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Many major human infectious diseases are transmitted via bodily products 
such as feces, blood, semen, and saliva. Such contaminants are also known 
disgust elicitors among humans. From an evolutionary perspective, revulsion 
in humans is hypothesized to have evolved to protect us from the risk of 
contracting disease; sensu the Parasite Avoidance Theory of Disgust. To 
investigate whether chimpanzees are sensitive to these potential sources of 
infection, we conducted feeding-related experiments to elicit avoidance 
behaviors in captive chimpanzees (Pan troglodytes troglodytes, N=20-42; sex 
ratio=1; 27±9 years-old) at the Centre International de Recherches Médicales 
de Franceville, Gabon. In the first set of experiments, we tested for feces-
avoidance behaviors by presenting target individuals with food rewards in 
conjunction with visual, olfactory and tactile cues of chimpanzee feces. In a 
second experiment, the same individuals were presented with olfactory 
stimuli of blood, semen, and rotten meat. In all experiments, chimpanzees 
expressed some degree of behavioral avoidance, manifest as refusals to 
feed, increased latencies to feeding, or maintenance of greater distances 
from contaminants relative to control substrates. We are now in the process 
of testing whether behavioral tendencies observed toward these 
contaminants coincide with individual health markers, including current levels 
as well as historical records of infection with bacterial, protozoan and 
helminth parasites. We predict that individuals with greater tendencies 
toward avoidance of such contaminants, possibly representative of revulsion, 
to be characterized by better general health than less sensitive individuals.  
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