave.” They excelled at this, too, and their timing became so perfect that the tea cups were always popped into the teapot and the tea drunk through the spout, just at the vital moment when the keeper turned his back.2



To have apes ridicule our species, especially the cultural refinements that we admire so greatly in ourselves, could be looked at as a form of self-deprecation. That would be the optimistic view. The alternative is that by allowing animals to mock us we let them make even greater fools of themselves, which permits us to laugh away any doubts we might harbor about ourselves. That we select apes for this job is logical because it is particularly in the face of animals similar to us that human uniqueness needs confirmation.

To put this in perspective, imagine a family of elephants watching a television show in which people have hoses strapped to their noses and try to use the appendage to pick up a coin or uproot a small tree. The poor people in the show constantly get tangled up in their “trunks,” trip over them, and in general demonstrate how ineptly unelephantine they are. I don’t think we would find the show particularly funny, certainly not for longer than a couple of minutes, but an elephant family might never get enough of it.


[image: i_Image1]
“They’re getting restless. Okay boys, ham it up – knock the teapot over or something.” (Cartoon of ape tea party at the zoo by Paul White, in 1962, reproduced with permission of Punch Ltd.)


This is because the issue is not humor, but self-definition.



Culture Versus Nature?


We define ourselves as the only cultured species, and we generally believe that culture has permitted us to break away from nature. We are wont to say that culture is what makes us human. The sight of apes with wigs and sunglasses acting as if they have made the same step is therefore utterly incongruous. But what if apes have made this step to cultured behavior not only for the entertainment of the human masses, but also in real life without our assistance? What if they have their own  culture rather than a superficially imposed human version? They might not be so amusing anymore. Indeed, even to contemplate such a possibility is bound to shake centuries-old convictions.

The possiblility that animals have culture is the topic I wish to explore in this book. Although such an exploration is worthwhile for a number of reasons, two stand out. First, there is growing evidence for animal culture—most of it hidden in field notes and technical reports—that deserves to be more widely known. Before we can consider this material, however, we need to temporarily abandon a few cherished connotations of the term “culture.” This term evokes images of art and classical music, symbols and language, and a heritage that needs protection against the mass-consumption society. A so-called cultured person has achieved a refinement of tastes, a well-developed intellect, and a particular set of values and moral principles. This is not how scientists use “culture” in relation to animals. Culture simply means that knowledge and habits are acquired from others—often, but not always, the older generation—which explains why two groups of the same species may behave differently. Because culture implies learning from others, we need to rule out that each individual has acquired a particular trait by itself before we call it cultural.

The second reason for a book about animal culture is that it allows us to carry one more outdated Western dualism to its grave: the notion that human culture is the opposite of human nature. We in the West seem to have an uncontrollable urge to divide the world into two: good versus bad, us versus them, feminine versus masculine, learned versus innate, and so on. Dichotomies help organize our thinking, but they do so by neglecting complexities and shades of meaning. It is the rare thinker who keeps two contradictory thoughts simultaneously in mind; yet this is precisely what is often needed to get at the truth. Thus, while it is correct that learning affects all behavior, so does genetics, meaning that no behavior, whether human or animal, is dictated purely by one influence or the other.

In the last couple of years, the pendulum has swung away from nurture (or environmental effects) back to nature, leaving behind a number of bewildered social scientists who thought the issue had been settled. The current fascination with human biology, however, has created the opposite problem of people so obsessed with genetics that they ignore the other half of the equation. Twins-reared-apart studies have reached the status of common knowledge, and almost every week the media feature a new human gene. There is evidence for genes involved in schizophrenia, epilepsy, and Alzheimer’s, and even in common behavioral traits such as thrill-seeking. Because genetic language (“a gene for x”) plays into the hands of our sound-bite culture, we always need to add the warning that, by themselves, genes are like seeds dropped onto the pavement: in themselves they are powerless to produce anything. When scientists say that a trait is inherited, all they mean is that part of its variability is due to genetic factors. That the environment usually explains at least as much tends to be forgotten.

As Hans Kummer, a Swiss primatologist, remarked years ago, to try to determine how much of a trait is produced by genes and how much by the environment is as useless as asking whether the drum sounds that we hear in the distance are made by the percussionist or his instrument. On the other hand, if we pick up a changed drum sound, we can legitimately ask whether the difference is due to another drummer or another drum.3 This is the only sort of question science addresses when it looks into genes versus the environment.

