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Across disciplinary boundaries: 
remembering Cláudia Sousa

Margarida Fernandes, Amélia Frazão-Moreira, 

Kimberley J. Hockings 

and Francisca Alves-Cardoso
This dossier pays homage to the primatologist Cláudia Sousa and is the result of a 
seminar held in her memory. It collates the presentations of Cláudia’s colleagues on 
themes that demonstrate not only the importance of her work but also the legacy 
that she left. It highlights the potential for novel ways to bring together social and 
human sciences and biological sciences in the field of anthropology.

KEYWORDS: anthropology, primatology, environment, ethnoecology, conservation, 
nature, local knowledge.

Para além das fronteiras disciplinares: lembrando Cláudia Sousa    Este 
dossiê em homenagem à primatóloga Cláudia Sousa resulta do seminário realizado 
em sua memória e reúne textos apresentados por colegas em torno de temas que 
ilustram não só a importância do trabalho desenvolvido pela Cláudia mas também 
o legado que nos deixou e o potencial para desenvolvimentos futuros de aproxi-
mação entre as ciências sociais e humanas e as ciências biológicas no campo da 
antropologia.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: antropologia, primatologia, ambiente, etnoecologia, conserva-
ção, natureza, saber local.
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CLÁUDIA SOUSA (1975-2014) DEVOTED HER LIFE TO PRIMATOLOGY. 
She studied chimpanzee behaviour and cognition in both captive and wild 
populations and her research contributed to diverse fields including primate 
conservation, human-primate interactions, and human evolution. Originally 
trained as a biologist, the breadth of her work surpassed her own area of 
expertise. Cláudia was capable of conducting fieldwork with the sensitivity 
and competence of a social scientist, and always maintained that conservation 
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Cláudia enjoying fieldwork at Cantanhez National Park in Guinea-Bissau.
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could not succeed without taking on board the perceptions, knowledge, and 
interests of local human populations.

The extent of Cláudia’s contribution to anthropology was witnessed by 
everyone who attended the conference held in her memory on the 9th October 
2015.1 This special dossier of Etnográfica contains extended abstracts of the 
presentations from this conference and constitutes a further contribution to 
perpetuate Cláudia’s work.

The conference aimed to gather guest speakers who worked with Cláudia, 
including former mentors and students, and to discuss the issues and research 
areas that she was passionate about. It was divided into two sections: one 
dedicated to “Cognition, behaviour and human evolution” and the other to 
“Conservation and human-primate interactions”. These are two major areas 
of research where Claudia’s work had considerable impact in the field of pri-
matology.

Primate cognition is the study of the intellectual and behavioural skills of 
nonhuman primates (Tomasello and Call 1997). Cognitive abilities evolve to 
solve the adaptive problems a species faces, with both ecological and social 
problems important in the evolution of primate intelligence (Byrne and Bates 
2006). Great apes in particular are known for their behavioural flexibility, fre-
quent innovation, and high degree of cultural variation (Whiten et al. 1999; 
McGrew 2004). In the last three decades new theoretical paradigms have been 
employed to investigate the natural cognitive skills of primates, including 
complex tool-use (Matsuzawa 2001; Seed and Tomasello 2010). Tool use and 
manufacture has been reported many times in both wild and captive primates, 
particularly the great apes. Tool use is an important part of being human and 
has been central to research into the evolutionary origins of human intelli-
gence. Nonetheless, many basic human cognitive skills are also held by our 

