
In June 2008, Spain’s parliament passed resolutions granting 
freedoms to great apes heretofore reserved for human beings. 
The measures outlawed testing on apes and using them for 
entertainment and performances, but they also did much more 
than that: they acknowledged important, deep connections 
between apes and human. It was a landmark event for 
animal rights advocates, particularly supporters of the Great 
Apes Project, which champions great apes (chimpanzees, 
orangutans, gorillas, and humans) as thinking, feeling, 
learning beings, whose ability to learn other languages, 
like American Sign Language, and to create and use tools 
distinguishes them from other animals.
 The reconsideration of great apes as more than simply 
another class of animals owes much to an area of study 
known as ethology, which has revealed apes’ tremendous 
capacity for learning, development of culture, and even 
complex emotions. Ethology, the study of animal behaviour, 
is a branch of zoology, pioneered by Konrad Lorenz, Nikolaas 
Tinbergen, and Karl von Frisch, who shared the 1973 Nobel 
Prize for Medicine. This multidisciplinary fi eld integrates 
aspects of biological sciences, psychology, anthropology, 
neuroscience, and philosophy. An ethologist’s research can 
encompass any number of subfi elds, such as examining 
social behaviours, communication, play, confl ict resolution, 
cognition, aggression, perceptual systems, comparative 
behaviour studies of humans and animals, or what can be 
termed “cultural” practices among animal populations.
 A major area of concern within ethology is the study of 
instinctual behaviours, ones that seemingly pass on through 
an animal’s genetic code. While animals frequently teach 
their young how to perform an act, other behaviours seem to 
manifest independent of any tutelage. Spiders innately know 
how to spin webs, bees can instinctively perform dances 
to communicate the location of food, and isolated juvenile 
doves somehow know the songs sung by adult doves. The 
persistence of these behaviours through generations and 
across populations and habitats speaks to something deeply 
held, innate, and mysterious. Ethologists delve into these 
mysteries and pull back the curtain, revealing the genetic code 
that, like in our own bodies, produces instinctual behaviours 
and informs who animals are.
 In the related fi eld of learned behaviour, Lorenz pioneered 
the study of “imprinting,” in which certain behaviours are 
learned early in life, such as when a newly hatched duckling 

Can Animals Sense Earthquakes?
While animals likely don’t sense earthquakes as such, it’s 
possible that some notice shifts in the environment that 
indicate something dangerous is approaching. Scientists 
speculate that some animals detect subtle vibrations in 
the Earth, hear or feel foreshocks, or sense gases released 
by seismic activity. However, much of the evidence in this 
fi eld remains anecdotal and diffi  cult to test. 
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▴ A Golden Orb Web Spider (Nephila 
sp) in dry deciduous forest, Srepok 
Wilderness Area, Cambodia.
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knows to follow the fi rst animal (or in some circumstances, 
object) he sees, believing it to be his mother. Like humans, 
many animals have a critical period in which to learn certain 
behaviours. Some birds can only learn songs within an 
isolated time frame in their juvenile phase. If they are not 
exposed to the song within the learning period, the songs 
they produce sound slightly diff erent, like a child who does 
not begin learning a foreign language until he is a teenager 
and cannot help but speak with an accent.
 To some, the notion that animals feel anything seems 
anathema, but a large and longstanding body of research 
shows that animals do indeed have emotions, often very 
complex ones. We are used to seeing dogs show concern for 
their owners, but they are generally considered intelligent 
creatures, devoted to their masters. Yet almost 60 years ago, 
scientists began detailing emotional and empathic responses 
in rats. Tests have shown that rats will act to alleviate stress felt 
by fellow rats. Many emotions and emotion-based behaviour 
have been observed in animals, including fear, altruistic 
behaviour, and sympathy. Studies have shown that these 
emotions and the behaviours they produce are often innate 
rather than learned.

Ethology has 
revealed the great 
apes’ tremendous 
capacity for learning, 
development of 
culture, and even 
complex emotions.

