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Trying to live like a chimp

The answer to the ever-frustrating question
of “Why?” is one that Harvard College Professor
Richard Wrangham, Ruth Moore Professor of
Biological Anthropology, has been in search of
discovering for over a quarter century. Wrangham, the Director of Graduate Studies of the
Human Evolutionary Biology departments,
studies the Kanyawara chimpanzees of Kibale
National Park in Uganda. At Harvard, he has
taught HEB 1330: Primate Social Behavior and
HEB 1565: Theories of Sexual Coercion with
Harvard Law professor Diane L. Rosenfeld,
along with other graduate courses. In addition,
Wrangham and his wife, Elizabeth Ross, are
Currier Housemasters. Despite his busy schedule, Professor Wrangham found the time, one breezy
Thursday morning, to sit down with The Harvard Science Review and answer a few questions.
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$\VH%D\EDUV $% :KHQGLG\RXÀUVWEHFRPHLQWHUHVWHGLQSULPDWHV"
Richard Wrangham (RW): Well, what I really wanted to do was to study carnivores and that was because I was interested
in human social evolution, and I thought that the best way to study human social evolution was to think about an animal that
ate meat and lived in groups. And, rather inappropriately, I ended up trying to study the social behavior of mongooses, which
are not really meat-eaters, but nevertheless they are social creatures. That was in 1971;; I had just completed my undergraduate
degree in zoology and the result of that attempt was a failure. It was in Uganda and Uganda was falling apart politically. My
tutor at Oxford said that his daughter was studying chimpanzees in Tanzania and why didn’t I try that? So, knowing nothing
about them at all, I dashed off to study chimpanzees.
,WZDVDERXWKRXUVDIWHURUPD\EHPLQXWHVDIWHUVHHLQJP\ÀUVWFKLPSDQ]HHWKDW,WKRXJKWWKLVLVWRWDOO\LQFUHGLEOH
because I’d watched animals a lot before then and I’d never watched primates, and watching chimpanzees you see very, very
quickly the extraordinary similarities in use of gestures, use of facial expressions, the style of social interactions and it makes
you fascinated for your life.
AB: Do they ever remind you of people you know?
5:2K,WKLQNWKHUHZDVDFKLPSDQ]HHWKHUHFDOOHG/HDN\ZKRRQP\ÀUVWGD\UHPLQGHGPHRI P\JUDQGIDWKHU$QG
WKDWZDVIDLUO\VXSHUÀFLDOEHFDXVHLWZDVMXVWRI VRPHORRNVEXWDV\RXJHWWRNQRZWKHPEHWWHU\RXÀQGWKDWLQGLYLGXDOVKDYH
personalities that remind you of people.
AB: Is there a special reason why you chose to study the Kanyawara chimps in Kibale, despite working under
Jane Goodall at Gombe National Park in Tanzania?
5::HOOZKDW,ZDQWHGWRGRZDVÀQGDSODFHZKHUHLWZDVSRVVLEOHWRVWXG\FKLPSDQ]HHVORQJWHUP,GLGQ·WUHDOO\PLQG
ZKHUHLWZDVDVORQJDVLWZDVJRLQJWREHSRVVLEOHWRGHYHORSDORQJWHUPÀHOGVLWH$QG.DQ\DZDUDZDVWKHSODFH,IRXQG
,WZDVLQDFRXQWU\WKDWZDVMXVWUHFRYHULQJIURPDSURORQJHGSHULRGRI FLYLOXQUHVWDQGLWZDVDWDVXIÀFLHQWDOWLWXGH³
IHHWDERYHVHDOHYHO³WKDWLWZDVJRLQJWREHDVXLWDEOHSODFHWRJRZLWKP\\RXQJFKLOGUHQ$QGVRWKDWZDVDVLPSOHSUDFWLFDO
reason for preferring that to some of these more disease-ridden, lower altitude sites.
AB: Did you ever consider studying other primates after your introduction to the chimps?
