
The Cultured Chimpanzee
Reflections on Cultural Primatology

Short of inventing a time machine, we will never see our extinct
forebears in action and so be able to determine directly how human
behaviour and culture have 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 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.

William C. McGrew is Professor of Anthropology and Zoology
at Miami University in Ohio. He has studied the socioecology of
wild chimpanzees throughout their range – from Senegal to
Tanzania – for over 30 years. Among other works, he has written
Chimpanzee Material Culture. Implications for Human Evolution
(Cambridge, 1992) and edited Great Ape Societies (Cambridge, 1996)
with Linda Marchant and Toshisada Nishida.
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‘The animals themselves are always more important than the books
that have been written about them.’

Niko Tinbergen (1953)

‘Chimpanzees are always new to me.’

Toshisada Nishida (1993)
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Preface

One of the inspirations for this book is another slim volume, Jane

Lancaster’s (1975) Primate Behavior and the Emergence of Human

Culture. Although written almost 30 years ago, it foreshadowed

many of the issues taken up here, especially the implications of ape

behaviour for modelling the evolutionary origins of humanity’s

complexity. There is a prophetic chapter, ‘Social Traditions and the

Emergence of Culture’. She worked with what was known at the

time, especially the innovative food-processing of Koshima’s

Japanese monkeys and the elementary technology of Gombe’s

chimpanzees (see below). Much of what she said holds today, but

much has changed. For example, there was no hint in her book of

comparative analysis of cultural variation across primate

communities. Further, all of the examples described for chimpanzees

were for material culture (although there was a pioneering treatment

of play in vervet monkeys), upon which I focused in an earlier book

(McGrew, 1992). Absent, because they had not yet been studied,

were the nonmaterial cultural aspects of social relations and

structure, and communication. These are treated here.

In the earlier book, I tried to set out my biases, and

disappointingly, they all remain: naturalist (not experimentalist),

empiricist (not theoretician), publisher (not story-teller),

monolinguist (not polyglot), and evolutionist (not creationist). In the

last 10 years, as cultural primatology has emerged as an entity, it has

done so in parallel with the ‘culture wars’ in the arts, humanities,

and even the social sciences. Perhaps only the word ecology has been

more misused than the word culture in this period. This state of

affairs has made it an interesting time to try to keep one foot in

social science and the other in natural science. One of the results of
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x preface

the strife (at least for me) has been the affirming realisation that the

most important single base for this book and the work it contains is

the scientific method. I am first, last, and always, a scientist, and all

the discourses, texts, and voices in the world are not worth a jot, by

comparison with a good hypothesis tested with clear data. If that is

not a nailing of colours to the mast, what is? If it damns me in the

eyes of contemporary cultural anthropologists, so be it.

Meanwhile, I shall fly today to Conakry, hoping to see

the chimpanzees of Guinea engage in the lithic technology of

nut-cracking. Theoretical disputes are the last thing on my mind,

by comparison with the prospect of seeing apes in action.

Oxford, Ohio, 1 August 2003
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