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O~~NG AND BUSHBABY SOCIAL LIFE:

WHY SO SIMILAR?

Jerry Neil Smith, Senior
East Carolina University

INTRODUCTION

There are a number of nocturnal prosimians that
have been described as solitary, and this social structure
is sometimes referred to as "primitive" (Jolly 1972:14).
The so-called solitary-living species are characterized
by a minimum of direct social contacts with conspecifics
of either sex in the same age class. Generally, the adult
female and her dependent offspring form the only co-
hesive social unit involved in daily intimate interaction.
Nevertheless, sexually rep~oducing solitary species,
whether primates, carnivores, or rodents, have social
lives, and adults maintain indirect communication with
others that have neighboring or overlapping home ranges.
The communication of nocturnal prosimians relies primarily
on the olfactory and auditory modalities to maintain spacing,
except at mating. Thus, the terms "solitary," "asocial,"
and "dispersed" have been objected to since they obscure
the fact that a given pair of adults and their subadult
descendants or an adult male, several adult females, and
their offspring can share a home range. This sharing may
be partial or complete, even though they do not engage in
either communal nesting or regular contact (Eisenberg 1979:
457 )

Traditionally, it has been held that the degree of
aggregation is related to patterns of search for food,
and mode of predator defense (Rodman 1977:409). Repro
ductive strategies are adapted to these environmental
variables.

Although the solitary pattern is common among nocturnal
prosimians, it is not limited to them. One of the great
apes, the oLang-utan (Pongo pygmaeus), is also characterized
by a solitary social structure, although it has generally
been held that being nocturnal and insectivorous are pre
requisites. The orang-utan is, of course, neither.

The following is an attempt to correlate the social
patterns of the orang and one nocturnal prosimian as these
patterns are related to their subsistence strategies. New
and, until now, unexplored similarities are pointed out
and further field research is urged. The prosimian selected
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is the lesser bushbaby, Galago senegalensis, also called
the Senegal bushbaby. The Senegal bushbaby is, if not
typical of nocturnal prosimians, at least not atypical
of them.

FEEDING STRATEGIES

Galago senegalensis

Prosimians occupy a diversity of habitats within the
tropical and semi-tropical regions of the Old World. G.
senegalensis lives in the dry wooded bushland and savannah
type country of southwest Africa and northern South Africa
where seasonal variation is great. The favored food-
stuff of most prosimians, including G. senegalensis, is
affected by such variation. This is-true of both the
plant and insect food of the bushbaby, which together
comprise the bulk of its diet. A wide variety of insect
food is taken in addition to the supplementary plant food,
which is important in the winter dry season when insects
are scarce. The plant food utilized is the gum of several
species of Acacia trees (Doyle 1974:194).

Activity of ~' senegalensis begins about 15 minutes
before or after sunset. One of the most intense periods of
activity, involving a great deal of traveling and feeding,
occurs immediately after awakening (Doyle 1974:177). In
the course of a night ~' senegalensis visits 300 or more
separate Acacia trees, covering a total distance of almost
a mile along a "tortuous path" (Martin and Bearder 1979:80)
The same general path is used repeatedly, and points at
which leaps and cross-overs are made are even less variable.
The galago comes to the ground only to cross open spaces
and on rare occasions to feed (Doyle 1974:166). Overall,
the feeding strategy seems to be centered around the gum
sites and they are the focal points of travel. During brief
periods when certain tree species are in flower, G. sene
galensis will prey opportunistically on attracted-insect
swarms, staying, however, in the vicinity of the gum sites
(Martin and Bearder 1979:80). The galago may spend up to
two hours in a single tree under favorable conditions
(Doyle 1974:194). More often, insect prey is taken en route
from one gum site to the next. In one study, the animals
were more commonly found at night in clumps of Acacia karoo,
a gum-producing species. The gum of such trees is composed
of acidic, water-soluble polymers of pentose sugars that
are important to the galagos throughout the year. Gum
depositi are thought to be more frequent in the dry season.
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Calcium, important in bone formation, is also obtained
from the gum. This mineral is poorly represented in
insects (Martin and Bearder 1979:79). The galagos also
take gum from Acaci tortilis and A. nilotica, yet these
spiny trees are more commonly used-as sleeping trees, due
probably to their protective thorns (Martin and Bearder
1979:80). The most common pattern is for the galago to
leave H:s sleeping site ~ patch of vegetation dominated
by thorn acacia) at dusk, feed as it moves through an
area containing a fair number of A. karroo, finally stop
at dawn at another similar sleeping site in a different
feeding area.

