Characteristic Features of Vervet Monkey Social Behavior

Kinship


In vervet monkeys, as in macaques, baboons, and many other primates, bonds among kin have their genesis in the close relationship between a mother and her offspring.  Vervet monkey mothers spend a great deal of time near the offspring, groom them at high rates and support them by coming to their defense when the infants show signs of distress.  (p. 26-27)

Alarm calls

In 1967, Tom Struhsaker reported that vervet monkeys in Amboseli give different sounding alarm calls in response to at least three different predators: leopard, eagles, and snakes.  Each alarm call elicits a different, apparently adaptive escape response from other vervets nearby.  A loud, barking alarm call is given to leopards and other cat species like caracals and servals.  Hereafter we refer to this call as the vervets’ leopard alarm.  When vervets on the ground hear a leopard alarm, they run into trees.  Leopards in Amboseli typically hunt vervets by concealing themselves in bushes and pouncing on a monkey as it walks by (Altmann and Altmann 1970; pers. obs.).  Apparently, vervets are safe from leopard when they are in trees because the vervets’ small size and agility make them difficult to catch.


In contract, vervets give an acoustically different alarm call--a short, double-syllable cough called an eagle alarm--in response to the two large species of eagle that prey on them--the martial eagle and the crowned eagle.  Both species can take vervets of all age-sex classes.  They hunt monkeys from the air, attacking from a long stoop at great speed (Brown 1966; Brown and Amadon 1968).  Both raptor species seem skilled at taking monkeys in trees and on the ground (Brown and Amadon 1968; pers. obs.).  Vervets on the ground respond to eagle alarms by looking up in the air or running into bushes.  Vervets in trees respond to eagle alarms by looking up, and occasionally running down, out of the tree, and into a bush.


Finally, when vervets encounter pythons or poisonous snakes like mambas and cobras, they give a third, acoustically distinct alarm call, onomatopoetically termed a chutter.  We refer to this as the vervets’ snake alarm.  Pythons hunt vervet monkeys primarily on the ground, by hiding in tall grass.  The monkeys’ best defense against a python is to be constantly aware of where the snake is.   Upon hearing a snake alarm, vervet monkeys on the ground stand bipedally and peer into the grass around them (fig. 4.3).  Once they see the snake, the monkeys often approach and mob it, repeatedly giving snake alarms from a safe distance. (pp 102-103)

Other vervet alarm calls

As Struhasker (1967a) originally reported, leopards, eagles, and snakes are not the only species that elicit acoustically distinct alarm calls from vervet monkeys.  The vervets also give what Struhsaker termed a minor mammalian predator alarm to carnivores that rarely prey on vervets, such as jackals (Canis mesomelas), hyenas (Crocuta crocuta), lions (Panthera leo) and cheetahs (Acinonyx jubatus).  When monkeys hear this call they immediately become vigilant and either watch the predator as it moves through the area or move relatively slowly toward the safety of a tree.  The minor mammalian predator alarm is a quiet vocalization that, unlike any other call in the vervets’ repertoire, has its major energy concentrated at an extremely high frequency, around 32 kHz. (p. 110)

The data from the Cameroon suggest that leopard alarms in Amboseli denote a particular hunting strategy (It’s that thing that chases and grabs us on the ground!).  Once again, however, the explanation is not this simple.  Recall that, in addition to leopard alarms, vervets in Amboseli have a separate, acoustically distinct alarm call for what Struhsaker called “minor mammalian predators”: animals like lions, cheetahs, hyenas, and jackals that could pose a danger but, as far as we can tell, rarely hunt vervets (chapter 4).  When the monkeys see one of these species, they give minor mammalian predator alarms, become vigilant, and may move toward trees.  Two different alarm calls, therefore, are given to predators that have the same hunting strategy.  Leopards differ from lions, cheetahs, and jackals, and hyenas only in terms of the magnitude of danger involved.  If one of these species began hunting vervets regularly, we imagine that the vervets would move it from membership in their minor mammalian predator category to membership in the category leopard. (p. 170)

A complete definition of the vervets’ leopard alarm call requires that we specify both the objects that it denotes (leopards and other small cats, and rarely even a stooping martial eagle and the objects that are another call (predatory eagles, jackals, snakes, or other groups of vervets for example) or because they elicit no call at all (for example, hippos, zebras, or elephants).  p. 171

From How Monkeys See the World: Inside the Mind of Another Species by Dorothy L. Cheney and Robert M. Seyfarth (University of Chicago Press), 1990.

