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Introduction  
 

It is likely that 99% of human existence was spent as hunter-gatherers. While most 
academics approve of this fact, few agree on an explicit definition of hunter-gatherers. If 
defined through social organization, hunter-gatherers would only be able to live in band 
societies. Bands grow and shrink in size depending on the constraints of surrounding 
resources (Lee, 1999).  

 
Hunter-gatherers do commonly fit into this description, with egalitarian and flexible 

relations, but recent history has caused hunter-gatherers to stray away from these systems. 
Leaders are often elected for the safety of the hunter-gatherer group and to co-exist with 
more powerful governments and lawmakers. This change in leadership style does not fit 
within the social organization definition of hunter-gatherer, causing groups to be excluded 
from their traditional social sphere, despite being otherwise equal and mobile.  

 
Another way hunter-gathers might be depicted is based on their cosmology and 

world- views. Reciprocity is an important aspect of the hunter-gatherer lifestyle but is also a 
significant part of many other social groups; it is not uniquely related to hunter-gatherers. 
Lee (1999) discusses the “giving environment,” another key faction of the hunter-gatherer 
point of view. Many non-hunter-gatherer individuals believe that the way hunter-gatherers 
interact with the earth is different, and in some ways better, then the rest of the world. 
Without an earth that shares resources, and without taking care of that earth, hunter-
gatherers would not have persisted. Without an earth to take from, no other persons would 
be alive. Whether hunter-gatherer groups are always “eco-friendly” or not, there is more to 
the “giving environment” than simply the “hunter-gatherer way”.  

 
A third way to define hunter-gatherers is economically or based on the subsistence 

form hunter-gatherers use. To fit into the traditional economic definition of hunter-gatherer, 
the groups must live solely off wild plants and animals. There must be no domesticated 
animals or crops in hunter-gatherer lives, apart from hunting dogs (Lee, 1999). If economy 
and subsistence became the universal definition of hunter-gatherers, then the foraging 
community this paper uses as a basis for comparison would no longer be considered hunter-
gatherer. The Guaja of Amazonia keep a variety of domesticated pets in and around the 
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home, which include dogs, but also tortoises and monkeys (Cormier, 2003). As will be 
demonstrated, in later readings, domestication of animals has become increasingly popular 
in communities typically described as hunter- gatherer.  

 
Consequences and Conservation 
  

Non-human primates play an extremely important role in Guaja life, and human life 
in general. Interactions between humans and non-human primates give researchers insight 
into conservation efforts. “By envisioning the interconnections between humans and 
nonhuman primates simultaneously as products of cultural, ecological and biological 
linkages, a complex and dynamic pattern emerges, one that calls for multiple lines of 
inquiry,” as stated by Fuentes (2006).  
 

By combining primatology, the study of non-human primates, with cultural 
anthropology, the new sub-discipline of ethnoprimatology forms (Cormier, 2006). Within an 
ethnoprimatological framework, researchers have found that human and non-human primate 
relationships consist of predation and pathogen sharing, conflicts over land use, 
evolutionary and long-term ecological impacts, and more (Fuentes, 2006).  

 
As forests and landscapes shift due to deforestation and human development (Cormier, 

2006) the animals that inhabit these areas begin to exploit new resources. With less land 
available to scavenge, non-human primates began “foraging” on farms, increasing the rate of 
crop raiding. Farmers and plantation workers post guards to fend the animals off, but this means 
fewer hands are available during harvest time, slowing down crop production rates (Fuentes, 
2006). Unfortunately, when faced with habitat loss, a majority of non-human primates fail to 
find food altogether. During times of scarcity, researchers find an increase in non-human 
primate infanticide, the killing of newborn infants. Additionally, with humans and non-human 
primates living closer together, the animals are under new, and greater, hunting pressures. 
While the larger bodied primates are more likely to be exploited, distributions of all non-human 
primate populations have shifted (Cormier, 2006).  

 
As the human world expands, and modernizes, non-human primate population 

distributions change, forest structure alters, and other mammalian biomasses shift. This is 
likely due to forest modification and road construction (Fuentes, 2006). While some of the 
modifications restrict primate groups, certain pathways allow new groups to form over 
landscapes they normally could not have traversed (Fuentes, 2006).  

