Jen Rehg Radio Interview
Anthropology is the study of humans or the study of man as it was said 20-30 years ago, yet you study primates, that is monkeys, why is that?
Well traditionally in American anthropology, anthropology in the United States has been a fore-field discipline.  So there has been a background in cultural anthropology, biological anthropology, archaeology, and linguistics.  And traditionally non-human primates, so monkeys, lemurs, and apes were studied to help inform us about the evolution of humans and the origins of adaptations of humans. So while that was the case initially in anthropology today a lot of biological anthropologists actually study non-human primates because they are interested in them for their own sake just as any other organism is interesting to study.  So I do do some work looking at the group structure of primates and why do monkeys or different primates live in groups, which does help inform us a little bit about why humans are very social animals.  But a lot of my work right now is being done on the ecology of the monkeys, their habitats, what kinds of things they feed on and how that relates to conservation issues in many places of the world.
In the summer of 2011 you spent some time in the forest of Peru, tell us about that.

Oh, gosh, I loved it.  I really have fallen in love with the neo-tropics and I have done fieldwork in different parts of Brazil and Costa Rica previously.  This was the first time I had really spent a long time working in Peru and the research was really built on my previous work with  polyspecific associations, these mixed species groups of different monkeys.  One monkey species in particular that I have been interested in is something called Calamanco.  Calamanco is a very rare monkey and these are little monkeys, they are about the size of squirrels, they are very sneaky and probably one of the reasons I am interested in them is they have been so difficult to study in the past so there is a lot that is unknown about them.  And so I was working in Peru, collaborating with a doctoral candidate at Washington University, her name is Mini Watsa and a number of other really excellent field researchers and assistants and we were trying to identify, or find/locate populations of this unique monkey, Calamanco, and also understand how it was coexisting in these forests with closely related species of monkeys, in particular two other monkeys called Tamarins, the Emperor Tamarins and Saddleback Tamarins.

How many species of primates are endangered today because of habitat loss?

That is a really excellent question and I believe that Conservation International and some organizations recently estimated that somewhere along the order of 25% of the world’s mammals are actually endangered.  And in terms of primates, the numbers of primates that are identified or known to exist have varied in particular over the last couple of decades in part because as researchers have explored, I should say Western Researchers, have explored new areas, they found populations of primates that seem to be different than known populations.  So new species are being identified with some frequency now, and these aren’t totally new animals but these are new because they are different than things in the populations that we have recognized previously.  And it really depends in terms of what species are endangered or how many, depends on the specific locations.  But it probably maps pretty well in the order of mammals overall, maybe a little bit more, somewhere in the order of 30% plus.  Some of the most endangered animals on the planet right now are primates like the Mountain Gorillas or Orangutans. 
Would you say that those two species are the most, or among the most endangered species of primates in the world?

Yeah, I would say.  I think there is a good chance that we have to worry about actually losing those species over the next several decades.  I think there is a serious threat of actually losing wild Orangutans and Gorillas.  And some other species that are less well known, the lemurs on Madagascar are a great example.  Madagascar is an island; it has suffered a lot of political troubles in the last couple of years.  The species on Madagascar are endemic, which means that they are found there and no place else in the world so if something happens to Madagascar, or certain areas of Madagascar, that is a real concern for the primates there.
What kind of Fauna can people find in that nature area on SIUE’s campus?
First there are the obvious things like deer, which we don’t have problems finding in other places as well on campus.  But there are Flying Squirrels there; in fact Dr. Rick Essner in Biological Sciences has been working on a project to look at Flying Squirrel population ecology in this portion on campus for a couple of years.  There are a number of bat species; there are some of turtle species that are rare for this area.  So there are some raccoons, obviously the standard for a temperate forest.  Probably of most interest from a vertebrate funnel perspective is there are a number of birds, especially during spring migration, that do stop and use this area.  And so the area has traditionally been incorporated into the Christmas bird counts that are done to monitor populations of birds throughout the country.  So this portion of the campus actually has a history of being important in the community and for other environmental reasons.
One of the courses that you teach at SIUE is titled Anthropology though Films and Fiction, and I wondered to what extent Hollywood has influenced the view of the general public about anthropologists for better or worse?
Yeah.  That is a class that I haven’t taught in a couple of years but it is one that I really really enjoyed teaching because I think it highlights how popular culture does influence our views of anthropology but also human societies and different cultures and our evolution in particular ways.  And it highlights too why taking anthropological perspective in viewing popular media, viewing films and thinking about fiction, how that can really help us reflect back on our own culture and think critically about the messages that we get every single day from around us that we just accept often and don’t think about where they are coming from or what they really mean.  So this is a course where I like to show films.  Some examples of films I have used in the past include Gattaca, which is a great film thinking about the direction we are going with our manipulation of genes and the technology we have to actually bioengineer and what that might mean for future human societies.  I have used Planet of the Apes, not the new ones but the original Planet of the Apes, which is an interesting film since it was originally designed as commentary, anti-racist commentary, and has subsequently really been reinterpreted as more of an animal rights activist perspective but that is another really great movie.  So that is a really enjoyable class because it does highlight that anthropology is relevant to today and not just to academic stuff but to everyday life.
You teach field courses in Latin America, can you tell us about that?

There were a number of years, a couple of years, in which I took students, student groups on travel study programs to Costa Rica and this was a great program.  It was conducted in some years over the summer and some years over winter break in which we traveled to a couple of different sites but spent a large portion of the program at a national park in Costa Rica.  And this involved visiting, and looking at some of the natural environments as well as some of the cultural heritage of Costa Rica, mainly on the Pacific coast of Costa Rica and I have also taught field schools.  Actually one year I taught a field school for Brazilians in Brazil which is something I was really happy to do because although I love taking students from here to other places and helping them learn about different places, it is also nice to be able interact with students of other nationalities in habitat countries in places where I work and I felt like where I can hopefully give something back.
What is your next big project?

Well, my next big project, I think in terms of research I am working on some grants that I hope will allow me to return to Peru at least for some time over the summer because I am here teaching.  And that is really the primary purpose for my position here and I love doing it but because I will be here a lot most of the year it means my travel time is a little constrained.  So I am looking to maybe go back to Peru next summer for a little bit at the beginning and hopefully visit some additional sites to look for this mysterious monkey, Calamanco, and collect some more information on the species and how they are using their habitats and learn more about their group behavior.  So that is the plan for the near future.
