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Why Don’t Chimpanzees Eat Monitor Lizards?

William C. McGrew

Division of Biological Anthropology, Department of Archeology and Anthropology, University of Cambridge, UK

Abstract: Chimpanzees (Pan troglodytes) do not eat monitor lizards (Varanus spp.), despite these reptiles 
appearing to be suitable prey. At least 10 hypotheses might explain this lack of predation and consumption 
by the apes: (1) availability, (2) habitat, (3) abundance, (4) size, (5) edibility, (6) danger, (7) difficulty, (8) 
incongruence, (9) optimality, (10) taboo. These are tested via data collected on encounters with monitors 
while seeking wild chimpanzees at Mt. Assirik, Senegal, and by using published ethnographic data on wild 
chimpanzees and human foragers. The eight behavioral ecological hypotheses fall short of explaining the 
absence of monitors in the chimpanzee diet, but the two remaining hypotheses remain to be tested adequately. 
Chimpanzees ‘should’ eat monitor lizards.
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Résumé: Pourquoi les chimpanzés ne mangent-t’ils pas le varan ? Même si ces reptiles semblent être une 
proie adaptée, les chimpanzés (Pan troglodytes) ne consomment pas de varans (Varanus spp.). Au moins 10 
hypothèses peuvent expliquer l’absence de prédation et de consommation de varans par les grands singes : 
(1) la disponibilité, (2) l’habitat, (3) l’abondance, (4) la taille, (5) la comestibilité, (6) le danger, (7) la difficulté, 
(8) la sur-généralisation, (9) l’optimalité, (10) le tabou. Ces hypothèses sont testées à partir (1) de données 
enregistrées lors de rencontres avec des varans par les chercheurs à la recherche de chimpanzés sauvages au 
Mt. Assirik, Sénégal, et (2) de documentations ethnographiques publiées sur les chimpanzés sauvages et les 
chasseurs-cueilleurs humains. Les huit hypothèses écologiques ne peuvent expliquer l’absence du varan dans 
le régime alimentaire des chimpanzés, mais les deux hypothèses alternatives restent à vérifier. Les chimpanzés 
« devraient » manger le varan.
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INTRODUCTION

Chimpanzees (Pan troglodytes) are omnivores 
that consume a wide variety of plants and animals. 
Their range of faunivory covers multiple orders of 
mammals, birds and insects but notably absent are 
reptiles (but for one case of eating a shed snake skin, 
see McGrew et al. 1978). There is no a priori reason 
why this class of vertebrates should be ignored, 
although the hazards are obvious of obtaining certain 
types of reptile, such as venomous snakes (McGrew 

2015) or predatory crocodilians (McGrew 2014). 
Given that chimpanzees stalk, pursue, subdue, kill, 
eat, share, and occasionally scavenge mammals and 
birds of similar body-size to some reptiles, then why 
do not medium-sized monitor lizards (Varanus spp., 
Varanidae) feature in the apes’ diet?

Monitor lizards are a cosmopolitan family of 
lizards (Squamata) found naturally in Africa, Asia, 
and Oceania, including Australia. The genus Varanus 
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includes 75–80 species, depending on taxonomic 
classification. Body-size in living species ranges 
up to 3 m long (the famous Komodo dragon, V. 
komodoensis); body weight varies similarly. Monitor 
lizards are basically faunivorous (Losos & Greene 
1988); most are terrestrial but some are semi-aquatic 
or arboreal (Pianka 1994a, b; Figure 1). As short-
legged, diurnal quadrupeds, they would seem to be 
promising candidate prey for chimpanzees.

Humans eat monitor lizards widely, in Africa (Lee 
1979, Silberbauer 1981, Tanaka 1976), New Guinea 
(Hide et al. 1984, Iyai et al. 2011), and especially 
Australia (Meehan 1982, Mountford 1960). For 
example, the sand monitor lizard (V. gouldii) is a 
keystone food species for Aborigines in the Western 
Desert, who selectively burn patches of vegetation to 
increase hunting returns (Bird et al. 2013). Monitors 
figure prominently in the diets of humans living in 
arid environments, e.g., southern Africa, the !Kung 
San hunt Varanus, as do the Gwi San and #Kade San.