 
The Guaja: Non-Human Primates in Social Life 

 
Non-human primates are accepted as a form of kin within the Guaja society (Cormier, 

2010). Young monkeys are often orphaned during Guaja hunting trips, since Guaja hunters 
only go after the larger bodied primates. Instead of leaving the young organisms vulnerable to 
predators and the elements, the Guaja adopt them. The women and children name each 
monkey and, if applicable, breastfeed them. From there on, the non-human primates are a part 
of the family. These beloved non-human primates are never eaten.  
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The infant monkeys, as well as infant children, stay in constant contact with their 
mother because they are considered “dependents,” The young children and non-human 
primates, clinging to a woman’s figure, is a form of body art to the Guaja, representing fertility 
(Cormier, 2010). The act of breastfeeding and feeding the orphaned animals directly from their 
mouth increases a woman’s desirability as well. Since the Guaja believe in plural paternity, in 
which a child is created through the buildup of a sperm in the mother’s womb, remaining 
attractive to a wide variety of men increases a Guaja woman’s chances of a successful birth 
(Cormier, 2010).  
 

Children are highly valued in Guaja society. Keeping non-human primates in the 
household is also an impactful part of a Guaja child’s social development. Young girls are 
given monkeys to practice and hone their maternal instincts on (Cormier, 2010). The monkeys 
are small and easy to handle. They rarely get out of the young girl’s control. However, like a 
child, the orphaned animals cannot be left alone (Fuentes, 2002). For Guaja boys, having 
monkeys around during childhood is pertinent to developing into an adequate hunter. The male 
children learn the monkey's calls and how to imitate them (Cormier, 2010), which is critical 
during hunting escapades. In some cases, the little boys can imitate a howler monkey call 
before they can speak (Fuentes, 2002).  

 
The combined import of children and non-human primates subsequently means that 

non- human primates can be used as a surrogate to create an equal sense of pride. Non-human 
primates are given to women who have miscarried and to women past childbearing years. In 
many cases, elderly women have more monkeys living in their homes than they have living 
descendants. The women are thought to have a natural relationship with the pets, which Guaja 
men lack (Cormier, 2003), which can be corroborated with the common Guaja saying: 
“Monkeys want women, fear men” (Fuentes, 2002). Additionally, this connection between 
women and monkeys has impacted ideas surrounding divorce in the Guaja community. 
Metaphors describing the end of a marriage include non-human primates, with the woman 
stating, “I am leaving for the forest to eat howler monkeys.” Then, the woman leaves her 
husband, often for another man (Fuentes, 2002).  
  
The Guaja: Non-Human Primates in Cosmology and Religion  

  
In addition to playing a pivotal role in Guaja social life, non-human primates are 

intertwined in Guaja cosmology. The Guaja are a mostly egalitarian society, whose religious 
and spiritual views lean towards animism, the idea that every part of the universe possesses a 
soul (Cormier, 2003). It is unlikely that the Guaja have held these beliefs throughout their 
entire history since it has been discovered that the Guaja were not always hunter-gatherers. 
Originally, the Guaja were thought to be horticulturalists. Their society transitioned away from 
this form of subsistence to avoid the diseases and potential enslavement that was brought to the 
Amazon by the Portuguese (Cormier, 2003; 2010). Now that the Guaja do live within the 
loosely defined realm of hunter-gatherers, they have developed a form of cosmology known as 
“perspectival multinaturalism” (Cormier, 2003). The Guaja believe non-human organisms are 
capable of possessing a human soul. Each of these different organisms has a unique physical 
form and interacts with the world differently, but in a way that the Guaja understand.  
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From perspectival multinaturalism comes the idea of a “hanima,” the term given to 
certain pets. If the Guaja can keep a certain organism alive within their camps, it is usually 
considered a hanima. Monkeys are a prime example of a hanima. Exceptions to this rule are 
dogs, chickens, and pigs. These animals cannot achieve a high enough level of animism to 
be considered hanima (Cormier, 2010).  

 
Non-human primates have a role in Guaja religious practices as well. In creation 

stories, monkeys often descend directly from humans, giving the animals a high spiritual 
status:  

Several Guaja were searching for food in the forest and came upon 
another group of Guaja in a tree eating fruit. The creator divinity 
transformed the Guaja in the tree into Howler monkeys and instructed the 
Guaja to eat them (Cormier, 2006, pg. 22). 

