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Masturbation in Captive
Hylobates (Gibbons)

Alan R. Mootnick and Elaine Baker

International Center for Gibbon Studies, Santa Clarita, California

Masturbation was observed in 9 of 52 captive adult Hylobates (gibbons) over a
period of 17 years at the International Center for Gibbon Studies (ICGS). Four
females and 5 males masturbated with varying degrees of regularity. The behavior
may be related to a disruption in early rearing experiences of Hylobates. This is
the first report on masturbation in these animals and documents that this behavior
occurs infrequently in captive Hylobates. @ 1994 Wiley-Liss, Inc.
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INTRODUCTION

Hylobates are generally recognized as belonging to a single genus that contains
four subgenera [Prouty et al., 1983a,b] and nine species [Chivers and Gittins, 1978;
Marshall and Sugardjito, 1986]. There have been no reports of masturbation in
captive or wild Hylobates, even though it has been observed in other animals. For
example, classic reports of masturbation include Cervus elaphus (red deer) [Darling,
1937], Erethizon d. dorsatum (porcupines) [Shadle, 1946], and Tursiops truncatus
(bottlenose dolphins) [McBride and Hebb, 1948]. Descriptions of self-stimulation in
nonhuman primates include manual stimulation of the penis in Papio (baboons)
[Zuckerman, 1932] and in Cercocebus albigena johnstoni (grey-cheeked mangabeys)
[Wallis, 1983], the use of the prehensile tail to stimulate the genitalia in male and
female Ateles geoffroyi panamaensis (red spider monkeys) [Carpenter, 1935], or
stimulation of the penis with the hallex or digits in Pan troglodytes (common chim-
panzees) [Bingham, 1928; Savage and Malick, 1977]. Beck and Power [1988] re-
ported that 54% of captive sexually inadequate males and 39% of captive reproduc-
tively proficient male Gorilla g. gorilla (lowland gorillas) masturbated. Masturbation
with ejaculation has been observed in Macaca mulatta (rhesus monkeys) [Carpenter,
1942] and in Cercocebus albigena johnstoni (Johnston’s mangabey) [Wallis, 1983].
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Bingham (1928) reported that female Pan troglodytes pressed their vulvas against
enclosure grillwork, box corners, and food items. Bingham also observed a female
Pan troglodytes insert a leaf stem into her vagina and then move her body against the
enclosure, causing the stem to move back and forth. Captive Pan troglodytes fe-
males masturbated to orgasm [Beach, 1976], although reports of female orgasm are
less frequent than those of male ejaculation. Ford and Beach [1951] and Beach
[1976], summarizing reports of masturbation in animals (including primates), indi-
cated that the behavior is more common in males than in females and that it occurs
in both captive and wild animals. The present report documents the occurrence and
nature of masturbation in captive adult male and female Hylobates.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Definitions of Terms

The following categories describe the rearing conditions of subjects.

Hand-reared (HR). Hylobates that were removed from the mother before 10
months of age and reared by humans in a homelike environment. Human contact was
intensive; conspecific contact may or may not have occurred.

Zoo-reared (ZR). Hylobates that were removed from the mother after 10
months of age when they were old enough to survive on their own. Human contact
was minimal; conspecific contact may or may not have occurred.

Mother-reared (MR). Hylobates reared by the mother for at least the first 18
months with minimal disruption of the mother-infant relationship.

Subjects

For the past 17 years, 28 female and 24 male Hylobates, including all four
subgenera and eight of the nine species, H. syndactylus (siamang), H. concolor
(concolor gibbon), H. hoolock (hoolock gibbon), H. moloch (moloch gibbon), H.
pileatus (pileated gibbon), H. agilis (agile gibbon), H. muelleri (Mueller’s gibbon),
and H. lar (lar gibbon), have been housed for varying periods of time (112 years)
at the International Center for Gibbon Studies (ICGS) (Santa Clarita, CA). Hylobates
at ICGS are housed in outdoor primary enclosures measuring 3 X 9 X 4 m (with an
attached secondary enclosure) in opposite-sex pairs with offspring, unless a sexual
partner is not available. All Hylobates at ICGS have visual and auditory contact with
other Hylobates of both sexes. Feeding occurs a minimum of twice daily, allowing for
close proximity to the enclosures by the staff at least 5 hr per day. Each observed
masturbation event was recorded up to a maximum of 50 observations (n = 5
individuals) and a minimum of 1 observation (n = 2 individuals). These data rep-
resent minimum levels of the behavior since masturbation probably occurs outside the
observers’ presences. For purposes of perspective, no masturbation was observed in
327 hr of systematic observations during a recent, 7-month study of six Hylobates
pairs housed at ICGS.

