AGRESSION  AND WAR 

Apes of war... is it in our genes?
(Filed: 07/01/2004) 
Research into the aggressive behaviour of male chimpanzees, our closest biological ally, suggests that the urge to go to war is in our DNA and that only women can stop it, says Sanjida O'Connell 

Martin Muller is as broad shouldered and tall as an England rugby forward, yet he was frightened. 

It was August 1998 in Uganda. 

He heard screams and the sound of something being pounded. 

He ran through the forest towards the noise; when he burst into a clearing he saw 10 chimpanzees had captured and killed another.


"The pounding that they were doing was on his body. The front of the chimpanzee was covered with 30 or 40 puncture wounds and lacerations, the ribs were sticking up out of the rib cage because they had beaten on his chest so hard. They had ripped his trachea out, they had removed his testicles, they had torn off toenails and fingernails. It was clear that some of the males had held him down, while the others attacked."

In spite of his experience studying chimps, Dr Muller, a post-graduate primatologist at Michigan University, says:

 "It was chilling because when you are studying them in the wild you spend months following and getting to know them as individuals. When you see something like this, you suddenly realise that they are killers. After that it's always in the back of your mind they could do this to you at any time – there is no way I could defend myself."

For years many of us, even those who studied chimpanzees in their natural habitat, considered them to be peaceful apes enjoying an idyllic life in the forest. 

Now, not only have researchers proved that they have a dark side, one scientist has also developed a theory that shows how our lust for war was born in an ancestral and bloody past shared with chimps.

Hunter-gatherer societies, rather than being noble "savages", frequently fight their neighbours for food and females. 

Our ancestors may have fought in the same manner; since then the human male psyche has changed little and we have taken that instinct into the realm of modern warfare - with disastrous consequences.

It was a four-year "war" witnessed by Dr Jane Goodall, and Dr Muller's PhD supervisor, Richard Wrangham, a professor of primatology from Harvard University, Boston, that put an end to our cosy ideas. 

In the Seventies, Prof Wrangham and Dr Goodall watched a group of chimpanzees split into two factions. 

One group killed every male and some of the females in the other group. 

The victims had recently been their companions.

Although Dr Goodall was the first to suggest it, Prof Wrangham went on to develop a theory that would explain human violence based on the aggression he had witnessed.

 As he points out, we are hardly a peaceful species. 

In Britain, men are 24 times more likely to kill or assault another person, and 263 times more likely to commit a sexual offence than a woman.

Prof Wrangham's theory is called the Demonic Male Hypothesis. 

He argues that human males and chimps share a tendency to be aggressive with our closest common ancestor. 

Chimpanzees and humans have many attributes in common: we share approximately 98.5 per cent of our DNA, we both hunt and males show a strong desire to form alliances against other males while jockeying for status.

 Male chimpanzees are hostile towards other groups of chimps; you don't even have to go to Arsenal to know that men are not dissimilar.

Our last common ancestor, which lived about six million years ago, is thought to have been chimp-like, leading Prof Wrangham to suggest that shared traits evolved before the two species separated. 

"We think about this as being demonic male behaviour because, of course, females don't do it," he says. 

His theory encapsulates not only violence but war itself. 

Anthropologists have always thought that war was uniquely human and sought explanations in horticulture, high population densities, or the development of tools as weapons. 

But chimps show behaviour equivalent to primitive human warfare, which indicates that you don't need to grow vegetables or fashion a spear in order to kill.

A group of chimpanzees setting off to attack a neighbouring male show a very particular pattern of behaviour: unlike their usual noisy deportment, they walk silently through the jungle in single file.

 So reminiscent is this of soldiers that primatologists refer to it as a "Border Patrol". The actual killing is a "Lethal Raid": a number of males will murder one male.

Chimpanzees are thought to kill males in other groups to gain access to food in their territory. Eliminating these males also prevents them from mating with their females. 

Sometimes they "persuade" females whose males they have killed to join their group. 

The situation in our evolutionary past was no different, according to Prof Wrangham.

Even today, hunter-gatherer tribes fight for food, women and status. 

The key aspect of a lethal raid is that it affords men these advantages at a low risk to themselves. 

For example, the Yanomamö tribe who live in the Amazon basin are renowned for their aggression: the men call themselves waiteri, which means fierce. 

Forty per cent have undergone a ritual purification, which occurs when they have killed or participated in killing. A third of their young men die violently. 

Although one might consider the Yanomamö exceptional, Prof Wrangham argues that many hunter-gatherers follow a similar pattern: out of 31 hunter-gatherer societies, 64 per cent engage in warfare every two years and only 10 per cent do not fight their neighbours.

However, not everyone agrees with Prof Wrangham's hypothesis. 

First, it is based on chimpanzee behaviour, but not all chimp populations are alike. 

Christophe Boesch, a professor in evolutionary anthropology at the Max-Planck-Institut, Leipzig, Germany, studies chimps on the Ivory Coast of Africa. His male chimps have never killed another male. 

Other people argue that human warfare cannot be compared to that of chimps. 

David Watts, a professor of primatology at Yale University, Connecticut, says that political, cultural, linguistic, historical and economic reasons for warfare are far too complex to be reduced to such a simplistic level. 

There is also the matter of why we would share this behaviour with chimps.

We are the result of millions of years of evolution since our common ancestor and, arguably, chimps have evolved considerably, too. 

Is it really likely that both species could have retained a propensity towards thuggishness tending towards cruelty? 

Professor Robert Sussman, a primatologist from Washington University, St Louis, believes not. 

"The Demonic Male Hypothesis is basically a speculative idea about how the relationship between chimpanzee and human behaviour might have evolved, and I think it's wrong. Saying that humans and chimps have a propensity for aggression is saying very little, because all animals have a propensity for aggression given different circumstances."
Yet there is no denying that both chimpanzees and humans do have a capacity for violence. Moreover, there seems to be a difference between the sexes. 

Only three per cent of same sex murders in Britain, Canada and America are committed by women.

Prof Wrangham has been influenced by an experiment that was developed to understand how leaders would respond to a political crisis but ended up showing how the sexes differ. Two students, who didn't meet until after the experiment, had to play at being the president of a nation. Near their countries was an island whose ownership had never been agreed and then oil is discovered there.

Scientists found that when two men played, they both wanted to win and routinely took their countries into decades of debt to finance immense military build-ups.

When men and women played each other, the men were four times more likely to threaten the other leader. The game would end in war, though the women often lost.

When two women played each other, they negotiated, divided the oil, avoided spending money on arms and suggested they meet to discuss their experience over a glass of Chardonnay. 

Prof Wrangham suggests that since we cannot escape our violent heritage, we should harness both male and female strengths to address global conflicts. 

"I fantasise about a world in which countries have two legislative houses, one of men, one of women, and sanctioning war only if approved by both houses. It would take us one useful step away from ape biology and the mayhem men cause."
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