 
The likeness to humans is a common reason that some societies avoid hunting and 

eating monkeys. For the Guaja, though, the similarities between humans and non-human 
primates factor into their attraction to the organism’s meat. The Guaja believe that non-human 
primates have human souls and are representative of their ancestors. Consuming monkey meat 
furthers the Guaja view of “endocannibalism.” Endocannibalism is based on social likeness, in 
which “like eats like” (Cormier, 2003). The Guaja do not participate forms of literal 
cannibalism (Cormier, 2003), but instead undergo a cycle of eating that involves the Guaja 
eating non-human primates, and cannibal spirits “eating” the Guaja (Fuentes, 2002). 
Endocannibalism stems from the Guaja’s original creation story:  

The creator divinity, Mai’ira had a large erection and a strong sexual desire and 
came upon a tree with large breasts and female genitalia who is called Yapo- 
kwiya. He cut the tree down to human size and ate the inaya palm fruit through 
both his penis and this mouth. He then had sex with the tree and sand to her to 
make her human. She became pregnant with twin boys who are called Mai’ira 
and Mukure-cia. One day, Mai’ira (the father) went walking in the forest in order 
to find some wood to make a bow. His wife (the former tree) decided she wanted 
to follow after him, but she did not know the forest. The still-fetal male twins told 
her the way and she set off after him. A large jaguar called Yaware-awa (jaguar 
man)… came upon them and devoured Yapo-kwiya but not her twins. When 
Mai’ira discovered what had happened, he was very afraid of the jaguar and left 
the earth forever… The jaguar took the twins and raised them in the forest… 
(Cormier, 2010, pg. 135-136). 
 

After the jaguar taught the twins how to forage and hunt, the twins began eating 
monkeys. Since monkeys are directly descended from humans, as seen in previous passages, 
this act completed the first step of “endocannibalism.” Next, the Guaja’s cannibalistic spirits, 
aiya, prey on the Guaja. And the cycle continues.  
  
The Guaja: Non-Human Primates as Prey and Pet  
  

The Guaja perception of monkeys as near kin helps them determine which meats 
should be eaten. Out of the meats consumed by Guaja, monkeys make up 30% of the diet 
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(Fuentes, 2002). The most commonly consumed monkey is Alouatta belzebul, the red-handed 
howler monkey (Cormier, 2010). The howler monkeys are considered an excellent food 
choice because of their similarities to humans (Cormier, 2006). It is also fair to note that there 
is no monkey as large as A. belzebul in the area, so the tradition of hunting this species could 
have originated from the efficient caloric return (Cormier, 2006). Additionally, the Guaja base 
their plant preferences on which plants the monkeys do and do not eat. The Guaja learned that 
if the monkey can eat the food, then it is not likely to harm human consumers (Fuentes, 2002).  

 
With so much riding on the non-human primate’s meat and knowledge of nature, many  

 non-Guaja ask why the Guaja continue to keep the animals as pets. The Guaja are actively 
choosing to keep a portion of their primary protein source alive, and so comes to rise the ‘prey-
pet paradox’. The non-human primates are expensive to keep in the villages. The animals cause a 
lot of destruction and get aggressive towards young children (Cormier, 2010). The non-human 
primates are a burden on the Guaja’s food supply as the animals tend to “forage” inside of the 
Guaja’s homes, ruining already prepared meals and material possessions (Fuentes, 2002.) 
However, without keeping monkeys in camp the children would never learn their cultural and 
social positions. The Guaja would not have as wide a variety of plants to consume. The hunters 
would not successfully hunt howler monkeys (Alouatta belzebul), brown capuchin monkeys 
(Sapajus apella), black bearded sakis (Chiroptes satanas), owl monkeys (Aotus infulatus), 
squirrel monkeys (Saimiri sciureus), and golden-handed tamarins (Saguinus midas niger) (Prado, 
2012) without having learned the non-human primate’s habits and calls from the monkeys in 
their homes. Cormier (2003) says, “The prey-pet paradox in Amazonia is a “paradox” only in 
terms of the Western perspective.”  
  
Other Hunter-Gatherer Societies who have Interactions with Non-Human Primates  
  

The Guaja are not the only hunter-gatherer society to place importance on non-human 
primates. South America holds a plethora of communities that fit within the loose definition of 
hunter-gather who also interact with non-human primates. The Matsigenka peoples, of Peru, 
regard non-human primates as kin, similar to the beliefs of the Guaja. The Matsigenka also 
believe that individuals who are doing a poor job of being human will be turned into a monkey as 
punishment (Cormier, 2006).  
 

