
 

In fathering, peace-loving bonobos don't
spread the love
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A photograph of an adult and child bonobo. Credit: Zanna Clay / LuiKotale
Bonobo Research Project

Bonobos have a reputation for being the peaceful, free-loving hippies of
the primate world. But, researchers reporting in Current Biology on July
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10 have discovered that despite friendly relations between the sexes,
particular males have a surprisingly strong advantage over others when it
comes to fathering offspring. For example, researchers found in one
group that the most reproductively successful bonobo male fathered
more than 60 percent of the next generation.

The findings show that the reproductive skew—the extent to which a
single male versus many males sires offspring—is much higher among
bonobos than it is in male-dominated and more aggressive chimpanzees.
While the reasons behind that skew aren't yet entirely clear, the
researchers suspect that it may come down to a tendency for many
females to choose to mate with the same attractive male.

"The funny thing under such a scenario would be that most of the
females would have the same preference for Camillo, the alpha male and
'Brad Pitt' of the bonobos at our research site," says Martin Surbeck of
the Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology in Germany.

Surbeck and colleagues, including Kevin Langergraber at Arizona State
University's School of Human Evolution and Social Change and ASU's
Institute of Human Origins, have a long-standing interest in bonobo
society and particularly in the relationships between males and females.
Bonobos are known for their friendly nature and lack of aggression. In
that friendly setting, bonobo males often seem to invest in friendly
relationships with particular females. The researchers wondered whether
those "friendships" were leading to greater paternity success for those
males.
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A photograph of two bonobo children. Credit: Zanna Clay/ LuiKotale Bonobo
Research Project

To find out, the researchers tested paternity in 24 bonobo offspring
conceived over the 12-year period from 2002 to 2013 in one bonobo
community living in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. They
compared that paternity data to published data in chimpanzee
communities.

The researchers had hypothesized that bonobo females' freedom to
choose their mates would mean a more balanced distribution of paternity
amongst males in the group. But they found just the opposite. While
more work is needed to explore the reasons behind that skew, the
researchers say, "if female choice is the mechanisms behind our
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observation, all females seem to prefer more or less the same male."

There may be other factors at play, the researchers say. Compared to
humans and chimpanzees, bonobos tend to spend more time as a larger
group. In that setting, lower-ranking males might have fewer
opportunities for sneaking time away and copulating with particular
females. But female choice most likely plays an important role.

  
 

  

A photograph of a young bonobo. Credit: Christian Ziegler/ LuiKotale Bonobo
Research Project

"Unlike chimpanzees, where all adult males outrank all adult females,
and even the lowest-ranking males can coerce females into mating, there
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appears to be a greater role for female choice in bonobos," Langergraber
says. "Perhaps they choose high-ranking males."

The researchers say the discovery came as a big surprise to them, despite
all of their time spent watching bonobos and chimpanzees in the field.
However, they note, the findings were made in a single bonobo group. It
will now be important to find out if the same skew turns up in others.

  More information: Current Biology, Surbeck and Langergraber et al.:
"Male reproductive skew is higher in bonobos than chimpanzees" 
www.cell.com/current-biology/f … 0960-9822(17)30575-4 , DOI:
10.1016/j.cub.2017.05.039
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