Pongo pygmaeus

The orang-utan inhabits both swamp/lowland forests
and mountain/hill forests of Sumatra and Borneo (Maple
1980:7). Orangs are primarily fruit eaters in the wild,
but they are known to eat a variety of other vegetation
including leaves, shoots, flowers, wood pith and bark.
They prefer rare foods which are considerably dispersed,
and as a result, orangs travel considerably in search of
these foods. They are especially active in the season that
fruits become rarer. Orangs have been observed to move
along natural boundaries such as streams and ridges that
have been termed "traditional arboreal routes" (Maple 1980:
19). Orangs leave their nests (built daily) soon after
sunrise and begin to feed (Maple 1980:25). There is a
rest period about midday, which is generally followed by
another bout of eating or foraging. By evening, orangs
settle into a larger food source such as a tree in fruit
(Horr 1979:318).

Feeding time increases and travel time decreases in
relation to the fruit season. Day ran~es are shorter when
seasonal food such as fruits and flowers are abundant.
When feeding on a permanent food resource such as leaves
and bark, orangs tend to travel more (Rod~an 1977:404).

It has been reported that male orangs appear to differ
from females in the utilization of the vertical strata of
the forest canopy where most fruits and flowers occur.
Males were seen more often than females feeding on the
ground. Males thus obtained less fruit, the preferred food
(Rodman 1977: 395) .

The orang-uta'! relies on a wide variety of permanent
food resources which, together, are probably not adequate
to supply the animal with all the essentials for survival.



46

Fruits, which usually occur in small patches, are the maln
source of nutrition. Although there are some species of
plant in fruit in any month, there is probably no great
quantity of fruit at any given time. Due to the orang's
size, all the fruit in a particular area can be exhausted
in a relatively short time (Horr 1979:318).

SOCIAL STRUCTURE

Galago senegalensis

Home ranges of Galago senegalensis differ for males
and females. Adult males have home ranges that are larger
than those of females and that extensively overlap the
ranges of one or more females (Doyle 1977:170-171).

Subordinate males are limited to peripheral ranges
in some species of nocturnal prosimians, but this is not
the case for ~. senegalensis. Social dominance is age
related; with increasing age (and weight) there comes a
time when a male no longer meets aggressive opponents with
in his range. It is in this range that the male has access
to females (typically, three) and at this time he confines
his activity to this home range, excluding only males of
similar age and behavior. There are two classes of males
in ~. senegalensis society. First, there is the relatively
young and lightweight (7~ oz.) male with an extremely large
range which overlaps numerous males and females of all ages.
Second is the relatively old, heavier (8 oz.) male with a
smaller home range that excludes all other socially domi
nant males from any but small zones of overlap. These
males tolerate others which remain subordinate, but invar
iably chase adult males. Thus, there is a social division
between males, based on dominance, even though none are
completely excluded from regular social contact with one
or several females (Martin and Bearder 1979:79).

Since the dominant animal in each group is the adult
male and since territoriality is a male-dominated activity,
rivalry between males is probably the most important
spacing device. As young males mature, rising antagonism
among them or with established adults causes them to adjust
their home ranges.