The Matsigenka are not inclined to keep non-human primates as pets but do hunt them. 
Unlike the Guaja, the Matsigenka avoid howler monkeys, claiming the species taste bad, due to 
the non-human primate’s highly floriferous diet (Cormier, 2006), and the monkey’s inclination 
towards laziness. Due to the introduction of shotguns, the larger bodied primates within the 
Matsigenka’s hunting ranges are mostly extinct (Fuentes, 2006). Meanwhile, in Brazil, the 
Waimiri actively hunt howlers from their boats, specifically the females, who have a higher 
concentration of fat and therefore taste better to the Waimiri peoples (De Souza-Mazurek, 
2000).  
 

Rival (1993) speaks about the Huaorani peoples of Ecuador. The Huaorani take in 
orphaned monkeys similarly to the Guaja. The Huaorani breastfeed the monkeys when 
possible. Consuming monkey meat and palm fruit are important aspects of the Huaorani’s idea 
of health. Just as the Guaja use non-human primates to decide which foliage is safe to 
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consume, the Huaorani understand that the monkeys in their forests have a very close 
relationship with palm fruit. The Huaorani greatly enjoy palm fruit. These people go out of 
their way to treat the monkeys well, ensuring that the monkeys will not “steal the seed”, or 
take the palm fruit away from the Huaorani. These Ecuadorians also never forage all of the 
palm fruit from a single site. The Huaorani want to allow the monkeys to continue feeding and 
reproducing, so that their monkey population survives to be eaten by future Huaorani. This 
process also helps regulate the fruit’s reproduction as well (Rival, 1993).  

 
Across the Atlantic Ocean, the Twa of Uganda and Rwanda also interact with non-

human primates regularly. Papworth (2016) discusses how the Twa were evicted from their 
homelands so that the government could form national parks and protect the extremely 
endangered gorillas of the area. Seen as dangerous, the Twa were pushed out of their homes and 
displaced without any trade skills, finding themselves impoverished and abandoned. It has since 
been realized that the Twa did not pose a threat to the gorilla species, as they had never actively 
hunted them. In fact, the Twa could have been a potentially exceptional guard for the large 
bodied primates, if modern governments had made an effort to reach out to the community 
before displacing them.  
  
Other Subsistence Societies and Their Relations to Non-Human Primates  
  

Non-hunter-gatherer communities have consistent interactions with non-human 
primates as well. Some, such as the Brazilian Matis, hunt non-human primates for their teeth. 
The teeth are used to create jewelry and decorative armbands. The Waorani of Ecuador take in 
non-human primates as pets, similar to the Guaja (Cormier, 2006), and use them to describe 
and define their interpretation of personhood (Papworth, 2013).  
 

The Wari in Peru are known for eating non-human primates. The Wari believe that 
eating the flesh of an enemy is equal to that of animal, because the Wari consider their enemies 
subhuman (Cormier, 2003). Cormier (2006) mentions the Wari feeding taboos that cause them 
to avoid certain foods, so that the Wari children do not get turned into monkeys. Other taboos 
are in place as well, in order for the Wari to avoid being possessed by animal spirits that might 
try to force humans into the other species.  
 

For the Fiema and Boabeng of Ghana, Campbell’s monkeys (Cercopithecus 
campbelli) are considered children of the gods. These monkeys protect the villages, so the 
hunters avoid them at all costs. Both these groups also work alongside of government placed 
hunting bands. The Fiema and Boabeng consider this to be a way to “care for monkeys” 
(Alves, 2016).  
 

Ethiopia’s Bari mythology often refers to “a time with no monkeys.” This saying 
aligns with non-human primate creation stories, such as that of the Bari’s spider monkey tale:  

The creator divinity, Sabasebaa, was with another Bari searching for food in 
the forest when they encountered other Bari eating fruit in a tree. They asked 
them to toss down fruit, but they tossed down only the peels. In anger, the 
creator divinity transformed them into spider monkeys and instructed the Bari 
to eat them. (Cormier, 2006, pg. 21-22) 
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In Ecuador, the Jivaroan peoples believe that their hunting and magical knowledge was 

originally from the first spider monkey. While the Jivaroan hunt spider monkeys because the 
animal is a superb energy source, the people recognize that only the most skilled hunters are 
able to catch spider monkeys, and that a successful catch sometimes requires them to sing to 
their prey (Brow, 1984). The Jivaroan, Cormier (2003) adds, also keep non-human primates as 
pets. Just as with the Guaja, the relationship between a woman and her pet is similar to that of a 
child- parent relationship. The Jivaroan also relate such pets with “taming” a woman or 
readying her for marriage.  
 