This paper aims to test 10 hypotheses that might 
account for the lack of predation by chimpanzees 
on monitor lizards. In brief, these hypotheses 
relate to: 1. availability; 2. habitat; 3. abundance; 
4. size; 5. edibility; 6. danger; 7. difficulty; 8. over-
generalization; 9. optimality; and 10. taboo. The 
rationales for these hypotheses are:

1. Availability. Although the species ranges of 
chimpanzees and monitors in Africa are both 
large, they might be locally allopatric. If they do 
not meet, then neither can interact with, much 
less eat, the other.

2.  Habitat. Although the two taxa might occur 
in the same locale, they might exploit different 
habitat-types, so that they never or rarely 
encounter one another at close quarters.

3. Abundance. Although both taxa might occupy 
a similar range of habitats in a given locale, 
monitor lizards might be too few in number to 
interest chimpanzees.

4.  Size. Although some monitor species are large 
enough to make a meal, sympatric species might 
be too small to be of interest to chimpanzees.

5. Edibility. Although available in sufficient 
numbers and weight, monitors might taste bad 
or might lack sufficient nutritional content.

6. Danger. Obtaining monitors might entail too 
much risk of morbidity or even mortality.

7. Difficulty. Monitors might be too hard to catch 
and subdue.

8. Over-generalization. Monitors might too closely 
resemble snakes in appearance, and if snakes are 

too risky to prey upon, then monitors might be 
avoided by mistake.

9. Optimality. Chimpanzees that obtain enough 
animal matter in the diet from other, better 
sources might not need to go after monitors. 

10. Taboo. Chimpanzees might have socially learned 
cultural prohibitions from eating monitor lizards.

If all but one of these hypotheses can be falsified, 
then the remaining one is the most likely of these 
alternative explanations for why chimpanzees do 
not eat monitor lizards. If two or more cannot be 
falsified, then further, focused data should be sought 
to distinguish among the remaining alternatives. If 
all of the hypotheses can be falsified, then further 
research, both empirical (more data) and conceptual 
(new hypotheses) is needed. At present, I know of 
no prior study seeking to link chimpanzees and 
monitor lizards, despite the former’s behavior in 
nature having been studied for more than 50 yr.

METHODS

The Stirling African Primate Project studied 
unhabituated wild chimpanzees (Pan troglodytes 
verus) at Mt. Assirik, in the Niokolo-Koba National 
Park in southeastern Senegal, from February 
1976 to December 1979. Assirik is a hot, dry and 
mosaic ecosystem dominated by grassland and 
open, deciduous woodland (McGrew et al. 1981; 
Figure 2). During the study period, it had a median 
annual rainfall of 885 mm, and daily maximum air 
temperatures ranged from mean monthly highs of 
35 degrees C to lows of 23 C. 

Observers seeking chimpanzees focussed their 
activities on ribbons of gallery forest along seasonal 
watercourses, which although comprising only 3% 
of the 50 km2 study area, yielded most (54%) of the 
chimpanzee contacts (Tutin et al. 1983). Observers 
spent each working day walking through various 
types of habitat, opportunistically searching for, 
tracking, and observing chimpanzees. Overall, the 
median number of days spent in the field per month 
was 27 (range: 12–31). When a monitor lizard was 
sighted, we recorded date, location, and habitat type; 
almost all the sightings were terrestrial. 

Many encounters with monitors were fleeting, 
consisting of a minimal, momentary sighting before 
the lizard disappeared into the undergrowth, or less 
commonly, into the water. This made it virtually 
impossible to obtain photographic vouchers for 
species identification. (Without identification, we 
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Figure 1. African monitor lizards (a) on land, (b) in vegetation, and (c) in water: a. Mahale Mountains National Park, 
Tanzania. Probably Varanus niloticus or V. albigularis. Photograph by M. Nakamura; b. Dja Biosphere Reserve, Cameroon. 
Probably V. niloticus or V. ornatus. Photograph by I. Deblauwe; c. Ruaha National Park, Tanzania. Probably V. niloticus or 
V. albigularis. Photograph by A. Nicholas.

a.

b.

c.
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could work only at the level of genus, so data for 
two species, V. niloticus and V. exanthematicus are 
pooled here. A third species, V. ornatus, is primarily 
found in Central Africa, with only one record from 
Senegal. See Bayless 2002). 