5:<HV,VWXGLHGFKLPSVIRUP\3K'DIWHUJRLQJWR7DQ]DQLD³WKDWZDVEDVHGRQÀHOGZRUNIURP7KHQ,
ZHQWDZD\DQGGLGRWKHUWKLQJV7KH\LQFOXGHGVWXG\LQJ*HODGDEDERRQVLQ(WKLRSLD9HUYHWPRQNH\VLQ.HQ\DDQG,VSHQW
nine months with my wife, Elizabeth Ross, in our honeymoon year living with people in the Ituri Forest of the Democratic
Republic of Congo, or Zaïre as it was then. And, it was after that that I decided to come back to chimps because I realized
that there was…I mean other primates are interesting and fascinating in all sorts of ways, but chimpanzees have very special
resonance for understanding human evolution, because I think that they do provide a sort of starting point for the kind of
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VSHFLHVWKDWZHZRXOGKDYHWKDWRXUDQFHVWRUVZRXOGKDYHEHHQOLNHVRPHWKLQJOLNHÀYHPLOOLRQVL[PLOOLRQ\HDUVDJR1RW
many studies were going at that time. I think ours was the fourth to get going.
AB: You switch from discussing the evolution of violence in human societies in your book, “Demonic Males:
Apes and the Origins of Human Violence,” to determining what difference in human ancestors’ lives triggered our
evolution to present-day humans in your latest book, “Catching Fire: How Cooking Made Us Human.” How and
ZK\GLG\RXGHFLGHWRIRFXVRQWKHVHWZRDUHDVRI WKHÀHOG"
RW: Well, I think in both cases, I was presented with problems that I wanted to solve. And so with the case of “Demonic
Males,” while I was studying chimpanzees, I, like other people studying chimps, found these extraordinary outbursts of intense
aggression. They are so similar to humans in some ways and yet different in others that that demands some kind of explanation. Is it just chance or is there some functional continuity? Something similar happened with cooking…it came, I think,
ultimately, with me studying the feeding behavior of chimpanzees, eating everything that chimpanzees ate, sometimes going
out on my dawn-til-dusk observations foolishly having brought no food with me, trying to survive on chimpanzee foods and
ÀQGLQJWKHPFRPSOHWHO\XQVDWLVI\LQJ$QGVORZO\WKHSHQQ\GURSSLQJWKDWWKHUHZDVVRPHWKLQJYHU\VSHFLDODERXWFRRNLQJ
Initially, I sort of couldn’t believe it because if you go to the data on the composition, the caloric density of cooked foods
compared to raw foods, the nutritional scientists tell you it’s the same: there’s no effect of cooking. And very little attention
KDGEHHQSDLGWRFRRNLQJDQGHYHU\ERG\DVVXPHGWKDWKXPDQVDUHMXVWOLNHRWKHUDQLPDOV³DEOHWRHDWWKHLUIRRGUDZDQG
VXUYLYHRQLW$QGLWWRRNPHDORQJWLPHWRJHWVXIÀFLHQWFRQÀGHQFHWREHDEOHWRVD\´\HDKQRWKHUH·VUHDOO\VRPHWKLQJ
different here.” But it all goes back to trying to live like a chimp.
AB: We heard that you once ate a Red Colobus monkey—how was it prepared, what was it like, and would you
do it again?
5::HOO,KDYHQ·WHDWHQDZKROH5HG&ROREXVPRQNH\EXW,·YHFKHZHGLWXS,WWDVWHGMXVWÀQH7KLVZDVVOLJKWO\RGG
for me because I haven’t eaten meat basically since 1977, but for very few exceptions. One was to compare the meat of Red
Colobus and Black and White Colobus. And I did this when chimpanzees had made a kill. For one reason or another, sometimes they leave parts of the meat, so I was scavenging.