Culture is an environment that we create ourselves. For this reason, and quite contrary to the accepted view in some circles, culture does not deserve equal footing with nature. An entire generation of anthropologists has given this false impression by asking whether it is culture or nature that makes us act in a certain way. Natural selection, however, has produced our species, including our cultural abilities. Culture is part of human nature. To say that “man is made by culture,” as many textbooks still do, is at the same level of accuracy as saying that “the river follows its bed.” While true, the river also shapes its bed: the current river’s flow is the product of the past river’s action. In the same way, culture cannot exist apart from human nature, and there is profound circularity in saying that we are the product of culture if culture is the product of us.4

The relation between nature and culture reminds me of the mouse and the elephant walking side by side over a wooden bridge. Above the noise, the mouse shouts: “Hey, listen to us stamping together!” At the dawn of an undoubtedly Darwinian millennium, there are still those who claim that human behavior is mainly or entirely cultural. I see this exclusive focus like the mouse with delusions of grandeur walking next to human nature, the elephant who sets the tone of everything we do and are.

This is not to say that culture is mere icing on the cake, as some have suggested. Culture is an extremely powerful modifier—affecting everything we do and are, penetrating the core of human existence—but it can work only in conjunction with human nature. Culture takes human nature and bends it this way or that way, careful not to break it. That we have trouble looking through the false dichotomy is due to a peculiar uncertainty principle: we are unable to take off our cultural lenses, and hence can only guess at how the world would look without them. That is why we cannot discuss animal culture without seriously reflecting on our own culture and the possible blind spots it creates. Seemingly simple questions such as “Is there culture in nature?” and “Is there nature in culture?” cannot be answered without reflection on our own place in nature, a place that is culturally defined. I am not playing with words here. The only reason this sounds confusing is that we have been coaxed into treating nature and culture as opposites rather than closely intertwined.

Because of these larger issues, I find myself writing on topics on the margins of my expertise, from human goodness to Eastern philosophy, and from anthropomorphism to the aesthetic sense. Even if this is not the first time that I have stepped outside of my immediate field, which is to watch primates and prod them to give up their cognitive secrets, my task here is to discuss cultural biases, which makes me feel like a dog chasing its own tail, never really able to catch it. Moreover, one may question whether each culture fits in a little box: within cultures there is often plenty of disagreement. I often get the impression of being surrounded by two distinct categories of people: those who do and those who don’t mind being compared with animals. I have encountered these contrasting attitudes among the great philosophers, among my teachers, and among friends and colleagues, and I have no idea what decides who will end up in which camp. It must have something to do with the empathy level towards animals, yet this just changes the question to why some people feel a connection with animals and others don’t.



Around the World in Eighty Days


Part of my solution to the uncertainty principle has been to go places. If I cannot remove my cultural lenses, I can at least listen to people who grew up in other cultures. Thus, in the fall of 1998, I traveled around the world in eighty days. I went from Atlanta, where I live, to Austria, then China, Japan, Finland, and via the Netherlands, my native country, back to the United States. During this trip I researched several highly influential early students of human and animal behavior, such as the Austrian Konrad Lorenz, the Japanese Kinji Imanishi, and the Swedish-Finn Edward Westermarck. I debated monkeys and apes with colleagues in Japan, where cultural primatology found its origin. And most of all, I tried to weave together the three themes of this book: how we see other animals, how we see ourselves, and the nature of culture.

Each of these themes deserves a book of its own, but the special challenge of The Ape and the Sushi Master has been to freely move from one to the other, and from humans to other animals, while in the meantime poking a maximum number of holes in the nature/culture divide. In doing so, I have not striven for completeness, but picked issues that I felt best highlighted cultural biases in our treatment of nature, such as how noble or base we think our own species is, whether the bonobo’s reception has been affected by how we judge its sexual morals, and how science goes about its business in the West and the East. These topics serve to illustrate how we selectively explore nature, sometimes shaping it in our own image.