Galago senegalensis communicate with one another by
both scent-marking and vocalization. To leave scent marks,
the galago engages in urine washing. This is accomplislleJ
as the galago rubs a few drops of urine onto the soles of
its feet. A trail of scent is left as the animal walks
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(Doyle 1977:174-175). Galago senegalensis also advertises
its presence vocally (Doyle 1977:171-172). It is not clear
whether this advertisement is to attract females or to repel
males. A~cording to Doyle (1977:263) "courtship is always
initiated by the male." What form this courtship takes is
not described by Doyle.

Male vocalizations are evoked frequently by the
presence of an unfamiliar conspecific of either sex and
any age (Doyle 1977:235). G. senegalensis shows aggressive
behavior toward adult male strangers which may lead to
vicious fighting. Since vocalization is also a spacing
device, such encounters are uncommon (Doyle 1977:171-172).

It has been reported that galagos form sleeping groups.
These groups are extremely variable in composition and
usually consist of a mother and her offspring. Sometime
adult females sleep together and occasionally do so with
varying numbers of subadult males. A sleeping group never
contain more than one adult male (Martin and Bearder 1979:78).

Galago senegalensis invariably build nests in their
core area for sleeping. The nests are generally made of
green acacia leaves and are abandoned when they become dry.
New nests are rebuilt nearby (Doyle 1977:171-172).

Pongo pygmaeus

Orang-utan social structure appears to have three
main components or population units. First, there is the
adult female and her dependent young. They tend to cover
a home range averaging ~ square mile in size. The adult
male is the next unit, occupying about two square miles.
A juvenile of either sex forms the third unit beginning
at about age three with increasing independence (Horr 1979:
319). Females in this stage tend to roam shorter distances,
perhaps eventually forming home ranges that overlap with
their mother's range (Doyle 1977:319).

One observer who saw two strange males pass through
his study area at different times inferred that a two-class
system exists for males in the adult population: a resi
dent class and a nomadic class (Rodman 1977:408).

The general location of females is fairly predictable
to the male orang who has a home range overlapping theirs.
As the male roams the area he announces his presence by a
loud bellowing. Receptive females generally move toward
these sounds while others move away (Horr 1979:320). This
loud bellowing, which is a ritualized long call of about
four minutes, occurs two to five times daily and is often
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accompanied by the tearing and dropping of limbs. The
call also functions to announce the orang's presence to
other adult males. Overt fighting may be reduced consid
erably by the long call, yet fierce fighting must be
frequent because adult males often can be distinguished
by their disfigurements which result from such conflict.
The presence or absence of females determines the intensity
of this fighting (Maple 1980:18).

DISCUSSION

In the above data, a number of similarities appear
between the two species, Pongo pygmaeus and Galago sene
galensis.

Seasonal variation of important food resources occurs
in the habitat of both the orang and the bushbaby. These
resources are fruit and insects, respectively.

As an element of social structure, reproductive
strategies of all species must be adapted to specific
environments. All males face the problem of finding mates
while competing with other males for access to them. B6th
the orang and the galago confront this problem with similar
strategies. Through competing with other males for the
space occupied by the females, rather than forming permanent
bonds with them, a male avoids competing with the females
for resources they need to nourish his young.

Orangs, while not seasonal breeders, breed only once
in 2~ to three years. For a male to sire more young, it
is most advantageous for him to travel widely in search of
receptive females, rather than to wait for a single pair
bonded female to come into estrus (Horr 1979:320).

The galago, on the other hand, tends toward season
ality since feral births occur in association with warm
weather, rain, and plenty of food (Doyle 1974:254).
Thus, females are likely to breed at certain times of the
year which, in fact, should encourage group cohesion.

The solitary social arrangement of orangs is easily
seen as adaptive with regard to the orang's pattern of
search for food and the distribution of this food. Fruits
are a small patch resource which are best exploited by
foraging units of minimal size (one individual).