Often in the dry season, we were alerted to 
monitors by the distinctive sound of them moving 
off through the dry leaf litter. Our encounters 
cannot be compared with randomised transects, 
and lacking individual identification, a lizard seen 
today also could have been seen the day before. We 
recorded only one encounter per location per day, 
seeking to avoid duplication and data inflation. 
Records were biased toward habitat types favoured 
by chimpanzees, as they were the primary objects 
of study. These caveats make the data set a non-
random sample, but at least it proxies as closely as 
possible the apes’ exposure to monitor lizards, given 
that we saw no encounters between chimpanzees 
and monitors.

I sent an email enquiry to field workers from as 
many chimpanzee study sites as possible, asking only 
two questions: (1) ’Are there monitor lizards at your 
study site?’, and (2) ‘Do the chimpanzees eat monitor 
lizards?’ If the answer to (2) was no, but there were 
other pertinent observations, such as chimpanzees 
chasing monitors, I asked for additional information. 

At a subsample of sites (n=9), I sought corroborating 
answers independently from two field workers; 
many persons provided unsolicited further details, 
which were useful. Of the 38 sites queried, 33 (87%) 
responded.

RESULTS

1. Availability 
Perhaps the crudest measure is national sympatry. 

Much overlap in distribution exists between the 
five recognised African species of Varanus and 
chimpanzees (Bayless 2002). V. niloticus is found 
in all 26 countries in which chimpanzees now or 
recently occurred, while V. exanthematicus occurs 
in 20 such countries, V. ornatus in 15 countries, 
V. griseus in 5 countries, and V. albigularis in 4 
countries (Table 1). All but two chimpanzee habitat 
countries have more than one species of monitor 
available (median number of monitor species = 2, 
range = 1–4).

A more precise indicator of sympatry is presence 
or absence of monitor lizards at field sites where 
chimpanzees have been studied long term, as noted 
by field primatologists. Of 33 field sites reporting, 
all but eight have monitors. Five of the eight sites 

Figure 2. Deciduous wooded grassland at Mt. Assirik, Senegal, with green riverine forest in background. Photograph 
by W.C. McGrew.
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Table 1. Range overlap between Varanus spp. and Pan troglodytes in sub-Saharan Africa and list of 
chimpanzee study sites reporting Varanus data, by country.

Countries with 
wild chimpanzees 
(n = 26)

V. niloticus 
(n = 40)

V. exanthematicus 
(n = 24) 

V. ornatus 
(n = 16)

V. griseus 
(n =13)

V. albigularis 
(n =17)

Chimpanzee study 
sites (n = 33)

Angola (Cabinda) ✓ ✓ ? Maiombe

Benin ✓ ✓

Burkina Faso ✓ ✓ ✓

Burundi ✓

Cameroon ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ Ebo, La Belgique

Central Afr. Rep. ✓ ✓

Congo Rep. ✓ ✓ ✓ Goualougo
Congo Dem. Rep. ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ Bili, Kahuzi-Biega

Gabon ✓ ✓ ✓ Loango, Lopé, 
Moukalaba 

Gambia ✓ ✓ ✓ Abuko

Ghana ✓ ✓ ✓

Guinea-Bissau ✓ ✓ ✓ Cantanhez

Guinea Equatorial ✓ ✓

Guinea Rep. ✓ ✓ Bossou, Nimba
Ivory Coast ✓ ✓ TaÏ

Liberia ✓ ✓ ✓ Sapo

Mali ✓ ✓ ✓ Bafing

Niger ✓ ✓ ✓

Nigeria ✓ ✓ ✓ Gashaka

Rwanda ✓ Nyungwe

Senegal ✓ ✓ ✓ Assirik, Fongoli
Sierra Leone ✓ ✓ ✓ Tenkere

Sudan (South) ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Tanzania ✓ ✓ Gombe, Issa, 
Mahale, Rubondo

Togo ✓ ✓ ✓

Uganda ✓ ✓ ✓ Budongo, Bulindi, 
Bwindi, Kalinzu, 
Kanyawara, 
Kasokwa, Ngogo, 
Toro-Semliki