My personal prejudices probably shine through, even though I may be less good at spotting them than some of my readers. I come from the southern part of the Netherlands. Since I was not born in the actual province of Holland, I rarely refer to my country by this name. The cruel hand of the Spanish Inquisition, which in the sixteenth century reached all the way to Flanders and my part of the Netherlands, put a halt to the Reformation that brought Calvinism to the North. The South stayed Roman Catholic, and as a result my upbringing instilled less fear of God’s wrath than is typical of the rest of Northern Europe. We have street carnivals (not unlike those in New Orleans), and in general we pride ourselves on a certain joie de vivre.

Like all Dutch children of my generation, I was taught German, French, and English in addition to my own language, and I learned these languages so well that I still speak them fluently. Fluency comes from practice, and even though I kept repeating as a child that I would never need all those stupid languages (I was more interested in science and math), later in life I married a French woman, moved to the United States, and began teaching and writing in English. It is hard to imagine anyone who has taken better advantage of his early language education!

The beauty of language is that each language is filled with concepts and expressions that reflect a distinct cultural outlook. Naturally, we try to translate these terms, but somehow the real flavor is only caught in the correct cultural and linguistic context. Words such as “date” or “cheerleader” may seem simple and obvious to Americans, but the concept of the-person-I-am-currently-going-out-with is unique to its culture (not to mention the idea of a “blind date”), and the mystique surrounding cheerleading baffles every non-American. Similarly, French has a richer vocabulary for dishes, their taste, and their preparation than most non-Francophone people can even imagine, and the language brims with food-related expressions (such as “A kiss without moustache is like a soup without salt”). Every language captures a distinct way of looking at life, and no culture can ever be fully appreciated without an effort to speak the language.

As a European in America, one who crosses the Atlantic multiple times per year, I am very sensitive to the shades of value and meaning that go into making us the most cultural of cultural beings. I re-enter my Dutch persona when I am with my family, feel sort-of-French when visiting my in-laws in the Loire Valley, and after two decades in the upper Midwest and South, I am of course extensively familiar with the values, lifestyles, and cultural mix of the United States. So, even though this book may on occasion sound like an insult to the products of human culture, comparing them to the twigs and branches chimpanzees use in the jungle, I by no means want to trivialize how far we have come. I do wish to make the point, though, that culture must have had simple beginnings, some of which are to be found outside of our species.

In doing so, I will cover ground that one might think is safe for a scientist of my training, namely the question of animal culture. The ground is like quicksand, however. There is, in fact, so much resistance to the idea of animal culture that one cannot escape the impression that it is an idea whose time has come. The air is filled with claims and counterclaims; everyone has an opinion, and a strong one at that. In this melee, an entirely new field has come into existence: armchair primatology. It is not unusual for scholars barely able to tell a chimpanzee’s front from its behind to criticize experts who have studied the species all their lives, or for someone who has never set foot on a particular island to dispute the findings of a team that has worked there for half a century. It must be a sign of its arrival that primatology has become everybody’s business!

The island in question is Koshima, in the extreme south of Japan, where the first evidence for animal culture was gathered. A high point of my trip was a visit to Koshima, where I talked with the elderly but still sharp Mrs. Mito, who has been there from day one. After having heard so much about it, I was delighted to see with my own eyes how the monkeys still wash sweet potatoes in the ocean.



Litter-Box Culture


To introduce the topic of animal culture, let me start with an everyday example: the way cats learn to use the litter box. One of our cats visits the box to take a pee while her three kittens follow. Cats lack a sense of privacy, and so the offspring closely watch mom’s activities, leaning over the rim of the box. Young kittens don’t have particularly good eyesight, so it is unclear what they see. One of them awkwardly climbs into the box and is soon scratching around, moving litter like her mother. Then all of a sudden the little one, too, crouches and pees, with ears folded back. No one told her to do so, and it is hard to believe that cats have an inborn image of a modern invention such as the litter box. The mother’s behavior seems to have triggered the youngster’s.5

Social learning is widespread in animals and may continue well beyond the point at which it started. For example, as a student I worked in a laboratory in Utrecht where one scientist regularly caught monkeys out of a large group with a net. At first, the monkeys gave warning calls whenever they saw him approach with his dreadful net, but later they also did so when he only walked by. Still later, years after his research had ceased, I noticed that monkeys too young to have known the threat he once posed alarm-called for this man, and for no one else. They must have deduced from the reaction of their elders that he was not to be trusted. I recently heard that the group kept this alarm-call tradition up for decades, still always aimed at the same person!