Non-human primates also have a place among larger, more well-known non-hunter- 
gatherer civilizations. Alves (2016) discusses the Egyptians and how they worshiped the 
baboon so intently that the non-human primates were imported into areas that did not naturally 
support such animals. The Egyptians viewed baboons as a demon and a protector. Thoth, their 
god of the moon, is depicted as a baboon, in part or in whole. The sitters in the Egyptian palace 
of judgement, a section of the underworld, are also baboons (Alves, 2016).  

 
The Mayans also interacted with primates. The howler monkey was important to 

the creation of the Mayan calendar and the Mayans believed the spider monkey forged all 
of humankind (Alves, 2016).  
  
Case Study: The Bantu and the Baka and the Non-Human Primates  
  

In the Democratic Republic of the Congo, two groups (the Bantu and the Baka) live 
side by side and interact daily, and both have lives that are prominently altered by non-human 
primates. The Bantu, Kohler (2005) states, are a farming community that reside in villages. 
The Baka are a hunter-gatherer group that work with and around the sedentary Bantu.  

 
The Baka are thought of as eco-friendly and beneficial to the natural environment. The 

Bantu are seen as ecologically detrimental since they commonly use slash-and-burn agriculture. 
The Bantu are willing to eat members of the great ape non-human primate community. It is not 
uncommon for Bantu men to decorate their meeting places with gorilla skulls. Killing a great 
ape is a way for a Bantu hunter to gain great reputation. The Baka hunt more bushmeat than 
their village counterparts but refuse to harm gorillas or chimpanzees except in an act of self- 
preservation. The Baka feel that the great apes are too similar to humans to be eaten and 
associate their great hunters with elephants instead.  
 

Non-human primates are also intertwined in the Bantu and Baka’s religious and world- 
view perception. The Bantu believe that if an individual dies without reaching a reasonable 
level of satisfaction, they come back to earth as a gorilla. The gorilla shows up in a Bantu 
individual’s fields or home around the time of their passing and the animal is considered a 
“gorilla-revenant.” These special organisms do not cause harm. They are never shot. The 
Bantu consider it horrible luck to do so, since the individual’s spirit will seek revenge and 
likely wreak havoc on the shooter.  

 
 



Lambda Alpha Journal 
Volume 48, 2018 
             

Page 63 

The Bantu believe the Baka return as non-human primates as well, but as 
chimpanzees, not gorillas. The Bantu use this as an insult, since chimpanzees are physically 
smaller than their gorilla counterparts. The Baka embrace the idea, seeing chimpanzees as 
musically inclined, and mock the Bantu for returning as gorillas, saying: “Both Bantu and 
gorillas display a strong sense of territoriality and hierarchy, their tempers flare up easily, 
they tend to be rough and bad mannered, and are prone to use brutal force…” (Kohler, 2005).  
 
Discussion  

By recognizing the relationships between humans and non-human primates, 
researchers can take a more holistic view of ethnoprimatology. While Lee and other scientists 
still offer a variety of definitions for hunter-gatherers, it is apparent that many societies utilize 
and hold non- human primates in a very high regard.  

 
Expanding upon studies within ethnoprimatology could lead to the discovery of local 

plants and medicines, as well as cultural phenomena. Scientists need to remain aware of 
issues that may arise. Papworth (2013) notes that there is often variation in the scientific 
names of species in comparison to the terms used by indigenous peoples. In some cases, 
hunter-gatherers identify organisms as a monkey in a cultural sense, but the said organism 
does not match the Western world’s scientific descriptions of ‘monkey.’ In other cases, 
organisms of the same species are not recognized as the same species by the hunter-
gatherers. These differences occur because different cultures interpret relationships and 
similarities in unique ways. Papworth (2013) also says that many hunter-gatherers see 
organisms as “too different” to be a part of the same group, therefore causing species 
confusion when Western researchers get involved.  

 
Non-human primates are nearly a world-wide occurrence. Non-human primates act as a 

staple of life, so it is understandable that cultures incorporate non-human primates into their 
daily lives. Whether this leads peoples to treat non-human primates as prey, pets, or deities is 
up to cultural variation. As more individuals begin understanding the importance of non-
human primates to a wide range of peoples, governments and law makers will gradually begin 
to support indigenous peoples, instead of excluding them (Riley, 2010). This allows cultural 
conceptions and conservation necessities to meet in the middle. Expansion of the diversity and 
effectiveness of non-human primate conservation occurs, while hunter-gatherer societies live 
on and flourish.  
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