Total 26 20 15 5 4

n = number of African countries containing species; ✓=  Varanus present

Chimpanzees and Monitor Lizards
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lacking Varanus (Budongo, Bwindi, Kalinzu, 
Kanyawara, Toro-Semliki) are in Uganda, but in the 
same country, Bulindi, Kasokwa and Ngogo do have 
monitor lizards. The sites reporting cover all four 
subspecies of chimpanzee (Table 2), and they come 
from 18 of the 26 (69%) range countries for Pan 
troglodytes. (Sympatry also occurs elsewhere, where 
neither species has been studied in detail, such as 
Comoe National Park, Ivory Coast, Muehlenberg 
& Steinhauer n.d.) However, few chimpanzee study 
sites report on their herpetofaunas (for an exception, 
see McGrew 2014, 2015), and almost none name 
their monitor species.

Conclusion: It seems that most chimpanzees have 
access to monitor lizards.

2. Habitat 
Chimpanzees occur in a wide variety of ecotypes 

from savanna to rainforest, and most points in 
between (McGrew et al. 1981; Stanford 1998). In 
East and West Africa, populations of the same 
subspecies span this range of vegetation types, 
often within the same area, in mosaics that may 
include all the types found in the species range. For 
example, Toro-Semliki Wildlife Reserve in western 
Uganda includes evergreen gallery forest, deciduous 
woodland of both open and closed canopy, Acacia-
dominated scrub, tall grassland, and swamp (Hunt & 
McGrew 2002). At most of these sites, chimpanzees 
use all of these vegetation types, albeit to different 
extents, as was the case at Mt. Assirik (Baldwin et 
al. 1982).

Varanus exploits an even wider range of habitats, 
extending into true desert and also aquatic habitats. 
The most widely-distributed African species, V. 
niloticus, is equally at home on land or in the trees or 
in the water (Cisse 1972). 

Assirik is the only site that provides data that 
more precisely put ape and lizard in the same places: 
overall chimpanzees were encountered there 55% 
of times in forest, 31% in woodland, and 14% in 
grassland. Comparable figures for monitors were: 
68% forest, 20% woodland, and 12% grassland. 
All monitors were first encountered on land in 
the daytime. McGrew et al. (2014) presented a 
formula by which sightings of wild chimpanzees 
at Assirik could be compared with those of other 
mammals, across habitat types. It calculates the 
relative probability of two species meeting as a 
function of observers encountering each species in 
forest, woodland, and grassland. For example, the 
probabilities of Assirik chimpanzees encountering 
leopard (Panthera pardus) versus lion (P. leo) were 
0.47 vs. 0.29, a substantial difference. Applying this 

formula to Varanus, the probability of an encounter 
with chimpanzees was 0.45, ranking it third most 
likely by comparison with 19 species of medium-
sized mammals.

It seems that chimpanzees have plenty of chances 
to encounter monitor lizards.

3. Abundance 
Even when monitor lizards are present and 

likely to be encountered, they might not be worth 
preying upon if they are too scarce. Basic optimal 
foraging theory suggests that rare prey species will 
be superseded by more common ones, all other 
things being equal, and plenty of mammalian prey 
are available, at least at some chimpanzee field sites, 
including Assirik (McGrew et al. 2014). However, 
I can find no published data on the abundance of 
monitor lizards at other chimpanzee field sites, 
collected by either primatologists or herpetologists. 

At Assirik, we systematically noted encounters 
with monitor lizards over a continuous 12-month 
period, from October 1978 – September 1979. 
Over 339 field days, we encountered 243 monitor 
lizards, for a mean contact rate of a lizard every 1.4 
days. Field days varied in length, so more complete 
encounter data based on full 12-hr (dawn to dusk) 
field days would yield a frequency higher than 1.4. 
Most days with sightings were of a single lizard, but 
on 45 days, two or more lizards were encountered 
(median = 1, range = 1–8). 