The passing on of a “predator image” has also been observed in the field, in Kenya, by Dorothy Cheney and Robert Seyfarth. Vervet monkeys have different alarm calls for different predators (such as leopard, eagle, and snake), but need to learn to connect the one with the other. The investigators tested the knowledge of their monkeys by playing alarm calls from a concealed speaker. Since different predators require different responses, they divided the reactions of infant monkeys into three types: one was to run to the safety of mother, another was to react in a way that could get them into trouble, and the third was the correct response. For example, the right response to a snake alarm is to stand upright in the grass and look around. This would be suicidal in reaction to a leopard call, which requires monkeys to climb a tree. Cheney and Seyfarth found that both mother-oriented and wrong responses disappeared with age, whereas correct responses increased. This suggests that young monkeys learn how to react to each specific alarm. It would be incredibly costly for them to do so by trial and error: most likely they pick up information from the rest of the group. Indeed, youngsters who watched adults before responding themselves were more likely to show the right response to a call.6

These findings contradict the widespread belief that survival tactics must be hard-wired and instinctive. Not so in the case of vervet alarm calls: monkeys who fail to pay attention to their fellows simply will not make it. What we have, then, is an absolutely critical set of responses transmitted through the observation of others. Instead of relying on genetic information, this is a social, cultural process. In the laboratory, Susan Mineka has demonstrated the same kind of learning by showing snakes to captive-born monkeys who had never seen one in their entire lives. These naïve monkeys were unafraid until they saw their wild-born parents react with intense fear to the same snakes. From that day on, the captive-born monkeys, too, showed snake phobia.7 And not only in primates do we see a cultural construction of the enemy image: the same has been demonstrated in birds.8

The other major domain of cultural learning is food. Animals learn from each other what to eat, and what not. Parent crows that fly daily with their offspring to the local garbage dump to look for tasty morsels instill in them a life-long preference for such sites, whereas the crow family that survives on natural foods will have offspring that carry on the same tradition when they get older. Food aversion is similarly transmitted. This was first noticed by a German rodent-control officer who set out poisoned bait, killing wild rats in large numbers. After a while, however, the remaining rats began to avoid the bait, and their offspring would do the same. Without any direct experience with the bait, young rats would eat only safe foods.

An experimental psychologist, Bennett Galef, tested this in his laboratory by feeding rats two diets of different texture, taste, and smell. He then laced one of the diets with lithium chloride, which makes rats sick. This procedure led the animals to avoid the contaminated diet. The question now was how the rats’ offspring would react after removal of the contamination. Both diets were again perfectly okay to eat, but adults fed exclusively on only one diet due to their bad experience with the other. It turned out that the pups acted like their parents. Of 240 pups given a choice of both diets, only one ate any of the food that adults in its colony had learned to avoid.9

All of these examples—the alarm calling, the snake fear, the food aversion—arouse intense debate among psychologists about the exact learning mechanism involved. One might think it is mere imitation, but increasingly the term “imitation” is being reserved for cases in which a solution to a problem is copied with an understanding of both the problem and the model’s intentions. This usage has turned “imitation” into a small, cream-of-the-crop subset of social learning, one that may not apply to rats and cats, perhaps not even to monkeys and apes.

As soon as individual learning enters the picture—that is, a behavior is acquired partially through trial and error—the suspicion is that we are dealing with something simpler than imitation. A good example is the kittens and the litter box: it is very possible that all they learn from their mother is where to do the deed. Once they have been brought to the right spot, the rest can be construed as regular feline responses to the smell of urine and the feeling of loose gravel under their feet. So, even though the kittens act like Mom, this doesn’t necessarily mean that they are following her example, and even less that they understand the box’s purpose.

