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(Chimpanzees maintain a culture of complex tool use by being both

proactive and reactive in teaching their young.)
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Introduction
Chimpanzees, as renowned tool users and humans’ closest living relatives, can provide
some initial answers to the researches about mammals’ learning ability.

The Strategy
The diversity between chimpanzees groups show that how distinct groups pass the teaching
behavior down to each generation.

One population of chimpanzees in the Republic of Congo use a variety of complex tools to
reach their purposes, such as fishing for termites. Using gestures and vocalizations, juveniles in
this group request to use the tools of adults much more often than juveniles in groups with a
simpler toolkit, and their requests are granted more often. Also, when juveniles of this population
struggle in using tools, adults take the initiative to hand over their own tools for the juveniles to
use.

A chimpanzee population in Tanzania uses a much simpler tool set for fishing termites.
When researchers observed this group, juvenile’s requests to use adult tools were usually denied.
And when juveniles struggled in using tools, adults didn’t take the initiative to provide their own
tools for juveniles to use.

The Potential

These patterns suggest that chimpanzee communities can maintain more complex tool use
patterns when the teaching effort or teaching willingness is relatively high. Investments in this
kind of education appear to be part of what allows complex tool use to persist, and perhaps to
come about in the first place. It lends support to the idea that among humans, too, advancement
of technology may go hand in hand with an investment in education.
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“In this study, we systematically compared tool-transfer behavior between Goualougo and
Gombe chimpanzees and found significant population differences in this form of scaffolding.
These differences could be related to the complexity of tool tasks differing between sites,
suggesting an enhanced role of social learning in the transmission and maintenance of complex
skills over generations, particularly when it intersects with a flexible capacity for prosocial
helping.” (Musgrave et al. 2020: 974)
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