Monitors were met in each of the 12 months 
(monthly median = 12 lizards, range = 5–31), 
but encounter rate varied seasonally: Dry (June 
–October, n = 196 field days) = every 1.1 days vs. 
Wet (November–May, n = 143 field days) = every 2.0 
days (N=339 days, Chi-squared test, df =1, Chi2 = 
18.24, p < 0.001). Thus, monitors were met almost 
twice as often in the 7 months of the dry season than 
in the 5 months of the rainy season, perhaps because 
of their greater detectability when moving through 
the dry leaf litter.

It seems that monitor lizards are abundant 
enough to be worth preying on.

4. Size 
As a genus, Varanus varies hugely in body size, 

at least as manifest in wild-caught body length. 
(Herpetologists normally measure this by snout-
vent length (SVL), that is, from the tip of the 
‘nose’ to the cloaca, thus excluding the tail. Such 
measurement requires handling the lizard, which 
we did not do at Assirik.) The within-genus size 
range of this lizard radiation is almost five orders 
of magnitude, equivalent to that of a mouse and an 
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Table 2. Field sites of chimpanzee research (n = 33) reporting on presence/absence of monitor lizards 
(Varanus spp.) and their consumption by chimpanzees.

Field Site Country Sub-species Monitors 
present?

Monitors 
eaten? Comments

Abuko Gambia Ptv Y N Sanctuary

Assirik Senegal Ptv Y N NP

Bafing Mali Ptv Y N

Bili Congo Dem. Rep. Ptt Y N

Bossou Guinea Rep. Ptv Y N

Budongo Uganda Pts N N

Bulindi Uganda Pts Y N

Bwindi Uganda Pts N? N NP

Cantanhez Guinea-Bissau Ptv Y N NP

Ebo Cameroon Ptt Y N

Fongoli Senegal Ptv Y N

Gashaka Nigeria Pte Y N Gashaka-Gumti NP

Gombe Tanzania Pts Y N NP

Goualougo Congo Rep. Ptt Y N Nouabalé-Ndoki NP

Issa Tanzania Pts Y N

Kahuzi-Biega Congo Dem. Rep. Pts N N NP

Kalinzu Uganda Pts N N

Kanyawara Uganda Pts N N Kibale NP

Kasokwa Uganda Pts Y N

La Belgique Cameroon Ptt Y N Dja

Loango Gabon Ptt Y N NP

Lopé Gabon Ptt Y N NP

Mahale Tanzania Pts Y N NP

Maiombe Angola Ptt Y N Cabinda

Moukalaba Gabon Ptt N N NP

Ngogo Uganda Ptt Y N Kibale NP

Nimba Guinea Rep. Ptv Y N

Nyungwe Rwanda Pts Y N NP

Rubondo Tanzania ?? Y N NP, colonized

Sapo Liberia Ptv Y N NP

TaÏ Ivory Coast Ptv Y N NP

Tenkere Sierra Leone Ptv Y N NP

Toro-Semliki Uganda Pts N N
NP = national park, Pte = Pan troglodytes ellioti, Pts = P. t. schweinfurthii, Ptt = P. t. troglodytes, Ptv = P. t. verus. 
All sources are personal communications from individuals named in the Acknowledgements, or my unpublished 
observations.
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elephant (Pianka 1995). Given that half (22 of 44) of 
the living Varanus species have SVL of less than 35 
cm (Pianka 1995, Table 1), then many might be too 
small to be on interest to a medium-bodied predator 
such as a chimpanzee. However, all five African 
species average SVL of 49 cm or longer; worldwide, 
V. niloticus ranks 4th of 44 species at 78 cm; if the tail 
length is added, the actual body length may double 
to ca. 150 cm. If smaller, juvenile monitors were 
preferable, then presumably they would be more 
easily dispatched.

More pertinent to a predator might be the body-
weight of a potential prey, especially in terms of soft 
tissue. De Buffrenil and Hemery (2002) sampled 
three populations of V. niloticus from Lake Chad; 
their largest sample (n = 336) had a median live 
body mass of 4.7 kg. Asibey (1974) provided weights 
for 203 Varanus on sale in a bushmeat market in 
Accra Ghana; these averaged 4.2 kg. For comparison 
with other vertebrate prey taken by chimpanzees, 
the bushbaby species (Galago senegalensis) taken 
by Senegalese chimpanzees at Fongoli (Pruetz & 
Bertolani 2007) weighs less than 1 kg. The weight 
of a young duiker (Cephalophus spp.) probably 
approximates to that of a typical adult monitor.