To dismiss such behavior as having nothing to do with imitation is not altogether fair to animals, though, because we don’t apply the same standards to people. If, from watching a soccer game, I develop the habit of kicking a ball, this doesn’t mean that all there is to becoming a player is to mimic observed actions. It takes years of practice to control the ball and send it whichever way I want it to go. If one could become a soccer star from merely watching the game played by others, the world would be full of them. All imitation is a combination of a general idea picked up from others and individual practice to refine the skill. Inasmuch as we accept this simple truth for human imitation, why be so picky about other animals? True, they often have only a vague understanding of what others are doing—if they understand it at all—but whatever information they gain from watching is built into a solution developed by themselves, which is the way we imitate much of the time as well.

The simplest form of social learning is known as “local enhancement,” in which one individual is attracted to a place where another is doing something interesting, such as finding food. The attraction then leads the first individual to explore the same situation and learn the solution on its own. The model thus indicates the where rather than the how of the answer. Our kitten example fits this category.

Another common possibility is known in anthropology as “stimulus diffusion” and in psychology as “emulation.” Here a general idea, outcome, or concept is obtained from others but the specifics are worked out independently. A modern-day example is how Microsoft “borrowed” the windows concept from Macintosh. DOS-based machines now produce approximately the same clickable environment on the screen as the Macintosh, but they do so via a totally different programming architecture. Microsoft thus rightly claims that Windows is not an Apple imitation: it is a mere emulation. Similarly, a bird may learn from another that crabs can be opened and that the inside is edible, but will still need to figure out on its own how to get to these softer parts.

Whatever the exact process, the critical question before we speak of culture is whether an animal would ever have hit on a particular solution or developed a particular habit without the benefit of social companions. Would my kittens have learned to use the litter box on their own? I am afraid not. Would the captive-born monkeys have come to fear snakes on their own? Yes, but only after having been bitten, which is a far trickier way of getting to know snakes than through the observation of others. Social learning has tremendous advantages. We can debate long and hard what to call the process or how complex it is. All that really matters is that one individual adopts a habit under the influence of another.



The Sushi Master


Learning from others is second nature to humans: we do it more readily and precisely than any other animal. Therefore, when a young chimpanzee is raised with a human child, the direction of influence is more likely to be from the ape to the child than the other way around. This was discovered the hard way, in the 1930s, by Winthrop and Luella Kellogg, who were forced to terminate a co-rearing experiment in their home when their son, Donald, began to give guttural food barks like those of the female chimpanzee, Gua, with whom he was being raised. When Donald picked up an orange and ran to his parents while grunting “uhuh, uhuh,” it was decided that his aping of the ape had gone far enough:


The situation in which the two lived together as playmates and associates was much like that of the two-child family in which Gua, because of her greater maturity and agility, played the part of the older child. With the added stimulation thus afforded, the younger child in such situations usually learns more rapidly than would otherwise be the case. It was Gua, in fact, who was almost always the aggressor or leader in finding new toys to play with and new methods of play; while the human was inclined to take up the role of the imitator and follower.10



Gua, too, was a good imitator. The Kelloggs describe how she became a typist after having seen her foster parents type for many months. One day, a very young Gua climbed on the typewriter stool and sat properly behind the machine, moving her hands simultaneously up and down the keyboard, pounding the keys with her fingers. We can only speculate about the literary heights the chimpanzee might have attained had the experiment continued.

There are now many studies of the mimetic abilities of apes, such as the one by Deborah Custance at the Yerkes Primate Center in Atlanta. Sitting in front of two juvenile chimpanzees, Scott and Katrina, the investigator would make simple gestures, such as raising a foot, slapping the floor, or wiping her own face, and reward the apes for copying them. After this training, Custance demonstrated a series of gestures that had never been rewarded before. These included puffing out her cheeks, clapping, jumping, and self-hugging. Scott and Katrina’s responses were videotaped and evaluated by observers kept in the dark about what the experimenter had demonstrated. This way, there was an independent assessment of the imitation. The two apes did very well, showing that they had no trouble copying arbitrary body movements.11 We may not realize it—being ourselves masters of imitation—but the translation of perceived into performed action is quite a feat. The tendency to act like behavioral Xerox machines sets apes apart from most other animals and makes them obvious candidates for the evolution of culture.