1	 The conference was organised by FCSH and CRIA and had the financial support of FCT – Fundação 
para a Ciência e a Tecnologia (Science and Technology Foundation) through the programme FACC 
– Fundo de Apoio à Comunidade Científica (Scientific Community Support Fund) and the Project 
CRIA / ANT / 04038 / 2013. The conference was held in the National Museum of Ethnology in Lisbon, 
Portugal. We would like to express our gratitude to the Museum’s Director, Dr. Paulo Costa, and staff, 
especially Mr. Alexandre Raposo for all their support. A photographic display in the museum entrance 
provided a visual journey through Cláudia’s research career, from her early days working with captive 
primates in Japan up to more recent research on primate conservation in Guinea-Bissau. Exclusive 
unedited footage of Cláudia’s research work in the laboratory at the Primate Research Institute (PRI, 
Kyoto University) and in the field at Bossou (Guinea) were shown at the conference and are now avail-
able at the Kyoto University webpage which is dedicated to Cláudia’s work. The same site provides 
information on the Cláudia Sousa Memorial Fund for the Advancement of Portuguese Primatology, 
the aim of which is to give inspiration and encouragement to future generations of Portuguese prima-
tologists. Coinciding with the Conference, the Library services of FCSH / NOVA prepared a display of 
Cláudia’s books which were generously donated by her family. These books, available to students and 
researchers, are organised in a special collection in the ID – Research and PhD’s Documentation Centre 
(< http: /  / www.fcsh.unl.pt / faculdade / bibliotecas / biblioteca-id >).
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living primate relatives. This is unsurprising considering human and chimpan-
zee DNA differ by only about 1.23%. However, humans are unique in many 
ways and display specific cognitive skills that very likely evolved relatively 
recently in our evolutionary history and that are linked to our cultural way of 
life.

Tetsuro Matsuzawa and Dora Biro’s paper focuses on chimpanzee cogni-
tion and more specifically, on flexible tool use. The tools range from “tokens”, 
used as if they were money in a laboratorial context, stones used in the wild 
to crack nuts, and leaves to gather water. Cláudia’s research at the Primate 
Research Institute (PRI), Kyoto University, Japan, and in the forests of West 
Africa focused on physical cognition, social learning, laterality and cognitive 
development. More specifically, it contributed to a better understanding of 
chimpanzees’ ability to think rationally, to find solutions to their problems 
and learn from their peers. Experiments by Cláudia on chimpanzee use of 
tokens in social situations are described by Satoshi Hirata. They point to a 
general social intelligence in chimpanzee daily lives, showing that like humans, 
chimpanzees have highly sophisticated social skills.

Pursuit for a deeper understanding of tool use by wild chimpanzees sparked 
the field of primate archaeology. Susana Carvalho introduces the new disci-
pline of primate archaeology highlighting Cláudia’s priceless contribution to 
its foundation. Primate archaeology examines the material record of primates 
through analyses of tool making, tool use and the spatially patterned accumu-
lation of refuse. Hence it provides an evolutionary framework for understand-
ing primate behaviour. Moreover, “examination of the contexts for nonhuman 
primate artefact and landscape use, alongside early hominin equivalents, pro-
vides a new understanding of the origins and evolution of human behaviour” 
(Haslam et al. 2009: 339).

Eugénia Cunha’s presentation shows that human ancestors were likely 
capable of compassion – a feeling linked to humanity.2 This idea is explored 
through the analysis of studies reporting evidence of care and attention in the 
fossil record, such as the willingness and capability to attend individuals with 
lesions caused by trauma, infection and other impairing pathologies. Cases 
date back to circa 3.4 million years (Cook et al. 1983) to much more recent 
examples (Tiley 2015). The author concluded her presentation by suggesting 
how examining the behaviour of our closest living relatives can contribute 
to our understanding of the behaviour of our human ancestors (Cuozzo and 
Sauther 2004; Hublin 2009). The hypothesis presented by Bracinha Vieira 

2	 On the conference two speakers, unable to attend in person, made video presentations. We are 
grateful to Catarina Alves Costa (CRIA / FCSH-Nova) and David Navega (University of Coimbra), for 
directing and editing, respectively, Professor António Bracinha Vieira’s and Professor Eugénia Cunha’s 
video presentations.
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relates to the origins of language and how it is linked with the development of 
lithic industries in the Palaeolithic. He suggests that brain development and 
the acquisition of language in humans are associated with the capability to 
manipulate tools.

