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Apesspeak no evil

ðGeoff Colvin ð

What motivates[radicalgroups]and the millionswho supportthem?The answer,many

believe,is storiesðaboutinjustice,outrages,ancestors,coreligionists,nonbelievers,storiesfrom

thepastandpresent.ó
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What We Learned This Quarter

Apes speak no Evil

The tale of humans and apes

One great thing about Indonesiais the opportunity to explore the natural wonders of the country. We

recently made such a trip, visiting the captivatingOrangutancenter at the TanjungPutingNational Park in

southernpart of Borneoisland.

The park offers astonishingjungleriver tours that bring you up closeandpersonalwith Borneo'sgreat ape.

Justimagine: duringthe dayyou sit on the deckof a privateKlotok riverboat,observingthe jungleandlisteningto

forest bird chirpingsoundswhile enjoyinga drink. At nightfallyou moor on the edgeof the jungle,listeningto its

soundsandseeingfireflieswhile a deliciousdinner is beingprepared. Later you retire to your bed under a clear

displayof the starsin the sky. Believeus whenwe saythat this is a placeyou canfall in love with. Tropical forest

at its best.

Unspoiled beauty in Tanjung Puting orangutan center

Source: OrangutanFoundationInternational Source: Bobobobo.com

Magnificent orangutan in Tanjung Puting

Source: Heyokha Source: Bobobobo.com
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A warning sign for the òHomosapiensóin the Orangutan center in Tanjung Puting. A good

reminder of our physical limitation .

Source: Heyokha

During our trip, it was striking to see the resemblancebetween orangutansand humans. Orangutanscan

recognisethemselvesin mirrors, usesophisticatedtools andsomecanevencommunicatewith humansthrough

sign language!(They also can be sexuallyattracted to humanfemales,but donõttell that to your spouse)Our

similarityis not limited to behaviour: the red-hairedapeshares97 %ofhumanõsDNA. Canyou imagine?

Inspiteof this similarityin DNA, the orangutanis easily5-10 timesstrongerthana human.Weõdprobablywin

a (signlanguage)argumentwith anorangutan,but evenour bestUFCfighterwould not to standa chancefighting

one. The risk of beingharmedwasmadepretty clear to us when visitingTanjungPuting,aswe were constantly

warnedto avoidupsettingthe Orangutans(seepicture below).

This is a good reminder about human- or Homo sapiensõ- physicallimitation and madeus wonder how

Homo sapiensever managedto rise andconquerthe world. To answerthis big question,we havebeenreading

the book Sapiens,A BriefHistoryof Humankindby YuvalNoah Harari. Accordingto his theories,the rise of the

Homo sapienstook more thanstrengthandintelligence.

This is just mind 

boggling. Did 

someone actually 

try that before?
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Skeletons in the Closet

The Homo sapiensdid not only compete for

dominance with other animals. From about two

million years ago until around 10,000 years ago,

several human specieswere roaming around this

planet,at the sametime.

One of those specieswere the Neanderthals.

Unlike the prevailingimagewe haveof them asbeing

brutish andstupidòcavepeopleó,they actuallyhada

bigger brain size than we do. In addition, the

Neanderthals were more muscular than Sapiens,

better adaptedto cold climates,able to use tools

andfire, goodat hunting,andapparentlytook careof

their sickandinfirm.

The rise of Homo sapiensandé. their dogs

Sapienswere more accommodativetowards other

humanspeciessuchasthe Neanderthals.

The questionis, whycouldnõtthe strong,brainy,

cold-proof Neanderthals survive our onslaught?

Harariõsanswer: Home sapiensconqueredthe world

thanksaboveall to its uniquelanguageandability to

imagine.

Sharing and believing in fiction :

The rise of the Homo sapiens

The era characterisedby the appearanceof new

waysof thinkingandlanguage- between70k and30k

years ago ð is referred to as the Cognitive

Revolution. The new linguisticskillsacquiredat that

time enabled the Homo sapiensto expand into

larger bands and develop tighter and more

sophisticatedtypesof cooperation.

The truly unique feature of our languageis the

abilityto talk about thingsandconceptsthat we have

neverseen,touchedor smelled. Legends,mythsand

belief appearedfor the first time during this era. In

other words, our languageenabledus to shareand

believein FICTION.

A monkeycould neverbe convincedto giveus a

bananaby promisinghim limitlessbananasin life after

death. Homo sapienscan,althoughyou might have

to comeup with somethingbetter thanbananas.

Harari argues that communicatingfiction was

sucha gamechangeras it hasenabledus to imagine

thingsasa collectivegroup. To illustrate the impact

of this, Harari mentions a basketballgame as an

example. We can play the basketballgame with

completestrangersbecausetheyhaveall learnedan

While there are different theories about the

extinction of the Neanderthals,one of them tells

the tale of Homo sapiensdrivingthe Neanderthals

from the faceof this planet.

Competition for resources might have flared

up into violenceandpotentiallyresultedin the first

and most significantethnic-cleansingcampaignin

history. Looking at our ongoing intolerant

behaviour,it is indeeddifficult to imaginethat
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