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The Honeybee Dance-Language Controversy
Robot Bee Comes to the Rescue

Raghaf)endra Gadagkar

Language is usually credited with being the major factor in
making humans so difIerent from other higher animals.
The fact that honey bees have a dance language that is
unparalleled in the rest of the animal kingdom is therefore
of great interest. Successful forager bees communicate
information about the source offood discovered by them, to
their sisters upon returning home. They do this bymeans of
a round dance (which only says, there is food nearby) or a
waggle dance which gives information about the distance,
direction and quantity of food to be expected. Karl Von
Frisch bagged the Nobel Prize in 1973,mainly for decipher-
ing the dance language of honey bees. However there are
some sceptics who believe that the dance that the foragers
do perform may have no communication value and that
bees locate sources offood based on the scent left behind by
the discoverer on the way to and at the location of the food
source. While bees can find food based on such odours,
recent experiments, using a robot bee, convincingly dem-
onstrate that bees can also find food, in the absence of
smell, on the basis of information communicated through
the dance language.

Language -The Prime Mover

Humans and chimpanzees share 99% of their genetic informa-

tion. What then makes us so different from chimps? Our language
is often credited with being the prime mover in making humans
what they are. We have aunique ability to modulate our vocaliza-
tions because of the unusual structure of our vocal tract. For this

we incidentally pay the price of the risk of choking to death while

eating or drinking. Non-human apes can neither produce compa-

RESONANCE I January 1996

Raghavendra Gadagkar ,
who studies and teaches
animal behaviour at the

Centre for Ecological
Sciences, Indian Institute
of Science.and Jawaharlal

Nehru Centre for
Advanced Scientific

Research, has a partic:u1ar
fascination for social

bisects such as ants, bees
and wasps. He hopes to

provide a Darwinian
ezplanation for the

altruism, courage,industry,
sac:rificeand such other

seeminglyhuman
attributes of these insects.

63