It seems that African monitor lizards are big 
enough to be worth pursuing.

5. Edibility 
Prey should be palatable and yield enough energy 

or nutrients to be of interest to a predator. Some 
monitors, such as V. komodoensis, have toxic saliva, 
and their closest living relatives, the Helodermatidae, 
are venomous (Pianka 1995). Thus, monitors might 
be unsuitable for consumption, especially if eaten 
raw. However, neither of these potential constraints 
applies to the five African Varanus.

Direct assessment of edibility for chimpanzees 
cannot be assessed, given the absence of data on 
predation. However, data on consumption by 
sympatric humans provides a proxy measure (Figure 
3). Asibey’s (1974) data on bush meat sales in a 
Ghanaian market showed Varanus to average USA $ 
0.30 per pound in cost, which was the same price as 
bushbuck (Tragelaphus scriptus) and slightly lower 
than that of red river hog (Potamochoerus porcus). 
On Bioko Island, Equatorial Guinea, V. niloticus 
ranked fourth in human preference for bushmeat, 
after two species of rodents and one of duiker, of 
55 species available in markets there (Fa et al. 2002, 
Table II). Reptiles, including Varanus, provided up to 
13.5% percent of the total diet by weight and 15.6% 
of total protein, second only to fish, for northern 
Australian Aborigines (Meehan 1982, p. 152). Not 
all human foragers eat Varanus, such as the Hadza 
of Tanzania (Marlowe 2010, p. 102). Comprehensive 

McGrew

Figure 3. Varanus exanthomaticus en route to market, Nigeria. Photograph by J. Wallis.
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analyses of why some humans do but others do not 
is beyond the scope of this paper.

I can find no published data on composition 
of African monitors, but quantitative data are 
available on Australian ones. Miller et al. (1993, 
Table 3) provided data on several unspecified types 
of Varanus. Mean values per 100 g of edible portion 
of flesh, cooked, were: 1579 kJ of energy, 16.5 g of 
protein, and 33.8 g of fat for one species, and 821 
kJ, 30.5, and 7.2 g for another. No data on raw food 
were given. Miller et al. also gave comparable values 
for mammalian species of similar body size, hunted 
and eaten by Australian aborigines. For example, 
the cooked flesh of the northern brushtail possum 
(Trichosurus arnhemensis) yielded 703 kJ, 33.6 g of 
protein, and 3.5 g of fat, which is a similar or inferior 
yield to the values for Varanus. 

It seems that African monitor lizards are worth 
eating.

6, Danger 
Monitors might be too dangerous to secure as 

potential prey. Although African monitors lack 
venom or toxic saliva, as top predators, they have 
effective, pointed teeth and sharp, powerful claws. 
Thus, in principle, they might inflict potentially 
health-threatening wounds on a chimpanzee 
that handled them, which, if infected might yield 
morbidity, or even mortality. Finally, big monitors 
might be potential predators on chimpanzees, but as 
shown above, the body sizes of the African monitors 
are too small to present such a threat.

Lacking behavioral data on such handling, one 
again turns to humans. Australian Aborigines, 
including children, of the Western Desert catch 
small monitors by hand on the surface and extract 
larger ones from their burrows by digging and then 
reaching inside to grab the prey (Australian Institute 
for Aboriginal Studies 1966). Cine footage shows 
this to be done without signs of injury to the human 
handler. By comparison, some chimpanzees subdue 
and consume adult male monkeys possessing 
notable canine teeth, e.g., Procolobus spp., apparently 
without concern for possible injury, suggesting that 
they could safely handle monitors.

It seems that monitor lizards are safe enough to 
hunt.

7. Difficulty 
Monitor lizards are fast runners on the ground 

but seem to be less swift in undergrowth or canopy 
or water, although I can find no quantitative data 
on any of these variations in locomotion. Further, 
they quickly move from one medium to another, 

such as land to water, which may make them more 
elusive to less amphibious predators. They also ‘go to 
ground’, seeking refuge in burrows, thus frustrating 
non-fossorial pursuers. None of these tactics seem 
insuperable to chimpanzees, who commonly catch 
fast-moving prey, both terrestrial (e.g., duikers) 
and arboreal (e.g., squirrels). Aquatic monitors 
might well frustrate chimpanzees, however. All of 
this speculation is moot, as no one has reported 
chimpanzees even trying to catch monitor lizards, 
much less succeeding.