The social system of ~. senegalensis also fits this
model, though it is perhaps less immediately obvious.
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If Acacia gums are the mainstay of the galagos' diet, these
gums might be considered resources that occur in small
patches. This, of course, would depend on the size of
these gum deposits. Since there is no information avail
able on the quantity of these deposits and the gum is not
the major source of nutrition, insects should logically be
the focal point of further analysis.

As mentioned earlier, trees, flowering in the range ot
G. senegalensis, attract swarms of insects. Such swarms do
not qualify as a small patch resource. They are, however,
a short-lived phenomenon and have little bearing on the
overall feeding strategy of the galago. Normally the insect
prey of G. senegalensis is encountered one at a time and,
finally,-a -single insect is a small patch resource compa
rable to the fruit eaten by the orang.

It was stated above that male orangs eat less fruit
than do females. This could be explained in terms of the
males' larger size, a characteristic of the sexual dimorphism
that has resulted from competition between males. Neverthe
less, the fewer fruits that he eats in "his" females' home
range, the more there will be left to nourish his offspring.
A female orang was once seen to displace an adult male
orang from a fruit tree. One study area was described as
"devoid of males during 1973 when only minor fruit crops
were available and the females were subsisting on unusually
large amounts of bark" (Rodman 1977:410-411). It was sug
gested that the males emigrated in the time of scarcity in
order to reduce competition with the females. More likely,
the males moved away to find more abundant resources with
out regard for the condition of the females. Similar be
havior is not recorded for ~. senegalensis males.

The mode of predator defense also requires considera
tion. Since, with the exception of man, there are no
predators native to the area that threaten even an adult female
orang, the protection provided by males in other species
is not necessary.

Galago senegalensis appears, however, to be under
heavy predator pressures since Martin and Bearder (1979:79)
reported that six of their study animals were killed by
spotted genets. Such pressure might at first appear to
encourage the formation of defensive social groups, but
this is not the case. The genet is a creature of three feet
in length and probably would not be terribly intimidated
by a group · of eight-ounce galagos. If, however, the
galagos' defensive strategy includes "mobbin~" behaviour,
the resulting confusion would probably allow most of them
to escape.
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A number of questions arise from the data provided
for Pongo pygmaeus and Galago senegalensis. As indicated
earlier, female G. senegalensis form sleeping groups and,
upon occasion, one adult male may also be included in
these groups. Might this inclusion of males in the sleep
ing arrangement be a seasonal phenomenon? If so, is mating,
then, an activity which occurs during the day when the
animals are in such sleeping groups? Perhaps the social
cohesion encouraged by seasonal breeding is fulfilled at
this time.

What role does scent-marking by G. senegalensis play
in attracting the female? Is sexual behavior, in fact,
initiated by the male, or does the response actually begin,
as in orangs, when the female moves in the direction of
male vocalizations?

Since male and female orangs appear to utilize food
resources differently, is it not also possible that there
is differentiation in insect and gum utilization by G.
senegalensis?

Returning to the gum deposits utilized by galagos, in
what quantities do these deposits occur? If they are
large enough for communal use, how then might the social
structure of a galagine species wh.OSA main source of nutri
tion is this gum, such as Galago (Euoticus) elegantus,
be affected?

Is the orang-utan a species whose evolutionary lineage
never departed from this "primitive" social arrangement?
Or did it at one time share a more "complex" social organ
ization with other anthropoidea, and later, because of
geographic isolation, revert to the "primitive" pattern as
a result of environmental factors? Although this pattern
must be in part genetically determined in orangs, to what
extent is it learned?

Is the nomadic class of orangs, as observed in the
field, comparable to the younger, lightweight individuals
in the system of G. senegalensis? Are they, in fact,
socially mature animals roaming strange ranges for unex
plained reasons?

This paper has compared the lives of two physically
very different primates in an effort to answer previously
unaddressed but important questions. In the process
significant new questions have been generated that arc
well worth further field research.
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