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ñHuman beings owe their biological supremacy to the possession of 

a form of inheritance quite unlike that of other animals: exogenetic

or exosomaticinheritance. 

In this form of heredity information is transmitted from one 

generation to the next through non-genetic inheritance é in general, 

by the entire apparatus of cultureò

Professor Sir Peter Medawar, Nobel Laureate

The New York Review of Books, 1977
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ñHuman beings owe their biological supremacy to the possession of 

a form of inheritance quite unlike that of other animals: exogenetic

or exosomaticinheritance. 

In this form of heredity information is transmitted from one 

generation to the next through non-genetic inheritance é in general, 

by the entire apparatus of cultureò

Two ways in which discoveries about animal culture 

can illuminate the evolution of human culture: 

1. Phylogeny of culture

2. Convergent cultural evolution







from:

The Ancestorôs Tale

Dawkins, 2004

after Stewart & 
Disotell, 1998
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YES? NO?

Does species óXô 
ñhave cultureò?

DISSECTING CULTURE



Transmission 
mechanisms

Population level 
patterning

Cultural contents

DISSECTING CULTURE

Whiten, A. The Second Inheritance System of Chimpanzees and Humans 
Nature, 2005

TRADITIONSof -
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ÅFood processing
ÅTool use
ÅSocial behaviour
ÅGrooming style
ÅCourtship

Population level 
patterning

Multiple diverse traditions

Communities with unique 
arrays of traditions

PLOS ONE 2016
1999

Science 2003
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after A. Sleicher 1863 --- óDie Darwinische Theorie und die Sprachwissenschaftô



Traditions may evolve like a 

branching tree

I. Temkin & N. Eldredge

Current Anthropology 2007



Nut-cracking 
recorded at eight 

sites in West 
Africa across 

~500 Km 

(S. Carvalho & 
McGrew 2010)

No nut -cracking, but presence of all necessary raw 
materials confirmed 

C. Boesch et al. 
1994

W. McGrew et al. 
1997

after A. Whiten, PNAS 2017



S. Carvalho & McGrew in 

M. Domínguez-Rodrigo 2010

Å Tool types

Å Species of nut

Å Type of rock

Å Tool transport

Å Tool re-use

Å Terrestrial/arboreal 





Traditions may be long lasting

Traditions may evolve like a branching tree

Traditions may evolve cumulatively



Sanz, C., Call, J. & Morgan, D. 2009 Design complexity in termite-fishing 
tools of chimpanzees (Pan troglodytes). Biology Letters 5, 293-296.

Cumulative Culture in apes?



Traditions may be long lasting

Traditions may evolve like a branching tree

Traditions may evolve cumulatively

Population level 
patterning

Multiple Diverse Traditions

Communities have unique traditions arrays



Population level 
patterning

Transmission 
mechanisms

Innovation

Transmission 
processes

Social learning

Teaching 


