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“Bonobos engage in sex in all combinations” 
The animals closest to human beings

Jacinto Antón – Barcelona

Interview:  Frans de Waal, Primatologist

The Great Simian Project demands for the Great Apes the rights of life and liberty, considering their genetic similarity to humans makes their slavery and torture in scientific experimentation unworthy.  However, there is a species of great apes that is advanced, even more advanced than us, in one sort of liberty:  sexual liberty.  They are the bonobos.  This species of primate, almost identical to the chimpanzee and catalogued as such until 1929, seem to feel an especially intense sexual passion.  They engage in it with astounding frequency and in all combinations imaginable.  Seventy-five percent of sexual encounters have nothing to do with reproduction.

The primatologist Frans De Waal (born in Den Bosch, Holland in 1948) is a specialist in great apes:  chimpanzee, bonobos, orangutans, and gorillas.  For the last 25 years and from various institutions he has investigated these animals, tracing interesting parallels between their behavior and ours.  De Waal, a tall and formidable man, whose serious countenance hides a notable sense of humor, visited Barcelona to offer a conference in Cosmociaixa.  In his book Bonobo:  The forgotten Ape, he describes what happened to a well-intentioned zoo caretaker who accepted a kiss from a bonobo:  the animal’s tongue was suddenly in his throat!
Question:  To ordinary people it is hard to distinguish a bonobo from a chimpanzee, at least without kissing it.

Response:  That’s true.  Before 1929 they were considered the same animal.  In fact they live in different places.  Bonobos are in an area of the Democratic Republic of Congo; there are no chimpanzees there.  Bonobos are more elegant, more stylized.  They have longer legs.  Their anatomy is distinct.  In comparison, chimps look like muscular weight lifters.  The faces of bonobos are blacker and the lips redder.  Their vocalizations are different.  Listening to them is the best way to distinguish them.

Q:  Are they more intelligent?

R:  They have a different temperament than the chimpanzees.  They are, emotionally, less volatile.  Chimps are more violent, bonobos calmer, more serene.
Q:  Well, their sex life seems richer.

R.:  Yes.  They engage in sex in all possible combinations, not just male-female.  Also male – male and female – female, even when breeding.  And in all sorts of positions, including the frontal position like humans.  Sometimes there is group sex.  Their sex life is therefore richer then that of the chimps.  

Q:  Wow, and that of us humans!

R:  Probably.  Every person has to answer that for themselves.  In any case it is much more public; there is no sense of privacy.  They have sex in any location and at any moment.  We are more restricted in our sexual timing.

Q:  What evolutionary advantages does this have?  

R: Interesting question.  The answer is complicated.  Look, many animals practice infanticide, lions, several classes of birds, rodents, and chimpanzees… The males can be a danger for the young, especially if they aren’t theirs.  The explanation is that by killing those young, the males can mate earlier with the same females, who go into heat again.  However, among bonobos infanticide never occurs.  Infanticide is never good, of course, for the female.  And among bonobos it is the females that collectively dominate the males.  That makes it difficult for the males to kill the young, and moreover, the fact that females have sex with many males signifies that no male can exclude the possibility that an infant is his, which would make infanticide counterproductive.  In the argot of primatologists, one says that the female bonobo increases the uncertainty of paternity.  Our human itinerary is the opposite.  We try to increase the certainty of paternity, we create strong families in which the male feels obliged to care for the young.
Q:  It is difficult to say which is better.  Sex at any time and place…

R:   We view the bonobos with certain envy, for their sexual liberty, but we have created societies in which this liberty must be restricted.
Q:  Does the promiscuity of bonobos have something to do with their inclination toward nonviolence, their motto is make love not war?
R:  That the dominant sex is female means that the society will be different.  The females don’t compete for hierarchical position.  And they are less territorial.  That limits violence.  If there is tension between two groups of bonobos they don’t kill one another as chimps might.  They immediately set to having sex.  In the end it is more of a picnic than a war.  Again this has a certain logic.  The females offer sex to males of different groups:  That means that in the other group there can be family.  The member of a rival group might be a brother.  Sex among groups, of course, also reduces territoriality.

Q:  It was discovered recently that chimpanzees not only use tools, but also toolboxes.

R:  Well, kits, collections.  They have a panoply, different objects for different uses.  A stout stick is used for opening a termite nest, a smaller one for fishing for the termites.  Most surprising is that they are capable of planning. People don’t realize how extraordinary that is.  They can have foresight.  They travel kilometers in search of termite nests carrying the sticks they will use.  They were planning.  Evens are anticipated, although we don’t know to what extent.  
Q:  Can they anticipate their own deaths?

R:  do they have a sense of mortality?  I don’t have any idea.  The react to the death of their conspecifics, but so do other animals.  There are some things about them that we simply cannot know.

Q:  Existential angst?

R:  I don’t know.

Q:  Apparently they recognize themselves in a mirror.

R:   There are proofs of that.  Elements of autorecognition exist only in the great apes, in us and in dolphins.

Q:  What opinion do they have of us?

R:  That is a very human question.  We are very worried about how others think of us, we are so egocentric…..  I don’t think they think much about us.  Surely for chimpanzees all humans are equal.  For them, chimpanzees are much more important.

Q:  La política de los chimpancés [The politics of chimpanzees] is one of your books (Alianza).  It looks like the title is a reference to the satire of Swift.

R:  Many animals have hierarchies – chickens, for example, but based on individual characteristics and abilities.  Chimpanzees have hierarchies that are based on coalitions. The dominant one isn’t the strongest individual but rather the one that marshals the most support, based on giving something to his partisans.  There are pure political transactions.

Q:  In The planet of the apes you must see much more than we do.

R:  I don’t like that movie very much, it is very aggressive.  Chimps don’t have armies.  Although it is true that they kill one another.  They are very violent.  Everyone that works with them agrees on that.

Q:  You are somewhat skeptical with the idea of awarding fundamental rights to the great apes.

R:  The problem is that if gorillas, orangutans, chimpanzees and bonobos are given them by virtue of their similarity to us, then following the same logic, we give them to other primates by virtue of their similarity to the great apes.  And thus we will end up embracing a great part of the animal kingdom, which brings us to situations that are somewhat absurd.
