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Key Scientific Concepts
1. Why do bonobos engage in same-sex behaviors?

Same-sex sexual behaviors are used to strengthen bonds amongst females and relieve tensions
surrounding resource and hierarchical competition. Females and males will engage in
non-reproductive sex for similar reasons. “GG rubbings” decrease the stress hormone cortisol
and promote cooperation amongst several female partners which is beneficial in their
fission-fusion structured societies in which groups are constantly dividing and forming new
ones.

2. How have bonobos become a matriarchal species?

Females use sex as a means of socially bonding with each other and because of this, females
can to form same-sex socio-sexual coalitions to create their hierarchy. Frequent sexual
interactions in a coalition lead to joint suppression of male aggression/other third parties which
guarantee priority access to resources over males as well as protect themselves from unwanted
sexual advances from male bonobos.

3. How do bonobos engage with each other through sex?

Engaging in same-sex sexual activities for bonobos includes females “GG rubbing” and males
“penis fencing”. These actions (vagino-cervical stimulation and intensity of orgasm) cause an
increase in oxytocin levels in their urine (only observed after same-sex sexual behavior amongst
females) which leads to closer physical proximity among females as well as support in
intra-sexual coalitions (females forming bonds with other females, creating a society that
prioritizes female access to resources). “GG rubbing” is performed face-to-face (mutual gaze)
which promotes communication and trust through eye contact as well as increases oxytocin
levels.

Final Project Summary
Bonobos and chimpanzees are humans closest cousins and although they make look

similar, they could not be more different in terms of behavior. Bonobos inhabit the forests of the
Congo Basin in the Democratic Republic of the Congo whereas chimpanzees are more wildly
spread across eastern Africa. Both species live in fission-fusion group structures that cause the
rapid formation and dissolution of groups. This leads to members of these groups, particularly
females, needing to form relationships quickly and efficiently in order to bond with new groups



(3). The structure of these groups and the way in which members bond with each other is vastly
different. For my project, I will be focusing on the differences in hierarchies between bonobos
and chimps, specifically how males and females occupy different roles in each of the
communities. Bonobos use non-reproductive sex as a way of strengthening bonds and creating
female-dominant society whereas chimps use grooming in a similar manner but live under a
male-dominant society. The creative aspect of my project is a short story book that highlights
the difference of roles that females play in bonobo and chimp social structures.

Bonobos live in matriarchal societies which are formed through strong female bonds.
When it comes to resources and suppressing male aggression, females turn to same-sex sexual
interactions as a method of building trust and social bonds among themselves. Sexual
interactions, specifically female same-sex sexual interactions, cause an increase of oxytocin
which can be observed through urine samples (8). The hormone oxytocin, also known as the
“love hormone”, plays an important role in forming social bonds. For example, in order to gain
access to new groups, young females will approach older, higher-ranking females and initiate
tension-relieving sex. Female bonobos engage in a position called “GG rubbing” in which the two
partners face each other and rub their genitals against each other (4). This position allows for
eye contact between the partners which is a crucial step in the formation of social bonds
because it plays a major role in the production of oxytocin (1). During the creation of new bonds,
females have been observed to make more eye contact with each other as they engage in “GG
rubbing”.

Chimpanzees also form fission-fusion bonds. Like bonobos, mothers and sons have
life-long bonds in chimpanzee society, meaning that males stay with their natal groups while
females, after reaching sexual maturity, leave to join new groups (8). Bonding between
chimpanzees occurs during grooming sessions. Female chimps have offspring every three to
five years and raise them without paternal help (9). Physical touch, similar to how bonobos
interact with each other sexually, eases tensions and is used to communicate and build trust (8).
In chimpanzee society, males are the ones to form coalitions. Their hierarchy consists of one
dominant male, a few subordinate males who stay with their mothers, and several adult females
(8).

Female chimpanzees face aggressors from both sexes. Access to and quality of food is
based on rank. Therefore high-ranking female chimps are often aggressive towards incoming
females and often engage in infanticide. By killing the offspring of other females, high-ranking
female chimpanzees secure better resources for herself and her offspring. During the timeframe
in which females exhibit sexual swellings, females will try to mate with as many males as
possible. Females choose to mate with several partners to avoid infanticide, as males will often
kill offspring that are not related to them to ensure that their genes are the ones that are carried
on (9). If female chimpanzees mate with several partners, the males may assume the offspring
is theirs and are less likely to kill it.

Female bonobos are sexually receptive even in times that do not sync with their
ovulation cycles which is a part of the reason why sex is such a large part of their society (10).



This “concealed ovulation” is thought to be one of the reasons that male aggression is much
less common in their societies compared to their closest cousin, the chimpanzee. Because of
the frequent matings and confusing nature of the female swellings, male bonobos are unable to
distinguish their own offspring from the offspring of another male. This confusion surrounding
the paternity of offspring can prevent infanticide from occurring (5). Male chimpanzees know
when females are ovulating which leads to sexual aggression and, in some cases, infanticide.
Therefore the females may benefit from mating with as many partners as possible in order to
ensure the survival of their offspring (8).

The story follows a young female chimp who gets lost in the jungle and comes across a
group of bonobos. The chimp explains the male-dominant society that she lives in as well as
how having non-concealed ovulations causes tension and infanticide. The bonobo then
compares how bonobos live in a female-dominated society that thrives through engaging in sex
frequently to relieve tensions and how their coalitions lead to less violent male behavior. She
also explains that bonobos have concealed ovulation so their male partners do not know which
female is having their child which leads to less infanticide. In the picture book, there are several
depictions of the different ways in which bonobos have sex. These images follow the page that
explains that interacting with each other in this way enables them to form tighter bonds and
strengthen coalitions. The pages that follow specify this behavior also calms tensions and plays
a large role in the concealment of their ovulations. These pages include the faces of angry
bonobos becoming happy representing the easing of tensions, a confused male bonobo for
concealed ovulation, and the coalition of females kicking a male out of the group as a
representation of the relationship between the females.
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