This set of contributions highlights the importance of studies into the cog-
nitive abilities of nonhuman primates, especially tool use by chimpanzees, and 
how this informs various aspects of human evolution, which was a particular 
focus of Cláudia’s research.

The second set of extended abstracts in this dossier focus on great ape 
conservation. In our current epoch, increasingly known as the Anthropocene 
(Crutzen and Stoermer 2000; Steffen et al. 2011; Maris 2015), we see the 
emergence of biodiversity conservation, which some authors argue is import-
ant for the survival of humankind (Harmon 2001). However, the extensive 
(often negative) influence of humans on wild ecosystems where apes are found 
is undeniable (Hockings et al. 2015). Contemporary biodiversity conservation 
does not ignore the presence and role of humans in wild ecosystems. Instead it 
acknowledges that local ecological knowledge and human practices are essen-
tial for biodiversity conservation and sustainability (Orlove and Brush 1996; 
Berkes 1999). Moreover, the value of both biological and human cultural 
diversity underlines the importance and need to preserve “biocultural diver-
sity” (Maffi 2001; Stepp, Wyndham and Zarger 2002; for a critical review of 
this process see Vidal and Dias 2016).

The complex relationship between ethnobiology, ethnoecology and conser-
vation (Ellen 2006; Nazarea 2006) will provide new opportunities for intri-
cately examining relationships between human and nonhuman primates using 
mixed-methods in social anthropology and primatology (ethnoprimatology: 
Fuentes 2006, 2012; Riley 2006; Sousa and Frazão-Moreira 2010; Fuentes 
and Hockings 2010). Moreover, a methodological framework that enables the 
understanding of the ecological complexity based on multispecies ethnography 
will push this field forward (Kirksey and Helmreich 2010; Malone et al. 2014; 
Smart 2014).

Kimberley Hockings and Amélia Frazão-Moreira explore these theoretical 
and methodological advances, whilst showing how Cláudia Sousa pioneered 
work in the field of human-primate interactions. The paper by Kimberley 
Hockings on the use of natural and cultivated foods by wild chimpanzees at 
Caiquene-Cadique in Cantanhez National Park (Guinea-Bissau) shows how 
this chimpanzee community can flexibly modify their behaviour to changing 
ecological conditions. She discusses how shared resource use might impact the 
sustainability of interactions with local people, and ways to promote long-term 
coexistence in anthropogenic habitats. Amélia Frazão-Moreira explores cross-
overs in social anthropology and primatology for the conservation of chim-
panzees in Cantanhez National Park and Cufada Natural Park, Guinea-Bissau. 
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She focuses on the human contexts of conservation, including local narratives 
and perceptions about chimpanzees; local ecological knowledge and its relation 
to scientific knowledge; and territory uses and management. She emphasizes 
the need to connect social variability and the reconfiguration of humanized 
ecological systems to conservation models and expectations.

Discussions into the connections between social anthropology, primatol-
ogy and conservation highlight the complex political and ethical dimensions 
in biodiversity conservation. Catherine Hill and Matthew McLennan reflect 
upon the ethics of research focusing on “village” chimpanzee behaviour and 
ecology and discuss the role of the primatologist as a social actor in a complex 
socio-political landscape. Spartaco Gippoliti maintains the importance of an 
ethical approach to biodiversity conservation, and highlights the political par-
adoxes of universalizing conservation models in situ, reinforcing the idea of 
conservation embedded in local cultures.

Biologists, psychologists and biological anthropologists have played a crucial 
role in the development of primatology as a scientific discipline. The dialogue 
between social anthropology and primatology allows us to develop a realistic 
and holistic understanding of how nonhuman primates fit in an increasingly 
humanised world. Whether we are discussing the ways in which cognitive 
studies of nonhuman primates inform human evolution, or the myriad of ways 
humans interact with nonhuman primates, we are blurring the lines between 
“cultural” and “natural” approaches, and contributing to important social and 
biological debates in contemporary anthropology (Ingold and Palsson 2013).

That is the legacy of Cláudia Sousa.
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