RESULTS

Table 1 presents information on the relevant life histories of the nine Hylobates
who were observed masturbating. Included are sex, species, early rearing experi-
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TABLE 1. Characteristics of Hylobates observed maturbating, 1977-1993

Mastur-  Frequency  Ages

Copu- Sexual bated of during
Rearing Age Adult late  experi- only mastur- obser-
Sex, species condition consp.® housing w/mate ence toward bation vation
Female H. lar HR 8 w/Mate  Yes Yes  Humans =50 8—11 yr
Female H. agilis ZR No Mate Alone NA No  Humans =50 9-10
Female H. muelleri Unknown Unknown w/Mate No® No  Humans =50 18-19
Female H. hoolock® Unknown Unknown Alone NA No Human 1 30-42
Male H. concolor® HR 5 w/Mate  No No  Humans =50 14-19
Male H. pileatus  HR 5 w/Mate Yes  Yes Humans 2 18-21
Male H. agilis MR Birth Alone NA No Gibbon =50 6-8
Ibid. New 1 8
environ-
ment
Male H. agilis ZR 25 w/Mate  Yes Yes  Gibbon 2 17-19
Male H. agilis MR Birth w/Mate  Yes Yes  Food 7 8-12

“Age first socialized with conspecifics following early separation from mother.
PMate disinterested in copulation.
“Observed to masturbate to orgasm.

ences, early conspecific contact, housing conditions during the period of masturba-
tion, and frequency of masturbation.

The sex, species, and rearing conditions of all adults housed at ICGS during the
past 17 years are shown in Table 2. Masturbation occurred in 17.3% of the 52 adults
(4 of 28 females and 5 of 24 males). It appears that there are no sex or species
differences in the occurrence of masturbation.

Of the nine subjects observed, four varied from 613 years of age, four varied
from 14-21 years of age, and one was from 3042 years of age.

Five of the nine Hylobates were observed to masturbate at least 50 times (Table
1). It is possible that self-stimulation is a daily occurrence in these particular Hylo-
bates. Three of the nine, however, were observed to masturbate only once or twice.

Female Masturbation

Three females masturbated by standing on the ground and rubbing their en-
larged vulva against the chain link enclosure. All three consistently presented to a
male primate keeper before they masturbated. A female H. hoolock leuconedys (east-
ern hoolock gibbon) masturbated once when she greeted the male primate keeper by
wrapping her body on him. She proceeded to rub her genitalia against the keeper’s
body, and exhibited behavior suggestive of an orgasm, i.e., her mouth and eyes were
open during the 1 min of stimulation, but then her eyes closed, her mandibular gape
lessened, and her body quivered. After this, she released her grasp on the keeper.
Sexual presentation to the male primate keeper prior to this episode did not occur.

Male Masturbation

Two of the five males that masturbated manipulated the penis with their digits
while sitting or while resting their feet on a branch. The H. pileatus used the first digit
above the penis, and the second and third digits below the penis, with the hand held
under the penis. The H. concolor gabriellae (buff-cheeked gibbon) held the dorsal
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TABLE 2. Species, sex, and rearing conditions of all adult Hylobates housed at ICGS
from 1977-1993*

Males Females

Mother- Zoo- Hand- Mother- Zoo- Hand-
Species reared reared reared reared reared reared Unknown®
H. lar 3 1 3 0 3 5(1)
H. concolor 1 0 1(1) 0 1 1
H. syndactylus -+ 0 0 1 2 1
H. hoolock 0 0 0 | | 0 1(1)
H. moloch 0 1 0 0 0 1
H. pileatus 2 1 1(1) 1 0 3
H. agilis 4(2) 1(1) 0 1 3(1) ]
H. muelleri 0 0 1 0 0 0 1(1)
Total (rearing) 14 (2) 4(1) 6(2) 4 10 (1) 12 (1) 2(2)
Total (sex) 24.(5) 28 (4)

*number in () is number of Hylobates that masturbated while housed at ICGS; these individuals are
included in the preceding number.
“Birth records were not available. Behavioral evidence suggests these females were not mother-reared.

aspect of the hand against his pubic region and manipulated the penis with his second
digit under the penis and the first and third digits above the penis. He was frequently
observed to ejaculate. The third male was a H. a. agilis (northern agile gibbon) who
rubbed his penis up and down over the dorsal aspect of his foot or on the chain link
enclosure. The fourth male H. a. agilis was observed to masturbate twice when his
sexual partner terminated copulation prior to his ejaculation. Following her retreat, he
sat on the branch they had been copulating on and rubbed his penis against the branch
by moving his pelvis back and forth. He was not observed to ejaculate. The partner
meanwhile was presenting to a familiar male human and on another occasion a female
human, who had approached the enclosure. The fifth male was a H. a. agilis that
masturbated while seeing or eating preferred foods. He used his great toe to press and
vibrate his penis against the branch he sat on.

Opportunity for Copulation

Six of the nine Hylobates were housed with a potential sexual partner when they
were observed to masturbate, but three were not copulating regularly or at all with
that partner (Table 1). The male H. concolor gabriellae showed no sexual interest in
any of his potential sexual partners, even though they presented to him and he had full
visual contact with reproductively successful Hylobates. The H. pileatus male who
masturbated was aggressive to his sexual partner and copulated infrequently. One
difference between these two males is that the H. concolor male was hand-reared
during the Vietnam War by a soldier and probably had infrequent human contact. The
female H. muelleri funereus (northern Mueller’s gibbon) was housed with a sexually
disinterested hand-reared male.

The other three Hylobates who masturbated were housed alone. The young
adult male H. a. agilis had never been housed with a female sexual partner. He
masturbated while whimpering and looking at an enclosure that housed a sexually
active H. a. agilis female. Masturbation ceased when he was moved into a smaller