Lacking data on chimpanzees seeking to capture 
and to subdue monitors, one can turn again to 
human foragers who hunt monitors. Many of the 
techniques used by Australian Aborigines to get 
monitors (e.g., Australian Institute of Aboriginal 
Studies 1966) are available to chimpanzees, such as 
capture by bare hands, excavation by digging stick, 
and even spearing. Men and women, adults and 
children, all gathered goannas (Varanus) (Meehan 
1982, p. 35). Roth (1901) reported the inhabitants 
of Princess Charlotte Bay to spear monitors and to 
extract them from burrows or hollow logs, after first 
inserting a vegetative probe to test the occupancy 
of the cavity. Varanus was among a variety of 
reptilian prey caught and roasted by Arnhem Land 
Aborigines, e.g., water snakes, long-necked turtles, 
etc. (Mountford 1960, p. 113ff). 

Chimpanzees catch most prey by hand, even 
arboreal squirrels, but they also use sharpened sticks 
to probe and to spear/skewer bushbabies (Galago 
senegalensis) in their tree-holes (Pruetz & Bertolani 
2007). Chimpanzees also use digging sticks to obtain 
subterranean food-items (Hernandez-Aguilar et al. 
2007). Killing prey by bashing their heads against 
hard objects or the substrate is common to both 
humans and apes. Finally, several field researchers, 
including the author, have caught monitor lizards 
by hand, despite our being slower movers than 
chimpanzees.

It seems that monitor lizards are obtainable and 
manageable by chimpanzees.

8. Over-generalization
Monitors are the most serpentine of limbed 

lizards, with their long, thin body shape and some 
particular snake-like characteristics: Varanids are 
one of the few lizards with flicking, forked tongues 
(Pianka 1994b). The larger body-sized forms lie 
in wait as ambush predators, as do many snakes. 
Further, in Africa, monitors are the only lizards large 
enough to be mistaken for the only snake genus 
large enough to prey on chimpanzees, Python. Thus, 
they might be avoided by perceptual confusion; 

Chimpanzees and Monitor Lizards
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or perhaps chimpanzee almost-total avoidance of 
reptilian prey is prudent caution.

However, Varanus’ tetrapod anatomy is clearly 
visible, unlike other lizards (e.g., Anguidae, ‘glass 
snakes’) that lack external limbs. Further, their 
locomotion is typically quadrupedal, with a usual 
vertebrate running gait, and so is totally unlike the 
sinuous locomotion of snakes. 

It seems unlikely that chimpanzees would mistake 
monitor lizards for snakes.

9. Optimality
All wild chimpanzee populations studied in 

the long-term show faunivory, and most consume 
vertebrate prey, largely mammals and birds. 
However, no systematic comparison has been done 
across a wide range of study sites with regard to the 
varied sources of nutrients from animal prey that are 
contained in the apes’ diets. Furthermore, relative 
availability of types of animal prey has not been 
investigated comprehensively and quantitatively. 
Lacking these basic data, the optimality hypothesis 
cannot be tested properly. It may be that the costs 
of preying on Varanus (pursuit, capture, processing, 
consumption, etc.) are greater than those for a 
comparable mammal, but no evidence has been 
presented.

However, consider this specific if limited 
example: red colobus monkeys (Procolobus spp.) are 
the most-often-eaten species of mammalian prey 
for wild chimpanzees across the apes’ species range 
(Stanford 1998). In some cases, colobus represent 
the majority of prey consumed, and whenever the 
two species are sympatric, red colobus rank first in 
preference. So, chimpanzee populations that lack 
red colobus might be more inclined to eat monitors, 
or those that lack monitor lizards might be more 
inclined to eat red colobus (all other things being 
equal). Neither is the case: chimpanzee populations 
lacking red colobus (e.g., Assirik, Bossou, Fongoli) 
refrain from eating available monitors, just as do 
high-colobus-consuming populations (Gombe, 
Mahale, Ngogo). Further, populations lacking 
monitors (Budongo, Kalinzu, Kanyawara) eat no or 
no more red colobus (or other monkeys) than do 
populations that have monitors available (Gashaka, 
Goualougo, Tai). There seems to be no link between 
these two prey taxa, one proven vs. the other 
potential, but similar analyses remain to be done for 
other chimpanzee prey.