Masako Myowa-Yamakoshi and Tetsuro Matsuzawa, at the Primate Research Institute of Kyoto University, conducted a more complex study of imitation involving all kinds of objects. Matsuzawa runs a facility in which chimpanzees live outdoors in a social group but can be called inside for a voluntary experiment. Once the ape sits in front of him, the human demonstrates a simple action. All of the apes in this study were fully adult and hence probably less inclined to imitate than juveniles. Seeing each action only once, the apes rarely copied them. They did so only if the action linked two objects (such as putting a ball in a bowl) rather than linking an object with the body (such as putting a bowl on one’s head). Interestingly, connecting different objects is typical of tool use in the field, such as when chimpanzees poke a stick into a termite hill or use chewed leaves as a sponge to extract water from a hole. Could it be that the ape mind is set up to pay special attention to technical solutions so as to better replicate them?12

Under normal circumstances, apes see the behavior of their group mates numerous times, and so have many opportunities to become familiar with them. They watch others at close range, following each and every move in detail. Perhaps, as suggested by Matsuzawa, they follow the model of the sushi-master apprentice. The apprentice slaves in the shadow of masters of an art requiring rice of the right stickiness, delicately cut ingredients, and the simple, eye-catching arrangements for which Japanese cuisine is known. Anyone who has tried—as have I—to cook rice, mix it with vinegar, and cool it off with a hand-held fan so as to quickly mold fresh rice balls in one’s hands, knows what an incredibly complex skill this is, and it is only a small part of the job. Actually, I have been told that the reason one never sees female sushi masters is that a woman’s hands are too warm for the task—an explanation to be taken with a grain of salt, given that no one ever complains about the sushi that women prepare at home. Men tend to claim high-status jobs for themselves; the exclusion of women from the sushi domain confirms its central place in Japanese culture.

To return to the apprentice sushi master: his education seems a matter of passive observation. The young man cleans the dishes, mops the kitchen floor, bows to the clients, fetches ingredients, and in the meantime follows from the corners of his eyes, without ever asking a question, everything that the sushi masters are doing. For no less than three years he watches them without being allowed to make actual sushi for the patrons of the restaurant—an extreme case of exposure without practice. He is waiting for the day on which he will be invited to make his first sushi, which he will do with remarkable dexterity.

This runs counter to imitation the way I described it before, in which an idea caught from others is supplemented with a great deal of individual practice. But who knows what apprentices do in their spare time? It is entirely possible, for instance, that the older masters—who, like all aging male primates, are more patient with younger males—take the apprentice aside after the closing of the restaurant to show him a few tricks and have him try things out for himself. Whatever the truth about the sushi master’s education, Matsuzawa’s point is that the watching of skilled models firmly plants action sequences in the head that come in handy, sometimes much later, when the same task needs to be carried out.



It Takes a Village ...


Watching others is a favorite activity of young primates. They constantly hang around their elders, absorbing every little detail of what is going on. At the same time that psychologists are debating what young animals do with all of this information, and whether it deserves to be called imitation if they duplicate the actions of others, field-workers have taken an entirely different tack to the issue of animal culture. Much like cultural anthropologists, who document how one human population differs from another, they compare different sites and note how each chimpanzee community has its own way of doing things. This ethnographic method is also being applied to other animals, most successfully to dolphins and whales. The rapidly growing literature gives the impression that we have only scratched the surface: cultural diversity in the animal kingdom probably takes on vast proportions.

Whereas these observations are not being contested, not everyone agrees that the term “culture” best describes differences between groups. This obviously depends on one’s definition. You would think that scholars dispassionately arrive at a reasonable characterization of a phenomenon, after which they only need to agree on what is and is not covered by it. But definitions are rarely neutral; they mirror entire world views. Behind the ongoing culture wars, the debate is about nothing less than humanity’s place in the cosmos. Definitions of culture have become the political football in this larger controversy.

It is not hard to come up with a definition of culture that rules out all species except our own. Even tools can be defined in such a way that they are found only in our species—for example, by requiring that they fit a symbolic context. Such exclusive definitions tend to focus on the highest human achievements associated with a process, declaring these absolutely essential. This is a legitimate line of thought, inasmuch as it lets scientists comfortably speak of the uniquely human capacities for culture, tool use, language, morality, and politics.