1RZLWWXUQVRXWWKDWMXVWODVW\HDULW·VEHHQGLVFRYHUHGWKDWWKHUHDVRQWKDWKXPDQVKDYH+,9$,'6LVWKDWFKLPSDQ]HHV
hunt Red Colobus monkeys. It’s an extraordinary discovery. I didn’t know that at the time I was eating raw Red Colobus
PRQNH\V,GLGQ·WHDWYHU\PXFKDQG,VSLWLWRXWDQGWKDWVRUWRI WKLQJ$FWXDOO\WKHOHDSRI WKH6,9³WKHVLPLDQLPPXQRGHÀFLHQF\YLUXV³IURP5HG&ROREXVWRFKLPSVKDVRQO\KDSSHQHGRQFHLQWKHODVWVRPHWHQVRI WKRXVDQGVRI \HDUVVRLWFOHDUO\
isn’t an easy one. So, I don’t think it’s that dangerous eating a little bit of monkey. What I was trying to do was see whether
or not the differences in the species’ taste of the meat explained why it is that chimpanzees eat Red Colobus more than they
eat Black and White colobus, because they do. I was hoping to discover that the Black and White colobus tasted very bad and
LWGLGQ·W%XWWKHQ,WKLQN,PD\KDYHPDGHDPLVWDNHEHFDXVH,RQO\KDGWKHPHDWLQWKHVLGH,GLGQ·WHDWWKHVNLQ,I ,ÀQG
a Black and White colobus in the future, I might try and chew the skin and then see if that tastes bad.
$%'R\RXWKLQNWKHUH·VDFXUUHQWWUHQGZKHUHUHVHDUFKHUVLQWKHÀHOGDUHJRLQJZLWKVWXG\LQJSULPDWHVRULV
it basically covering everything?
RW: Well, there is a very broad front, certainly, but I think that if you look at the research trends, then clearly the study of
the basic natural history and behavioral ecology is going down and the study of cognition, the species differences in mental
DELOLWLHVDQGPHQWDOSUHGLVSRVLWLRQVLVJRLQJXS$QGSHRSOHDUHLQFUHDVLQJO\WU\LQJWRÀQGZD\VRI H[SHULPHQWLQJQRWRQO\LQ
FDSWLYLW\ZKHUHWKH\·YHGRQHWKDWIRUVRPHWLPHEXWDOVRLQWKHZLOG,W·VDSUHWW\ÁRXULVKLQJÀHOGEXWWKHVWXG\RI SULPDWHV
LVDOZD\VPDUNHGE\JUHDWGLIÀFXOW\LQWHUPVRI WKHVDPSOHVL]HDQGWKHDELOLW\WRGRWKHNLQGVRI H[SHULPHQWVWKDWIURPDQ
intellectual point of view, one would like to do because of the ethical considerations.
AB: Is there anywhere that you would like to go with your research in particular?
5:,ÀQGP\VHOI UHDOO\H[FLWHGE\ZKDWZHGRQ·WNQRZDERXWFRRNLQJ$QGÀHOGZRUNLVLQPDQ\ZD\VD\RXQJPDQRU
ZRPDQ·VJDPHEHFDXVHLWLQYROYHVFRQVLGHUDEOHSK\VLFDOFKDOOHQJHV6R,·PSDVVLQJRQWKHGLUHFWRUVKLSRI P\ÀHOGVLWHWRP\
IRUPHUVWXGHQWDQGFROOHDJXH0DUWLQ0XOOHUDQG,ZLOOSUREDEO\GROHVVDQGOHVVLQWKHÀHOGDQGPRUHDQGPRUHZLWKH[SHULments to do with why it is that we cook and what exactly its done to our bodies.
,QWKHZRUGVRI 3URIHVVRU:UDQJKDPEHLQJ´IDVFLQDWHGIRUOLIHµVHHPVWREHNH\WRIXOÀOOLQJVFLHQWLÀFVXFFHVV
+LVSDVVLRQDQGGHYRWLRQWRKLVUHVHDUFKDUHDQLQVSLUDWLRQWRXVDW+65DQGZHKRSHWKDWHYHU\RQHFDQÀQGVRPHthing thats entrances him or her as much as primates have impassioned Professor Wrangham. After all, who doesn’t
want to be so in love with what they do that they would even munch on some monkey meat for the sake of their work?
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