Not Just For Animals
Just as ethology has revealed some of the common 
behaviours and traits between humans and animals, the 
discipline has also infl uenced how humans study their 
peers. When you see a swimmer like Michael Phelps 
celebrate by banging his puff ed chest and throwing 
his arms up in the air, you’re observing a method of 
celebration and display found in numerous types of 
animals, and across human cultures.
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▾ Chimpanzee: pan 
troglodytes female with baby     
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EXPLORATION

 Perhaps no emotional impulse in animals is as interesting 
as empathy, as it indicates care for one’s fellows, love, and 
recognition of others as distinct beings with their own needs. 
Dr. Frans de Waal, a noted primatologist who has researched 
emotion in primates, says that empathy is more than just 
an emotion. Rather, Dr. de Waal explains, “It’s fi rst of all 
a matching process and second, in more complex forms of 
empathy, you try to understand what’s happening to the other 
and you may even have sympathy for the other.”
 Empathy has been observed not only in great apes and 
other primates but also across the spectrum of mammals. 
Dr. de Waal attributes the development of empathy as a 
survival mechanism in which female mammals, in order to 
best care for their off spring, learned to attune themselves the 
needs of their young. “They need to have a response process, 
and that’s what empathy does,” says Dr. de Waal. “It gives you 
the ability to be in tune with someone else and probably that 
started between females and their off spring.” 
 These impulses are not limited to females and their young. 
For example, a chimpanzee will put his arm around another 
chimp showing signs of distress and attempt to comfort him. 
In one study, a Rhesus monkey deprived itself of food for 12 
days because it knew that pulling a chain to dispense food 
would give another monkey an electric shock.
 Although the landmark protections for great apes were 
passed in Spain, some of the most intriguing ethological 
studies of primates occur in Asia. But while Asia’s indigenous 
primate populations have helped to establish the region as a 
centre of primate research, many Asian primates face greater 
threats than ever. The IUCN Red List of Threatened Species, 

most recently updated in August, claims that 48 percent of all 
primates are threatened by extinction. In Asia, 71 percent of 
primates are categorised as endangered, 11 percent critically 
endangered – worse than anywhere else in the world.
 Japanese scientists remain among the early innovators in 
primatology, and its school of primatology is quite infl uential. 
It was in Japan where the studying of “cultural transmission” 
or cultural diff erences originated. In 2007, scientists reported 
that chimpanzees in Senegal were creating and using wooden 
spears for hunting, but this behaviour had not been observed 
in other chimpanzee populations. Just like groups of humans 
develop cultural practices that are not found in other 
communities, animal populations develop their own distinct 
cultures. In the case of these Senegalese chimps, it was, as 
Dr. de Waal says, “something that was invented by somebody 
and then spread in the population.” Somewhere out there, 
perhaps long dead, is a chimp in Senegal who discovered 
spear hunting and taught the practice to his companions, 
changing how they hunt and live.
 Complex emotions across species, sophisticated 
behaviours both learned and passed through the genetic 
code, cultural practices: animals and humans have much 
more in common than generally held. As Dr. de Waal has 
written, we, too, are apes – simply on the more developed end 
of the spectrum, one that to this day connects us. ▪
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▾ A major area of concern 
within ethology is the study 
of instinctual versus learned 
behaviours in animals.

A large and 
longstanding body 
of research shows 
that animals 
do indeed have 
emotions, often 
very complex ones.

Unusual Senses
Some animals, in addition to having extraordinarily 
strong abilities in the fi ve basic senses, have six or 
even seven senses. Fruit fl ies can detect magnetic 
fi elds, and bees and pigeons likely can as well, 
which aids navigation. Dolphins and bats use radar-
like echolocation to hunt. A butterfl y has taste 
receptors on its feet, and some fi sh can detect 
changes in water pressure through specialised 
organs called neuromasts.
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