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One definition of “culture” is behavior that is learned through social contact
with one’s group. For a long time, scientists thought that culture in this sense was
unique to human beings. Animal behavior, they believed, was determined by instinct
rather than learned. (&) Since the 1980s, however, most specialists have come to
accept that chimpanzees, man’s closest relative among animals, also show culturally
based behavior. (V) Now researchers are claiming that another kind of ape, the
orangutan, also has culture. (9 ) Professor Carel van Shaik and a team from Duke
University studied six different groups of orangutans in the wild. While their behav-
ior was generally much the same, there were certain variations unique to each
group. For example, the scientists observed one group using sticks to get tasty
seeds out of a certain fruit. They then found that another group of orangutans liv-
ing on the other side of a nearby river did not do this, even though their environ-
ment was exactly the same. The river prevented the two groups from having
contact with each other, which suggests that this behavior is culturally based. ()
However, deciding whether or not behavior is culturally based is not always easy.
(\») Differences in behavior may be caused by groups having slightly different in-
stincts. (9 ) Nevertheless, after specialists from around the world held a conference
to exchange information, they found that the behavior of different groups of orangu-
tans was much more varied than they had expected. They came to the conclusion
that all these differences could not be explained by either environment or instinct.
The most likely explanation is that orangutans create and pass on cultures of their
own. (&) If this discovery is true, it has great significance. (V) Orangutans devel-
oped far earlier than chimpanzees or humans, so this suggests that the ability to cre-
ate culture is much older than scientists had thought. (9) It is also another piece
of evidence that human beings are not as different from other animals as is com-
monly thought. The more we study other creatures, it seems, the more we find out
about ourselves.
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