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Frans de Waal has spent his life studying animals.
After a childhood observing every animal that
crossed his path, he spent his career studying a
variety of different topics that, taken together,
demonstrate the cognitive and emotional con-
tinuity between humans and other animals. In
particular, his focus has been on the myriad
ways animals negotiate with one another and
ameliorate conflict to maintain their beneficial
social relationships.

After receiving his Ph.D. from the University
of Utrecht in 1977, where he studied social
behavior in chimpanzees (Pan troglodytes) at the
Royal Burgers’ Zoo in Arnhem, the Netherlands,
under the direction of Professor Jan van Hooff,
he published Chimpanzee Politics (1982), which
documented the ways in which chimpanzees use
conflict resolution to maintain their social order.
Chimpanzee Politics brought primates’ social
strategizing to the forefront, over the then dom-
inant view that aggression controlled behavior,
and introduced primatologists to the ideas of
Machiavelli, one of the ways in which Professor
de Waal has promoted integration between ideas
in the sciences and other disciplines. Following
this, he was the first person to recognize conso-
lation and reconciliation in nonhuman primates,
and established the methodology for their study
(postconflict/matched control; de Waal and van
Roosmalen 1979).

After he emigrated to the United States,
Professor de Waal’s research became more exper-
imental, with the goal of elucidating underlying
mechanisms for the behaviors he had observed.
He delved into cooperation and related behaviors,
including the role of inequity aversion in the
evolution of fairness (Brosnan and deWaal 2014).
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He also studied cultural transmission, to explore
how animals transmit and receive information
among each other. Finally, he was one of the
first modern scientists to consider whether
social behavior in primates was underpinned
by empathy (de Waal 1996), and has developed
an influential hypothesis to explain the origins
and evolution of empathy (the Perception Action
Mechanism; Preston and de Waal 2002).

Professor de Waal has accomplished much;
to date, he has been on the editorial board or
editorial staff of 15 journals, is currently a Review
Editor for Science and the Editor-in-Chief of
Behaviour, and has published more than 150
peer-reviewed papers, 100 chapters, and 75 com-
mentaries in multiple languages. He is a member
of the US National Academy of Sciences and the
Royal Dutch Academy of Sciences, a Fellow of the
American Academy of Arts and Sciences and the
Japan Society for the Promotion of the Sciences,
and the recipient of two Honoris Causa degrees
and the American Society of Primatologist’s
Distinguished Primatologist Award. He won
an Ig Nobel prize in 2012 for his work on the
multifaceted nature of individual recognition in
chimpanzees.

Finally, in what he describes as a “second
career” (de Waal 2009), Professor de Waal has
done much to promote scientific interest and
literacy in the public. He has written 12 books
on primate behavior and edited an additional
10, with the goal of bringing the science of
primate social behavior to the public. Aside
from his books and lectures, his TED talk on the
evolutionary roots of morality has become an
internet sensation. This outreach has led to him
being recognized as one of Discover magazine’s
“47 All-time Great Minds in Science” and Time
magazine’s “100 Most Influential People.”

SEE ALSO: Capuchin Monkeys (Sapajus and
Cebus); Chimpanzee and Bonobo (Pan); Conflict
Resolution; Cooperation; Reciprocity; Social
Traditions
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