My own bias, however, and that of many fellow primatologists, is quite the opposite. We tend to look beyond the brief evolutionary history of the human race, eyeing a much longer past and a much wider range of animals. All the fancy things that humans do with tools and culture are certainly worthy of attention, but they are best kept out of initial definitions so as to cast the net as widely as possible. This approach is commonplace in biology. Thus, biologists are comfortable saying that both chickens and people walk bipedally even though it is obvious that they do so in radically different ways (look at which way their “knees” are pointing!). Biologists always define processes—nutrition, locomotion, reproduction—in the broadest possible terms because evolution has produced a multitude of means to achieve them.

Broad definitions have the additional advantage that they permit us to see the full range of a phenomenon. For example, one could define language so narrowly that the babbling of a toddler does not fall under it, but does this mean that babbling has nothing to do with language? Narrow definitions neglect boundary phenomena and precursors, and they often mistake the tip of the iceberg for the whole. Thus, by saying, as some have done, that in the absence of teaching and instruction there is no point in speaking of culture, one immediately throws out a multitude of human cultural traits. Many habits are picked up without any instruction whatsoever: they require mere exposure, day in day out, to a particular cultural context. The warmth or spontaneity with which we treat our fellow citizens, the way our taste buds react to spices, the desire for consensus over confrontation, the melody and loudness of our voices—all of these become so ingrained that we call them “second nature.” They are profoundly cultural, however, despite the fact that active teaching has very little to do with their establishment.

For the biologist, the way habits are transmitted is secondary. All we care about is whether the process is “visible” to natural selection. That is, does learning from others contribute to survival? As illustrated by the examples of alarm calling, food aversion, and snake fear, there is every reason to believe that, yes, information gained from others plays a major role in the struggle for existence. Rehabilitation programs, in which home-reared apes have been released into the wild, have taught us how critical it is for these animals to know what to eat, where to go, and what to avoid. Having grown up in the absence of adult models of their species, young apes are rarely successful in the forest, often starving to death. In this sense, apes are as culturally reliant as we are.

The same is true for vulture culture, and not just because it rhymes. When the last few remaining wild California condors were rounded up in the 1980s to establish an artificial breeding program at zoos, it was decided to feed the first generation of chicks with hand puppets in the color and shape of adult members of their species. The idea was that this was all that was needed to turn them into real condors. Despite the puppet show, however, the young condors learned to associate humans with food. Upon release into the wild, they ended up hanging around human dwellings, incapable of scavenging on their own. The normally shy, magnificent foragers had been turned into barnyard chicks perching on rooftops. Evidently, the hand-reared vulture is as culturally disadvantaged as the hand-reared ape.

The standard notion of humanity as the only form of life to have made the step from the natural to the cultural realm—as if one day we opened a door to a brand-new life—is in urgent need of correction. The transition to culture has no doubt been gradual, in small incremental steps, and was neither complete (we never left human nature behind) nor much different, at least initially, from the behavioral traditions seen in other animals. The idea that we are the only species whose survival depends on culture is false, and the entire endeavor of juxtaposing nature and culture rests on a giant misunderstanding.

In Consilience (1998), Edward Wilson offered a Darwinian embrace to the social sciences. Some academics no doubt experienced his gesture as suffocating, but it cannot be denied that increased integration among the behavioral sciences is sorely needed. Wilson did extensively discuss the same nature/culture divide that is at issue here, but the interdisciplinary bridge that he tried to build started at the other end. Instead of urging the social sciences and humanities to absorb more biology, I am asking them to carefully reconsider their own chosen domain—often defined in opposition to biology—and see how broadly it applies. They can export their ideas to students of animal behavior, who will agree that the social environment directs development, and that each individual is part of a larger whole in both body and mind: the group, troop, colony, flock, or community. Imagine that the African proverb “It takes a village to raise a child” applies to baboons, elephants, or dolphins: an entirely new perspective on the social life of animals will ensue. This perspective would be quite close to that of the social sciences, drawing on ways of thinking now applied uniquely to our own species.

At the same time, there is no doubt that we have taken culture an unprecedented step farther than other animals because of symbols, language, ideas, meanings, values, teaching, and imitation. In this sense, the human cultural capacity is truly unique, and has become so pervasive in our lives that it is no surprise that we marvel at its power. Not only do we create cultures, but once created they lend meaning and feed back into everything we do, transforming the very core of our being. We both produce and are produced by culture to a degree not found in any other animal.

