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Relying on Nature

It was once believed that using medicine was something only
humans did. However, in recent years, scientists have found many
examples of animals using natural substances to help themselves
stay healthy. Plants make chemicals to protect themselves from
insects and animals, and some of these chemicals can also be
helpful as medicine. Researchers have discovered that some
animals are able to find and use these substances to treat sickness
or avoid illness.

One of the earliest records of animal self-medication was
reported in the 1970s by scientists studying chimpanzees in Africa.
They noticed that some chimpanzees ate certain leaves that were
not part of their usual diet. These leaves were swallowed whole,
without chewing, which showed that the chimpanzees were not
eating them for food. The behavior was seen more often when the
chimpanzees had stomach problems. Scientists believed that the
leaves helped remove harmful parasites from their bodies, and they
named this behavior “zoopharmacognosy.”

For a long time, many scientists thought that only intelligent
animals like chimpanzees could learn this behavior. They believed
that animals had to learn it over many years. However, later studies
showed that even insects sometimes use natural substances to
protect themselves from disease. This suggests that self-medication
may not always need learning and could be based on instinct.

One example can be found in fruit flies. Fruit flies sometimes eat
food that contains alcohol when they are infected by parasitic wasps.
Normally, alcohol is harmful to fruit flies, so they avoid it when they
are healthy. But when they are sick, they choose this food because
it helps protect them. Scientists found that a chemical in alcohol
helps kill the parasites inside the flies.

Other studies show that social insects, such as ants, also use
natural medicine. When harmful bacteria or fungi appear near an
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ant colony, ants collect resin from trees and bring it back to the nest.
Because resin can stop the growth of bacteria and fungi, this
behavior helps protect the whole colony. Scientists call this kind of
behavior “social medication.”

Many scientists believe that humans may learn from animals by
observing these behaviors. They hope that studying animal self-
medication will lead to new ideas for future medicine and better
ways to protect human health.

(1) What did scientists studying chimpanzees in the 1970s discover?

1. Chimpanzees ate special leaves only when food was difficult
to find.

2. Chimpanzees chewed leaves carefully to get nutrition from
them.

3. Chimpanzees swallowed certain leaves to help deal with
parasites.

4. Chimpanzees avoided eating plants with strong chemicals.

(2) What did many scientists believe for a long time?
1. All animals naturally know which plants are safe to eat.
2. Only intelligent animals could learn how to use natural
medicine.
3. Insects were more skilled at self-medication than mammals.
4. Animals stopped using natural medicine as they evolved.

(3) What is one thing the passage says about fruit flies?
1. Alcohol makes fruit flies weaker and more likely to die.
2. Fruit flies eat alcohol only when they are healthy.
3. Alcohol helps fruit flies remove parasites when they are
infected.
4. Fruit flies are always attracted to alcohol-rich food.

(4) Research has shown that some social insects

leave their colony when they become sick.

produce their own medicine inside their bodies.

use natural substances to protect the whole colony.
learn medical behavior from older insects.
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