Although consumption of Varanus is mentioned 
in passing for several African foraging societies (Lee 
1979, p. 228, Silberbauer 1981, p. 74; Tanaka 1976, p. 
119), no source gives sufficient information to rate 

monitor lizard consumption versus other animal 
foodstuffs.

It seems that monitors cannot be excluded yet 
from chimpanzee diet on grounds of optimality.

10. Taboo 
Human beings universally impose dietary 

constraints upon themselves (Aunger 1996). These 
taboos have in common various mechanisms of 
social sanctions, often starting in child-rearing. Some 
of these food avoidance customs seem arbitrary 
(e.g., ‘we eat goats but not sheep’), and some even 
may lead to nutritional deficits that compromise 
fertility. Reptiles are among the animals often 
tabooed, for example in north Australia (Altman 
1987, p. 177). To show satisfactorily the existence 
of a food taboo requires more than data on eating 
behaviour, as other, less cognitive explanations may 
suffice, such as optimal foraging theory (as above). 
Anthropological studies of food taboos usually rely 
on verbal-self-report from informants, but these 
data are unavailable from non-linguistic subjects. 
Instead, we can seek to infer the operation of certain 
elements of cognition that might contribute to 
taboo formation, such as arbitrary conformity based 
on social learning, as seen in wild vervet monkeys 
(Chlorocebus aethiops) (van de Waal et al. 2013). 
Such effects have been demonstrated in captive 
chimpanzees (see Whiten et al. 2005 for a review) 
but have not been studied in wild chimpanzees. 
So, whether or not chimpanzee forbearance to eat 
monitor lizards results from a cultural taboo remains 
to be seen.

Information to test this hypothesis is currently 
lacking.

DISCUSSION 

Trying to ‘prove’ the negative is scientifically 
perverse, given that it is logically impossible. One 
can never eliminate all of a potentially infinite 
number of factors that might account for an 
absence. (Consider the difference between testing 
these two hypotheses: ‘All swans are white’ versus 
‘No swans are black’.) Thus, the titular aim of this 
paper is questionable, in logical positivist terms, 
but such efforts, although ultimately doomed, may 
be informative. To put it simply, if something seems 
like it should happen, but does not, then it is worth 
investigating, as chimpanzees cannot help but notice 
monitor lizards.

Of the 10 hypotheses posed, all but two seem 
at least notionally falsified: The lizards are widely 
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available to the apes (Hypothesis 1). They occupy the 
same habitats (2). They are accessible and plentiful 
(3). They are big enough prey (4). They are edible 
(5). They are safe to secure (6). They are catchable 
(7). They are recognizable (8). 

Hypotheses (9) and (10) cannot yet be tested: 
There are insufficient data on lizards versus other 
sympatric prey to know what the apes ‘should’ eat, 
in optimal foraging terms. At Assirik, colobine 
monkeys are absent but present are a wide range of 
African carnivores (lion, leopard, wild dog, spotted 
hyena, side-striped jackal, ratel, etc.) (McGrew et al. 
2014). Thus, chimpanzees would have to compete 
with these predators for a wide range of vertebrates, 
including monitor lizards. Until comprehensive 
ecological data are available on both predators and 
prey that co-exist with chimpanzee, the optimality 
hypothesis remains viable.

The taboo hypothesis is even more daunting. 
Until we have evidence of this cognitively-based 
sanction being applied directly, that is, behaviorally, 
or until ingenious proxy measures are invented, 
the phenomenon is opaque. Lacking access to the 
individual, much less the collective, consciousness 
of the apes, we are unable even to assess probabilities 
of the existence or not of dietary taboos.  

So, what can be said in summing up? There seems 
to be no good ecological reason why chimpanzees 
do not eat monitor lizards, so perhaps we should 
look elsewhere for an explanation, either to new data 
or new hypotheses.
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