Perhaps this is due to our ability, stressed by Michael Tomasello, to build new inventions upon older ones. Tomasello calls the accumulation of improvements through history a “ratchet effect,” which he sees as uniquely human.13 I have some qualms, because there seems no intrinsic reason why knowledge accumulation would be hard for animals. It seems unlikely that complex sequences of coordinated actions, such as nut cracking by chimpanzees or beach hunting by killer whales, were invented all at once: what we see these animals do today is most likely the endpoint of a long and steady perfection of skills.14 On the other hand, even if other animals occasionally elaborate upon previous achievements, there can be no doubt that they do so on a smaller scale than we do. Any such difference would be greatly magnified over multiple generations. Possibly, then, the ratchet effect is the yeast in the dough of human culture.

But despite our cultural superiority, what harm can there be in exploring nonhuman parallels to human cultural capacities? Are we only happy with a day-and-night difference, in which we have it all and other animals nothing? Imagine that we were to define “eating” by the use of knife and fork. Such a definition would allow us to claim eating as uniquely human, even uniquely Western, yet we would accomplish this distinction by confusing the instruments of consumption with its essence. The essence of eating is to get food into one’s stomach, and in this regard we are obviously not special at all. The relevant question in relation to culture, therefore, is, what is its essence? What is the least common denominator of all things called cultural? In my view, this can only be the nongenetic spreading of habits and information. The rest is nothing else than embellishment. Those who have elevated language, education, values, and other typically human aspects of culture to its defining criteria confuse the knives and forks of the process with its essence. In doing so, they have succeeded in keeping other animals out at the expense of a larger picture, one with the potential of revealing a glimpse of our own cultural origins.

My own definition of culture reflects this broader view:


Culture is a way of life shared by the members of one group but not necessarily with the members of other groups of the same species. It covers knowledge, habits, and skills, including underlying tendencies and preferences, derived from exposure to and learning from others. Whenever systematic variation in knowledge, habits, and skills between groups cannot be attributed to genetic or ecological factors, it is probably cultural. The way individuals learn from each other is secondary, but that they learn from each other is a requirement. Thus, the “culture” label does not apply to knowledge, habits, or skills that individuals readily acquire on their own.



If history has taught us anything, it is to be cautious in postulating differences. It is not too long ago that it was said that “savages” were incapable of organizing themselves into societies, that the word “society” really didn’t apply to people marked by rampant promiscuity, crime, and laughably simple languages. Now we realize, of course, that all humans, including those in preliterate societies, have complex value systems and moral rules, and that they speak languages every bit as rich as the one you are now reading.

There exists a parallel history of misconceptions about our primate relatives, who entered Western thinking as the incarnation of the devil, put on earth to mock the crown of creation. These animals have been underestimated over and over, and erosion of common misconceptions has been slow. Whenever their abilities are said to approach ours, the reaction is often furious. For example, claims of language abilities in apes became so threatening that at one international conference, in 1980, there was an unsuccessful move to ban all animal language research, similar to a ban on the study of language origins by the Linguistic Society of Paris in 1866.15 I am not saying that apes are capable of language, but attempts at censorship do reveal just how much insecurity surrounds human uniqueness.

No wonder that the idea of animal culture had to come from the East, where human self-definition doesn’t hinge on a Freudian defeat of basic impulses or a denial of the connection with nature. Given how much the culture concept is tied to the idea that we have distanced ourselves from other animals, this book must explore how animal-like we are, or how humanlike animals are. It must also return to such classical clashes—still as relevant now as then—as those between behaviorists and ethologists, who emphasized learning and instinct, respectively. At every turn I will try to undermine existing dualisms, always looking for the more integrated picture.

In the meantime, it is evident that we have lost control over the apes’ tea party. Instead of imitating us, and knocking over the teapot at our expressed request, the apes have taken over the show, displaying habits that they themselves developed and tricks we didn’t teach them. As a result, they’re holding an entirely different mirror up to us, one in which apes are not human caricatures but serious members of our extended family with their own resourcefulness and dignity.

Ever since Carl Linnaeus courageously classified us with the monkeys and apes in 1758, the message has been coming at us that we are not alone. Biologically speaking, we never were. The time has come to argue the same with regard to culture.
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